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CHAPTER ONE




“What a perfect day.” Winter had finally thawed in Boston and spring was upon us. The campus had come alive and was buzzing with college students, tourists, and city natives, most dressed for summer in their eagerness to take some rare sunrays.

Many still wore their graduation gowns from this afternoon’s ceremony, the entirety of which I was still processing. Everything felt surreal, from saying bittersweet goodbyes to friends to the anticipation of facing real world problems in the days ahead. A blur of emotions whirled through me. Pride, relief, anxiety. But what I felt most was happiness. To be in this moment with Marie by my side was more than I could ask for.

“It is, and no one deserves it more than you, Erica.” Marie Martelly, my mother’s best friend and my own personal lifesaver, gave my hand a little squeeze and hooked her arm into mine.

We walked down the tiny paths that wove through the Harvard campus, shaded by rows of full leafy trees rustling quietly from the soft breeze blowing. Tall and slender, Marie towered over my petite frame. Her soft skin was the color of cocoa and her brown hair was twisted into dozens of short dreads, a style that expressed both her eternal youth and eclectic style. From the outside, no one would suspect that she was the only mother I’d had for nearly a decade.

“Thank you for being there for me today,” I said.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Erica! I wouldn’t miss this for the world. You know that. Plus I always enjoy a little trip down memory lane. I can’t remember the last time I was on campus. Makes me feel young again!”

I laughed at her enthusiasm. Only someone like Marie could visit her alma mater and feel younger, as if no time had passed.

We hopped into a cab and left the campus, passing over the Charles River into Boston. A few minutes later we pushed through the heavy wooden doors of one of the best steakhouses in the city. Compared to the sunny streets, the restaurant was dark and cool, and a noticeable air of refinement floated over the quiet murmur of the evening’s patrons.

We settled down with our menus and ordered dinner and drinks. The waiter promptly delivered two glasses of sixteen-year Scotch, on the rocks, a taste for which I had acquired from more than a few complementary dinners with Marie. After weeks of overdosing on coffee and late night take out, nothing said congratulations like a cool glass of Scotch and a steak dinner.

I traced lines into the sweat on my glass, wondering what I would ever do without her. Over the years, she had always offered the perfect measure of support. She listened to my friend drama and my moaning about work and finals, but she never pushed me. She knew how hard I already pushed myself.

I told myself over the years that not having parents was sometimes better than having the kinds of parents I heard about and occasionally met. My classmates’ parents were typically overbearing, physically there but emotionally absent, or old enough to be my grandparents and suffering from a serious generational gap. By comparison, excelling seemed vastly easier when I was the only person putting pressure on myself to succeed.

“What’s on your mind, baby girl?” Marie asked, breaking me from my thoughts.

“I really wish mom could have been here,” I said quietly.

Marie took my hand in hers from across the table. “We both know Patricia would have been so proud of you today. Beyond words.”

No one had known my mother better than Marie. Though distance had separated them for years after school, they remained close—all the way to the bitter end.

I avoided her eyes, unwilling to let myself succumb to the emotions that tended to rush over me like a goddamn flood every Hallmark holiday. I wouldn’t cry today. Today was a happy day. One I would never forget.

Marie released me and held up her glass. I raised my glass with hers and smiled through the sadness, letting relief and gratitude fill the empty place in my heart.

“Cheers.” I tipped my glass to Marie’s. I took a healthy swallow, savoring the burn of the liquor on its way down.

“So what’s next for you, Erica?” Marie asked.

I sighed, letting my thoughts drift back to my life and the real pressures I was still under. “Well, this week is the big pitch at Angelcom, and then at some point I need to figure out where to live.”

“You can always stay with me for a while, you know.”

“I know, but I need to get set up on my own for once. I’m looking forward to it actually.”

“Any ideas?”

“Not really, but I need a break from Cambridge.” Harvard had been great, but academia and I needed to start seeing other people. I had spent the past year seriously overachieving, juggling a thesis, starting a new business, and managing the usual senior burnout moments. I was eager to start the next chapter of my life well away from campus.

“Not that I would ever want you to leave, but are you sure you want to stay in Boston?”

“I’m sure. The business might take me to New York or California at some point, but for now I’m happy here.” Boston was a hard city sometimes. The winters were hell, but the people here were strong, passionate, and often painfully direct. Over time, I’d become one of them. I couldn’t imagine calling anyplace else home on a whim.

“Do you ever think of going back to Chicago?”

“No.” I chewed my salad in silence for moment, trying not to think about all the people who might have been here for me today. “There’s no one back home for me anymore. Elliot remarried and has kids now. And Mom’s family has always been…you know, distant.”

Ever since my mother had come home from college twenty-one years ago, newly pregnant with no plans to marry, her relationship with her parents had been strained, to say the least. Even as a child, what few memories I shared with my grandparents had felt uncomfortable and colored by how I had came into their lives. Mom never spoke of my father, but if the circumstances were upsetting enough for her to keep silent about them, I was probably better off not knowing.

The sadness in Marie’s sympathetic eyes reflected my own.  “Do you ever hear from Elliot?”

“Mostly around the holidays. He has his hands full with the two little ones now.”

Elliot was the only father I had ever known. He’d married my mother when I was a toddler, and we shared many happy years together as a family. But no more than a year after my mother had passed, he became overwhelmed with the prospect of raising a teenager alone and enrolled me in boarding school with my inheritance.

“You miss him,” she said quietly, as if reading my thoughts.

“Sometimes,” I admitted. “We never had a chance to be a family without her.” I remembered how lost and out of step we became when she died. Now we were bound to each other only through the memory of her love, a memory that faded a little more with each passing year.

“He meant well, Erica.”

“I know he did. I don’t blame him. We’re both happy, so that’s all that matters now.” With a degree and a new business under my belt, I had no regrets about Elliot’s choice. Ultimately it placed me on the path that had led me to where I was today, but nothing could change the fact that we’d grown further apart over the years.

“Enough about that, then. Let’s talk about your love life.” Marie shot me a warm smile, her beautiful almond eyes glittering in the dim light of the restaurant.

I laughed, knowing she would want every detail if I had anything at all to indulge. “Nothing new to report, sadly. How about we talk about yours instead?” I knew she would take the bait.

Her eyes lit up and she gushed about her newest love interest. Richard was a jet-setting journalist nearly a decade her junior, which was no surprise to me. Not only was she in great shape for her age, Marie was incredibly young at heart. I often had to remind myself that she was my mother’s age.

While she reminisced, I enjoyed a short love affair with my food. Perfectly prepared and dripping with a red wine reduction, the bone-in filet nearly melted in my mouth. Deeply satisfying, the meal almost made up for the past several months of sexual deprivation. If it didn’t, the plate of chocolate covered strawberries we finished our dinner with definitely did.

College had provided me with regular opportunities for short-term flings, but unlike Marie, I was never really looking for love. And now that I had a business to keep up with, I barely had time for a social life, let alone a sex life. Instead I lived vicariously through Marie, genuinely happy she had a new man who kept a little pep in her step.

We finished and Marie agreed to meet me outside after she freshened up. I made my way toward the door, feeling happy and a little buzzed. I passed the host and turned back when he thanked me for coming. The next minute I ran smack into the man coming through the front door.

He caught me by the waist, pulling me up as I steadied myself again. I looked up to apologize when my gaze locked with his. A mesmerizing tornado of hazel and green poured into me, obliterating my ability to speak. My heartbeat quickened, and I struggled to keep my breathing steady.

“Are you all right?”

His voice vibrated through me. My knees weakened a little at the sensation. His arm tightened around my waist in response, bringing our bodies infinitely closer. The shift did little to help me regain my composure. My body heated at the way he held me, possessive and confident, as if he had every right to keep me there as long as he liked.

A small part of me, the part that wasn’t humming with desire for this strange man, wanted to protest his boldness, but all rational thought was clouded as I drank in his features. He couldn’t have been much older than I. With the exception of his wayward dark brown hair, he appeared to be all business in a charcoal blazer over a white collared shirt with a couple buttons loose. He looked expensive. He even smelled expensive.

Out of your league, Erica, a little voice sang, reminding me it was my turn to speak.

“Yes, I’m fine. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” he murmured seductively, with a hint of a smile. His lips were etched and full of promise, impossible to ignore with my face just inches from his. God, the sexual energy rolled off the man like tidal waves.

“Mr. Landon, your party is here.”

While the host waited for him to respond, I sobered enough to straighten, confident I could stand independently again. I leveraged the effort with my hands on his chest, hard and unforgiving even through his suit. He released his hold on me, his hands blazing a trail of fire as they left my body slowly. Sweet Jesus. Dessert had nothing on this man.

He nodded to the host but barely took his eyes from me, paralyzing me with that single thread connecting us. Irrationally, I wanted nothing more than his hands on me again, possessing me like they had so easily before. If he had my head swimming with a mere touch, there was no telling what he could do in the bedroom. I wondered if there might be a coat closet nearby. We could get to the bottom of this right now.

“Right this way, sir,” the host said, waving my rescuer toward him.

He walked away with casual grace, leaving me tingling from head to toe in his absence. Marie joined me as I watched his retreat, a sight to behold.

I meant to be embarrassed, but in truth I was shamelessly satisfied with my inability to balance on four-inch heels. Mystery man would become fodder for many fantasies to come.




* * *

I ascended the broad granite steps of the library building and traveled through the halls to Professor Quinlan’s office. He was staring intently at his computer screen when I knocked at the door.

He swiveled in his chair. “Erica! My favorite internet startup genius girl.”

His telltale Irish lilt had become less pronounced after living in America for so long. I still found it adorable and clung to every word.

“Tell me, how does freedom feel?”

I giggled a bit, warmed at his genuine enthusiasm to see me. Quinlan was an attractive man in his early fifties, with salt and pepper gray hair and kind pale blue eyes.

“Still getting used to it, to be honest. How about you? When does your sabbatical start?”

“I fly into Dublin in a few weeks. You must visit me if you find time this year.”

“I would love to, of course,” I said. What would this year look like for me? Hopefully I’d be nursing my business through early growing pains, but in truth, I had no idea what to expect. “For some reason I feel like it would be strange seeing you outside of campus, Professor.”

“I’m not your professor anymore, Erica. Call me Brendan, please. I’m now your friend and your mentor, and I certainly hope we’ll see plenty more of each other beyond these walls.”

The professor’s words hit me hard, and my throat tingled a bit. Sentimental moments were plaguing me this week, damn it all. Quinlan had been incredibly supportive these past few years, guiding me through my major and making connections for me to push the business forward. The tireless cheerleader every time I needed a boost.

“I can’t thank you enough. I want you to know that.”

“Helping people like you, Erica, is what gets me up in the morning. And it keeps me out of the pub.” He gave me a crooked smile, revealing a lone dimple.

“And Max?”

“Well, unfortunately Max’s ambition for drink and women far exceeded his ambition for success in business, but it seems like he turned it around after all. I’m not sure if I was any help there, but perhaps. They can’t all be like you, dear.”

“I’m so worried things with the business won’t work out in the long run,” I admitted, hoping he had some clairvoyance that I lacked.

“There’s no doubt in my mind that you will be successful, one way or the other. If not with this, there will be something else. None of us know where life will take us, but you’re making sacrifices and working hard for your dreams. As long as you stay true to those dreams, keep them at the forefront of your mind, you’re moving in the right direction. At least that’s what I tell myself.”

“Sounds right to me.” My nerves were strung tight in anticipation of tomorrow’s meeting, which would be a make it or break it moment for the business, and for me. I needed all the encouragement I could get.

“I’ll let you know when I figure it all out anyway,” he promised.

I didn’t know whether to be inspired or discouraged, knowing he sometimes felt as aimless as I felt right now.

He shifted his focus back to me. “In the meantime, let’s see what you’ve got for our friend Max tomorrow.” He motioned toward the folder on my lap and cleared a path on his desk.

	“Definitely.” I laid out the business plan and my notes, and we set to work.




















CHAPTER TWO




The receptionist at Angelcom Venture Group gave me a questioning glance before leading me into the conference room at the end of the hall. I checked myself over, making sure nothing was grossly out of place. So far so good. I shrugged.

“Make yourself comfortable, Miss Hathaway. The rest of the group should be arriving shortly.”

“Thank you,” I said politely, grateful the room was momentarily empty. I took a deep breath, trailing my fingers along the edge of the conference table until I reached a wall of windows overlooking Boston Harbor. Awe mingled with my growing anxiety. In a moment I would be face-to-face with a handful of the city’s most wealthy and influential investors, and I felt so far out of my comfort zone, it just wasn’t funny. I took a deep breath and shook out my hands anxiously, wishing my body would relax a little.

“Erica?”

I spun around. A young man about my age, with blond hair parted neatly to the side, dark blue eyes, and wearing an impressive three-piece suit, approached me. We shook hands.

“You must be Maxwell.”

“Please, call me Max.”

“Professor Quinlan has told me a lot about you, Max.”

“Don’t believe a word of it.” He laughed, revealing a set of perfectly white teeth contrasting with a tan that made me wonder how much time he actually spent in New England.

“All good things, I promise,” I lied.

“That’s good of him. I owe him one. This must be your first pitch?”

“Unmistakably.”

“You’ll do fine. Just remember, most of us were in your shoes at some point.”

I smiled and nodded, knowing the chances of Max Pope, heir to shipping magnate Michael Pope, pitching to anyone other than his father for a measly two million dollars were slim to none. Regardless, he was the reason I was here this morning, and I was thankful. Quinlan had known just the favor to pull.

“Help yourself. The pastries are amazing.” He gestured to the plentiful breakfast buffet along the wall.

The knot in my stomach disagreed. I needed to get a handle on my nerves. I couldn’t even stomach coffee this morning. “Thank you, I’m fine though.”

As the other investors trickled in, Max introduced me, and I did my best to make small talk, silently cursing Alli, my best friend, absentee business partner, and marketing go-to. She could make entertaining small talk with a can of soup, where I had little else on my mind beyond the facts and figures I was prepared to present, which wasn’t ideal for idle conversation with people I’d never met.

When people began to settle at the conference table, I positioned myself on the opposite side, organizing and scanning over my paperwork for the twentieth time. I located the clock on the wall across from me. I had less than twenty minutes to convince this small group of strangers that I was worth investing in.

The rumble of voices quieted, but when I looked to Max for the cue to start, he gestured to the empty center chair across from me. “We’re waiting for Landon.”

Landon?

The door flung open, and I forgot how to breathe. Holy shit.

In walked my mystery man—six feet of masculine glory—looking nothing like his suited colleagues. His black V-neck highlighted his sculpted shoulders and chest, and his worn out jeans fit his physique like a dream. My skin grew tight at the thought of having those arms around me again, accidentally or otherwise.

Armed with a jumbo iced coffee, he dropped into the seat in front of me, seemingly unaware of his lateness or lack of formality, and flashed me a knowing smile. He was an entirely different person from the dapper professional I’d so luckily fallen into the other night. He suffered from a gorgeous case of bedhead, his dark brown hair spiking every which way, begging for my fingers. I bit my lip in an effort to hide my raw appreciation for the man’s body.

 “This is Blake Landon,” Max said. “Blake, Erica Hathaway. She’s here to present on her fashion social network, Clozpin.”

He stilled for a moment. “Clever name. You brought her in?”

“Yes, we have a mutual friend at Harvard.”

Blake nodded, locking me in a penetrating stare that had me instantly flushed. He licked his lips. Was he thinking what I was thinking? I crossed my legs, acutely aware of the sensations he inspired between them. Get it together, Erica. The ball of nervous energy that had resided in my stomach mere seconds ago had exploded into a blinding sexual energy that had me pulsing from my fingertips to my nethers.

I blew out a slow breath and smoothed the lapels on my black suit coat, silently scolding myself for swooning at an incredibly inconvenient time. I stuttered into the presentation. I explained the premise of the site and moved into a brief outline of our year of bare bones marketing and the resulting exponential growth, trying desperately to stay focused. Every time Blake and I made eye contact, my brain started short-circuiting.

Eventually he interrupted me. “Who developed the site?”

“My co-founder, Sid Kumar.”

“And where is he?”

“Unfortunately, my co-founders were unable to attend today, though they very much wanted to.”

“So you’re the only one on your team dedicated to the project right now?”

He arched a brow and leaned back casually into the seat, giving me a better view of his torso. I forced myself not to stare.

“No, I—” I struggled to formulate an honest answer. “We’ve just graduated, so our level of involvement in the coming months depends heavily on the project’s financial stability.”

“In other words, their dedication is dependent on funding.”

“Somewhat.”

“Is yours?”

“No,” I said sharply, immediately defensive at the implication. I had dedicated my life to this project for months, thinking of nothing else.

“Continue.” He waved me on.

I took a deep breath and glanced at my notes to get back on track. “At this juncture, we are seeking an injection of capital for marketing to enhance growth and revenue.”

“What’s your conversion rate?”

“From visitors to registered users, about twenty percent—”

“Okay, but what about paid users?” he interrupted.

“About five percent of our users upgrade to pro accounts.”

“How do you plan to improve that?”

I tapped my fingers impatiently on the table, trying to keep my scattered thoughts on track. Every question he posed sounded like a challenge or an insult, effectively squashing every confidence-inspiring pep talk I had given myself leading up to this meeting. Teetering on the edge of panic, I looked to Max for a sign of hope. He seemed mildly amused by what I imagined was par for the course for Blake. The others stared blankly between their notepads and me, showing no indication of their interest either way.

For a split second I had thought last night’s run-in meant he might go easy on me, but apparently not. Mystery man was turning out to be a bit of a jerk.

“We’ve been focused on building and maintaining the basic membership, which as I mentioned, is growing virally. We recently started to target boutique fashion designers who are marketing their collections through the site. With a solid base of potential consumers, we are hoping to attract more retailers and brands in the industry and increase our paid memberships.”

I paused, bracing myself for another interruption, but Blake’s phone silently lit up, mercifully distracting him. Relieved to finally to be out from under his microscope, I concluded with the competitor analysis and financial projections before my time was up.

An awkward silence descended upon the room. Blake took a sip of his coffee, closed out the screen on his phone, and set it back on the table. “Are you seeing anyone?”

My heart pounded in my chest and my face heated, as if I’d been unexpectedly called on in class. Was I seeing anyone? I stared at him in shock, unsure if I fully understood the implication of his question. “Excuse me?”

“Relationships can be distracting. If you were to get the funds you need from this group, it could be a factor that affects your ability to grow.”

I hadn’t misunderstood him. As if being the only woman in the room wasn’t enough pressure, I had him shining a spotlight on my relationship status. Misogynist prick. I clenched my teeth, this time to keep myself from hurling a string of expletives at him. I couldn’t lose my cool, but I wasn’t about to smile away his inappropriate behavior.

“I can assure you, Mr. Landon, that I am one hundred percent committed to this project,” I said, my voice slow and steady. I met his gaze, doing my best to communicate how unimpressed I was with his approach. “Do you have any other questions pertaining to my personal life that will influence your decision today?”

“No, I don’t think so. Max?”

“Um, no, I think we’ve covered quite a bit. Gentlemen, are you ready to decide on this?” Max grinned and gestured to the others.

The other three men in suits nodded, and one after the next, they voiced their commendation of my efforts and subsequent decision to pass on the project.

Blake looked me in the eye, pausing for a moment before delivering his verdict as casually as he’d devastated my morning. “I’ll pass.”

Panic alarms went off and tears threatened, quickly following by my inner voice. She was crafting a farewell speech for Mr. Landon that included telling him where to go and how to get there. I looked to Max, waiting for the final blow.

“Well, Erica, I think you’ve created a really great community with this, and I would certainly like to hear more. Let’s schedule a time in the next couple weeks for a follow up, and we can get into more of the logistics. After that, we’ll decide if we want to offer you a deal. How does that sound?”

Sweet relief. I wanted to jump over the table and hug Max. “That would be wonderful. I will look forward to it.”

“Great. I think we’re done here then.”

Max rose to chat with the other men before they headed out, leaving me face to face with Blake, who was now smirking at me with that gorgeous smug face. I didn’t know whether to smack him or fix his hair. I had a few other things in mind too. Feeling so conflicted about someone in such a short period of time made me question my own sanity.

“You did well,” he said, leaning in closer.

His voice was low and raspy, making my skin tingle.

“Really?” I countered unsteadily.

“Really,” he reassured me. “Can I take you to breakfast?” His eyes softened, as if we hadn’t spent the past twenty minutes at odds with one another.

Confused, I stuffed my notes back into my bag. Blake was beautiful, but he grossly overestimated his assets if he thought I was going to let him pick me up after that show.

“There’s this great little pub across the street. They do a full Irish breakfast.”

I stood and met his gaze, thrilled by the opportunity to serve him up a little slice of rejection. “It’s been a pleasure, Mr. Landon, but some of us have work to do.”




* * *

“He asked you out?” Alli gushed into the phone. New York City hustled and bustled in the background.

“I guess so.” I was still reeling from the morning events.

“Did you wear your power suit? With the teal blouse?”

“Yes, of course,” I said, stripping the very garment off of me and collapsing onto our futon back at the dorm.

“Well, no wonder. You look amazing in that. Was he hot?”

Blake Landon was one of the sexiest men I had ever shared airspace with, but he had no respect for women in business, which put a serious damper on my attraction to him. Unfortunately, he was perilously close to being in my top ten of people I most despised.

“It doesn’t matter, Alli. I’ve never been so humiliated.” I winced, reliving his challenges and the subsequent rejection.

“You’re right. I’m sorry, I wish I could have been there to help.”

“Me too. Anyway, how was the interview?”

Alli paused. “It was good.”

“Yeah?”

“Really good, actually. I don’t want to jinx myself, but it sounds pretty promising.”

“That’s great.” I tried to hide my disappointment, knowing she was excited about this one. She would be working under the marketing director at one of the biggest labels in fashion. I had known for months that Alli would be looking for a full-time gig after graduation, but the thought of running the site without her depressed me. Unless we could afford to hire a new marketing director, I would become the new voice of the company, and networking had never been my forte.

“Nothing is set in stone though. We’ll see.”

“We should celebrate,” I said. Heaven knew I needed some sort of reward for surviving my hellish morning.

“We should celebrate our new best friend, Max!” she squealed.

I laughed, knowing Max was just her type too, if she only knew. She fell apart over three-piece suits. “Hopefully he isn’t just extending his favor to Quinlan by hearing me out for this follow up.”

“People don’t dangle two million dollar carrots in front of people as a favor.”

“True, but I don’t want him to invest unless he’s actually interested.”

“Erica, you’re overanalyzing, as usual.”

I hoped she was right, but I couldn’t help running every possible scenario through my mind in an attempt to plan and prepare for all of them. My brain never stopped.

“I’m getting on the Acela in an hour. I’ll be back before dinner and then we can grab drinks,” she said.

“All right, see you then.” I hung up and forced myself to get up so I could locate my comfy sweat pants, the ones I reserved for breakups and hangovers. Today had drained me beyond belief.

I stopped to appraise myself in the full-length mirror in the room Alli and I shared. I loosened my French twist and my wavy blonde hair fell down my back. I was thinner than usual, thanks to the past few weeks of stress, but my matching bra and panties still clung to my subtle curves.

I ran my hands over the soft lace hugging my hips, wishing someone else’s hands were there to make me forget all about today. I wasn’t expecting to go weak in the knees over some cocky investor at my first boardroom pitch, but my physical reaction to Blake was a serious indicator that I needed to revive my social life. I needed to get out and meet more people. Get away from my computer, at least on Saturday nights. That was usually when we did maintenance on the site because the traffic was slow, but at this rate I wouldn’t have a relationship in my twenties.

I got dressed and shot off an email to Sid with the news. He wouldn’t be awake for another few hours. In addition to being nocturnal, as many programmers were, he had come down with the flu the day before the meeting. He wasn’t much of a public speaker either, but strength existed in numbers and I could have used his support.

The past few months had been particularly intense, between normal college stressors and drafting an in-depth business plan for today’s meeting. While profitable, the site had a long way to go before it could support all of us in the long run. The business kept Alli, Sid, and me afloat, covering costs and our modest expenses as college students, but there were high expectations for where our Ivy League educations would land us fresh out of school.

	While Sid and Alli had been job hunting like any responsible college senior, I had gone all in on Clozpin, convinced after our initial success that I could turn it into something far better than a nine to five job for all of us. Getting Max to invest might be my last hope before I had to sideline that dream and get a normal job. In the meantime, I had less than a week to move out of the dorms and find a place to live.




* * *

I woke to the smell of coffee quickly followed by a dull throbbing in my head. “Damn the wine.” I rubbed my temples and willed the pain away.

I sat up on the futon, wrapped myself in my comforter, and thanked the gods for the precious gift of coffee as Alli handed me a steaming cup and two ibuprofen on cue.

“Whatever, we had a blast.” She sidled up next to me with her cup of joe. Her long brown hair was pulled up into a messy bun and she looked effortlessly cute in an oversized off shoulder top and black leggings. “I haven’t seen you have so much fun in ages. You deserved a little break.”

“That meeting put me over the edge,” I said, thankful despite the headache that my nerves were no longer as frayed as they were yesterday.

“So tell me more about Max, and when can I meet him? According to drunk Erica, we’re soul mates.”

I laughed as details of the night came back to me. No night of dinner and drinks was complete without girl talk.

“I pretty much only know what Professor Quinlan told me. He’s smart but always ended up digging himself out of some trouble at school. I don’t think he would have graduated without Quinlan’s help, and a degree was one thing his daddy couldn’t buy.” I shrugged, wanting to give Max the benefit of the doubt now that he’d saved me from total humiliation. “I’m sure it’s not easy to fly straight with a billionaire father though. Some people can’t handle that much freedom.”

“Well it just so happens I’m in the market for taming billionaire playboys.” She gave me a sassy smirk over her shoulder.

“I have little doubt you are.” I rolled my eyes.

“So he just does this investing thing now?”

“I’m not really sure what he does now outside of Angelcom. With that much money, he’s probably into all sorts of things.”

“Okay, the Internet search begins.” Alli bounced up and settled back with her laptop, narrating Max’s benign resume of charity associations and Internet investments. “Let’s see what we can dig up about Blake Landon.”

 I fisted my hand around the mug handle, vaguely remembering my drunken rant about what an offensive ass Blake had been at the meeting. That he assumed he could derail my presentation and take me out after was unbelievable, but with looks like his, he probably had most women eating out of his palm with very little effort. Unfortunately for him, I wasn’t most women. The seething rage I felt toward the man was tempered only by the unholy way I felt under his gaze.

“Oh, please, I could care less.” Of the warring emotions, I tried to focus on my anger, but in truth, I was secretly curious about what Alli might find. Until yesterday I hadn’t heard of Blake, but judging by the way they let him run the show at Angelcom, he must have some influence. Alli stared intently at the screen, reading with obvious interest. I finally caved. “Well, what does it say?”

“He’s a hacker.”

“What?” She must have had the wrong Blake Landon, though he’d hardly looked like an upstanding corporate citizen this morning.

“Well, he used to be anyway. He has rumored connections to M89, a U.S. based hacker group that compromised over two hundred high-profile bank accounts about fifteen years ago. It doesn’t say anything else about it though. Officially, he’s the founding developer of Banksoft, which was acquired for twelve billion dollars. He’s the executive director of Angelcom and is an active investor in a number of early-stage Internet companies.”

“Self-made billionaire, then.”

“Sounds like it. He’s only twenty-seven. Says his parents were teachers.”

The information did little to diminish the anger I felt toward him sabotaging my pitch, but it did fill in some of the blanks. I had to admit, I respected him more knowing he wasn’t handed his fortune, but between him and Max, he still acted like the privileged brat of two. “Well, I don’t suppose it matters much now. If I’m lucky, we’ll never cross paths again anyway.”




















CHAPTER THREE




It had been drizzling rain for hours. Streams coursed down the windowsill beside my desk where I overlooked one of the many courtyards on campus. The dorms were quiet as most of the students had already left for the term, so I decided to catch up on work. I was checking the traffic statistics on Clozpin when a new mail alert popped up on my screen from a name I didn’t recognize. The subject line read, “TechLabs Conference Panelist.” A thrill of excitement coursed through me. It was a request to fill in for a last minute cancellation at TechLabs, the biggest tech conference of the year.

“Alli...”

She grumbled something from under her blanket where she had been napping.

 “Do you want to go to Vegas?”

“I thought you were hung over.”

“I am, but I just got invited to speak at the TechLabs Conference this weekend.”

Alli threw the cover off and sat up. “Are you serious?”

“Very. They had someone cancel on their social network CEO panel, and they want me to fill in.”

“We should do it, no question. This could be an amazing marketing opportunity.” She clapped her hands excitedly.

The trip would be expensive, but how could I pass up an opportunity to potentially launch us into the spotlight? What the hell. I couldn’t justify going half way at this point.

“Let’s do it,” I said, immediately giddy at the thought. Sure, networking could be great, but the idea of going to Vegas was pretty exciting all by itself. If I stayed away from the casinos, we’d be fine.

“Awesome, we need to start packing now,” Alli said.

“You’re kidding me, right?”

“Erica Hathaway, you’re the CEO of a fashion social network, representing your company in Las Vegas, the capital of glitz and glamour. We have serious work to do.”

I rolled my eyes as Alli snapped into action, losing herself in our miniscule closet, throwing what looked to be every mini dress she owned onto the bed.

“I’m going for the CEO look, not the call girl look, okay, Alli?”

“You’ve never been to Vegas, sweetie. Trust me.”

	We spent the next few hours negotiating outfits while I booked flights and prepped material for the conference. In a little more than twenty-four hours, we would be in Vegas.




* * *

By contrast, Friday was warm and sunny, an invigorating promise of summer which, in New England, could make its appearance anytime between May and July. One more reason to go to Vegas, I thought.

Just past noon, I started across campus to meet with Sid. It was about time for his wake up call.

Not surprisingly, Sid and I met online first. I had the concept, the designs, and a small investment for start up costs, so after mulling over my original idea for a few weeks, I put out the call to the student body for a programmer to help build the site. Sid had been the first to reply. After a couple meetings, we decided to partner on the project, allowing me to put the money I had saved toward marketing instead, which had been critical for our early growth.

I banged on his door for a few minutes before he finally opened it. Sid was tall, well over six feet, and literally the skinniest human being I had ever known. With his dark skin and big brown puppy dog eyes, he was adorable in his own special way, but he’d been painfully single ever since I’d met him. I wasn’t the only one who needed to get out more.

This morning his eyes were bloodshot and tired, and I silently wondered if a new video game had come out. That usually had an effect on his already erratic sleep schedule.

“Here, I brought breakfast.” I tossed him an energy drink, and he grumbled a response before heading back into the cave—a messy suite he shared with a handful of other hermits. I followed him in and sat down on the couch.

“What’s up?” He cracked open the can and settled in at his desk covered in empty cans and pop tart wrappers. I resisted the urge to start cleaning.

“I’m going to Vegas to speak at the TechLabs conference, so I wanted to touch base with you before I left tonight. We might get a spike in traffic from the exposure. I just want to make sure we’re prepared for that.”

“How big of a spike?”

“I have no idea, but there are forty-five thousand people attending the conference. Alli is coming, so she’ll be doing PR too.”

“Okay, I’ll monitor the stats and have some load bearing servers set up for overflow.” He scribbled something into his notebook and booted up his machine.

“Do we have those already, or do we need to buy more?” I asked, hoping that we could avoid downtime with minimal funds.

“We can always use more. Is it in the budget?”

“Uh, not really. This trip is going to be a stretch.”

“How long until this money with Angelcom comes through?”

“If it does at all, I have no idea. I’m hoping to get a better sense of that when I meet with Max in a couple weeks. I think it usually takes a few months, but I have a feeling he might be able to get it pushed through more quickly if he’s really interested.”

“Okay, we’ll figure it out, I guess. I have a few old machines around here I can put together in a pinch. Let’s just hope the college network doesn’t go down.”

“Work your magic.”

I only understood about twenty percent of what Sid actually said, but I had no doubt he was a genius in his own right, so I trusted he would figure it out. He couldn’t wake up before noon, ever, but the man could build a computer out of ram chips and motherboards in a few hours. Plus, Clozpin had become his baby too, and like me, he worked on little else these days. I was thankful for his dedication, even if it meant working around his quirks.

“How’s the job hunt?” I asked, hoping he was as uninspired as I was to enter the real world.

“Uneventful. I haven’t been devoting much time to it.”

Silently relieved, I left it at that and got up to start cleaning.

“Erica, you don’t have to do that. I’ll clean today, I promise.”

“Don’t worry about it. Make sure we don’t go offline in the next forty-eight hours, and we’ll call it even.”

“Deal.”




* * *

As soon as we entered the Wynn, I knew Alli was right. It was barely past ten o’clock on a Friday night, and the casino was crawling with sexy women wearing the tiniest dresses I had ever seen. I looked like a nun by comparison, so Alli dolled me up back at the room before we headed out to explore the hotel. I settled on a tight black panel dress with nude pumps, and I let my hair go a little wild and curly.

“Girls here probably go to church in this dress, Alli.”

“No kidding. Hike it up a bit.” She coaxed some cleavage out of her tiny neon dress.

Mine easily busted out of the scoop neck of my dress. Stress hadn’t made my tits any smaller apparently. “No, thanks. I’d like to leave a few things to the imagination. You should too.”

“Whatever. It’s not like we know anyone here.” She shrugged.

I couldn’t disagree. This might be a chance to let loose a bit, but that could be dangerous too. Thanks to Blake, my skin was already crawling with an almost painful craving to be touched, everywhere. My vibrator wasn’t staving off the need he’d inspired and I was dangerously close to taking home the first Blake look-alike I could get my hands on.

Every time I recalled the pitch meeting, my thoughts drifted to different ways the morning could have played out, all ending with me flat on my back on the conference table screaming his name. Jesus Christ. I forced him from my thoughts. He was on my shit list, not my to-do list.

Alli distracted me, primping and fussing over my accessories. No one loved fashion more than Alli. At first I couldn’t understand how she could spend so much energy on her appearance, but eventually I came to realize that fashion had a lot more to do with feeling good on the inside than impressing anyone else on the outside, though it certainly helped.

It was past midnight when we stepped onto the casino floor as a throughway to our destination, a bar on the other side. The place was mobbed, and Alli grabbed my hand to navigate us through the crowd of loud and boisterous people.

“Erica!”

I slowed, certain I’d heard my name over the noise. I couldn’t be the only Erica here, but when I heard it again, I turned toward the sound and recognized a familiar face. Blake was standing at a nearby roulette table staring directly at me.

“Oh, shit. Let’s get out of here.” I looked away and took the lead with Alli trailing behind me.

“Wait, who is that?” Alli stopped me, causing a small traffic jam behind us.

“That is Blake Landon.”

“Whoa, what is he doing here?”

“I don’t care. I just want to be as far away from that man as possible.”

“He’s looking right at you, Erica. Let’s just go say hi.”

Alli waved at him and dragged me toward the table where he was playing. By some miracle, he’d become more handsome than I remembered. In a black collared shirt and all black suit, he was flawless. Intimidating. Sexy as hell. I took a deep breath and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear nervously, praying he couldn’t sense the sexual tension that was palpable at this point.

We would make this quick and be on our way.

“Erica.” He greeted me with those penetrating eyes. “What a surprise.”

I did my best to appear unaffected but found myself holding my breath as his gaze traveled the length of me. I crossed my arms, immediately regretting my wardrobe choice, but the effort to conceal my cleavage only enhanced it.

His lips parted slightly when his stare fixed there a second too long. I straightened and broke away from his stare, noticing the almost equally gorgeous man next to him. He looked like Blake’s slightly shorter twin, his hair a few shades lighter and his eyes a darker hazel, almost brown. He gave us a little wave.

“Erica, I’m Heath, Blake’s brother.”

He shot Alli a heart-stopping smile. She squeezed my hand slightly.

“Nice to meet you, Heath. This is Alli Malloy, one of my co-founders,” I said, silently hoping the introduction went absolutely nowhere.

Alli tore her gaze away from Heath to greet Blake. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Mr. Landon.” She smiled at him, and then me, raising her eyebrow a hair.

Now that she’d seen him in the flesh, she knew what I was up against, but her expression held no hint of sympathy. I could tell she was already crushing on his brother, and any chance I had of her going to bat for me had just gone out the window.

“Place your bets!” The croupier released the ball onto the wheel.

“Do you play roulette?” Blake asked.

“I do, but I’m not gambling tonight.” Gambling was off limits on this trip. Not to mention the minimum bet at this table was $1,000.

“Well, I am. What numbers do you play?”

The ball slowed down on the wheel, and I felt an unnatural sense of urgency for him to bet while he still could. “Um, nine and one.” I blurted out my birthday, numbers that had served me well in the past.

Blake placed $10,000 chips on both numbers and a few others, seconds before the ball dropped into the number nine slot. Alli and I screamed in unison. My heart beat wildly as I tried to do the math.

“Number nine!” The croupier handed Blake five colorful chips.

Blake gave one back to the man as his tip and tossed the rest into his pocket. He caught my hand and the contact shot through me. Between his touch and the recent win, my body was buzzing with pent-up energy. I pulled back defensively, startled by how much I craved his touch.

My gaze fell to the $10,000 chip that sat in my palm, amounting to more than all my historical roulette winnings combined.

“What’s this for?”

“For being my lucky charm. I wouldn’t have won without you.”

He gave me a playful smile that, combined with the thrill of having seen him win, almost made me forget how angry I still was. This might work with other girls, but I wasn’t about to be paid off.

“I can’t keep this.” I handed it back to him.

“I insist. Come on, let’s get out of here before another number drops.”

	Reluctantly, I put the chip in my clutch, and we walked away without looking back.




* * *

“You look different. I barely recognized you.” Blake leaned in close so only I could hear him.

Alli and Heath were deciding what tapas to order while we waited for our tequila flights to arrive. We had wandered into a cantina with Vegas flair bordering the casino floor to celebrate, and Heath was already charming the hell out of Alli, leaving me to contend with Blake. His warm breath drifted over my neck, giving me instant chills. I tried not to imagine what his lips would feel like there instead. His proximity bordered on unacceptable, and he smelled amazing—like clean, spicy, sexy male. Someone could bottle that and make millions.

“Yeah, not exactly boardroom attire...” I consciously tugged down the hem of my dress, which barely covered the essentials now that I was sitting. If he looked me over one more time I might burst into flames right here.

“I prefer it.”

There were hundreds of beautiful women in the bar, and plenty of them were eyeing Blake. What luck, to not only run into him, but to also be trapped in his crosshairs while Alli flirted shamelessly with his brother.

“Are you here for the conference?” I asked, eager to change the subject.

“Mostly.”

“Blake’s here for business. I, however, am here for pleasure.” Heath winked at Alli.

He was laying it on thick, and Alli was eating it up. I couldn’t tell if she was genuinely interested or just doing really good PR. I hoped it was the latter.

“Actually, Heath is my VP of business development. Technically he’s here for the conference too.”

“Yes, whenever Blake’s work takes him to Vegas, my involvement in the company becomes suddenly very important,” Heath said. “We have very important titles, but most of us just sort of orbit around Blake here. He does all the real work.”

I waited for Blake to reply but only his jaw twitched. He seemed different somehow, more serious than I’d seen him before. He appeared relaxed, controlled, but I sensed tension beneath the calm countenance.

Alli broke the silence. “Sounds like Erica. She’s our fearless leader.”

Blake was about to speak when the waiter arrived with enough tequila shots to guarantee some seriously poor decision-making later in the evening. I picked mine up tentatively, making an agreement with myself and the tequila that this would be my first and my last. I couldn’t trust myself around Blake as it was, and tequila made me do crazy things.

Heath raised his in the air to toast.

“What shall we toast to?” I asked.

“To winning,” he said, and our glasses clinked.

I could drink to that, and I tossed mine back, grabbed a lime, and sucked it hard to salve the burn of the liquor.

For the next hour or so, Heath regaled us with his stories—adventures in Sin City, backpacking in Europe, and the opulence of living in Dubai. Charismatic and funny, Heath was a magnetic force of his own. Alli asked him questions and kept him talking, which was almost a relief. I was still pissed at Blake and didn’t feel up for sharing any tidbits of my personal life with him.

“Can I get you another drink? Something different?”

I shivered at the depth of Blake’s voice, effectively distracted from the show of Alli’s and Heath’s interactions.

“I have to speak on a panel in the morning,” I said. “I should actually call it a night.”  It was almost two a.m. local time. The long day was starting to catch up with me, but I wasn’t so sure about Alli. “Do you want to head up, Alli?”

“Um…” She looked to Heath.

“Hang out with us for a while,” he said softly.

She looked back at me, saying yes with her eyes, which were lit up like Christmas.

“Are you sure, Alli?”

“Yeah, I’ll be up in a bit. Don’t worry about me.” Alli glowed. The tequila was already winning.

“We’ll make sure she gets home in one piece,” Heath promised.

I almost believed him. Normally I would have guilted her into leaving for her own sake, but I didn’t want to spoil her fun tonight.

Blake stood up with me. “Let me walk you up.”

“No, thank you. I’m fine.”

“I’m heading back too. We can walk together.”

I relented, fairly confident I could survive the next ten minutes alone with him.

We made our way to the elevators and Blake ushered me into an empty car, his hand resting on the small of my back. The unexpected contact warmed me through to my core. We stood side by side as the doors closed. My fingers drummed the railing anxiously.

“They seem to be hitting it off,” he said, breaking the silence.

“I noticed. Your brother is very charming.”

“He’s a handful.” He shook his head and ran his fingers through his hair.

“Alli can be too. Maybe they’ll keep each other out of trouble.”

Blake raised an eyebrow, looking doubtful.

Silence descended again. The hum of the elevator seemed to amplify the energy between us, as if my attraction to Blake had somehow become audible and now radiated in the silence. Clearly I had underestimated how long ten minutes with him could be.

When the elevator stopped at my floor, Blake walked me out and escorted me down the hallway to my door.

“Here we are,” I said, hoping our goodbyes would be brief.

Instead his hand trailed from my back to my elbow and down my arm until we were hand in hand again. He traced tiny circles in my palm with the pad of his thumb, and I was uncertain in that moment if the sensation had caused actual pain. It was an undeniable shock to my system, almost electric, traveling to my fingertips and other areas.

“Blake, I—”

My body was rioting against the tyrannical misgivings of my brain. His face was mere inches from mine, intoxicating me with his scent once more, reminding me of the first moment we met.

“Aren’t you going to invite me in for a drink?” he murmured. His tongue traced his lower lip and his teeth caught it.

Who could say no to him?

I swallowed hard and stepped back a little, disconnecting from the electricity of his grasp. I shook my head and twisted with my hair nervously, trying to concentrate on anything other than his lips. “I have to get up in a few hours.”

“Me too.”

This was the same Blake Landon who had nearly destroyed my chances for funding my company only a few days prior. I wasn’t about lie down with the man. Right?

I took a deep breath and looked him straight in the eye. “Blake, I’m sure you’re not used to hearing this, but I’m really not interested. We had fun tonight, but I’m here for work.”

“You don’t look like you’re here for work.”

I narrowed my eyes at him, but he only grinned.

“Seriously, Erica, are you saying that you aren’t attracted to me, at all?” His arm slid up the wall as his body circled mine.

Determined to keep distance between us, I pressed myself against the door. Were those last few inches that separated us the last bastion between me and…a night of a lifetime?

No, between me and a very big mistake.

“If you’re fishing for a compliment, you’re not getting one from me,” I said. “And even if I were attracted to you, I would not be acting on that for a number of reasons, not the least of which is keeping my relationship with Angelcom as uncomplicated as possible.”

“I’m not investing in your project, so it’s not complicated.”

“I disagree.”

“How could I persuade you?” He smirked, challenging me.

The fabric of his suit strained a little against his arms and thighs. Jesus, techies weren’t supposed to be this sexy. All I wanted to do was unwrap him like a present. How I could possibly resist him if he touched me again, or God forbid, kissed me?

I wanted nothing more than to drag Blake into my room and fuck him senseless, but I knew better.

“It’s quite simple. You can’t.”

I turned away and fumbled in my purse for the key. The next minute his body was behind me, and a warm and possessive arm circled my waist. I closed my eyes and sucked in a sharp breath, reeling at the sudden contact. He swept the hair away from my neck, brushing a soft kiss behind my ear. My vision went white and I pressed my hands against the door for balance.

“See you tomorrow,” he said with a shaky breath.

I turned and he was gone. He disappeared down the hall and into the elevator. I leaned into the door, cursing myself and wishing he had stayed as much as I needed him to go. My fingers trembled but I finally found the key…and the chip next to it.




















CHAPTER FOUR




The door latched closed, and my eyes shot open. The room was pitch black, but the big digital clock on the end table read eight o’clock. The faint outline of a woman inched quietly toward the adjacent bed. Her neon dress nearly glowed in the dark.

“Alli?”

“It’s me.”

“Are you just getting in?” I rubbed my eyes, and slowly the details of my current reality were dawning.

“Yes, Mother,” she said sarcastically.

I switched on the bedside lamp, bringing her into focus. “Well, look what the cat dragged in.” I leaned back on my elbows and smiled. She looked like she hadn’t slept in days, which was almost true. Her mascara was smudged and her hair was in a state I’d never seen in public—only a few degrees below perfect.

“Ugh, I can feel you judging me.” She kicked off her heels and collapsed onto the bed still dressed.

“So are you going to tell me what happened?” I was now fully awake, which surprised me considering the current hour and my minimal R.E.M. sleep.

“What do you want to know?” she mumbled into the bedspread.

“Every sordid detail, obviously.”

Alli flipped herself over and stared listlessly at the ceiling. “I really like him.”

I thought I heard a sigh. Oh no.

“Jesus, Alli, please tell me you didn’t sleep with him.”

“What the hell do you care?” She slapped her hands down to her sides.

I bolted out of bed and met her glare. “I care, Alli, because I’m trying to project a professional image with our company, and I didn’t expect you to screw Blake’s brother. Now he’ll tell Blake, and oh shit...” I calculated all the possible implications of this indiscretion.

“Stop right there. I told him you would freak out if Blake knew, so he gave me his word.”

“Unbelievable.” I walked over to open the shades to our room.

Alli cringed as light poured in.

“Well, what about you? I half expected to walk in on you two, the way he was eye-fucking you all night.”

“Alli, seriously. There is absolutely nothing between Blake and me.”

“Bullshit.”

“I’m serious. I can’t screw up this deal. I told him last night that I wasn’t interested. End of story.”

“Blake doesn’t strike me as the type who hears the word ‘no’ frequently. Also, you didn’t tell me he was drop-dead gorgeous.”

“Gorgeous or not, I’m here to work.”

“Erica, are you really mad at me about this?” She pouted her bottom lip a little.

Here came the guilt. “It’ll be fine. Just get some sleep. I’d be great if you could do a little networking today since we’re flying out tomorrow.” I couldn’t let her off the hook completely.

I wanted to be angry with Alli, but in truth, I was mostly worried for her. I’d given her the opportunity to let her guard down around Heath, who was likely a master womanizer.

I escaped to the bathroom where I silently fumed under the steady pressure of the shower. Determined to put the situation out of my mind, I focused instead on possible questions for the panel.

When I returned, Alli was fast asleep under the duvet. I dressed in our pre-approved outfit, a stylish black patterned blouse and bright white blazer with dark straight jeans. I slipped into the black pumps Alli had left at the foot of the bed and grabbed my bag. Time to work. Without any back up, again, I thought. I might as well get used to this.




* * *

You’re not supposed to be here.

Sometimes I really hated the little voice in my head. As I read the name cards set out for the panelists, my anxiety shot into overdrive. I would be shoulder-to-shoulder with a star-studded cast of tech CEOs, veritable celebrities in the technology world. My anxiety shifted into overdrive and nausea threatened.

Reeling, I dropped into my seat and surveyed the room, which was already filling with hundreds of eager conference attendees.

My mind raced as I fumbled for my notes, wishing I could be anywhere else. Just as full panic was setting in, Blake took a seat next to me, looking delicious in a gray V-neck shirt and jeans.

“What are you doing here?” I sounded more exasperated than I meant to.

“Good morning to you too.”

He gave me a smile, and my body relaxed a little, maybe from the sheer relief of seeing a familiar face in this crowd. Plus his mouth on me last night was not nearly a distant memory yet.

Everything about this trip so far had been unexpected—running into Blake last night and Alli’s understandable but problematic fascination with his brother. Now here I was with Blake again, sitting in the presence of geeky greatness.

After letting my wheels turn a bit he finally responded. “I’m moderating the panel.”

My mouth opened, but the questions of how and why stuck in my throat. There was only one logical reason why.

“You did this.”

“Did what?”

I glared, wishing I could level him with my stare.

“You had me invited here, to speak on this panel.”

“I don’t think I can take all the credit. You’re a significant competitor in the social space. That’s what you told us at the meeting, right?” He leaned back into his seat the same way he had at the pitch, eyeing me cautiously.

“Yes, that is what I said.” I swallowed hard, incensed that Blake would toy with me this way.

“Well, then, you shouldn’t be worried about sitting up here with the big boys. You’ll do fine.” He turned to his smart phone.

I had caught Blake’s eye, and now he had drawn me into this game of professional cat and mouse. How long could this go on? Until I slept with him? Until my company suffered inexplicable damage? In the meantime, how the hell was I going to get through this panel where I was completely out of my league?

The room was filled and the other panelists sat down around us. I squeezed my eyes shut, rubbing my temples to stave off the tension headache coming on.

“You don’t like being challenged?”

I opened my eyes to find him staring at me, his beautiful green eyes appraising me cautiously. He was pushing me and something snapped.

“I like being challenged, Blake. I don’t like being sabotaged.” I strained to keep our conversation audible only to us. Maybe in his mind, Blake was challenging me, but it didn’t feel like that on my end. I had plenty of self-doubt, but when someone obviously underestimated me, the gloves came off. I had worked tirelessly, given him no reason to doubt me or my abilities.

“Trust me. If I wanted to humiliate you, you wouldn’t be here.”

“You have real fucking nerve.” My voice echoed through the room. The emcee had turned the microphone system on, and all eyes were on me. Shit. I sat all the way back in my seat, wishing I could disappear into the floor. Apparently I didn’t need Blake to humiliate me. I could do that fine on my own.

The emcee quickly recovered the moment and proceeded to introduce the panelists and the moderator, the esteemed Blake Landon. I cringed at the sound of his name and the applause that followed, but I needed to pull myself together. Shooting daggers at Blake would not get me through this panel. He would be guiding the conversation, and I had just very publicly cursed him out.

I straightened in my seat and steeled myself with a few deep breaths, willing myself to relax and focus. The panel started with introductions, which went well since I had practiced mine no less than fifty times on the flight here. From there, Blake asked a handful of prepared questions, directing them to the appropriate panelists. Nothing was far, if at all, out of my depth and my anxiety soon faded. I even mustered the courage to chime in where others left off on their questions, though I was careful to avoid eye contact with Blake. He could throw off my momentum with a well-timed smirk. His face had proven seriously distracting in the professional setting.

After a short round of questions from the audience, we wrapped up. I let out a sigh of relief, grateful that I had survived. That wasn’t so bad, I thought and scolded myself for freaking out at what had turned out to be a totally manageable public speaking engagement. Crisis averted.

“Not bad at all,” Blake said.

Too paranoid about the microphones, I shot him a glare. I pulled together my things and stood up, suddenly anxious to leave and regain some distance from Blake.

He quickly rose with me. “Hey, don’t run off just yet.” He stopped one of the other panelists on his way off the stage.

“Hey, Alex,” he said, getting the man’s attention.

He turned back and caught me by the elbow. I resisted, and then realized he was introducing me to Alex Hutchinson, CEO of one the largest e-commerce websites in the U.S.

“Erica, Alex. Alex, we’ve been working with Erica at Angelcom, and I thought it’d be good for you to connect. There might be some mutual interest with her focus on women’s apparel.”

“Nice to meet you, Erica. I’m looking forward to checking out the site.”

Alex had at least fifteen years on me and looked more like one of the suits I pitched to back in Boston, but he gave me his full attention.

“Thank you, I’d love to get your input.”

“Sure, when did you launch?”

“About a year ago.”

“Excellent, I’ll check it out. Here’s my card, and my cell is on the back. Let’s stay in touch, and let me know if I can help with anything, all right?”

“I definitely will. Thank you so much.”

As Alex headed off, two others approached us, both men around our age. One headed up a popular virtual game development shop, and another had founded a burgeoning music network for discovering new artists not long before Clozpin launched, which made me feel a little bit better about being there.

We made small talk, and Blake gracefully guided the conversation back to me at all the appropriate times. Giddy excitement washed over me. I’d have been too petrified to seek any of these people out on my own. The reception overall was very positive, and I felt validated that I could hold my own, that we had built something worth using.

Eventually the crowd and the rest of the panelists dispersed, leaving me alone with Blake again.

“Wow,” I said, still reeling from it all.

“Was that so bad?”

“No, it was awesome actually. I wasn’t expecting any of this.”

“Maybe that’s a good thing.”

He was right. The anticipation of knowing the caliber of people I would be presenting with and subsequently meeting would have been unbearable. My panic this morning had been mercifully short-lived, and aside from the microphone incident, all had gone exceptionally well. Even so, I wasn’t about to give him any satisfaction by admitting that.

“This was great, but I don’t need your charity, Blake.” The meddling needed to stop.

“You think this was charity?”

“Well, it’s either that or an overelaborate ploy to get me into bed.”

“I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t.”

He threaded his fingers with mine. His other arm slipped under my blazer and pulled me up to him. I lifted to him, reveling in the warmth of his body against mine and the relief that always seemed to follow. His embrace was gentle but firm, giving me a taste of the strength of his body.

“Not going to happen.” The protest sounded as weak as my resolve. My free hand found a place on his chest, contoured over the curve of his pectoral. His heart beat strong and steady under my palm, mimicking my own as my body melted into him. The things we could do...

“I disagree.”

He pulled me closer, the semblance of complete self-control in his expression betrayed by the heat in his eyes. He angled his face above me, his lips a hair’s breadth from my own. My heart beat madly, silencing any lingering thoughts of protest. I couldn’t outrun this desire.

Yes. I inched my fingers around his nape and drove them through the silky strands of his hair and answered him. Sealing my lips over his, I drank in his scent and surrendered to the onslaught of sensations that having his mouth on me conjured. The tip of his tongue grazed my lips, coaxing them open to his. I parted for him on demand, eager to know if he tasted as good as smelled. His tongue darted in and found mine, taunting me with tiny licks that gave way to deeper strokes. His hands teased the exposed flesh between my blouse and my jeans, roaming over the jut of my hipbone. Mine stayed fisted in his hair and splayed over his chest. I was paralyzed with the fear that if I moved an inch, I’d lose control completely and climb him right here on the stage. 

Whispers and the clicks from camera phones carried through the room. A small group of attendees were huddled at the back entrance, their faces hidden by their phones, which were pointed directly at us. Bloody hell.

I pushed away from Blake, who didn’t seem fazed by the paparazzi nerd crew who were probably minutes from tagging our embrace to the conference Twitter feed. Flustered and panicked, I grabbed my things and flew off the stage, making my way to the nearest elevator. Against my better judgment, I had lost control with Blake and now I was humiliating both of us.

“Erica!” Blake rushed up behind me. “Are you okay?”

His hair was mussed to hell, but I resisted the urge to fix it. I was too tightly wound, and a touch, however innocent, could annihilate my already perilously weak commitment not to sleep with him.

“Yes, I genuinely can’t wait to become the laughing stock of the conference.” I shook my head in disbelief, cursing myself for being so reckless.

“Hey, any publicity is good publicity, right?” He smiled. He reached for me, but I stepped back out of his grasp.

“Blake, you don’t get it!” I yelled, unable to control myself this time, which drew the attention of a few people passing by. Maybe they could catch this on video and post it to YouTube to complete my morning of PR self-destruction. I was shaking now. Too many emotions surged through me—exhilaration, blinding lust, and utter embarrassment.

“Shh, relax.” He put his hands on my shoulders. “I’m sure those kids don’t even know who we are, and if they do, it’ll just be a blip.”

Those kids, who were my age, very likely didn’t know me, but I couldn’t say the same about Blake.

“Whatever. I guess there’s not much I can do about it now.” I shrugged. My exhaustion was bone-deep now. I leaned back into the wall, feeling more depleted by the minute.

“Listen, I’ve got a few meetings this afternoon, but I want to take you out tonight.”

I sighed, willing to agree if it brought me closer to a nap.

“I’ll be the perfect gentleman,” he promised, but a dangerous flash of hunger clouded his eyes.

“You have a habit of offending me indiscriminately. Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

The bell dinged and the doors opened. I retreated to the empty elevator, and miraculously, Blake didn’t follow me.

	Just before the doors closed, he said, “I’ll pick you up at eight.”




* * *

I nursed a glass of wine and Alli started on her second espresso martini at one of the award-winning Italian restaurants in the casino. I filled her in on the details of the morning, including the highs of connecting with a handful of high-powered executives in the industry, and the subsequent lows of potentially discrediting myself by being caught in Blake’s arms, on camera, only moments later. I took a healthy gulp of my Pinot Noir at the remembrance.

“He’s persistent. But that doesn’t really surprise me,” Alli said.

“I can’t help but feel like I’m losing the war with him.” I picked at my pasta fra diavolo, torn by the way I felt around Blake. One minute I was cursing him out, and the next I had to harness every ounce of self-control not to give in to him.

“Erica, I know you’re hyper-focused on the business right now, but if you’re attracted to him, and he’s obviously super attracted to you, why not just go for it?”

“I’ve been through hell and back, Alli. You know this. The business is the first thing I’ve cared about in a long time. It’s kept me grounded, and if I screw this up because I can’t get a handle on my hormones, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

While getting a more traditional job was a remote possibility, I refused to accept failure as an option. Sure, I periodically experienced the-sky-is-falling moments, but I always pulled through stronger, giving more of myself and pushing us further than we ever expected to be. Under normal circumstances, I could juggle casual sex and work or school, but this wasn’t one of those moments. I needed to stay focused or risk losing everything.

“You’ve already proven yourself to him professionally. Do you really think he won’t respect you if you sleep with him?”

“Maybe. It’s not a chance I’m willing to take.”

Blake was unpredictable. He had been both devastating and extremely helpful to the cause, so I had no idea what to expect from him, especially if we complicated the relationship with sex.

“When you play by those rules, Erica, you give them credence. Guys fuck around all the time, and no one thinks twice about it. Just because you’re a woman doesn’t mean you’re not entitled to a night of hot sex.”

“Says the girl who rolled in at eight o’clock this morning.” I pointed my fork at her. “Seriously though, the business is more important to me than any fling right now.”

Alli paused for moment. “Maybe Blake isn’t fling-material.”

“I highly doubt that.”

“Blake isn’t some asshole frat boy. Maybe you should give him a chance.”

“You’re right, he’s an asshole billionaire. I’m not sure what’s worse.”

Alli rolled her eyes. I knew what was worse, but I hated that she was dredging up the past at a time like this.

“So have you heard from Heath since…you know?” I asked, hoping to steer the subject away from Blake.

“Yeah, he texted me this morning.” A slow smile spread across her face.

She was already smitten. Heaven help us all.

“Thanks for the memories?” I joked, and we both laughed. “Do you think it’ll go anywhere?”

“I’m not sure. He lives in New York, so who knows? We’re going to grab dinner tonight.” She looked up. “I mean, if you don’t mind. We can hang out if you really want to ditch Blake.”

I knew she was lying, like any decent friend would.




















CHAPTER FIVE




Not surprisingly, Alli and I battled over my attire. We settled on a peach strapless high low dress, which we agreed was date appropriate but didn’t scream, “Let’s skip dessert.” I repurposed my nude pumps and fluffed my hair nervously in the mirror.

Blake knocked on the door at eight o’clock on the dot. He wore a simple white collared shirt rolled up at the sleeves and dark blue jeans. His normally wayward hair was smoothed carefully to the side, though it rebelled here and there in a way that was still sexy and fashionable. I’d spent the past several hours trying to predict what the night would bring, and now I couldn’t keep my thoughts remotely clean.

After a few moments of shameless ogling, I found his gaze trained on me, a mirrored reflection of raw appreciation. A rush of emotion hit me—butterflies, carnal desire, and an unsettling premonition that I could be getting in way over my head with Blake Landon. The man was sexy, rich, and confident, and my hormones had absolutely no willpower in his presence.

“Hi.” I held onto my clutch like a life preserver.

“Erica.” A hint of a smirk curved his lips.

“Blake!” Alli joined me at the door, giving Blake the once-over. “You guys look so cute!”

“We’re not going to the prom, Alli,” I mumbled, though it felt that way a little bit. Except the hottest boy in school was at my doorstep, and that didn’t seem quite right. Sure, I cleaned up nice and attracted my fair share of hot guys, but I’d taken myself off the market months ago to focus on work. I’d forgotten what it felt like to be physically appreciated like this. In fact, I wasn’t sure if anyone had ever really made me feel like this, and all Blake and I had done was kiss.

Blake offered his arm to me and motioned for our retreat. I hooked mine in his, and he led us down the hall.

“You kids have fun!” Alli called after us.

“I’ll have her home by morning,” Blake said, winking back at her.

I rolled my eyes at the idea.

Once in the elevator, Blake hit the number forty-five, the highest number on the grid, and we began our ascent.

Confused, I asked, “Where are we going?”

“The top floor.”

“What’s up there?”

“Uh, my room, actually.”

My excitement wilted. “Subtle, Blake.” I yanked away and crossed my arms. Perfect gentleman, my foot. God, I’m so naïve.

Blake laughed. “It’s not what you think. Trust me.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’ve given me no reason to trust you.”

“I’ve heard that takes time, so maybe there’s hope yet.”

The elevator doors opened and led me to the end of the long hallway where he slid his key to gain entrance to the room. I followed him in, awestruck by the sprawling suite that could only be described as a modest palace.

We walked through an ornate entryway, and before us, a floor-to-ceiling wall of windows showcased the Las Vegas skyline. The sun had set moments earlier behind the silhouette of the barren mountains, imbuing the sky with gradients of gold and amber, while every major landmark on the manmade strip before us mimicked nature’s brilliance. A million little lights brought the night to life in this wild, addictive city.

“I thought this might be a better view than the restaurant,” he said quietly.

“It’s breathtaking.” My eyes scanned the horizon, thrilled by his choice. For the second time today, a giddy excitement bubbled inside me thanks to Blake. Still, I tempered my outward display, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of wowing me so easily.

“I’m glad you think so.” He guided me toward our table for two by the windows.

The two-story suite was draped in luxury and elegance. The motif featured warm washed out tones among a variety of textures, from upholstered mohair walls to cool cream marble surfaces that contrasted with the sleek and tastefully integrated modern electronics.

I coolly catalogued the suite’s amenities until a server delivered a champagne bucket from one of the adjoining rooms.

“Madam?” The server offered up a chilled bottle of Cristal Rosé.

“Please,” I replied.

He expertly filled our flutes to the brim.

“I took the liberty of ordering for us.” Blake tipped his glass to meet mine. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“I’ll let it slide.” In truth, I was relieved. I couldn’t think straight around Blake let alone figure out what kind of food I could eat gracefully in his presence.

“So, tell me more about Erica Hathaway.”

I sighed. Here we go. “What do you want to know?”

“What do you do for fun?” He licked his lips.

My body clenched from my fingertips gripping the chair’s edge to the heated center between my legs. My defenses were wearing dangerously thin around Blake. Why had I ever agreed to this? Well, I hadn’t, but I hadn’t exactly refused either. Regardless, here we were, and thus far everyone was on their best behavior except my libido.

“To be honest, not much, at least lately.”

“So you’re a workaholic?”

“You could say that.”

“Well, we have that in common.” He leaned back into his chair and gazed out into the horizon.

“Oh? It seems like you do well enough these days to take a more relaxed approach to life.”

“My life is hardly a vacation, if that’s what you’re implying.”

“I see no reason why it shouldn’t be.”

“Then I suppose you don’t know me very well.”

“Enlighten me,” I said. “A little bird told me you used to be a hacker.”

Over the rim of my nearly empty champagne flute, a grimace flashed across his face, then disappeared.

“You shouldn’t believe everything you read online.”

“No?”

The server brought our meals, two perfectly cooked rib eye steaks atop a bed of asparagus and sautéed mushrooms. My heart sang for a moment and I thanked the server, who disappeared as quickly as he’d arrived, leaving us alone once more.

Famished from the intense day, I ate, enjoying each divine bite. “You aren’t interested in sharing your life story, I take it?”

He paused before answering, intently focused on his meal and avoiding eye contact. “You’ve read the cliff notes already. What more is there to tell?”

“How else will I know how to become insanely successful unless you tell me all your secrets?” I searched his eyes, wishing he would tell me more, something I couldn’t find online.

He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I developed banking software, sold it, and now I invest in other, mostly successful, ventures to kill time. Satisfied?”

“Not really,” I said truthfully.

“So how involved is Alli in your business?”

I wanted to know more about Blake’s infamous history, but I decided to circle back to it later since it seemed to be a touchy subject, and he hadn’t really started grinding my gears yet.

“She was my inspiration for the site actually. After three years I think I’ve finally completed my fashion education with her, even though she still insists on dressing me half the time. Anyway, now she does our marketing. She’s responsible for making the connections that have resulted in most of our paid accounts.”

“You said her involvement was dependent on financing though.”

“Alli’s parents are expecting her to get a job that pays more than we do, so she doesn’t have much choice until we get financing or grow more quickly. She’s been interviewing in New York, so I imagine that’s where she’ll end up eventually if things don’t work out here.”

“How are you financing the site right now?”

“Honestly?”

“You’re not pitching me. I’m just curious.”

“We supplement the site income with my inheritance, which, thanks to all this wonderful education, is finally dwindling.”

“I’m sure you’re not the first one to leverage your personal finances to follow a dream.”

The champagne warmed me, a welcome relaxation in the presence of someone who had a habit of winding me up. He was being surprisingly sweet, though. At least when we weren’t talking about him.

When we finished, Blake tossed his napkin on the table and topped off our glasses, emptying the pricey bottle of pink bubbly. He grabbed his glass, stood, and reached for my hand. Tentatively, I accepted it, and he led us to the bright white leather couches on the other end of the expansive main area. I sat, and he took a seat next to me, sliding his knee alongside my leg to face me.

“So you’ve graduated and now you’re talking to Max. What’s next?”

“That’s the million dollar question.”

“Or the two million dollar question, in this case,” he said.

“Right. I don’t exactly know. I have to move out of the dorms next week, so I suppose I have to figure out my next move pretty quick.”

“You strike me as someone who will make it work, one way or the other.” He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, fingering my dangle earring before dropping his hand onto the back of the couch.

My breathing quickened, and I felt certain he noticed.

“What do you want to do tonight?” he asked quietly, his gaze traveling over me.

As if the gauge of his stare had direct control over my body temperature, I flushed, my skin becoming unbearably heated. I wasn’t so naïve to believe that the night wouldn’t end in Blake’s bed, but I was losing the battle a little faster than I’d planned to. I’d wanted other men before and had them. Detached and focused on the physical, I could almost always keep things on my own terms. But nothing about being with Blake felt detached now.

“How about another drink?”

He hesitated. “Sure, but if you can’t walk by the end of the night, I’d rather that be because of me.”

Oh God. The visions that his words invoked overtook my better judgment.

“How about a tour?” I said, barely able to utter the words.

“Of Las Vegas?” He raised his eyebrows.

I laughed. “How about we start with the suite.”

“Is that what you want?”

Something shifted in the air between us. My smile slipped when I saw the hunger burning in his eyes. My need to have his hands and mouth on me had become singular and overpowering, and I cared less about the repercussions of acting on that need with each passing moment.

I nodded silently and stood with him. Without delay he threaded my hand with his and guided us one by one through the massage rooms, butler pantries, and guest bathrooms as obscene as the price he must be paying for this place.

We wandered up a gold-railed staircase to the second floor and into the master bedroom, another corner room with floor-to-ceiling windows. He stopped at the doorway and I left him, walking to the edge of the room.

“I could get used to this view.”

“Me too,” he murmured.

He was close enough to touch me now, but he didn’t, playing this gentleman promise out to a maddening degree. In this tense middle ground, I waited for him, wanting him to set things in motion, but with each passing second the tension and the sexual energy between us became increasingly palpable.

I let out the breath I had been holding in. Fuck it.

Emboldened by the champagne, I found the sheer hem of my dress, collected the layers in a bunch. I pulled it over my head, leaving me bare-chested, clad only in my panties, heels, and liquid confidence. The glass cast back my reflection, and Blake came into view behind me. The heat of his body radiated onto mine, my skin already aflame, as much from my own self-consciousness as my growing desire.

He touched me then, his thumb blazing a trail down my spine, to the waistline of my panties. He skirted the edge of the lace to my side where he seized my hip in a firm grasp, pulling us together suddenly. My breath hitched at the sudden contact, panic laced with desire.

My head rolled back onto his shoulder, and I could feel desire winning. His lips began a path of sweet torment, tasting and nibbling my over-sensitive skin from my ear down my shoulder. One hand flexed at my hip while the other caught my breast. My flesh overflowed from his grasp, and my nipple hardened under his touch. My body was on fire for him. My senses inflamed, lust coursed through me until I was nearly blind with need.

“Tell me what you want, Erica.”

My mind rambled a string of silent pleas. I arched slightly, feeling his hard length straining against his jeans and into my backside. I covered his hands with my own. He stilled, releasing me so I could turn.

I stood and faced him, shameless and weak under his gaze. Now solidly green, his eyes smoldered, melting me from the inside out. Our bodies barely touched, and I ran a hand down his chest, slowing above his belt. God, he felt amazing, hard and warm. I lifted on my toes and pressed a shaky kiss to his lips, my mouth opening to his. He kissed me back eagerly but otherwise held back. His body tensed with restraint, barely reined in.

“I want you, Blake,” I whispered.

My knees weakened a little. He caught me up to him, stealing my breath with a kiss, urgent and warm. Reveling in the velvet strokes of his tongue, I blindly made my way down the buttons of his shirt, the hard curves of his abdomen tense beneath my fingers. I reached for the button of his jeans and unhooked it.

“I want this too.” I smirked.

Blake’s eyes widened a fraction. I gave his bottom lip a playful bite before kissing my way down his torso. His olive skin stretched tight over his muscles. Crisp light brown hairs dusted across his chest and down the center of his well-defined abs.

On my knees, I stared up at him. He was all I’d imagined and so much more. A prime specimen of a man. Beautiful. I traced the impressive outline of his cock before tugging his jeans and boxer briefs down just enough to release him. When he sprang free, I held him in my hands. His flesh was hot on my own, burning with primal need. He sucked in a sharp breath as I circled him gently.

I was wet with anticipation, but as much as I ached for him, I needed to taste him first, to own him. I started shallow and soft, taking him farther and with more pressure until he cursed, driving his fingers through his hair. I pumped him with my hand while the other lay flat on his stomach, moving in time with his labored breaths.

“Erica, Christ. Come here, wait—”

He became inexorably harder, thicker. After a few deep strokes that hit the back of my throat, he cursed again, and I knew he was close.

Before I could finish him off, he hauled me to my feet looking like he’d past the limits of his control.

“My turn,” he said, his voice so raspy and raw, it almost sounded like a threat. He scooped me up into his arms and effortlessly tossed me onto the bed.

Blake stripped me of my lace panties and set his hands on my knees, coaxing them apart. I relaxed and he opened me, exposing me to him completely. Embarrassed and emboldened at once, I felt my cheeks heat. 

He lowered to me and the sensation of his mouth between my legs overwhelmed everything.  I whimpered.

Sweet Jesus, he had a gifted mouth.

He tongued my wet, quivering sex with the expert skill that he’d used on my mouth, flicking and taunting and sucking.

He moaned, vibrating my clit as he sucked me. My walls clenched deliciously and I clutched at the silken fabrics beneath us.  The energy in my core climbed with an alarming speed.

“You taste so good, baby.”

The feeling of his breath on the sensitive tissues followed by the determined strokes of his tongue over the tight bundle of nerves pushed me over the edge. My mind left me and I came hard, letting the orgasm ripple through me.

My breathing was ragged as I tried to regain my senses. Under heavy eyelids, I watched him undress fully before me. Despite my very recent orgasm, my desire for Blake had barely waned. I ached for him, to have him inside, finishing what we’d begun.

Blake climbed onto the bed, and I panted softly, scorchingly aware of Blake’s approach. His cock bobbed gently, long, broad, and hard as stone. He rolled on a condom and the thick tight muscles of his thighs parted my legs around him. I hitched my leg high over his hip and arched, urging him into me eagerly.

He grasped me by the hip and stilled my effort. We were barely connected, the head of his penis notched at my entrance.

I whimpered his name, desperate for him. He bent to find my mouth, and our tastes mingled with the heady scent of my arousal. The act seemed too intimate, too raw under the circumstances, but heightened my already blinding need for him.

I struggled against his grasp, wild to have all of him. He loosened his hold and he pushed inside me. I uttered a small cry into his mouth, shocked at how completely he filled me. I relished the deliciousness of the sensation. Nothing felt more right than the achingly slow drive of his body into mine. My body stretched to accommodate him, and the bite of his entry soon gave way to a deeper hunger.

He moved in deliberate and measured strokes, filling me and holding back with painstaking pauses, rotating satisfaction with an impossible longing, each movement bringing me closer to the edge. The promise of release beckoned, but he kept me wanting more. He drove me crazy with need while he took my mouth in slow, deep kisses.

“Blake, please.” My voice cracked.

“Trust me,” he whispered into my ear.

He slowed his pace until I thought I would die of frustration. Then without warning, he grabbed my ass and drove hard into me. By the second punishing thrust I found my voice, though I barely recognized it when I screamed. Relentlessly he claimed new depths of my body, giving me everything I had damn near begged him for. And I took it all.

“Oh my God, Blake.” A storm raged inside of me, my body responding uncontrollably to his. I gripped his hair by the root and clung to him.

My climax pulsed through me. I clenched around him, my whole body shuddering as he became impossibly bigger, pounding out his own release in time with mine.

He collapsed onto his elbows above me, brushing soft kisses over my cheek and neck while my arms and legs tangled around him. Gradually our breathing slowed, our bodies cooled, and we returned to ourselves.

I sighed. “I didn’t know.”

He smiled and kissed me. “Know what?”

“That…it could be like that.”

His smile faded and his lips parted slightly as he ran his thumb over the curve of my cheekbone. My chest ached at his closeness and the wonder I thought I saw in his half-lidded eyes.

He gave me a chaste kiss and pulled away. He stood and disappeared into the en suite bathroom. I got a little thrill worshipping the back of him, his ass perfectly sculpted like every other delicious inch of him. Everything about Blake had become too much, an onslaught to my senses, a train barreling through my better judgment.

And I was loving every minute of it.




















CHAPTER SIX




I woke up abruptly, disoriented until I recognized the hand-painted gold butterflies on the ceiling. Blake lay on his stomach next to me, snoring quietly into the pillow, his body soft and relaxed, a different picture from the muscle bound animal who had quite recently blown my mind. I must have dozed off while he showered, but he hadn’t bothered to wake me and send me on my way.

Still, I couldn’t be here when he woke up. I was completely blissed out, but the idea of facing the walk of shame in the daylight hours sobered me into action.

Ambient light filled the room but the desert sky before us was pitch black, save the frenetic city lights, with no hint of the impending dawn. I slid quietly out of the bed and dressed, though despite my best efforts, I could not find my panties anywhere. I put on my heels and stopped at the writing desk. I scribbled a note, setting the $10,000 chip on top of it.




What happens in Vegas...

x, E




I took in the skyline a minute longer, then left Blake’s suite without a sound.




* * *

I crept into our hotel room with impressive stealth, but Alli was propped up on a pillow watching TV when I entered.

“Hey, what are you doing up?” It was nearly two a.m.

“What are you doing up?” She pursed her lips.

“Uh, nothing.”

“You little slut. Tell me everything.” She muted the TV and sat up cross-legged on the edge of the bed.

“Not much to tell.” I shrugged and slipped out of my dress in favor of a robe.

“Don’t even start with me, Erica. Dish, now.” She pointed her manicured little finger at me.

I sighed and sat on the edge of the bed facing her. This morning I had berated her for the same thing. What a hypocrite.

“I’ll just say, if Heath is anything like his brother, um, in bed”—I stumbled over the words—“I forgive you, all right?”

“Shut up! Was it amazing?”

“There are no words. Now I just have to figure out how to stay the hell away from him.”

“Why? What do you mean?” A frown marred her brow at the mere suggestion.

“We had our moment, but I’m really hoping this is once and done for him, because...” I let my face fall into my hands, which still smelled like him. I breathed in his scent and let the memory of our night settle over me.

“Erica, what?”

I sat up abruptly, as if I’d been caught doing something I wasn’t supposed to.

“You were telling me why you want this to stay a one-night-stand,” she reminded me.

“I don’t know!” I twisted my fingers in my lap. “I just know I could get addicted to that. To him.” I gestured to the ceiling, his general direction. I shook off the memories that felt too new, knowing Blake was still perfectly naked, slumbering a few floors away. “I’m a mess. I need to sleep.”

Alli nodded, but I caught a coy smile before she switched off the TV and turned over under her duvet.

	Grateful for the reprieve, I retreated to the bathroom to shower. The intoxication of being with Blake tapered as the water thrummed my already weak muscles, draining the last of my waning energy. Already he meant too much A cloud of doubt crept over me.




* * *

I stepped out of the campus center with my mail when I heard my name. A girl with cropped blond hair ascended the steps to meet me. She looked like a teen model. Tan, tall, and impeccably dressed in a tank top and a linen skirt.

“Liz,” I said. “How are you?”

“Great. I can’t believe we’re finally done!”

“I know, time flies.” I shook my head in shared disbelief.

“Do you want to grab coffee? I’d love to catch up.”

Her warm brown eyes seemed genuine, but I had always avoided these moments. Our friendship had fizzled when I moved across campus after our freshman year together, and we had never really addressed it. I hesitated. School was over, no homework, no plans. I had no excuses.

“Sure.”

We walked a short distance to the closest cafe where some moody hipsters made us delicious overpriced cappuccinos. We sat at a table for two, the chaos of the cafe filling the silence between us. I’d seen Liz around campus here and again, but we hadn’t really talked in years. What was there to say? We barely knew each other anymore.

“Do you have any plans for the summer?” I asked.

“I’m going to Barcelona with my parents for a few weeks, and then I start work in July.”

“Where are you working?”

“At an investment firm here in the city, crunching numbers or whatever.” She blew steam off her cup. “What about you?”

“I actually started a fashion social network last summer and it’s been going pretty well, so I’m going to be running that for a while. We’ll see where it goes.”

“That’s amazing. I would have never expected that.”

I raised my eyebrows. What would you expect, I wondered, picking at the flaky crust of my chocolate croissant.

“How are Lauren and everyone else at the house?” I asked, referring to the girls who’d shared a floor with us.

“Really good.” She paused before continuing, “We’ve missed you though.”

I took a long sip of my cappuccino, sensing where the conversation was heading. College was over, and a new chapter was beginning. Maybe it was finally time to clear the air, especially if I might be running into her in the city now. Boston was still small enough for chance meetings.

“I’m sorry I didn’t give you a heads up about moving out at the end of the year. I was going through a lot at the time.” That was an understatement, but I didn’t really want to get into it with her right now. The last thing I needed was to dredge up painful memories.

“I realize that. I just thought we were friends, you know?”

“We were,” I said. “We still can be. I just needed a fresh start after everything that happened.”

She nodded and gave me a weak smile.

I sighed, resigned to the fact that I wouldn’t be getting around this topic no matter how hard I dodged it. “Nothing was the same after that night. You and everyone else were the same, but I wasn’t. I couldn’t go out partying with all of you like nothing happened.” I took a breath, trying to push the memories back down. “It had nothing to do with our friendship, or you. I just couldn’t stand that look on everyone’s faces.”

When I looked up at her, the pity in her eyes made me sick to my stomach. I pushed my plate away and reached for my purse.

“I wanted to talk with you about it, but you never really gave me a chance,” she said.

“Believe it or not, I don’t really like talking about it,” I snapped.

Her eyes were bright and innocent, reminding me of the many nights we’d spent foraging her parents’ gift boxes of junk food, sharing stories and dreams in our freshman naïveté.

I relaxed in my chair. “I needed to work things out on my own, and for whatever reason, I couldn’t do that at the house.”

“I understand.”

She didn’t, but I gave her credit for trying, even though she was dragging me through memories I’d long buried.

“Maybe we can get together when I get back from Spain and catch up a bit,” she said. “We don’t have to talk about that stuff, obviously. I know it’s upsetting for you.”

I nodded. I couldn’t change the past, but maybe we could salvage some of what was lost.

“Sure.” I forced a smile. “Let’s stay in touch.”

We talked about professors and housing in the city while Liz finished her muffin. Afterwards we exchanged numbers and said our goodbyes. As I turned toward the campus again, my phone dinged with a text. It was Alli.

Need to talk. I have news.

My stomach sank. I called her.

“What’s up?”

“I have news.”

“So you said. What is it?”

“I got the job.”

“Fuck.” I blurted it out. I couldn’t help it.

“Erica?”

“What do you want me to say?” I tapped my foot while people passed me on the street. Seeing Liz had put me over the edge, and now I was losing my best friend, roommate, and business partner. I refused to count this as a high point in my day. “Congratulations. I know you wanted this. Unfortunately I didn’t.”

Alli was silent on the phone for a few seconds. “We talked about this, and now you seem surprised.”

She was right, but it didn’t offset the sting. Things were in motion now, just shy of Max’s potential decision to fund us.

“When do you leave?”

“In a few days. I can crash with a friend in the city until I get a place.”

My phone started buzzing with another call. I didn’t recognize the number but needed an excuse to get out of this conversation before I said something I didn’t mean. “Someone’s calling me, Alli. I gotta go.”

I clicked over to the other line.

“Hello?

“Erica, it’s Blake.”

Fucking fuck. “This isn’t a great time.”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” I sounded anything but fine.

“Where are you? I’m in the neighborhood.”

I glanced around for the nearest recognizable landmark. “Near Campbell Square.”

“I’ll pick you up in five minutes.” He ended the call before I could argue.

I sat on a park bench, idly checking email on my phone to distract me from the bomb Alli had dropped on me. In one, Sid reported a decent influx of new users since the conference, which was welcome news since I had wondered if the entire effort had amounted to an expensive 3,000-mile booty call for Blake. My thoughts drifted back to Alli and Liz and how utterly alone I had become in the past hour.

A car horn broke my thoughts. Blake sat in the driver’s seat of a sleek black sports car waiting at the curb. I approached and was momentarily confused by the lack of door handles until one glided out of its hidden pocket in the passenger door. Strange. I got in, instantly mesmerized by the enormous LCD screen situated between the driver and passenger seats.

“What the hell is this?” I asked, instantly overwhelmed by all the gadgets and gizmos.

“It’s a Tesla.”

“Okay.” I stared out to the road ahead, waiting for the car to move.

“Hey,” he said softly, brushing his thumb against my cheek.

He looked fresh and cute, but his smile soon faded. My throat tightened as if I could cry again. I swallowed against the sensation, my body stiffening in an act of self-defense.

“I’m fine, seriously.” I turned my face away and wiped away any errant mascara that might clue him in to my recent meltdown. I didn’t know if I could bear being any more vulnerable to this man than I already was and still maintain a shred of professional integrity. “What do you want?” I asked.

“Are you hungry?”

“Sure.” I wasn’t, but I wanted to be anywhere but here. I let Blake take us away in what I now recalled was an extremely expensive high-tech car whose stock had just skyrocketed.

“How much Tesla stock do you own?”

“I got in on the second round of funding, so quite a bit.”

“Of course you did,” I mumbled.

Blake made his way into the city in record time and with little regard for pedestrians and traffic laws, but somehow I still felt safe and relieved to have the campus in the rearview. We rode the rest of the way in silence until Blake pulled into a reserved parking space across from the clock tower.




* * *

The Black Rose was an Irish pub in the heart of Boston, a few steps away from the famous Faneuil Hall and Quincy Market. Inside, a dark wood bar lined one end of the restaurant and coats of arms from the motherland covered the walls. Blake and I settled into a quiet corner of the restaurant where we could watch the people outside going about their day, including tourists, bankers, and men driving horse-drawn carriages.

The cute young waitress was cheery and asked for our order with an Irish lilt that made me think of my favorite professor who was also leaving in a few short weeks.

“Two Irish breakfasts and two Guinnesses,” Blake said, handing her our menus and promptly returning his attention back to me.

“Do you always order for other people?”

“I didn’t want you to battle with yourself over ordering a pint so early in the day.”

He leaned in, showcasing his biceps that were peeking out of the sleeves his T-shirt that featured the Initech logo from Office Space. He had no business looking so unprofessional on a workday.

“Tell me why you were crying.”

I shook my head, emotionally drained and unprepared to be with Blake at this moment in time. “Maybe this was a bad idea.”

I started to get up, but Blake took my hand.

“Hey, I’m sorry.”

I paused, wanting desperately to be falling apart somewhere where Blake wasn’t in the audience.

“Stay,” he said.

My anger melted away. I sat back down, letting my hand stay in his. His touch had a calming effect that I both resented and cherished.

“Why did you want to see me, Blake?”

“Well, for one, you didn’t give me a chance to say goodbye. Do you always run off like that?”

“I didn’t think you’d care,” I said, embarrassed about the whole affair, even though I’d thought of almost nothing else since I left his suite two days ago. “Anyway, I had an early flight home.”

“Have you heard from Max?”

I took a deep breath, relieved to be talking business again. “Yes, we’re meeting next week.”

“How’s the housing hunt going?”

I rolled my eyes and groaned. “Now that Alli is officially moving to New York, I suppose it just got simpler.”

“That doesn’t sound like good news.”

“Yeah, I’ll have to start dressing myself again, which will be tough,” I joked.

I wasn’t lying, but obviously her fashion sense wouldn’t be the only thing I’d miss. Alli was my best friend, my confidante, my wing-woman. I still couldn’t believe my roomy wouldn’t be my roomy anymore. We’d only be an hour’s flight away, but I held onto an irrational fear that our lives would begin moving in different directions that would eventually take their toll on the friendship we’d worked so hard to build. Only time would tell.

“I have a good broker.” Blake fished a business card out of his wallet and handed it to me. Fiona Landon, Licensed Real Estate Broker.

“If she’s related to you, I doubt she’d have anything in my price range.”

“She’s my little sister, and you never know. She’s known for digging up good finds. Just tell her I sent you.”

I sighed. “I told you about my situation to make conversation. It wasn’t a cry for help. I’m perfectly capable of figuring this out on my own.”

“I know you are,” he said quietly, rubbing his thumbs over my knuckles.

I pulled away from his grasp. Physical contact with Blake seriously affected my decision-making.

“Give her a call,” he urged.

I stuffed the card into my purse, knowing I would for the simple reason that Blake wanted me to and he wouldn’t let it go until I did.

The waitress brought our breakfast, which was delicious and fattening, two requirements for comfort food that I thoroughly appreciated at the moment. Washing it down with a few sips of Guinness wasn’t too bad either. When I wasn’t in emotional turmoil and when Blake wasn’t throwing me headfirst into a professional roller coaster, I did enjoy his company. We chatted about sports, one topic any two Bostonians could agree on. Little by little, he coaxed me out of my grim mood.

Outside the sun warmed the cobblestone streets as we walked back to the car. After all these years, Boston still dazzled me. The streets had history and its people had a kind of character that always made it feel like home. It was impossible to live here and not feel a passion and possessiveness about it.

On the way home, Blake’s phone rang. A casual photo of a beautiful brunette showed up on the LCD panel next to the name Sophia. He ignored the call and stared straight ahead at the road, showing no emotion. I had no right to ask who she was. We were hardly in a relationship, and the idea that someone as rich and gorgeous as Blake wouldn’t be playing the field was pretty unrealistic. Still, the thought of other women in his life stung me.

We pulled up to the house, and Blake circled the car to let me out before I could figure out the handles. We walked the steps up to the entrance. When I paused to say goodbye, Blake pulled me close. The breath rushed out of me.

“You owe me a goodnight kiss, Miss Hathaway.”

Before I could respond, he covered my mouth with his own.  I melted into the kiss and the warmth of his body. Mercy, his lips. The stress of the morning became a distant memory, replaced with a hunger that neither of us was in a position to satisfy at the moment.

“Come home with me.” His voice was raw.

Somewhere in the distance, my inner voice started psychoanalyzing everything, pulling me out of the moment.

“I can’t.”

Technically, I could. In fact, I wanted nothing more than a repeat of my night in Blake’s Vegas pad, but I had no idea what that meant for my mental stability. I needed to focus on work. Getting screwed to oblivion by Blake on a regular basis probably wasn’t going to help me in that department.

“Dinner, then.”

“No,” I insisted. “Besides, you were hardly the perfect gentlemen last time.”

“Wasn’t I? As I recall, you were the one who asked for the tour of the bedrooms.”

He ground his hip into me, eliciting a whimper. I tried to care that we were in plain view of anyone passing by, but I worried more that I was slipping further away from myself and deeper into a dangerous attraction that already had its hooks in me.

“Blake, seriously, Vegas was...really great.” I paused, desperately trying to pull myself together. “I’m just not in a good place for this—whatever this is with us.”

I kissed him gently, breathing him in one last time before slipping from his grasp. He released me, but by the wanting in his eyes, I could tell he wasn’t happy about it.

“Goodbye, Blake.”




















CHAPTER SEVEN




With only a few days left before the dorms closed, I was running short on time and options to find a new place to live. I couldn’t believe how far behind I’d fallen with this, but life was throwing me curve balls lately so I decided to reach out to Blake’s sister and hope for some quick results.

Fiona Landon was stunning. Her light brown hair curled under into a stylish simple bob. Young, professional, and elegant, she was dressed in a navy blue polka dot dress when we met to begin the quest for my first apartment.

The first few places she showed me were in line with what I expected—on budget, smallish, and fair location, but a decent hike to any public transportation. I quickly realized that I’d either have to make some concessions or come up with a more realistic budget.

We stopped for a quick lunch at a little deli near the public gardens to regroup.

After making some calls to set up a last minute showing, Fiona joined me at the table. “So how do you know Blake?”

I choked a little on my lemonade. God, if she only knew.

“I’m in talks with Angelcom to invest in my business.”

“Oh wow, that’s great. I hope it works out.”

“Me too.”

“Blake gets so involved in his investments. I’ve seen some of those companies really take off.”

I nodded and spared her the fact that he had “passed” on me. Well, he’d passed on the business anyway. He was pursuing me physically with a single-minded determination that one might expect from a ruthless businessman.

“What about you? Do you do this full-time?”

“Blake has several real estate holdings, so I mostly stay busy managing those, but I dabble with other listings in town.”

“I guess it’s good to keep it in the family.”

“Definitely. Blake keeps us busy with all his projects.”

“I met Heath recently too actually,” I said, conveniently leaving out the details of our Las Vegas rendezvous.

“Oh, yeah?”

“He’s a character,” I continued, hoping to glean a little bit more about her charismatic brother and whatever issues Blake had with him, if only for Alli’s sake.

“You could say that. I have no idea how Blake keeps up with him.” She looked past me, her face carefully void of emotion. “Do you have any siblings?”

“No, it’s just me.” For years it had literally been just me. I often imagined what life might be like with a sibling or two. Someone to share the emotional burden with after my mother died or to make light of our hardships with and carry on together. The closest person to know what I’d been through was Elliott, but like me, he’d moved on.

Fiona and I finished our lunch and she drove us to the last apartment of the day, which she promised would be more in line with what I was looking for. She pulled in front of a picturesque brownstone on Commonwealth Ave. The street was tree-lined from one end to the other, with walking paths and beautifully manicured commons separating the two sides of the street. The location was address to many of the who’s who of the city, and while I enjoyed the change of scenery from the lackluster places I’d seen so far, I worried how far out of the budget this would fall.

Nonetheless, I followed her up a flight of stairs. We entered a light and spacious two-bedroom apartment.

“Wow.”

“This just came onto the market,” Fiona said.

The appliances were new, the walls had a fresh coat of paint, and the dark wood floors were impeccable.

“This is perfect, Fiona, but I doubt I could afford something this nice.”

“The owner is listing it at the right price for the right renter. It’s above your budget, but it’s such a great find, I had to show you.” She handed me the listing sheet with the asking rent, a figure over budget, but well worth the extra features it offered.

I blew out a slow breath and did some mental math.

“You could always pick up a roommate with the extra room. It won’t stay listed long, Erica, so if you think you might want it, I can make a call right now.”

I’d have bay windows, a bathtub, and a second room to do with what I wanted. I was flying by the seat of my pants lately, so why stop now?

	“Where do I sign?”




* * *

I stuffed the last of my clothes into a black trash bag and tossed it next to the others. Alli and I had barely spoken all day except to negotiate who would claim joint purchases. It felt strangely like a breakup, and in much the same way wreaked havoc on my already frayed nerves. Both finished, we each settled on the bare dorm mattresses, the springs squeaking below us. I wouldn’t miss these.

“Have you heard from Heath?” I asked, anxious to break the silence and the tension between us.

She raised her eyebrows slightly and nodded. Great, I was getting the silent treatment.

“And?”

“And what?” she snapped. “It’s not like you give a shit, Erica.”

“Listen, I’m sorry. You caught me at a bad time, and I just—” a tear slid down my face and I immediately wiped it away. “I wish you didn’t have to go, but I want you to know that I understand why you do. I—”

She crossed the distance between us and hugged me hard.

“I want you to be happy, and I know you will be,” I whispered.

She pulled away and held my face in her hands. “You’re my best friend, Erica. A couple hundred miles isn’t going to change that. And don’t think for a minute that you can’t rock this business without me. This is your baby. There isn’t anything holding you back now.”

“You make it sound like it’s going to be so easy.”

“You’ve made this whole thing look easy from day one. I have no idea how we pulled it off, but I know we couldn’t have without you.”

	I wanted to believe her, but now that her leaving was a reality, the weight of my responsibilities hit me hard. Thankfully I had a lot more time to manage them, but I started to question my decision to stay in Boston when it seemed like everyone who mattered to me was leaving.




* * *

Fiona met me at the door looking as polished as she had before in a colorful sundress.

“Congrats!” She smiled and gave me a quick hug.

“Thank you for finding me such an amazing place.”

“Anytime.”

When she glanced over at the SUV that had delivered me, her smile faded a bit. Brad stepped out and joined me on the sidewalk in front of the building. Brad was a friend of a friend. I didn’t know him really well, but he was nice enough and clearly he spent some time in the gym, so I didn’t feel too bad asking him to move my futon up a flight of stairs to the new place.

He did so with expert grace, leaving the immaculate walls of the stairwell unscathed. Fiona seemed nervous when she handed me the keys to open the door. After I did, Brad passed through the threshold toward the room that would be my bedroom. Before I could follow him in, someone came down the stairs.

Oh, a neighbor! I thought excitedly, until Blake Fucking Landon turned the corner and faced me with a heart-melting smile.

“What are you doing here?” The tone of my voice revealed more panic than I wanted it to. I’d just gone through three regretful days believing I’d be rid of him for good, while simultaneously questioning why I had permanently sworn off the best sex of my life.

“I live here.”

I shifted my glare to Fiona who visibly cringed, revealing that she was in on this the entire time.

“Sorry,” she mouthed before turning to leave us.

“You live here.” It wasn’t a question, but more of a confirmation of the worst-case scenario.

“Well, actually I own the building, but yeah, I live here too.”

I crossed my arms and my foot started tapping, a telltale sign I was about to flip out. How could I best articulate the absolute rage I felt toward this excruciatingly sexy man who could not keep himself from interfering with my affairs?

“You look angry. What can I do?”

He had the decency to look a little tentative, which was wise because I was considering physical violence to make my point. Words were wasted on him.

“For starters, you can stop meddling in my goddamn life, Blake!” I poked my finger into his rock hard pectorals. “What makes you think you can swoop in here and conveniently plant me in your downstairs apartment and think that’s totally fucking normal?”

“For a Harvard girl, you’ve got quite the potty mouth.”

“Cut the shit, Blake.”

“Did you really want to live in one of those fleabag apartments?”

“You are completely missing the point.”

Exasperated, I turned into the apartment and slammed the door behind me. He followed me in, coming face to face with Brad, who looked surprised to say the least. Blake was leaner and generally less beefy, but he had some height on Brad. Blake’s wide-eyed gaze narrowed at the sight of him, and his hands fisted at his sides.

“Uh, hey?” Brad looked uncomfortable.

I rushed to my purse, grabbed my wallet, and pulled out the fifty bucks I owed him. “Thanks so much, Brad. I think we’re good. Just throw the rest of the bags in the lobby, and I can bring them up.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Blake and I said in unison.

I’d likely never see Brad again, but I was still embarrassed by the situation.

	He did give me a brilliant idea though.




* * *

Somehow in the process of fighting with me over the privilege of hauling my bags into the apartment, Blake talked me into having dinner at his place upstairs. I was starving and emotionally wiped out, so I reluctantly agreed.

We walked through the entryway and into an open room with a designer kitchen to the right and large sitting and dining areas to the left. The apartment, for the most part, was every bit what I would expect. Light and modern, the main room was filled with contemporary furnishings, cream microfiber couches, dark hard woods, and pops of ocean blue in the paintings and accents. I guessed someone else, likely a woman, had helped him decorate the space.

What surprised me most, especially after getting a load of his high-tech Tesla, was the complete lack of visible electronics, but perhaps he was simply so high-tech they were camouflaged into the room somehow.

“No gadgets and gizmos?” I asked.

“Not really. If I need to be wired in, I go to my office.”

“That surprises me.”

“Why?”

“Well you can probably orchestrate a small conference from your car’s touch screen. I didn’t figure your living space would be any different.”

“I’ve been staring at screens for fifteen years. Eventually it occurred to me that I get some of my best ideas when I’m offline for extended periods of time.”

“I guess I can see that,” I said, not quite able to come to grips with my own technology obsession. I needed to be accessible at all times, just in case. The thought of being off the grid for more than an hour, especially for someone like Blake who must be in much higher demand, was unthinkable.

“Wine?”

Today had been hot, exhausting, and stressful. I wanted nothing more than to end it with a cool glass of white wine, but that was a one-track journey into Blake’s bedroom—a place I was determined to avoid, especially under these new living circumstances. Now that we were neighbors, thanks to the one-year lease I’d very recently signed, I had to enforce new boundaries.

“Water,” I said. “So what’s for dinner? Can I help with anything?”

“Uh—” He hesitated, and then opened a drawer and pulled out a stack of take out menus. “Take your pick. I highly recommend the Thai place down the street. The best you’ll ever have.”

I shook my head, a little amazed that he’d made such an effort to invite me up for dinner without having a game plan. For him, that seemed unusual. He was always five steps ahead of me, a quality I’d never underestimate again.

“Let me guess. You don’t cook?”

“I have many talents, but cooking isn’t one of them, no.”

“Have you ever tried?”

“Not really.” He shrugged.

“Okay, where’s the nearest market?”

He raised his eyebrows. “A couple blocks away.”

“Okay, I’ve got an empty fridge and I’m guessing you do too. How about we go pick up some things, and I’ll show you how to make a proper meal for the next time you invite a girl over to your place.”

He paused. I wasn’t sure if he was annoyed or considering my offer. Regardless, he’d crossed the line with me too many times. I refused to walk on eggshells around Blake, billionaire or not.

“Fair enough,” he finally said.

Blake was completely out of his element in the market. I’d never understood why mothers failed to teach their sons how to at least prepare basic meals for themselves. I felt him out for likes and dislikes, and then collected all the ingredients for one of my specialties, linguine and clams, one of the first dishes my mother had taught me to make.

Since I still lacked basic household items, like pots and pans. I set to work preparing the meal in Blake’s gourmet kitchen, while he stood on the sidelines. I felt out of practice, but gradually I found my bearings. After four years of communal living with bare bones kitchenettes, I missed being in a real kitchen, and Blake’s lacked for nothing.

“Are you just going to stand there, or are you going to help me?” I asked, only half serious.

He joined me at the counter, and I gave him his first task.

“Here, dice this.” I handed him an onion. I watched him out of the corner of my eye, pretending not to notice as he blinked away the tears.

I made myself at home, narrating along the way for his sake. Though mostly silent, Blake was an attentive student. A little too attentive at times—I caught him staring at my ass when I went hunting for a strainer in his cabinets. I took full advantage of the power swap, schooling him on a few pasta cooking basics, like identifying al dente pasta and the critical difference between freshly grated versus jarred parmesan cheese.

Once finished, I prepared two plates, and Blake carried them into the dining area. We sat at the distressed wood farmhouse table, a beautiful and expensive piece of furniture. Admittedly, I was beginning to get used to the finer things when in Blake’s presence.

We dove in and were silent for a few moments.

“I approve.” He nodded and twisted some more pasta onto his fork.

“Thanks. The good news is that the leftovers will be even better.”

“How can leftovers be better than this?”

“The pasta absorbs all the clam juice. It’s divine.”

He moaned an affirmative as he finished another mouthful.

I smiled, content and maybe a little empowered.

“Are you all set for your meeting with Max?” he asked. His plate was already clear while I had barely made a dent in mine.

“Not entirely. I’ve been running around with the move and tying up loose ends. I plan to work through the details this week though.”

“He’ll want to know more about your conversion statistics.”

“Okay.” I nodded, making a mental note to try to flesh that out more.

“And you’ll need a specific breakdown of your expenses now, and what you expect them to be after funding. With Alli out of the picture and your personal expenses changing, you need to start thinking about what the financial landscape will look like if you get funding.”

“Okay, thanks.”

“Do you have any stats on your marketing efforts? What’s working, what’s not?”

“Um, a little bit.” I said. “I have analytics, but I haven’t really crunched those numbers in a while.”

“What are you doing tomorrow?”

“Sounds like I’ll be doing my homework.”

“Why don’t you stop by my office for a bit, and I can help you break down some of this. You’ll get funding faster if you can answer all of these questions right off the bat. Otherwise it’ll just lead to more meetings. There are only a few questions you need to answer to get a deal, but you need to know every angle of the answer.”

If anyone could nurse me through this process, Blake could. Turning him down would be rude, not to mention downright foolish. Still, I was dubious about further involving him in my affairs, not that he’d given me much choice.

“Is that a conflict of interest?” I asked, trying to think of any legitimate reason refuse his help. I hated that I needed him right now.

“No, Erica. I already told you, I’m not investing in your project.”

“I appreciate the offer, Blake. I really do, but I don’t want to put you out.”

“You won’t. My office is right across from the clock tower.” He pulled his card out of his wallet. “Meet me there after lunch and we can go over figures.” He picked up his empty plate and headed into the kitchen.

“When’s the last time you ate?” I asked when he returned with another heaping plate and a frosty bottle of a local microbrew.

“I’m a sucker for a home cooked meal.” He grinned and took a swig from the bottle. “What’s on the menu for tomorrow night? Let me know and I’ll stock the kitchen.”

I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t realize I’d need to subsidize my rent with cooking services.”

“I think I’d be content to let you live here rent free if you fed me like this every night.”

“Tempting,” I teased, though I would never consider it. Blake had obviously taken extreme measures to position me here in his building, available at his leisure so it would seem. Sweetening the deal with gourmet cooking was probably counter-intuitive. Perhaps I could stave him off with food in lieu of sex though. Could be a good plan, though I had an even better one.




















CHAPTER EIGHT




We cleaned up from dinner and settled next to each other on the couch facing out the bay windows, much the same way we had in Vegas. Committed to a very different outcome for the evening, I was not so subtle when I shimmied away a few inches, making his physical proximity slightly more bearable.

“Where did you learn to cook like that?” Blake asked.

I paused before answering to carefully consider how much of my personal life I really wished to share. Talking about my mother invariably introduced the mystery of my father, a difficult concept for people to grasp. The fact that I didn’t know my father’s identity elicited a range of reactions from others, from shock to judgment to pity. Despite my misgivings about bearing all to Blake, dodging his questions would only delay the truth. No doubt he would pester and pry it out of me, bit by bit.

“My mother was a phenomenal cook. She taught me everything I know about food.”

“Was?” he said gently.

“She passed away when I was twelve.” I swallowed against the twinge of sadness that surfaced every time I spoke of her. “She started getting sick, and by the time they found out what it was, the cancer had spread aggressively. She was gone a few months later.”

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Thank you.” Saddened by the memory, I picked at the rip in my jeans. “So much time has passed, I have a hard time remembering everything about her. I feel like food is one of the ways I can keep her memory alive. That sounds strange, doesn’t it?”

“I don’t think so.” He turned toward me and took my free hand. “So your father raised you?”

He drew slow circles into the back of my hand, simultaneously distracting and calming me.

“My stepfather did for about a year. When I was thirteen, I came east for boarding school. I spent one summer back in Chicago, and the rest with my mother’s best friend, Marie, who lives just outside the city. I’ve pretty much been on my own since then though.”

“That’s a long time to be on your own.”

“That’s true, but I don’t really have anything else to compare it to. It is what it is, I suppose.”

“You must miss them.”

I hardly knew what it was like to have a father, but I’m sure I would have enjoyed having one under the right circumstances.

“I miss my mother every day,” I said. “But this is my life and everything that has made me who I am, so I can’t dwell on what might have been.”

I’d always be out of step with most people my age who’d been given many more chances to get it right, whose parents were there to scoop them up when they faltered and to point them in the right direction when indecisions were met.

I had quickly learned that my own safety net had sizeable gaping holes in it, which likely explained why lately I felt like I was at sea without a life preserver. Now my new weakness for Blake added a level of difficulty to the already risky endeavor of taking on the business full time. Yet here I was, giving him another opportunity to wear me down.

“It’s late. I should go.”

“You don’t have to.” His voice was serious, but not suggestive.

I searched his eyes for clues, hoping what I saw in them wasn’t pity. Mine wasn’t the happiest of stories, but feeling sorry for myself had gotten me nowhere.

“I know, but I have a million things to do before we meet up tomorrow.” I stood. “Enjoy the leftovers.”

He rose. “I eagerly await the hour when I can consider them leftovers.”

He was close enough that his breath drifted across my lips. The sexual tension crackled between us. A couple hours ago I was piping mad, but since then he’d devoured my favorite pasta and had been incredibly sweet. Still, being neighbors now required careful consideration about how best to move forward. Unfortunately he hadn’t given me much of a chance to consider anything, and my emotions were jumbled and confused.

I stuffed my hands in my pockets, resisting the urge to touch him. I looked down, wondering if this was the right time to talk about it.

“What’s wrong?” Concern etched the sharp lines of his face and he cupped my cheek in his palm. I leaned into the simple touch.

“Well for one, I’m still mad at you.”

A hint of a smile curved his mouth as he traced my lip with the pad of his thumb. He licked his lips, and mine parted at the gesture, tingling with the promise of his kiss.

“I like when you’re mad,” he murmured.

“Are you always this persistent?”

“Only when I see something I want.”

“How did I get so lucky?” I rolled my eyes.

“Are you fishing for compliments?”

“No, but I’m hoping you have a good reason for turning my life upside down.”

He stepped back and ran a hand through his hair, the absence leaving me momentarily bereft. I wanted him back, touching me.

“You’re different.”

I frowned a little. “Okay.”

“I wanted to see you again, and you weren’t really giving me that option.” He arched his eyebrows. “Can that be enough?”

I sighed and moved to him. “I guess we’ll see.” I pressed a swift kiss on his cheek.




* * *

I walked back into my apartment, which was too bright and bare compared to Blake’s. This was my new home, but I had a long way to go before the place would feel like my own. I eyed the mountain of bags and boxes that I needed to organize before getting back to work tomorrow. Then I remembered something.

I grabbed my phone and pulled up Sid’s number. He picked up on the second ring.

“What’s up?” he said.

“A few things. Alli got a job in New York.”

“Bummer,” he said without emotion.

“Also, someone at Angelcom is prepping me for my next meeting with Max, which bodes well for the financing.”

“Cool.”

“Lastly, where are you staying when the dorms close?”

“I was just going to crash with some friends around here until something came through.”

“I’ve got an extra room at my new place, and I could use the company. Are you interested?”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, definitely.”

“All right, sounds good to me.”

	I smiled and gave him the address before we hung up.




* * *

The signage on the frosted glass double doors read, Landon Group, in bold serif font. I crossed the threshold into a landscape of high tech workstations that filled the long room. I spotted Blake leaning on the windowsill talking to a young man whose headphones were hanging around his neck. A smattering of Trekkie memorabilia decorated the desk. Sid would love it here, I thought. Blake looked up and muttered something before crossing over to me.

“Hey.” He flashed me a boyish smile and took my hand to lead me through the wide center aisle of the room to an enclosed office at the far end.

The gesture caught me off guard, but to my surprise, everyone seemed completely focused, as if no life existed beyond the stream of data feeding the machines. I was dressed all wrong too. In a white pencil skirt and a sleeveless black collared shirt with respectable black pumps, I stuck out in a sea of T-shirts, hoodies, and Hawaiian shirts. Apparently I had a lot to learn about tech start up culture.

Just outside what I assumed was Blake’s personal office, a punky petite woman sat at an L desk, zeroed in on her computer screen. She looked up when we approached.

“Erica, this is Cady.”

She jumped up and shook my hand. Cady was dressed as casually as everyone else in jeans and a simple white T-shirt. Her left arm was sleeved in colorful tattoos that blended together as one expansive work of body art, but what stood out most was her short bleached-out mohawk frosted with hot pink tips. Her ears were decorated with shiny metal gauges that matched her spiked belt.

“Hi, Erica. It’s good to meet you.” She took my hand, revealing a beautiful smile that lit up her gray eyes. Despite all her decorations, she was actually very attractive.

“Likewise.”

“Erica, Cady is my personal assistant. She’s also your neighbor.”

My eyes shot to him. I didn’t realize he had a roommate.

“I live downstairs from you. I think we just keep missing each other,” she said.

I breathed out with relief, surprised by my own reaction. “Oh, wow. Okay.” What the hell? I shouldn’t care if he had a roommate. After all, I was about to have one.

“Let me know if you ever have any questions about the place or the neighborhood. I’m kind of Blake’s unofficial property manager too.”

“Right, thanks.”

She gave a little wave as Blake pulled us into his office, shutting the door behind us.

His office was more typical of what I expected from his apartment, though it still impressed me. Three oversized monitors lined one of his two desks. Two displayed dozens of lines of code and the last was filled with spreadsheets. Heath’s assertion that Blake did all the work seemed valid. Even I wasn’t sure I could wear that many hats at once.

In another corner of the office, an enormous television hung on the wall, connected to what appeared to be every video game console one could imagine. He led me to a large frosted conference table facing a glass writeboard.

“Very Mission Impossible,” I said, secretly hoping for an excuse to write on it. Maybe I could illustrate the boundaries that needed to exist with our relationship.

He laughed and sat down at the table beside me. “Okay, show me what you’ve got.”

I flipped a switch and my business brain took over, shifting my priorities and focus for the next two hours while we worked diligently, outlining a plan for the second phase of the presentation to Max. We hashed out numbers and I explained more about the business. I scribbled notes down, mapping out the points that I would organize back at the apartment tonight, trying not to be distracted by his proximity.

Even under these circumstances I couldn’t stop remembering that Blake and I had once shared a night of unbridled passion. People avoided workplace affairs for this very reason. When I wasn’t looking directly at him, I could pretend I wasn’t unbearably attracted to him, but not without concerted effort.

“Have I earned my dinner, yet?” He was leaning back in his chair, a pen tucked behind his ear and a wicked smile on his face that just wasn’t fair. Women had to work so hard to achieve “effortless” beauty, but Blake could make my heart skip a beat with a well-timed smile and a pair of well-worn blue jeans.

“Do you always wear T-shirts to work?” I asked, ignoring his question.

“Usually.” He shrugged.

“But you wear suits to casinos?”

“I wasn’t at work.”

“Your wardrobe metric seems to be a bit skewed, Blake.” I turned back to my notes even though I had completely lost my train of thought. Visions of him in that gray suit propped up against my hotel door kept clouding my mind. He should wear suits more often, I thought. No. No, he shouldn’t. I shook my head at my notes, thankful Blake wasn’t tuned into my internal dialogue.

“If I wore a suit here, there’d be a mutiny. I have a reputation to maintain after all.”

Sid wouldn’t be caught dead in a suit, so he might be right.

We spent the rest of the afternoon at Blake’s office. I toiled away on my presentation while he tapped at his keyboard, making magic happen between his three monitors. I had made considerable progress and felt confident I could satisfy whatever questions Max might have for me in our follow up and fill in the blanks left by my brief pitch earlier. I closed my laptop and stood to go when Blake spun around in his chair.

“What’s the plan?” he said.

He sized me up with a wolfish grin that looked anything but innocent.

“I’m not your private chef. You realize that, right?”

“Perhaps we could negotiate.” He rose and leaned against the desk in front me.

Why did he have to be so damned sexy?

“What could I do for you?”

I shivered at the low rasp in his voice. Maybe we could skip dinner and go right to dessert. Chocolate mousse sounded good. Licking chocolate mousse off his rock hard abs came to mind. Every delicious ridge…all the way down. Oh God. I bit my lip with restraint. I hadn’t spent nearly enough time worshipping his body the last and only time I’d had him naked.

“Do you have something in mind, Erica?” Blake left his post at the desk and stalked closer.

I had reached the cut off for the amount of time I could safely spend alone with him. Like a drug, his presence was potent. I bit my lip at the fantasy of him being my living breathing dessert plate.

Get a grip, Erica.

I snapped out of my reverie and straightened. “Do you have your fancy car here?”

“I do. And no, you can’t drive it,” he teased.

“I need to grab some household things for the apartment. Give me a ride, and I’ll make you chicken parm tonight.”

“I’m ready when you are.”

We spent the next hour in a large department store, filling the cart with kitchenware, towels, and bedding. I grabbed the cheapest sheet set I could find in a color I liked, but Blake wordlessly put them back and replaced them with a 400-thread count set at thrice the price. I didn’t argue since I was relying on him for transportation at the moment. Beyond that, he behaved, though he obviously hadn’t shopped for much on his own in years.

At the checkout, I was so busy organizing bags in the heaping cart that I didn’t notice Blake slide his credit card through before it was too late.

“What the hell, Blake?” I protested.

“Call it your housewarming present.”

“Absolutely not. You’re being ridiculous.”

“It’s the least I can do. I did basically force you into living next door to me.”

“Below you,” I said.

“That’s how I like you,” he murmured, his eyes darkening.

Those few little words rendered me speechless and I heated from head to toe. My hands trembled a bit as I stuffed the receipt into my purse.

Blake insisted I wait in the car while he loaded the bags. We rode back to the apartment in relative silence. I stared at the screen between us and remembered the call that had come in the last time I was with him here.

“So who’s Sophia,” I asked. I feigned disinterest, looking out the window as buildings sped by us.

“She owns a company I invest in,” he said. “Why do you ask?”

“I was just curious.”

I shrugged and spotted our brownstone. So far Blake hadn’t blatantly lied to me about anything, but he had a penchant for misleading me. For now I decided to believe him and put the subject out of my mind.

Blake brought everything upstairs for me. He ascended the steps, his arms lined with about ten bags each while I hurried to unlock the door.

Just as we started putting things away, Sid walked in. Blake straightened immediately from his task of folding towels, which he was doing all wrong but I didn’t have the heart to tell him.

“Sid, hey. This is Blake. Blake, you remember me talking about Sid, our developer.”

Blake visibly relaxed and the twitch in his jaw disappeared. What was with him and staking his claim in my apartment? Sid could be easily agitated, so the last thing I needed was for Blake to make him uncomfortable on day one.

“Sure,” he said, walking over to shake Sid’s hand. “Nice to meet you.” 

Sid towered over him but his arms were about half the diameter of Blake’s. The two men could not have been more different, in physicality or temperament.

“You too. And you are?”

“I’m Erica’s neighbor,” Blake said quickly.

A pang of disappointment shot through me. What had I expected him to say?

“I guess you’re my neighbor too then.” Sid shrugged out of his enormous hiking backpack.

The twitch was back, and the taut line of Blake’s jaw made me question my grand plan.

“Great,” he said.

I walked over quickly, hoping to neutralize the situation that Sid had no idea he’d just walked into. “Yeah, Sid is going to crash here until we figure out the financing thing. Dorms close this week, you know.”

“Right,” Blake said, running his hand through his hair.

I’d fill Sid in on Blake’s association with Angelcom later. In the meantime, I had a kitchen to organize, a meal to cook, and an awkward dinner to host.

I showed Sid his room. All I had was the blow up mattress and bedding that would have to do until we got some real furniture. He didn’t seem to care much, so I returned to the kitchen and started prepping the meal. Before I knew it, Blake was behind me. He spun me around.

“You never told me about the roommate.”

His voice was low and serious enough to set my heart beating a mile a minute. Was he angry? I couldn’t really tell, but I felt like a child about to go to time-out.

Inviting Sid to be my roommate had been a rash decision, granted. I knew how he lived, typically in a pile of pop tart wrapper rubble, and it worried me a bit. But in truth, I wasn’t ready to live solo anyway, and I could use his presence at the apartment to deter Blake’s advances, though it wasn’t working at present.

I swallowed hard before replying. “You haven’t exactly been straightforward with me either, Blake. I don’t know what you expect.”

“It’s a complication. I suppose we’ll have to work around it.”

“Oh?”

“We’ll just be spending a lot more time upstairs is all.”

He stepped between my legs and lifted my knee over his thigh with a single fluid motion. My breath rushed out of me, and I gripped the edge of the counter as he pinned me to it. He pressed a hot kiss on my neck before taking my earlobe between his teeth.

I gasped at the sensation and held on tight and squeezed my eyes shut, reminding myself of every good reason not to give in to him. There was a line with Blake. On one side of it, I wanted him desperately, but somehow I could muster the willpower to refuse him. We were on the other side of that line, where I was completely at his mercy, helpless against his determination to have me.

His hands crept under my shirt and stroked the bare skin of my back, the contact sending me into orbit. My nipples hardened and brushed against his chest as I arched into him.

“I need you, Erica. Tonight.” He pressed the evidence of his desire into me.

His mouth was on mine before I could say no, obliterating any remote ideas about putting him off again. He kissed me hard and deep, sucking and licking with an urgency I fully met. I finally released my hands and raked my fingers through his hair, urging him closer. He pulled back to catch his breath, and I gripped him tighter, willing him back to me.

There we were, Blake’s hands on their way up my skirt, each of us on fire for the other, when Sid shuffled out of his bedroom and stopped short in the living room.

I froze, petrified by being caught in the act. With Sid entirely out of his view, Blake slowly retreated. He gave me a little smirk, letting me know our little show had gone according to his plan. He adjusted himself before turning around and busying himself with something at the island.

Flustered by my desire and newfound irritation, I channeled my emotions into the food, ignoring Blake’s requests to help. We were obviously playing a game, but I was already growing tired of it. The only move I could think up was to ignore him, to not give him what we both wanted even though I was ready to combust with sexual frustration. If I could get a handle on that, maybe he’d learn I wasn’t someone to toy with.

Somehow we all made it through dinner. I ate at the counter. Both Sid and Blake devoured my mother’s chicken parmesan at the breakfast bar. We needed real furniture at some point. Buying furniture worthy of the space while on a budget would be a challenge, but not impossible. I resolved to do a little bargain shopping after I finalized my presentation notes in the morning.

Now more than ever, I needed this to feel like home, a safe place away from the rest of the world. Right now the apartment was barren and strange. Between that, Alli being out of my immediate life, and Blake’s mission to turn my world upside down, I felt as if I were dangling precariously, hanging on for dear life to any semblance of normalcy.

Blake must have picked up on my withdrawal, because when we finished cleaning up, he let me know he was taking off. I walked him to the door, and Sid disappeared on cue.

“Are you okay?” Blake’s eyes, not so long ago clouded with the heat of lust, were now filled with concern.

“I’m fine, just tired. It’s been a long day.” It was only half of the truth but I didn’t have the energy to talk it out or bicker with him.

“Do you want a ride to the office tomorrow?”

“No, thanks. I’d rather just finish up here. I have some errands to run.”

He nodded, and when he leaned in for a kiss, I turned my head, narrowly escaping his lips on my own. I closed my eyes. As much as I wanted to make a point, I dreaded the look in his eyes. When I opened them, he had disappeared up the stairs.

I shut the door and leaned against it. My face fell into my hands. How the hell had I gotten into this mess?




















CHAPTER NINE




I spent the morning shopping IKEA online and picked out a bedroom set, figuring I would will my futon to Sid eventually. I also ordered a small dining room table and matching chairs, and a few other odds and ends. I scoured the classifieds and found a decent used couch that someone could deliver for an extra few bucks. Sid had already moved in his television and gaming systems, which sat in the otherwise bare living area.

This apartment might be the closest thing to a real home that I’d had since my mother passed. Of course now I was sharing it with Sid, but who knew how long that would last? I clung to the thought of this being home, my home, giving the word new meaning with this new chapter of my life that was filled with so many unknowns.

For the past four years, more even, I’d had everything planned out. Now I had no idea what to expect from my future. I had only my intuition to guide me. Unfortunately Blake was marching all over my intuition. I wasn’t expecting a man like him—and everything that came with him—in my life.

Unable to concentrate on work, I slapped down the screen of my laptop. I needed some fresh air. Thanks to Blake’s chauffeuring me around and the new living situation, I’d been cooped up inside most of the day.

I stepped outside and walked the length of the street, keeping a keen eye out for a celebrity sighting, until the grass-lined walking path ended. There I settled on an empty bench and let the sun warm my skin. The day was mild, still too cool for the beach but perfect for being outside comfortably.

I decided to call Alli. I missed her too much already. After several rings she picked up.

“Hello?” she answered, her voice hoarse.

“Are you okay? You sound sick.”

“I’m fine. Long night.”

“Who are these friends you’re staying with?” I asked, suddenly concerned.

“I was with Heath.”

“Oh.”

“What can I say? He parties like a rockstar.” She let out a weak laugh.

“On a Thursday night? When do you start work?”

“Monday, and you can stop worrying now. We’re just having fun. Plus I’m meeting some new people here. Making connections for us.”

“Okay.” Though what great connection partied all night on a Thursday?

 “So how are things with you?”

“Pretty good. The new apartment is great.”

“Ugh, I’m so jealous. The apartments here are ridiculous. I feel like I’m shopping for closets.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I could end up on one of those hoarder shows in a few months. I invited Sid to come stay with me. The new can collection has begun.”

She laughed. “Oh shit. Okay, I’m not jealous anymore. At least I won’t have to share my closet, if I’m lucky.”

I laughed and agreed.

“What’s new with Blake?”

I told her about the housing situation, which didn’t surprise her as much as I thought it would. Maybe Heath had already clued her in to Blake’s over-controlling tendencies. Thankfully she didn’t grill me on whether I intended to keep our one-nighter just that, because I was still trying to figure it out myself.

“So when are you going to come visit me?” she asked.

“I guess when we both get settled. We’ll see how things go with Max. I should be able to visit after that.”

Alli filled me in on all the fun spots she was discovering in the city that we’d go to eventually. In the middle of our conversation, Blake beeped in. I promised to call her later and answered Blake’s call.

“Hey, the site went offline a few minutes ago.”

My stomach fell. “What? How do you know?” The site had gone down before, which obviously wasn’t good, but I needed everything to be perfect for my meeting with Max tomorrow.

“I set up a program to ping me if the site went down.”

“Why?”

“Erica, can we focus on the issue at hand?” He sounded more irritated than I should have been, considering it was my website we were talking about. “Can you put Sid on?”

I didn’t like being pushed to the side, but this was not my department.

“I’m out right now, but I can be home in a few minutes.”

“Give me his number, I’ll call him.”

“Don’t bother. I’ll call you back in a bit.”

Back at the apartment, I knocked quietly on Sid’s door, then louder. He was never up this early. Eventually I walked in, determined to wake him from his sleep coma. He was fully dressed and passed out face down on a sheetless air mattress.

“Sid!” I yelled, breaking the silence of an otherwise quiet and peaceful morning.

He groaned and rolled over. “What?”

“The site’s down.”

“Oh,” he said, unmoving.

“Blake called. He wants to talk to you.”

“I need caffeine,” he grumbled.

I groaned, in no mood for his pissy morning routine. “I’ll be back with some energy drinks. Get up and figure out what the hell is going on.” I left my phone on his desk with Blake’s number up and walked down the street to the convenience store.

A few minutes later, I returned to find Sid frowning at his computer screen, analyzing what, from past experience, looked like the server logs. These held answers about the site’s activity that I had no idea how to interpret. I heard clicking noises coming out of my phone, which was set on speaker.

“It looks like they’re attacking the log in script and bombarding the server with requests so the host shut us down,” Sid said.

“Sounds like it’s just script kiddies then,” Blake’s voice said.

“What are script kiddies?” I asked almost in a whisper, not wanting to be the ignorant one. Still, I needed to know.

“Amateur hackers with too much free time,” Sid answered.

“Oh.” Compared to skilled hackers on a schedule? A hacker was a hacker, as far as I was concerned. An enemy threatening my business. Hopefully Sid and Blake could craft a defense plan soon.

“Do you have a redundant server?” Blake asked

“Obviously,” Sid replied flatly.

“Get that going, and let’s see how persistent they are. Can you give me access to the server?”

Sid looked at me for the okay, and I nodded.

“I’ll send it over now.”

“I can set up an IP blocker, if you want to work on patching vulnerabilities,” Blake said.

“Sounds good.”

“Do I need to call the host?” I asked Sid quietly.

“No, I’ll reboot the server, and we’ll be back up in a few minutes.”

I took a deep breath. “Do you need anything from me?”

Sid turned his head, fixing on the bag of cans I held. I fished one out for him and put the rest in the fridge, feeling a bit useless.

I pulled out my laptop at the island and refreshed the website repeatedly until the site came back up, while Blake and Sid continued their unintelligible tech speak in the other room.

The fact that we had been hacked concerned me, especially since I hoped to finalize a deal with Max within a matter of weeks. Blake and Sid didn’t seem overly concerned about the nature of the threat, but I had an unsettled feeling. Why we were being targeted all of a sudden? Who hated fashion so much that they needed to take us offline? Once we were on the other side of this minor setback, I hoped to have more answers from Sid.

I spent the rest of day monitoring the site and testing Sid’s patches as he rolled them out. We ate leftovers and went over statistics for me to reference in the morning. As the night rolled on, I didn’t hear from Blake. At the very least, I expected him to come raid the fridge. After all, we’d seen each other every day since I moved in, and he seemed to have a growing dependency on my Italian cooking.

I peeked out to the street for his car. I considered texting him, but what would I say? I missed him, but I wasn’t about to tell him that.




* * *

I arrived at Angelcom a few minutes ahead of schedule. I entered the reception area and the same frumpy brunette greeted me with a tight smile and walked me down the hall into Max’s personal office. Like the conference room, it featured a wall of windows with a view of the Harbor and the skyline to the north. Dressed in an impeccable black suit, Max pored over some paperwork at his desk. He stood up when he saw me, circling the desk to shake my hand and give me a polite kiss on the cheek.

“Erica, you look beautiful.”

 “Thank you.” I didn’t know what else to say, but I self-consciously smoothed back my hair, already tucked tightly into a twist. I wore black editor pants and a deep red shell blouse, figuring I could skip the suit now that we’d gone beyond first impressions. I tried to appear unaffected by Max’s new level of comfort with me. He motioned to a small round table in his office.

He peppered me with all the right questions, ones I had expected thanks to Blake. I answered them expertly, painting an accurate and hopefully attractive picture of the venture. After about an hour, he paused and looked at me for a moment.

“What?” Was this the end of the meeting? A ball of nervous energy settled in my stomach.

“I’m very impressed, Erica. You’ve covered all the bases. I really don’t think I can come up with anything more.”

I clicked my pen nervously. Fessing up about Blake’s involvement now would be better than Max getting wind of it later. “Blake’s been really helpful, actually. He worked through a lot of this with me, so I suppose I can’t take all the credit.”

“Is that right?”

“I can see why his businesses do so well. He’s extremely thorough.”

“He’s not as perfect as you might think.” A frown marred Max’s brow.

“Well, no one’s perfect.”

“Agreed, but Blake’s lucky he’s not rotting in a jail cell right now. Every success he’s had is because of the opportunities my father gave him. He’d do well to remember that.”

I bit my lip, scolding myself for bringing it up. What trouble could have landed Blake in jail? My mind raced through the possibilities. Clearly the two had history, and Blake, not surprisingly, had kept me in the dark despite all our discussions about investing with Max.

I had always thought of Max as Blake’s peer, a colleague. With this bad blood between them, why did they share a place on the board of the company?

“In any case, he missed his chance on this one, I suppose.” He changed again, back to calm, charming Max.

The transformation gave me an eerie feeling, but I tried to ignore it.

“That’s true,” I said. Admittedly, I was confused by Blake’s active interest in not only me, but my company, after such a dramatic review and refusal at the start.

“Let’s make this happen, Erica,” Max said abruptly. “I think there’s real potential here and I’d like to be part of it.”

The ball of nervous energy dissipated as relief and happiness flowed through me. “Wonderful. Where do we go from here?”

“Let me draw up the paperwork. There are legalities we’ll need to work through, but I should be able to have a term sheet ready to review in a week or two and hopefully we can get this off the ground quickly. If it ends up taking longer, I can arrange for rolling funds in the interim so you guys aren’t in a pinch.”

“That sounds great. I’ll follow your lead then.”

“Perfect. Keep doing what you’re doing, and I’ll be in touch.”

We shook hands, and I left the building wanting to shout the good news off the rooftops. We did it! All the work, the stress, and the multitasking. God, the multitasking. Being able to juggle school and not give up on Clozpin as a side project had been a miracle in itself. I pulled out my phone and scrolled through my numbers, trying to decide who to call.

One name stood out.

I’d been hard on Blake. But would this have gone so smoothly without his help? I called him and it went to voicemail.

“Hey, Blake. I just wanted you to be the first to know that Max is moving forward with the deal. He’s drawing up the paperwork next week. So, great news. Thank you. For everything.”

I hung up and rang Alli next, but the call went to voicemail too. I checked the time. It was nearly eleven a.m., and I couldn’t fight the feeling that Heath was becoming a less than healthy influence on my best friend. Something was off with him, but I needed to get the bottom of it before I could pass judgment. In the meantime, I would figure out a way to visit sooner rather than later.

	I switched out of my heels into some flats and walked home, wanting to get some exercise and take advantage of the mild morning that was growing hotter by the hour. Finally, summer had arrived.




* * *

The apartment was silent all morning. Maybe this cohabitation with Sid could work after all. We were on totally different schedules, which made it seem like I had the place to myself most of the time.

I wrote up an organizational chart for positions that we might want to fill in the next six months. A marketing director was a top priority. Getting out of my shell and networking was important and something I fully intended to continue, but I needed to be running the site and overseeing all operations. I couldn’t be responsible for pulling in all the paid accounts, keeping track of finances, maintenance, and now reporting back to Max with our periodic progress. Losing Alli from the team was a setback, but there were hundreds of eager professionals in the city waiting for an opportunity like this. I set to work drafting roles and responsibilities for the job when Blake texted me.

Congrats. Top of the Hub tonight to celebrate. Be ready at 7.

His communication threw me for a loop. Why didn’t he just call me? He was being distant for some reason, but apparently he was still in the mood to celebrate. At one of the best restaurants in the city no less, but not seeing him for a while made me worry about what he was actually thinking. Was it the good night kiss snub? Did he think I was being a tease because I couldn’t stop melting around him and then pushing him away? Stop psychoanalyzing.

See you at seven, I replied.

My focus immediately shifted from ideal marketing director qualities to what I would wear tonight. The irony of Blake implying that seeing someone would be distracting for the venture, when he was now in the very position to be that distraction, was not lost on me. Still, I sifted through the contents of my closet for something suitable to wear. I huffed. I missed Alli’s fashion sense and her ample wardrobe.

I called Marie, hoping she was nearby.

“Help!” I said with mock panic.

“What’s up, baby girl?”

“I got the funding, and I’m going out tonight to celebrate.”

“I knew it. Congratulations!”

“But I have nothing to wear.”

“Honey, that’s a problem we can fix. Do you want to grab some lunch before we hit the stores?”

“Absolutely. Thank you.” After days with techies and suits, I needed girl time.




* * *

The Vine was a beautiful little Mediterranean open air restaurant tucked in the basement floor of a brownstone on Newbury Street, one of the most exclusive and expensive shopping districts in the city. Not surprisingly, it was only a few short blocks away from the new apartment. Marie and I sipped iced tea and shared calamari while we caught up.

“So tell me about your date,” Marie said.

I paused, contemplating how to bring her up to speed on everything Blake had thrown at me lately. “You don’t happen to remember that guy I literally ran into at the restaurant the other night?” Butterflies danced in my belly at the thought of my first chance meeting with Blake.

She stilled, and her beautiful brown eyes widened. “You’re kidding me.”

“Not kidding. He’s the executive director for the angel investment group who is giving us the funding.” I skipped the part about him seducing me in Las Vegas and luring me to live in his apartment building. Marie wasn’t my mother, but she did get protective at times.

“Wow, that sounds right up your alley.”

“Hardly. He’s so out of my league. It’s actually incredibly intimidating.”

“I don’t suppose a busy guy like that would spend time with you if he thought you were out of his league.”

I sighed. I wished I knew what Blake was thinking, but he had me too busy sorting out my business to pry much. “I guess not. It’s been a bit of a whirlwind so I don’t really know what to think.” I poked at my salad. “To be honest, Marie, I don’t know up from down right now.”

“That’s how love goes, baby.” She shook her head with a smile.

Love? Leave it to Marie, the hopeless romantic, to even think it. Blake was a magnificent distraction, but that had nothing to do with love.

I masked a cringe at the mention of the word and asked about her new beau, Richard. She quickly changed course, filling me in the details of their last date. I had no room in my life for love right now.




* * *

I slipped into the sexy, overpriced cocktail dress. Marie had helped me pick it out. Solid black, with a thin white strip along the tulip hem, the garment was dressy but still suited the hot day with tiny spaghetti straps and light layers of chiffon. I paired the outfit with some strappy heels and silver dangle earrings, and I pinned my hair up in a loose bun. We would see what Blake had to say about all this, I thought. I touched up my smoky gray eye shadow. With or without Blake, I felt like a million bucks and I wanted to look great tonight. Alli would be proud.

Sid was rummaging through the fridge when I emerged from my bedroom, my heels clicking loudly across the floor. I stopped at the breakfast bar to wait for Blake. Sid turned and saw me, his eyes wide.

“What?” I said, suddenly concerned that I didn’t look nearly as good as I thought I did.

“Uh—” He averted his eyes. “Nothing.” He bolted back to his bedroom, which required about three strides since he was so incredibly tall, and shut the door behind him.

I had loosely considered inviting Sid to dinner, but a fine dining experience would be lost on him. Now I was glad I hadn’t, since apparently he couldn’t be in the same room with me in this outfit.

Blake let himself in and slowed as I circled the island to greet him. He wore the same gray charcoal suit from Vegas, with a freshly pressed white shirt. A bit of stubble offset the formality of his attire. Damn. I sauntered over, trying like hell to stay steady on my heels, savoring the look of pure carnal appreciation that swept his face.

“Hey,” I said.

“You’re killing me in that dress.”

I bit my lip, never knowing what he might do when we were alone like this.

With a feather-light touch, he traced a line from my cheek to my chin, tipping my face toward him before giving me a slow, sweet kiss that had me trembling with need at the finish.




















CHAPTER TEN




We didn’t skip a beat when we entered the restaurant on the busy Friday night. The maître d’ escorted us without delay to a table for two that seemed private by way of the wall of wine that separated us from the main dining area. Through the huge windows, Boston sprawled. Below, dozens of tiny white sails dotted the Charles River and the sunset reflected off its meandering path through the city.

“You know how I love a good view,” I murmured. I loved that we were ending this perfect day here, and I’m sure it showed.

“I do, and now that I know you’re a food connoisseur, I’m going to change things up and let you order for the both of us.”

I giggled. “Uh oh.”

“Everything here is incredible, so you can’t go wrong.”

“That I don’t doubt.” I perused the menu.

When the server arrived, I ordered, duck confit for him and haddock for myself.

After the server left, I asked, “Is it difficult for you to not be in control?”

He paused a moment. “Yes, but I’ve been trying it in small doses lately.”

“How’s that going for you?”

“It’s...not always easy.”

“Seems like it might be liberating. I think sometimes it would be nice to take a break, to be able to defer to someone else for once.”

“You can defer to me whenever you’d like.”

He licked his lips and smirked at me. I narrowed my eyes at him playfully, feeling my skin tingle at the gesture and enjoying our pseudo-sexual banter more than I expected.

I needed to move the conversation away from the topic of sex. Blake could take my mind from zero to filthy with a few choice words. “You’ve been making yourself scarce. Anything new?”

His eyes met mine with a penetrating gaze. “Just putting out fires at work.”

“You haven’t asked me about the meeting with Max,” I said.

“What’s to tell? I knew Max was going to invest from the moment I saw you in that boardroom.”

“How did you know that?” I wish I had known, I thought, if only to save myself a fair measure of stress and anxiety.

“Well for one, you’re beautiful.”

I warmed at the compliment, though coming from someone who defined physical perfection, I had a difficult time truly accepting it.

“I’m not sure what looks have to do with it.”

“Looks can be persuasive. Secondly, you have a good concept.”

I frowned, confused as to why Blake’s glowing opinion of me this evening ran in such stark contrast to his brutal line of questioning at the pitch. “If you thought I had a good concept, then I’m not sure why you felt the need to humiliate me at the pitch and shoot me down.”

I had come to know Blake better these past couple weeks, but the tirade of emotions I felt that first day were not easily forgotten. My hand fisted as I remembered the experience, his simple and easy rejection stamped on my memory. I riled again, my skin prickling with anger.

“I wanted to see how you’d perform under pressure. Plus, how else was I supposed to find out if you were available? Two birds with one stone.” He shrugged, as if it were nothing.

To him, it probably was. To me, it was a life-changing event, the culmination of months of hard work. If we were going to move any further together he needed to know that.

“Blake, I worked really hard for the opportunity to pitch your group, and you completely disrespected me. It’s hard for me to imagine how I would have felt if I hadn’t gotten the second meeting because of you. The word devastated comes to mind, though.”

I looked out at the skyline to avoid his gaze, afraid my anger might fade when I genuinely wanted him to know what an ass he’d been that day. I’d been holding that thought to myself for weeks now, and I was suddenly ashamed that I’d actually slept with Blake before calling him out on his behavior. All my pride at having accomplished what I had at my age, and I was hardly a beacon of feminism.

“You’re right,” he said.

My anger slipped at the shock of hearing his words. The words nearly put me into shock.

“You didn’t deserve that.”

I was still processing Blake’s almost-apology when the server came with our food. We ate in silence for a few moments.

“Max seemed upset that you helped me,” I said.

His hand came down on the table hard enough to startle me. “You told him I helped you?”

“I assumed he would know eventually. I thought you were friends.”

“We’re colleagues, not friends, Erica.” He forked his duck aggressively and sliced off a bite before popping it into his perfect mouth.

“How do you know his dad?”

He raised his eyebrows, his patience with this line of conversation clearly thinning. I worried that my perfect day was being threatened, but we’d come this far already.

“Blake, you know all kinds of things about me, and I feel like I don’t know anything about you. Tell me something. Anything!” I waved my hand in frustration, needing him to know how difficult this inequity was becoming for me.

His jaw twitched as he continued with his entree. My appetite waned despite the mouth-watering fillet in front of me. Food this divine should never go to waste. I poked at the seasoned couscous around the fish when Blake began to speak.

“When I was fifteen, I got into some trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“Hacker stuff.”

“What kind of hacker stuff?” I pressed.

“It’s not important.”

I settled back into my chair, pouting a little.

“At the time, Michael, Max’s father, wanted to diversify, so he started to invest heavily in software. He knew my story and sought me out. I was at a low point in my life, but he gave me an opportunity. I was able to build out the banking software on my own terms, the way it needed to be built. Obviously, it paid off for both of us, doubling his portfolio and setting me up to be able to do what I do now.”

“How does Max play into this?”

“Max was a few years younger. He watched Michael invest in me. Not just professionally, but as a mentor and a friend. He resented it, and when the software sold, he knew he’d never be able to catch up to me. It’s been chafing his ass ever since.”

“Oh.”

“Are you happy now, boss?” he asked, pointing his fork at me.

He was kind of cute when he was annoyed and confessional.

“Well I’m not happy to hear that in particular, but I’m happy you told me.”

I replayed the two meetings at Angelcom through my mind with the new knowledge that Max was in constant competition with Blake, eager for any opportunity to overtake him. My business was about to become irrevocably tied to Max, so I harbored very rational fears that my association with Blake could become problematic at some point, but Max wouldn’t have known about our relationship if I hadn’t told him.

When the check came, Blake handed the server his card before I could reach for my purse. Not wanting to argue tonight, I let it go and excused myself to freshen up.

When I emerged, I made my way toward Blake, who waited at the elevators. He stood with casual grace, his hands in his pockets, his suit straining in all the right ways, reminding me of the rock hard body beneath it. I could focus on almost nothing else as I passed by the long elegant bar and its patrons, but a face along the way caught my attention.

I stopped in place, suddenly gripped with an all-consuming panic that drowned out the noise of the crowded restaurant. My heart beat ratcheted out of control. An icy pain rushed through me, seizing my body from my lungs to my fingertips.

I steadied myself on the wall beside me, seemingly unable to move forward another inch while the face of the man I recognized turned in my direction, as if he sensed me watching him.

Dressed in a tailored pinstriped suit, he looked like anyone else at the bar having a drink after a long day, but I knew better. After a few seconds, his face twisted into a smile as recognition dawned.

He remembered me.

After three years of looking over my shoulder, never knowing when I might see him again, I had come to believe I never would. Without a name, he was a ghost, a memory so excruciating that I’d spent years trying to convince myself he’d never existed at all. Yet here he was, a living nightmare come back to haunt me. I cursed myself as the irrational thought struck me that talking with Liz had somehow conjured him back to life.

I vaguely remember hearing Blake call my name before he was at my side, taking me by the arm to break me out of my trance. He came into focus and I tried in vain to mask the fear that plagued me.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, his face lined with concern.

	“Nothing.” I caught his hand and pulled him toward the elevators.




* * *

After a few attempts to get me talking in the car, Blake seemed to give up. We stepped into the cool air of his apartment and I made myself at home at the wet bar in the living room. I filled a cut glass lowball to the brim with ice and some smoky amber liquor from one of the many bottles in his collection.

I sank into the couch and pressed the cool glass against my forehead, willing away the frenzied thoughts that had taken over. I wanted to banish each and every one of them. Tuck them away where they no longer felt like my own, or better yet, where I might forget them entirely. I took a healthy gulp from my glass to hasten their journey.

I shouldn’t be here, but I couldn’t be alone right now, and sharing square footage with Sid didn’t count. I needed a powerful distraction, and Blake had always been supremely helpful in that department. He sat on the coffee table across from me, holding my legs between his. He stroked the sensitive skin above my knees, but my body was numb, unable to process even the most basic desires that Blake inspired in me.

“Talk to me, please,” Blake said evenly.

I stared past him, giving him nothing. Sharing my past with Blake seemed impossible, but something sparked to life. A little part of me wanted to break down the wall that kept my past safely hidden from the present.

“There’s nothing to talk about,” I said, unsure how I could even begin to tell him, even if I wanted to. I could barely handle the onslaught of emotions that had been terrorizing me since leaving the restaurant.

“That’s bullshit. You looked like you witnessed a crime scene in there.”

“I was remembering one.” I regretted the words as soon as I uttered them. My body tensed with a different kind of fear. Blake would never look at me the same again. He would know someone had taken his pleasure from me, and that in my stupid, young ignorance, I let him.

Silent, he waited for me to continue. I forced the rest of the drink down, waiting for the relief it promised. If I told Blake now, he’d either head for the hills, or maybe he’d care, though I couldn’t imagine why. It dawned on me that if we had any chance for a future, he’d have to know.

“We were freshmen. I went with some friends off campus for a weekend party, and we ended up at a frat house. The place was mobbed. We danced, we drank too much punch. I barely ever drank, so I was obliterated by the time I got to the bottom of my cup. I wandered away from the group.” I trailed off, lost in the memory I’d so carefully buried.

How could I possibly explain how naive I had been, to follow a friendly stranger to the bar that we never found, like a child being lured with candy? Then to be so intoxicated that I could barely fight him off, my refusals lost in the chaos of the party that raged inside.

The man I saw tonight was the man who had taken my innocence, leaving me violated and sick in the bushes where Liz finally found me. Years of preserving myself for a first love, or at the very least, a buzzed night of mutual consent, had all been for naught, and the shame had kept me silent.

“I tried to fight him off,” I whispered. This time, I couldn’t swallow away the tears that fell free down my face. My limbs felt weak and heavy, weighed down by my past and the reality that losing whatever I had with Blake to it would be a crushing blow.

Blake’s jaw clenched, and he sat back, raking his hands through his hair. The momentary separation from his touch physically hurt, the places where our skin had met ached for his return. I needed the contact as an affirmation that this new knowledge wouldn’t color how he felt about me. A sickness twisted inside me at the thought.

“Are you happy now?” I laughed weakly through my tears, wishing Blake would respond.

His expression was frozen with a nameless emotion.

“I’m damaged goods.”

“Stop.” The authoritative bite to his voice gave me pause.

“Stop what?”

“You’re not damaged, Erica.”

I swallowed hard, wishing I could believe him. “I’m simply stating the obvious. It doesn’t make sense for you to want to be with someone like me anyway. You should be dating socialites, models, not someone like...me.” My voice caught as the words left me.

“I’m not interested in dating models.”

“Well, that makes no fucking sense, you realize that? I’m a mess. I mean, just look at me.”

“I do. Frequently, in fact. You’ve been driving me crazy for days. I can barely sleep at night.”

“And now?”

“Now, I have you. No roommates, no crowds, and you’re trying to come up with every reason to scare me off. If you think this changes things, you’re wrong.”

I looked away, helplessly fighting the tears that just kept coming. When he sat next to me and pulled me onto his lap, I went willingly, wanting to feel him close again. How he could still want me, I would never know. He wrapped me tight in his arms, cocooning me to his chest until the sobs slowed and my tears ran dry.

“You’re stunning,” he said.

Nuzzled into his shoulder, I shook my head. “How can you say that after what I just told you?”

“Because it’s true. Erica, one horrible experience doesn’t define you. If it did, I doubt you’d want to be with me either.”

“I do,” I said.

My hand slid over his shirt to feel his heart beating a slow and steady rhythm. I knew nothing about his heart but something inside of me wanted to deserve it then. What would it be like to have his desire, and his love? Suddenly my feelings for Blake began to overwhelm the painful the memories he’d coaxed out of me moments earlier.

He lifted my hand and brushed his lips softly over my fingertips. Inch by inch, he caressed me, claiming every expanse of bare skin with a quiet tenderness I’d never known, healing me with his hands and lips. The pain and the numbness gave way to relief, and then, to a familiar warmth that simmered below the surface.

I tugged at his hair and tipped his head back for an urgent kiss. Somehow, he’d broken through, overwhelming my senses with the pressing need to be possessed. His smell, his taste, and his primal hunger—I craved them all. I explored the depths of his mouth with my tongue, tangling with his, ravenous for him. He met me with equal intensity. He shifted me so I straddled him, crushing our bodies together so they were flush. A soft cry escaped my lips at the sudden contact and the fervency of his movements. Then he stopped, fisting his hands to his sides.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m wound too tight, Erica.” His head fell back on the couch and he swallowed, the notch in his throat moving with the action.

I wanted to kiss him there, but I needed to figure out where his head was first. “So what?”

He squeezed his eyes shut and his body tensed beneath my touch.

“Touch me,” I begged. I fumbled with the buttons of his shirt, unable to wait any longer for his skin on mine. Running my fingers over his chest, I leaned in to taste his throat, relishing his scent and the saltiness of his skin.

“Wait,” he said through clenched teeth.

I pulled back obediently. “Why?”

My heart sank and the sadness crept back as the silence grew between us. After everything I’d shared with him tonight, I’d been foolish to think that we could go on like nothing had happened.

I searched his eyes. A flicker of emotion passed over his features before he looked away. Was it fear?

“I want you, Blake.” God, did I ever. I shifted, unable to ignore the uncomfortable ache between my thighs.

“I want you too. I’ll probably lose my mind if I can’t be inside you tonight.” He exhaled a shaky breath. “I just don’t want to…freak you out.”

“I’m not a china doll. I promise you won’t hurt me.”

He closed his eyes again, his hands unmoving on either side of us, as if he could block out the temptation to touch me that way.

Appreciating every hard ripple of his abdomen, I trailed my fingers down his chest, following the soft hairs along that disappeared under the band of his pants. I reached for the clasp, but before I could release him, Blake caught my wrists, holding them steady while he breathed hard.

“I want to feel you lose control, Blake.” My body pulsed, my self-control hanging on by a thread. I wanted nothing more than for him to take me the way he wanted to, the way I needed him to.

He caught me by the waist and stood, lifting me effortlessly. I wrapped my legs around him as he walked us to his bedroom, which was dimly lit by two wall sconces, the near darkness enveloping me like the warmth of his body.

He shut the door behind us and pinned me to it with a growl. I took in a sharp breath when my back hit the hard wood of the door. I bit my lip and tightened around him, wanting everything he could give me. The thin straps of my dress fell down my shoulders, a welcome invitation for Blake to release my breasts one by one, taunting each peak with his tongue and then his teeth. The sharp edge of the sensation cut through me. I whimpered his name, begging for more.

He lowered my feet to the floor and freed me from the dress, leaving me bare and shameless as he kneeled before me, trailing hot wanton kisses from my ankle to the folds of my wet sex now clenching in anticipation. He draped my leg over his shoulder, opening me to him. The friction from his stubble on my inner thigh almost unraveled me on the spot.

I ran my fingers through his hair and tightened my hold when he took me in his mouth. A fire began to grow in my belly after only a few expert strokes. God, his mouth had talent all its own. He centered his focus on the tiny bundle of nerves that had my whole body tensing, climbing to the edge of release. His strokes came harder and he sucked my clit with a fervor that took my breath away.

My vision went white as I went over the edge, a free fall into a shuddering climax that had me nearly collapsing in his arms.

Before my knees could give out, Blake caught me, my soft body yielding to the hard lines of his. He kissed me, slow deep kisses that quelled the tremors of my recent orgasm. My hands splayed over his exposed chest and pushed off his shirt, greedy at the chance to touch him freely, the way I’d wanted to for days. His skin was on fire, stretched tight over every taut muscle that seemed to struggle with impressive restraint. I ached to have him completely. Unrestrained. Raw.

“Blake, if you don’t fuck me soon, I’m going to lose it, I swear.”

His lips curved under mine and he brought us to the bed. He undressed quickly, his muscles flexing with each effort, each motion a promise of the power he could wield. I waited, not so patiently, as he retrieved a condom from his pants and slid it onto his admirable length. I cursed myself for making us wait, for keeping us from this place where we both fiercely wanted to be.

Right when I expected him to join me, he caught my thighs and pulled me to the edge of the bed, spreading my legs around his waist and notching himself at the slick flesh between my legs. His eyes were dark and his breath hissed as he thrust into me in one hard, singular motion, digging his fingers into my hips.

I gasped at his depth, letting my body acclimate to being so completely overtaken by his. I closed my eyes for a minute to absorb it all, the perfection of how he felt inside me.

When he didn’t move, I opened my eyes. His expression was tense, the line of his jaw rigid. He ran his hand from my hip to my knee and pushed away a fraction.

I made a small whimper of protest. I hooked my ankles and pulled him closer, deeper. “This is how I want you.”

“Erica—”

“I don’t want you to hold back. I want all of you, Blake.” Desperate, I arched into him. The need to feel him moving inside me, ravaging me, was relentless. Whatever he thought I couldn’t take was exactly what I needed. “Please,” I begged.

He exhaled a slow breath and pulled back slowly. Then he drove into me, hard and deep. Yes. Like that.

I met his rapid thrusts, now fierce and unapologetic, as my cunt tightened around him. My entire body trembled in a seemingly perpetual state of climax. I reveled as he pushed deeper and deeper, hitting a tender spot inside me that I never knew existed until he created it.

I gripped the edge of the bed, adding even more leverage to his efforts. Just when I thought I couldn’t take any more, he cupped lifted my hips off the bed, bringing the contact to a new level. I fisted my hands in the sheets.

“Blake, oh God. Yes.” Unintelligible cries of pleasure poured out of me as I melted around him, pleasure rippling out from my core. 

Blake’s tensed. Every plane of his body turned to stone, his breath ragged as he came in a rush.

“Erica, fuck.” He threw his head back and came undone.

He stilled inside me while my body quaked with aftershocks of his sheet-clawing brand of sex. 

Wasted from the release, I lay boneless and satisfied. After a moment he climbed in the bed with me, pulling up to my side. He curled his arms around me and nuzzled into my neck. He pressed soft kisses along my jaw and then found my mouth, soothing me with long and deep strokes of his tongue.

While gentle, the act lit the fire in me again. My hands roamed his body, appreciating every breathtaking curve of his anatomy. I couldn’t get enough of him, whether it was looking at him or fucking him. The need to claim him overwhelmed me. My caresses became more urgent. I tugged him closer and he shifted over me, bringing the weight of his body above me.

“You’re insatiable,” he murmured between kisses, teasing my lower lip between his teeth.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” I arched into him. The more he gave me, the more I needed.

“Why the hell would you be sorry?”

“It’s too soon,” I said, feeling him harden between us as the words left me.

“I can go all night, if you can.” He pushed me back up onto the bed, stretched my arms above me, and interlaced our fingers together. He held me captive, a state that heightened my senses and had me tingling again from head to toe.

“Is that a challenge?” I teased, tempted to put him to the test. Being with Blake intoxicated me in every way, and my addiction to him solidified with every toe-curling orgasm he delivered. I wrapped my legs around him, my arms powerless, and urged him to me.

“Yes,” he said. His voice was raw with lust.




















CHAPTER ELEVEN




I woke in the morning, wrapped in Blake’s soft down comforter and the memories of the night. I stretched out onto Blake’s empty side of the bed. Sunshine poured into the room, and I smelled coffee brewing. I got up and picked out a plain white T-shirt from one of Blake’s closets to cover myself. In the bathroom, Blake had laid out some toiletries for me. I smiled. Most girls had to work their way up to that.

I padded through the apartment, following the sounds from the kitchen. I found Blake cracking eggs into a bowl. He was shirtless, wearing only a pair of flannel pajama pants that hugged his hips. His hair was still thoroughly mussed and he wore a pair of dark rimmed glasses that amplified the sexiness of this early morning look. They made him look older and somehow more human, a Clark Kent quality.

I leaned against the granite island and appraised his progress. He had cut up some fruit and laid bacon in a pan while he figured out the egg thing. My stomach did a little leap at the thought that he was doing this for me.

He dropped what he was doing to wash his hands and turned to me. He smirked and traced the hem of my T-shirt.

“I like this.”

“I wasn’t trying to make a fashion statement, but I’m glad you approve.” I leaned back into the counter and tilted my head to the side. “I didn’t know you wore glasses.”

“I don’t usually, but you kept me busy last night, so I forgot to take my contacts out.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’m not.”

He lifted me to the countertop and leaned into the space between my legs, his hands traveling up my thighs and under the shirt to my back where he stroked my skin, leaving trails of heat everywhere in his wake. I moaned when he found my breast and thumbed my nipple until it beaded under his touch. As he kissed me, his tongue delivered soft measured strokes that reminded me of the sweet, dull ache between my legs from last night’s marathon.

“You’re turning me into a wanton harlot,” I said, feeling my entire body come alive with a different kind of awakening.

“Mmm, I like the sound of that.”

He growled into my neck where he kissed and sucked, the vibration rippling through me. With one hand he caught my ankle and wrapped my leg around his waist, and with his other, massaged the tender flesh between my legs.

“God, you’re already soaked.”

“I can’t help it, Blake. You do this to me.” I leaned into the strokes of his hand.

“I’m just getting started, baby.”

He took my mouth as he pressed two fingers inside me, mimicking the motion of his fingers with his tongue, reducing me to a quivering mess. I clung to him desperately, my nails digging into his shoulder. My breath ragged and my heart pounding wildly, I held on as an orgasm ripped through me.

He pulled out of me slowly. “I need to get a condom. I wasn’t expecting to fuck you for breakfast.”

I giggled a little at the expression, delusional and hungry for more of him all at once. “We don’t need to, if you don’t want.”

“Trust me, I want to fuck you for breakfast.”

“No, the condom, I mean. I’m on the pill.”

His silence sobered me momentarily. I tried to backtrack. “I’m sorry, it’s fine, I just assumed.” Shit, way to kill the moment.

“No, it’s not that. I trust you. I just haven’t ever not used one.”

“Forget it, I’m sorry.” Most guys complained about wearing them, but I felt even safer knowing he always did.

“Stop apologizing to me, Erica,” he said harshly.

I bit my lip, waiting to see where this would take us.

“Good girl,” he said in a low predatory tone.

He divested me of his T-shirt, revealing my bare chest. His eyes darkened. Before I knew it, he’d moved us to the living room, setting me on his lap so I straddled him naked on the long cream couch. I gave him a slow, lazy kiss, taking his glasses off and placing them safely on the table behind us.

Blake lowered the band of his pants below his hips, freeing his cock, which in the bright daylight of the room looked more impressive than ever, thick and virile, waiting for me. I slid onto my knees and closed my lips around the lush head and fluttered tiny licks over the sensitive tip before taking him farther into my mouth. I sucked him greedily, forgetting myself as I worshipped him, until Blake’s grip on my hair tightened, stilling me.

“Get on top of me,” he ordered.

I shivered and my skin grew warm. The physical reaction I had to the demand was unmistakable. Slick with anticipation, I obeyed and climbed up. I slid onto him with painstaking restraint, wanting to appreciate this new state. Nothing between us, he stretched me inch by delicious inch until he rooted inside me.

As I sheathed him, he caught my face in his hands and kissed me hard. When he pulled back his breath was rough. He slid a finger down my cheek and over my collarbone, grazing my over-sensitive nipple and finally resting on my hip where he held me possessively. He looked up and held me in his gaze.

“You’re so beautiful.”

The intensity in his eyes leveled me. My chest tightened. I was in too deep with Blake, but I didn’t care, not when he was inside me, touching me, looking at me this way. I couldn’t escape how he made me feel.

I answered with a subtle swivel of my hips. With one arm he circled them, holding me in place as he changed his angle and thrust upwards, ramming hard giving me more of himself. I stilled at the jolt of pain that came when he hit the end of me. The slight discomfort quickly gave way to the pleasure when he massaged tiny circles over my clit.

A fine mist swept over my skin as he pumped into me—steady and determined motions that made me momentarily forget my advantage in our present position. I met his movements, rolled into them until Blake loosened his hold, gradually giving me control. His hands flexed anxiously at my hips.

“Trust me,” I whispered. Tightening around him, I scored my nails lightly down his chest and kissed him feverishly, sharing every breath that brought us to the brink, where we fell apart, together, never looking away from each other.




* * *

Between last night and this morning’s exertions, I was exhausted. I fell asleep on the couch after breakfast. When I woke hours later, he was sitting on the other couch, his shiny black laptop resting on his thighs. He was a different Blake from this morning, fully dressed and looking intensely at the screen, typing with expert speed.

“I thought you didn’t work at home,” I said, stretching out.

“Just doing a little research.” He didn’t look up.

“What kind of research?”

He closed the laptop and set it to the side, his expression softening when our eyes met. “I think I found him,” he said quietly.

“Who?”

He folded his hands in his lap.

Oh God. My stomach turned, threatening my breakfast. My thoughts were still foggy from sleep and now reeled as I processed what Blake had just told me.

“How?” I sat up straight and tried to shake the cobwebs.

“I pulled the transaction records from the restaurant. Specifically the bar. I narrowed it down pretty easily from there based on his age and alma mater.”

“I don’t even want to know how you did that,” I said. This was too much. He’d gone too far.

“Well, I wasn’t planning on telling you anyway. How I found the information is far less important than the actual information, don’t you think?”

“Why would you do this? It doesn’t even matter.”

“You don’t think that identifying the man who raped you matters?” He raised his eyebrows.

“At this point in my life, no. Why do I need a name for a face I’d rather forget?”

“You could still press charges against him. You’re well within the statute of limitations.”

“And what would I say? Hello, Officer, I was eighteen and drunk at a frat house when this asshole had his way with me. I bet they’ve never heard that one before.”

“What if he’s still doing this?”

What if I wasn’t the only one? My throat became thick and tight at the thought. As much as I blamed myself for getting into such a perilous situation, deep down I knew no one deserved to go through what I did. I would have done almost anything to erase the painful memory from my past.

“I have to go.” I stood up quickly, but the sudden movement made me dizzy, nearly throwing me off balance as I made my way down the hall to the bedroom.

“Erica, don’t go.”

I disappeared into the bedroom. A teal sundress lay on the bed, which Blake must have collected from my place while I was sleeping. On top of it lay the lacy white panties that had gone missing in Blake’s Vegas hotel room.

	Damn it. I dressed quickly and grabbed the rest of my things. He met me in the doorway but I pushed past him, avoiding his eyes so I wouldn’t lose my resolve. I rushed out and flew down the stairs. I paused at my door, listening for his footsteps, but I heard nothing. I entered my apartment and latched the chain, just in case he changed his mind and decided to use the keys I knew he had.




* * *

New York was unseasonably warm when I arrived a few days later. I had avoided Blake’s messages and was grateful when he didn’t seek me out. Thanks to our living situation, simply knowing his proximity was distracting enough, and I needed time to think. The past few days had been intense.

I cabbed a short ride from JFK to an address Alli gave me in Brooklyn Heights. The driver pulled up to a stone multi-story building with an ornate overhang. I entered the expansive lobby and greeted the doorman who smiled politely.

“I’m Erica Hathaway. I’m here to see Alli Malloy.”

“Certainly, you’re expected. She’s in Mr. Landon’s suite, number forty-two.”

“Thanks,” I said, trying to hide my surprise. So much for my grand plan of staying under the radar for a few days in New York.

I knocked once and waited a few seconds. I knocked again louder—still nothing. I huffed and tried the doorknob. Just as I did, Alli opened it, her eyes bright and her skin flushed, looking like...well, I knew that look. She reached for me and pulled me into a tight hug.

“You’re here!”

I hugged her back. I had missed her terribly. She felt small and warm in my arms. Had she lost weight? Before I could mention it, she pulled back and appraised me. New York was beastly hot today, so I had dressed in cut off denim shorts and some layered tanks, topped with a white fedora, just for fun.

“You look so cute,” she said.

“Yeah, um, you too.” I wished I meant it.

“Oh God, no, I’m a mess. I just, um, I just got up from a nap.”

“Some nap,” I said, noting the just-fucked hairdo she was trying to smooth out as we walked into the enormous open layout of the condo with unobstructed views of the Manhattan skyline.

She laughed a little and blushed. I looked around, expecting to see Heath right around the corner, but he was nowhere in sight.

“Nice place,” I said.

“I know, right?”

The condo itself was nothing short of impressive, everything and more than I expected from someone in the Landon family. The ceilings were high, characterized by exposed dark wood beams and matching hardwood floors. The furniture and décor were muted with periodic pops of color, mainly deep reds, a color that seemed to suit Heath, though I wasn’t entirely sure why. The decor reminded me of Blake’s place in Boston.

“Can I get you a drink?” Alli asked.

“Sure, anything with ice. I’ve been melting out there.”

She busied herself in the kitchen while I settled at one of the bar stools at the island.

“So when were you going to tell me you were staying with Heath?”

She leaned into the counter. “I’m sorry, Erica. I just figured it might be easier to explain in person.”

“You can stay with whoever you want, Alli. It would have been nice to know though. Blake doesn’t know I’m here.”

She frowned, and I heard a door open down the hallway. Heath emerged, freshly showered and dressed, a content smile on his face. He looked more like Blake than I remembered. I couldn’t shake the sense that something lay hidden beneath all of his charm. Sure, Blake had layers. Many in fact, but he didn’t mask them as conspicuously.

“Erica, long time no see.” He gave me a quick hug before joining Alli in the kitchen. He kissed her and I looked away.

My chest tightened, and my thoughts went to Blake. What lengths would I go to have him here kissing me that way? Still, I knew better. Whether or not he agreed, I needed some space to make sense of what had happened. The way Blake had pried into my life was completely unacceptable, and illegal. The violation had left me raw and vulnerable.

I swiveled on the stool, stood, and walked to the massive windows overlooking the park below. I wondered how much of this was a result of Blake’s support, or if Heath actually contributed to his lifestyle in any way. Maybe I was being too hard on him. He was obviously sweeping Alli off her feet, which I’d never seen happen in the three years I’d known her. I hoped it wasn’t too good to be true, for her sake.

“Are you hungry? I was thinking we could get lunch,” Alli said.

“That’d be great.”

“Let me show you your room.” Alli reached for my bag.

Heath took it from her swiftly and led us both down a hall opposite to the one he’d previously emerged from.

I peeked into a nice-sized bedroom decorated with the same muted off-white tones and a deep red bedspread. I regretted I wouldn’t be sharing it with Blake. The vision of him spread out under me, or vice versa, was more than appealing. The memory of our last time together washed over me, and my eyes misted. I shook my head. I needed to get Blake out of my system.

Heath and Alli were adorable together, and energy radiated off them in a very familiar way. I’d only been here ten minutes and I already felt like I was horning in on their privacy. Before I could give it a second thought, they said their goodbyes and Alli and I were back on the hot city streets, walking briskly toward a destination I sincerely hoped had air conditioning.




















CHAPTER TWELVE




Alli and I devoured a plate of calamari between sips of Prosecco as we waited for the main course, which for me was a pile of carbs in the form of homemade ravioli. Going through Blake withdrawal had involved a serious lack of appetite, but being around Alli made me feel relaxed again and comfortable enough that my hunger had returned with a fury.

When I came up for air, I asked her about work. “How do you like the new job?”

“I love it, most of the time, anyway. It’s crazy, fast-paced, and can be stressful running around after everyone, but I feel like it’s a major step toward where I want to be.”

“That’s exciting.”

“It really is. And I’m totally making connections for you, by the way. Heath hooked me up with someone who’s getting us into an opening at a gallery tomorrow night.”

“An art show?” I said, wondering what that had to do with fashion and me.

“Yes. It’ll be very chic and a lot of super important people will be there.”

“Chic, eh? I suppose.” I eyeballed the plate of steaming pasta that the server set in front of me. I took my first bite, my senses overwhelmed with the flavors of pumpkin, cinnamon, and nutmeg that oozed out of the firm squares. Heaven, I thought. I could replace sex with food, surely.

“What’s going on with Blake?”

An unexpected wave of emotion surged through me. Pumpkin ravioli could make me forget, but only for a little while. I told her about the last day I spent with Blake. From meeting with Max to getting screwed to the door by Blake. The good, bad, and the ugly.

“Do you love him?” she asked.

“Are you kidding me?” My voice was shrill, the very mention of the L word launching me out of my longing and headlong into panic and fear.

“Is that such a crazy thing to ask?”

“Are you in love with Heath?” I spat out, desperate to change the subject but scared of what she might say.

She swallowed hard and ate a fork full of pasta.

“There.” I countered, vindicated.

“I am,” she whispered, almost too quiet for me to hear.

We ate in silence for a while. I wasn’t sure why, but the news saddened me. I’d had Alli all to myself for three years. We shared everything, looked out for each other, and together helped build the business that gave me purpose today. In a matter of weeks she had eyes for no one but Heath. Feeling jealous was irrational, because above everything, I wanted her to be happy, even at the expense of our friendship.

“Is he good for you?” I asked.

“We fit,” she said simply. “Things aren’t always perfect, but somehow they always seem right. We’re figuring it out.”

“Well I’m happy for you. I want you to know that.”

Her features relaxed and she reached over and grabbed my hand across the table. I knew then that she had been waiting for my approval all this time. Was I really so hot-headed that she’d been holding her breath all this time for me to give her the okay?

“I’m so glad you’re here. I miss you,” she said.

“I miss you too. Sometimes it feels like we’re a million miles away.”

“We’re not though. I’m always here for you.”

	I smiled and nodded, not wanting to bring up the fact that she’d been largely unreachable since moving to New York. Still, I felt better hearing her say it. With Blake out of my world at the moment, rekindling life back into my friendship with Alli was more than welcome, even if I had to share her with Heath.




* * *

With Alli at work, I spent most of the day catching up on my own. The heat was a little more bearable, so I took a few breaks and meandered around the park to collect my thoughts and people watch. As dozens of tiny figures walked across the bridge to Manhattan, I tried to imagine what it might be like to be a New Yorker.

Maybe it was time for a change. Alli was so blissed out here, due in large part to Heath jumping her bones expertly and frequently it seemed, based on the very little sleep I’d gotten the previous night. But maybe I could be happy here too.

I pulled up Blake’s text thread in my phone more than once, tempted to write to him. I missed him, but after days of silence, maybe I’d lost my chance. Obviously being with me wasn’t going to be easy. One minute I was screwing his brains out and the next minute I was completely freaking out on him. I’d left him in the heat of the moment, not knowing how to react to the bomb he’d dropped on me, and hadn’t even given him a chance to explain or talk about it. I groaned, frustrated in more ways than one. Fuck, maybe I did love him, though I had no idea what that really felt like.

I loved Marie. I loved Alli. In my youth, before I knew anything about anything, I loved my mother deeply, with every ounce of my being. Yet I didn't know how to love someone I was sleeping with. With other guys I’d date, keeping a comfortable distance had always been easy, ideal, really. When they wanted to move on, I mostly felt relief that I wouldn’t have to deal with negotiating a more serious commitment that I couldn’t ever see myself fulfilling.

None of the men I dated knew me, really. Now, not only was Blake blowing my mind in bed, he was systematically stripping away the emotional barriers I’d so carefully built around myself over the years. I couldn’t keep up the façade much longer at this rate. I prided myself on portraying an impenetrable image of success, of having it all together, but he broke that down with a few strokes of his fingers and his persistence. His goddamn persistence—which was why I was in this situation to begin with.

I typed a short message into my phone, regretting it the moment I sent it.

I miss you.

Every moment that went by, I wondered if he’d received it. With no word from Blake, I cursed myself for the next several hours as I finished up work and dressed for the gallery opening. I had an image in my mind of mingling with a crowd of snobs in turtlenecks, quietly assessing a collection of art that I might have a hard time appreciating at all. I scolded myself for being so negative, blaming my text to Blake for throwing me off.

I scoured Alli’s closet, appreciating some of her newer additions. Eventually I decided on a pair of tight black crop pants and a bold fuchsia and black lace tunic and pulled my hair back into a tight bun. Unfortunately when I arrived, the motif at the event was strictly black and white, matching the starkness of the artist’s photography.

I spotted Alli chatting with another woman on the other side of the gallery. I slipped through the crowd, drawing attention as I went. Whatever, I thought, pushing away my self-consciousness. If I was here to network, the last thing I wanted to be was forgettable.

I joined the two women, nodding to Alli before I introduced myself to her long-legged friend. She looked oddly familiar. Maybe she was a model. She was tall and incredibly beautiful, with long dark brown hair.

“Erica, this is Sophia Devereaux. She’s friends with Blake—well, Heath too actually.”

Blake’s name in the presence of this Amazonian made my throat tighten. So this was Sophia.

Alli went on to explain the site and our role in it, saving me from the task of tooting my own horn. Sophia looked mildly interested, but Alli didn’t stop there.

“Sophia actually runs her own modeling agency here in New York.” Her eyebrow arched toward me. “She works with a ton of brands for their shoots,” she continued, spoon feeding me talking points now.

“Impressive,” I said, meaning it, though I had a difficult time pushing thoughts of what she might mean to Blake out of my mind. There was only one way to find out. People invariably loved talking about themselves, and over the space of a few minutes, I learned just how well Sophia was connected. She had worked with every major designer I knew, dozens I didn’t, and casually spoke of them on a first name basis. Yet it seemed strange to me that someone so young would be running an agency versus working for one. She was the picture of physical perfection, as least when it came to high fashion and the type of look it demanded.

In the midst of our small talk, Alli briefly excused herself, winking at me, silently letting me know she would come rescue me soon. I hoped that’s what the wink meant anyway.

“So how do you know Blake?” Sophia asked, her voice low, deliberate, and laced with a hint of bitchiness that had been previously absent from our conversation.

I stared hard at her, trying to gauge her intent, my adrenaline spiking uncontrollably. “We’re seeing each other,” I said evenly. Sure, we’d spent the past few days enduring what, at least to me, felt like a devastating separation, but she didn’t need to know that.

“Interesting.” Her head cocked.

“And how do you know Blake?” I asked, burning with curiosity.

She smiled, catching a few strands of shiny perfect hair between her fingertips. “We catch up from time to time.”

“Interesting,” I said, mimicking her sneer, praying she was bluffing. Based on her tone, there was no doubt in my mind that catching up in this case meant fucking. And the thought of Blake fucking her filled me with a blind jealousy. I garnered every ounce of self-control not to show it just then.

“A little advice, from one woman to another. If you’re after his money, or his connections for that matter, he won’t keep you around for long. He protects what’s his.”

“You would know, I suppose?” My teeth gritted with restraint. This woman definitely had a dark side, devious almost. I barely recognized her the moment Alli left us, and just as quickly, her expression changed again when we were joined by a young man holding out two glasses of red wine.

“You two look entirely too sober for this event,” he said, his eyes lighting up with humor.

“Darling,” Sophia purred, taking her glass from him and air kissing him from cheek to cheek.

I took the glass of wine he offered with no care of its origin or vintage. This bitch was winding me up.

“Isaac. This is Erica Hathaway. She runs a fashion website. The details escape me,” Sophia said with a careless wave. “Would you two excuse me? I am running late for another engagement. It was delightful to meet you, Erica. Please stay in touch?”

I forced a smile and reached out to shake her hand. I reveled a bit at the opportunity to crush it. She winced at the contact. For being so imposing in height, she was a wet noodle when it came to handshakes.

“I’m Isaac Perry,” he said as soon as she left, giving me a heart-stopping smile.

“What brings you here tonight, Isaac?” I asked with blithe interest.

“The art, I suppose. Definitely not the people, though I have to say I’m rather interested in you.” He grinned.

Not only was Isaac in a great mood, he wasn’t hard on the eyes. Tall and lean, with pale blue eyes and a mop of sandy blond hair, he was dressed in black slacks and a V-neck sweater. His entire persona came across as casual and boyish, making him seem less pretentious than most of the people around us.

“And what do you think of the art?” I asked, skipping right over the bait he offered for me to talk about myself. I was already strung too tight missing Blake. I couldn’t quite handle meaningless flirting at this point.

Isaac breathed out a whistle and stared at the piece in front of us. “I think I like it, which is good since we’ll be doing a write up on it.”

“Are you a writer?”

“Publisher. I own Perry Media Group.”

I recognized the name, which had somehow penetrated my tech bubble somewhere over the course of my time at school. The write-up he spoke of could belong to any number of quality international publications. I coughed a little on my last sip of wine and caught him smirk as he surveyed the room.

“Tell me more about what you do. I have to admit, I don’t know as much as I should about the social space these days, but it’s fascinating isn’t it?”

“It is,” I agreed. “There’s nothing quite like it. I’m sure publishing moves quickly, but technology sort of blows your hair back sometimes. It’s a challenge to stay current, but that’s what I really love about it.”

“You’re so young to be doing this.”

He was buttering me up, but coming off of my time with Sophia, I couldn’t argue with some praise and thoughtful appreciation.

“I guess so.”

“On top of being a woman, that seems rare.”

“That’s true. I guess I’m a bit of an endangered species in the high tech department.” I would have enjoyed having a peer group with a little more gender diversity, but I figured that would change eventually, all in good time.

“I’m on the flip side. In publishing, I’m surrounded by women. They’re just so damn good at it.”

He was officially enchanting, though I couldn’t imagine why on earth he would be seen air kissing people like the diabolical Sophia.

“You must be tapped into the fashion bloggers in the city then?” he said.

“Not really, no.”

“Oh wow, you should be. They’re like the grass roots effort that gets all of the cream rising to the top. If you can get into their good graces, you’ll be everywhere.”

“I’ll definitely look into it. Thanks for the tip,” I said, clinking our plastic glasses together, my jovial mood beginning to match his. I wasn’t sure if it was the wine or just his sheer force of positive energy, but I felt better than I had all day.

“What are you doing for dinner Saturday?” he asked. His voice was markedly lower.

I chilled at the suggestive tone. I didn’t want to be wanted, but he didn’t know that yet. “I’m sorry, I can’t—”

“Brunch on Sunday then. I’d love to learn more about your business. Maybe we can figure out a way to work together.”

I hesitated. The publisher of Perry Media Group wanted to discuss working together. I couldn’t turn that down, no matter how he was looking at me. Dinner meant too much, implied too much, but brunch I could do.

“That sounds doable,” I said.

We shared contact info, digitally penciling each other in.

Alli joined us shortly thereafter and excused us so we could meet Heath for dinner. We decided to walk, now that the sun had gone down, and Alli wasted no time grilling me for details.

“Who was he?”

“That was Isaac Perry.”

“Holy shit, good find, Erica. He couldn’t keep his eyes off you.”

“Whatever.” I shrugged. “I guess Sophia knows him too,” I added, hoping to prompt Alli. I was eager to know more about her even though she put me in a pretty foul mood.

We turned into our destination, an Asian fusion restaurant that emitted some fantastic smells as we passed through the doors. Alli spotted Heath and immediately changed. Her countenance, her body language, all her energies focused on him. I groaned quietly, knowing neither would notice.

We settled in and ordered.

“Alli says you know Sophia.” I said innocently, interrupting Alli and Heath’s canoodling.

“I do. We’re invested in her agency, actually.” Heath straightened himself as if he were all business now.

“Blake too?”

“Yes, Blake knows her too.”

I looked to Alli, who appeared conveniently distracted by something on the other end of the restaurant.

“Sounds like he more than knows her,” I muttered, sipping my water.

Heath looked to Alli, drumming his fingers on the table nervously. Like Blake, he was always cool and calm, with an added layer of carefree charm that set the two brothers apart. Why did talking about Sophia ruffle him? She must mean something to Blake. It was the only logical explanation, considering he probably already knew more about my relationship with Blake than I wanted him to.

“I think they dated on and off, when he was in town, you know. But they’ve been just friends for years.” 

If I didn’t know better, I would have thought someone punched me in the gut. Jealousy pulsed through me as I absorbed his words. He emphasized years, but nothing he could say diluted the devastating fact that they had history.

The question was whether they had a present, or a future. I checked my phone. Still nothing. The rejection implied in his silence tore a hole in my heart, and tears threatened suddenly. Get it together, I told myself.

Heath’s phone went off and his eyes widened a bit, darting to me and back to the phone. “Excuse me, I’ve got to take this,” he said and left us alone at the table.

“Well this is awkward,” I said.

“What?”

“I hate to be the one to tell you this, but you’ve done a complete one-eighty since moving here. First you move in with Heath and don’t bother telling me and now you’re introducing me to Blake’s ex-girlfriends without any warning? You could have given me a heads up, you know.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it would come up. Like he said, they’re just friends.”

“That’s a shitty reason for not telling me, and you know it. I realize you’re serious about Heath, but what the hell, Alli? This isn’t you.”

“You know me. I’m the same person I was a few weeks ago. It’s just—things are more complicated than you realize.”

“No doubt, because you don’t tell me anything.”

She sighed and twisted her hair. “I said I was sorry, okay? I admit it. I should have told you about Sophia. If you introduced me to someone Heath had history with, I’d want to know.”

	I relaxed a little, satisfied that I wasn’t completely going off the deep end. Alli shielding me from the truth wasn’t doing me any favors. I was falling hard for Blake, and I needed to know if that was a reckless effort. She had loyalty to Heath now, but protecting him, and Blake, at my expense wasn’t going to work.




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN




I slept in the next morning, feeling nearly as drained and confused as I had when my head hit the heavenly thread count pillow. I checked the clock and forced myself up. I assumed Alli had made it to work all right. She and Heath had gone out for drinks after dinner while I headed back to the condo. We’d made plans to go out on the town the following night, but maybe they needed alone time. Restless, I tossed and turned for what seemed like hours but finally fell asleep, never hearing their return. How she kept up like this I would never know.

I made myself at home in the kitchen, brewing coffee and frying up an omelet. I looked up some local yoga studios on my phone and found a class I could walk into just before lunch. As I devoured my breakfast, Heath came from the adjacent bedroom, looking more than tired. The long night had left heavy bags under his eyes, and for the first time, I noticed he actually looked older than Blake, fine lines fanning out from his dark hazel eyes.

He had the same toned chest and intense eyes as Blake, but while I could appreciate his obviously quality looks, I felt no attraction to him. Blake’s appearance had sparked my attraction from the start, but so much more kept that flame alive. Other men had become invisible to me.

Shirtless, he shuffled to the coffee maker, filling an oversized mug to the brim, emptying it to a halfway point before he finally acknowledged me with a nod.

“Morning,” he said, looking into his coffee cup.

“Long night?”

“Yeah.” He rubbed his face and sighed.

“How was Alli this morning?”

“Uh, fine. She—” He paused. “She came home earlier than I did.”

Something wasn’t right.

“Is everything all right?” I asked gently, tiptoeing since I was prying into his personal life, though everyone seemed to think that was all right when it came to my personal life.

“Yeah, definitely. You know how it goes.” He shrugged.

A tired and overused smirk that I had started to peg as bullshit marked his face. He was obviously trying to downplay something.

“Do you love her?” I blurted it out, surprising myself even as I said it. It was a bold enough question, let alone one to ask someone in as bad a shape as he was.

His gaze shot to mine, burning with an emotion I couldn’t name, all trace of the bullshit smile gone.

“Obviously,” he said.

He set his mug down hard on the counter. He sounded bitter about it, though. As if the reality of it stung him. The tone spurred me, my protectiveness kicking in.

“I hope so. Because she’s hopeless over you. I’ve never seen her like this.”

A tell tale twitch in his jaw appeared. The same one that tipped me off when Blake was on the edge.

“If you hurt her, Heath...” I lifted my chin, ready to make a point, but my empty threat fizzled as I delivered it. How could I hurt him back? Shielded by his billionaire brother and the lifestyle he afforded, he was sheltered. Threatening him was beyond pointless.

“I won’t,” he said, his voice clipped with fatigue and irritation.

	When our eyes met briefly, I recognized a flash of pain behind them before he turned to go. I finished my breakfast and retreated to the bedroom to change while Heath slept off whatever had him looking so harrowed.




* * *

The yoga studio filled quickly and the instructor wasted no time warming us up, mentally and physically. I needed this. I needed to burn off all the decadent New York meals I’d been treated to, but what I needed more was clarity, to be centered. I couldn’t ever seem to empty my mind of the constant chaos that Blake created within me.

By the half hour, I was straining for perfection in a wheel pose, my torso bending up toward the sky. I breathed through the discomfort. I was sorely out of practice. The challenging movements drained me but awakened me at the same time, as each muscle activated to keep me in good form. In an audience of a dozen or so other attendees, I refused to falter.

The class ended just as I was ready to give up. We lay in relaxation and my thoughts floated to Blake. So much for emptying my mind. When we devoted our practice, I sent love and light to him. I missed him terribly. No sooner had I rolled up my mat, when my phone vibrated next to me, a quiet intrusion into my hard-earned calm. I fumbled for it, too eager. I hurried out into the hallway for some privacy.

“Erica, it’s Max.”

“Hi, how are you doing?”

“Great,” he said.

“Is everything okay? I mean, with the deal?”

“Absolutely. That’s why I called, actually. The legal prep is taking a little longer than expected, but everything is still on track.”

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “That’s great. Thanks for letting me know.”

“No problem. How’s everything with the site?”

“Going great. I’m actually in New York doing some networking. It’s going really well.”

“Excellent, that’s what I like to hear.” Someone was talking to him in the background. “I’ve got to go, Erica, but I’ll keep you posted, all right?”

“Wonderful, thanks again.”

“See you soon.” He hung up.

	We were so close to hitting this milestone, I could taste it, but even with his reassurances, I would worry until everything was absolutely finalized. I tried to ignore all the ways it could fall through, but knowing about the rivalry between Blake and Max now added exponentially more possibilities to the list.




* * *

Alli fussed over me to the point of ridiculousness. We went through a series of outfits before settling on a strapless black cut out mini dress. The dress was scarce in the fabric department, but the evenings were hot and the club was bound to be even hotter. Reluctantly, I agreed. We primped and polished until we were both satisfied. Heath let out a little growl when he saw Alli, scooping her up into his arms and giving her a chaste kiss, at least compared to the others I’d borne witness to the past few days.

I ignored them, scavenging the wine fridge for some chilled Prosecco. They broke their embrace when I popped the cork. As they disengaged, the intercom sounded. Heath went to the panel and buzzed his guests in.

“Who’s meeting us?” I asked Alli.

“Jess and Trevor.”

“Friends of yours?”

“Yes, Jess and I went to high school together. They’ve been in L.A. for college and just moved back and are engaged now, so they’re living it up before having kids and all that.”

Moments later a tall blonde in a fire engine red dress came through the door. After spending the week with the lovebirds, I was excited to have some new people to talk to, but soon realized I would also be the fifth wheel when Jess’s fiancé walked through. Trevor had jet-black hair and deep blue eyes, a rare and exotic combination. Slightly shorter than she was considering the heels, he made up for the height with his looks.

“I’m Jess.” She beamed as she came toward us.

Jess was bubbly and reminded me of Alli in that way.

“This is Erica, my best friend from school,” Alli said. “Erica is wildly talented and beautiful, so you two should get along great.” She winked and sashayed over to Heath, who sat on a leather armchair. He and Trevor caught up on something sports related that threatened to put me to sleep instantly.

Jess motioned toward the kitchen where she tasked herself with filling our champagne flutes.

“I’ve heard so much about you, Erica. I feel like I already know you. Alli raves about what you’ve done with your business.”

“Thanks. Yeah we’ve been inseparable for the past few years, getting it going.”

“I can imagine.”

“Speaking of inseparable,” I murmured, motioning to Alli twisting Heath’s hair affectionately.

“No kidding. I miss those days.” She sighed.

“Those days?”

“Don’t worry.” She lowered her voice so only I could hear her. “They call this the honeymoon stage. They’ll eventually figure out that the other isn’t completely perfect, and then we’ll see what happens.”

I laughed, feeling a little guilty it was at Alli’s expense. But I liked Jess. Maybe tonight wouldn’t be so hopeless after all.

The dusk darkened into the night, and we made our way to the lobby. A long black limo pulled up to the curb. I looked to Alli to confirm my suspicions. She nodded with a smile. Indeed, that was our ride.

The driver rounded to the door nearest to us, opening it for our entry, I assumed. My breath caught and I reached out to grab Alli’s hand.

Blake stepped out and stood before me, looking as dashing as I’d ever seen him. He was dressed head to toe in black, his shirt casually unbuttoned at the top. Jesus, why couldn’t he be wearing one of those stupid T-shirts when he dropped in on me like this?

The mere sight of him had my heart racing. A slow heat slid over my skin, inflaming my senses as I raked him in. Behind me I heard a whoa from Jess, thankfully not within earshot of Trevor. Yeah, I answered in silent agreement. He was a smoking hot slice of heaven, and as much as I loved him in those clothes, I could think of nothing else but taking them off. She could whoa all she wanted, but I’d be the one doing it. The past couple days had shown me how possessive I could be with him.

But what was he doing here? I wondered if it was Alli or Heath who had tipped him off. As much as I wanted to care, I didn’t. My whole body came alive knowing he was close enough to touch it, to set me off in ways that no one ever had. I clenched my fists, stilling myself and crushing Alli’s hand.

Our eyes met for a second before Heath pulled him into a quick one-armed guy hug and introduced him to Trevor. Blake made small talk with them, his back to me, an arrangement that had me nearly sick with need. I needed many things from him at the moment, not the least of which was his acknowledgement of my presence. Alli had me dressed to the nines. What the hell did a girl need to do? Now I knew what it was like to be like every other hot-blooded woman he passed over.

Everyone started piling into the limo. I held back a beat and he stood behind me. His hand on my back and breath on my neck that had me panting in seconds. We needed time alone, like now. I submerged the need to drag him back to the condo and got into the limo, shimmying to an empty spot. He slid right next to me, his thigh pressed into mine. The contact stirred my longing for more of him, but he seemed detached. He looked away, seemingly interested in Heath’s usual banter but not responding to him, or me, one way or the other. Nothing would indicate that we were together. Were we? Blake’s thoughts meant infinitely more than what the other guests in our party might pick up from our body language. Not knowing felt like torture.

We pulled up to the club. A long string of would-be patrons lined the block. While others stepped out of the limo, I realized that we could have a second to ourselves once they left. I wanted to keep him here, to talk about everything that had happened. I wanted to break through this mood that had him so quiet.

Trevor stepped out behind Jess, leaving us momentarily alone. Words caught in my throat but before he could move to leave, I grabbed Blake by the jacket and pulled him to me. I crushed my mouth onto his, kissing him with a wild hunger. He met me full force. Our tongues tangled and I pulled him closer. He slipped his hand under the tight elastic of my dress, cupping my ass and grazing the edge of my panties. I moaned into his mouth, forgetting myself and our surroundings.

He clenched his teeth and growled a little as the driver poked his head in. Blake grabbed my hand and pulled me out after him. The quintessential red velvet rope lifted for our group as we stepped ahead of the line. I offered those we bypassed an apologetic look that was met with eye rolls and catty stares.

Heath led us up a few flights of stairs to the private rooftop deck he’d reserved. The air was still hot, but a steady breeze swept over us making the temperature bearable, a calm reprieve from the heat of the day. Our fingers interlaced, Blake and I meandered to the edge while the rest of the group settled onto a large outdoor sectional that matched the modern outdoor space.

Jazz music hummed, but at a reasonable volume that made communication possible. I leaned forward on the metal railing overlooking the traffic below us. Blake nestled behind me. I sagged into his body, grateful to be with him again and filled with relief that he still wanted me as much as I wanted him. His hands roamed, touching my skin where the dress didn’t cover it.

“You’re lucky I’m here. If I found out you were wearing this in public without me, I’d have to punish you.”

A heat built in my belly at the threat. “You like it?”

“I’ve been hard since I set eyes on you.”

I smiled. I loved that I could do that to him.

“I wasn’t expecting you.”

“I thought you missed me,” he murmured, licking the rim of my ear before biting gently on my earlobe.

A sweet sharp pain speared right to my groin. I sighed and pressed back into him. “I did. I didn’t think I’d see you here though.”

“I have business here, occasionally.” He nuzzled into my neck.

I melted a bit, until an unpleasant thought invaded the moment. Sophia. I chilled at the vision of them together, him seeing her for any reason, platonic or otherwise. She was toxic and spiteful.

“I met Sophia,” I said casually, but I turned slightly to catch his reaction.

He frowned and loosened his hold on me enough to let me turn and face him. My gaze fixed on him. What did she mean to him? If he were planning to see her here, or God forbid if he already had, I couldn’t take it. He had to be here for me.

“She’s a real gem,” I said, unable to disguise my utter distaste for her.

I wondered if he could see past her perfect features. His jaw twitched and he stared out over the horizon, saying nothing.

My insides writhed with the jealousy that had been haunting me since I met Sophia. The way she waved her relationship with Blake around in front of me and that snide fucking smile. I was falling too hard for Blake, and his silence spoke volumes. I winced. I was so naive to believe Heath’s version of the story. She obviously meant more to him than he’d let on.

I moved sideways, feeling trapped between him and the railing, at the mercy of his hands and circumstances that were well beyond my control. I wasn’t about to compete with her. How could I? Before I could get past him, he caught my wrist.

“Where are you going?”

His voice was icy and sent a shiver through me.

“I’m going to go have fun. That’s why we’re here isn’t it?” My tone was clipped, making it clear that I was not enjoying the present moment.

“I came here to be with you,” he said through clenched teeth.

“Me, and who else?”

His features softened for a second, along with his grasp.  I slipped easily out of his hold. I found Alli settled on the couch next to Jess, her hand never leaving Heath’s even though they were engaged in two separate conversations. This lovebird routine was starting to seriously wear on my nerves.

“Do you want to go dance?” I asked.

Alli patted Heath’s knee, releasing him from their perpetual connection.

“Let’s go,” she said.

Jess rose with her, already bouncing to the sound of the house music beating rhythmically below us, and together we exited the deck. I hoped Blake was watching me leave, because model or not, I had a hard time seeing Sophia rocking his world the way I had planned to tonight.




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




As we descended into the smoky darkness of the top floor of the club, I embraced the noise, hoping to drown out the thoughts reeling through my mind. Alli led us to a nearby bar that was slightly sheltered from the noise pounding through the enormous room.

“What’s with you two?” Jess shouted toward me, gesturing between me and the stairs that had led us off the roof.

I shrugged. “Officially nothing.” I was losing my mind over someone who wasn’t even mine to claim. This had to stop now.

“I don’t get it. You couldn’t keep your hands off each other a minute ago.”

I shook my head, not quite knowing what to say. I couldn’t argue that from the outside, hell even from the inside, we were a frustrating cycle of hot and cold. I couldn’t help the way he made me feel.

“Well he’s fucking hot,” she added, downing a shot.

My eyes narrowed at her slightly.

“Don’t get me wrong. I’m very happily engaged. I don’t know him like you do obviously, but from the outside at least, he’s kind of perfect. You can’t pin down a guy like that very often.”

I agreed. Chances were slim to none that I’d ever find someone who rocked my world like Blake did. Jesus, every time I was around him I wanted to take my panties off and ignore the little voice in my head that knew better. I was walking a dangerous road with him. Alli of all people should know that, but she remained ominously silent.

We finished our drinks while the crowd on the dance floor filled out. I surveyed the bar and found Blake on the other side, nursing a drink. Heath and Trevor were nowhere to be seen.

I motioned the girls toward the dance floor, leading us deep into the crowd through throngs of people gyrating to an especially popular Rihanna remix. We formed our own circle and began to dance. Slowly my muscles relaxed and I got lost in the moment, moving to the beat of the music that reverberated through my body.

The crowd was tight so when I felt someone behind me, I thought little of it. I moved up slightly, until a strong hand gripped my hip and pull me back slightly, bringing our bodies flush with each other. The motion was so fluid and effortless, I let my body fall into rhythm with his, not caring who he was or what he looked like, but hoping Blake could see me with him. I wanted him to feel an ounce of the jealousy that Sophia had spurred in me.

In sync with the song, I pressed my ass into him, feeling a wild frenzy to be close to someone, to feel that physical contact I’d been craving for days now. The song came to a close and merged into the next, slightly changing our rhythm and bringing us even closer. His erection became more pronounced. Arousal prickled my skin and my head fell back. His hand circled my waist and he kissed my neck. A hot, open-mouthed kiss that had me panicking slightly. I looked down and recognized the hands holding onto me like they owned me. Blake’s.

I froze. He spun me around to face him. Before either of us could speak, I slid my hands to his hair and tugged him down. I kissed him hard, like I had in the limo. If Alli and Jess hadn’t been with me, I would have climbed him right there among the hundreds of other hot, sweaty, and sexually charged people.

He pulled away abruptly, leaving me bereft, but the discomfort of not being connected was soon derailed by the knowledge that I was being led from the dance floor and down a hallway away from the chaos that once surrounded us.

We traveled farther until the hallway split. On the left, a tall thickly-built man stood guard near a door. Blake approached the bouncer and pressed a bill into his hand, who nodded toward the door. We entered what appeared to be another private VIP area. A2n ambient light filled the room, which was quite large and entirely unoccupied. Dark red velvet couches lined the walls along two sides, and along another a private bar lit up with everything a good party might need.

“What is this?”

Blake closed the door behind us and wasted no time pinning me to it.

“This is where I’m going to fuck you without interruptions.”

He hitched my leg over his hip and pressed into me. I gasped as he ground into me, connecting with my clit in just the right way.

Blake’s hands were everywhere as he kissed me. He massaged my breasts through the tight thin fabric before freeing them easily from the strapless top. I spilled out of the dress and he caught my nipple in his mouth, palming my other breast with his hand. A violent craving burned inside me, so potent I would have done nearly anything in that moment if not for the niggling doubt that lingered.

One last time, I thought. But how many times will you end up telling yourself that? My inner voice could be a real bitch sometimes, but I kept her around for a reason.

“Wait.”

Blake’s hand slammed against the door beside me. “Christ, Erica. Wait for what?”

“I want you, Blake. More than anything else right now or possibly ever. But I can’t share you with someone else.”

“Jesus, who said anything about sharing?” He shoved his hands through his hair and stepped back.

The anger combined with the sexual energy coming off of him scared me. I’d seen him wound tight before, but not like this.

“I don’t know what’s between you and Sophia, and I’m not about to tell you how to live your life. I get the whole casual sex thing, but the way I feel about you…I just don’t think I can do it.” I rubbed at the tightness in my chest.

Blake wasn’t like the other guys I’d been with. In fact he was nowhere close to them, and being with him had turned my entire philosophy on sex and relationships upside down. Now I was falling hard for him, and the idea of him being with Sophia, now or ever, was more than I could bear. An infidelity with Blake would break me.

“What makes you think I’m having casual sex with Sophia? Because I’d like to have words with whoever is telling you these things.”

I stared at him. “She implied that you were—I just assumed…”

He grimaced, as if he’d just tasted something unpleasant. “Well, I’ll be speaking with her then. But you need to know that there is absolutely nothing between us. There hasn’t been for years.”

“Yes, Heath corroborated your story already,” I said, cutting him short.

“It’s not a story. It’s the truth. What the hell do I have to do for you to believe me?”

 “I don’t know,” I said, wilting against the door, wishing my conscience could just shut up and let us be.

Blake closed the distance between us, holding my shoulders and stroking the tops of my arms with his thumbs, sending waves of relief over me.

“You were being so cold, so distant earlier,” I whispered, barely audible over the hum of the music outside. “I never know what you’re thinking,”

He sighed. “I’m not exactly used to women running away from me, at least with the frequency that you do. Give me a chance to figure this out.”

Our eyes met and my heart stopped.

“Erica—” He tipped my face to meet his.

He kissed me deeply and slowly, exploring every opportunity to tantalize me with his tongue, making my knees impossibly weaker.

“You’re the only one I want.”

“You’re mine.” I breathed back into him, drunk on his taste and scent.

“If you could stop running away from me for five goddamn minutes, I could have told you that.”

My lips lifted and I kissed him again, licking and teasing. He growled in response, lifting me up and coaxing my legs around him.

“Now let me show you,” he said.

I nodded. I couldn’t speak for tomorrow or the day after that, but nothing else would come between us tonight. He slid his hands under my skirt, and with a sudden jerk, he ripped the delicate fabric of my panties. He tossed them to the side, carried me to one of the long velvet couches, and laid me down. He lowered himself above me, caging me with his arms.  I arched toward him, knowing it wouldn’t be long now before he was inside me again, where I’d wanted him ever since I left him days ago. He pinned me with his hips, rocking into me, a promise of what was to surely come. I unbuttoned his shirt quickly and my nipples dragged across the soft hairs of his chest.

He fingered me gently, gliding through my wet folds and curling up to reach the sensitive spot inside of me while kneading the hard knot of my clit with the heel of his hand. I quivered on the edge of release. He slowed and made his way south, trailing kisses along my inner thigh.

I tried to urge him back up to me with little success. “Please, Blake, don’t make me wait.”

“I want to taste you, baby,” he said, pumping into me with this fingers.

I cried out, nearly insane with desire. “I need you inside me. Now!”

My nerves were raw, and the promise of his merciless style of fucking only spurred my craving. With that, his fingers left me and he undid the clasp on his trousers, lowering them only enough to free his cock. I caught his hard length in my hands, circling his hot skin with my own and appreciating what I knew he could do for me as I positioned him at my sex and guided him inside. Slow and deep, he rooted fully. The sensation was searing and intense.

Complete.

I fought the surge of emotion that came over me with the connection. I kissed him frantically, our tongues tangled in the heat of the moment. I need this. I need you.

“Fuck me, Blake.” I shifted restlessly beneath him, wild for the friction of his cock moving inside me. I wanted to own him and be owned, and this was the only way I knew how to make sure he couldn’t think about anyone but me.

He drove into me, hard and deep, again and again until I came with his name on my lips, tears sliding down my face as the waves crashed over me. I tried wiping them away before he could see them, but he intercepted them with his mouth, salve on the intensity of my release and the pain of our separation these past few days. He slowed momentarily before changing the angle and increasing the depth of his punishing strokes. I clung to the precipice of another orgasm.

“More,” I whimpered, tossing my head back and forth, overwhelmed by every sensation yet needing more. “Deeper.”

He stopped suddenly and my breath hitched. He flipped me over to my belly and lifted my knees beneath me, slapping me on the ass so hard I yelped, the pain of it stunning me back into reality. Before I could protest, he shoved his cock back inside of me with a force that almost knocked the wind out of me.

He pulled out completely and bent over me, leaving me empty and aching. “No more running away from me, Erica. I mean it.” His voice was hoarse and his breath hot against my neck.

“Blake, please,” I moaned, rocking back into him.

“Promise me.”

“Yes. I promise.”

He straightened and his palm made sharp contact in the same place, the sting sizzling under the sensation of his cock ruthlessly powering into me. He withdrew again.  I pressed back into him, the need to orgasm with him inside me destroying my inhibitions. He answered my plea, steadily pumping into me, and when his hand made contact with my ass again, I clenched around him uncontrollably, crushing his cock with the walls of my pussy.

“More,” I cried.

He picked up the pace, never breaking the connection and shattering me with every measured slap. My body shuddered, every muscle tensing beyond my will as he brought me to the very edge. I moaned into the couch, my fingernails clawing at the expensive fabric, and I came with a scream that the bouncer very likely heard. Blake ground out his own release, emptying himself into me with a shuddery sigh, his breath gusting on my neck as he bent over me. He stilled, then circled my waist and turned me to face him, meeting me with a gentle breathy kiss.

“That was different,” I murmured, boneless and punch—well, slap-drunk.

“You liked it,” he said.

I moaned and tightened my legs around him.

He smirked. “For being such a bossy little minx, you make a great submissive.”

My eyes shot open. “I would hardly describe myself as submissive.”

“You say that like it’s a dirty word.”

“It is to me. I don’t—”

“Wait, before you start, let me just ask you this. Do you want me to do that again sometime?”

I blinked, suddenly embarrassed that he was going to make me admit it. Getting spanked in the heat of the moment felt very different from negotiating it face to face. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

“Good, because I plan to.” His face left no doubt that he was serious, his voice hard and clipped.

I wanted to argue, to tell him to fuck off and get lost, but I was getting turned on by the very thought of it.

“You’re making me want things I’m not sure I want.”

“You’re allowed to want different things in bed than you do in your everyday life. I promise not to spank you in public.” His face softened with a smile. “Unless you’re a very bad girl.” He took my nipple in his mouth and grazed the hardened tip with his teeth.

Oh, I love that. I tightened at the sensation and panted softly.

Blake gave my nipple another hard suck and rolled the other between his fingertips, twisting the flesh just enough to inflict the perfect measure of pain.

“How do I know this isn’t just the next phase of you dominating every part of my life? First the apartment, now this…” I breathed, barely able to string the thought together.

“That’s a compelling idea, but I hardly think you’d let me get away with it.” He brushed his lips along my collarbone, suckling my neck as he continued to taunt my nipples with his fingers.

I bowed my chest into his palm, and a satisfied smile spread across his face as he pulled away and stood. He was still hard, a thrilling show of his stamina, but when he tucked himself back into his pants, I huffed.

	“Don’t pout. Let me take you home,” he said, the promise of more twinkling in his eyes.




* * *

We barreled through the doors of the condo and I had Blake flat beneath me on the crimson bedspread of the guest bed in a matter of seconds, exactly where I’d wanted him for days. After his earlier punishments and our little conversation on being his submissive, I was still wild with lust for him. Frenzied, I removed his shirt, licking and nipping at the skin leading to his pants, tugging him free. He sat up and stripped me out of my dress. Naked and filled with longing, I let my hands roam over his fevered skin while he traced the contours of my torso with his mouth, worshipping me inch by inch. His soft breath warmed my oversensitive skin and piqued my craving.

“Erica, God, your body is amazing,” he whispered, his voice low.

I could almost taste his fervor, the determination to possess me in every way. He slid his hands from my shoulders to my wrists, binding them in his one hand behind me. I bit my lip and moaned, pleasuring myself with the little movement he allowed me by rubbing myself on his cock, back and forth over my clit until I quickened with need.

He tightened his hold on me, and an irrational fear sliced through me. I stilled, my breasts jutting out shamelessly toward him. My heartbeat was frantic as I warred with instincts that would never let me give any man this much control.

“Blake, I don’t know,” I said, my voice quivering with a confusing mix of fear and desire as he held me captive.

He kissed me tenderly. “I’m going to take care of you.”

His voice left no doubt, and his face was calm and reassuring, more controlled than I could ever hope to be under the circumstances. I looked into his eyes and my heart ached for what I felt for this man.

“I’ll never hurt you.” He traced my lips with the pad of his thumb.

I trusted Blake with my body. With him, I had never felt safer, or more vulnerable.

The tension in my muscles that had me on edge, ready to fight, released.

Ready to give myself to whatever he had planned, I kissed him back. My heart raced, anticipation overtaking the fear.

Blake banded an arm around my hips, lifting them slightly before we connected, and I slid carefully onto the scorching heat of his erection. He took my hardened nipple into his mouth, flicking the tip with his tongue and his teeth like he had in the club. The dual sensations overwhelmed me, but also held me captive. I couldn’t release any of the energy that coursed through me by touching him or hastening our movements. Instead, it lingered inside me, built up like a ball of fire dying for oxygen waiting to explode and enflame everything around me.

He arched his pelvis, pumping into me over and over and rendering my own undulations unnecessary. He circled my clit with his thumb, taking control of every movement with expert skill until I idled perilously on the brink of rapture. My muscles tensed against the bonds of his strong warm hands bending me to his will.

“You can feel everything now, can’t you, baby?”

As he said the words, an acute awareness of everywhere our bodies met shot through me. His big cock rooting inside me, his fingers, playing the notes of my desire like a song he knew so well. I trembled, losing my mind with every passing moment.

“You were right. I’m going to make you want things you never knew you wanted.”

He left my clit to leverage my hips, shoving himself deeper. A small, helpless cry escaped me as I felt myself unraveling around him.

“You’re going to want me to hold you down and fuck you hard. To take control of your body.”

“Blake, please…oh, God.”

“You want it right now, don’t you?”

“Yes. Now. All of you.” I spasmed uncontrollably around him, his words spurring my gnawing hunger.

He released me then and flipped me to my back, covering my body with his own. He lunged into me with powerful thrusts that carried us up the bed and drove me straight into a heart-pounding orgasm that shot through me like lightning, a blinding white heat. I sobbed his name and raked my fingers down his back, steeling myself at his shoulder as the fire in me exploded around us.

“You have me, Erica.”

He shuddered to his own climax, pinning my hips to the bed with the force of his last growling thrust. We lay there for several minutes, tangled in each other, tied together by the experience, while relief and waves of sheer bliss rushed over me. He traced my face with his fingertips, almost reverently, his eyes never leaving mine. Physically and emotionally I’d never felt more connected to another person. No one could ever make me feel this way. So stripped, so raw.

He pressed petal-soft kisses on my swollen lips, whispering adorations in my ear until I fell asleep in his arms.

I awoke a few hours later. The day was dawning and Blake’s arms had me firmly tucked next to him, preventing any remote thoughts I might have had about escaping. I turned slightly to look at him, but when I moved, his arm tightened around my waist. His face was relaxed and peaceful. I smiled. I was right where I wanted to be. I draped my arm over his, holding him closer to me as I tried to fall back to sleep.

Suddenly Blake’s phone rang from his pants on the floor. After a few rings he stirred and rolled off the bed to retrieve it.

“What’s wrong?” he said.

An odd way to start a conversation.

“Where are you?” he continued, pressing the phone to his shoulder as he reached for his clothes on the floor. “Okay, I’ll be there in ten.”

He ended the call and finished dressing, seemingly forgetting that I was there.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

He paused and looked over to me, his face lined with concern. What the hell could be going so wrong that he had to walk out on us this very second?

“I’m sorry. I have to take care of something. I shouldn’t be too long.”

“Can I come with you?”

“No, just pack up. I’ll drive you back to Boston when I get back.”

“I can’t leave. I have a meeting tomorrow,” I said, glancing at the clock. “Today actually.”

“With who?”

“I’m having brunch with Isaac Perry.”

“Reschedule it,” he ordered without hesitation. “I’m getting you out of here tonight.”

“Blake, what the fuck is going on?” I crossed my arms defensively, a little insecure that I was still completely naked while he wasn’t.

“I can’t explain right now.”

“Forget it. I’m staying here.” I marched over to my bags to find some clothes.

“Trust me, we’re getting out of here,” he said. His jaw was set in that familiar uncompromising line. “I’ll explain everything when I get back, I promise.”

I gauged his expression, wishing I could believe him. He bridged the distance between us and made my decision for me with a kiss that had me wishing we had ten more minutes together.

“I’ll be back soon,” he said, and then rushed out the door.

Showered and dutifully packed, I cursed myself for letting Blake talk me into blowing off my meeting. I eventually fell asleep again waiting for him. Hours later he sat next to me on the bed, nudging me awake.

“Time to go, baby,” he said, his voice quiet and tender.

“Is everything okay?” I asked, shaking off the cobwebs.

“Come on, let’s talk in the car.” He stood and grabbed my packed bags. I did a quick inventory of all my things and followed him out.

I bid a silent farewell as we headed north out of the city, realizing I hadn’t had a chance to say goodbye to Alli. I’d call later, much later when she and Heath had a chance to sleep off what was undoubtedly a late night for them.

“Are you going to enlighten me?” I finally asked.

Blake tightened his grip on the wheel.

“Who called you last night?”

“Alli.”

I frowned, curious why she even had Blake’s number. My mind juggled the possibilities, but there just wasn’t enough to go on.

“Why would she be calling you?”

“I’m sure Alli didn’t tell you this, for obvious reasons, but Heath has something of a drug problem. I thought he was clean, but he’s relapsed.”

I blew out my breath, absorbing the shock of this news. My mind sped up, connecting all the dots. Everything added up. His strung out look the other morning, the late nights, and an undercurrent of distrust that I couldn’t shake when I was around him.

“What kind of drugs?”

“Cocaine mostly.”

“Alli,” I whispered, covering my mouth with a shaky hand. How she could be with him under these circumstances? This was serious. What if Alli were involved with drugs now too, because of him? This would explain her being out of touch, and the weight loss that, though subtle, was still noticeable to me.

“Alli’s not using with him,” he said, as if reading my mind.

“How do you know?”

“I believe her. After years of dealing with Heath, my bullshit meter is pretty well honed. She’s clean.”

I nodded, relieved and feeling suddenly sorry for Blake. How long had he been dealing with this? Cleaning up Heath’s messes?

“What happened tonight?”

“He got into a fight at the club. They called the cops, and they found drugs on him. Same old story.”

“So now what?”

“They’ll keep him overnight. I already arranged to have him bailed out, then I’ll have to get him into rehab so he can avoid jail time again.”

Again? “Where will he go?”

“I’m thinking about getting him out of New York. Coke, models, and clubs. You can’t have one without the other two apparently, and he just can’t shake the club scene.”

I tried to digest everything, fitting the pieces together like a puzzle. I hated that I’d been in the dark for so long. How long had Alli known and kept this from me? First Sophia and now this. In a matter of weeks there were so many secrets between us. Maybe she wasn’t blatantly lying to me, but she was keeping the truth from me, which felt like the same thing.

“Is that how you met Sophia?” I asked, hesitant to suggest her involvement, but unable to resist.

“I met her through Heath, yes.”

I stared at him, watching him decide whether to share more.

“I guess you could say she was in his entourage. We were seeing each other off and on, and she hooked up with Heath while I was away.”

“She slept with him?”

“I don’t know. Neither of them would admit to it, but I didn’t realize either of them had a problem until I crashed one of their parties at the condo.”

“What did you do?”

“I sent them off to rehab. Threatened to cut them both off until they got clean. I broke it off with Sophia when she ended the program. She didn’t take it well, but I agreed to help her start fresh.”

“That’s why you invested in her business.”

A fleeting look of surprise crossed his face. He was probably willing to do anything to keep her clean, knowing the breakup would send her into a tailspin. Did he love her?

“Yes, but the relationship ends there.” He took his eyes off the road for a moment to meet mine.

“I believe you,” I said. As much as I enjoyed looking into his eyes, I wanted them on the road right now.

“Good.”

“What’s Alli supposed to do now?”

“She can stay at the condo as long as she needs to, obviously.”

“But, their relationship? I mean...” I’d never seen Alli like this, so in love. But could I really support a relationship with Heath when he had so many issues? Serious issues. Billionaire brother or not, he was trouble, and the thought of her being tied to him in any way was disconcerting.

“She needs to figure it out, but I don’t want you involved,” Blake said, a note of resolve in his voice.

“What does that mean exactly?”

“That means I don’t want you anywhere near Heath or his circle of friends until he’s been clean for a very long time. And that includes Alli.”

“Are you telling me I can’t see her?” I bristled at the suggestion.

“If Alli decides to stay with him, that’s her choice, but I won’t have you anywhere near it.”

My anger bubbled to the surface and I stewed, trying to come with a way to win the argument. I needed my coffee.

While I pouted on the far edge of my seat, trying to gain as much distance from him as the car would allow, he exited the highway and parked in front of a quaint diner a mile down the road. He powered off the car, stepped out, and circled to open my door for me.

When I got out, he caged me with his arms, leaning me into the car and bringing our bodies too close for how angry I was with him.

“I need you to understand,” he said.

“Understand what? Your sick need to control everything and everyone around you?”

“Have you ever known someone with an addiction?”

I tightened my arms around my chest and looked past him to the highway and the cars speeding by. He was going to try to convince me that controlling my life was somehow acceptable, I knew it. “No,” I admitted.

“Good. I don’t want you to.”

“You can’t tell me who to have in my life. You said you weren’t interested in dominating me that way.”

“I never said that, and secondly, this is different.”

“Great.” I shivered, chilled by the idea that deep down Blake really wanted to, maybe needed to, control me—an expectation that seemed to root itself further into our relationship with every passing second.

“Erica, stop.”

“Stop what?” I shouted. “I’ve never had to answer to anyone, and I’m sure as hell not answering to you. So stick that in your fucking dominant pipe and smoke it.”

I moved to leave but he didn’t budge, trapping me.

“Erica…”

“Don’t Erica me—”

He groaned and shoved his hands through his hair, giving us the smallest separation. I glared at him, but when I met his eyes, they were tired, storming with emotion, pleading with me without words.

“I love you, and I’m going to do whatever I need to do to protect you. Do you understand?”

My heart slammed in my chest. Shit. Shit. Shit. His words couldn’t have hit me any harder. Every girl dreams of hearing those three little words. Every girl but me. My palms prickled with heat and became damp. I rubbed them nervously on my jeans as the silence grew between us.

“Heath has ripped our family apart with this. My parents worry every day about what they did wrong and I’m trying everything I can to set him straight again, praying something will work before he kills himself one day.”

I relaxed a little, grateful that he’d spoken, but I was nowhere close to making sense of the emotions rioting through me.

I needed coffee, or sleep. Mainly I needed to be somewhere outside of Blake’s bubble of earth-shattering sex and emotional intensity. I was fucked up enough without all of that. I shook my head, trying to focus on the argument I was determined to win.

He’d thrown me a curve ball, but somehow we needed to find a middle ground, though I worried that Blake wasn’t used to negotiating middle ground much when he wasn’t with me. I took a deep breath and placed my hands on his chest. His heartbeat quickened, mimicking my own.

“Blake, Alli is my best friend, and if she’s going to stick this out with Heath, I need to be there to support her, the same way I’ll support you.”

For a split second, he looked lost. His expression changed again and he straightened. “I don’t need support, Erica. I’m used to dealing with this. I just don’t want you getting hurt. I couldn’t bear it.”

My anger faded into an overwhelming desire to take the pain away, to help him fix this mess. “Listen to me. You can’t play master of the universe and refuse help from the people who care about you.”

Blake covered my hands with his own, squeezed them slightly, then threaded his fingers with mine and led us toward the diner.

I went willingly, accepting that we were agreeing to disagree for the moment.




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




The buzzing wouldn’t stop. I hid under the covers, clinging to sleep and wishing Alli would answer the goddamn door.

Oh shit. My eyes shot open and I sat up straight. I was back at my own apartment. I jumped up to answer the intercom by the door, seeing no signs of Sid other than the general mess he left in his wake.

“Hey, baby girl,” the voice sang through the speaker.

I smiled. “Come on up, Marie,” I said and buzzed her in. I opened the door and set to making coffee, glancing at the clock on the stove. I had missed lunch along with most of the afternoon. My stomach grumbled. Coffee first. Marie joined me a few minutes later, looking fresh in a floral maxi dress, the bright colors contrasting with her enviable skin tone.

“Wow, nice place.” She surveyed the main living area, which now looked a lot less empty since the furniture had arrived. Sid had assembled everything while I was away, which I hadn’t been able to thank him for yet. Soon though. We were probably on the same schedule for once.

“Thanks, I’m loving it,” I said. “Coffee?”

“Water’s fine.” She hopped up on a stool by the counter and dropped her purse and a shopping bag to the floor.

“You look like hell, Erica. Is everything all right?”

I sighed, feeling as haggard as I probably looked. “Long night and long story. I’ll spare you the details,” I said, willing the coffee to drip faster. I needed a few extra minutes to wake up and figure out my current reality before I could even think about talking about it. “What’s new? Any updates with Richard?” 

“Oh, I don’t know.” She shrugged, taking the water glass from me. “He’s got his life, I’ve got mine. We’ll see how it goes, I suppose.”

“I’m not hearing wedding bells.” I leaned back against the counter to face her. Marie had spent years on the dating circuit, and I was used to hearing about every new beau’s husband potential. She was a kind heart, but couldn’t ever seem to find Mr. Right. Heaven knew she was a hopeless romantic and deserved a good relationship more than anyone.

“Doubtful. We’re both used to having our freedom. I guess when you get older, it’s harder to change your life for someone.” She sighed a little and twisted her glass on the countertop. “Sometimes I miss the days when I could lose myself in someone completely, and he’d do the same.”

“That doesn’t exactly sound healthy.”

“Maybe not always, but it’s intoxicating. There’s nothing quite like it. You should try it sometime.” She winked at me.

“Unfortunately, I think I’m knee deep in it at the moment.”

“Mystery man?”

I blew out a breath, realizing she didn’t know half of my recent history with Blake. “Yeah. Mystery man. Blake is his name. He lives upstairs, actually.”

She frowned at me. “Did I miss something?”

“It’s complicated. Anyway, he seems to want to be with me. I want that too, I think.” I trailed off, not knowing how to put into words how I truly felt about Blake.

“So what’s the problem?”

I grabbed a mug, filled my cup before the pot brewed completely, and took a cautious sip. She had a point. Even I questioned why I’d fought so hard to temper my feelings for Blake.

“It’s...frightening,” I said. “First of all, he’s very intense, and secondly, I’ve never needed anyone, but the more we’re together... It’s like I can’t think about anything else. It’s so distracting.”

I closed my eyes, trying to clear my thoughts of him, an impossible task. He was everywhere, even when we weren’t together. And when we weren’t together, I yearned to be with him. Obviously the sex was unmatched, but when we weren’t ravaging each other, being with him always felt right. I had nothing to compare it to other than my string of lackluster flings with guys who were killing time with me until their parents forced them to marry a senator’s daughter or something. There was no comparison.

“You’re in deep, baby girl,” Marie said.

“Fuck, I know it. But I don’t want to lose myself, Marie. I’ve come this far, and this is who I am. I like my life and my independence, just like you. Why would I want to change all that and lose myself for someone I barely know?”

“You lose yourself, Erica, because with the right person, who you become together is something so much greater, more than you could even realize right now.”

Her words rang through me, rattling me to the core. My lip trembled a little, and I blinked away the tears that stung my eyes.

“I think I love him,” I whispered. “And it’s scaring the hell out of me.”

Marie hopped off the stool and came around to hug me tight. I hugged her back, so thankful to have her in my life. How could I surrender my heart to someone like Blake though? He had so many secrets, not to mention serious control issues. I couldn’t imagine how we could make it in the long run with all these hurdles. If we didn’t make it, how could I survive it with everything else I’d been through?

“I have something for you.” Marie stepped away to retrieve her shopping bag from the floor.

She pulled out an old shoebox and handed it to me. I brought it over to the counter and opened it. Inside were stacks of photos of my mother from their college days, early on when Marie was just beginning to dabble with photography.

“I was going through some things and found them. You should have them, Erica.”

I sifted through the stacks and studied each photo. My mother’s face and her smile warmed me. At times like these, I missed her more than ever. I tried hard to remember what she sounded like, her voice and her laugh. So much time had gone by, but the memory of her love echoed through me, a wordless melody that held my heart through time and distance.

Marie leaned over my shoulder as if she were seeing the photos for the first time in a long time, making comments about where they were around campus in some of them. I stopped on one that showed a group of five friends with arms linked, dressed in light jackets for a cool fall day judging from the foliage behind them. Something about the photo gave me pause. My mother was laughing, her long blond hair whipping around her face. She was turned to the man next to her. Unlike the others, their expressions revealed more than the frivolity of the moment—a fleeting look of adoration that I only recently had come to know.

“Who is that?” I pointed to the man who had short sandy brown hair and blue eyes that I recognized.

When Marie fell silent, I turned to find her shaking her head.

“An old friend, I guess. I can’t remember.”

“It looks like my mother knew him though.”

“Patty had a lot of friends. She was very charismatic. Half the campus was in love with her, I swear.”

“Marie—”

“Erica, I don’t know who that man is. I wish I could tell you.” She collected her purse and touched up her makeup in her compact mirror.

Marie was carefree and energetic, even a little immature at times, but she wasn’t much of a liar. She wasn’t telling me something.  I had a niggling suspicion as to why, but I didn’t push her.

“Sweetie, I’m off. Keep me posted on Mystery Blake, okay?” She smiled as if the past five minutes hadn’t happened.

“I will. Good luck with Richard too.”

She responded with a weak laugh that didn’t give me much hope for Richard. She opened the door and shrieked when Blake met her at the entrance. He looked as surprised as she did.

I laughed and joined them at the threshold. “Marie, this is Blake. Blake, this is my friend, Marie.”

“It’s a pleasure, Marie,” he said, greeting her with a heart-stopping smile.

She mumbled something unintelligible before leaving, waving me off with a knowing grin.

Blake leaned on the doorway, freshly showered and barefoot, his hands tucked into a pair of board shorts paired with a plain white T-shirt. Only he could make something so casual look so impossibly sexy.

“Can I interest you in take out?” he asked.

“Actually that sounds perfect. I’m still feeling pretty wiped out.”

“Me too. Thai?”

“Sure. I’ll meet you upstairs. I need to change.” I gestured to my pajamas.

“You don’t need to. Clothes are optional, you know.”

He smirked, and I rolled my eyes and smacked his shoulder, trying to hide my smile before heading back to my room.




* * *

“Oh my God,” I moaned. “I don’t think I’ll ever cook again.”

“I can’t allow that,” Blake said between his bites, eating noodles out of a tin container.

He thought I was joking but this had to be the best Thai food I’d ever had. We settled back into the couch, exhausted and full.

“Do you want to watch a movie?” he asked.

“You mean, go out?”

“No, we can stay in, unless you want to go out?”

“What about your no electronics rule?”

“It’s more like a guideline.”

He opened a drawer in the coffee table in front of us and reached for one of several remotes. Whatever he pressed pulled a large flat panel television out of a hidden pocket of the mantle.

“Sounds good to me. Pick something out and I’ll go clean up.” I collected our mess and took it to the kitchen. My eyes lighted on a square black velvet box, if only because it was solitary in its place on the counter. I tried to ignore it and focused on putting away the leftovers.

“That’s for you,” Blake said, leaning his hip against the counter on the other end of the kitchen.

My eyes widened in surprise. “That?” I pointed to the box.

“I wanted to give it to you in New York, but we rushed out of there before I had a chance.”

Oh.

“Open it,” he said, his voice low with that sexy rasp that made me forget myself.

I tentatively reached for the box as he crossed the space between us. I held it in my hands, unable to open it. After a few awkward seconds, he popped the lid open for me, revealing two diamond bangle bracelets, each with a tiny charm hanging from the clasp. I lifted one out and identified its charm as a miniature roulette wheel in solid matching platinum.

“For being my good luck charm,” he murmured.

I smiled at the memory. That was pretty lucky, I had to agree.

I lifted the second out. On it hung a delicate woven heart. My own heart started to beat wildly, my nerves suddenly on edge.

“Every charm has a meaning,” he said quietly, setting the box to the side and clasping both bracelets dexterously around my left wrist before pressing a soft kiss into my palm.

“Thank you.” My voice wavered. I admired the bracelets, which were simple and elegant. Knowing Blake, they had no doubt cost a small fortune, but the meaning behind the gift was what took my breath away. I had been running his words from this morning over in my head all afternoon, wondering if he’d said he loved me on a whim, or just to make his point in the heat of the argument. But the gift solidified the sentiment. He’d known it before he said it.

My voice caught in my throat. I wanted to say more. I loved Blake too. Trying to convince myself that I didn’t was beyond ridiculous. The words, and everything they meant, were tearing me up inside. I wanted him to know, but something kept me silent.

I toyed with the bracelets—the cool metal on my skin and the faint clinking of the charms that would always remind me of him, even when we were apart. Before I could say anything, he cupped my cheek and bent to kiss me. I ran my fingers through his hair and kissed him back with every ounce of passion I felt, telling him the only way I knew how. He met my intensity, holding me tight and lifting me to him with his strong arms.

“Erica—”

“Shh.” I pressed my fingertips to his lips before he could say more. I couldn’t bear hearing the words again, knowing I couldn’t say them back right now. Instead I kissed him gently, closing my eyes to avoid his.

He stepped back before we could go further, holding my hand and leading me back to the living room. Relieved, I got comfortable in the nook of his arm as the movie started. We settled in and I relished the moment. I couldn’t remember feeling so completely content with anyone else. No words, no expectations—we spent the next two hours unwinding together, forgetting the drama that had surrounded us the past few days until I fell asleep in his arms.

The apartment was quiet and dark when I woke. Blake carried me into the bedroom as if I weighed nothing. He sat me down on the bed and helped me out of my clothes. Feeling rested from my recent slumber, a quiet energy stirred in me. My skin came alive under his touch.

“I thought you’d be tired.”

“I’m not anymore,” I murmured. I started undressing where he’d stopped. Naked, I shimmied back onto the bed where I waited for him. In the soft light of the room, he undressed slowly, revealing his thick arousal. I bit my lip hard at the sight of him.

He crawled onto the bed and went right for the tender flesh between my legs, licking me with expert finesse. He moaned, vibrating the sensitive tissues as he teased them lightly with his tongue.

“I love it down here, baby,” he said, his breath gusting on my wet flesh. “I could lick your sweet little cunt all day long.”

His words set my nerves on edge. I quickened, the promise of release brewing like a storm inside me. He dug his fingers into my hips to keep me still as I bucked against him. I held on, gripping the sheets beneath me, as the orgasm crept closer. I cried out, my body reacting beyond my control, but before I could ride out the last of the aftershocks, he’d nestled his hips between my legs and pushed into me, angling my hips to hit the deepest part of me on his first thrust.

My breath caught as I stretched to accommodate him, my body exquisitely tight.

“It’s so good,” I breathed.

He moved slowly, easing into a rhythm that I eagerly met. Intense. Nothing felt so right. Like coming home. This was where I wanted to be every night, in his arms where I could savor the pressure of his body over me, around me, inside me, filling me completely and fucking me tirelessly until we disappeared into each other—until we felt that magic that Marie missed so much.

“God, Erica. You’re so tight,” he murmured into my neck. “Perfect.”

I pulled in a sharp breath and a blinding love rushed in with it. Chills erupted on my skin. I was crazy to think I could go on without him, without this. I was his, in every conceivable way. I’d never wanted him so badly, and I never wanted this moment to end. Today had been intense, and I wanted to end it lost in him.

We made slow love, though it was no less profound for its lack of kink. Wrapped in his smell and his lingering caresses, I clung to the rigid curves of his muscle bound body and to the promise that he would sate the burning hunger that consumed me every time our bodies met. He held me tight as another orgasm built inside me, slow and steady, pleasure taking me over. Overwhelmed by the emotions ripping through me, I closed my eyes, but Blake stilled.

“Look at me,” he whispered.

	My body responded to the smallest of his commands. I opened my eyes into his, and the passion and love I found within them made my chest ache. There was no denying that I loved this man.




















CHAPTER SIXTEEN




When I woke, the sun was up and Blake had gone, but he left a note.




Morning, boss,

Made you fruit salad for breakfast, in the fridge.

Love, B




My tummy did a little flip, like the bottom had dropped out on one of those theme park rides. I shuffled into the kitchen and found a single serving of fruit salad in the fridge. I smiled and brought it downstairs with me, along with the note, which I stuck on the corkboard in my bedroom. I showered and dressed, trying to focus on the mountain of work I had to do.

A few hours went by, and I was finally beginning to make some progress, when Sid walked into the apartment unexpectedly. He stopped when he saw me.

“You’re back.”

“I am. Where were you?” I peeked over the screen of my laptop.

His hair was mussed and his big brown eyes looked tired. “There’s this girl, Cady. She lives downstairs.”

“Shut up!”

“Uh, okay,” he said, frowning.

“I’m sorry, that’s code for ‘please continue.’”

“She’s got the new Call of Duty game, so we were up late with that. I crashed down there.”

“Do you like her?” This was real progress, and Cady seemed unconventional and geeky enough that this could possibly work. Still, I was getting way ahead of myself.

“She’s nice, yes,” he said, shoving his hands into his pockets nervously.

“That’s cool.” I tried to temper my excitement. “Hey, thanks for putting the furniture together.”

“No worries. It’s kind of fun actually.”

I grinned. “Only you would think so.”

He shrugged. “Probably. How was your trip?”

I hesitated for a second. How could I censor the sequence of events that comprised my rather short stay? Blake’s ex-girlfriend threatening me, an unexpected reunion with Blake, and the crescendo of discovering Heath’s criminal drug problem, which had unknown consequences on Alli. She still hadn’t returned my calls or texts.

“I made a few connections,” I said and left it at that. Alli and Sid had never been especially close, and his energies were better spent on the business rather than mulling over or even hearing about her drama.

Sid nodded and signaled his retreat back to the cave with a tap on his forehead.

I stopped him. “Hey, I might need your help with something.”

“What’s that?”

“Wait here.”

I went to the bedroom and retrieved the photo from the box. When I returned, I placed it on the counter in front of him.

“Who’s that?”

“That’s my mother. And that,” I said, pointing to the man next to her, “could very well be my father.”

His eyes shot up, traveling between the photo and me a few times. “What does this have to do with me?”

“I need you to help me find out who he is.”

“From this photo?”

“He was at Harvard with my mom in 1991. That and this photo is all I’ve got.”

Sid picked up the photo. He frowned and pursed his lips, a common expression when he was calculating and a good sign that he could and would help me.

“What’s your plan?” I asked tentatively.

“Unless Harvard keeps some sort of public digital database of former students, which I doubt they do, I’ll need to figure out how to access it privately. Then I’ll try to run some decent face recognition software and go from there.”

“Are you okay with that?” Guilt consumed me already. What I was asking of him probably required blatantly illegal access. I could always scour the yearbooks in the library and find the same information, but Sid’s method was surely faster and more accurate.

He shrugged. “Is this guy really your dad?”

“I wish I knew, Sid.”

“All right, I’ll let you know what I find,” he said. He returned to his room, taking the photo with him.

I turned my focus back to my laptop. I still had a hundred things to do, including sorting through the pile of resumes I’d accumulated since posting for Alli’s empty position before the trip. Now I couldn’t concentrate. How long would this search take? What if Sid found him in a matter of hours? What if he couldn’t find him at all? I chewed my fingernail.

My phone rang, nearly launching me out of my chair. I had the number saved to my phone and recognized it immediately.

I took a deep breath and answered cheerfully. “Hi, Isaac.” I was grateful to have any distraction right now.

“What are you doing for dinner tonight?” he asked.

I hesitated. “I’m not sure. Why?”

“I’m flying into Boston this afternoon. I figured we could touch base while I’m in town.”

“Oh, sure.” I still felt guilty for canceling on him at the last minute without a genuinely believable excuse. For all he knew, something had come up with the business that took me away abruptly at the crack of dawn on a Sunday morning.

“Great, can you meet me at the Park Plaza, around six?”

“Perfect, I’ll see you then.”

I hung up. Any excitement about meeting up with Isaac was easily dampened by knowing I’d be missing a quiet dinner with Blake at his place. I missed him too much already. I was falling hopelessly in love with Blake. So what? I was going to stop beating myself over every step that took me further into our relationship. If I was going to be falling hopelessly in love, at least I could do it wholeheartedly and without regrets in the process.

I glanced at the clock, debating for only a second before sending Blake a text.

E: Can I visit you at the office?

B: Please do.

I changed into a beige pencil skirt and white button up blouse and straightened my hair, making it smooth and sleek. I checked myself in the mirror, satisfied that I looked professional enough for dinner with Isaac and sexy enough to give Blake something to think about while I was gone.




* * *

Blake wasn’t in the bullpen when I arrived. No one seemed to notice me, so I walked back to his office.  He was camped in front of his triple monitor set-up. The televisions were silently broadcasting stock feeds and news channels on the other side of the room, reminding why his no electronics at home rule was in place.

I shut the door behind me.

He swiveled in his chair. “And to what do I owe this occasion?” He leaned back with a wicked grin on his face.

“I have a dinner meeting tonight.” I walked over to the opposite desk where he was forced to work with lowly paper and pens and propped myself up on it. “So I wanted to come see you for a little bit first.”

“Who’s the meeting with?”

“Perry.”

He scowled. “That fucking guy is relentless.”

“Do you know him?”

“Not well, but he’s obviously attracted to you.”

I laughed at his blatant assumption. While his suspicions might not be totally off, he had no way of knowing that. “Do you know how crazy you sound right now?”

He ignored me and cupped his hands behind my knees, rolling himself closer to me. “Why don’t you let me come with you? I can be your business partner.”

My smile faded. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Blake.”

“Why? He’ll stick to business, and I won’t have to worry about you.”

“First off, because you aren’t my business partner, and secondly I really don’t think you have anything to worry about. He seems very professional, and I’d rather he be able to speak freely. You know, one on one.”

“You’re set on this?”

I kicked off my heels and slid off the desk, straddling him on the chair. “You’re overreacting,” I whispered. I kissed his neck, already intoxicated with his scent. He smelled clean and uniquely Blake. I took his earlobe between my teeth and gave it a gentle bite.

He took in a sharp breath.

I hooked my fingers in his belt loops and tugged myself closer, sliding my hand under his shirt. His muscles were hard and unforgiving, not unlike his present mood.

“What can we do to cheer you up, Blake?” I said, worrying the top button of his pants.

He caught my hand before I could go farther.

“None of that.”

I met his gaze. He was serious, but I could win this battle.

“Oh, I forgot, you have a reputation to uphold. No nookie in the office, or your minions will mutiny?” I tried to tease him out of his mood by keeping mine light.

A ghost of a smile crossed his face. “What am I going to do with your smart mouth?”

I lined his jaw with soft kisses. “I could think of a few things.”

I brushed my lips over his as he bunched my skirt higher up my thighs. My breath came in short pants, my desire for him already at a fever pitch. He slipped his hand between my legs and teased me through my panties.

I moaned, pressing into his hand, my clit already throbbing for his touch. He pushed the fabric to the side, parting me and gliding through my folds.

“You’re ready for me,” he murmured.

“Always.” I circled my hips slightly, coaxing his movements.

He slid down my center with two fingers, grazing my clit between them, and then dipped them into my pussy and thumbed my clit again. He traveled that path over and over until my entire body was taut from the pressure, rocking precariously on the precipice of release.

“Come, Erica. Now. I want to feel your greedy little cunt get nice and tight.”

I dug into his shoulders as the climax ripped through me. I muffled a scream and convulsing against his body, my sex clenching almost painfully without his cock inside me. I fumbled with his fly, determined to change that fact. His erection struggled beneath the denim, the only element between us. He caught me by the wrist again, turning my palms up to press a slow wet kiss into each one.

“Blake,” I whimpered.

“You have to go to your meeting.” His voice was even as he released my hands. He held my gaze and dipped his fingertips into his mouth, sucking the moistened tips that I’d been riding only moments ago. 

Fuck me, that was hot. My heart palpitated, my chest heaving with the motion.

“We have plenty of time,” I said, heading back for his fly. After all, I’d calculated my arrival time with this in mind.

“Get up,” he ordered lightly.

Reluctantly I stood and leaned against his desk while he disappeared into the bathroom that connected with his office. He came back with a damp hand cloth and cleaned me, an act both tender and arousing.

“Am I being punished?” I asked, confused why he was being so steadfast, especially since he clearly wanted me too.

“No.”

“You want me.” I massaged his cock through his pants.

He shifted out of my reach. “I do. You’ll just have to hurry back from your meeting to find out how much.” He turned away and returned to the bathroom.

Resigned that this would be the end of our rendezvous, I straightened. I smoothed out the faint wrinkles in my skirt and tried to put myself back together, physically and emotionally. Out of fucking Blake mode and back into work mode—not an easy transition when all I could think about was how amazing I’d feel if he pounded me on his desk instead. I ran my fingertips over the frosted glass of the surface, the charms on my wrist clinking against it.

Blake came up behind me and pressed his warm body into mine. He kissed my shoulder. 

“I have to go,” I said. The statement caught somewhere between frustration and desperation.

“Hurry back.” The depth of his voice reverberated through me.

My breasts felt swollen and heavy, aching for his touch. I pressed back into him and he let out a low growl. Then he was gone. I turned to find him at the mini bar. He poured himself a scotch and looked out the window.

I had too much pride to beg, and I didn’t feel like psychoanalyzing why he insisted on torturing us. We’d finish this later, but I was on fire now. I’d be counting down the minutes until my meeting was over. Of course that was exactly what Blake wanted. What else could I expect from a control freak hacker? He fought dirty.




* * *

Between the restored antiquities of the Plaza hotel, the chandeliers, gold crown molding, and the Frank Sinatra music pouring through the lobby, I might have stepped into a Rat Pack film. Isaac rose from a club chair on the other side of the room. I went to meet him, my heels clicking on the marble floors. He wore an expensive suit, but his shirt was unbuttoned at the top. That, with his winning smile, made him look casual and approachable.

When we met, he leaned in to air kiss me on the cheek, a gesture that reminded me too much of Sophia, but I entertained it.

“Where to?” I asked, eager to get the meeting underway.

“Let’s go to Maggiano’s. It’s right next door.”

We crossed the street and stepped into the sprawling Italian restaurant. We settled into a booth, sitting across from one another, and he ordered a bottle of wine.

“How’d everything go today?” I asked, hoping to make friendly conversation first, a skill I was trying to master.

“It went well, nothing notable. To be honest, I probably wouldn’t have made the trip if I couldn’t meet with you.”

“Oh. I guess that worked out then.” I straightened my napkin on my lap, gliding my fingers absently over my still-wrinkled skirt.

“So tell me, why are you running the business in Boston?” he asked.

I lifted my eyebrows and pursed my lips while I searched for the right response. “I like being here, I suppose. I mean, I like New York too, but this has been my home for years now. I don’t really want to leave unless I have to.”

“There are so many more opportunities for you in New York.”

“Boston is a technology hub, you know.” Boston versus New York conversations could be tricky, but as long as we stayed off sports, we could probably keep this clean.

“There must be someone keeping you here then.” He leaned in with a grin.

I sat back and drummed my fingers on the checkered tablecloth. I tried to keep my expression cool. Why did he insist on making the conversation so personal? My small talk skills had never been great. Maybe I needed to give a little before diving into the logistics of how he envisioned us working together.

“There is someone keeping me here, yes.” A glimmer of an idea formed as I said the words.

“And he gave you these. Beautiful.” He brushed his fingers along my forearm to touch the diamond bangles that sparkled impressively in the dim light of the restaurant.

The contact shot through me, not in a good way. I pulled my arm back and tucked my hair behind my ear. I’d given him no indication that I wanted to be touched or wooed or flirted with. This was a business meeting, for Christ’s sake.

I chilled, wishing I’d brought a sweater, something to keep me warm and hidden from his suggestive looks. I regretted the blouse now. I’d dropped a button for Blake’s sake and there was no going back without being awkward now.

“Thank you.” I kept my eyes low and focused on the food that had arrived.

“Who’s the lucky man?”

“Blake Landon. I think you know him.” Perhaps the name would deter him.

He grimaced slightly. “No kidding. I suppose Sophia gave you fair warning on that one. He has a reputation for discarding his hobbies.”

I let the comment roll off me. Blake’s version of the events with Sophia made perfect sense and were well in line with what someone could expect from that kind of relationship and situation. He didn’t always tell me the whole truth, but I hadn’t yet caught him in a lie. Beyond that, I had a hard time imagining someone as cold and calculating as Sophia stealing anyone’s heart.

“How do you know Sophia?” I asked, figuring I’d snatch the opportunity to learn more about her.

“We use her models for various shoots for the publications, and of course she’s a savvy businesswoman, like yourself. You’re wise to connect with her.”

I quartered my saucer-sized ravioli and popped a piece into my mouth to avoid acknowledging his last statement. I bristled and the colors of the room became momentarily more vivid as I pictured her in my mind. If she ever touched Blake, I’d definitely connect with her.

Isaac was pissing me off with all of this personal banter. I needed to get us back on track. Maybe Blake had been right. Having him here would have kept Isaac to the point, though the conversation could have become incredibly awkward too.

I took a steadying breath and tried to steer us back to business. “You mentioned that we might find ways to work together. I wondered what you had in mind.”

He smiled. “Well, you’re the social expert. What did you have in mind?”

The tension backed off a little as I switched into work mode. I questioned him on the mechanics of his marketing strategy, the details of which he knew very little, but overall I had a better sense of how his departments were structured under each publication. I could think of a few ways we could dovetail our paid service with their established marketing efforts.

We spent the next hour or so discussing the logistics of cross promoting between his publications using Clozpin’s tools. The plan sounded promising, and Isaac seemed receptive. I agreed to put together a proposal outlining the options we discussed.

Once my personal life was off the table, the conversation was productive, enjoyable even. We polished off the Pinot Grigio and I recommended some other spots in Boston for him to try next time he was in town. A silence fell over the table as we waited for the check to come. I checked my phone for the time. Nearly three hours had passed. Blake would be furious.

By the time we left the restaurant, the sun had gone down and I was more relaxed, thanks to the wine. The air was warm but not stifling. I stepped out onto the street, orienting myself and twisting back to Isaac to ask him which way he was headed. With the movement, I lost my balance and tumbled. Isaac grabbed me and pulled me tight to his chest.

“I had a great time with you tonight, Erica.” His voice was low and gravelly.

The sound might have melted another woman but it raked over me like nails on a chalkboard. Nothing felt right about it, even after ending the dinner on such a positive note.

“Thanks, Isaac, but I—”

He muffled my protest, pressing an unexpected kiss into my lips. I froze as he plunged his tongue into my mouth and grabbed my ass, grinding his hip into me. I shrieked into his mouth as I tried to find my footing and push him away, but he held me firmly in place.

I tried to twist away, alarms going off everywhere. Adrenaline surged through me in a potent rush. My body buzzed with the impulse to fight, to get him off me as quickly as possible. My mind shouted commands, but against every instinct, I hesitated, hoping he’d just leave me be.

“Why don’t we go back up to the hotel?” he said.

“Let me go, Isaac.” Please. I can’t do this again. Please.

He laughed, a wicked sound that sliced through me. “You think Landon gives a shit about you, don’t you?”

I seethed with anger and prepared to knee him in the balls when he froze.

“Perry.”

The deep voice emerged from behind me. Isaac let me go, immediately creating space between us and backing away toward the stone wall of the building. In a flash Blake was on him, pinning him by the throat to the building.

Isaac sputtered out a string of apologies. “She tripped, I just caught her. It was nothing, I swear.”

“It didn’t look like nothing.”

I glanced up and down the street. Night had fallen and we were alone. I struggled to breathe as the aftermath of the panic racked through me, but I kept reminding myself we were safe. Blake was here, and by the looks of it, Isaac didn’t have a chance. In a matter of seconds, he’d been reduced to a pathetic puddle of apologies while Blake squeezed him tighter, threatening him to make one wrong move.

“She’s mine, Perry. And if you lay another hand on her, you won’t have hands. Is this clear?”

“Yes. Yes, definitely.” He loosened his grip just enough to slam him back, causing Isaac to cough, clawing at Blake’s hand around his throat.

I’d never seen him so angry, not like this.

Blake finally released him. “Leave,” he ordered.

Isaac disappeared down the street toward the Plaza. Blake turned to me, his face cold as stone.




















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




I followed Blake down the street to where his sleek sports car was parked. How long had he been stalking me? How had he even known where we were meeting? His uncanny knowledge about my whereabouts was unsettling, but I wasn’t about to bring it up now.

He opened the door for me, a mere gesture I guessed because he didn’t say a word to me as he joined me in the car and sped the few blocks back to the apartment. We stepped out and I stopped him at the entryway.

“Are you angry with me?” I asked.

“I’m not happy about finding you in a lip lock with that fucking guy, if that’s what you mean.”

“He just—I didn’t want that.”

“I know that, but you wouldn’t have been in that situation if you’d listened to me.”

I cringed, hating that he was right. The whole situation embarrassed and ashamed me. “He caught me off guard. I could have handled it if you’d let me.”

“Would you have had Max go with you, as an investor?”

I tapped my toe on the pavement. This was a trick question. “Blake, it’s not realistic for you to be with me for every business meeting. Let’s not go there.”

“Answer me.”

I hesitated. “Maybe.”

“That’s what I thought. I’ll fund the business. I’ll call Max and let him know the deal is off.” He dug into his pocket.

“No, stop right there. This is my business. I make these decisions, not you.” I’d barely stopped shaking from Isaac’s advances. Now the threat of Blake calling Max under these extreme circumstances had ratcheted my panic to a whole different level. My mind raced, frantically trying to stay ahead of wherever Blake was going with this.

“Right. And you need two million dollars to continue running it and maintaining the lifestyle which you currently enjoy,” he said.

I stilled. “Are you threatening me with the apartment? Say the word, and I’ll pack my things right now. You’re the one who forced me into it.”

He ran his hands through his already tousled hair, his breath whistling through clenched teeth. “Just take the money and we can forget about all this.”

“Blake, we have a relationship, or at least we did twenty minutes ago, which I think you can agree is complicated enough. I’m not taking your money, so let’s just forget it.”

He paused, holding me in a penetrating stare. “You don’t trust me.”

The words cut me to the core. Not because he felt that way, but because they were true. I trusted Blake on many levels, but keeping the business on my terms was imperative.

Unable to formulate a convincing response, I pushed through the doors of the building and nearly ran into Cady and Sid walking into her apartment. Blake barreled in after me.

I offered a quick hello and goodbye before climbing the stairs up to the apartment. Blake followed me all the way to the bedroom. I didn’t argue.

“Clothes, off,” I ordered, directing him with my index finger.

My mind was an epic jumble, and I could think of no better cure than to fuck Blake straight to oblivion. As it was, I’d thought of little else for the better part of the day.

His eyebrows arched. “Shouldn’t we talk about this?”

“Did I stutter? Clothes. Off.” I cocked my head, daring him to argue.

He paused another minute, then undressed completely. As the last garment hit the floor, I stared in awe at the specimen at my mercy in front of me. Every sliver of flesh stretched tight over the sculpted muscles beneath. My fingers itched with the urge to run my fingers all over them, to feel them flex beneath me, above me, inside me. My anger slipped away, rapidly replaced with the craving I’d been staving off for hours.

The longer I looked at him, the harder he got. His expression was calm, but the longing that flashed behind his eyes reflected my own. I snapped into action, giving him a little shove onto the bed. He reached for me but I stepped back, stripping down, taking extra time to remove my white lacy bra and panties that I had chosen just for him.

I climbed him leisurely, systematically kissing his throat, his chest, nibbling the dark disks of nipples as they hardened under my touch. I finally turned my attention to his cock, tonguing his length and licking off the drop of pre-cum at its tip, savoring his flavor before gliding him into my mouth, deeper until he hit the back of my throat.

“Christ, Erica.” He sucked in a sharp breath. 

I reveled at the small victory. He was much better at the self-control game, never letting on that I was tormenting him with my touches until now. His thighs were taut with restraint when I released him, sliding him out of my mouth with slow retreat.

“How do you feel?” I asked.

“Come here, and I’ll show you.” His eyes were half-lidded and dark with lust.

My body hummed. I positioned myself above his cock and inched onto him slowly, giving my body time to adjust to his length.

A wave of heat rolled over me as I sheathed him completely. I rose, and he grabbed my hips, slamming me down onto him, reminding me of the place inside me that only he could satisfy. I threw my head back and cursed. I stilled, overcome with how well we fit, how no one else had ever come close to this.

He grasped my hips and tried to flip me, but I angled away so he couldn’t.

“No,” I said firmly.

He stilled and loosened his hold. “We should probably talk about safewords.”

“That is my safeword. When I say no, trust me, I mean it.”

“Okay,” he said quietly.

“I’m going to fuck you until my legs turn to jelly and I can’t remember my name. And then you can be in charge, all right?”

“Whatever you say, boss.” He swallowed hard and laced his fingers behind his head, a self-imposed restraint.

I circled my hips, rising and dropping down with measured impact until I found a rhythm. My breasts were heavy and tender. I tugged on my nipples to quell the deep ache to be touched. Blake’s hands never strayed but his eyes never left me. His hips lifted, meeting my strokes and hitting me deeper with each one. The climax coiled inside me. I quivered, biting my lip until it was numb, trapped in an orgasm that kept climbing to its peak.

“I want to hear you,” he said. “Now, Erica.”

The damn broke and a strangled cry left me as I came hard. Breathless and losing steam, I fell forward, threaded my fingers with his, and kissed him passionately.

Blake sat up with me, took one nipple in his mouth and then the other, and drove himself deeper into me. I whimpered. He cupped my face with one palm and circled my waist with the other, bringing me tight against him and kissing me—a deep, penetrating kiss that spoke volumes. I could taste the need on his lips. I was more than ready to let him take control.

“It’s okay,” I said.

He turned us over with measured control, covering my body with his before lunging hard. I arched, welcoming everything he had to give me. With each thrust I unraveled, hours of wanting him coming to a peak, to this pinnacle of a moment where I could lose myself in him.

I kissed him frantically, caught between anger and love and passion. My nails scratched down his back as we climaxed together, slick with sweat.

Blake buried his face in my neck. “You’re mine,” he whispered.

I squeezed my eyes shut and held him close. He had no idea how true that was.

We lay, breathless and sated, on the bed, side by side. I admired Blake’s amazing body stretched out before me. I trailed my fingers lightly over the raised flesh on his back where I’d dug into him harder than I meant to.

“I got you,” I whispered.

“If you keep touching me like that, I’m going to get you.”

I giggled and rolled to my back, mesmerized by the moment and unable to take my eyes off the beautiful man in my bed. He propped himself up and stared at me.

“That was incredible, by the way,” he said. He tucked my hair behind my ear, tracing my curves, as if he were committing them to memory.

“Why is that you can trust me with your body, after everything you’ve been through? And while I’ve built and sold dozens of businesses, you won’t trust me with yours?”

I groaned and closed my eyes. He wasn’t going to let a little fucking get in his way. In fact, he’d likely use it to his advantage.

“The business is everything to me.” I cringed as the words left me, but in some ways, it was true. “That’s not what I meant. The business, it represents years of effort. Not just the time I spent building it, but the years I spent putting myself through school and becoming who I am.”

“Yes, and…”

“When we’re together it means something to both of us. I do trust you, more than I’ve ever trusted anyone. But what about when something happens between us, or you get tired of my little business venture? What if it becomes a drain on you, or fails?”

“The amount of money you’re asking for is inconsequential to me,” he said. “It’s unlikely, if not impossible, that it could ever become a drain. Plus, I wouldn’t let a business I was involved with fail.”

“Then why didn’t you just invest when you had the chance? What’s the difference now, other than you flying into a rage every time I get within five feet of another man?”

“I was more interested in figuring you out than writing you a check. I knew if I passed, Max would pick it up. I was right. Now...things are different. I care about you, and I want to care about the things that matter to you.”

The proclamation settled over me, and a little part of me even wanted to give in. I’d spent weeks harboring doubts about the business because he’d passed so easily. To know that he’d seen value from the start was reassuring, but this didn’t change the fact that mixing business with pleasure, at least to this degree, was a terrible idea.

“I appreciate that, but it’s not a good reason to invest. It’s bad enough that you and Max have issues, but I can’t put the business at risk if you and I have tension. It’s just too much.”

He was silent, but I sensed that the conversation was far from over. He drew me closer and tucked me against his chest where I fell asleep, warm and safe.




* * *

I checked my email in the morning, still worn out from the previous night. Blake had woken me more than once, possibly attempting to screw me into surrender on the investment issue. I didn’t argue, but I didn’t surrender, at least when it came to the business.

I fished through the junk mail until I hit a message from Sid titled “Results.” My stomach dropped.




Erica,

Wasn’t as hard as I thought. Daniel Fitzgerald, Class of 1992, Economics major. Google “Daniel Fitzgerald Boston.”

Sid.




I opened a new tab and typed in the search. The first result showed attorney biographies at a law firm where his name was listed first as a partner. The second result was an official website for Daniel Fitzgerald’s run for governor of Massachusetts, featuring a stylish red, white, and blue logo and a catchy campaign slogan. Beneath was a photo of an aged version of the man in the photo. Oh God. I scrambled for my phone and called Marie.

“Hey, baby girl,” she answered happily.

“Daniel Fitzgerald,” I said.

“What?”

“That’s the man in the photo.”

“Oh.” She sounded more resigned than surprised.

“I know Mom didn’t tell me for a reason, but I need to know.”

“Erica, I—”

“Marie, I have a right to know. You were her best friend. If anyone would know who my father is, it’s you.”

She was silent for a long stretch before speaking. “Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

“He’s your father.”

“Oh, God.” My face dropped into my palm, my head suddenly spinning. I’d had my suspicions, of course, but I half expected her to say no. To lie or to tell me I was crazy thinking up something so far-fetched. Now, faced with the truth, I didn’t know what to feel.

I’d spent my whole life accepting the shadow of his absence, ignorant to the other half of my origins. But had I ever truly accepted it? By the time I was old enough to really demand the truth, my mother had been gone. Knowing that no one could ever hope to fill that place in my heart, I never bothered to seriously wonder who he could be.

Now, I had a thousand questions and no answers. Did he even know I existed? Did he love my mother? What was he like?

“Honey, are you all right?” Marie interrupted my reeling thoughts.

“Did you know he’s running for governor?” The one thing I did know about him was the one thing that could keep us apart. I had no idea how I’d get through the layers of people that surrounded him for a chance to know him.

“No, but I can’t say I’m surprised.”

“It’s not going to be easy connecting with him,” I said.

“Just be careful, honey.”

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t know what you’re walking into with him.”

“What do you mean? Should I be worried about something?”

“You’re a smart girl. Just pay attention and don’t let your guard down,” she said quietly.

“Okay.”

I hung up with Marie and collected my thoughts.

I stared at the photo on his website, wishing I knew the man on the other side. Not the lawyer or the politician, but the man.

I clicked around and learned as much as I could about him, which only reinforced how difficult it would be to get a meeting with him. I couldn’t simply walk into his office and announce myself. The idea of Blake as a connection crossed my mind, but I squashed that idea. I didn’t want to associate him with any of this, for my sake and his.

I scrolled through my phone and called Alli. We still hadn’t spoken, and I was shocked when she picked up.

“I’ve been trying to reach you,” I said, trying not to sound as concerned as I was.

“I know, I’m really sorry. I’ve been flat out with work, and dealing with all this crap with Heath doesn’t help either.”

“Are you all right?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“How’s Heath?”

“He seems good...better. He’s in L.A., so I can’t go see him right now with work.”

“Right,” I said. “I can’t imagine what this has been like for you.”

She laughed listlessly. “I’m thinking I should have majored in psychology instead, because being with him has been like dating two completely different people.”

“Except you’re in love with one of them.”

She sighed on the other end.

“Alli, I know I haven’t always been the most supportive friend when it comes to Heath, but I hope you know you can talk to me about this. This came as a shock to me, but I want to be here for you. You’re still my best friend. I don’t want this to keep us apart.”

“Thank you,” she said. “That means a lot. Obviously, I can’t talk to my parents about any of this. They would completely freak out.”

“Hopefully Heath can get straightened out before you have to.”

“Hopefully.”

I tapped my fingers on the counter. “So I have some interesting news.”

“What’s that?”

“I think I found my father.”

“What?”

“I need your help though. He’s some big-wig lawyer and running for governor, so I have no idea how I’m going to get in touch with him. You know, discreetly. I was hoping you had some ideas.”

“Wow, okay. Let me see what I can do. I know some people at the Review. We might be able to request an interview.”

Alli’s mood had shifted. She was suddenly peppy with a new mission. The girl was born for marketing.

“Thanks.”

“No problem, I’ll call you later.”

I wanted to move things forward with meeting Daniel, but I hated that so much time had passed without connecting with her. Hopefully we were over that, at least until Heath came back on the scene.

“Sounds good,” I said and hung up.




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Nervous, I flipped through a magazine until Daniel Fitzgerald’s beautiful blond receptionist gave me the go ahead to enter. The offices of Fitzgerald & Quinn were nestled in the heart of Boston’s financial district, and the large corner office I stepped into left little doubt that the man in front of me was one of the most important executives in the city’s corporate landscape. Dressed in an imposing three-piece suit, he pored over the paperwork on his double pedestal desk, his reading glasses resting on the ridge of his nose. He was no longer the carefree young man I’d seen in the photo.

“Mr. Fitzgerald.” My voice faltered at the simple greeting.

He looked up at me, a mirror of my own cool blue eyes. His hair was graying and his face was lined, but he was still very handsome. The essence of the man in the photo was recognizable.

“I’m Erica Hathaway.” I reached out to shake his hand.

He rose to greet me and motioned me to the chairs in front of his desk with a pleasant smile. “Erica, please have a seat.”

I settled into one and breathed in the rich aroma of well-loved leather.

“Let’s see. You’re with the Harvard Review?” He arched a brow at me.

“Well, about that—”Alli had gotten me the interview under the guise of being with the well-known publication, and if this didn’t go well, someone would probably get kicked off the staff because of the favor she pulled.

He looked at me expectantly.

I swallowed hard and took a deep breath. Here goes nothing.

“Does the name Patricia Hathaway mean anything to you?” I asked finally, watching him intently as I spoke the words.

If the mention of her name meant anything to him, he didn’t show it, his face frozen, void of emotion. His blue eyes bore into me, giving nothing away. 

He glanced to his watch casually. “I’m not sure it does. How does this pertain to the interview, young lady?” His voice was even and incredibly composed.

I swallowed hard, fighting the sudden urge to throw up. Was I crazy for doing this? What if I was wrong? What if Marie had misinformation?

I shoved the doubt out of my mind and focused on the present. I looked down at my hands that were twisted anxiously in my lap. “I’m Patricia Hathaway’s daughter. I was hoping I could speak to you about that.”

He rose abruptly. He crossed the office with fluid grace, shut the door, and then returned to his seat. His eyes fixed on his desk.

A long silence fell between us, and within it, the truth hit me. My body felt numb at the realization.

“Where are you going with this?” He whipped his glasses off and tossed them onto the desk, revealing a hardened stare.

Oh my God. My doubts gave way to the unmistakable truth that this man really was my father. I could feel it. I gripped the edge of the seat, my palms sweating profusely. I offered up a silent prayer he didn’t kick me out on the spot after I said what I was about to say.

“I’m—” I tried to imagine myself saying the words, but they caught in my throat. They sounded crazy and presumptuous. But they were true. I knew it. What if he didn’t believe me? I shut my eyes tight and blurted it out before I lost my resolve. “Mr. Fitzgerald, I believe I’m your daughter.”

He leaned back in the chair, his jaw tight, his eyes penetrating mine. We stayed like that for what felt like an eternity. My heart pounded in my chest, the anticipation of what he might say or do hung in the air between us. 

He exhaled slowly and leaned forward into his desk. “So let’s get down to it. Is this about money? If so, just let me know how much we’re talking about.”

I struggled to speak, but his words had cut through me. He thought I was extorting cash from him? No, no, no. Shit. I shook my head frantically and rubbed the space between my brows. This was going all wrong. “It’s not like that. I just wanted to meet you. That’s all.” I didn’t need anything from him. At least nothing like that.

He hesitated for a moment before he leaned forward on his desk again, pinching the bridge of his nose with a sigh. “I can’t say I was expecting this.”

“Neither was I, to be honest. I never thought I would meet you.”

“Likewise.”

 “Listen, um, Erica.” He cleared his throat and rearranged some papers on his desk. “This isn’t really the time or the place to delve into this, I’m afraid.”

I nodded. “I know. I’m sorry—”

“I’m in the middle of this campaign. They schedule me fifteen minutes at a time here so I have another meeting shortly.”

I stilled as I caught his meaning. If I wasn’t a threat, he didn’t have time for me. My throat thickened and my eyes burned with unshed tears. What a waste of time. The part of me that had held out so much hope for this meeting now flooded with painful regret. I should have known better. This was stupid, foolish. If only Marie hadn’t shown me that goddamn photo...

“I understand.” I reached for my purse, hoping I didn’t appear as hurt as I felt. “It was a pleasure meeting you, in any case. Good luck with the campaign.”

I rose to shake his hand and glanced down, avoiding his eyes. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing how I was hurting. He caught my hand and held it a moment longer.

“Tell Patty I said hello, all right?”

“She’s dead.” My voice was flat, emotionless. Of course he would assume she was still alive. She’d been taken from me too soon.

He exhaled in a rush, his hand dropping from mine. I caught a shadow of emotion pass over his eyes. He rubbed at his chest, wincing with the motion. “I had no idea.”

I nodded. “She passed away when I was twelve. Pancreatic cancer. But she didn’t suffer long.” My voice was quiet as I spoke the words, steady and objective, as if I were talking about someone I barely knew, detaching myself from the emotions as soon as they threatened to show up. Today was not the day to revisit my grief. I was hanging on a by an emotional thread as it was.

“I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you. You couldn’t have known.” Right?

I turned to go and he stopped me, placing a powerful hand on my shoulder to still me. “Erica, wait.”

My eyebrows shot up and my heart raced from the roller coast of emotions rushing through me the past few moments.

“My family and I are spending some time on the Cape this weekend. Maybe we could...catch up? Talk through this a bit more.”

“Sure,” I said quickly. I smiled, and took a deep breath, feeling a weight lift from my body at the offer. Did he mean it?

“Wonderful.” He smiled.

“Mr. Fitzgerald—”

“Please, call me Daniel—I guess.” He shrugged nervously. He looked more human, less formidable now than before. 

I relaxed, and a seedling of hope grew within me. “Daniel, I’m sorry about this approach. I don’t suppose there’s ever really a good way to do this.”

“Probably not.” He scribbled an address on a monogrammed notepad and handed a sheet of paper to me. “Here’s the address of the house. Let’s plan for dinner on Friday then. You can stay as long as you’d like.”

“I’ll look forward to it.”

He rose, showing me to the door. “Me too.”

I gave him an awkward wave goodbye. We were nowhere close to being on hugging terms.




* * *

Back at the apartment I took a long soak in the claw foot tub that stood in the center of my adjoining bathroom. Sure, it was midday, but today was no ordinary day. Today had been possibly the most intense of my adult life, and it most certainly could have been worse. Still, I needed to take things down a notch. I took a little sip of my white wine when the phone rang beside me, startling me as it shattered through my moment of peace and momentarily silencing the soundscapes playing through my phone.

“Hello?”

“Erica, it’s Max.”

“Oh, hi.” I pushed myself up in the tub and glanced around for anything I could write on if I needed to.

“Is this a good time?”

“Sure,” I lied, embarrassed that I was about to have a business conversation in the tub.

“So good news. The deal is all set. I’m reviewing it for any final edits right now, and we should be ready to sign off tomorrow.”

“That’s perfect. I can be there in the morning, if that works for you.” My nerves would be shot if we scheduled it any later.

“Great. I’m really looking forward to working with you, Erica.”

“Likewise, Max. I can’t thank you enough.”

“You can actually. Thank me with a return on the investment.”

A little pang of fear shot through me. “I’ll do my best,” I promised.

“Oh, and dinner tonight. I’d like to celebrate with my new business partner.”

I smiled, but my excitement was dampened by the very recent memory of my last business dinner going horribly wrong. What were the chances I could get through another one without Blake delivering death threats and choke holds?

“I actually have plans in the evening, but how about a celebratory lunch, my treat?”

“Sounds good. I’ll see you tomorrow, Erica.”

We said our goodbyes and I sank back in the warm water of the tub, enlivened by the sudden reality that with these funds, my entire existence was about to change. I’d been lying low the past few weeks, waiting for this big break. Now, in a matter of hours, we’d be funded and we could begin operating on a much larger scale. I’d have employees, payroll, paperwork, and problems that I couldn’t possibly anticipate right now.

The future was uncertain and scary as hell, but a little flutter of excitement grew within me. I’d never felt more ready for the challenge. I sent up a little prayer to the universe that I wouldn’t screw it up.

I was very relaxed and a little buzzed when Blake came in.

“Hard day at the office?” He sat on the lip of the tub where my feet propped up out of the bubbles.

“I need a down day before my life gets busy.”

“After tomorrow, I’m sure it will.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, hoping against hope that somehow he didn’t know about a deal going through his own firm.

“Yes, I know you’re finalizing everything with Max tomorrow,” he said. “Can we talk about alternatives?”

“No, we can’t, Blake, because we’ve already discussed this and the answer is no.” I sounded as resolute as I could without yelling.

“You don’t even know Max, and you’re willing to hand over ownership of your company to him,” he continued, and I could tell he was digging in to win this.

Fuck. “That’s what I’d be doing with you. What’s the difference?”

“I never said I wanted ownership. You could give me common stock, or we could call it a loan. It doesn’t really matter to me.”

“Exactly.”

He rolled his eyes. “That’s not what I meant, Erica.”

I rose from the tub, wet and covered in bubbles. “Can you hand me my towel?”

“Not until we talk about this.” He didn’t budge.

He stared at me, his arms folded resolutely across his chest, seeming only slightly distracted by my nakedness. Fortunately I could live without the towel.

“You need to stop this,” I snapped.

“You need to trust me,” he said.

Something about the way he said it gave me pause. Why was this suddenly so important to him? What had changed between us over these few weeks that made the possibility of investing with Max so unbearable to him? I would have asked if I thought he’d give me a straight answer. Regardless, nothing he could say would change my mind. I had made my decision. He would know once and for all that I was not his to own and control.

I stepped out onto the tile floor, nearly slipping on the soapy water I’d brought with me from the tub. He moved to help me, but I yanked away from reach.

“This conversation is over,” I said. “You have serious control issues and I recommend you seek therapy to work through them, because clearly I can’t help you.”

“Okay, I have control issues, and you have serious trust issues, Erica. We could probably both use some therapy.”

I glared at him. At least my trust issues were rooted in legitimate experiences. Blake’s control issues no doubt came from his success, which, as far as I knew, was hardly traumatic. Beyond, I’d always hated therapy. His insinuation that I needed it, throwing my words back at me, made me feel small. Flawed.

I grit my teeth and wrapped a towel around me. “Go to hell.”

“Baby, this is who I am. I’m hardwired this way. And if I’m trying to take control over the situation, please understand that I have very solid reasoning for it.”

I took a deep breath, determined not to turn this into a bigger disaster. “It’s simple, Blake. I need checks and balances in my life. I’m not about to go all in on you, mind, body and business, and then have you ordering me around like your little submissive puppet. It would break me. It would break us.” I pulled the plug and my energy drained with the bathwater. Too much had happened today, and I was seconds from going nuclear on him. “It’s already breaking us.”

“You’ve made your decision then?” His calm voice sent an unexpected shiver of fear through me.

“It’s final. Deal with it.” I retreated to the bedroom to find my comfy sweatpants.

Blake was eerily silent, and when I returned, he was gone. I sighed with relief until a wave of sadness flooded me, making me weak to the bone. He was gone. I collapsed onto the bed. The line between my loneliness for him and my overwhelming anger blurred as I stared at the ceiling. This was just a fight. Couples had them all the time and we’d work through it.

What did this mean for our relationship? What if this was it? The end? How could I go on without him? A little part of me had wanted him to leave, or at least let up on the investment subject, but now that he was gone I couldn’t explain the strange emptiness I felt.

I tried to convince myself that once everything was said and done tomorrow, we could find a way to work through it. I prayed we could.

I tossed and turned all night. I woke in a cold sweat, disoriented when I realized Blake wasn’t with me. I ached for him, to have all this upset behind us.

I fantasized about sneaking into his apartment with the key he’d given me, seducing him. Everything made sense when he was inside me, fucking me with reckless abandon, taking us to a place where nothing else mattered. Now nothing made sense. I ran my hands over my misted skin, wishing his hands were on me. If I could just feel him with me, maybe I could know that we weren’t through. That he still loved me as much as I loved him, despite his maddening disposition.

I fought the urge to go to him as the night rolled into the dawn. A surge of anger sliced through me, that he could do this to me. He’d possessed me like no one ever had. Exhausted and overwrought, now I was sick with need, literally losing sleep because I couldn’t—wouldn’t—give him what he wanted.

I wanted to give him what he wanted, more than he could handle even.

	But at what price?




* * *

I poked into Sid’s room where he slumbered noisily. I didn’t bother to whisper. “Sid, I need a favor.”

He turned over and grumbled, “What?”

“I met with my dad yesterday, and he invited me to his place on the Cape this weekend. I’m not sure if I’m going to stay over, but I was hoping I could borrow your car to get down there?”

He got up, still fully dressed from the previous day. “Here,” he said, handing me the keys. “You don’t really know him that well yet. Are you sure this is such a good idea?”

“He’s running for public office. I’m pretty sure he’s not an axe murderer, Sid. But I appreciate your concern.”

He shook his head and fell back onto the futon, disappearing under the blanket.

I threw an overnight bag into the silver Audi and adjusted the seat to accommodate my much smaller frame. Sid lived on next to nothing, but he spared no expense with vehicles. I eased gently out of the space where he was parallel parked. If a knick or ding resulted from my borrowing the car, he’d grieve for weeks.

I found a space close to Max’s office and celebrated inwardly. This was a good sign. I checked myself in the mirror. Closing the deal wasn’t contingent on my presentation anymore, but I wanted to look great for the occasion so I wore a tight white sheath dress, cinched with a thin belt, and nude pumps.

I stepped into the reception area of Angelcom, looking and feeling like the fully-funded CEO I was about to become. The receptionist escorted me into the boardroom where I’d first presented.

I found myself alone in the room again, remembering how Blake had driven me crazy from that first day. I winced at the thought that what happened today could change us forever.

Max entered the room, and his bright white smile pushed away my doubts.

“Today’s the big day!” he said.

A giddy laugh escaped me. Max’s enthusiasm was easily contagious. I met him for a polite hug and he kissed me on the cheek again, but I was feeling so jovial I didn’t care.

“So where do we begin?” I clapped my hands together, eager to sign something, until I saw the stack of papers he dropped onto the table that rivaled an issue of Italian Vogue. Dozens of multi-colored sticky tabs stuck out from the stack, indicating where signatures were needed. A wave of anxiety seized me. “All of that?” I asked.

“Unfortunately, yes. This is why these things take so damn long to prepare.”

“I’m not signing away my first born, am I?” I settled into a chair across from him, worried now that I wouldn’t have the time I needed to actually review any of this. What if I found something that could be a deal breaker? What if I had no idea what the hell I was signing?

“I wouldn’t put it past him,” a voice said.

I swiveled in my chair as Blake entered the room. Dressed in jeans and a navy button V-neck, he looked ruthless despite his casual attire.

“What can I do for you, Landon?” His voice was clipped and his lips thinned into a tight line.

“You can give me a moment with Miss Hathaway.”

“Certainly. We’ll be finished here shortly.”

“Now.”

“Is there a problem?” Max said through gritted teeth.

“You’re the problem.”

With that, Max stood. His chair rolled back and hit the glass window with a thud. He glared at Blake, then left us and shut the door behind him.

My heart beat wildly, a combination of the sheer relief of seeing Blake superseded by a gnawing fear that the deal with Max now hung in the balance. If Blake was going to be this difficult with my affairs, why would Max even want to bother with me now? He’d be signing on for months of irritation.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I snapped.

“I didn’t want to do this, but you didn’t leave me much choice.”

“I told you, I’ve made my decision. It’s basically done.”

“Not nearly. You haven’t signed anything yet.”

“I fully intend to, so I suggest you take your compulsive tendencies and leave us be.”

“It’s too late for that.”

Oh no. I hesitated. A sinking dread overwhelmed me. “Too late for what?”

“I’ve wired double the funds you need into your business account.”

I tried to formulate words, questions that needed to be asked, but instead I stood there, slack-jawed and gaping at his audacity, which true to form, never failed to completely amaze me.

“Don’t bother figuring out ways to give it back, because I’ll block you from getting investors anywhere else in the city,” he continued. “You know I can.”

“What if Max still wants to invest?”

“He won’t,” he said with finality. “No deal goes through here without my authorization, and he won’t be getting it.”

“Why are you doing this?” My voice quivered. He’d effectively backed me into a corner. I could think of other avenues, but I knew he’d already out-thought them.

“I care about you more than Max ever will, though God knows he’ll try to tell you otherwise.”

“This isn’t about your goddamn pseudo-sibling rivalry with Max. This is my life you’re playing with. This is everything I’ve worked for, and you’re ruining it!” I slammed my fists on the table before I stood, facing him.

“This is not nearly close to what you’ll achieve. The fact that you think I’d fuck it up for you just shows how completely naive you are.”

I slapped him, hard, the sound slicing through the room the way his words sliced through me. My hand stung with the contact and my breath left me in uneven pants.

Shock registered on his face, but he hesitated only a second before cupping my nape and kissing me, bruising my lips with his. I fisted my hands at my sides. No. He wouldn’t wear me down. Not this time. I wouldn’t let him.

I went to war with myself, fighting how he made me feel as his lips crushed mine, owning me with every plunging kiss. You’re mine. I heard his voice in my head. A moan escaped me and I realized I was kissing him back, my body responding beyond my control. I trembled with all the love and hate I felt for this man. I hated myself for it. For wanting him the way I did.

He’d worn me down.

He’d won.




















CHAPTER NINETEEN




Barely out of the city, I sat in traffic heading south, filled with a rage that had me wanting to go eighty instead of ten, which is where the needle hovered over the speedometer. Hundreds of people were headed to the Cape this Friday afternoon, and while I wasn’t exactly in the mood for a family reunion with my newly discovered father, I wanted to be as far away from Blake as I could.

Somehow I’d found the strength to leave Blake in the boardroom. I offered a brief apology to Max but spared him the details, knowing Blake would bring him up to speed. Good riddance to both of them. They could carry on with their inane rivalry until they destroyed each other in a goddamn blaze of glory for all I cared, but I wasn’t about to go down with the ship.

Blake hadn’t given me any other professional options, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to reward him with our relationship. I loved him, madly and with a passion that I would likely never find again, but I wasn’t about to be a kept woman. The apartment, and now the business. He’d keep meddling until I was completely under his power, subject to his whims and wants. In the bedroom, I wanted that, I craved it. But in real life, we needed boundaries, and as hard as I tried, I couldn’t get him to accept them. My anger bubbled back to the surface and I slammed the steering wheel.

A couple hours later, the traffic finally broke. I wove through the traffic, switching lanes like a speed racer until the GPS directed me to an exit. Speeding was strangely therapeutic.

I drove the winding back roads toward my destination with a little more care, the shore dotted with mansion after sprawling mansion, each property taking advantage of the beautiful ocean view. Other than a short girls’ trip to the Vineyard with Alli, I had spent very little time on this prime stretch of the seaside in the eight years since I’d lived in New England.

I pulled into the driveway of a three-story monster of a home next to a Lexus SUV. This was it. I took a few deep breaths and loosened my grip on the steering wheel, trying to purge my anger at Blake from my system. Today was supposed to be a happy day. Maybe it wasn’t too late for that.

I got out and peeked over the fence that separated the driveway from the small yard and the beach below. The house was built on a steep cliff positioned well above its neighbors, offering an impressive view of the sea on three sides.

“Erica!” Daniel’s voice rang out from the back door.

He looked different. Casual in khakis and a linen shirt, he smiled when I approached.

“I’m glad you came.” He wrapped me in a friendly hug.

The gesture took me by surprise, but I welcomed it. “Me too,” I said. Muffled by his shoulder, I hugged him back tightly, wishing I didn’t feel so raw right now. If I wasn’t careful, I’d be crying at the drop of a hat. He wouldn’t think I was after his money, but he’d know I was a complete basket case.

“Come in, I want you to meet Margo.”

I nodded, and he took my bag and set it in the enclosed entryway. We entered an expansive great room where a dining room with weathered whitewashed furniture flowed into a living room with oversized couches covered in white canvas slip covers and faded blue throw pillows. Everything about the home screamed quintessential New England.

He led me into a large kitchen where a tall woman with dark auburn hair busied herself tossing a salad. “Erica, this is Margo.”

Margo removed her apron and came toward me with arms outstretched. She was a lithe figure, with freckles sprinkling her tanned skin. Heavy pearl studs hung from her ears, matching the simple string of pearls around her neck. She felt frail in my arms. When she stepped back, I was instantly grateful for my wardrobe choice.

“Aren’t you a vision? It’s wonderful to meet you, dear. Are you hungry?”

I hadn’t thought of eating all day. My nerves had gotten the best of me this morning, and since the meeting, eating had been the last thing on my mine. “I’m famished actually.”

“Give me a few more minutes and we’ll be ready to eat. Honey, you can put the fish on now.” She motioned Daniel to the refrigerator.

He nodded and retrieved a tray. “Want a beer?” he asked.

“Um, sure,” I said, though I’d be drunk in a flash unless I got something in my stomach soon. If I got to the bottom of this bottle, they’d know more about me than they probably wanted to. Daniel grabbed two bottles with his free hand and signaled me to follow him.

We stepped out onto the deck, and while he focused on the grill, I took in the scenery. I’d spent the entire trip fuming about Blake instead of thinking about things Daniel and I could talk about to get to know one another better. I really wanted him to know me, to want to know me.

I looked over the horizon and at the calm ocean before us. In the distance, a smattering of black blobs moved along the rocks at the foot of the cliff.

“What are those?” I asked.

Daniel looked up to where I pointed. “Seals. They hang out there all day. Loud beasts, they are. They’re the first thing we hear in the morning.”

I laughed a little at the thought of seals being a rooster of sorts in these parts. “You have a beautiful home.”

“Thank you. We love it here. It’s a great getaway.”

He closed the cover of the grill and joined me at the railing, which separated us from the steep drop off only a few feet away. A tiny collapsible ladder led from the edge of the property down to the beach. The cliffs were beautiful but dangerous, especially if anyone were to get stuck on the beach during high tide.

Daniel interrupted my idle thoughts. “So I Googled you, but I have to admit I’m a little lost about what you do. What’s Clozpin?”

I smiled, warmed that he’d made the effort. The little hope I’d felt before fluttered to life. “It’s a social network startup, focused on fashion. It helps people find outfits and connect with labels and designers, that sort of thing.”

“So you built this while you were still in school?”

“With a couple of my friends, yes. Since I graduated, I’ve been working to get angel funding, which…” I paused, questioning the words as I said them. “We got our funding today, so hopefully there are some big things to come.”

“That’s fantastic, Erica.” He smiled and tipped his beer toward me.

“How about you? Have you always wanted to be in politics?” I asked.

He scowled a bit and stared out into the darkening horizon of the ocean. “In a fashion, yes. My family’s been involved in local politics for a few generations, so I suppose going into it has been an inevitable progression of my career.”

“Are you feeling positive about the governor’s race?”

“Definitely. We have some powerful endorsements, and I think we’re running a pretty good campaign. The social media component, though I know next to nothing about the details of it, seems to be garnering results as well. You could probably tell me a thing or two about it.”

I nodded and laughed. No doubt we spoke two very different professional languages.

“About the campaign…” He hesitated, as if contemplating what he were about to say. “This will sound awkward, but it’s something I have to ask you.” He rubbed the fine stubble on his chin. “As I said, you know, meeting you was unexpected. A happy surprise, of course.”

“Of course,” I agreed.

“I have a lot riding on this campaign, Erica, and I don’t know how to say this without sounding completely, I don’t know, horrible, I guess.”

“You’d rather I not come out publicly as your illegitimate daughter.” I blurted it out. Knowing politicians, he could have danced around the subject for several more minutes before he got to the point.

He his face softened and a flicker of guilt passed over his features, but I understood where he was coming from. The last thing I wanted to be was a burden or a source of stress for him.

“It’s not a problem, really. I just wanted the chance to get to know you, which I hope can still happen. But I have my own business and my own PR to work on. The last thing I want to do is complicate what you’ve built here, and I honestly have nothing to gain with your political affiliations.”

He nodded and took a long swig from his beer. “I suppose that makes sense. Obviously we know what we know, and I suppose that’s the most important thing, right?”

I nodded and ran my hand along the railing, contemplating a question I had been meaning to ask.

“Maybe it was my age, being so young when she passed. But I always wondered why my mother never spoke of you, Daniel.”

He straightened and a frown marred his brow. “We had a complicated relationship. At least, we did when we found out she was pregnant. Neither of our families were going to be happy about the news.”

“I can see that.” My mother’s family had always been distant too. With Daniel’s background, I imagined circumstances wouldn’t have been much different. A blue blood family like his wouldn’t react well to him knocking up a girl out of wedlock, no matter where she came from.

“After she went back to Chicago, I assumed she was going to take care of it. I didn’t hear from her, and I didn’t want to reach out and raise suspicions with her family.”

“So you never spoke after graduation?”

He shook his head and stared out at the ocean, as if the answers for how life had changed for him were out there somewhere, just out of sight.

A car door slammed and I looked over, catching a glimpse of a head of brown curly hair that passed the fence and entered the house.

“That would be my stepson. Just about your age too, actually.”

Daniel gestured for our return to the house and I braced myself for another awkward introduction.

Margo was setting the table with salad and a steaming bowl of rice. The aroma from the food mingled in the air, and I couldn’t wait to stop talking and start eating. The young man came through the door and walked toward her, but he stopped short when he saw me.

Everything stopped moving. The room turned cold and silent. I heard my heart beat, a deafening uneven thud, pulsing an icy pain through my veins, chilling me to the bone. In a room with others, I was alone. Alone with my memories and the shame of what he’d left me with. A sick repulsion twisted through me as I tried to comprehend the horrible nightmare standing in front of me.

I gripped Daniel’s arm, uncertain if my legs would hold me. I looked up at him, as if somehow he could know. He only stared back at me and gestured to their new guest.

“Erica, this is my stepson, Mark.”

Mark.

	After four years, I finally knew his name.




* * *

I excused myself immediately, finding the nearest bathroom and locking the door behind me, struggling with the effort while my hands shook uncontrollably. I splashed water on my face and looked into the mirror for help. I was pale as a ghost. Nausea hit me in relentless waves, and I fought the urge to heave, to purge his poisonous memory from my body.

I needed a game plan. My purse. It was still in the living room.

But who would I call? Beyond that, what would I say? The man who raped me in college is my fucking stepbrother. Hell, how was I going to get through this? I could barely look at the man without having a full-blown nervous breakdown. Now I needed to sit through a dinner with him, as if none of that history existed, an entire chapter of my life blurred out.

This was a personal emergency, but not an actual emergency, I told myself. We’d get through dinner and I’d find a reason to leave. I’d have to figure out how to deal with Daniel later, though the prospect of building a relationship with him seemed completely impossible now. I dried my face and tried to pull myself together before stepping out into the hallway. I could do this.

I stepped out and the second I shut the door behind me, Mark was there.

“Everything all right?” he murmured.

His eyes were dark, almost black as he stalked closer. I stepped back, pressing my palms against the wall behind me. Panic shot through me. Every nerve stood on edge, ready to fight.

“Stay away from me.” My voice was small, betraying the fear that threatened to take me over. I was a puddle of fucking anxiety, not the fierce intimidating woman I needed to be to scare him off.

“Or what?” He came close enough for me to feel his breath. “This is perfect, really. I’ve always wanted a sister.”

He ran a finger from my knee to the hem of my dress lifting it a fraction. Every cell in my body came alive and adrenaline coursed through me like a lightning bolt. God help me, I wouldn’t be his victim again. I pushed him off with every ounce of my strength, shoving him into the opposite wall of the hallway.

“If you ever touch me again, you can swear off children. Believe me.”

An amused grin appeared on his face. I hurried to the dining room, no less flustered than when I’d left. This is the part where Daniel will think I’m a basket case.

“Erica, are you sure you’re okay?” Daniel asked.

“I’m sorry, I haven’t eaten all day. I’m not feeling so well.”

“Oh no, sweetheart, please eat!” Margo assembled a plate for me with all of the wonderful things I’d smelled earlier.

Mark joined us, sitting across from me with the same smug smile on his face, looking undeterred. I stabbed some lettuce with my fork and forced the food into my mouth. My body was in panic mode, my appetite completely gone now.

“Mark, Erica runs her own Internet company. Isn’t that impressive?” Daniel said.

He regurgitated the details from our earlier conversation for Margo and Mark’s benefit, though I cringed knowing that he was simultaneously revealing critical details that Mark might use to reach out to me again. With his identity revealed, my own anonymity—the only thing that had kept me safe from him—was gone.

“And what do you do, Mark?” I asked. Two could play this game, though I couldn’t imagine wanting to seek him out for anything other than putting a hit on him.

“I work at the firm with Daniel.”

“Of course,” I said, smiling politely. How lucky for him, to rape and pillage his college years away and subsequently walk into a prime position at one of the largest firms in the city. Somehow I hated him more than I already did.

“What part of the city do you live in?” he asked.

I stared at my plate, popping a bite of lightly seasoned haddock in my mouth while I weighed a sampling of false answers I could give him.

Just then the doorbell rang, chiming through the house. I startled at the sound, nearly falling out of my chair.

“I’ll get it, darling,” Margo said as Daniel moved to get up. She rose with economical grace and disappeared into the entryway that shielded my view of the door.

“You two should get together sometime,” Daniel suggested.

I fought the urge to roll my eyes. He was quick to divert my attention to Mark, I thought. He would be a good politician. Did he think I came here to strike up a friendship with his stepson? I kept filling my mouth to keep words from spilling out and silently planned my escape. They’d want me to stay longer, I suspected, but I needed to get back home.

Home. Yes, I finally had a home, and there was no place I’d rather be.

I closed my eyes against a vision of Blake. I’d give anything to be with Blake now, but I couldn’t go running to him every time I felt vulnerable. Maybe I could stay with Marie.

“Erica—” Margo’s sing-songy voice floated through the air. “You have a guest. He’s at the door waiting for you.”

My head shot up. Only one person could find me here. I rose. Blake stood in the doorway, looking casual and perfect as usual.

“Blake.” I tried to conjure the anger I’d felt earlier. All I could feel was relief, gratitude, love. I fought the urge to run into his arms and let him take me away from this horrible situation.

He stepped into the house and pulled me into his arms, holding me so tight it was almost painful. I buried my face in his neck, breathing him in. My body relaxed.  Everything would be all right now that he was here.

“Is he here?” He cupped my face and searched my eyes.

“Who?”

“Mark.”

“Yes. Wait, how did you know?”

“Forget about that, let’s get you out of here.” He grabbed my hand and turned to leave.

“No, I can’t.” I pulled him back, keeping his hand tight in my own.

“Erica, I’m getting you away from here. We’re leaving now.”

“Wait, I just need to say goodbye. To Daniel.”

He frowned.

“He’s my father, Blake. We’re trying to get to know each other. I don’t want to throw this all away.” We’d never have anything close to a normal father-daughter connection, but I’d only just found him. I couldn’t lose him again now, so soon.

“Fine,” he relented. “Introduce us and we’ll leave.”

“Be good,” I ordered, before guiding him into the main room where the family of three waited for our return.

As soon as we entered, his gaze darted to Mark. His posture changed and the tension seemed to radiate off of him. I tightened my hold on his hand slightly, reminding him not to go postal.

“Daniel, Margo, Mark... This is Blake.” I tucked my hair nervously. How ironic that I was introducing my lover to my only living parent days after our first meeting, and I still felt an inkling of anticipation hoping Daniel would approve. He’d seemed to take pride in my achievements earlier. Certainly he’d approve of Blake.

“Blake Landon. You’re with Angelcom, correct?” Daniel rose and shook Blake’s hand.

“Correct. I believe you negotiate many of our term sheets for us.” Blake said.

“Right. It’s a small world, isn’t it?” He paused, his gaze traveling between us and then down at Blake’s fingers interlaced with mine. His face froze and he looked back to me, as if a terrible thought had gripped him in that moment.

He knew that Blake knew. I could read his face like a book. Our embarrassing little secret was spreading in circles he wasn’t anticipating.

Margo jumped up and gave Blake an air kiss on the cheek. “Blake, let me go get you a plate. Please, sit down and join us.”

“Actually, there’s a situation that came up with the deal we’ve been working on. Unfortunately, it’s imperative that I head back so we can resolve it. But thank you so much for your hospitality.”

“Oh.” Margo pouted a little. I could tell she was looking forward to getting to know Blake.

I gave Daniel, and then Margo, a quick kiss on the cheek and waved goodbye. Blake grabbed my bag on the way out.

Blake held out his hand to me and nodded to the Tesla. “Let’s go.”

I stared at him, the details of our morning returning to me. “Blake, I’m not going home with you.”

“No, you’re not. We’re going to go somewhere so we can talk, and if you still want to go home, or wherever, you can.”

“Where are we going?”

He didn’t answer.




















CHAPTER TWENTY




“I’m really not in the mood to be stuck on an island with you right now, Blake.”

We were at the ferry station and Blake was begging me to not to leave. He’d locked the doors and driven us onto the big boat, and now he was doing everything in his power to keep me there.

“I promise, we can turn around and take the next ferry back if you don’t like what I have to say.”

“You’re being insane right now, you know that? This is like kidnapping.”

“Promise me you won’t get off.”

I groaned. “I promise, now let me out.”

He released the locks, and I walked up the ramp to the upper level of the ferry where we’d spend the rest of the ride to Martha’s Vineyard. If Blake thought he could romance his way out of the doghouse, he was dead wrong.

I walked through to the front of the boat, stepping out onto the deck. I picked a table for two near the end, knowing Blake was on my heels. I sat, and he joined me a second later. I finally met his stare. His eyes glittered from the setting sun reflecting against the water. God help me, he was as beautiful as he was maddening. We sat in silence for a few moments while a few of the other tables filled around us.

“Are you going to tell me how you found me? You don’t have a tracking device planted in my stuff do you?” If I was going to be subjected to this odyssey, he needed to start filling in the gaps quick.

“Sid told me you were going to visit with your father.”

“You asked, and he just told you?” I sincerely hoped Blake hadn’t horrified Sid the way he had a habit of doing with almost everyone else I came into contact with lately.

“Actually, yes. He wasn’t wild about you staying with a complete stranger either.”

“What about Mark? How did you know he’d be there?”

“I dug up every possible affiliation he had when I tracked down his identity, His step-father and employer were notable. When I found out where you were staying, I figured there was a very real chance Mark would be there too.”

Of course he would. He’d known Mark’s identity for a couple weeks now, so heaven knows what else he’d cooked up. If he’d meddled at all though, Mark didn’t seem the wiser.

“And you managed to track down his house on the Cape.”

“Erica, don’t insult me, please.” He drummed his fingers on the table.

“How did you learn how to do all this?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re a hacker. It seems like a strange descriptor for someone with as much money and resources as you have, but clearly you still do it.”

“I only use my powers for good.” He flashed me a wicked smile.

“Has that always been the case?”

His smile slipped. “Listen, let’s talk about the deal with Max. I need to explain some things.”

“We’ll get there. Tell me how you became a hacker.”

“Countless hours on the computer and a propensity for math. Satisfied?”

“Listen, if you’re not going to be honest with me, I don’t need to be here.” I stood to leave.

He caught my hand. “Please, don’t leave.”

The look he gave me made my chest ache, but I was determined to hold my ground.

“Talk.” I sat back down.

He sighed. “I was a bored antisocial adolescent. I begrudged society. Hacking became a creative outlet, gave me options, made life seem a little less insignificant.”

I tried to imagine the beautiful man in front of me as angry teenager, shaking his fists at the world for whatever reason. “How had society wronged you so horribly? Weren’t your parents teachers?”

“Yes, and they were grossly underpaid. Anyway, they had nothing to do with me being that way, trust me. They tried like hell to get me out of the house, to be normal, I guess. I think I was just too...intellectual, maybe, for my own good. The news, politics, the economy. Basically everything that’s still wrong with the world today felt overwhelmingly wrong to me at that age. I had a hard time justifying living a normal, happy life and sticking my head in the sand while atrocities were happening everywhere.”

“So you thought you could save the world from your computer.”

“Not really. I don’t know…”

“How did you end up working with Max’s father?”

He blew out a slow breath. I glanced over my shoulder. They were just beginning to untie the ropes from the dock. I still had time.

“Now or never, Blake.”

“Fuck, fine.” He leaned in on the table, lowering his voice so only I could hear him. “I hooked up with a hacker group called M89. A handful of other pissed off kids like me. We came up with a plan to deplete the bank accounts of some top executives on Wall Street.”

“Why?”

“They were getting rich off some Ponzi scheme and trying to take down the whistle blowers who threatened to expose them.”

“So what happened?”

“We got caught,” he said. “I narrowly avoided jail time, and in the process somehow I caught Michael’s attention. He took me under his wing, figured out how to get through to me. I guess it took a hard-nosed capitalist to paint a view of the world that made sense.”

Wow. Blake was so measured, so in control of every area of his life now. To think of him being so reckless frightened me. How we’d both made our way to this point in our lives could not have been more different.

“We both wanted to do something big, so I pulled all-nighters to graduate with honors and you hacked people’s bank accounts.”

“And here we are, together.” He pressed his lips to my knuckles, barely grazing them with his tongue.

My belly quickened, but I forced myself to focus on the matter at hand. “How did you avoid jail for what you did?”

He leaned back, his lips lifting mischievously.

“What?”

“Time’s up.”

I turned in my seat and saw that we were already several feet away from the dock, fully on our way.




* * *

Blake drove us across the island, out of one neighborhood into the next until we sped past a barren landscape where the houses were sparse. I gripped the seat, certain we’d be pulled over at any moment, which would be the perfect finish to this unbelievable day. Then again, the island probably only had a handful of cops, and we seemed to be getting farther away from civilization, if that were even possible.

We pulled up to a large single family home, distinguishable from any of the other cedar-shingled homes only by its sheer size and that it appeared to be the last home on this point of the island. We stepped onto the wraparound porch, and instead of taking us inside, Blake led me around and down to the beach. We passed through the dunes to where two whitewashed Adirondack chairs were perched on the sandy beach facing the soft waves of the ocean.

I kicked off my shoes and sat in one of them. After a mostly sleepless night and everything that had gone down today, I could barely hold myself up. Blake pulled out a bottle of chilled white wine from a bucket of ice nestled in the sand.

“How do you plan these things, Blake, honestly?”

He smirked. “Don’t think I’m telling you all my secrets tonight.”

“I could make you,” I threatened. I had an increasingly keen sense of his weaknesses lately.

His eyes darkened. “That’s a tempting thought,” he said, missing the glass he was pouring into.

He corrected his aim and handed me the glass. I took a welcome taste of the cool, fruity liquid.

“Don’t be so sure. I’m still angry with you. Like, super, extremely angry.”

“The proverbial doghouse?”

“The literal doghouse, and that doesn’t even begin to capture how much making up you have to do.”

“I like making up. Where shall I start?”

He settled at my feet, tracing tiny circles over my knee and up my thigh, pressing warm, soft kisses in their wake. I tried in vain to suppress the physical reaction that his touch elicited.

“You can’t fix this with sex,” I said, and damn it, I meant it.

“No? Tell me then. How can I fix this?” He kept up his feather-light touches.

“I honestly don’t know. I thought you had a plan for that when I agreed to come out here with you.” I wasn’t going to make this easy for him. I was beyond drained, but I had just enough fire left to make this point.

He slowed his caresses and settled back on his knees. “I love you, Erica.”

Shit, I thought. He had to lead with that? I swallowed back tears. “That doesn’t change what you did to me today.”

“I know it probably doesn’t mean much, but I didn’t want to. You didn’t leave me many options.”

“Well that’s not enough of a reason,” I said, staring past him.

“Taking on investors is like getting into bed with someone, Erica. It doesn’t always work, and to be honest, you’re not really the type for this kind of partnership. I completely understand how you feel about the business. One of the reasons why I didn’t bid right away is because you’re strong-willed as hell. I knew working with you wouldn’t be easy, and you’d fight me every step of the way. I didn’t fully appreciate the consequences of you working with Max until recently, and I couldn’t bear losing you to him.”

“He doesn’t want me that way,” I insisted, only half believing it. Max, like so many others, didn’t entirely respect my personal space but he hadn’t made any overt comments leading me to believe that he wanted me sexually. Even if he did, I could hold my own.

“He does, trust me. Whether or not you want to believe it, he’d stop at nothing to have you if it meant getting back at me. After seeing what you went through with Isaac, I couldn’t take that risk again.”

I shook my head. Isaac had caught me off guard, but if Blake had given me a minute longer, I could have gotten him to back off without help.

“I can’t say exactly how or when Max would make his play, but I can promise you he would. He’d make you do things you’d never do just to keep the business, knowing how much it meant to you, knowing how much you mean to me.”

“How can you know that?”

“Jesus, Erica, I’d walk through fire to make sure you were safe. Can you just believe me, that I could see this coming, that I wouldn’t let anything happen to you?”

I closed my eyes. The waves crashed on the beach, and a soft breeze blew over us. I sensed Blake, his magnetic pull willing me closer to him. He was the only man I’d ever loved, and here he was, professing his love for me, promising to protect me from harm, almost too chivalric to be taken seriously, but when I opened my eyes and looked into his, there was no doubt about his intentions.

Everything had become too much. My eyes misted, but I refused to surrender. I wrapped my arms across my chest, holding myself together.

“You’re killing me, Blake.”

 “Do you know how many women have pitched me in that boardroom?” he asked.

“How many?”

“One.”

The word lingered in the air, an unbelievable truth that pronounced how perilous my position in this industry could be. If that was true, coming this far was nothing short of a miracle. It also explained why their receptionist looked at me like I had three heads every time I showed up for a meeting.

 “Wow.” I shook my head.

“Max and I both wanted you that day, for different reasons. I wasn’t about to let you go without a fight.”

Even with the risks that came with working with Blake, my business was probably safer than it had ever been. Now we just had to figure out how to work together without driving each other completely crazy.

“So now what?” I said, hoping he had some insights.

“Whatever you want, as long as it doesn’t involve Max. Or Isaac.”

“So we’re partners.”

He nodded.

“I’m in charge, Blake. You start telling me how to run my business, and we’re finished.” I meant it. I wouldn’t relent on this point, and fortunately he wasn’t in much of a position to argue since he had funded the project with no legal claim to it.

He rose on his knees and took my glass from me, sinking his and mine into the sand beside us. “You’re the boss, baby.”

He tugged me down on the chair, bunching up my dress and pressing hot kisses up my inner thigh. He removed my panties with expert ease and covered my pussy with his mouth.

“Oh, God.” I gripped the chair at the sensation.

He parted me with his fingers and his velvet tongue followed. The dueling pressures had me clenching uncontrollably. He slid his slender finger into me and sucked hard, flicking his tongue just so. My head fell back. Yes.

I arched, pressing into his mouth, and he delivered the final blow, stretching me with a second finger. His teeth grazed my clit, taunting me with perfect amount of restraint and just enough pressure to push me over the edge.

“Blake...” I cried out into the dusky air and fought to catch my breath. The breeze cooled my skin, washing over the fine mist of sweat that covered me, but Blake kept on. I came again and again, clenching against his fingers until I was boneless and out of my mind with the hunger to have his cock pounding inside me.

I whimpered his name and begged him to stop, unsure how much more I could take.

He stood, and I clamored for him at the sight of the hard outline of his jeans. He pulled me up and into his embrace before I could unfasten his fly.

“Let’s go in,” he whispered.

I tasted myself on his kiss, his erection pressed into my belly. Always too much and yet never enough, the fierceness of my craving for him still took my breath away.

I followed Blake into the house and he led us to the bedroom, an enormous room with vaulted ceilings and whitewashed walls. The house put the Fitzgerald summer home to shame in size and elegance. They were old money, but the reality was that Blake could probably buy and sell Daniel.

The bed, covered with a fluffy white down comforter, was the centerpiece of the room, and became my sole focus as I counted the seconds until we could be naked on it. Blake unzipped my dress slowly, taking his time and taunting me with light touches. I slipped out of my dress and walked to the bed. I climbed up and sat on my knees, waiting patiently as Blake stripped down. He crawled onto the bed with the lithe grace of a predator stalking his prey, and I was in just the mood to be hunted.

He shifted me until I was under him, spread around his legs as they parted me. Taking my breast into his mouth with a hard suck, he teased the tip with his tongue. I arched into him and hooked my leg around his in a feeble attempt to urge him closer. He didn’t move an inch.

“You are a squirmy little thing,” he teased, trailing his hands along my inner thigh, inches from where I throbbed and craved his touch so much more.

“Touch me, please, Blake.”

His lips curled slightly. “Put your arms up.”

Eager to please if it meant he’d stop taunting me, I obeyed. He stretched them higher and unclasped one of my bracelets, hooking it onto my other wrist and linking them together, creating a rather expensive pair of handcuffs.

“Blake, no, you’ll break them.”

“Not if you don’t move.”

“How am I supposed to do that? You’re driving me crazy.” Controlling myself when he held me was one thing, but I had no idea how I was going to behave myself without any help.

“Self control,” he said simply. “Hold on here.”

He guided my hands to the headboard. I swallowed hard and circled my fingers around the metal rails, my mind hyper aware of every sensation stirring through my body and the physical reactions that I now had to keep in check so as not to ruin Blake’s beautiful gift. He was barely touching me as it was, and I was already writhing with anticipation.

He started low, nipping at the tip of my toe. A jolt of desire arrowed right to my sex. Jesus, he knew every trick in the book. I tightened, knowing he was miles from being there at this rate. He trailed wet kisses up my thigh, over my stomach, diving into the cleft of my belly button with his tongue, languishing over my breasts and my collarbone, blowing warm breaths onto my neck that gave me gooseflesh in a very good way.

“How do you feel?” He grazed my lips with his, a knowing smile lifting them slightly.

Every nerve stood at attention, every cell in my body lurched toward his, as far as these constraints would allow. “Alive,” I whispered, holding on by a mere thread.

“Good.”

He held his cock, lubricating me with my own moisture, sliding between my folds. I tightened my hold on the headboard at the friction over my clit. Then he was inside me in one swift motion. I cried out, fisting my hands around the rail, not wanting to struggle against the metal of my bounds.

His lips were on mine then, kissing me frantically. I moaned into his mouth as he drove into me again and again, with a depth that had me spasming around him uncontrollably. I could barely breathe in anticipation of the promised release. I dug my heels into his thighs, urging him deeper.

My emotions were raw and I was desperate for him. Blake reached up and replaced the second bracelet to its rightful place. Freed from my restraints, I fisted my hands in his hair and kissed him hard. I needed more, the rest of him. Whether he knew it or not, I wasn’t about to let him go.

I pulled away slightly to meet his dark gaze. I needed him to know, after everything we’d been through. “I love you,” I whispered.

He pulled away a fraction to meet my eyes, his own dark and pained, as if those three little words cut him to the core.

“Make love to me. Please, Blake, I don’t want to feel anything else but you right now.”

And for the rest of the night, he did. He loved me with every masterful thrust, reminding me that our bodies were made for this and for each other. We were wasted, physically and emotionally, but Blake never tired. When we slowed, my lazy caresses turned into hungry demands, and he took me again, each time no less earth shattering than the last, until we both collapsed in each other’s arms.




* * *

I woke in the morning to the sound of the ocean. Seagulls sailed through the air just beyond our bedroom window. I crept out of bed quietly to let Blake sleep.

Dressed in his T-shirt, I let his scent wash over me. I padded through the house and helped myself to a banana from the bowl of fruit in the kitchen. I took out my laptop and set up at the dining room table overlooking the water. I started an email to Professor Quinlan, addressing him as such. No matter how much time went by, I’d probably never be able to call him Brendan.

I struggled for the right words to describe the current situation. He knew Max’s history better than most, but I hoped this turn of events wouldn’t reflect poorly on him. I felt compelled to bring him up to speed in case it would. I drafted the message and reread it, feeling overwhelmed anew by the breakneck pace my life had taken over the past forty-eight hours.

And I’d thought college was stressful.

I hit send and clicked around a few sites, landing on Clozpin. The browser’s loading graphic spin infinitely. The site was down again.

Shit. I called Sid. No answer. I called again and he didn’t pick up. I hurried back into the bedroom, hating to wake Blake, but I couldn’t shake the worry.

I sidled up next to him, draped my leg over his, and peppered him with tiny soft kisses. If I was going to wake him up, at least I’d do it pleasantly. He finally stirred, rousing with a smile and a fantastic case of morning wood. As tempting as that was, I needed him for something else right now.

“Baby, the site’s down again. I can’t get hold of Sid.”

He got up, slipped on his jeans, and followed me out to the dining room. He glanced at my screen and fished out his own laptop from his overnight bag, settled on the couch, and powered on.

“Coffee?” I asked.

“Please.”

Already he looked incredibly focused, though barely awake, his hair an adorable mess. I figured out the coffee, and while I waited for it to brew, I refreshed the site again. This time it came up instantly, with a large singular logo overlaying the site beneath it. The logo text read clear. M89.

Blake was typing furiously. I didn’t dare ask, but I had a sinking feeling that being targeted wasn’t random anymore. I shuffled back to the coffee maker, filled a mug, and took it to him. He took it wordlessly, working as if I wasn’t there. I stared patiently waiting for him to come back to me.

“Can you tell me what’s going on? For real this time?” I said, my voice quiet.

He looked up at me, his eyes tired.

“The photo of us at the conference. It went viral. You probably saw a spike in traffic. Most of that was legit, but they took notice.”

“They?”

He hesitated.

“So this isn’t random.”

“Not anymore,” he said, his eyes dark with regret.

“Why are they after you, Blake?”

He shook his head and raked his hands through his hair. “I’m sorry, Erica, but I’m going to fix this. I promise.”

I nodded, trusting he would.
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CHAPTER ONE
 
“I can’t believe I’m doing this again,” I said.
Blake slid his arm around my shoulders. He pulled me close and I relaxed into his familiar warmth. We stepped out of his office building and headed a few blocks down the street. He leaned down and gave me a reassuring kiss on the cheek.
“No funny business this time, I promise.”
I laughed and rolled my eyes. “Very reassuring.”
I almost believed him. The past few weeks had been intense, but something had changed between us. I could joke, but he had my trust now. After all my fervent protests and desperate attempts to fight the way I felt about him, I’d finally let him in. At least more than I’d ever let anyone else in, and nothing had ever felt more right.
He flashed me a mischievous smile. “Don’t worry. There was no way I could get Fiona to pull a stunt like that again.”
Dressed in white capris and a navy chiffon shell, Blake’s sister, Fiona, waited ahead of us near the entryway of a quaint café. We stopped directly in front of the entrance. The engraved sign above read Mocha. A young patron swung the door open and the deep aroma of freshly ground coffee and chocolate wafted out, setting off happy signals all over my body. I’d nearly forgotten about our original mission when Fiona motioned us toward an unmarked door next to the café.
“We’re upstairs.” She ushered us up a narrow staircase to the second floor.
“Who owns the building, Fiona?” I tried to make it sound like small talk, but who was I kidding? The fact that we were a few short strides from a steady caffeine source was already a major selling point, but Fiona knew my position on renting from Blake or any of his subsidiaries. I trusted Blake, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t still committed to becoming intricately involved in my business dealings at every possible opportunity.
Blake had plenty of his own contradictions. He could be sweet and heart-wrenchingly tender one moment and be driving me into a fiery rage with his compulsive controlling tendencies the next. He could micro-manage the hell out of my growing business during the day and fuck me straight out of my mind the second we walked through the door every night. Granted, sometimes I needed both, but I still wasn’t sure how I felt about all this dominance in my life. Letting him in scared me, but I was learning to be more open to it, to trust him as much as I could.
Today, a part of me, the part of me that needed separation and independence from Blake, wanted to make absolutely sure he wasn't pulling a fast one on me again.
“I can assure you that Blake has no ownership stake in the property,” Fiona reassured me.
That was all well and good, but not so long ago she’d sold me on a beautifully updated apartment within the same Comm Ave brownstone that Blake not only owned, but also lived in. The tenuous line between our personal lives and businesses was already too blurred. I was holding firm on this one.
“I'm glad to hear it.”
Fiona dug into her purse. Despite my misgivings, my anticipation grew. She unlocked the door and we filed into the space. The long room was small, at least compared to Blake’s. Though musty and in dire need of a cleaning crew, the space held promise. Behind me Blake sighed.
“Fiona, seriously. This is the best you could do?”
She shot him an annoyed look.
“We—Erica and I—discussed her budget, and for the location and size, this is a fair option. Obviously the space could use some TLC, but you have to admit it has potential.”
I took a long look around, envisioning the many possibilities. I had been so busy keeping things running out of my apartment, all while hiring, that I hadn’t had a chance to get excited about this move. But this would be fun.
“I love the wood floors.”
“They’re filthy.” Blake scuffed the sole of his shoe on the floor, drawing a faint line through the dust.
“Have a little vision, Blake. We just need to clean it up, and with a few enhancements, this could definitely have a cool design studio feel.”
“Exactly. Exposed brick never goes out,” Fiona added.
“Pretty old.” Blake wrinkled his nose.
I laughed and slapped him on the shoulder. “Show me a building in Boston that isn't old.”
The space was a far cry from the Landon Group’s renovated modern offices, but I had modest and realistic expectations. The current state of the space left much to be desired, but with some elbow grease and a few additions, we could make this work.
We stopped in front of the large windows facing the street. A flutter of excitement coursed through me. Giving the business its own address would be a major milestone and make everything we’d accomplished so far seem much more real.
I turned to gauge Fiona’s reaction. “I think I like it. What do you think?”
Fiona pursed her lips and looked around. “The price is fair and the lease term gives you options for growth. All things considered, I would say this is a safe bet. Can you see yourself here?”
“I can.” I smiled, having renewed faith in Fiona’s brokering skills. At the end of the day, we needed a comfortable, affordable working space for the new team members of Clozpin, the fashion social network I’d spent the past year growing.
“Let me make some calls and see if I can get the price down for you. Because Blake’s right, this place is kind of dirty. Plus, if you plan on fixing it up, that gives us a bargaining chip.” Fiona pulled out her phone and exited toward the hallway, leaving us alone again.
“You didn’t ask me what I think.” Blake gave me a crooked grin.
“That’s because I already know what you think.”
“I could give you twice the square footage and you wouldn’t even need to leave the building to come visit me. Plus you’d get the girlfriend rate, which I think you’ll find is unmatched in this part of town.”
Blake’s uninvited assistance in all matters was a lost cause. Sure, he was controlling, compulsive, and persistent as all hell, but he was ultimately a fixer. When the people he cared about ran into problems or wanted for anything, he came to the rescue, sparing no expense in the process.
“I appreciate the offer. I really do. But you can’t put a price on independence, Blake.” We’d had this conversation before, and I was standing my ground. He needed to trust me to make things work on my own. This trust thing went both ways.
“You can be independent. We’ll put it all in writing.”
“In my experience, putting it in writing only commits me to being dependent on your ample resources for a minimum length of time.” Blake already had me bound to a year-long lease with my apartment, though he'd yet to cash any of my rent checks.
“Call it rent control. You could lock in the girlfriend rate for, say, a twenty-year lease, and then we could negotiate from there.” He encircled me in his arms, pressing me firmly against his chest, his lips inches from mine.
My heart pounded. This went beyond our usual banter of trying to outwit each other. We had only been together a matter of weeks and he was already thinking about the long-term? My lips parted slightly as I struggled to take a full breath. Blake’s words and his proximity made my world spin, time and again. No one had ever affected me like this, and I was gradually learning to enjoy the roller coaster.
“Nice try,” I whispered.
He growled and closed his mouth over mine. He claimed me with gentle urgency, teasing me with tiny licks of his tongue.
“You drive me crazy, Erica.”
“Oh?” I breathed, trying not to moan as the air left me.
“Yes, in every conceivable way. Let’s get out of here. Fiona can wrap up the paperwork if you’re intent on renting this dump.”
He grabbed my hips and sandwiched me between his rock hard body and the wall behind me. I didn’t know what it was about him pinning me to hard surfaces, but I fucking loved it. I slid my hands through his hair and kissed him back helplessly, so easily forgetting myself in his embrace. What time was it? Where did I need to be later? I mentally ran through every possible obstacle between me and being naked with Blake. His thigh found the space between my legs, exerting the perfect amount of pressure so the crease of my jeans rubbed me through my panties.
“Oh, God.”
“I swear, if there was a clean surface in this place, I’d fuck you on it right now.”
I giggled. “You’re bad.”
His eyes went dark. “You have no idea.”
“Ahem.”
Fiona leaned into the doorway, wide-eyed.
Blake stepped back abruptly, leaving me dizzy and momentarily confused. For the first time ever, I witnessed him flush as he ran his fingers through his hair, seemingly embarrassed at having been caught making out in front of his little sister.
“If you two are finished, I got the price down another couple hundred. Can we make a decision on this, or do you want to see some more places in different parts of town?”
I straightened and stepped away from Blake to join her, knowing the farther away I was, the more clearly I could think.
“Decision’s made. Let’s do this.”
* * *
“You new to the neighborhood?”
The busty redhead serving up two steaming creme brulee lattes interrupted my train of thought as I checked through my email with obsessive care.
“Sort of. I'm renting commercial space upstairs.”
“Rock and roll. I've been here a few years. I opened the café with my parents but they retired, so it's just me and the crew now.”
“Wow, congrats. I didn't realize you were the owner.” I'd seen her several times since scouting out the neighborhood and practicing my route to work. Okay, so I was mainly over-eager to move into the office, and the compelling smells coming from Mocha lured me in regularly.
“Most people don't. They're pretty surprised when they ask for a supervisor and they're still looking at me.”
We laughed, and I held out my hand to hers. “I'm Erica.”
“Simone. These are on the house.”
“Awesome, thank you.”
“No worries.” She sauntered back to the coffee bar with curves that even I envied. Simone had a presence in the place and she made a mean latte, so she wasn't easy to forget. The patrons around me followed her with their gazes until she was safely hidden behind the counter.
Liz pushed through the door and found me at my table.
“Wow, you’re wicked tan,” I said, admiring Liz’s ability to look like a catalogue model with presumably very little effort. Somehow her perfect blond bob looked even lighter than the last time we’d met over coffee. My own hair was pulled up into a messy bun, and I was dressed in a pair of well-loved, thoroughly ripped blue jeans and a tie-dyed tank top, ready to clean up the office space before our furniture arrived.
“Thanks! Barcelona was amazing. You have to go sometime. My parents rented a villa and I basically hung out on the beach the whole time. Absolute bliss.”
“Sounds amazing.”
“So what have you been up to?” She took a sip of her latte.
“I got my funding for the business, so I found office space and now I’m renovating and hiring.”
“Holy crap, congratulations!”
“Thanks.”
“What are you hiring for?”
“We have a couple new programmers, but I’m sort of agonizing over finding a marketing director. No one has wowed me yet, but I need someone soon. I can’t wear that hat with all the other things I have going on.”
“Oh my God, I know the perfect person.” She clapped her hands together and then started rummaging through her purse.
“Yeah?”
“My friend Risa. She's been working for a marketing company for the past few summers. She graduated with us and is on the job hunt now. She’s crazy into fashion. You would love her.”
I raised my eyebrows. Not like I especially loved fashion. Sure I ran a fashion social network, but that was business. Obsessing over fashion was Alli’s gig, but since Alli was the one I was replacing, maybe this girl would be worth talking to.
“I’m trying to replace my business partner who moved to New York for work, so she’d have to be willing to take on a lot of responsibility for meager start-up pay. Not really everyone’s dream job.”
Liz shook her head, seeming undeterred. “Sounds perfect, actually. You should talk to her. I could be wrong about what she's looking for, but connecting with her couldn’t hurt. You never know.”
I shrugged. “All right, but I can’t make any promises, okay?”
“Absolutely. She’s a friend but we’re not super close so if it doesn’t work out, no hard feelings.”
“Okay, cool.”
I waited for her to send me the info on her phone, and I let my mind wander to everything I had to do before we set up shop upstairs.
“I’m really glad we reconnected, Erica.” Liz smiled sweetly, bringing me back to the moment.
“Me too.”
“I thought a lot about what you said when I was away.” Her expression changed, her features softening. “I should have been more understanding of the whole situation. I had nothing to compare it to, so I probably didn’t react the way I should have. I’m sorry I couldn’t be the one to help you through it, but I want to try to be a better friend to you now, if it’s not too late.” Her voice lowered when she spoke to me, even though the coffee shop was humming with other customers wrapped up in their own conversations.
“Of course not. Don’t worry about it.”
I waved away her apology and all the emotions it threatened to conjure. One of the reasons we’d grown distant to begin with was the constant reminder of the difficult time in my life that we had shared. I did want to give our friendship another chance, but I seriously hoped that didn’t mean reliving the past every time we met up.
“We’re talking ancient history, Liz. I’ve moved on and I’m not interested in dwelling on it. I have a million other things to think about right now.”
“Right.” She nodded. “I don’t know how you do it. I couldn’t imagine running a business. I wouldn’t even know where to start.”
“There’s definitely a learning curve, but you could say that about anything, I guess. How’s your job going?” She must have already started her position at one of the large investment firms in the city.
“Great, actually, except I’m in spreadsheet hell right now. But I’m learning a lot and trying to figure it all out. I think I like it. Plus, there are tons of hot guys who work at the firm. Major bonus.”
I laughed, remembering how boy crazy she had been when we’d shared a dorm room our freshmen year. In fact, her love of boys and parties might have been what had landed us off campus at a frat house one night. I shook my head, pushing thoughts of that terrible night with Mark out of my mind.
Now that I knew the identity of the man who’d raped me, I was even more determined not to let the experience rule me. I was stronger than the pain he had left me with, and I had come too far to lament the innocence he’d stolen.
“I’d love to come see the new office sometime,” she said.
“Sure, as soon as we get everything set up you should come by. On that note, I really better run. The furniture is being delivered tomorrow, and I’ve got a long night of cleaning ahead of me.”
“No worries. It was great seeing you.”
“You too.” I smiled and offered her a quick hug.
I hurried up to the second floor. I hadn’t seen the place since I’d made the decision to rent it. I was giddy to start making it our own, even if that meant getting a little dirty.
I stopped in front of the door. It was completely unrecognizable from the old door a few days ago. The wood had been painted a satin gray and the window was frosted, leaving a transparent silhouette of our company logo in the center. I turned the key in the shiny chrome handle and opened the door.
The original floors were now shiny and renewed from being refinished and lacquered. Ornate white trim lined the windows and the walls where they met the ceiling. A new ceiling fan and track lighting brought the space into the twenty-first century.
I grabbed my phone and called Fiona.
“Hey, Erica.”
“Do you have something you want to tell me?”
“What? Oh.”
“I thought we were past this.” I tried to keep my tone even, but when was she going to learn to keep Blake out of my business?
“Erica, he’s my big brother. What do you want me to do? He wanted to do something to help. You know how he is.”
Yes, I knew how he was and how impossible he made it to say no, especially when he had his sights set on something. I walked around the room admiring how the space had completely transformed since I’d last seen it. I couldn’t imagine anything better. All I could think to do was mentally map out furniture placement. Blake had done the rest. Damn it all.
“Well it looks amazing. It’s perfect.”
“I know. I sneaked a peek before giving you the keys. He did a great job. Just what I envisioned.” Her wariness at my reaction had clearly waned, her excitement shining through.
I sighed and tapped my foot. Damn it, I was excited too.
“All right, I’m still mad at you though,” I said, thoroughly unconvincing.
“I’ll buy you a drink sometime and you’ll forget all about it.”
“I usually need a few drinks to forget.”
She laughed. “Not going to argue with that. Well, enjoy the space. Congrats.”
“Thanks, I’ll talk to you later.”
I dropped my bag—heavy with cleaning supplies that were now unnecessary—to the floor. I sat cross-legged in the middle of the room, taking it all in. Every baby step we’d taken with the business these past few weeks had seemed overwhelming, and Blake never failed to take everything up a notch.
Just then the door opened, and Blake’s frame filled the doorway. His hands were full with a bottle of champagne, a blanket, and a brown paper bag. A knowing grin curved his lips.
“How's my favorite boss?”
“Can't complain,” I said flatly, looking up at his impressive frame towering over me.
He unfolded the blanket, sat down, and patted the spot next to him for me to join him there.
“What’s all this?”
“I was thinking we could have an office picnic to celebrate the new digs.”
He smirked and twisted the cork off the champagne, then poured the bubbly into two glasses he retrieved from the bag.
Our gazes locked. He was gauging my mood.
“You mad?”
“Maybe,” I lied. Luckily he’d done such an amazing job that I’d already forgiven him and his accomplice.
His eyebrows shot up as if he were waiting for me to react. I got a little lost in his eyes. His beautiful hazel irises under thick, long lashes were the centerpiece on a face that took my breath away with alarming regularity. The sharp lines of his jaw. His lightly tanned skin and full delicious lips that reminded me of the terrible, wonderful things they could do to me. I could stare at him for hours and never tire of the way he made me feel. Possessed and obsessed. I’d never felt so wanted or so enraptured by another human being. Blake was the whole gorgeous, maddening package, and I loved every inch of him.
I sighed, hoping I didn’t look as hopelessly in love as I felt. “I’m accepting your insanity.”
“Good girl.” He visibly relaxed and flashed me a smile.
Eager to be closer, I accepted his earlier invitation and shifted to join him on the blanket. I took the glass of champagne he handed to me and took a sip.
“Do you like it?”
“I love it.” Despite his misgivings about the location, he seemed to have had some vision for the place after all.
“I hoped you would.”
“Why the change of heart?”
He frowned. “What do you mean?”
“You made no bones about hating this place when we looked at it.”
“Obviously I was going to want you closer. But this is what you wanted. You’re accepting my ‘insanity’ as you call it, and I’m accepting your obstinacy.”
I stared at him a moment. I couldn’t quite argue with his description of me. “Some might call that progress.”
He smiled in a way that made me believe no one had come this far with him before. We hadn’t talked about it, but Blake didn’t strike me as someone who made compromises often. Frankly, neither of us did, but somehow we were figuring it out. Remodeling the office was way over the top, but accepting my decision was a step in the right direction.
I sipped the chilled bubbly. Silence settled over the room. “You need to let me struggle a little bit, you know.”
He raised his eyebrows. “Do you hear yourself?”
“Yes, I do. And I know I won’t grow if I always have you butting in before I can face a challenge or make a mistake. I want those opportunities, otherwise I’ll just bumble along in this fantasy world where you make all my problems go away and I’ll never know what it’s really like to run a business.”
He exhaled loudly. “All right, then. How involved do you want me to be?”
“How about you let me ask for your help when I need it?”
He shook his head. “You’ll never do that.”
I rolled my eyes, but he was partially right. I was stubborn as hell and rarely reached out for help.
“Hey.” He caught my chin, turning me toward him. “I’m proud of you.”
“For what? Roping you in for four million dollars?”
He laughed. “If that was all part of your master plan, then yes, I’m extremely proud, because I never saw that coming.”
I smirked despite myself. I would have done just about anything to avoid taking his money, and he knew it.
“Seriously though, this is a big step. I want you to remember to enjoy the moment.”
And I did just that. Being with Blake made every moment just a little sweeter. A lot sweeter. He gave everything a kind of wonder that made me question how I’d ever survived the tedious existence I called life before he walked in and turned everything upside down.
“I am, thanks to you.” I leaned in closer and met his lips.
He cradled my face in his palm and traced his tongue along my lips, coaxing them open, dipping into my mouth with soft lashes of his tongue.
“Aren’t you going to ask me what’s in the bag?”
I pulled back a fraction, breathless and a little dazed on his taste and scent. Clean, rough, and masculine, uniquely Blake. He turned away and unpacked the contents of the brown bag. He set out a container of strawberries, whipped cream, and a small glass jar of gourmet chocolate sauce.
“What kind of picnic did you have in mind?”
He held up the glass jar. “They drizzle this amazing chocolate sauce on the lattes and confections downstairs. I guess it’s not for sale, but when I politely explained to them that I’d be licking it off your naked body to christen the new office, they finally obliged.”
I giggled and tried to imagine that unlikely conversation between him and Simone. He twisted the lid off and offered it to me. I dipped my finger in the chocolate and then into my mouth. The chocolate coated my tongue, the taste decadent and divine, the experience only heightened by the surety that Blake would be making good on his plans shortly.
“I thought you were opposed to office nooky,” I said.
“This is your office. Different rules.”
“Which I see you’re already making.” I dipped my finger through the chocolate sauce again, but before I could make it to my mouth, Blake pulled it swiftly into his and tongued my fingertip suggestively.
“Take your shirt off and lie down.”
I grinned and rose slowly to my knees, pulling my tank top off. “You’re bossy today.”
He pulled a black silk mask out of the bag and slipped it over my eyes. “It’s not a mood, baby. It’s who I am. You'd do well to remember that.”
His breath was warm against my collarbone. I held my breath in anticipation of his mouth on me but was surprised instead to feel his hand slide up my back. His fingers deftly unhooked my bra and I heard the garment land a few feet away. Bare-chested and chilled by the cool room, I was acutely aware of my present vulnerability.
“Lie down and don't make me repeat myself again.”
I released the breath I'd been holding, suddenly weakened by the command and the edge in his voice. Arguing with his simple but forceful request was a distant thought, quickly overwhelmed by the desire to have him take control of my body for as long as he saw fit.
I obeyed and lay down on my back, resting my palms on the textured fabric of the blanket, cool against the heat that prickled beneath my flesh. He unbuttoned my jeans and tugged them down my hips, stopping just short of my pubic bone.
He trailed hot open-mouthed kisses along my belly that had me breathless for more. I arched into his touch as he caressed the juts of my hipbones with his thumbs.
“I love this part of you,” he murmured. “One of many. Your body… Erica, you’re so fucking sexy.”
“Touch me.”
“I plan to, but I'm getting ahead of myself. Stop squirming.”
“You're torturing me,” I whimpered.
He laughed quietly. “Not nearly.”
With that he left me, creating an unwelcome distance between us. The room chilled again. Where was he and what was he doing? I shivered at the first drop of liquid sliding into my navel. He drizzled a trail up my chest, circling my nipples, each beading under the sensation.
“Do you like strawberries?”
I smiled at the hint. “Yes.”
“Good. I'm going to feed you one.”
The fresh aroma of strawberries mingled with the chocolate as he rested a piece of fruit on my lower lip. I opened my mouth, but Blake kept it just out of reach. I arched to grasp it until he finally let me sink my teeth into it. I chewed and swallowed, savoring the flavor and the new experience of combining my obsession with Blake with my love of food. Strange, but I couldn't argue with having too much of a good thing, or many good things, in this case.
He pressed an unexpected kiss to my throat, nibbling my flesh. He traveled down my collarbone and passed between my breasts. His tongue slowed and circled one peak after the next. He sucked and licked slow velvety strokes all over my torso, spreading his attentions to any remote expanse of skin. I gasped at the sensation of his tongue taunting and taking its sweet time to lick my flesh clean. Once he had, he slid a hand into my jeans and cupped my sex over my now soaked panties.
“I'm going to fuck you now, Erica. Do you want that?”
His breath over the wet flesh of my nipple gave me gooseflesh, my skin electric from all the ways he'd tantalized it.
I moaned a loud affirmative, my hands nearly numb from gripping the blanket with restraint. Ready to burst, I released them and found his hair, fisting the silky strands that slid between my fingers as I held his mouth tight to my breast. He nipped me gently and I yelped.
He took me by the wrists and replaced them above my head. “Stay still.”
The bag crinkled again, and then he bound my wrists with some kind of silky fabric and tightened the knot, leaving no question about my ability to wriggle free from it.
He stripped me from the waist down and I heard his clothes drop to the floor at my feet before his body covered mine.
I twisted my wrists, a pointless effort since I had no way of breaking free on my own. As I did, my heartbeat ratcheted to a rapid rate, panic seeping in. He'd done this before, left me helpless, unable to touch him or move. Those bonds had been a little easier to negotiate, but these didn't budge. I couldn't see him now. I was helpless and in the dark. A cold fear crept in, replacing Blake with a nightmare, the darkest memory.
“Blake.” My voice was uneven, tainted with the uneasiness that grew. I wasn’t sure if I could do this.
His hand rested over my heart, my chest rising rapidly with the breathing I could no longer control.
“Shh, baby. I've got you,” he murmured.
He covered my body with the warmth of his own, claiming my mouth with his, tender and full of love, silencing my fears. He kissed my jaw and moved to the sensitive skin of my neck, just below my ear.
“Do you feel me? It's me, baby. It'll always be me.”
With those words, my body went lax beneath him. I released the fists I'd been clenching and focused on his touch, unlike any other. No one had ever touched me the way he did, like he knew my body better than I did.
Slowly the panic subsided, melting away as he reintroduced himself to my body, his voice bringing me back to the moment, our moment.
“I've been hard all day thinking about you like this. Do you have any idea how impossible it is to work that way? Thinking about your tight little body quivering under me, ready for me?”
Inch by inch my skin came alive, quickening as his hands and his mouth claimed me. Urgent touches and hot, wet kisses. His voice talking me through every motion, every plan. My hips circled into the motion of his fingers massaging me, sliding through my wet folds and inside of me, a promise of what was to come.
My focus pinpointed on the contact. I was panting, aimlessly wondering how much longer I could hold out like this. God, the man loved torturing me.
“You okay?” He circled my wrists gently and feathered down the sensitive skin on the underside of my arms.
I roused myself from my longing to consider his question. Panic was so far in my rearview. I could think of nothing but the sweet inevitable of having him inside me.
“More than okay. Don't stop.”
He spread my legs around him. He notched at my opening and pushed in, slow enough to drive me a little crazy. I held my breath until he was rooted, stretching me fully. He took my mouth in a deep kiss, and I took my next breath from him as he ground his hips gently, reminding me how deeply he could possess me in every way. I moaned, and fire spread through my veins, heating me from limb to limb as I clung to his body the only way I could. I hooked my ankles behind his thighs, urging him into me, the need to have him moving inside me almost more than I could bear.
He slipped his arm around my waist and splayed his hand at my tailbone, protecting me from the hard floor as he thrust into me harder. I gasped, relief and ecstasy flooding me.
He rocked into me, finding a steady rhythm. Between kisses, he murmured in my ear. “Love you, baby. Being inside you…like this. Controlling your pleasure. I need this.”
He whispered the things he wanted to do to me, how every minute inside me made him feel, staying with me so I'd never forget who was loving me.
“Blake, oh God…” There was nothing but the sound of his voice and his cock plunging into me. No distractions, only the fierce claim of his body over mine. My lip trembled as the tension mounted.
“That’s it. Now you're going to come loud and hard and introduce me to the neighbors.”
He took my hands in one of his, holding them tight above me while the other found my hip. Then, lifting me a few inches off the floor, he drove in hard so his cock hit the spot inside me that made everything go white behind the black.
His name left my lips in a hoarse cry. Colors exploded behind my eyes as my body seized around his, the tremble rocketing through my core.
“Christ, Erica… Fuck, just like that.”
My toes curled as he rolled into the last few strokes that took us both over the edge. He gripped my hips roughly and buried himself in me one last time with a loud moan.
He collapsed over me, his body slick and fevered. I twisted my hands again, wanting to touch him and soothe him through the aftershocks. He untied the fabric deftly, freeing me. I squinted against the light pouring into the room when he slipped off the mask.
Blake’s face was relaxed but his eyes were dark and serious. He stroked my face reverently, pushing tiny strands of hair away as we caught our breath.
“I missed your eyes. Next time I want to see them every minute I make love to you, all the way to the end. I want you to see what you do to me.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
“I love fashion.”
I didn’t doubt it. Dressed in a sleek black designer wrap dress matched with heels that I would absolutely fall over in, Risa Corvi was very well maintained. Almost too put together. She didn’t have the effortless beauty that Alli carried, but nothing was out of place, from her shoulder-length jet-black hair to her fresh French manicure.
She came across as high-maintenance. I bet she got her eyebrows waxed like clockwork too. Sadly, I could probably take a few notes from her. I scanned her resume. For an entry-level candidate, she boasted some impressive work, but I was still skeptical about hiring a friend of a friend.
“I can see that. Tell me about some of the campaigns you’ve worked on.”
Risa pulled out a large portfolio case with sections of printed material organized by campaign. Every page was aligned perfectly and the content was equally clean-cut and professional. Lots of stock photo models sporting fake and perfect smiles, because their retirement accounts were making them that happy. The technique was overused and a far cry from who we were as a company.
“This is great, Risa. But to be honest, these are very mainstream. We want to be mainstream, but we also want an edge to our brand that makes it feel young, exclusive, and hip.”
“I completely understand. These are very safe. Obviously I was limited by what the client wanted here, but I could explore many more directions with Clozpin. We can do edgy high fashion and make it clean and elegant, you know? Simple but sexy.”
She talked a good game, but could she deliver? I flipped through the rest of the portfolio and studied her a moment.
“How do you feel about networking and sales? Landing new accounts is possibly the most critical component to this position. You can love fashion all day long, but you need to be able to sell it.”
“Agreed, but it’s really difficult to sell something you don’t love. I can sell this service, and if I have to do after-hours events for the networking effort, I’m totally fine with that.”
I sat back in my chair and weighed her words. She was hungry. No one could deny that. In the past couple weeks of interviews, I hadn’t come across anyone who exuded as much passion as she had in the past five minutes.
We had no real office culture, so I had no idea how she would gel with Sid and his new troupe of techies. More importantly, how would she gel with me? The clock was ticking on getting our newly funded plans in place, and I needed to make a decision. Hiring her on the spot seemed rash, but she was basically perfect.
She took a deep breath. “Listen, I understand this is your baby, Erica. You seem like someone who would be great to work with and learn from. The decision is yours of course, but I’d really love to be a part of this team.”
She bore into me with her dark blue eyes, waiting to pounce on the next interview question, no doubt.
“You’re fine with the pay?”
“Absolutely.” She waved her hand definitively.
I clicked my pen, stalling even though I’d already made the decision. “Fine.”
“Fine?”
“Let’s do this.”
A huge smile spread across her face. “Really? Oh my God, you won’t regret it.”
I stood, and when we shook hands, hers trembled slightly in my own. Wow, was she that nervous?
“You can start on Monday. We’ll sort out the paperwork when you get in.”
“Awesome, thank you so much.” The smile plastered all over her face wasn’t going anywhere, I could tell.
 
* * *
Alli stretched out on the blanket beside me while I tossed crumbs to the ducks in the pond. The public gardens were just a few blocks from my apartment, and on a beautiful warm day like today, the park was alive with families, tourists, and people like us. I’d cut out of work early to pick her up, and we decided some sunshine was the first item on the agenda for her long weekend visit with me.
“I forgot how much I love summer here.” Her eyes were hazy and wistful, like her thoughts were here but also someplace else.
“You miss Boston yet?”
Alli propped up on her elbow. “I think I do. New York kind of sucks you into its vortex. Sometimes I have a hard time imagining my life outside the city, but I have to say, I am enjoying the change of scenery. I needed a break.”
The past several weeks had been an adjustment for both of us. After three years of sharing a dorm to being two hundred miles away, our friendship had been strained. But deep down, I knew distance alone couldn’t shake what we had.
“No doubt. Any news from Heath?”
“He’s doing well.”
“I thought maybe you’d go see him, you know, instead of me.” I was glad she hadn't, of course. After bringing her up to speed on everything that had happened between Blake and me and then having Mark show up seemingly out of nowhere, we’d both agreed that we needed face time.
“Friends first, biatch.” She smiled and gave me a little poke.
I retaliated by aiming a few breadcrumbs at her perfectly tousled soft brown locks falling down her back.
“Do you think you’ll visit him in L.A.?”
“No. He needs his time there, and frankly, I need time too. I finally got my own place, and the move has been strangely liberating. Every day I felt like I was waiting for him there. Now I’m finally starting my life in the city, without every moment revolving around him and us.”
I nodded, knowing full well how important independence could be in a new relationship. Keeping Blake at arm’s length was a constant struggle when I wanted nothing more than to be enveloped in the safety and security of his hyper-controlled world. Blake’s world was safe, but it wasn’t always reality.
“That makes sense. When does he get back from rehab?”
“Another month or so. Not sure yet.”
“What then? Are you going to pick up the pieces and try again?”
“I think so. We haven’t made any commitments, but—” She lay back and stared up at the trees above us.
“What is it?”
“I just… I miss him. That's all.”
I paused, not wanting to push her either way. She was struggling with their separation, but I still wasn't convinced Heath was good for her. Even if he was Blake’s little brother.
“Sometimes all I can hear is people judging us.”
I cringed a little, praying she hadn't read my expression or my mind.
“Like, what the fuck am I doing wasting my time with someone like him? My friends, even you, think he’s trouble, and I admit it, he’s got problems. But I can’t give up on us. He deserves another chance.” She wiped away a tear before it had a chance to fall.
I lay down next to her on the blanket and waited for her to collect herself. Finding out Heath had a drug problem had been a shock, but I couldn’t ignore the fact that they were hopelessly in love. I’d never seen Alli so blissed out, and Heath had taken her there. I hoped she could do the same for him, enough to lure him away from an addiction that could ruin their chance for happiness together.
“Alli, I care about you, and I want you to be happy. If I come across as judgy, it’s because I’m worried about your well being, not because I question Heath’s value as a person. Trust me, I know full well that no one and no relationship is perfect. He’s got issues, but all hope is not lost, I’m sure.”
She turned her head and gave me a weak smile. “Thanks.”
“If he can get his shit together, you can still make this work. Just be smart about it. That’s all I want.”
She laughed. “I’m trying. I’m not very smart when it comes to being in love, I guess.”
“Maybe this break is good. Obviously he needs to work through some of his own issues, but also you both can have time to really think about your relationship without being so wrapped up in the intensity of it.”
“You’re right. I’m already getting into a better mind-set, you know, the more time we spend apart.” She took a deep breath. “Anyway, enough about me and my problems. What about you and Blake? Is he still driving you crazy?”
“You know it.”
“In a good way or a bad way?”
“Both, but we’re figuring it out.”
She gave me a grin. “I think Blake has met his match with you, Erica.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah, I’m sure you don’t take any of his shit. Mr. Software Billionaire probably has no idea how to deal with you putting him in his place.”
I laughed at the picture she drew of us. She might have been right. I couldn’t imagine many people challenging Blake the way I did. I did it for self-preservation though, not sport. Still, the tug of war drove us both crazy. Mostly good crazy.
“He keeps me on my toes, and he could probably say the same about me. Never a dull moment, that’s for sure.” I smiled to myself and my heart did a little flip at the thought of him. Blake was full of challenges. I never knew what the hell to expect from him, but that was just another part of our relationship that I couldn't get enough of. The rush, the negotiating, and when the occasion called for it, the sweet surrender.
“Okay, the look on your face is making me nauseous.”
I laughed. “Sorry.”
“Don't be. I'm just bitter and lonely. Anyway, stand your ground. I know you will, but those Landon men can be pretty damn persuasive.”
She looked serious for a minute, then a smile curved her lips and we burst into a fit of laughter.
* * *
Walking into the office still took me aback sometimes. The space looked great with the subtle lighting and sleek workstations. Sid sat next to two of the newest team members. I leaned on the desk they huddled around. They paused and looked up.
“What’s new, guys?”
Chris was about a decade older than we were. This wasn't his first job at a start-up, so he brought some experience that most of us lacked. A heavyset guy, he had bright red hair that was overgrown and curled up at his shoulders. Based on the past week’s attire, he seemed to have an affinity for Hawaiian shirts.
On the other end of the spectrum, we had hired James as our dedicated designer and front-end developer. He was a different brand. With a mop of nearly black wavy hair, tanned skin, and bright blue eyes, he was by far the most naturally outgoing of the entire crew. Well-built with a touch of bad boy about him thanks to some ink that peeked out from his button-downs, he wasn't hard to look at either.
“Morning, Erica.” He flashed a smile that caught me off guard.
I smiled back, surprised at being greeted with such enthusiasm so early in the morning. Good hire, I thought.
Sid blew out a breath, apparently not sharing James’s mid-morning peppiness. “We’re trying to figure out a plan for rolling out the upgrades we talked about, but it’s a little hard with this band of misfits trying to take us down twenty-four hours a day.”
“Uh-oh.” I cringed a little, having no idea how to go about technically fixing this problem beyond harping on Blake to work his magic. He’d been frustratingly vague about his association with M89, but clearly, due to whatever he’d done to piss them off so royally, the hackers were not going to give up easily.
“Anyway, we’re figuring it out. Don’t worry about it.” He scowled and focused on the monitor, stopping periodically to jot down some notes.
“Can I help?”
“Nope.”
His answer was predictably curt. For the Sid I’d come to know, who was regularly grumpy due to his erratic sleep schedule, being met with challenges at ten in the morning was unacceptable. I rolled my eyes and caught James smirking.
“Keep me posted.” I pushed off the desk and disappeared behind the Chinese curtain partitioning my office from the rest of the space. Due to the size of the room and the budget, I’d decided to forgo the privacy that a build out would afford, and in the end, I was grateful Blake had honored that wish with his secret remodel. I felt secluded enough to do my work in peace but still connected enough to tap into whatever Sid and his crew were up to. Plus, Risa would be joining us soon, and we’d likely have a lot more regular communicating to do. At least we spoke the same language.
When their informal meeting ended, I Skyped Sid to come talk to me. He came in, his tall frame towering over me at my desk. He settled into a chair across from me.
“What’s with the attitude, Sid? We’re on the same team here.”
“I realize that, but I’m getting really sick of patching holes in a sinking boat.”
“We’re sinking?”
He sighed. “No. But constantly patching vulnerabilities and fixing shit they’re breaking while trying to roll out new development is becoming pretty fucking tedious, Erica.”
I sat back, stunned. Sid rarely swore, so his nerves were frayed. When my nerves were frayed, I cried in the privacy of my room or channeled my anger into being obsessively productive. When Sid’s nerves were frayed, everyone suffered.
“What do we do? I want to help. I just have no idea how, Sid.”
“Talk to your boyfriend. Doesn’t he have all the answers?”
“Most of the time he does, yeah. But he doesn’t have a magic pill for this. I’m at a loss.”
Blake’s strategy thus far had been to simply make the site completely impenetrable. Because I’d refused to let his team of programmers take over the site, the responsibility fell squarely on Sid. Now Chris and James shared the burden.
“On the ground-level, there are improvements I can make to the site. At some point, we’ll need to redevelop it anyway to accommodate large-scale growth. The only thing I can think of is to work on that instead of doing these upgrades. Then at least we’re working with a more solid foundation, since clearly we’re going to be under attack for the foreseeable future.”
“Sid, you’re scaring me. Rebuild the site from the ground up? There has got to be another way. We’re coming up on a critical marketing push.”
“I’m not here to tell you what you want to hear. I suggest you talk to Blake. Whatever he did to bring this on, he should know how to fix it because this isn’t what I signed on for.”
Sid’s response punched me in the gut.
“Okay, how about you get the guys squared away with their work for the day and you can take the day off. Come back refreshed, and hopefully I’ll have some answers tomorrow.”
I tried to keep my voice steady even though I wanted to tell him to grow the fuck up. Work was full of challenges. I had taken on the brunt of the ownership responsibilities, leaving him with the task of focusing on only what interested him—the development. Yet he marched around like the entire world was plotting against him. True, a small faction was in fact plotting against us, but he was being a little dramatic.
He huffed and left my pseudo-office. He mumbled some things to the guys and slumped back into his chair.
I smiled. Deep down, Sid was just as obstinate about giving up as I was. We had that in common.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
Alli brushed on some bronzer while we got ready in my bathroom. She let me borrow a tight leopard-print skirt that fit like a glove. She took the liberty of pairing it with a black off-the-shoulder top. I had a feeling Blake might be stripping this outfit off me with his teeth in a few hours. God, I wanted him to.
After two days of dedicated girl time, Alli was venturing out to get dinner and drinks with some friends so Blake and I could catch up. My skin was crawling from missing him so much.
We’d survived brief periods of separation before, but usually those were colored by me being totally pissed at him, which helped stave off the unbearable attraction I had toward him. All I felt toward Blake right now was epic longing, especially after the mind-bending sex we'd had in the office a few days ago.
I loved spending time with Alli, and I was glad for the time away from our respective boys if it meant reviving the friendship that we’d spent the past three years building. Between the Landon brothers, we had plenty to work through. I’d brought her up to speed with everything that had happened, from Blake blowing up my business deal with Max, to the total mindfuck of having Mark show up out of nowhere.
Heath came up in our conversations with a frequency that made me question how much she was really appreciating their time apart. Tonight she’d been quiet, though.
“Everything okay?”
She smiled too quickly. “Yeah, definitely.”
I finished sprucing up, and when I walked out, Blake was lounging on the new living room set I’d purchased for the apartment. In a white collared shirt rolled up at the sleeves and dark blue jeans, he looked so fucking delectable that I thought seriously about straddling him right then and there.
When our gazes locked, his jaw dropped a fraction. The feeling was mutual.
“You ready?”
I smiled. Alli joined us and interrupted my laser focus on Blake’s amazing body. He rose to greet her and brushed a quick kiss on her cheek.
“You look great, Alli. It’s good to see you.”
“Likewise.” Her smile was tight, seemingly strained by some emotion that was bubbling under the surface.
I tried to read her body language. Was she nervous or embarrassed about seeing Blake after the Heath situation in New York?
“So I guess we’re off,” I said quietly, trying to break the awkwardness that hopefully only I was picking up on.
We said our goodbyes, and Blake ran his hand down my back and gave me a gentle push toward the door. The power and suggestion of his touch had my skin tingling, my nerves alert. I was suddenly cursing our dinner plans when I wanted nothing more than to drag him upstairs to his apartment and rock his world straight into the dawn.
 
* * *
We stepped out of the apartment and Blake led me upstairs, his fingers interlaced with mine.
“Did you forget something?”
Before he could answer, we walked through the doors of his apartment and the smells of a home-cooked meal filled the air. Blake had cooked without any help from me.
“Whoa.” The kitchen was a mess, but by contrast the dining room table was neatly covered with several matching pottery serving dishes filled to the brim with pasta, salad, and bread. The room was dimly lit, the mood enhanced by flickering candles set throughout.
“I thought we could stay in,” he murmured.
“But I got all dressed up.” I leaned back into his embrace, letting his arms wrap around me.
“I'm glad you did. You look amazing. We'll be lucky to make it through dinner.”
I bit my lip and my appetite wavered. Blake was by far the most mouth-watering item on any menu, but I needed fuel if I was going to ravage him all night like I'd planned.
“Everything looks great. I can't believe you did all this by yourself.”
“I hope you like it.”
We settled down at the table, and he poured us two glasses of wine as I helped myself to a plate of Blake's soon-to-be-famous spaghetti Bolognese, so he assured me. I took a bite and was pleasantly surprised. Spaghetti was hard to screw up, but with as little cooking experience as he had, I was prepared for the worst. A comfortable silence settled between us as we ate, but I was still thinking about Alli.
“How are things going with Alli?” Blake asked, as if reading my thoughts.
I bit into my garlic bread before answering. Alli was in a tough place right now, both lovesick and heartbroken by her turbulent relationship with Heath. I wasn't sure how much I should say.
“I think she's just going through a lot right now. With Heath and the move.”
“The move?”
“She moved out of the condo.”
“I hope she didn't do that on my account.” His gaze rose to meet mine.
I shook my head, remembering Blake's once fervent insistence that I maintain some distance with Alli while she was involved with Heath. I had swiftly refused and ignored his wish, and thankfully that had been the end of the discussion. With everything I’d been going through at the time, the last thing I needed was to isolate myself from the few people I could go to for support.
“No. I think she needs some space to figure things out while Heath is gone. I don't think she’s had a chance to be very independent since she moved to the city.” I hesitated with the last thought. I wanted to tread lightly. Blake and Heath had their issues, but they were still brothers. I didn't want to cause problems between Heath and Alli if he didn't know about the move yet.
He nodded. “How's work?”
“Good and bad.”
“Oh?”
I finished my last bite of the spaghetti before choosing my words.
“I hired a marketing director. She starts Monday and Alli is going to help me bring her up to speed with where she left off.”
“And the bad?”
“I’m getting concerned with the security of the site. Sid is ready to pull his hair out. I don’t know what to tell him.” I risked a questioning look his way. I was approaching a subject he hated discussing.
He sat back and threw his napkin on the table. “You won’t give me access to the code, Erica. What the hell do you want me to do?”
“It’s not out of distrust, Blake. We need to be in control of the code for the long-term and you know that. Yet we all remain in the dark as to why we’ve been inexplicably and relentlessly attacked by this group.”
He stared past me, avoiding my eyes and the pleading in them. An uneasy knot formed in my stomach. I hated his secrets. They ate at me like my own once used to, before I poured my heart and soul out to Blake. Revealing my past to him had lessened the burden, but I didn't know how to make him trust me the same way.
“You want my trust, Blake. This is why I have a hard time giving it so freely. You keep things from me.”
“If I’m not forthcoming with information, it’s for your own good.”
“Can’t I decide what’s for my own good? Jesus, I’m not a child.”
He muttered a curse under his breath, moved to the living room, and sank into the couch.
I chose a seat on the other couch, unsure how the rest of this conversation would go. A safer, less sexual distance might be better if we were going to accomplish anything constructive.
“You said you would fix this. You promised me. And if it's not that easy, fine, but I deserve to know what's really going on here. Maybe I can help.”
He exhaled through his nose and let his head fall back on the couch. “You already know that I was a member of M89 when I was a teenager.”
“Yes,” I said quietly.
He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees, avoiding my eyes. “What you don’t know is that I led the group with someone else.”
“Who?” My voice was quiet and tentative. I didn’t want to give him any reason not to tell me the things I so wanted—needed—to know.
“Cooper. His name was Brian Cooper.”
I paused. “Was?”
His jaw ticked. He pushed back his dark brown hair that had grown longer since we’d met and fell unkempt across his forehead. I wanted to reach over and fix it but didn’t want to interrupt the moment.
“He killed himself.”
“Oh my God.” I touched my hand to my mouth. No wonder he didn’t want to talk about this. “When?”
“After the group was busted for hacking the bank accounts, they brought us all in. Except I’d been out of the operation for weeks. Cooper had been a friend, and when we came up with the original plan, I was on board for hacking the Wall Street guys, but then he’d wanted to start in on individual accounts. Regular people who invested their hopes of retirement with these jerks, but beyond that, had no connections to their Ponzi shit. I couldn’t get behind it so I left the group. Our friendship was over, and obviously there was bad blood between us. When the Feds started questioning me…”
A heavy silence fell and my heart twisted. Blake was inextricably tied to the circumstances that had led to his young friend's suicide.
“Fuck, I don’t know. I was young and pissed off and everything happened so fast.” He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands, as if trying to erase whatever visions had conjured there.
“It’s okay. Tell me.” I moved from the adjacent couch to sit next to him, wanting to be close to him but worried about what he might say. But I wanted to know.
“I told them the truth. And because I cooperated, I basically got off and the investigators put the pressure on him. I wasn’t trying to save myself, Erica. I just wanted to set the record straight. If I was going down with the ship, I wanted people to know what I stood for.”
“Baby…” The words caught in my throat.
Pain shadowed his gaze. Years of regret had kept him from telling me this the first time the site went down.
“They didn’t get far with him before he killed himself. That effectively ended the investigation. The funds were returned, and the rest of us got a slap on the wrist. Because we were all minors, they sealed the records. That's why most of what you read about me are just rumors. Only a handful of people really know what went down.”
“How did the group stay active after all of this?”
“It didn’t, but someone revived it a few years ago.”
“An original member?”
“I doubt it, but I don’t honestly know. I don’t run in those circles anymore, but based on them being a persistent pain in my ass, whoever is behind this new generation of the group is holding a torch for Cooper. They probably worship him like he’s some sort of goddamn martyr for the cause. What cause that might be is still a mystery to me.”
“Have you tried to reach out to them?”
“No. I don’t negotiate with terrorists.”
The frustrated anger I'd come to recognize whenever we spoke about the hackers replaced the pained expression on his face. Blake was powerful and incredibly talented, but these people had somehow rattled him. That they did scared me, because he might be my last and only defense against them.
“Doesn’t that seem like a hard line to take, considering how dedicated they are to ruining everything you touch?”
“We know their strategies. They’re predictable, so my team has figured out efficient ways to keep them out of our business. They’re vandals, but once you know their angle, you can outsmart them. I can’t do the same for you until you let me.”
“You’re not looking at the source of the problem.”
He sighed. “Whoever they are, they see him as a martyr. And I’m Benedict Arnold. Nothing about that will change as long as they exist.”
“I think you’re missing the point.”
“I’ll talk to Sid in the morning, all right? That’s it.”
The edge in his voice gave me pause. His vulnerability had disappeared, expertly masked behind his anger. But I knew better. He and Cooper had been friends once. Surely his death must have clung to him. Blake seemed to take personal responsibility for nearly everyone around him. I caught the reaction in his eyes when he spoke of him, but as quickly as he'd opened up, he’d closed himself off again.
I wanted to kiss him then, coax out the man I loved and soothe the pain that still lingered within him. I reached up tentatively and cupped his cheek in my palm. He turned into my gesture, placing his hand over mine and turning my palm up to kiss it gently before pulling it down onto the couch between us.
“Don't be mad at me,” I muttered.
“I'm not. I don't like talking about this.”
“You might feel better if you did.”
He groaned and rolled his eyes. I could feel him slipping further away from me at the suggestion. I slid my hand under his shirt, appreciating every ridge of his abs under my fingertips. I was determined to lure him out of this mood he'd fallen into. Nothing took me away from the cacophony of my thoughts better than being naked with Blake. I suspected the same was true for him.
“I miss you.”
His face relaxed and I smiled, relieved. He stroked my face reverently, tracing a path from my cheek to my chin. Before I could say anything more, he angled his lips over mine and took my mouth in a kiss. Soft and tender, the kiss quickly became heated. He pulled away abruptly.
“What?”
He looked past me. “I can't do this right now.”
“What do you mean?”
I straddled him the way I'd wanted to, my skirt inching up indecently high. I pulled him into another kiss. I arched into his chest, leaving no space between us, rabid for his touch. No sooner had I fisted my hands in his hair, he pulled back, disengaging my fingers and holding them gently by my sides.
“Erica, stop. I need…to cool off.”
Before I could question him, he patted my thigh gently, a signal to move off of him. Slowly I obliged. He retreated to the kitchen where he started to clean up. I joined him and started helping, but he stopped me.
“It's okay. I'll take care of this.” He paused and faced me. Leaning against the counter with his hip, he looked deceptively casual considering the tension that rolled off him. “Listen, I've got some work to do for tomorrow, and it sounds like you do too. Do you mind if we call it an early night?” 
I searched his eyes for answers, but he seemed as cold and closed off as ever. I stared, stunned and speechless, swallowing hard as the rejection settled over me. Had I pried too much? Didn't he understand my reasons for wanting to know?
Everything I thought to say back sounded feeble, desperate, in my mind. Why don't you want to be with me? Why can't I stay? The thought of him answering those questions honestly scared me. I wasn't sure if I wanted to know why he didn't want me tonight.
 
* * *
My apartment was empty and lifeless with no signs of Sid or Alli to console the loneliness and hurt that washed over me. Blake had never shot me down before. I was dressed to kill and the man had a marathon sex drive. Somehow we’d survived the past few days outside of each other’s beds, but now he was pushing me away?
I dropped my purse on the counter and stood in the quiet darkness of the room, trying to figure out how Blake's confession about his past had driven such a wedge between us. I went to the bedroom and assessed myself in the mirror. I felt terrible. Blake hadn't just shot down a night in his bed. That he didn't want me cut me to the core, leaving me with a sick and hopeless feeling.
No. I couldn't let this go.
I headed back out, grabbing my keys on the way.
I let myself into Blake’s apartment but he was nowhere to be found. I walked down to his bedroom where I heard the shower running. I hesitated at the doorway leading into the en suite bathroom. Through the glass, I could see Blake’s hands pressed against the wall, water pouring down his massive unmoving frame. He was beautiful, despite the sadness that had crept over us and threatened our night. I took another step forward. He turned his head toward me.
I stood still, waiting for his reaction. He turned off the shower. My breath caught at the sight of him as he emerged. Under normal circumstances Blake was a sight to behold. Now, stark naked and dripping wet, he could not have been more impressive. A prime specimen of masculine beauty.
Goosebumps beaded his skin and his cock was as hard as stone, jutting out from his formidable frame.
What the fuck?
“Blake.” My voice was barely a whisper.
“What do you want, Erica?”
His voice was flat, his face expressionless, as if I were a stranger. He toweled himself dry methodically.
“I—”
I had no words. My grand plan to sneak back into his apartment and seduce him, to not take no for an answer, had been shot to hell by the sudden realization that seduction might be a lost cause.
“Go home, Erica. I told you, I've got work to do.”
“Bullshit. Do you want to explain to me why you've spent the past ten minutes taking a cold shower and now you've got the biggest cockstand I've ever seen, but you're cutting me off?”
“I don't want to fight with you. Can we just call it a night?”
He passed me and headed into the bedroom. I followed him, determined to get answers.
“We're talking about this. If you're going to shut me down, you can fucking tell me why.” My voice shook. I was losing my cool and wild scenarios swept through my mind. “Are you seeing someone else?” I asked, incredulous. What had transpired since our last time together in the office? Had I done something wrong?
He scowled and fisted his hands. “Jesus Christ. No. Will you just leave me be?”
His words stung. I hated him in that moment. How could he make me feel so small and insignificant with his indifference when I was here damn near begging him for intimacy? “You're right. I don't need this shit.”
He sighed. “Baby.”
I turned and marched to the door. Before I could reach it, he outpaced me and slammed it shut in front of me. He caught my elbow and spun me to face him.
“What do you want from me, Erica?”
My breaths came fast. My heart raced with anger mingled with my steadily growing desire. I couldn't decide which emotion would win or which I was rooting for. But I wasn't here to fight with him.
“I want you to fuck me.”
His jaw tensed and his grip on my arm tightened painfully.
“Why don't you want me?” My voice was small, almost unrecognizable. I weakened in his grasp, and my anger gave way to something else. A raw vulnerability that Blake had uncovered.
His next movements were so quick I could barely distinguish them. He pushed up my skirt and ripped off my panties in one violent motion, stinging my upper thighs as the fabric tore across my skin. A second later he hoisted me up around his waist and slammed me against the door. And then he was there. Plunging himself so deep that I screamed. I arched into the door, raw pain tearing through my core. I whimpered at the relief that followed. He was with me again, finally.
He thrust again and I cried out. Heat shot through me, my body melting around his.
I softened when I sensed Blake's stillness. His body was frozen against mine, eerily still. I opened my eyes to meet his intense and questioning gaze. God, he was beautiful. And he was mine, but somehow over the past couple hours I’d lost him. I had to keep him with me, to show him how desperately I needed him like this.
“Don’t stop. Please,” I begged.
I raked my fingers through his damp hair, fisting the strands gently. Tightening my legs around his waist, I churned my hips, urging his movement. I only needed the slightest friction to set off my orgasm. I was already slick around him. He barely moved when a quiet moan escaped my trembling lips. Warmth crept over my skin and I shuddered, my sex rippling over his length, my gaze never leaving his.
His lips parted slightly, his eyes misted with emotion. “You're going to be the death of me, I swear it.”
I kissed him deeply. “Finish me. Don't make me beg,” I breathed into his mouth.
“God help me, I’ve never wanted anything more. You…this.” He pulled out and drove into me again.
I cursed, crying out with every punishing thrust that sent unimaginable sensations through my body. A blinding mix of pleasure, pain, anger, and love seized me, rocking me from one orgasm straight into the next. Unable to contain the frenzy that had taken over, I clung desperately to him, my mouth at his shoulder.
Every muscle tensed, taut and rigid, beneath my touch. My teeth pressed into his skin and I dug my nails in deep, scoring his flesh down to his elbow. My cunt tightened around him. He growled, quickening his pace.
“Look at me.” His voice was tense with need. “I need to see you.”
I harnessed all my strength to raise my gaze, meeting his. Taking in all his beauty weakened me in his arms, putty in his hands. Never mind what I did to him. This is what he did to me.
His eyes never left mine as he rammed me into the door with his final thrust.
I sucked in a sharp breath. “Blake!”
“Feel me. I want you to feel all of me, Erica,” he rasped. A strangled groan followed as he emptied himself into me and released the last orgasm my body could give.
We stood there only a moment before we collapsed to the floor. He rolled to his back onto the Oriental rug. I draped my body lazily over his, spent from what had just happened between us, but still needing the contact, to know that we were still connected, together.
We stayed like that, no words, no movements, until he slid my skirt up a fraction, thumbing the tender flesh where he'd removed the obstacle of my panties moments ago.
I glanced down, and his hands cupped my ass. “You're going to have bruises here too.”
I looked back up to find his mouth set in a hard line. “Why would I care?”
“Maybe you should care.”
I slid my hand up his chest. “I don’t know what’s going on in your head, but I wish you would talk to me. If you really don’t want to, I can live with that too. But don’t push me away. I can’t take it.”
“Is that what you call pushing you away? Using your body as a battering ram?”
I frowned at his description of what we'd just had. Sure, it was a little rough and I'd probably feel it tomorrow, but anytime we were together meant something.
I rose to my knees, straddled his thighs, and dropped my hands to either side of him. I tried to read his eyes but he avoided my penetrating gaze, worrying the reddened flesh at the crease of my thigh instead.
I pulled off my shirt and bra.
“What are you doing?”
“Getting your attention.”
Heat passed over his eyes. “You have it.”
“I like when you lose control like that, Blake. Don't turn it into something dirty and wrong.”
His cock hardened beneath my thigh.
“What if it is? Giving you bruises…freaking you out.”
“Is that why you've been cockblocking yourself all night?”
“What I feel…for you, Erica. With everything else that's going on, sometimes it's just too intense. I feel like I'm going to rip us both apart. I wanted tonight to be different. I really did.” He closed his eyes for a moment. “You deserve to be worshipped. Loved.”
I frowned, trying to figure out how my habitually domineering lover was slipping away from me. “I do feel loved. I like waking up to the memory of your hands on me, even if I'm a little sore. It's new for me, I'll admit it.”
“I scared you before though.” He held my gaze, daring me to say otherwise.
“Sometimes it does scare me, but I trust you.” I paused. “I like the things we've done.”
“Do you realize I haven't even begun to scratch the surface of the things I want to do to you?”
My breath caught, but I didn't waste time dwelling on the fear that rooted in my stomach. “Then let's dig deeper.”
I doubted the words even as I said them, my heartbeat picking up speed again. Blake was already pushing me past boundaries I didn't even know I had. I was keeping up pretty well, but now, knowing his desires were that vast and beyond me, I couldn't help but feel a little in over my head.
“No.” His voice was quiet but firm.
“Why?” I hoped I'd masked my doubts.
“Because this isn't right. I shouldn't want to…to hurt you or restrain you. It's fucked up, and it's the last thing you should have to think about with everything you've been through. I realized that last time. I took things too far. The second I tied you up, I regretted it.”
“Then why didn't you stop?”
He was silent.
“Tell me.”
He sighed. “Because I knew I could calm you down, show you how to enjoy it.”
“And I did.”
“That doesn't mean anything. I shouldn't have challenged you that way.”
“I want to be challenged, Blake. If this is something you want, I want it too.”
“No, it's not going to be like that. Erica, you can put that right out of your head. You're not going down this road for me. You were…raped, for Christ’s sake. My compulsion for control when we're fucking is the last thing you need. You're not the right person for this.”
A sickness punched me in the gut and my skin chilled. What if I couldn’t be what he wanted? What he needed? I could posture all I wanted to in the boardroom, but my need for Blake's love had rooted itself well beyond any conscious control. “What do you mean?”
He sat up, bringing us chest to chest, warming me with his body. He stroked my back. “I mean I need to figure this out, for you, for us. Obviously I don't know the first thing about how to turn this off other than avoiding you sometimes. Tonight was…”
“Talking about Cooper set you off.”
He closed his eyes, wincing at whatever memories played in his mind. He opened his eyes and kissed me sweetly.
“You're everything to me, baby. I don't want to move backwards and talk about the past. All that shit I have no control over.”
“Having control over me makes you feel better though,” I whispered.
He nodded. “I need to change that.”
“What if I don't want you to?”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
My favorite redheaded barista set to work preparing our lattes-to-go as Alli tapped her nails on the counter.
“How was your night?” I asked.
“Good. Just a few drinks with the old crew. Yours?”
“Good.” I glanced around the café, avoiding eye contact with her.
Blake had tried valiantly to avoid the topic by fucking me right out of my mind. Even though he was holding back, his strategy had worked famously. I didn't remember falling asleep, too tired and wasted to think about anything.
I wasn't sure how to navigate the gulf between us now. Blake had been a mystery to me in so many ways, but the more I uncovered about him, the more I fell hopelessly in love with the man. We had to figure our way through this somehow. Pulling away from me wasn't going to work.
I looked back to Alli. She lacked the usual glow of energy that added to her natural beauty. Today her eyes were swollen and tired. “Is everything okay?”
She brightened a bit. “Yeah, I'm fine.”
“Were you out late?”
“No, actually I came back early.”
I shook my head, confused, and waited for her to continue.
She slouched a little in defeat, letting the fatigue show in her features once more. “Heath didn’t call yesterday. I’m worried.”
“I’m sure everything is fine.”
“We haven’t gone a day without talking since he left. I was waiting up for his call, but nothing.”
“I'm sure he'll call today. Don't worry.”
She nodded and chewed her lip.
“Do you want to do the marketing meeting later so you can get some rest?” I placed my hand over hers, wishing my happy, exuberant friend would resurface. I barely recognized her this way.
“No, I'm fine. You're right. I'm sure it's nothing.” She offered a weak smile.
Simone delivered our java and I paid, adding a generous tip. She waved as we headed back out.
We made the short walk upstairs. Risa was already there. I checked my watch. She was early. She greeted us with every ounce of vivacity that the two of us lacked. She wore black patterned crop pants and a black button up that came across as impeccably professional. In dark jeans and a Portofino blouse Alli had lent me, I'd taken advantage of the decidedly casual dress code that the guys had established.
“Alli, this is Risa Corvi, our new marketing director.”
Risa held out her hand. “Alli, great to meet you. I'm so glad we could catch up today.”
“Me too.”
We settled at the small conference table at the far end of the office, and I brought Alli and Risa up to speed.
We had been at it for nearly an hour when Blake walked in, six-feet of delicious. My eyes fixed on him, as if his entrance had somehow sucked all the oxygen out of the room and I was waiting for permission from him to breathe again. I stopped staring long enough to catch Alli and Risa gawking too.
“Am I interrupting?” He flashed me a crooked grin and walked toward us with his hands in his pockets. He was in his usual work uniform, blue jeans and a snug fitting T-shirt advertising the conference we’d been to in Las Vegas. That had been a good trip.
Risa nearly tipped her chair over, jumping out of it to shake his hand, her eyes alight with obvious appreciation. “You must be Mr. Landon. I'm Risa Corvi.”
“Call me Blake.”
“We were running over some of the membership numbers, if you want to join us,” I said quickly.
“Sure, let me talk to Sid first.”
I nodded and watched him walk away, fully appreciating how fantastic his ass looked in jeans, and how they strained around his thighs. Get a grip, Erica. You’re at work. Had I not gotten enough of him last night? Jesus, what was wrong with me?
I shook my head back into reality. Risa’s gaze was riveted where mine had been. I cleared my throat to get her attention.
She turned back to me quickly. “Sorry. He’s… Wow.” She sighed and sifted through her notes.
Alli rolled her eyes. My body immediately tensed, going into irrational protective jealousy mode. I clicked my pen anxiously as I ran a few choice phrases for Risa through my mind. Unfortunately none of them were remotely appropriate to utter out loud. I bit my tongue, not wanting Risa’s first meeting at work to be about her boss pulling a nutty staking claim over their investor who she also happened to be dating.
I took in a slow breath and tried to focus on my notes. Blake was gorgeous. He turned heads wherever he went, and this was no different.
“Where were we?” Alli interrupted me, apparently eager to wrap up.
Before I could get us back on track, my phone rang at my desk. “Excuse me a minute. You two carry on.” I ducked behind the partition and searched for my phone in my purse. I froze when I saw the number. I snapped out of it quickly and picked up the call.
“Daniel, hi,” I rushed, hoping I’d caught him before he hung up. I hadn’t spoken to him since I'd left his house on the Cape a couple weeks ago, under circumstances that he was completely in the dark about. I wasn't sure if the lapse in time had been as awkward for him as it had been for me.
“Erica, how are you?”
I smiled at the sound of his deep and confident voice. “I’m doing well. How are you?”
“Oh, you know, busy with the campaign. But I wanted to ask about your plans for Friday. The firm is sponsoring the Spirit Gala this year and we have some extra tickets. A lot of important people will be there, maybe even a celebrity or two. Might be a good networking opportunity for you.”
“That sounds wonderful. Are you sure?”
“Absolutely. I’d like to see you again.”
“Thanks, same here. I meant to call, but…” In truth, I didn’t really know how Daniel felt about staying in touch with me. Sure, he was my biological father, but we'd only recently discovered this. We barely knew each other. Outside of running into his stepson and my living nightmare, Mark, our visit had been pleasant and meaningful. I wanted a relationship with him, but between his run for governor and the corporate machine that was his life, I wasn’t sure where I could possibly fit. We’d both agreed I should stay under the radar as his illegitimate daughter.
“No worries. I’ll courier some tickets over. Invite Landon and anyone else who you’d like to mingle on your behalf.”
“Sounds wonderful. Thanks so much.”
“I’ll look forward to seeing you then, Erica.”
The affection I’d heard in his voice was abruptly cut off when the call ended. I stared at the phone a few moments longer until I heard Blake join me.
He wrapped his arms around me, his body curving behind mine.
“Everything okay?” he murmured, pressing a warm kiss to my neck.
I hugged my arms over his. I wanted to keep him close to me just in case he had any ideas about leaving abruptly. He sure as hell wouldn’t be sending me off again anytime soon.
“What are you doing Friday night?” I asked.
“You.”
My face heated and I turned in his arms until I faced him.
“That can be arranged, however Daniel invited us to some gala his firm is hosting and they have some extra tickets.”
“Are you asking me out on a date?”
I smirked and considered a remark about last night's “date” that involved his home cooking and some very intense frustrated sex, but I thought better of it.
“Are you interested? I could probably find someone else in a pinch,” I teased.
“Over my dead body.” He tightened his embrace, pressing me deliciously close, melding my body to his.
“It’s black tie. I’m assuming you can retire the witty T-shirts and clean up nice?”
“What do you think?”
My heart sped up at the mere vision of Blake in a tuxedo. What that might do to me in person was almost frightening. “I think I can’t wait.”
“I have to get back to work, but let’s grab dinner with Alli since it’s her last night in town.”
“That would be nice.”
“I'll text you when I get out.”
He stepped back but I caught the hem of his shirt, as if I could hold him still with the tiny handful of fabric.
I didn’t want him to go. Last night had been intense, and I needed to know he was still with me. As close as we’d been, emotionally stripped, the thought of him pushing me away again, ever, scared the hell out of me. I never wanted to feel that way again.
“What?”
“I want to keep you a little bit longer. Is that so wrong?”
“I won’t argue with that.” His eyes darkened and he came closer. Sliding his hands down my arms, he leaned down to kiss me. 
All too aware of our serious lack of privacy, I froze, bracing myself for the onslaught of sensations he inspired. We were stealing a moment. His lips met mine, warm, controlled. I opened my lips to his but he broke away.
“Not this again,” I muttered.
He answered my eye roll with a smirk and stroked the ridge of my lower lip with his thumb. “I think you have a fetish for office sex, sweetie,” he whispered.
“You’re my fetish, Blake. The setting doesn’t much matter.”
He laughed, the low rasp reverberating through me. I bit my lip too hard, replacing the tingle he’d left there with a twinge of pain.
“The feeling is mutual. That still doesn’t fix our current predicament, however. I want to spread you out over this desk and fuck you ’til you scream, but as you once aptly noted, some of us have work to do.”
“Shut up.”
I caught a fistful of his shirt and pulled him back down to me, forcing his mouth onto mine, muffling a quiet growl that rumbled through him. He gave my ass a hard squeeze, pressing our bodies together and reminding me of last night’s endeavors. His body, his presence, overwhelmed me so easily. A rush of desire intoxicated my senses, making me forget everything but the way he felt wrapped around me, his hands on me, his tongue inside me. I wanted more. I always did.
I vaguely heard the click of heels approaching. I tore myself away from his kiss and caught Risa gaping at us. A wave of pure female confidence surged through me. Eat your heart out, honey. Blake was mine, and I couldn’t have made that more clear outside of the present moment. If she wanted to crush on him, she’d have to get in line.
Blake seemed to be waiting for my reaction. I smiled and gave him a quick kiss before pushing back slightly. “Bye, baby.”
A twinkle of acknowledgement passed over his features. He was calculating to a fault, and he knew how jealous I could be. Sure, I was completely overreacting, but Risa got the picture.
He returned my knowing smile and stepped away slowly, giving her a polite nod on his way past.
“I’m so sorry. I didn’t—” Risa was wide-eyed, her jaw agape.
I immediately regretted the choice. This was her first day, after all. “Don’t be. I wanted to ask you something actually.”
“Sure, what is it?”
“We’ve got tickets to the Spirit Gala on Friday night. Would you be interested in going and representing the company? You could bring a date, of course.”
“I’d rather not.”
I lifted my eyebrows.
“I mean, I’d love to go. I’d rather not bring a date. Networking is easier that way.”
“Oh, right. That’s fine. Let me know if you change your mind.”
“Great, I can’t wait.” She smiled broadly and glanced down at the notebook she was holding. “Alli and I got through most of my questions, but she wanted me to run a few things by you that she wasn't sure about. Do you have a minute?”
“Sure. Have a seat here. I'll be back in a minute.”
I left her there to find Alli, who was looking as restless as she had this morning, checking her phone at the conference table.
“You guys done?”
She nodded. “I think so. If you don't mind, I might head back to the apartment. I need to pack and catch up on some things for work.”
“You're on vacation, you know.”
“Not with this gig, unfortunately.”
“All right, I'll see you tonight. We can grab dinner with Blake later if you're up for it.”
“Sounds good.” She rose to give me a quick hug, waved goodbye to Sid, and left.
 
* * *
Alli and I sat at a cocktail table in the open air bar, sipping pear martinis while we waited for Blake to join us. The weather was perfectly mild. The sun was setting and a warm breeze blew over us. Days like today made the long winter worth enduring. Everything felt possible. I only wished Alli felt the same way. She looked better, a little more rested, but something was still off.
“I can’t believe you’re leaving already. I feel like you just got here.”
Alli had made the choice to work in New York while I chose to stay in Boston. Now our lives were taking root. I wanted to urge her to come back. With the business funded, she could. She knew that as well as I did, but I kept those thoughts to myself. She didn't need any more confusion, or worse, guilt, on top of everything else she was dealing with right now.
“I know. I don’t feel ready to go back either.”
“Maybe I can visit soon.”
She brightened. “I would love that. I want you to see my new place.”
“Me too. We’ll see how things go, I guess. Work will probably be intense for a little while until everyone gets settled and we get into a routine.”
“Right.”
“What do you think of Risa?” We hadn't had a chance to catch up about her replacement at the company since the marketing powwow that morning.
She took another sip of her drink. “She’s smart. She seems driven, like you. I think she’ll do well.”
Her matter-of-fact description made me wonder if she might be a little jealous. I had anticipated that she might be, but Alli was good-natured, and at the end of the day, she’d support any decision that was good for the business.
“I’m glad you think so. She's no Alli Malloy, but she seems passionate. I’m hoping after her crash course this afternoon she’ll hit the ground running and take us to the next level.”
“Hopefully. How do you like her?”
I caught her grin and knew immediately what she was aiming for. “I know what you're thinking, and no, I'm not going to freak out on her for ogling Blake. I’d be in for a lifetime of misery if I started doing that now. I swear, if I had a dollar for every time some woman stared a little too long, I wouldn’t need angel funding.”
“A lifetime, eh?”
I frowned. “Whatever. It’s an expression, Alli.”
She started laughing, then stopped abruptly. Her focus had shifted away from me. She paled.
“What’s wrong?”
“Oh my God,” she breathed.
I twisted in my seat, and my gaze quickly fixed on Blake walking side by side with none other than his brother.
Alli looked like she was seeing a ghost, except Heath was healthier than I’d ever seen him, with ruddy cheeks and bright eyes that never left hers. Something in the air shifted. I became as transfixed on the two of them as they were on each other.
Alli’s color returned. She slid off the stool and pushed her hair back behind her ear with a shaky hand. She took a few cautious steps in his direction, and he took two long lunges in hers, scooping her up and into his arms. She squealed, and a broad smile crossed his face as he lifted her off the ground and into his embrace.
She wrapped her arms around his neck, nuzzling him there as he held her close. They stayed like that for what seemed like several minutes. When Alli pulled back, her eyes glistened with unshed tears. She pulled Heath close for a kiss, and he met her with equal fervor, as if he had been starved.
We shouldn’t have been there—or they shouldn’t have been there—but the fact that we all were didn’t seem to matter to either of them. I nudged Blake and he nodded.
“Let’s go see if the table’s ready,” he murmured.
We left them and checked in with the hostess who sat us promptly. I was still reeling.
“What just happened?” My adrenaline was still pumping. I was thrilled for Alli, but my head was spinning from how this had come about so quickly.
“He’s back,” Blake answered simply.
“For good?”
“As long as he stays out of trouble.”
I looked across the restaurant to where the couple still stood. Alli was laughing and brushing tears away while Heath peppered her with kisses. They looked so incredibly happy. In a matter of moments, the cloud of doubt and misery hovering over my dearest friend had passed over. The joy I felt for her overwhelmed the concern that still lingered regarding their relationship.
“How was he able to leave so early?”
“I spoke to the judge and worked it all out. He got on the first plane back.”
They joined us then, their energy palpable. Alli seemed like a new person. They both did.
“Erica, it’s great to see you.”
I stood and gave Heath a hug. He hugged me back, hard, then stepped back and gave me a half smile, as if he were trying to communicate something to me without words. Maybe he was sorry for shredding Alli emotionally for the past few weeks. I smiled back, suddenly unable to entertain any emotional reservation in the presence of their contagious joy.
“How have you been?” I cringed inwardly. Was that the wrong question to ask someone fresh out of rehab?
“Awesome. Never better.”
The enthusiasm and confidence in his reply quelled my concern, and we all settled down at the table. He seemed so different. Not just healthy, but more real, more genuine somehow.
We ordered drinks and our meal. Heath stuck with water. I felt immediately guilty for wanting a second martini.
“Let’s toast,” Heath said as soon as the drinks arrived, true to form.
“Absolutely,” I agreed.
“What should we toast to?” Alli asked.
“To new beginnings…” His gaze shifted to Alli and she looked back at him, starry-eyed.
“To new beginnings,” she murmured.
That was it. Any question there may have been about their relationship status post-rehab had just been answered. I only knew two other people so hopelessly in love, and I didn’t even want to think about how destroyed I’d feel if I had to spend weeks away from Blake. I’d be a puddle of romantic goo just like these two.
“Well, this is timely,” I said. “Alli heads back to New York tomorrow. Maybe you could travel together.”
Heath coughed a little and rested his elbows on the table. He looked quickly to Blake and then to me.
“Actually, I’m going to be staying in Boston for a while.”
Alli paled again and looked to him.
“What? Why?”
“The court situation. Blake got me back early, but I need to stay here for the rest of the time I would have been at the center in L.A. so I can finish the treatment here.”
“But…” Alli cut herself off.
There were no “buts” about his options. He was lucky to be this close now.
“I didn’t realize that.” Alli faced forward, shifting her body away from him for the first time since they’d sat down together.
“We’ll figure it out, okay?” His voice was quiet as he reached for her hand and cradled it in his own.
After a moment she swallowed and nodded. “Okay.” Her spark came back with a small smile.
The rest of the evening passed without incident. We made small talk, catching up and sharing stories. Heath asked me questions about the business that revealed how much Blake had already told him. That he’d spoken of me to Heath, despite the distance and circumstances, meant something to me. That he’d made this whole reunion happen meant even more.
Weeks ago, the four of us sitting here had seemed impossible. Blake hadn’t wanted me associating with Alli, let alone Heath, with all the trouble he’d brought into her life. Now he’d gone out of his way to bring them back together. I couldn’t make sense of it, but I was genuinely happy he’d done it.
Alli and Heath walked ahead of us on the way home. Alli giggled and leaned into him. I was half expecting them to break out into a sprint toward the nearest bedroom. Last time I was with the two of them, I could barely stomach it. This was different. I wasn’t going through withdrawals from Blake like I had been in New York, and somehow their love just amplified ours. I leaned into Blake, and he circled my shoulders with his arm. I slid my hand around his waist and hooked my thumb on his belt loop, loving how we fit.
“Thank you,” I said.
Things weren’t perfect, but Alli was happy, I was happy, and Blake was the reason why.
 
* * *
I slipped far down into the tub. Another centimeter and my nose would have been submerged. I moaned into the warm water, letting waves of relaxation wash over me. Blake’s fingers kneaded the soles of my feet with expert care. I wasn’t sure what I’d done in a previous life to deserve this utterly perfect moment, but I was loving it. 
When I’d been thoroughly massaged, I slipped out of his grasp. I repositioned myself on my knees, settling my legs snuggly on either side of his muscular thighs.
I followed the sharp line of his jaw with my fingers, appreciating every God-given feature that made me so impossibly attracted to him. “You’re too good to me.”
“No such thing,” he murmured, planting a soft kiss on my lips.
“But you spoil me.”
“You deserve to be spoiled.”
I softened at his words. His face was relaxed, happy, a reflection of the moment. I almost felt undeserving of it, though I wasn’t sure why.
Because of my mother’s inheritance, I’d been given opportunities that most people had only dreamed of. But I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt spoiled, doted on by someone who held such affection for me outside of Marie. A little part of me couldn’t completely accept it.
“How do you know if I deserve it?” I tried to read his beautiful hazel eyes. He flashed a megawatt smile, and my brain short-circuited.
“I know everything.”
I cocked my head to the side and studied him with a grin. “How could I forget? Master of the universe.”
He kissed my throat, taking advantage of the position. “Now you’re catching on.” His warm breath sent gooseflesh over my damp skin.
“Do you think they’ll be okay?”
I twisted a strand of his hair around my fingertip.
He nodded. We shared concern about Alli and Heath’s future, though they were probably disturbing the peace in Blake’s spare bedroom as we spoke.
“What will he do now?”
“He’ll stay with me for a little while to start, until we figure out his next move. In the meantime, I’ll be getting him more involved at work. He needs to finally take the business seriously. He’s been screwing around too long because I’ve let him. But responsibility is probably what he needs more than anything right now—something or someone to be accountable to other than his own superficial needs.”
“I can’t believe you did this for them. You didn’t seem very optimistic about things before.”
“I wasn’t.”
“What changed?”
He shifted beneath me and I sat back a little, sensing he needed space for what he wanted to say. He drenched the fine strands of his hair with the soapy bath water. I traced my hands over the hard curves of his pectorals. There was nothing sexier than wet Blake.
I tore myself away from the mental inventory of Blake’s sexiest qualities to press him. “Talk.”
He sighed. “I don’t know. I guess I became more sympathetic to his position. Not the drug thing. Obviously I can’t relate to that. But the desperation in his voice when he talked about Alli. Like he couldn’t breathe without her, like anything he had left in him that was keeping him going, which probably wasn’t much, was draining by the day not being near her.”
He paused, dropped his hands into the water, and stroked my hips with his thumbs, tightening his hold possessively.
“He loves her.” I finished his thought, as convinced as ever of what they shared.
“I know he does. The way he sounds when they aren’t together, that’s how I feel every time you run away from me. And I couldn’t wish that on anyone else.”
My heart shattered. All the times I’d pushed him away, out of fear, self-preservation, and pure, justifiable rage. But every time I did, my heart ached for him, a bone-deep pain that weakened me at the very core. A part of me wanted to keep that line drawn between us, keep him at a safe distance from my professional life. But fighting it so hard left me in pieces.
“I’m sorry.” My voice was heavy with emotion.
He hushed me and pulled me closer so our bodies were flush. Wet, we slid against each other. His skin on mine, his arms wrapped around me, we were so close. Awareness simmered low in my belly, coiling slowly with every touch, but our motions were careful and deliberate as we caressed each other with infinite care. I was overwhelmed, racked by the potent emotions that had taken over in his presence.
Maybe Marie had been right. We’d passed the point of being the best we could be on our own. What we were together had become so much more powerful, a force that took my breath away and made everything secondary. As much as I hated to admit it, Blake Landon was fast becoming everything to me.
With every stroke of our tongues, roam of our hands, my heart swelled with love. With trust. As my touches became urgent, Blake’s became more controlled, gentler when they should have possessed me with the fierce craving that we shared for each other. I pulled back, determined tonight would be different.
“I want you to take control tonight.”
He leveled an even stare at me.
“Complete control. Whatever you need.” I kept my voice steady even as I worried what I was getting myself into.
His body tensed beneath me. “Erica, we’re not doing this, okay?”
“I love you and I want to do this for you. I trust you to take me as far as you think I can go. I… I can’t promise anything because I don’t know what you want exactly, but I want to try.”
“Stop.”
He shifted, giving me a little push to move back. A panic welled up in me.
“No, wait. Please.” I sighed and pressed my temples, hating what I was about to admit. “A part of me…even when I’m fighting you every step of the way, there’s a part of me that wants to give you control over everything. Real life submission.” I cringed inwardly at the words as they left me. “The thought of letting go… I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t a tempting and intoxicating notion. I’ve been taking care of myself for so long.”
He brushed his knuckles over my cheek, and warmth washed over me. He was hearing me. I wanted to believe that he could somehow understand, sense the weight I carried with so few people to really rely on.
“You take care of people, and I know I could trust you with anything I gave you. I recognize that and I fight it, because it scares the hell out of me. I can’t give you that much control in my life. I just can’t. But I think with sex, I could give you the kind of control that you want.”
“How are you supposed to do that? Flip a switch?”
“I think I can. I—”
“What about everything you’ve been through? How can you possibly think the things I want are healthy for you?”
“I don’t know what you want. Show me and I’ll tell you.”
He sighed heavily. “Erica, you’re a strong, independent woman. Unlike anyone I’ve ever met. You prove it to me every day, no matter how difficult I make it for you. And I don’t want to try to take that away from you, to bend you to do things that you really don’t want to.”
“How do you know I don’t want it?”
He shook his head and looked away. “What if I take things too far, and it’s something we can’t come back from?”
“I trust you.”
I kissed him, reveling in the silken friction of our bodies beneath the water. He was hard. Maybe he already had plans. I’d show him I could be the right person for whatever he needed. Then a chilling thought crept into my mind.
Sophia.
I wasn’t sure I’d even said her name out loud until Blake’s expression turned cold. His lips tightened into a thin line.
“Don’t, baby. We’re not going there.”
“No, wait. Was she on board for all this submissive stuff that turns you on so much?”
He hesitated.
“Just tell me,” I snapped. I didn’t want to dance around this with him.
He paused for a long moment. He nodded slowly, avoiding my eyes.
As quickly as he’d acknowledged the question, I wished he hadn’t. Fucking Sophia. I hated her now more than I had before. The jealousy nearly paralyzed me. Being physically compared to Blake’s model ex-girlfriend was hard enough. To know she’d been what he wanted sexually was almost more than I could take. I shrank back to my side of the tub. The water was becoming uncomfortably cool.
He eyed me. “It wasn’t a matter of her ‘getting on board’ with things. She wanted to be submissive with me. It was her goddamn idea. Needless to say, taking a dominant role with her wasn’t much of a challenge. But she always wanted to push things further. The things she wanted me to do bordered on dangerous at times. That’s not what I want with you. But being in that kind of relationship for as long as we were…”
“It’s what you crave now.” I finished his thought, knowing it was true before he could confirm it.
“Sometimes, yes.”
“The things we’ve done, were you testing me, to see what I could take?”
“In a way. I’ve pushed you. I think we both realize that.”
“And the times when I’ve taken control…”
He leaned his head back against the tub. “It’s been difficult for me. I’ve tried to be so careful with you, Erica. You have no idea.”
“Tell me what you want, Blake.”
“It really doesn’t matter at this point.”
“I deserve to know.” I held my breath, waiting for him to speak.
“Total submission. Total control over your pleasure and pain.” His voice was flat, matter-of-fact, as if he were negotiating a business deal and those were his terms.
My breath left me in a sharp exhale as the reality of his words hit me. Was that something I could give? A different kind of panic gripped me. I wrapped my arms around my knees, trying to stave off the chill that had now deepened. I couldn’t lose Blake.
“Fine, I’ll do it,” I rushed before I could really think it through.
A deep groove marked his brow and his eyes widened slightly, as if my concession truly scared him. He sat up out of the water, leaning his arms on his knees. “Why would you do that?”
“Because you mean more to me than anyone ever has. I need to at least try.”
“This isn’t about pleasing me.”
“You’re right. This is about me loving you enough to take a chance. I think I’m finally getting used to that.”
I stood up and toweled off on my way to the bedroom. I was trembling now, shivering. The water hadn’t been that cool. I was terrified. Why? Blake had never really hurt me. He’d never hurt me. I stood at the edge of the bed, unsure what to do.
Blake came up behind me. I fisted my hands into the terry cloth of the towel that was bunched around between my breasts. I took a deep breath to quell the quiet tremors that staggered through me.
“This isn’t what I want. What you’re feeling now. We haven’t even done anything and you’re scared to death.”
I turned to face him. “Tell me what to do. I’m nervous. I’m afraid I’ll do something wrong.”
“No, you’re afraid I’m going to hurt you.”
I clenched my jaw and hated that he’d given voice to my fears—fears that were so deeply a part of me. They’d followed me around for years. I wanted to cry at the thought that I’d never be free from them. “I know you won’t hurt me.”
“If you’re so sure, why are you scared?”
I swallowed hard. “You know why.”
He lifted my chin, angling my face to his. His eyes brewed with emotion in the soft light of the room. He was deciding. I could see the calculations taking place. He was weighing the pull of his desire against the very real chance that I could freak out if he did something too far outside of my comfort zone.
I dropped my towel and pressed my body against his. His skin burned against mine. My body began to unwind at the warmth of the contact.
He palmed my breast and took my nipple between his fingertips, twisting the hardened tip gently. “What if I just want to toss you on the bed and fuck you senseless? Vanilla. Missionary. Hard.”
I bit my lip. His words washed over me like a heat wave. That sounded very appealing, but he was dodging me. “I’m sure you can come up with something more creative than that.”
He silenced me with a hard kiss. “Slow. We’re going to go slow. I’m going to make love to you, baby.”
His words sounded more like an affirmation than an expression of what he really wanted, deep down. His hands were restless, carefully grasping and releasing me as if he were at war with his own body. His urgency lit the fire in me. A warm glow built in my core and shot through my limbs until my skin was as fevered as his.
I kissed him back, swallowing the affirmations that would sell us both short on what we wanted, craved. I gripped his shoulders, tangling my fingers in his hair. I couldn’t get close enough. I wanted to coax out the animal that wanted to come at me with everything he had. I wasn’t scared anymore. I needed him.
“Take me how you want me. Do anything you want. God, please. I need it, need you,” I moaned, rubbing myself helplessly against him.
“No.” He uttered the refusal through gritted teeth. His body was taut, frozen, as if a single movement would break his resolve.
I licked my lips, nearly wild with the sensation of his erection against my belly. I wanted him so badly I thought I would go mad. I couldn’t wait anymore. In an instant, I lowered to my knees and caressed his length gently in my palms. I’d figure out how to be submissive with or without his help. I slid my mouth over the tip and sucked, swirling my tongue around the sensitive tip. I moaned, loving the taste of him, the subtle scent of his body.
He let out a sigh, as if he’d been holding his breath for far too long. I licked him, sucked him, and grazed my teeth ever so softly until he trembled slightly. Submissive or not, I held all the cards in this position. But maybe I didn’t have to.
I slowed my motions and relaxed my mouth. I grabbed him from behind and pushed him deep until he hit the back of my throat. His breath whistled through his teeth. He slid out of me slowly, his cock resting on my lips. I dug my fingernails into his ass and he jolted forward into my mouth. I swallowed, undulating over the head of his cock.
“Fuck.” He sifted his fingers through my hair, cradling my head. “What are you doing to me?”
“I want you to fuck my mouth. Control me with your hands. Show me what you want.” The words came out like an order, but I couldn’t help it. He needed to understand I was ready for this now.
“You don’t listen to a damn word I say.”
I smirked, gliding my tongue lazily over and around his length, in slow motion. I waited for him, pushing him deep again and again.
Letting out a low growl, he fisted his hand in my hair and his hips bucked slightly. I took him fully and eagerly with each careful thrust. Then he deepened them, hitting the back of my throat, giving me just as much as I could handle.
“You’re so beautiful like this, baby…on your knees. All for me.” He stroked my cheek and pulled back to let me catch my breath before doing exactly what I’d asked him to do. His grip on my hair tightened almost painfully as he maneuvered me, fucking my mouth with measured strokes. He sucked in a sharp breath, giving me more.
I moaned, loving the satin skin of his erection sliding against my tongue as I struggled to take all of him.
The sounds he made assured me that this was driving him nuts. A fine mist covered my skin as I gave myself over to the moment. I wanted to touch myself, to feel how wet he’d already made me, but I didn’t. I kept my hands rested on the muscles of his thighs that had tensed into rock hard bunches.
I couldn’t stop thinking about what he’d feel like inside me, pumping with the same fervor and passion. The sheer power of his body was evident in this position. My mouth couldn’t sustain the fierce thrusts that he’d normally give me if we were fucking. He was carefully reined in for this more delicate position, but he was in complete control. I was so vulnerable, completely at his mercy. Trusting him, and letting him take his pleasure from me was intoxicating.
I lightly dug my nails into his thighs, my desire reaching a fever pitch.
“You okay?”
“Don’t stop.”
“I don’t think I could if I wanted to. Feels too good. Fucking amazing actually.”
I closed my mouth over him again and crept my fingers up and over his abs. They flexed and tightened with each careful thrust until he cried out, spurting hot semen down my throat. I swallowed and milked every last drop from him with my tongue.
He released me and pulled us onto the bed where he collapsed, laying me on his chest. He frowned with his eyes closed as he caught his breath. I pressed hot kisses along his chest, licking the dip of his collarbone. He grabbed my wrists, his eyes now open but still heavy with desire.
“You keep that up, you’re going to get it.”
“Would that be a punishment or a reward for blowing your mind?”
His face softened a little and he laughed. “I haven’t decided yet. I can’t think straight.”
I hummed in anticipation. “I can’t wait to find out.”
I knew he couldn’t go again so soon, yet I continued my sabotage of his torso with my mouth. I couldn’t get enough of him. Pleasing him was addictive, and I needed another fix. I moved over his body eagerly. I licked the salt off his skin, still slick with sweat from his release. The clean, masculine scent of him drugged me with lust. Before I could go any lower, he flipped me onto my back. He pushed me up on the bed and spread my legs wide. I squirmed in anticipation. The only thing better than giving Blake head was getting it from him. He had a supremely talented mouth.
He posted himself in prime position and stared at me, his breath still coming hard. He touched me softly, up and down my thighs. I shifted anxiously, all too aware of the ache between my legs.
“Touch yourself.”
“Why?”
“Just do it. Do everything you’d do if I weren’t here about to fuck you right now.”
Tentatively, I lowered my hand and started slow movements over my clit. Blake kissed me up and down my thighs, my calves, my ankles, everywhere but where I really wanted him the most.
“Do you think about me when you do this?” His warm breath sent chills over me. My body tightened in response.
“I haven’t had to do this since we met. I much prefer your touch to my own. Why don’t you touch me? Please.”
“Don’t stop. I want to watch you. Do you have a vibrator?”
I rolled my eyes, slightly insulted that he had to ask. “I’m a modern woman. Obviously I have a vibrator.”
“Where is it?”
I hesitated, suddenly feeling as shy as I was modern. “In my underwear drawer. Why?”
He planted an open mouthed kiss on my inner thigh that made me gasp.
“Just wondering. Continue.”
I obeyed, letting my fingers fall into a rhythm that my body knew well. The movements were easy and smooth because I was already wet. He could be inside me so easily now. No resistance.
“You’re beautiful down here. So pretty and pink. I want to shave you sometime. Lick all the soft skin. Have you ever done that?”
I shook my head. I wasn’t sure how I felt about this up close analysis of my lady parts. He was throwing me for a loop. I just wanted him to suck or fuck me already.
“I can’t do this.” For the first time in my life, pleasuring myself was starting to piss me off. I wanted his hands on me. I felt like I was settling for less, embarking on the solitary journey to orgasm as a means to an end. Nothing like the unexpected and deliriously pleasurable adventures that Blake took me on.
“Are you embarrassed?”
“No… A little, maybe. But I don’t want to come this way.”
“You won’t. You’re giving me what I want, and trust me, nothing and no one’s going to make you come but me from now on. You’re going to show me how you touch yourself, and then when you’re just about to come, I’m going to put my cock in you. Can you handle that?”
“Can you use your mouth?” I pleaded.
He propped himself on his elbow and half rolled his eyes. “You know, Erica, you’re not exactly being obedient. I’ve given you the game plan, which, lucky for you, doesn’t involve any props because they’re in my apartment. But if you keep talking, I’m going to just throw you over my knee and spank the hell out of you. Get it?”
I giggled, but my laughter faded. His gaze was dead serious. Oh, he wasn’t kidding.
I took a deep breath and closed my eyes so I wouldn’t be tempted to laugh. Challenging Blake was too fun, but I didn’t want to be spanked like a petulant child right now.
I kept my eyes closed so I could concentrate, trying to forget that Blake was watching everything. I tensed and tightened, grabbing my breast, arching into my own touch. I was getting close, my motions becoming more urgent, less graceful. My mind spun. I imagined Blake was there instead. His name left my lips again and again. I needed him inside me. I was about to come when he caught my wrists, holding them tight to my sides.
“Have to taste you for a minute, baby.” His tongue flattened and lashed across my clit. The slow and steady climb to my orgasm sharpened into a steep one. I cried out as the sensation of his mouth on me launched me perilously close to the precipice. I bucked my hips, desperate for him, for more delicious Blake contact. He tore away, but before I could protest, he’d buried his cock in me balls deep in one single thrust, quickly followed by another.
“Blake, oh God, I’m coming,” I cried, my body shuddering with the searing pleasures overwhelming me.
“That’s right, I want to feel you fist around my cock. You’re so fucking tight already.”
He kept up his punishing thrusts, thumbing my clit in careful circles until I came with a wild string of cries. I swore, in my mindless release, that nothing had ever felt that good. Ever.
Blake found his own pleasure somewhere in the blur of my orgasm and collapsed over me. We lay there in a wasted heap, our breathing shallow and uneven.
“Good girl,” Blake whispered.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
I decided to go in late to work so I could see Alli off the next day. Heath and Blake were in the living room, talking quietly, catching up. For four people who cared about each other so much, we all had a lot of catching up to do.
I helped Alli pack since she’d lost time staying the night with Heath. I could tell from her frazzled and sleep deprived state that they’d had an intense night. Probably no less intense than the one that Blake and I had shared. She was right about these Landon men keeping us on our toes. Heaven help us both.
But her color was back and her mood was lively again. She struggled to zip up the luggage that always seemed to grow after a visit even though we hadn’t done any shopping. She conquered it and stood back, hands on her hips. I checked the time. We only had a few more minutes before we sent her off to the airport.
“I guess this is it,” I said. I tried not to think about how much time would go by before I saw Alli again.
Tears spilled over onto her cheeks. She pulled me into a tight hug and sniffled into my shoulder. We’d had a great visit, but I knew her tears weren’t all for me.
“It’s going to be okay, I promise.”
“You promise?” She pulled back, holding my hands tightly in her own.
“I promise.” Come back and we can all be together, I thought but swallowed the words. No point in going there. That was her choice to make. She knew she could always come back.
“Heath loves you and I love you.”
“And you love Blake!” She giggled through her tears.
I hugged her again. We separated once Heath popped his head into the bedroom.
“Time to go, babe.”
She gave me a little squeeze and waved goodbye, disappearing through the doorway with Heath.
Blake came up to me as a tear fell down my cheek. Damn it. I would miss that girl. He wiped it away and pulled me into a hug. I wrapped my arms around his waist, thankful that at least I’d never have to say goodbye to Blake any time soon. I couldn’t and didn’t want to imagine it, ever.
 
* * *
“Are you sure it’s going to fit?”
I waited impatiently as Marie unzipped the garment bag and peeled away the enclosing plastic from the dry cleaners.
“I think so. I had the top taken out a bit.”
I laughed a little as I held a modest arm around my breasts, which had always seemed a little too full for my petite frame. I stood in my bedroom in my underwear as Marie unveiled the dress. The floor-length gown was a rough black silk with a pattern of faded teal velvet embellishments.
I stepped into the dress and Marie zipped me up. The sweetheart top tightened around my chest comfortably. Grateful I wasn’t busting out, I shuffled over to the mirror to see how the rest of the dress fit. The mermaid cut gown hugged my waist and hips perfectly, and the large swaths of the vintage fabric flowed out at my knees.
Marie stepped beside me, almost a head taller and looking as vibrant and gorgeous as ever. She’d been my mother’s best friend, but over time she’d truly become one of mine as well. Sometimes she was the mother I needed, other times just a friend I could talk to about things I couldn’t imagine talking to my mother about. Times like these though, she looked at me the way my mother would have. Her eyes clouded a bit as we admired the beautiful gown together.
“Sometimes I forget how much you look like her.”
I smiled and swallowed back tears. Now that I knew my father, I could appreciate a little more how closely my features favored my late mother’s. We shared the same blond locks and fair skin, but my father’s eyes stared back at me.
I tensed suddenly at the thought of seeing him tonight. Nothing about that relationship was simple.
“Well, she had incredible taste.”
Her eyebrows rose slightly. “Actually, Daniel bought this for her. She wore it to our senior ball.”
“But she left it with you.”
“She left a few things, out of convenience I suppose. Told me to donate them. But this was too beautiful not to keep. I’m so glad I did. Look at you.” She slid her hands down my upper arms and gave them a little squeeze.
“It’s perfect.” I ran my hands over the fabric, loving the mix of soft and rough textures, from the velvet to the silk. The dress fit me so well. Somehow my mother had managed to give me a truly beautiful gift without even knowing it.
Before I could get emotional again, the door buzzed in the kitchen. I shuffled out of the bedroom to answer it. A few seconds later I let in the courier. He was holding a pink box with a black sheer bow. His eyebrows rose as he examined my too-formal-for-midday outfit.
“Sorry, wardrobe change,” I joked nervously.
“No apologies needed.” He gave me an obvious once-over before fishing a piece of paper out of his pocket. “Um, I just need you to sign for this.”
I scribbled my signature and took the box. I shut the door behind him and set the box on the table, eager to open it. I retrieved the tiny card tied to the bow and read it.
 
Erica,
Spoil me and wear this tonight.
Love, B
 
My heart sank a little. Shit, what if he’d bought me a dress? I couldn’t part with this gown. The gala was still hours away but I already didn’t want to take it off.
Reluctantly, I tugged the edge of the bow and pushed away the layers of pink tissue paper until I reached a pile of delicately folded black lace garments. I took out a strapless bra with matching panties and lace topped silk stockings. The man had expensive taste, and lingerie was no exception.
Marie came up behind me and let out a whistle.
“Okay, that’s my cue. My work here is done.”
Suddenly embarrassed, I dropped the garments back into the box.
“You’re officially my formal attire savior. Thank you so much, Marie.”
“Anytime, baby girl. I’m glad I could help. Please take pictures! Oh—actually on that note. I forgot to tell you that Richard will be there with a photographer who’s covering the event. Maybe he’ll give you a plug in his piece.”
“Awesome, I’ll keep an eye out for him.”
“He’s tall, dark, and unwilling to commit. You can’t miss him.”
I laughed.
“Seriously though, he’s seen photos of you all over my apartment, so I’m sure he’ll introduce himself at some point.”
“Got it. I’ll be on the lookout.”
She gave me a quick kiss and headed out, leaving me alone with nothing but the overwhelming anticipation of the night to come.
 
* * *
I’d slipped on the lingerie that Blake had given me and did a little spin in front of the mirror, assessing myself. My hair was pinned up, and loose curls framed my face. I wore diamond studs that had been my mother’s and matched the diamond bangles that Blake had given to me.
What a lucky girl I am, I thought, giddy with anticipation. But trying to network with all this sexual anticipation was going to be interesting for sure.
Alli had taken off for New York already and Heath was now staying with Blake. Maybe that was a good thing. He’d mentioned props recently, and the thought of being subjected to his arsenal of dominating toys intimidated me a little. We could do enough with our bodies alone. Surely we didn’t need help.
Just then, Blake’s silhouette filled the doorway. My breath caught as I sized him up. The green in his eyes glowed against the stark black and white of his perfectly tailored tuxedo.
I watched his reflection as he walked slowly toward me, drinking me in from the back.
“You’re early.”
He stopped behind me, catching my gaze in the mirror. “I may have underestimated how tempting you would be in this little getup. Those panties do fantastic things for your ass.”
“Serves you right,” I teased, taking a step back so I could feel the heat of his body, perilously close.
He sucked in a sharp breath through his teeth. He rested a hand at my hip and pulled me back so our bodies met.
“I couldn’t wait to see you in it.”
“I missed you too.” I smiled and leaned in, rolling my hand back, relieved to have him with me again. My body relaxed into his. Any time away from each other really dragged. Could you sound more hopeless and dependent? I ignored the little voice, and at least for now, gave in to being completed in his presence.
My smile faded when he trailed his lips up my neck, took my diamond stud in his mouth, and bit my earlobe gently. I let a moan escape my lips and my body tensed in heated anticipation. He roamed my curves. Sliding his palm over my belly, he moved south and slipped into my panties and over my mound. He stopped suddenly and his eyes widened.
“What the…?”
He spun me around, hooked his thumbs under the strings of the panties and pulled them down without ceremony, revealing the results of my very first Brazilian wax.
I bit my lip, nervous and shy to be so bare. “Do you like it? I wanted to surprise you.”
“Color me surprised.” He pushed me back up to my dresser and dropped to his knees, bringing the panties to the floor with him. “Sweet Jesus. You do love me.”
My giggle segued into a gasp when he slung my leg over his shoulder and dove into me, licking me, spreading me with his fingers so he could tantalize the sensitive flesh. The man had a brilliant mouth, and everything felt so…different down there. More intense, like I was being touched for the first time. An exposed nerve bared only for him. I shivered at his breath over me. The sensations of his lips and tongue as they tantalized my bare flesh had me trembling.
I glanced to the side, catching our reflection in my floor-length mirror. My face was flushed and my breasts heaved, heavy and tender up against the bra. Watching him eat me with such passion, this flawlessly beautiful man in his flawless tuxedo, pleasuring me like his life depended on it, was possibly the most erotic thing I’d ever witnessed. My heart swelled at the sight of it. Warmth washed over me, spreading like wildfire until I was burning with love and arousal.
My eyes fell shut when he sucked my clit. My body skidded toward the impending orgasm. “Don’t stop, please…”
“I’m never leaving. You’re too fucking sweet. And now… Fuck.” He circled my opening with his tongue and dove inside, fucking me with shallow plunges.
I gripped the edge of the dresser. I was a few strokes away from having no strength in my legs, and prayed I could hold myself up when the time came.
“Yes, like that. Blake, oh my God, I’m going to—”
“Come for me, baby.”
The low rasp of his words vibrating on my pussy pushed me over. A short series of thready cries gave way to a wail as he took me over the edge. I shook uncontrollably, out of my mind with the pleasure he gave me. He held my hips tight, effectively holding me up as the tremors faded. I tried to gain my composure, struggling for breath.
He rose and gave me a gentle shove toward the bed. I flopped down, mindless and boneless.
“That was unexpected,” I said, my voice light, drunk on bliss.
“Well, you do hate networking, so maybe that’ll relax you.”
Laughter bubbled to the surface and I smiled, delirious and sated. Propped up on his elbow, Blake lay beside me with a satisfied smirk. I lowered my gaze and immediately recognized the outline of his erection through his tuxedo pants. This situation had become a little one-sided. His grin broadened and he stilled my hand as I moved toward him.
I puffed out my lower lip, disappointed with his refusal. “What now?”
“That can wait.”
“Why? We have time.” I thought so anyway. I’d lost all concept of space and time in my recent orgasmic blackout.
“Delayed gratification, my sweet. I’ll be bored as hell at this thing, so now I can imagine taking these thigh highs off you with my teeth and licking you from head to toe all night. By the time we get home, I’ll be ready to do some truly shameful things to you.”
My nipples hardened, grazing almost painfully inside the satin of my bra as my breasts swelled with each shaky inhale. Sometimes I was convinced he could make me come with words alone. I loved how dirty and honest he was when it came to sex. And from the sounds of it, he was coming to terms with my openness to his kinky ways. I only hoped he’d take me there in baby steps. I never knew where my limits were until Blake barreled through them.
“What kind of shameful things?” I asked, equally curious and anxious.
“I have a few ideas.”
“Do tell.”
“Hmm, no, I like surprising you too much. Plus, that’ll give you something to think about. Anticipation of the unknown.”
“Give me a hint.”
His eyes twinkled and he smirked. “Not a chance. Let’s get that beautiful dress on you before I lose my mind staring at you in all this lace.”
He pulled away but I brought him back to me, urging him down by his black lapels until our lips met. I was still reeling from the orgasm, and I had an inexplicable urge to taste myself on his lips. He kissed me back tenderly, brushing his fingers over my cheek. I got lost again, forgetting time and reality until he backed off gently.
“If you don’t let me go, baby, I’m going to make you come again. And then we’ll never get out of here because I can’t take much more.”
 
* * *
Guests glided along the museum’s hallways in their elegant attire. Blake and I followed, finding our way into an expansive enclosed courtyard. The room alone was breathtaking, with forty-foot floor-to-ceiling windows offering a view of the original building’s stone walls lit up against the summer night sky. I’d been to some fancy Harvard gigs before, but nothing like this.
I stopped at the balcony overlooking the party and took it all in.
“Beautiful,” Blake murmured in my ear.
“It’s breathtaking.” I stared in childish wonder.
He circled my waist and pulled me tightly to his side. I turned to meet his eyes. They burned into me with the stormy intensity I’d come to love, to crave.
“I wasn’t talking about the view.” He brushed his thumb over my lips and planted a chaste kiss there.
My heart did a flip as I breathed him in. The sights and sounds around us ceased to exist for a minute while I reveled in the work of art that was Blake.
A voice broke through my thoughts. Someone called my name in the distance. Daniel, arm-in-arm with Margo, approached our spot on the balcony. Daniel looked dapper in his tuxedo, and Margo wore a flowing emerald green satin gown that suited her slight frame and auburn hair.
I hesitated, unsure how to greet them in public until Margo came close to kiss my cheek.
“Erica, so good to see you. You look lovely.”
“Thank you. It’s wonderful to see you.”
The men shook hands and Daniel greeted me with a warm smile. An emotion passed over his face that was quickly masked by his perfected smile, even broader now.
“Beautiful, Erica. Landon is a lucky man.”
Blood rushed to my cheeks at his compliment.
“Is this vintage?” Margo ran her delicate fingertips over the velvet flourishes of my dress with obvious approval.
“Um, yes,” I answered nervously, my gaze darting to Daniel whose eyes betrayed him. In my girlish excitement over the dress, I’d never really thought that Daniel would notice it, let alone remember its origin. But by the pained look in his eyes, he did.
Daniel cleared his throat. “Well, why don’t we go mingle and see who we can introduce you to?”
“That would be wonderful,” I said quickly, eager to diffuse the awkward moment that only Daniel and I could fully understand.
Margo frowned slightly. “I can show Erica around a bit, sweetheart. Why don’t you two get a drink?”
Something passed between them without words. I couldn’t place it.
“Right. Let me buy you a scotch, Landon. Maybe I can talk you into making a donation to my campaign.”
Blake’s lips lifted a fraction. “I don’t do politics, but I’ll still take that scotch.”
Daniel laughed loudly and casually patted Blake on the shoulder. Margo swiftly hooked her thin arm into mine and led us down the broad staircase and into the crowd below.
“How have you been, dear?” She slowed enough to lift two glasses of champagne off of a passing tray and handed me one of the delicate flutes.
“Well. And you?”
“Well enough. The campaign has been stressful of course.”
“I can’t imagine. Daniel made it sound like things were promising though.”
“Numbers fluctuate, predictions shift. We’re slipping behind, but he tells me everything can change at the last minute.” She shrugged and gave me a half smile.
“There’s still time. I’m sure he has the best people working for him.”
“He does, I know that. I just worry. He needs all his energies on this effort to pull through ahead.”
She held me in her gaze, as if she wanted to tell me more. I waited for her to continue.
“He speaks of you often, Erica. I know he wants a relationship, to make something out of this new development with you. But if you care for him, you’ll give him some space until the election is over. He needs to win this, and God forbid if anything came out about your relationship… It could be devastating. Do you understand, dear?”
I swallowed down the last of the champagne, hoping she couldn’t see the way her words hurt me. I hadn’t pursued him since our last meeting for this very reason. I hoped she understood that he’d invited me, not the other way around. She wasn’t being mean, but that didn’t lessen the sting of her feelings about my potential involvement in her husband’s life.
“Of course. I—I’ll keep my distance. Shouldn’t be hard since our lives don’t exactly overlap.”
She took my hand, gave it a light squeeze, and smiled. “Thank you.”
Feeling suffocated by her words, I scanned the room, already wishing I were connected enough to know any of the people around me, until I stopped suddenly on two familiar faces.
“Will you excuse me, Margo? I see a friend.”
She nodded. I crossed the room toward Risa, clad in a solid black gown with a dangerously low backline.
“Erica, hi! You look gorgeous.”
“Thanks, you too.”
She returned my smile and we both looked up to the gentleman I’d interrupted with my arrival.
“Erica, I think you know Max.”
“Of course.”
“You look well, Erica.”
Max gave me a slow once over that ended with a slanted smile. I had forgotten how dashing he could look, his short blond hair and tanned skin contrasting against the bright white of his tuxedo shirt. In fact, I was surprised I hadn’t found Risa melted into a puddle at his feet based on her obvious and unabashed approval of the gorgeous men who’d graced our office. If I found her flirting at James’s desk one more time, I was probably going to have to say something. For his sake.
“Likewise.”
“Risa tells me the site is doing well.”
I glanced at Risa and realized, gratefully, that she had no idea what had gone on between us. I hadn’t seen or spoken to Max since Blake blew the deal we’d been minutes from finalizing. I’d flown out of the Angelcom boardroom in a tearful rage, unable to really explain what had happened. With that, our working relationship had been effectively severed, since Blake wouldn’t have anything to do with him when it came to investments, and vice versa.
“So far, so good. We have high hopes for growth now that we have Risa on the team.”
“No doubt. She’s been working the room like a pro.”
She slapped his arm playfully and laughed. “Well, Max has been introducing me, so I can’t take all the credit.”
Risa exuded a mix of excitement and bashfulness that most guys probably ate up. She was pretty and came across as sweet. She could get what she wanted though, and I was interested to see how she went about it. Especially with someone like Max. If she could play the high-powered playboy, I’d be nothing short of impressed.
The three of us made small talk until Max’s focus shifted from us.
“MacLeod. Good to see you. Enjoying the party?” Max reached out to shake the hand of the other tuxedo-clad guest whose dark brown eyes gleamed when they met mine.
“Working on it.”
“Erica, this is—”
“How are you, Mark?” I interrupted Max’s introduction and forced myself to hold Mark’s steady gaze. Inside, alarms were going off and my heart beat loudly against my chest. But I refused to show him any weakness.
“Much better now,” he murmured.
Max grinned, mirroring Mark’s lascivious gaze on me. I tightened my grip around my clutch and harnessed all my energies to appear polite and unaffected, keenly aware that my reaction to Mark’s proximity would be noted by those around us. Of course the two men would know each other from business dealings with Daniel’s firm, but Max was the last person who needed to know about my dark past with Mark.
I’d known I might see Mark here, and I’d swore I’d keep it together if by chance I did. If Daniel would be in my life, at any point, Mark would continue to make appearances. I couldn’t have a panic attack every time he did.
No longer a ghost, Mark had become real. All too real. A tangible creature with a name, a past, with vulnerabilities and weaknesses as real as my own. I tried to remember all this as he shamelessly drank me in.
“How about a dance?”
I masked my disgust at the suggestion. Max and Risa looked at us expectantly.
“Maybe later. I need a refill.” I tipped up my empty glass. I’d need way more than a glass to consider the request.
“I’ll get you one. Go, dance.” Max winked and took my glass.
Max had never given me cause to hate him. Even with Blake’s warnings, I had often questioned whether his intentions were as malicious as he’d made them seem. Now I hated him for reasons he’d never understand.
Mark captured my hand and pulled me to the dance floor, his grip tight. I moved mechanically to follow him, swept too quickly into the situation to game plan an exit. He slowed and swung me close to him. A wave of nausea washed over me at the sudden contact of our bodies. I tensed, certain that becoming physically ill on the dance floor would not bode well for whatever I’d hoped to achieve professionally tonight.
“Relax,” he crooned, bringing us so close his mouth was at my ear, his breath hot and moist on my skin.
Every place our bodies connected sent shockwaves of pain through my system. Years of loathing the man and the memories he’d given me were programmed into my brain, telling my body to fight. I clenched my jaw and took a deep breath through my gritted teeth, not because he wanted me to, but because I was determined to get through this without completely freaking out.
“Why are you doing this?” My voice was unsteady. I wished I sounded more in control than I felt.
“Can’t stay away. I think I’ve missed you. So glad I had Daniel invite you. I had a feeling you’d come when he asked.”
“What do you want from me? Just let me be, please.”
“I think you know.”
His mouth brushed against my neck and my whole body froze, panic taking over. My focus blurred with the tears that threatened. Couples all around us smiled and danced, but I couldn’t see Blake anywhere. Max and Risa stood beyond the dance floor chatting. They were no help to me now.
He can’t hurt you here. Logic’s voice was quiet and easily overwhelmed by the loud and alarming thoughts reeling through my mind. He’d gotten to me once, despite a circle of friends and a crowd. I could put nothing past him.
“You know, I can still remember everything about that night.”
The only benefit of being so close was that I couldn’t see his face. His face, the terrible sneering smile that was permanently embedded in my memory. I shut my eyes, trying to block everything out, but I remembered it all.
“Was that your first time? Must have been. You were so tight. So scared.”
I fought the urge to heave and I tried to push away when he seized my wrist in a vise-like grip, pulling our bodies even closer with his other arm.
“I love a good fight, but let’s not make a scene at Daddy’s party, shall we?”
“Let me go. Please,” I pleaded. I started trembling uncontrollably. Ghost or man, I had to get away.
The band slowed to the end of the song.
When I thought I might actually scream, Mark finally loosened his hold and released me.
“Until next time, Erica.” He smirked.
I stepped away, relaxing only slightly at the separation. I tried to orient myself on the dance floor. Where was Blake? I needed to get out of here. The music started back up and people began moving around us, talking and laughing. Everything felt like chaos around me.
“Is everything all right?” Daniel came from behind, circling me with Margo by his side.
The reality that Daniel was tied to Mark, this horrible person who’d damn near ruined me for good, was more than I could bear. I turned without answering and left the dance floor, escaping down a hallway that led to the outdoor courtyard.
The courtyard was aglow from the tiny holiday lights wrapped around the trees that lined a brick path. As soon as I stepped outside, I took a deep breath of the night air. I was dizzy, my fingers were tingling, and I knew from experience I was on the verge of hyperventilating. The cool air washed over my skin, which was now covered by a thin sheen of perspiration, a remnant of the past few minutes of sheer panic.
“Erica.”
Daniel rushed up to me, his eyes full of concern.
“Are you all right?”
“No.” I shook my head and then thought better of my reaction. Reason was slowly returning to me in Mark’s absence. “Yes, I’m fine. I’m sorry. I just need some air.”
“Here, come this way.” He held me gently around the shoulders and ushered me to an empty corner of the courtyard. We sat down on a wrought iron bench. My whole body felt heavy, sluggish. I was being held together by the dress that had just been pressed indecently close to the man who’d raped me.
I dropped my head in my hands. I hated Mark. Truly, and with every ounce of my being. I’d spent years of my life in fear of him. Never knowing when or how he could come back into my life. Now that he was here, the fear gave way to a potent rage. Before, the only person left to blame for my rape had been myself. I’d been too drunk, too naive. Every scenario brought the events of that night back to my actions and how I could have stopped it all somehow. Those days had ended. Mark was as evil as I’d ever imagined him to be and my anger and all the pain I’d felt after that night, because of that night, belonged to him.
Daniel gently swept a lock of hair behind my ear. “Did Mark say something to you?”
His voice brought me back to the present, and when I looked up he was frowning with evident concern. I closed my eyes, pressing my fingers to my temples. Tears threatened and I suppressed a sob. Something about Daniel, the way he looked at me, made me want more than I ever expected from the father I’d never had.
“Erica.” His voice sharpened.
“I know Mark,” I blurted out, immediately wishing I hadn’t.
“I don’t understand.”
I swallowed hard, trying to hide the emotions that welled as I searched for the right words. I hadn’t thought this out at all. Everything had happened so quickly.
“From college. We met before. I… I don’t know.” I searched his eyes, wishing that somehow he could just know—just understand without me telling him. His face seemed pale and stoic, giving me no indication of what he might be thinking of me. 
I wanted the ivy on the courtyard walls to swallow me up and deposit me back into my bedroom, away from these people, everyone who could never understand what I’d been through. Then I heard Blake’s voice, like a light in the darkness. He hurried to join us where we sat.
“Erica. I was looking all over for you.”
Feeling weak, I nodded silently, pulling myself up to stand beside him. Daniel rose with me, steadying me with his hand at my elbow.
“Blake, I don’t think Erica feels well. You should take her home.”
Blake frowned and looked between us.
“Of course.”
That quickly, Daniel stepped away, disappearing back into the party.
“Baby, are you all right?”
“Yeah,” I whispered. “Take me home.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
The music was loud, reverberating through the walls of the house. Even from outside the noise was deafening. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t think. My limbs moved too slowly, my mind foggy from the alcohol. We’d wandered outside. I didn’t understand why until he shoved me down onto the grass in a dark shadow of the yard. I couldn’t gather the strength to free myself from the weight of his body as he pinned me down. Before I knew it, he was tearing through me like a knife, gritting his teeth as he did it.
I opened my mouth to scream but nothing came out, my voice gone. I was shaking, fighting, blind and voiceless when he called my name.
He knew me. He knew my name.
“Erica!”
Blake’s voice invaded the nightmare. My eyes shot open.
“You were dreaming.”
His hands slid down my arms. Every touch hurt.
“No.” I recoiled, struggling to root myself into reality. “Please, no. Don’t touch me, I can’t—”
I pushed myself away, nearly falling off the bed in my urgency to escape beyond his reach. I stumbled into the bathroom, holding myself up by the sink. The person I saw in the mirror was someone I knew, someone I hadn’t seen in a long time. My eyes were tired and dark, my skin flushed from the nightmare. I splashed water on my face, the chill simultaneously cooling me and bringing me back to the present.
Slowly, the events of the night came back to me. Pain crept through me. I’d come full circle. After all my self-assurances that I could handle Mark’s reemergence into my life, I was right back to where I’d started. I’d be looking over my shoulder, waiting for him around every corner. Except now the chances of being found were much higher. A sob escaped me and I crumbled to my knees, the floor cold and hard.
Blake stepped into the room and knelt down a few feet away.
“I did this, Blake. I brought him back. All of this is my fault.”
“Who, baby?”
“Mark.” My voice was a whisper, swallowed by the sobs that followed. I hugged my body with my arms, trying to stave off the pain. God, the pain was so intense, coursing through my veins with every heavy beat of my heart. My stomach writhed at this memory of the physical and emotional torment the man had put me through. I’d forgotten what he could do to me, after all these years. I tried to catch my breath and chanced a look at Blake, afraid of what a mess I was.
He winced, his expression tight with concern and restraint. His hands fell to his knees, fisting anxiously. “Tell me what to do.”
Silence fell as I contemplated the request. I could barely hold myself together as it was.
“Do you want me to leave?”
“No,” I rushed. “Please, don’t leave. I… I don’t want to be alone.”
I suppressed the next wave of tears that threatened at the thought of not having him with me. I wanted to reach out to him, to remind him how much I needed him, but I was firmly cocooned inside myself, unwilling and unable to let anyone close in my current frame of mind. Still, the thought of going through this alone was unbearable.
“Then I’m not going anywhere.” He shifted, leaning back against the bathroom wall, studying me intently.
The sound of his voice washed over me and I relaxed a little. I took a deep breath and wiped away the errant tears.
“Talk to me,” I said.
“About what?”
“Anything. Tell me something…happy. I want to hear your voice.”
His face relaxed, his eyes softening with it.
“Our story is the happiest one I know. I never thought I’d meet someone like you. You’re beautiful, smart. And strong. God, you’re so strong. Sometimes it blows me away.”
The tears came again, like my body was purging itself of all the emotions I’d built up. I loved Blake so much. He couldn’t possibly understand how much. Under the weight of everything, I felt anything but strong, but to know he saw strength in me gave me a glimmer of hope that I could get through all this somehow.
“You’re killing me. Seeing you like this, Erica, it shreds me. Tell me what to do. How can I fix this?”
I laughed weakly. “You can’t fix me, Blake. But thank you for wanting to.”
I took another breath, determined to get myself off the floor. I rose, appalled at the vision that looked back at me in the mirror. My eyes were puffy and red. I looked as devastated as I felt. I splashed more water on my face and toweled off before returning to the bedroom.
I fell heavily onto the bed, curling up with the blanket that was unnecessary on the warm night. I needed the comfort of being wrapped up because I knew I couldn’t handle Blake’s hands on me right now. My heart wanted it, but I was too raw, too scared of what anyone’s touch could do to me. He joined me and we faced each other, as far from one another as we’d ever been in a bed we’d shared.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered.
“You have nothing to be sorry for.”
“You shouldn’t have to deal with this.”
“Neither should you, but here we are. And I’m not going anywhere until you tell me to leave.”
I reached across to find his hand. We fell asleep that way, hand in hand, the simple touch enough to remind me that we still had each other.
 
* * *
I woke up to an empty bed, the smell of breakfast wafting into the room. My smile faded when I rose. My head was throbbing as if I’d spent the night drinking instead of crying.
I slipped on my comfy sweatpants and joined Blake in the kitchen. He turned from the stove where he was scrambling eggs.
“How are you doing?”
“Better.” I settled into one of the seats at the island.
He poured me a cup of coffee, adding copious amounts of sugar and cream, just the way I liked it. I thanked him and took a sip, feeling a little more ready to start the day.
He made two plates for us and ate his standing on the opposite side of the island. He maintained the distance that I’d needed the night before. 
“Do you want to talk about what happened?” he said quietly.
I’d been so wrapped up in my horror last night, he hadn’t had the first idea what had spurred it. I hadn’t wanted to tell him, to worry him, but he’d ridden the night out with me. He’d been there for me the way no one ever had. He deserved answers as much as I didn’t want to give them.
I sat back in the chair and looked outside at the bright morning sky. Sunshine already poured into the apartment through the large bay windows of the living room.
“I ran into Mark last night.” I looked back to him.
The muscles in his face tightened, and his entire posture changed, as if Mark was there and he was ready to fight.
“What did he say?”
I swallowed, searching for the right words. Mark had been vague but his intentions were clear when he’d held me in the dance. I knew that now. “He implied that he…still wants me.”
Blake dropped his fork on his plate. “Why didn’t you tell me before? I had no idea.”
“I didn’t want to upset you. I know how you are. You’ll worry, overreact.”
“Goddamn right, I’m going to worry. Jesus, Erica. I need to know these things.” He took a deep breath and shoved a hand through his hair. “I’m going to get you a security detail, starting today.”
“No, Blake. Seriously, this is what I mean. You’re overreacting.”
“When someone threatens to rape my girlfriend, I’m going to react. You can call it whatever you want, but I’ll be damned if he’s going to get anywhere near you.”
“Hiring a bodyguard to watch over me day in and day out is overkill. I’m not living under the shadow of this threat for the rest of my life. I can’t live like that. I have lived like that, and I can’t do it anymore.”
“What about last night? I’ve never seen you like that. You were completely inconsolable.” His hands fisted on the counter. “I couldn’t even touch you.”
“It’s not usually that bad.” Months had passed since I’d had that same nightmare. Being in close contact with Mark had made the memory new again, the wound fresh. I shivered at the thought of it, toying with the food on my plate. My appetite had disappeared, replaced by a knot in my stomach created by the truth in Blake’s words. I would need to wrap my head around the fear Mark had planted, and I hadn’t quite figured out how I was going to handle that yet. But I was pretty sure that employing a full-time bodyguard wasn’t the way to go.
“If we do this, he wins. Can you at least try to understand that?”
“I think he wins if he figures out a way to get you alone again. Tell me that isn’t something that worries you.”
I winced at the thought. “I was an easy target before. Christ, I was almost unconscious. He’s just trying to scare me now, and I’m sure that’s what he’s getting off on. Between you and Daniel, I don’t see how he could realistically come after me.” All rational reasonable thoughts, but I barely believed them.
“Well I’m going to make sure he doesn’t.”
His jaw tightened and bulged. Determination was written all over his face. I hadn’t seen that look since he imploded my business deal with Max.
“What do you have in mind?”
“You should stay home today, Erica. It was a long night. You need to rest.” His mouth was set in a tight line.
I waited for him to look at me, but he made quick work of cleaning up the mess in the kitchen.
“Stop changing the subject.”
“I’m not. You look like you’ve been to hell and back. You should take a day.”
“Thanks,” I muttered, pushing away from the table.
Disappearing into my room, I heard him call me back before I shut the door behind me. I’d wanted to resolve the distance that had come between us last night, but I was too tired and emotionally drained to fight with him now.
By the time I’d showered and dressed, Blake was gone. Uneasiness settled over me as I pulled my things together for work. He wasn’t going to let this go. Nothing would sway him when he’d set his mind to something. When it came to my safety, he wasn’t going to leave anything to chance.
I cursed myself for falling apart last night, but the thought of having to go through it alone, like I had so many times before, seemed far worse. I’d become used to being vulnerable around Blake, showing him my scars, my past. When I did, he didn’t judge me, and somehow that gave the pain less power over me.
I had grabbed my keys and my bag and was heading toward the door, when Sid walked in. He looked as haggard as I likely did, pale despite his dark coloring with tired circles under his eyes.
“You’re just getting in?”
“Yeah.” He rubbed his neck and dropped his bag on the floor. “All-nighter keeping the site up. Great fun.”
“Is everything okay?”
“It’s fine for now. Chris is taking over until I can get some rest.”
“I’m sorry, Sid. I’m going to take care of this. I swear it.”
He shrugged, looking too exhausted to put stock in my words, and shuffled back to his room.
 
* * *
I made a beeline for my office, not bothering with hellos. Risa didn’t take the hint and peeked around the partition, looking bright-eyed and perfectly put together as usual. I didn’t have the energy to deal with anyone’s issues or questions right now, but before I could tell her to give me a minute, she sat down in a chair facing my desk.
“I have big news.” She grinned, her black shoulder-length hair framing her face.
I raised my eyebrows, already feeling agitated. Only something truly monumental could shift my focus this morning.
“What’s that?”
“I got a meeting with the marketing director at Bryant’s about a potential sponsored account with us.”
Bryant’s was one of the largest clothing retailers in the Northeast. Getting a meeting with them was in fact monumental enough to get my attention.
I shook my head, unsure if I fully understood her. “How did this happen?”
“Max. He has the connection. I let him know who we were looking to connect with and he offered to put me in touch. I got right through to the people at Bryant’s this morning, and we have a meeting set up for tomorrow morning.”
“Wow, that was fast.”
“I know, but I figured we should take whatever they had available. The sooner, the better, right?”
“Absolutely. Send me the details. We’ll meet with them together.”
“Do you want to go over some options we can pitch and I’ll pull together a presentation with those?”
I pulled my thoughts together and blew out a slow breath. My mission for the morning had to go on the back burner. “Sure. What have you got?”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
By noon, Risa and I had locked down the presentation, leaving me to my original plan for the day. I headed down to Mocha to caffeinate for lunch. I found a table and pulled out my laptop, figuring I’d take advantage of a short change of scenery.
“Hey. Mind if I join you?”
I looked up to find James pulling out the chair across from me. He looked fresh in a black button-down rolled up at the sleeves and dark blue jeans, his wavy black hair perfectly mussed. No wonder Risa was all over him. He was definitely handsome in a bad boy kind of way. Built well with a killer smile and bright blue eyes that were like tractor beams, he locked me in every time. Something about his eyes made me feel like we’d known each other longer than we really had.
“Sure.”
“You look like you’re on a mission.”
I chuckled softly. “I am actually.”
“Can I help?”
I considered his offer for a moment. What did I have to lose by getting a little help? I started in on my plan.
“You know the hacker group, M89, that is attacking the site, right?”
He grinned. He’d been in the trenches with Sid and Chris for the past week, so he probably already knew their history better than I did.
“Okay, right. So this group isn’t the original M89, but there has to be a connection between someone in the original group and whoever is heading it up now. They were all based in Boston a decade ago, so I figure it shouldn’t be too hard to track where they’re all at now and see where that takes us.” I omitted the information about Cooper. I didn’t want to shed any light on Blake’s connection to the group and Cooper’s suicide.
“You’re going after these people yourself?”
I remembered Sid’s defeated look this morning. “What choice do I have?”
“What if that just exacerbates the situation?”
“I have a hard time imagining a scenario more damaging than the one we’re dealing with right now.”
He pursed his lips and nodded. “Agreed. What can I do?”
I shared with him the names of all of the original M89 members that I needed to research. We split the names, and when we returned to the office, we set to work tracking down anything we could find on them.
To my surprise, I found a professional history for all of those on my list. Everyone seemed established with a career, though many were now based on the west coast working for technology companies in the valley. I studied their photos carefully, as if somehow their faces could tell me something I didn’t already know. Which one of them hated Blake enough to sabotage us this way?
I jumped when my phone rang.
“Blake, hi,” I said.
“How’s everything going?”
I glanced at the names written in my notebook and shifted my thoughts back to where we’d left off this morning. “Fine.”
“Listen, I have to go to San Francisco to take care of some business. I’m flying out tonight on the red-eye.”
As annoyed as I’d been this morning, a pang of regret coursed through me. I tried rubbing the frown from my forehead.
“That’s sudden.”
“Something came up. I know this isn’t a great time. I don’t really want to leave you right now, Erica.”
I sighed. “I’ll survive.”
“I’m confident of that. Have you met Clay yet?”
“Who?” I frowned again.
“I guess not. He’s hard to miss.”
“Who the hell is Clay?”
“I’ve hired him to taxi you between work and home. He’ll be outside the office when you need to leave tonight.”
“Shit, Blake. We talked about this.”
“We did, and this is what needs to happen, at least until I get back.”
The coffee at lunch had given me just enough energy to be outraged.
“Have a great trip, Blake.” I hung up and shut off my phone. I couldn’t deal with his controlling shit right now.
James came in then, stopping short when he saw me.
“You all right?”
I straightened and tried to put Blake out of my mind. “I'm fine. What’s up?”
“What have you found so far?” He took a seat and lowered his voice as he spoke.
Not like researching the hacker group we’d all become so familiar with was a big secret, but I didn’t want people to know I was on a wild goose chase to actually hunt them down. Thankfully, he already seemed to pick up on that.
“Some enviable LinkedIn profiles. Seems like everyone has moved on and is doing well. Upstanding citizens as far as I can tell. What about you?”
“Same with mine, but there are two people you missed from the list.”
I hesitated, waiting for him to continue.
“I’m assuming you know Landon was involved.”
I nodded silently.
“Okay, and then there was Brian Cooper.”
“He’s dead,” I said flatly, betraying what I already knew but had failed to share earlier.
He hesitated a second, no doubt registering that fact. “Right. Well, he was survived by his mother and his brother, Trevor.”
“Did you find something on them?”
“His mother lives about twenty minutes from here.”
“I doubt she’s spearheading a hacker group. What about his brother?”
“I can’t find anything on his brother.”
“How is that helpful?” I regretted the way that came out. I was tired and edgy, but taking it out on James when he was only trying to help was unnecessary.
“Don’t you think it’s a little odd that every other person on this list has a glowing resume and the twenty-five-year-old little brother of their former partner in crime has absolutely no professional associations, no Internet presence, no profiles, nothing?”
“Maybe he learned a hard lesson from his brother and decided not to waste his life online like the rest of us.”
He tilted his head, looking as unconvinced as I felt.
“Fine. So we have no idea where he is or what he’s up to.” I clicked my pen as I pondered my next move. A part of me worried about the road I was going down, but things couldn’t get more fucked up than they already were. Might as well go all the way down the rabbit hole. “Get me the mother’s address.”
“You going to see her?”
“That’s the plan.”
“Let me come with you. Could be totally harmless, but you shouldn’t go alone.”
The protective tone of his voice took me by surprise. I silently wondered if I had damsel in distress tattooed on my forehead, but in truth I wasn’t wild about going on this venture by myself either.
“It’s okay. I can handle this.”
He didn’t look any more comfortable with my solo plan, and I couldn’t help but give him points for caring. Still, I wasn’t getting him any more involved in this mess, especially if it meant outing Blake’s association with Cooper’s death.
“Don’t worry, James. I won’t be alone.”
 
* * *
I stepped out onto the street and came face to face with an imposing man standing guard by a black Escalade parked at the curb.
“Ms. Hathaway.”
He took a step in my direction and I resisted the urge to take a defensive step back. His sheer size took me aback. This man had been hired to protect me.
“Hi, Clay.” I shook his hand, which engulfed my own. He was well over six-feet tall, and his black T-shirt strained over his enormous muscular arms. He looked every bit the part of a bodyguard, except for the kind light gray eyes that contrasted beautifully with his dark skin.
“Mr. Landon has instructed me to escort you wherever you need to go.”
I suppressed the urge to take my irritation at Blake out on him. Not that I really could. “Perfect. I need a ride to Revere.”
He nodded and opened the back door for me. I hopped in and gave him the address, hoping against hope that Clay wasn’t under orders to report my whereabouts to Blake too.
A short while later, Clay pulled up to a large colonial-inspired home in an impressive new development. Unlike their well-kept neighbors though, whoever lived here didn’t spend much time maintaining appearances. The grass was tall and weeds thrived through the cracks in the path to the house. No flowers adorned the yard and the flag that hung was tattered to shame.
“Would you like me to come in with you, Miss Hathaway?” The depth of Clay’s voice startled me.
“No, I don’t think that would be a very good idea. Just wait here. I shouldn’t be long.”
I walked up to the front door, steeling myself for an awkward visit with the Cooper boys’ mother. I rang the bell and waited patiently. After ringing it again with no answer, I knocked loudly on the off chance the doorbell was broken.
Finally the door opened, and before me stood a young man with long black hair that fell over his eyes. He was ghostly pale and not much taller than I. My breath caught, but I kept my composure.
“Is Ms. Cooper home?”
“What do you want?”
“It’s a private matter. Would you mind if I came in?”
He eyed me cautiously before finally moving away from the door, leaving it open for me to enter. I followed him in, stepping into a dark living area. Every curtain was closed. Only the persistent sun peeking through the edges of the blinds lit the room. Other than the general clutter, the house seemed new.
The young man made a half turn toward a hallway at the end of the room before stopping to stare at me.
“What did you say your name was?”
“I didn’t.” Adrenaline rushed through me, giving me the courage to speak again. “You must be Trevor.”
His eyes narrowed. “Who are you?”
“Erica Hathaway. You know, the one whose business you’re trying to destroy?” I had no proof that he had any such intention, but he was the best lead I had, and if he was involved, I probably wouldn’t be getting very far with a polite line of questioning. “But I have a feeling it’s not me you’re really interested in.”
“Get out.” He grimaced and walked toward me.
I stood my ground. Worst-case scenario, I was pretty confident I could hold my own. Plus, I had Clay. I held up my hand to stop him.
“Not so fast. We need to talk.”
He stopped short in front of me.
“I’ll call the cops,” he said through gritted teeth.
I laughed, genuinely amused by the threat. “Go ahead. I’m sure they’d be very interested in the contents of your computer.”
He didn’t blink.
“You’ve been terrorizing my site for weeks and you’ve made no demands.”
“What site?”
I frowned at his question. “Clozpin.”
The corner of his mouth lifted in a satisfied smirk that solidified my suspicions. That little shit. I’d had no intention of coming face to face with the person hacking our site, but now that I was, anger rushed over me.
“What the fuck do you want?” I yelled, no longer able to control myself. I was the worst negotiator ever.
His smile disappeared, replaced by a haunted seriousness.
“Tell Landon I want my brother back.”
I stilled, uncertain where to go from here. I hadn’t expected this. I thought I’d be appealing to Brian’s mourning mother for information about Trevor. I hadn’t thought beyond that.
“You need to make peace with what happened,” I said in a more controlled tone.
“You need to leave.”
Fine. Maybe I couldn’t appeal to him on a personal level, but what he was doing was blatantly illegal.
“I can have you investigated. Everything you’re doing will be exposed.” I hesitated over what I’d say next. “You’ll end up just like your brother if you don’t stop this now.”
He sneered and took a step closer, bringing his face inches from mine when a voice called his name from the back of the house. Like a startled animal, he jumped back and looked in the direction of the noise.
“Get out.”
I dug in. “I’m not going anywhere until we figure this out.”
He rolled his eyes and disappeared at the sound of a crash in the hallway. “Ma. Are you all right?”
“Yeah. Who th’ fuck is in there?”
Ma sounded like she’d swallowed a box of nails soaked in vodka. The loud rasp of her voice made me reconsider my decision not to leave.
I scanned the room quickly, desperate to find something, anything, that could help me get to the bottom of this. The dining room table was covered with paperwork and mail. I pushed through some of it until I spied a piece that had been opened. A check in the amount of over ten thousand dollars made out to Trevor. The envelope below it showed it had been sent from an investment firm in Texas, a name I didn’t recognize.
I heard Ma stumbling through the hallway, their voices getting closer and louder.
“I don’t want no fuckin’ strangers in this house. How ma’y times I gotta tell ya?”
“I didn’t bring her. She just came in. She knows Blake.”
I froze for a second. Fucking Trevor had dimed me out to his crazy mom. I left the check on the table and stuffed the envelope into my pocket just as they emerged into the living area. Ma was a heavy-set woman in her forties dressed in a tracksuit. Her blond hair was dyed with grown out roots and matted slightly. Her eyes were wide and bloodshot as she jerked out of his grasp. I took a few steps back as she approached, shaking her fist at me.
“Lil’ bitch. You think you can come here, waltz right in. You tell Blake he can come here and face me!” Her eyes were glossy and crazed with emotion.
She lunged at me and I back away quickly. She lost her balance and stumbled. Trevor rushed to her and she cursed again, swinging her arm back at him.
I couldn’t talk to either of them. The situation was spiraling beyond my control so I slipped out the door and ran down the path toward the Escalade.
Clay jumped out and opened the door for me.
“Drive,” I ordered, glancing over to see Trevor’s mother making her way down the path, Trevor chasing behind her. She was hurling slurred expletives that I couldn’t make out as Clay pulled away, leaving them in the rearview.
 
* * *
“Do you want to tell me what the hell you’re doing?”
I could tell by the quality of the call that Blake was calling me from the plane. That he’d bother while he was still in the air was a testament to his hyper concern over my safety, but I bristled at the fact he was scolding me when he was the one who’d got us into this mess.
“Blake, for once in your life, shut up and let me talk.”
“I’ve only been in the air a few hours and Clay’s telling me you’re getting chased out of someone’s house.”
“I’m getting to the bottom of a situation that you have been ignoring for far too long,” I snapped. “You can hear me out before you start flipping out.”
I was still high on adrenaline, ready to fight with anyone who crossed me. If Clay hadn’t already dropped me off, I would have strongly considered giving him a piece of my mind for tattling on me to Blake. I’d be like a Chihuahua barking at a bullmastiff, I realized, and filed that scenario under never-going-to-happen.
“Brian Cooper’s brother, Trevor, is running M89.”
He paused. “How do you know that?”
“Before his bat-shit crazy mother came onto the scene, he basically admitted it to me. And that they’d both be eternally happy to witness your ruin. You might be right about the not negotiating with terrorists thing. He didn’t seem open to making peace.”
“So you’ve probably just pissed them off more is what I’m hearing.”
“What he’s doing is illegal. Can’t we just call the police and get his things confiscated?”
“He’s running a virtual operation. If you think he doesn’t have fail-safes in place to cover his ass, especially after what happened to Brian, you’re crazy. Now that he knows you’re onto him, I wouldn’t hold out much hope for the authorities resolving this for you.”
I muttered a curse under my breath before I remembered the envelope. I pulled it out of my pocket to study it again. “Have you heard of AcuTech Investments?”
“No, why?”
“He’s getting checks from them. Like, huge checks.”
“Send me the info. I’ll look into it while I’m out here.”
“Okay.” I calmed down a bit and immediately regretted that Blake was already hundreds of miles away. The past forty-eight hours had been intense in more ways than one, and we’d done nothing but bicker through most of it. “How long will you be gone?”
“Hopefully just a couple days. We’ll see how things go.”
“I miss you.” I worried my lip and fought to keep my voice even. Blake hearing me upset would only add to his frustration at being gone.
He sighed on the other end of the line. “I know, baby. I miss you too.” His voice was lower, softer. “Can I ask you a favor?”
“Sure,” I said quickly, anxious to occupy my thoughts with something other than missing him terribly.
“Can you check in with Heath while I’m gone? Maybe grab lunch or something. I’m sure he’ll be fine, but he hasn’t been back long. I want to make sure he stays on track.”
“Of course.”
“Thanks. I’ll call you later, okay?”
“Okay.”
“No more crazy stunts either.”
“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered. I hung up, collapsed onto the bed, and gave myself over to sleep before the sun had even gone down.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Risa seemed confused when we climbed into the back of the Escalade. We both wore tailored black suits and heels, and for once I felt I’d put as much effort into pulling off a look this morning as she did.
“Who’s he?” she whispered as Clay settled in behind the steering wheel.
I had failed to mention that we’d be chauffeured by my security detail. “This is Clay. He’s my bodyguard slash babysitter.” I made sure he could hear me from the backseat. “He makes sure I stay out of trouble. Isn’t that right, Clay?”
“Yes, ma’am.” He pulled out smoothly onto the busy street and steered us toward our destination.
I caught the hint of a smile in the rearview mirror. I grinned in reply though I wasn’t sure if he saw it. That was as much of a scolding as he was going to get from me. Bryant’s office was out of the city, so I sat back and sifted through the emails on my phone to kill time.
“Oh, no.”
Risa stared down at her phone, her hand cupped over her mouth. My heart sank, hoping she didn’t have bad news about the site.
“What?”
“Breaking news. Mark MacLeod was found dead in his apartment this morning. He was the one you were dancing with at the gala, wasn’t he? Max’s friend?”
I stared at her blankly, my jaw agape and no words coming out. What could I say? I shut my mouth and made an effort to mask the panic. My mind spun, trying to make sense of the news.
“What happened?” My voice wavered. I swallowed hard, pressing my damp palms to the seat.
She scrolled through the article for a few more seconds. I wanted to rip the phone out of her hands to read it myself but refrained. “Apparent suicide but they aren’t saying how. Says a toxicology report is pending.”
Mark was dead. Dead. I silently repeated the fact over and over in my mind, willing myself to believe it.
The worst nightmare of my life was gone forever.
I stared out the window, trying to grasp the magnitude of the news Risa had just shared. I waded through the emotions that flooded me. The relief was unmistakable. No longer would I live in constant fear of the man, dreading how his presence would color every moment spent getting to know my father.
As these realities slowly dawned, a heaviness lifted. As if I’d been given a gift, a prayer answered. Tears welled, and I bit my lip to still its quivering.
“Did you know him really well?” Risa’s voice was quiet and laced with all the appropriate sympathy one should have in a moment like this.
What she didn’t know about the truth of the matter could fill volumes.
I cleared my throat and straightened. “No. I’d met him briefly before through Blake’s investment firm. I think he had a thing for me, but I barely knew him. It’s shocking… Sad.”
Was it? This wasn’t a tragic accident, and as relieved as I felt, I couldn’t shake my uneasiness. Mark had killed himself, but why? With everything he had going for him, I couldn’t understand it. Mark seemed to take special interest in tormenting me emotionally since he’d come back into my life. What else could be at play? I knew nothing about him except the personal hell he’d created for me.
Clay dropped us off at the building entrance a minute later. Risa and I made our way to the elevators as I tried to regroup emotionally.
“Are you okay? I think I could probably do this meeting on my own if you need some time.”
I punched the button to go up. “I’m fine. Let’s do this.”
She took a deep breath and smiled. Normally I would have been nervous, but nothing seemed as important next to the news I’d just heard.
Our meeting with Bryant’s marketing director was mercifully quick, which was good because I was having a really difficult time concentrating on anything the man said. He didn’t have a lot of time blocked out for us, so I let Risa take the lead presenting the details of our proposal. She was appropriately concise and delivered well. Whenever she hesitated or stumbled, I chimed in. Between the two of us, we made a pretty compelling pitch. The director seemed satisfied and said he’d run it by his team and get back to us as soon as he got approval.
On our way back, Risa released a heavy sigh in the car and relaxed back onto the headrest.
“Were you that nervous?”
She smiled. “Kind of. I’m really glad you came.”
“Me too. We made a good team.”
I held out my hand for a fist bump, which she met with a laugh. I was anxious to keep the mood light and our conversation focused on work. I couldn’t handle any more questions about Mark right now.
“Definitely. Whether this goes through or not, I think I can definitely use this as a stepping stone to connect with some other retailers. Maybe Max has some more connections.”
“Maybe.” I wasn’t sure about overusing Max’s resources, but he seemed willing. I had nothing to lose by letting Risa work her magic with him.
As soon as I got back to the office I slipped into Mocha. I pulled out my laptop and searched the news. Details of the story were slowly being released to the public. I got halfway through the article I was reading when my phone rang, Alli’s face lighting up the screen.
“Hey,” I answered.
“Oh my God, have you been following the news?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m in shock. Does that seem like him, to just off himself?”
I blinked and stared at the photo of Mark on the screen. A portrait of him taken for the law firm, looking professional and more than ready to take on corporate America. The smile that made me sick to my stomach was plastered all over the news.
“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I saw him two nights ago at the Spirit Gala. He came onto me, totally freaking me out. I wouldn’t have guessed something like this could have happened.”
“Well, it’s not like you knew him well.”
“You don’t think it has to do with me, do you?”
“Jesus, are you blaming yourself for this, Erica?”
“No, but—”
“Okay, you’re going to stop that shit right now. Mark was a terrible person. You should be happy he’s gone and out of your life now. Good riddance.”
“I don’t know. I guess I’m in disbelief.” I had a hard time celebrating anyone’s death, even someone I loathed as much as Mark. Daniel and Margo would probably be beside themselves with grief right now. “Says he didn’t even leave a note. Doesn’t make sense.”
“What would he have written? A confession of all the horrible things he’d done?”
Simone brought over my usual latte without my even asking. I mouthed a thank you to her and stirred it slowly as I contemplated Alli’s words.
“I guess you’re right. I’m still trying to wrap my head around all this.”
“Try to think of it as a chapter in your life closing. You can finally move on now.”
I shook my head, knowing full well that his death could never erase what he’d done to me.
 
* * *
I forced myself to finish writing the Bryant’s contract, though Mark’s death barely left my mind as I pushed through work. I was about to give in and check the news again when Risa popped in.
“How’s it going?” She beamed in front of me.
“Almost done with this. How about you?”
“I was able to book two more meetings with retailers next week.”
“Wow, you’re on fire.” I raised my eyebrows, genuinely impressed.
She smiled broadly, and then her expression became more serious. “Have you been following the news?”
I stayed focused on my screen. “No, what’s new?” I couldn’t help but ask.
“They said he shot himself. His blood alcohol level was twice the legal limit.”
I closed my eyes, fighting the vision of what that scene must have looked like. Of all the ways to attempt to end his life, he chose the one he was guaranteed not to survive.
“Funeral services will be on Sunday. Do you think you’ll go?”
“Risa, I told you I barely knew him,” I snapped. Bloody hell. I really wished she would mind her own goddamn business. I wanted nothing more than to be alone with my thoughts, and she was in the front row trying to read them.
“Okay, sorry. I thought you’d want to know.”
“Now I know, thanks.” I started typing up the last of the terms into my open document, hoping she’d take the hint that I was busy.
She did and left wordlessly. I relaxed again, immediately regretting that I’d been so rude. My head was so messed up, and the one person I really needed wasn’t remotely close.
I waited until after five when everyone had left to call Blake. I heard him talking to someone when he picked up.
“Blake.”
“Hey.”
“Mark is dead,” I said, my brain working hard to believe the words. I still couldn’t believe it.
There was silence on the line as I waited for him to respond, to ask me how and when. Surely he’d have as many questions as I did. If anyone hated Mark as much as I did, it was Blake.
“I know.”
“What do you mean?”
“I saw it in my news feed. I’m sorry, I wanted to call but I’ve been tied up in meetings all morning. Hang on a second.”
“Okay.” My voice was quiet, my throat tight with emotion. I wanted to be angry with him for not calling, but all I could think about was how much I missed him. The noise was muffled on the other end, and then the voices in the background disappeared.
“Are you okay?” His voice was softer.
I drummed my fingers on the desk, wondering how to put into words how completely not okay I was. “When are you coming home?”
He sighed on the other end. I winced. I was becoming the emotionally dependent girlfriend that he probably really didn’t need. Not to mention the kind I never thought I’d turn into.
“Sorry, just do what you need to do there, Blake. Don’t worry about me, okay? I’m fine.” I bit back the tears that threatened, trying to sound as unaffected as possible.
“I’m coming back as soon as I can.”
“I’m fine,” I repeated, willing both of us to believe it as I wiped away the tear that fell down my cheek. “I’m just kind of a mess right now, but I’ll be fine.”
I heard the voices in the background again and he muttered a curse under his breath. “I’ll call you tonight, okay?”
“Sure.”
I hung up and let my head fall into my hands. Why did I need Blake to put me back together? What had changed in these past weeks that I needed him like I needed my last breath? I couldn’t make sense of it, or of the insane thoughts I was having about hopping on the next red-eye to San Francisco to see him.
“You look like you need a drink.”
James was standing by my desk. He looked great as usual in a black graphic T-shirt and dark blue jeans, but the worried look on his face was what caught my attention. I wiped my eyes quickly, suddenly worried about the state of my mascara after a day like today.
“I thought everyone was gone.”
“I had to wrap something up here. I figured we could catch up.”
I straightened and silently hoped that he hadn’t heard my exchange with Blake.
“Maybe later. I should head home.” I piled up the papers that had accumulated on my desk over the course of the day.
“On a Friday night? I thought you’d be celebrating the new account.”
“Well it’s not final yet. Plus I still have work to do. I need to figure out the direction for the ad campaign we’re planning.”
“How about you toss some of that work my way and let me take you out for a drink. I’ll come in tomorrow if I have to.”
I shook my head. “I don’t expect you to do that.”
“I want to. Come on, there’s a cool dive bar down the street. Unless you’re more into those fancy martini bars?”
I lifted my lips. He had one thing right for sure. I could use a drink. Having someone to talk to, even if it wasn’t about my solidly heinous day, was pretty appealing too.
“Fine. One drink.”
 
* * *
James delivered on his promise for a quintessential dive bar. Dark and sparse on decor, the place attracted a local crowd. Most were casually dressed, so I stood out with my suit. Maybe a martini bar would have been better based on the double takes I was getting.
We found two seats at the crowded bar and each ordered a drink. I tried to ignore the news scrolling on the one television mounted on the wall.
“Are there any new developments?”
I panicked slightly. “What do you mean?”
“With the Cooper kid?”
“Oh, yeah, he’s definitely our man.” I thought back to the scene at the house and resented that I couldn’t tell him the whole truth. He’d made a good find with tracking down Brian’s family, and I silently wondered if he might have any other ideas about getting to the bottom of this situation.
“You’re kidding. You met him?”
“I swung by the mother’s house last night. He lives with her, so I ended up meeting them both.”
“Is he going to back off?”
I shook my head and thanked the skinny blond bartender who had delivered our drinks.
“So how does Landon tie into this?”
I took a sip of my drink, savoring the bite of the liquor. “Let’s just say that the original group didn’t break up on good terms. Trevor is holding a grudge against Blake, and based on how last night went, that’s not going to change any time soon. That grudge has spilled over onto our company due to his involvement with us. So I’m basically at a dead end again unless I can figure out a way to reason with Trevor somehow.”
James rested his elbows on the bar, circling his beer with his hand and showcasing his strong arms and the tattoos.
“Maybe I could reason with him.”
I laughed. “I’m sure you’d have no problem strong-arming him, and at this point I’d probably try anything if I thought it might work. Unfortunately I’m not sure it would do any good. Blake doesn’t seem to think he’ll be easily deterred.”
“What’s with you and Blake anyway?”
He took a sip of his beer and looked up at the television, as if he weren’t too concerned with the answer. Before I could reply, someone yelled my name from across the room. Dressed in a backless black top and ripped up boyfriend jeans, Simone marched up to us.
“Woman, I didn’t know you came here!”
“I don’t,” I said, immediately happy to see her face outside of the café. She looked carefree, her red hair loose and falling over her shoulders.
“This is my place!”
“You own this place too?”
She laughed loudly, attracting the attention of nearly every red-blooded man around us. “No, this is like, where I come when I’m not working or sleeping.”
“Oh, cool. I like it.”
She wrapped her arm around me and paused when she saw James.
“Hey, you.” Her eyes narrowed suggestively.
He smirked. “Hey.”
“Simone, this is James.”
“My pleasure. You guys wanna play some pool?”
James looked at me to gauge my interest and I shrugged. “Not my best game, but I’ll give it a go.”
“Whatever, you’re probably a fuckin’ shark.”
Simone’s Boston accent was coming out thicker than usual. She had clearly gotten a head start on me in the drinking department. Still, she was undeniably entertaining. If she was a character before, she’d be a downright show-stopper now.
James put our name in for the next table and was talking with the people playing while Simone and I stayed back.
Simone propped herself up on James’s seat. “Let’s get you a real drink.”
“I’m drinking whiskey. Doesn’t get much more real than this.”
“I’m talking ’bout shots.”
“Uh, I’m not sure about that.”
“We’ll just do one.” She pursed her lips and waved to the blonde who was now ignoring us. “Hey, blondie. Two red-headed sluts.”
I rolled my eyes. “Subtle, Simone.”
“What? I’m the red-head and you’re the slut.”
“Excuse me?” I looked around self-consciously, hoping no one had caught that.
She downed her shot without answering me and I followed suit. She immediately ordered two more rounds. I’d barely eaten anything today. I was running on coffee and the munchies I had hidden in my office drawer. I needed to slow down or pay for it later.
“What’s going on with him? I thought you were with the investor guy.” Simone nodded in James’s direction.
“Nothing’s going on with James. We were just having a drink. And I am with the investor guy. So don’t get any ideas.”
“Don’t worry. Not my type. That one, however, is more my speed. I’d like to get a better look at that ink.” She bit her lip.
“Go for it. He’s a really nice guy.” I tossed back one of the two shots the bartender had set in front of me. Blake was thousands of miles away and I’d had the day from hell. Maybe I needed a couple shots to take the edge off.
“I would, honey, but he hasn’t taken his eyes off you since I got here. I know that look when I see it.”
I frowned and spun in James’s direction with no discretion. Our eyes met and he quickly averted them and leaned against the pool table to watch the next play.
Shit.
“That’s ridiculous.” I turned back to the bar and tossed back the third shot.
 
* * *
I wasn’t as bad at pool as I’d originally thought. Despite my significant buzz, I was making some decent shots. Simone had partnered with someone from the winning team of the last game, and James and I were ahead after the first few rounds. I leaned in for my next shot, but before I could take it, a hand slid across my lower back, warm through the thin fabric of the shell blouse I was wearing. James leaned in next to me, his body too close. Unprofessionally close.
“Aim for the left pocket.”
His breath brushed against my neck and my whole body tensed. I closed my eyes a second, wishing he were Blake. God, just for a few minutes. I missed him so much. When I opened them, I caught Simone looking at me with a smug told-you-so look on her face. I shifted my angle, took the shot, and the ball sank into the pocket. I stepped back and wobbled slightly on my heels. James was there, stilling me with his hand at my waist.
“You all right?”
“I’m fine.” I smiled and took a self-preserving step away. I needed to get a handle on this situation before James got the wrong idea. I was about to start scolding myself for having drinks with an employee, when a familiar face emerged from the crowd beyond the pool tables.
“Uh-oh,” I murmured.
“What’s wrong?” James asked.
Heath walked up slowly, his hands in his pockets, until he stood directly in front of us. He gave James a hard look before turning back to me. My eyes went wide as I replayed the past few minutes over in my mind, including James’s brief and suggestive tutorial on playing pool.
“I’m in trouble, aren’t I?”
Heath answered with a tight smile. I grabbed my purse and fished out my phone seeing that Blake had called at least a dozen times. Fuck.
“I have to go.” I glanced quickly to Simone and James, eager to connect with Blake and explain this all away.
“Do you need a ride?” James stepped forward.
“No, she doesn’t.”
Heath nearly leveled him with his stare, his jaw ticking in a way that made me seriously wonder if he were somehow channeling Blake right now.
“Come on. Let’s get out of here,” he said, his voice more forgiving toward me.
My eagerness came to a skidding halt. My face heated. Heath would be here under strict instructions from Blake. The thought of being escorted out of the bar at Blake’s bidding humiliated me, and my dignity wasn’t having it.
“I’ll be out in a minute.” I raised my eyebrows at him, daring him to challenge me.
He paused and finally agreed with a slight nod.
“Who the hell was that?” James grimaced in the direction of the exit that Heath had just left through.
“Blake’s brother.”
“A little protective, is he?” Simone walked up and leaned against the pool table beside me.
“Sometimes,” I lied.
“You really leaving me?” Simone gave me a pouty look.
I smiled. “Yeah, I’m wasted anyway. I need to go pass out before I get stupid.”
“Lame.”
“Shut up. James will take care of you, right?”
James smiled politely, but disappointment shadowed his gaze. Simone leaned in for a hug. When she let me go, James pulled me close and pressed a quick kiss to my cheek.
“Good night.”
I turned out of his embrace so quickly I almost lost my balance again. I headed out of the bar without a goodbye.
Clay drove Heath and me back to the apartment in silence. I wanted to read them both the riot act, but it wouldn’t make an ounce of difference when Blake controlled everything they did. They were no different from me.
I stepped into the apartment and slammed the door behind me before Heath could say good night. Cady, our downstairs neighbor and Blake’s personal assistant, sat next to Sid on the couch watching a movie. They were curled up closer than I’d ever seen them. I waved and said hi before disappearing into my bedroom.
I fell down onto the bed and wished the walls would stop moving a bit before I made the call. I cursed and pulled up his number.
“Erica.” His voice was a potent mix of panicked and pissed off.
“You rang?” I decided to keep the mood light and go with that.
“I’m beginning to feel like a broken record, but what the fuck?” Blake’s mood was decidedly not light.
“I was having a drink with a friend. It was loud. I didn’t hear my phone. Stop overreacting.”
“Was your friend the one with his hands all over you? Or was that someone else?”
I clenched my teeth and breathed through the string of curses that ran through my head. Heath would be hearing from me about this.
“You must be referring to James from work, and no, he did not have his hands all over me. We were playing pool. He was showing me a shoot. A shot. He was showing me how to shoot.” I groaned out loud. My slurring wasn’t helping my case.
“That’s a really great mental image you’ve just given me.”
“Stop being so jealous,” I mumbled, already too tired to fight.
“Are you home now?”
“Uh-huh. In my bed. Thinking about getting naked too,” I teased, hoping he would take the bait so we could stop bickering.
“Horny, are we?”
“Oh, we could Facetime. Are you on Wi-Fi?”
He laughed and I smiled, relieved that he wasn’t as mad as he seemed.
“I’ve got a dinner meeting with one of the partners on the project I’m working on out here. As much as I’d love to blow it off for phone sex with you, baby, it’ll only keep me out here longer if I do. And I don’t think either of us can afford delays. Agreed?”
I pouted and slumped back onto the bed. “Agreed.”
“I need you to do two things.”
“Great. What does the master of the universe decree?”
“Drink a bottle of water. Drink the whole thing and take four ibuprofen. Sounds like you’re going to need them.”
“Yes, sir,” I groaned, ready to hang up and make my way to the kitchen.
“Hey.”
“What?”
“I love you, Erica.”
“I love you too.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
Someone was knocking on my door.
“What do you want?” I groaned from under the covers.
“Rise and shine. I thought you could use some breakfast.”
I peeked out from the duvet. Heath looked fresh and peppy, holding a tall iced coffee and what I hoped was a box of donuts. Only caffeine could get me vertical this morning.
I sat up slowly. I didn’t feel quite as terrible as I should have, thanks to Blake’s late night hangover prevention advice. I reached for the coffee and leaned against my headboard. Heath sat down at the foot of the bed, eyeing me tentatively. He was probably waiting for me to lash out at him. If I’d felt better, I might have.
“I hate you, you know?” My voice was hoarse, which detracted from the intended impact of the words.
“I know. I was sort of hoping this could be a peace offering.”
I grimaced at the memory of James’s subtle advances, and worse, that Heath had likely witnessed it all.
“For the record, there’s nothing going on between James and me. He was getting too friendly maybe, but he works for me. If someone needs to set him straight, I’d like to be the one to do it.”
“Honestly, it’s none of my business. Blake was grilling me about who you were with, and I wasn’t going to lie to him. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. Blake’s hauled me out of more bars than I can count. They weren’t my finest moments either.”
I cast my gaze down at the blanket, picking at a tiny feather poking through the white fabric. “I’m sorry he put you in that position. I suppose if I had been more reachable, even though Blake is completely crazy, that whole scene could have been avoided. A bar is probably the last place you really needed to be last night.”
“Don’t worry about that. My sobriety isn’t that tenuous. If it were, I doubt Blake would have sent me in there. I think he just thought I was a better option than Clay.” His lips curled into a smile.
I laughed at the thought of Clay, who was one of the largest men I’d ever seen, negotiating with James about who was giving me a ride home. Talk about mortifying.
“Good call.” I took a long sip of my coffee, feeling my brain come back to life a bit. “Heath, how do you deal with Blake?”
“Don’t you mean, how does he deal with me?”
I laughed quietly. I could have easily said that not so long ago, but Heath had changed so much. He seemed like the reasonable one somehow, and Blake was the impulsive one of the two. “I don’t know. It’s like we said that night in Vegas, how everyone sort of orbits around him. I don’t know how he does what he does, or why he even wants to sometimes.
“Erica, I owe him my life at this point. After everything he’s done for me, I’m willing to defer to just about whatever he thinks is best. If that’s helping with the business, moving here, whatever he needs. God knows, I’m not so great with making decisions.”
“You’re thinking about moving here, permanently?”
His gaze met mine. Clearly he hadn’t meant to tell me that.
“We’ve talked about it. I’ve slipped up so many times in New York, and I have a lot of support here between Blake and my folks. I need to talk to Alli about it though. She’s the most important person in my life right now. I want to know that we can deal with that before I make a decision.”
I didn’t imagine Alli would take it very well, but I wasn’t about to test their already complicated relationship by butting in. “Don’t worry. I won’t say anything. I’m sure she’ll come to me when she wants to talk about it.”
He seemed relieved. “Thanks.”
“Do your parents live close?” I couldn’t help but linger on the mention of them.
“About half an hour north of the city. They don’t usually come into town, but when I’m around, we try to do dinner once a week.”
“Oh.” I tried to hide my surprise. Of all the time Blake and I had spent together, I had no idea his parents were so close or that he regularly saw them. That he hadn’t mentioned either to me stung a little. Naively, I’d never thought much about the rest of his family outside of Heath and Fiona. My own family was decidedly far from normal, if present at all. Heath made it sound like they had something more stable though.
“What are you up to today?” Heath grabbed my attention again.
“Who wants to know?” I teased.
“Hey, I’m off the clock now. Was just making small talk.”
“Show me you mean it, and give me those donuts.”
 
* * *
In a perfect reflection of my hung-over state, the day was overcast and dreary. Not wanting to be caught in weather, I let Clay drive me to the office. I was starting to pity him since he hadn’t gotten a day off since Blake had put him to the task of taxiing me around.
I skipped my usual stop into Mocha. I was already powered up and I wasn’t sure if I could handle a debriefing from Simone just yet. I settled in at my desk. A text dinged on my phone.
 
James: You alive? I’m headed into the office in a bit.
Erica: Have officially risen from the dead. Already here. No rush.
 
I should probably talk to James about last night. Maybe I could get away with avoiding it altogether. I mean, we’d both been drinking. People make all manner of bad choices under those circumstances. At the end of the day, keeping things professional at work was probably just as important to him as it was to me. He wanted to keep his job, after all.
I checked my email and found my way to the news. The details surrounding Mark’s death were too compelling to resist. I felt like a driver passing the scene of a terrible accident and I couldn’t look away. They had new photos of Daniel and Margo, looking as grieved as I expected them to be, trying to avoid the paparazzi’s cameras. My heart ached for them, as twisted as the sentiment was for me. My sympathy had become partial and conditional.
On impulse, I picked up the phone and scrolled through the numbers until I landed on Daniel’s. I took a breath and made the call, fully expecting it to go to voicemail. All I wanted to do was let him know they were in my thoughts, which seemed like the appropriate thing to do under the circumstances. I was his daughter after all. I didn’t want him to think I didn’t care, even if Margo wanted me to keep my distance.
I was shocked when Daniel picked up.
“Hi.” I struggled with how to proceed. The usual how are you line wasn’t going to work here. “I know this probably isn’t a good time. I just wanted to let you know that I’m thinking about you and Margo. I’m so sorry.”
He was silent for what seemed like a long time. “Do you think we could meet today?”
I resisted the urge to agree immediately. Margo’s words echoed in my mind. “Today?”
“Can you meet me at Castle Island in an hour?”
He sounded different somehow, less guarded and curt. The casual tone should have been welcome, perhaps, but it worried me. I bit my lip, wishing I knew what he was thinking.
“Okay,” I agreed.
“Do you need a ride? I can send a car.”
“No, I’m good. I’ll see you in a little bit.”
I hung up and texted James that I was heading out for a while. An uneasy sense of urgency compelled me as I exited out the back and onto the cross street where I hailed a cab. Blake would be furious if he knew I was trying to slip under the radar, but I didn’t want to have to explain to Daniel why I was traveling with my brawny bodyguard.
The rain had subsided, but a heavy fog had settled over the bay as the cab pulled up. I paid the fare and stepped out. A sole black Lincoln was parked nearby. Otherwise the usually busy beach stretched along the loop was bare due to the weather.
As I approached, an orange-haired brute of a man stepped out of the driver’s side. His eyes were impossibly light, barely blue, and freckles scattered thickly across his face.
“He’s down there,” he said, gesturing toward the path that began the full circle around the bay, the end of which had disappeared in the fog.
I started down the path, searching for Daniel’s figure as I gained visibility. He finally came into view. In khakis and a brown bomber jacket, he stood overlooking the glassy water of the bay, the patchy view of the city skyline ahead.
He smiled faintly as I approached. Despite his casual dress, he seemed even older than I’d remembered. The gray in his hair more obvious, and the lines of his face more defined.
“Thanks for coming out.”
“Of course.” I felt uneasy though I wasn’t exactly sure why. Maybe I had underestimated how awkward this might be.
He reached into his jacket and pulled out a shiny engraved flask. He twisted off the top and offered it to me. I shook my head. He brought it to his lips and drained a good portion of it. Breath hissed out through his teeth, permeating the air with the peaty smell of scotch. The good kind.
“I’m so sorry, Daniel.” I reached out and touched his shoulder. He replaced the flask in his jacket and covered my hand with his own. He turned and sat down on one of the granite slabs that provided a barrier between the path and the water below. Keeping my hand in his, he pulled me down so I was seated beside him.
“You don’t need to do that.”
“What do you mean?”
“You don’t need to say you’re sorry, Erica.”
I frowned. Was he trying to be strong? “Daniel, I am sorry. I don’t like to see you hurting. I can’t imagine what you must be going through. I wish I could do something.”
A wave of guilt rushed over me. Would I bring Mark back if I had the choice? As sad as I was for Daniel’s loss, I was unmistakably grateful for my own. I couldn’t bring myself to empathize with him the way I would have under very different circumstances. I was a walking contradiction. But Daniel was my father. We had a sad excuse for a history, but he needed as much support as I could give him right now.
He shook his head and released my hand, diving back into his jacket for the flask. After he’d emptied it, he turned to me. His eyes were bloodshot as they burned into mine. From the alcohol or from emotion, I couldn’t tell, but his expression appeared unmistakably haunted.
“I don’t know how it happened, but almost from the moment you walked into my life, you became my pride, Erica. I never really knew what that felt like before until you. That’s pretty depressing, isn’t it?”
His words robbed me of air. I swallowed hard and drew in an unsteady breath. He brushed my hair back lightly from my face. The tenderness in his gesture made my heart twist.
“What about Mark?”
He turned his focus back on the horizon, the empty islands beyond. “No amount of parenting could help Mark. I don’t know. His father passed away unexpectedly, and by the time Margo and I got married, I already felt like he was too far gone for me to really help. There was a darkness that lived inside the boy, and for a long time I thought I could channel that into something. Christ, corporate America is full of cold, heartless bastards, but he couldn’t even seem to play by those rules. With everything we’d given him...” He sighed and shook his head. “He wanted for nothing. Nothing.”
The way he emphasized the last word, I didn’t doubt it.
His expression brightened slightly. “And then there’s you. You had none of my money or influence. None of the opportunities, but still here you are, so driven and everything I could have wanted for you. And you’re mine.” He smiled softly. “That’s the best part.”
I struggled to rein in my emotion, but I was drowning in his words. Could he really mean everything he said? Was this the booze talking? He seemed to be reading from the script of everything I’d ever wanted him to say. I’d waited years to hear those words from him, before I even knew who he was or what he’d meant to my mother.
“And to know that the son I gave everything to…hurt you.” The muscles of his jaw tightened as he looked away again.
“You knew?” My voice was too quiet, almost disappearing in the ocean breeze that blew across us.
“You were so upset at the gala. I could see it all over your face. I confronted Mark about how he knew you the night of the gala, and he admitted everything. He was pretty pleased with himself, actually. He let me know that if I planned to get in the way of him pursuing you, he’d out the truth about our relationship. After everything I’d put into this campaign, he wanted to barter with me. Keep you safe or keep the campaign safe.” His face twisted into a bitter snarl. “He can’t hurt you anymore.”
I froze, paralyzed by the words I’d tried to comfort myself with the last time Mark had held me captive in his arms.
“I don’t understand. He…he killed himself.” The last sentence sounded more like a question, because nothing seemed certain anymore.
“Certainly looked that way, didn’t it?”
An eerie silence fell between us. I shook my head, unwilling to believe what he was implying. He couldn’t have. I stood and took a few unsteady steps away before facing him again.
“Daniel, what are you saying?”
“I think you know.”
“No…my God. You couldn’t have…not for me.”
He frowned. “Yes, for you. I did what had to be done, goddamnit. He was threatening you. Blake was threatening me. We’re all better off without him, trust me.”
He stood and fished a pack of cigarettes from his jacket. He lit one and took a long drag.
“What do you mean, Blake was threatening you?”
He shook his head and laughed a little. “I should have known better when you introduced us to him. You can’t keep secrets from a man like Landon. Seems that having an election to win is a vulnerability that my enemies are more than willing to take advantage of.”
“Blake’s not your enemy.” I had no idea what had gone on between him and Blake, but Blake knew how important my relationship with Daniel was. He wouldn’t purposefully hurt him, even if he thought it was for my sake. At least I didn’t think so.
Seriousness darkened his gaze and he took a step closer, pointing at me. “Anyone who wages threats, Erica, is an enemy, no matter their intentions. He came to me the day after the gala, letting me know, under no uncertain terms, that I was to get Mark out of your life. Ship him off somewhere, to our New York office, a desert island. He didn’t care much, as long as he was away from you. He said if I didn’t, he’d compromise the campaign. I’m not the type of man you make idle threats to, but I’ll admit I weighed my options.” He blew a billow of smoke out the side of his mouth. “Now you’re safe, the campaign’s safe, and Blake’s satisfied for the moment. Everyone wins.”
“You…killed him?”
“I did what needed to be done.” He raised his voice, directing his venom at me. “Don’t act like you aren’t fucking thrilled to have him out of your life.” He rubbed his forehead and took a breath. “Margo, God love her, is the only one suffering right now, but she wanted me to win more than anyone. Now we will.”
“What do you mean?”
He shrugged and took another drag. “The numbers are already going up. Mark’s death has painted me as a human relatable candidate. As soon as they close the investigation, which should be soon, the race will be in the bag. We can’t lose.”
I couldn’t take another minute of it. The warmth I’d seen in him earlier had vanished, replaced with a smug and calculating man whose only concern was the shortest route to success. I had no idea how his love for or pride in me fit into this scenario, and I didn’t want to know.
I started to make my way back toward the promenade. Daniel called my name but I kept walking briskly into the thick fog until I saw the end of the path.
I couldn’t think straight anymore. Mark was gone. Heaven help me, Daniel had killed him. For me, or for the campaign? Who could do it, for any reason? Clearly I was in way over my head, because this all made sense to Daniel.
The orange-haired man met me at the end of the path, blocking most of the way with the width of his frame. He was no Clay, but he was not to be trifled with. I slowed as I came near.
“Mr. Fitzgerald needs to speak with you. Wait here.”
I turned back. Daniel emerged out of the fog toward me, no love in his eyes. I slipped past his man and only made it a few steps before he grabbed me by my shirt and yanked me back toward the car where Daniel met me.
“Let her go, Connor.”
He released me on command and I backed slowly towards the car, trying to create as much distance between them and me as I could.
“You didn’t let me finish.”
“What more is there to say? You killed your son. You want me to congratulate you?”
“He wasn’t my son. But by God, you’re my daughter. You’re a Hathaway on paper, Erica, but as far as I’m concerned you’re a Fitzgerald.”
“What do you mean?”
“A few more months and I’ll be in the governor’s seat. Then before you know it, we’ll be in Washington working our way up, and you’re going to help me get there.”
“How could I possibly do that? I know nothing about politics.”
“Get your business profitable and sell it, or don’t. I don’t really care, but I’m bringing you on to lead my online campaigning efforts. You’re smarter than anyone I’ve got.”
I gasped. He couldn’t mean this. He couldn’t have crafted this entire plan in his head and thought that I would celebrate with him. I waved my hand, dismissing the suggestion. “No. I’m not having any part of this. I like my life just the way it is, thank you.”
His face twisted into an unpleasant sneer. “That’s right. I almost forgot about our friend, Landon. He won’t let you give up so quickly, will he?”
“I doubt it, since he’s invested four million dollars in the company.”
“Pay it back.”
“What do you mean? I can’t pay it all back yet, even if I wanted to. I’ve already started investing it.”
“I’ll help you pay it back.”
“This is insane, Daniel. Maybe we should talk about this another time, when things aren’t so complicated. You’re asking me to give up everything I’ve worked for.”
“That’s not all you’ll be giving up.”
“What do you mean?”
“Landon. He needs to be out of the picture.”
The blood drained from my face.
He laughed. “Well, not completely out of the picture. As long as you work with me, Erica, I’ll be satisfied if you just remove him from your life. That way I won’t need to remove him in a more permanent fashion.”
I fisted my hands, tensing against the anger that rushed over me. He couldn’t be serious. “Blake isn’t a threat. He loves me. You’re deranged if you think I’d leave him just because—”
His nostrils flared. Without warning he lifted his arm and backhanded me against the car. I fell back with a thud, catching myself before I dropped to the ground. My shaky hand went to the place where he’d made contact. The sharp pain of it paled in comparison to the shock that he’d done it, and without hesitation. I pulled myself up slowly, too afraid to look at him. I had to get out of here but before I could even think about my next move, he brought his face inches from mine. I swallowed hard and pressed back against the car trying to still my rapid breathing.
“That’s a warning.”
I shivered at the unforgiving tone.
“I run this fucking city. I don’t care how much money Landon’s got, no one threatens me and gets away with it. You’ll do this or I’ll fucking kill him. He wouldn’t be the first to cross me, and I doubt he’d be the last. I protect what’s mine at all costs, and right now he’s in my fucking way.”
I recoiled at the venom in his voice. I was too stunned, too scared to speak. I chanced a look at Connor who stood apathetic and emotionless a few feet behind Daniel. My chances of getting out of this situation on my terms were quickly dwindling. I fought the tremble that coursed through me. I was trapped.
Cautiously I tilted my head up to Daniel, trying to read him. He stared back with a smug glitter in his eyes.
“You wouldn’t,” I challenged, my jaw resolute.
He lifted his hand and I flinched back. I opened my eyes when he brushed his knuckles over the stinging flesh of my cheek, a surprising act of tenderness after what he’d just done and said.
“I certainly would, Erica. Don’t doubt it.” His voice was low, deliberately slow, his breath spiked with alcohol. “You’re smart so it won’t take long for you to learn how things work in this family. If you care for him, you’ll stay away from him. We don’t need any more accidents. Do you understand?”
Fear sliced through me, his words chilling my blood. When he put it like that, nothing had ever been more clear. I swallowed before answering, trying to keep my voice steady.
“I understand.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
“Let me out here.”
Connor slowed to a stop a few blocks from the office. I reached for the handle. Daniel caught my wrist, preventing me from exiting the vehicle, which was all I’d wanted to do for the past twenty minutes. I’d loosely considered jumping out of it while we were driving, but thought better of it.
“I know you’re going to think I did this for the campaign, but I did this for you. For us. I made a sacrifice, and now you need to make one.”
I stared blankly out the window. After all of that, he wanted my blessing, my forgiveness? That he did was almost laughable.
“Look at me.”
I closed my eyes a second before facing him.
“He’s too close to all of this, and I can’t take any more chances. Try to understand what’s at risk before you decide to hate me.”
I caught a glimmer of regret in his eyes. Maybe he was sobering up, but the part of me that might have softened at his words before had been silenced. Only days ago, I’d longed to know him better. Now I’d gotten a glimpse of who he really was—a dark and violent man under the suits and the clout. I’d seen too much, and there was no going back now.
“Can I go now?” I wasn’t sure how much longer I could survive in his proximity. I longed for the muggy summer air outside the car, to be free of him and his goddamn henchman. His threats and his warped brand of paternal love were suffocating me. The urge to scream simmered below the surface. If I didn’t get out of the car soon, I was going to boil over.
Finally he released me. I left the vehicle as gracefully as I could when I wanted to scramble out and run as hard as my legs would take me. Instead, I kept a steady normal pace back to the office, never looking back.
When I arrived, James was there. His gaze was glued to his computer screen. He stood and came closer when he saw me.
“Jesus, are you okay?”
I hadn’t been crying, but my face felt hot and swollen. I looked to the floor, self-conscious and all too aware of the heated skin where Daniel had slugged me. I hoped it didn't look as bad as it felt—physically, anyway. Nothing could look as terrible as I felt on the inside.
“I’m fine,” I insisted. I considered staying, working through whatever he’d put together, but I couldn’t think straight. Not a chance. “We’ll need to pick this up on Monday. Thanks for coming in though.”
He was silent for a moment. He touched my chin, lifting my eyes to his. His were surprisingly intense. I’d never been this close to him in good light to really see them, but they were a deep fathomless blue with specks of gray. He brushed the heated flesh gently with the back of his hand, his expression unreadable.
“Who did this to you?”
I stepped back, suddenly panicked by the contact. “Nobody. It’s nothing. I’m fine.”
I retreated to my office. My hands were trembling so hard I could barely grasp my things as I shoved them into my shoulder bag. James appeared the second I finished.
“Erica.”
“See you Monday,” I said quickly as I passed by him, leaving before he could say anything more.
 
* * *
I walked for blocks until my feet wouldn’t take me any farther. I settled on a bench in a park nestled in the middle of the city. The streets were quiet. The clouds had begun to clear and the sun was thinking about coming out again. Unfortunately, that did little for my spirits.
Daniel’s threat played on repeat in my mind. If we were gambling with anything but someone’s life, I might have considered calling his bluff. But he’d killed Mark. He’d even gone so far as to make it look like a suicide, and the cops, even if they weren’t being paid off, would probably buy it. Daniel wouldn’t have done it any other way. Case closed, someone’s life snuffed out. Not that Mark’s life was the most honorable, but who was Daniel to decide? He’d killed his own stepson.
What was keeping him from doing the same thing to Blake? He was right. Blake could buy and sell Daniel. But Daniel had power and an impressive network of connections built over generations. I didn’t doubt his ability to make someone disappear if he decided it needed to happen. The only thing I doubted was whether he could do it knowing how much Blake meant to me. That depended heavily on how much I meant to Daniel. On one hand, he’d all but told me I was his pride and joy. On the other hand, he’d backhanded me into a car and seemed to take smug pleasure in exerting that kind of control over me. I wouldn’t call that love.
But I had to do something and find a way out of this mess that kept Blake and me together. If I could buy us some time, I could get closer to Daniel and make him understand that Blake wasn’t a threat, wasn’t his enemy. If I could do that, Blake and I could have a future. Somehow I needed to convince Blake to give me that time, though, and that wasn’t a conversation I could imagine right now. We fought and bickered and meddled, but we wanted to be together. We were closer than we’d ever been. Now I needed to put distance between us. If I didn’t… I couldn’t even think about what could happen if I didn’t.
And who could I talk to now? I couldn’t trust Alli because she was so close to Heath. Marie would worry too much, or worse, go to the police. Anyone who knew Daniel had killed someone, even if it was supposedly for my benefit, would be another person whose life was at risk. I had to carry the burden of this terrible truth alone, at least for now.
I wasn’t sure when to expect Blake back from California, but the first order of business was getting out of the apartment before he did. I called Marie.
“Is everything okay?” she asked.
“I need to talk to you about Daniel.”
She was silent on the phone for a moment. “What about?”
“I want to know what went down between him and my mother. Everything you know.”
I heard her sigh, and I could tell right away that she wasn’t going to make this easy for me.
“Erica, you’re talking to the wrong person. Your mother was the one who knew him, not me.”
“And you knew her. You were the closest person to her when they were together.”
“So what? They had a brief and passionate love affair, and then they went their separate ways. That’s the whole story. I don’t know what you want me to tell you, honestly.”
I closed my eyes and thought of my mother. Her face. Her pretty blond hair and her smile, the way she’d held me when I needed comfort the most. I needed her now, more than ever. My throat tightened with emotion, and I took a deep breath to snap myself out of it. Crying over this would get me nowhere. My mother was dead and my father was a sociopath. These were the facts of my life.
“Can I come stay with you for a little while? Maybe a couple weeks until I find a new place?” I finally said.
“Of course. Do you need me to come get you? You’re worrying me.” Her tone had shifted from defensive to caring. Getting her to believe I was fine would be easier than convincing Blake that we needed to end our relationship, though.
“No, I’ll manage. Don’t worry, okay?”
“Okay, I’ll be here.”
I hung up and started the long walk back home.
 
* * *
I spent one last night in the apartment. I was exhausted by the day’s events and I needed to sort through my thoughts before I could face anyone.
But sleep was little relief from the day I’d had. In sleep I was as tortured as I had been hours ago. I jolted awake, frantic that something had happened. A cold sweat chilled my skin. I pulled the blanket tightly over me. The fiction of my dreams had me believing my worst nightmares. That Daniel had followed through on his threats. That Blake had disappeared. Gone, irrevocably gone. I curled my knees close to my body and willed myself back into reality. Blake was safe, but only if I could keep him safe.
The weight that somehow I had brought this on myself, on all of us, settled over me. Because I had, hadn’t I? Any way I thought about it, all this came back down to me. Mark was dead and his poor mother would never know the truth. Despite Blake’s attempts to keep me safe, from Mark and then the truth, he was now in Daniel's cross hairs. And I was headed into a future so unknown to me, I couldn’t begin to fathom it. A life at Daniel’s side, if he had anything to say about it. I couldn’t imagine what it might be like to belong to his life of politics and greed and manipulation. A life that Mark knew all too well, no doubt.
I clung to the vision of the life I had hoped for. One I couldn’t see clearly before, maybe out of fear of what it really meant. One where Blake and I had a future, a real life together. One where we belonged together and no one was threatening to take that away from us. I dared to think of marriage, of building a family together. Then the tears came, exhausting what was left of me until I fell into another restless sleep.
Daniel emerged out of the fog. He’d found me, hunted me down. He could because Blake was gone, forever. Over and over the scene played out until I felt I’d never escape. I thrashed in and out of consciousness, trying to purge the terrible thoughts from my system. Then the chill was replaced by a sudden warmth. Weak with relief, I relaxed. I felt Blake all around me, hushing away my cries. My lover. The power of our love together could surely countervail Daniel’s threats and the uncertainty that I now faced. He could make it go away, somehow… In my dream, I tried so hard to believe that. I clung to the promise of it.
But he wasn’t a dream. Blake was with me, loving me with his touches, kissing away the worry. In the dim light of the room, I opened my eyes into his. So familiar and yet so foreign, the eyes that looked back at me were loving, filled with worry. Scooping me into his arms, he kissed me, deeply and passionately. I kissed him back, desperate to have him with me again. I inhaled him, unable to believe he was real.
“Another nightmare?” he whispered.
I shook my head. No. My life is the nightmare now. I held my lip between my teeth to keep it from quivering. He didn’t know. He couldn’t know.
He released it with his thumb and lowered his mouth to mine again. He was flush against my side, still fully dressed from his travels. Thoughts raced through my mind as I tried to separate dreams from reality. The relief that he was with me again was quickly overwhelmed by what that meant. I clung to him, gripping his shoulders as if he might leave again. I had to keep him close.
“Missed you, so much.” He kissed my neck, my jaw, then my lips again, as if he couldn’t get enough of me but couldn’t decide where to start. “Can’t stay away from you like that anymore.”
The love in his voice, cracked with emotion, shredded me. If only he didn’t love me, everything would be easier. I could mend my own heart and put myself back together the way I always had before. But the thought of leaving, that he might feel a fraction of what I would at the separation, was unbearable.
He slid a hand under my tank top, palming my breast, plumping it in his hand and thumbing my nipple. He pinched my nipple and I gasped, arching off the bed.
“Make love to me, Blake. Please, I can’t wait anymore.”
I let my hands roam, remembering every plane of his body, the hard batch of muscles leading below the band of his jeans. I crashed my lips into his and wrapped my body around him in every way possible. The intensity of what I felt for him shot through every limb as I scrambled to remove the layers of clothing that separated us. Nothing would make sense now. I just had to love him tonight, to give us that much.
He stripped down, and seconds later he lowered onto me, covering my body with the heat of his own. The sensation of his skin on mine overpowered me. I’d never wanted him more, loved him more. I slid my hands over his chest and down his body until I reached his erection, the satin skin burning in my grasp. I couldn’t wait a minute longer to have him. I guided him into me and he pushed deep with one thrust.
A hoarse cry left my lips with the rush of him filling me. Nothing had ever felt so right. We stayed that way for a long time, holding each other tight, as if one of us might disappear at any moment.
“Now I’m home. Right here.”
He rocked into me, impossibly deep, and I arched into the movement, loving every slow thrust of our bodies connecting. I wrapped my arms and legs around him until we were touching everywhere, fully entangled.
He held my cheek in his palm, trapping me in his gaze. I couldn’t. I closed my eyes and turned away. I was afraid of what he’d see if he looked too hard. He forced me back to him and kissed me, thrusting deeper as he did. I gasped and shuddered, reveling in the familiar waves of heat saturating every cell of my being. Every limb hummed.
I tried not to think about the other side, the long fall from the earth-shattering bliss he gave me to the darkness of a life without Blake. I tried not to think about it, but the cold, hard reality of it crept in. Time ticked by, my body refusing the climb, evading its addictive pull. If only I could suspend this moment—our bodies impossibly close, slick with the heat of our passion, a never-ending state of being. I could live with that, never reaching the top, if it meant we never had to come down.
I turned away, staring into the near blackness of the room, my thoughts too far from us. He turned my face back to him, his own expression strained, his skin tight and flushed.
“Goddamnit, what’s going on?”
I stumbled, trying to find the words. “I’m sorry. Don’t stop, please.”
“What are you thinking about?”
“Nothing. I don’t want to think about anything but you.”
He stilled. Then without warning, he pulled out of me and left the bed. He rustled through his travel bag by the door. How he could see anything in the darkness of the room, I wasn’t sure.
“What are you doing?”
“Putting you in a better frame of mind.”
The bed dipped under his weight again.
“I did some thinking while I was away, baby, and I think you need this as much as I do. We’ll start slow though.”
My breath caught as he stretched my arms above me, encasing my wrists with two soft leather cuffs, looping the connecting strap around a rail on the headboard.
“There. That’s better. You okay?”
“What are you going to do?” It was a quiet plea. A part of me was afraid of what he might do, but I needed something and soon.
He grabbed my hips and tugged me lower until my arms were fully extended above me. My breath hitched, my muscles tensing with the position. He planted a wet kiss between my breasts, and I sighed. Moving to one and then the other, he teased the tips with warm strokes of his tongue. My nipples were hypersensitive, almost painfully hard, jutting out shamelessly for his slow torture. He bit down gently and my body jerked from the pleasure that shot through me.
He continued to roam with one hand while the other slipped between my thighs to the apex of my desire. He teased my clit, tracing my opening, and then back again, my core quickening with the motion.
When I thought I couldn’t take much more, he withdrew and flipped me to my belly, my arms tautly outstretched. The cord of the cuffs twisted around the rail, increasing their tension on my wrists.
He licked up my spine, causing me to quiver. His thighs straddled mine as his hands glided smoothly over my skin, down my back, squeezing my hips and the top of my ass.
“Mmm, I missed this. Thought about making your ass pink every night I was gone.”
I bit my lip. I knew what was coming and went wet with anticipation, the ache between my legs throbbing now.
“You weren’t too well behaved while I was gone, were you?”
I shook my head as much as I could.
His palm made hard contact with my ass. I jolted at the shock of pain. Then an unexpected wave of pleasure warmed me.
“Someone else had his hands on you. We’re not going to let that happen again, are we?”
I winced at the memory of James.
“Erica, answer me.” His voice was hard and clipped, his hand falling hard on the same spot.
“No, I promise,” I moaned, acutely aware of the wetness pooling between my thighs.
He continued to punish the same spot until my head buzzed with a heady mix of adrenaline and inexplicable desire. These weren’t gentle playful slaps. They were hard and loud, echoing through the room, each one landing with a sting that had me tensing anxiously in anticipation of the next. They fell so solidly across my skin that I swore I was being punished.
I wanted to be, so I let myself believe it. I convinced myself that Blake was punishing me and I was letting him. For making him so jealous, for letting James get too close. And for what I was about to do to him, to us, I deserved it.
“I want to hear you.” His hand made contact once more, smarting the skin that was nearly numb from the endorphins now. “I want to hear those helpless little moans you give me. To know what I’m doing to you is making you crazy inside that tight little body of yours.”
I didn’t make a sound, my cries burning in my throat.
“Erica,” he snapped. The edge in his voice sobered me. “More,” I cried. “I want more. Harder.” Inexplicably, I did.
He exhaled harshly. “Are you sure?”
I lifted my hips into his grasp and gripped the rail tightly. “Blake, please,” I moaned, overcome with a craving for the pain that I so deserved.
He left the bed, and I heard movement next to me before the sound of clothing dropping back down to the floor. He was over me again, straddling me.
The broad curve of a leather belt followed his touch, cool against my burning skin. My palms went damp with fear and lust, slipping on the rail. A slow tremble worked its way through my body. My chest heaved, and I fought for breath as I waited.
“Tell me if it’s too much,” he murmured. “Use your—just tell me to stop, okay?”
I arched off the bed, my body asking for more before my mind could make sense of it. Whatever pain came at the other end of this I’d earned or was about to.
“Just do it.”
I heard the sharp crack of the leather on my skin before the pain caught up to my mind. My jaw dropped in a breathless cry when the pain pulsed through me. Fucking fuck, that hurts.
He paused, waiting for me to speak. When I didn’t, he released another lash. I bit the pillow beneath me and suppressed a scream. Undeniably, it hurt. My entire body tensed against each blow. Why are you doing this? Tears stung my eyes, my throat thick with pent up emotion. You deserve it. You did this. Take it. Take it all.
“You okay, baby?”
“Do it, just fucking do it,” I croaked, my voice jagged with the need to cry.
He hesitated a moment, then slapped the belt with measured precision. Again and again, he spread the sharp licks over my ass and my thighs. Somehow, the pain cut right through the shadow of misery that had fallen over me. I sobbed into the pillow. The tears spilled over, saturating the fabric, cleansing me, breaking me down.
I relished the punishment, welcomed the physical manifestation of everything brewing inside me. Everything was releasing. My body went lax, even as he continued, as if I’d been broken down completely, stripped down to the most bare, raw state I could imagine. I couldn’t possibly understand why, but something felt terribly right about all of it.
When my sobs slowed, he stopped and tossed the belt off the bed. He kissed my back gently, his fingers feather-light against my skin, soothing the pain. The warmth of his body covered the back of mine. His erection lay heavily on my bottom, the weight of it almost too much on the pained flesh there. The pleasure and the pain. He was a master at delivering so well on both. Now I needed pleasure. I was ready for it.
“You took that really well. I know it wasn’t easy. I’m proud of you.”
My heart ached at the comfort that washed over me at the sound of his voice. Soft with affection, his tone was a welcome shift from the commanding character who’d just thoroughly punished me. “I’m going to fuck you now, and you’re going to come when I tell you. If you don’t, I’m going to punish you again. Do you understand?”
I whimpered an affirmative. Though softly rendered, his threat was heard.
He kissed between my shoulder blades, his teeth grazing my skin. I shivered, my nipples tightening at the sensation. He turned me back over again and nudged my legs apart so he could nestle between them.
Lowering down over me, his hand went to my hip, the other brushing the tear-soaked hair from my eyes. He wiped away the tears, and the lust that hooded his eyes changed. The corners of his eyes wrinkled with concern.
“I’m so sorry,” I choked, so overwrought with emotion I thought my chest might burst from it all. He’d never know how sorry I was.
The tight lines around his eyes released and he caught my mouth in a slow, deep kiss. He pressed the flared crown of his erection into me, barely penetrating.
“I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want you to be sorry, Erica. I can’t tell you what it does to me to see you like this, giving yourself over to me.”
“Please,” I moaned, arching into the contact, desperate for him.
My breath caught as he rooted himself fully and abruptly. The sensation was searing and overpowering, a potent rush of pleasure over my pain.
“Oh, fuck,” I cried.
“Erica,” he murmured. “I need this. I need you.”
Something snapped, between his words, the restraint, and his thick penetration. A consuming hunger overwhelmed me, and I clenched around him helplessly. He withdrew to the tip and shafted me fully again. I wrapped my fingers around the rail he’d tethered me to and a hoarse cry escaped my lips.
“That’s it, baby. Let it all go.”
The low rasp of his voice coaxed me to the edge. Except the cliff had turned into an avalanche and I couldn’t escape now. A few more thrusts and I was gone, helpless to fight the feeling. The orgasm was coming for me, like it or not. I was lost in the world he’d created for me, as drunk on the pleasure as I was starving for more.
He buried himself deeper, his hips slamming into mine with forceful drives. He pumped into me, his cock growing impossibly larger as he did. He nipped at my earlobe, sucking it, then grazing it again with this teeth.
“Mine. You’re mine. Just like this. Your body, your heart. Every part of you.” Whispering in my ear, he never let me forget it, not for a second.
“I’m yours.” The tears came again as my body gave up the last of its resistance.
“Come now, baby. Give me everything.”
The leather of the cuffs bit into the skin at my wrists as I struggled against them. Stretched tight and spread wide, I was completely at his mercy. Every muscle strained and I came apart. My thighs hugged his hips as my sex spasmed in climax. I fell hard, shaking uncontrollably, tensing as the orgasm ripped through me, his name on my lips. For a split second, a heaviness lifted and nothing else mattered.
“Erica,” he groaned.
His body jerked against me. His hands gripped my hips fiercely as he found his own release.
He tensed, then sagged against me. His body was slick against mine as he exhaled roughly.
He untied my hands and massaged the reddened skin of my wrists. Then he captured my mouth in slow, breathless kisses, brushing away the last of my tears. We were both spent, stripped down by the experience. With my last shred of energy, I wrapped my arms around him, hooking my leg over his hip. I needed the reassurance of our closeness. I couldn’t let him go yet.
We lay that way, wordlessly, for a long time. The intensity of what we’d done settled over me, and my mind spun over what it all meant. In the face of what tomorrow would bring, maybe it didn’t mean anything at all.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered finally.
“I love you,” I breathed, before falling into a deep, dreamless sleep. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Come up for breakfast when you wake up.
Love,
Blake
 
I dropped the note back onto the pillow and fell back on the bed. I stared up at the ceiling, wishing the answers were written there. I still had time.
I made my way to the bathroom and tried to tame my totally fucked hair. Fingertip-sized bruises marked my hips. My ass was covered with dozens of tiny little red dots, broken capillaries from the serious lashing Blake had dished out. A deep blush colored my cheeks.
Bound and at his mercy in the darkness of the night, I’d survived Blake’s unexpected return, overcoming my panic and fears. More than that, somehow I’d needed it, to break through all the craziness in my mind. My fears had seemed so small and insignificant in the face of impending tragedy.
I showered and dressed. I glanced out the window. Blake’s Tesla sat out front. A few cars down, a black Lincoln was parked on the street and I swore I caught a glimpse of red hair moving in the driver’s seat. A clatter in the kitchen tore my attention away.
I stepped into the living room tentatively, my nerves on edge. Sid was making his breakfast at the toaster. I relaxed slightly, relieved that Blake hadn’t come back. At least he hadn’t been there this morning. I didn’t have the energy last night to anticipate how I’d deal with waking up to him. I hadn’t planned for any of that. None of it.
“You’re up early,” I said.
“Yeah, trying to get on a better schedule. Our hacker friends must be on vacation so I haven’t had to pull any all-nighters, which helps.”
“Really? They just stopped?”
“Seems that way.”
“Wow.” I thought back to the meeting with Trevor. He didn’t seem to have an ounce of forgiveness in his heart, and our conversation had hardly convinced him to stop the attacks. Maybe tracking him down at his house had shaken him enough to make him stop. I wondered if he’d done the same for Blake’s other ventures or if he’d just decided to spare me.
“Hopefully they stay away so we can finally get back to work.”
“Do you think they will?”
“I have no idea. The code is so solid now I have a hard time imagining how they could breach us again, but we can’t defend what we can’t see. I guess we have to wait and see if they resurface.”
“Right,” I agreed. “Listen, Sid. I’m sure it won’t make much difference to you, but I’m going to be staying with a friend for a little while, so if you don’t see me around here much, that’s why.”
“You still coming to the office?”
“Of course.”
His face was passive as he sat behind the counter. He broke up his Pop-Tart, but I caught a flash of concern in his eyes when he looked up at me.
“Is everything all right?”
Unaffected as he tried to be, knowing that he cared meant a lot to me. We had a strange friendship that had deepened in its own way over time. I didn’t quite know how to answer him.
“I think it will be. Time will tell.”
Sid simply nodded, even though I was being cryptic and only half believed it myself. Thankfully he wasn’t one to pry.
* * *
I knocked quietly at Blake’s door, even though I had my finger on his key in my pocket. He greeted me with a smile that nearly took my breath away. He was gorgeous in his tired worn-out blue jeans and a simple white T-shirt. His hair was wayward and messy. Despite the long night, he looked rested and happy.
“Hey, beautiful.” He lifted me off my feet and kissed me.
I returned it, slave to the habit of melting into his touch and craving his skin on mine. What the hell was I thinking? Nothing about this was going to be remotely easy.
“What do you want for breakfast?”
He lowered me back down but stayed close, twisting a strand of my hair around his finger. I shook my head and looked away, physically incapable of looking at his eyes straight on.
“You okay?”
“Yeah.” I stood there awkwardly, paralyzed. “Can we…talk?”
“Okay.” His eyes narrowed slightly and he stepped back into the apartment, closing the door behind us. He walked farther in, but I lingered by the door, not wanting to get too comfortable. I couldn’t get pulled into the usual routine between us.
I shifted my weight back and forth a few times. He raised his eyebrows a fraction. Shit, I should have just emailed him. I couldn’t do this face to face.
You can do this. You have to do this.
“I think we need some space.” My teeth clenched against the tremble that threatened to take over. I fisted my hands, determined not to lose it.
All signs of warmth and humor had left his face. “What does that mean?” His voice was low, eerily so.
Shit, this was happening. This was really happening.
“I’m going to stay at Marie’s for a while. I need some time, and I think it would be easier if I wasn’t here.”
“Time? How much time?”
“I don’t know.”
I had no idea how long. I hadn’t nearly given up on the idea that I could get us out of this mess, but I needed time with Daniel to figure out how to get us there. I couldn’t risk Blake’s life in the meantime. His life… I couldn’t gamble with it. The thought of Daniel making good on his threat hit me again—a terrible, sobering thought that gave me the resolve I latched onto now.
If I did nothing else, I would protect him. He’d chosen me, tried to protect me, and now here we were.
“Where the hell is this coming from? Did I do something wrong?”
I shook my head, not wanting him to blame himself but knowing he’d probably find a way to anyway.
“Everything is just too much right now. I’m falling behind at work. I can’t focus. And then this news about Mark came as such a shock. I haven’t really had time to process everything.” Sadly, most of that was true, which was probably the only reason I could get the words out. “And I can’t do that with you around right now.”
He shook his head, his eyes wide. I was leaving the safe world of Blake, slipping further out of his reach.
“No. I—fucking no. We can figure this out, whatever it is. We haven’t even had a chance to talk since I got back, Erica, and now you’re dropping this on me?”
I cut him off quickly, afraid to let him take over the conversation. “I thought about things a lot when you were gone too.” About how much I love you, can’t breathe without you. “And I think this is the best thing right now. I care about you, Bl—”
“You care about me?” His brows knitted tightly together.
I’d struck a chord.
He took a step closer and I stepped back against the door, as if the volume of his voice could knock me down. His anger felt like a physical blow. The venom in his words rapidly worked its way through my system. The tears threatened and I squeezed my eyes closed, fighting them.
“Please, Blake. Just give me time. That’s all I’m asking for.” My voice was a whisper.
“Is this about James?”
I let the thought roll over in my mind a moment. He’d handed me a reason, one that would hurt him deeply. I could admit to the lie and he’d believe me. Surely the thought of an infidelity would be devastating enough to sever the love he felt for me, with no question whether I was actually telling him the truth.
I shook my head. I couldn’t stomach the backlash that might come from that false admission.
“No. This has nothing to do with James.”
“You’re not telling me something, Erica. How do we go from you drunk wanting phone sex to last night, which was amazing by the way, and now this?”
He’d need answers. He wouldn’t let me go without them. Maybe after we’d had some time to come to terms with the separation, I could give him some reason that made sense. But not now. Everything was too raw. He’d see right through me.
Too much was unsaid, but I couldn’t tell him the truth. He’d go after Daniel, and we’d be in an even bigger mess. Jesus, maybe none of us would survive it. Like a Quentin Tarantino movie where you can’t begin to count the bloody bodies on the floor. We’d be among them, no one winning. Just one big bloody fucking mess.
“I will always love you,” I whispered, afraid of saying the words with the passion I really felt. Once I’d said them, I relaxed a little. The truth felt right, and he needed to know that, if nothing else. “I know you’re angry. You have every right to be, but please don’t doubt that.”
He came close, bringing his arm up to rest on the door. I flinched back. Like an abused animal, I’d been hit, and in that split second I expected it. He lowered his hand and stared hard at me. He shoved his hands through his hair. I took a deep breath, wishing I could tell him who’d planted that fear in me, to take that pain away from him.
This is going to hurt. I was here to deliver the blow, not soften it.
I fumbled with the clasps on my bracelets and lifted the two sparkling bangles to give to him. I hoped for a second that he might take them, accept them, but he stood motionless before me, boring into me with those beautiful hazel eyes. I looked away, hating how they pleaded with me, fearful he’d see right into me. When he wouldn’t take them, I stepped past him and set them on the counter with his key.
I turned back to leave.
“Stop.”
I faced the door, my hand on the knob, ready to bolt.
He was close. His ragged breath caressed my skin.
“You’re doing it again. You’re running.”
“I’m not running. I’m leaving.”
“What if I don’t let you come back this time? How many times am I going to let you do this to us, for fuck’s sake?”
I clenched my jaw, hating the thought that this might be the last chance he’d give me.
“Look at me, goddamnit.” He slammed his palm on the door.
I jumped at the sound and the edge in his voice. I took a deep breath and turned slowly to face him.
“Tell me why you’re really doing this, and I’ll tell you why it’s wrong.”
“I told you, I need time.”
“Bullshit.”
“I should go.”
“No, you should stay here, with me. This is where you belong.”
I closed my eyes and shook my head. I couldn’t believe I’d found the strength to come this far, but inside I was unraveling. My love for Blake fought for control over the very real threat that I needed to protect him from.
I needed to leave before I lost my resolve. Before I could, I turned and left him without another word.
I tried to move quickly, but the albatross of emotion slowed my movements, numbing me. I went through the motions of packing in this dazed and detached state as tears blurred my vision. How I managed it I’ll never know, but I’d stuffed most everything I might need for a few weeks away from the apartment into my large suitcase.
Sid was hidden away in his room, so thankfully I didn’t have to face him again. I stepped outside, and out of pure habit I scanned the street for the black Escalade and Clay. The threat of Mark was gone, and Blake was back in town. We weren’t together anymore, so there was no need for a babysitter. Despite the fact that I disagreed with the whole concept of a security detail, Clay had grown on me a bit.
My gaze shot down the street, and I noticed a less welcome presence. Connor leaned against the town car. He tipped his hat toward me. A mere gesture I assumed, since he was likely tasked with reporting my every move back to Daniel. He’d keep it up until Daniel believed that things were done between Blake and me.
I walked toward him, my suitcase rolling loudly behind me. “You can tell him it’s done. Now leave me the fuck alone.”
His face was as stark and emotionless as it had been the last time I’d seen him. “I’ll give him the message.”
I walked past him and hailed a cab, starting the journey to Marie’s on the outskirts of the city. As we turned off Comm Ave, I checked behind me to make sure Connor wasn’t following. Thankfully, he wasn’t. Marie was the last person I wanted Daniel checking in on. He had no idea we were still in contact, and she was one of the only people who knew what he really was to me.
The cab navigated through light traffic. Throngs of people went about their days. Happy, normal people with easy problems. I was leaving the only home I’d ever really known, and Blake was right. I was running away. This was an aimless and desperate escape from a world I’d created, one I truly loved.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Marie didn’t question me when I arrived. She just held me so tight it almost hurt. I sobbed into her, letting all the misery pour from me.
“Whatever it is, we’ll get through it, baby girl,” she promised.
I needed that, for someone who loved me and didn’t know a damn thing about anything to promise me that everything was going to be all right. I wanted so badly to believe it.
I spent the day watching mindless television while she went out to run some errands. I wanted to fill my brain with nonsense, anything to drown out the misery.
After I enjoyed an amazing home-cooked dinner and a few glasses of wine, my tension had started to ease slightly. I didn’t feel so numb, and I’d finally stopped crying, which seemed like progress.
Marie and I had settled in her den, jazz playing quietly in the background as we curled up on her two large couches. I covered up with a blanket and held a big wine glass between my palms. A comfortable silence had settled between us.
“I’m sorry for just dropping in on you like this.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. You can always come here. Day or night. This is your home too.”
“Thank you. That means a lot.” I didn’t have many other places to run to, sadly.
“Do you want to talk about it?” She canted her head to the side.
The past couple days’ events flashed through my mind. First Mark, and now this. As soon as one burden had been lifted, another replaced it. Despite my complete and utter breakdown since arriving, I’d avoided telling her anything. She assumed something had gone terribly wrong with Blake, and for now, that was enough.
“Not really,” I finally said.
“Maybe you should. I’ve never seen you like this, honey.”
I was a mess, true. I looked like hell but I was grateful that I didn’t have to put on a happy face, or makeup for that matter, when I was with Marie. I could just be, even if I wasn’t planning to tell her the whole truth.
“We’re taking a break. That’s all. I don’t expect it to be easy, but trust me when I say it’s for the best.”
“What did he do?”
“It’s not him, it’s me. I… I really don’t want to talk about it, Marie. Not right now, anyway.”
She didn’t look entirely satisfied with my unwillingness to share, but she wouldn’t push me. She never had. She was always good about giving me space, not smothering me with concern and questions. Because she was, I typically ended up telling her more than I probably should. But this was different.
“I do want to talk about Daniel, though.”
She rolled her eyes and sighed. “Please, not this again. At this point you could probably tell me more than I could tell you about the man.”
“Have you seen the news?”
She nodded. “Yes, I saw that his son died. Tragic. Have you spoken to him about it?”
“Yes, he’s taking it pretty well.”
That sounded more sarcastic than I’d wanted it to. The wine was making me too loose. I set down my glass. I couldn’t afford truth serum slip-ups. I had too much at stake to risk getting sloppy.
“I want you to tell me everything you know about him, Marie. Don’t worry about sugar coating the past. Trust me when I say I have no illusions about him.”
She sat quietly, tracing the rim of her glass. Our eyes met, and I could see there was more that she hadn’t told me. No doubt for my own sake.
“Why do you want to know so badly? Don’t you ever think that Patty didn’t tell you for a reason?”
“I think about that every day.”
What if I hadn’t been so damn curious? I’d never have found Mark. I’d still have my anonymity and he’d still be alive. Blake wouldn’t be half responsible for his death and at risk of losing his own life. Jesus, everything would look so different right now. So very different.
“I want to know because I don’t entirely trust him. He wants me in his life. Not publicly as his daughter, of course, but I need to know what I’m getting into. He’s not extremely forthcoming, and his wife wants me at a distance. It’s complicated. I figured if you could tell me something about his past, that would be a start. At the very least, I’d like to know who he was.”
She stared into her glass, her mouth in a grim line. “I had no idea you’d find him, but the minute you did, I had this terrible feeling that it would come to this.”
“To what?”
“To me having to tell you all this. Patty made me promise to never tell you. Until recently I kept that promise easily because you never really asked. Now you’re asking me to go against her wishes after all these years?”
Nothing mattered more now than getting to the bottom of who Daniel really was. What made him tick, who mattered most. I had to figure out how to reason with such a ruthless and uncompromising man. I pushed on, unwilling to let guilt mix into what I was feeling right now.
“You’re not going against her wishes. I already know who he is. I did that all by myself. Now all I need is for you to help me fill in the blanks.”
“That damn picture.” She mumbled a curse under her breath. She rarely cursed. She sighed again. “They were in love. Any stranger could see that. I told you once that everyone loved Patty. That’s true. She was pretty, of course, but warm and charismatic too. She had a beautiful energy that drew people to her, and Daniel saw that. Like a moth to a flame, he had to have her. He pursued her, pulled out all the stops. Romantic as hell really, and it didn’t take long before she was head over heels for him too. After a matter of months, they were inseparable.”
“So what went wrong?”
“The school year was coming to a close. Obviously she wanted to know where the relationship was going and if they had a future. Every time she asked him about it, he’d dodge the question. He’d put her off, saying they’d didn’t need to worry about it right now. They’d talk about it when the time came. Of course the time came when she realized she was pregnant. She needed answers. Now or never, she had to know if they were going to be together.”
“Did he end it?”
“No, he sent her back to her family in Chicago after graduation. Told her he had to try to work it out with his family. A high-powered staunchly political family like his was bound to have strong opinions about the situation. It didn't matter that she came from a good family. He could play around all he wanted, but they expected him to marry someone strategic, someone who could bring value to the family and the Fitzgerald name.”
“Sounds like an old-fashioned notion.”
“Hardly. Not when money and power are at stake, trust me.”
“So what happened?”
“She came back home and waited. Weeks went by. Finally, he called her and told her that it wasn’t going to work out between them. He’d be starting law school in the fall, and having a wife and a baby simply didn’t play into those plans. His family wouldn’t have any part of it.”
“He ended it, just like that?”
“He said he loved her, truly did. She said he seemed sorry, for what it’s worth, but he was like a puppet in that family. So dependent on the wealth, slave to the expectations. He had a future all planned out for him that he had to live up to. She, and you, didn’t fit into that plan.”
I knew the story well, but to imagine Daniel—intimidating, powerful Daniel—like that seemed strange. He’d been like half the people I’d gone to school with at Harvard, independent and cocky as hell until parents’ weekend, and then how quickly they fell in line. They couldn’t risk losing Mommy and Daddy’s financial support.
“Wow.”
Who knew how he really felt, but Marie had completely discredited what he’d told me.
“Did he know she was going to keep me?”
“No. He told her she should end the pregnancy, but Patty never told him what she planned to do. They never spoke again, so he might have assumed that she did.”
I thought back to our brief time at his house on the Cape, when I’d asked him why my mother had never told me about him. After she went back to Chicago, I assumed she was going to take care of it. I didn’t hear from her, and I didn’t want to reach out and raise suspicions with her family.
Dirty fucking liar.
I sat in stunned silence, trying to wrap my head around why he would possibly want anything to do with me now after cutting us off so coldly before. His life was following the grand plan that had been laid out for him years ago. What was so different that I now fit into it?
Marie came over to sit next to me and took my hands in hers. “This is why she never told you, baby. Do you hate me for telling you?”
“Of course not. I should know this. Really. It just doesn’t make a lot of sense that he wants to know me now.” I shook my head.
“Erica, I don’t know what’s happened to change his mind about having you in his life, other than the circumstance of you finding him. But I truly hope he deserves you now, after what he did.”
I leaned in to hug Marie. She held me tight, stroking my hair like my mother used to. I sagged into her thin frame, wishing I could cry. I held back, knowing that if I started up again, I’d probably never stop. My brief control on my emotions was slipping. I gave her a kiss good night and excused myself for the night, promising her that I was fine. I was just fine.
I made myself comfortable in Marie’s guest bedroom. I’d taken the half empty wine glass with me and decided to empty it all at once. To hell with Daniel. To hell with this terrible fucking day.
I set the glass on the bed stand and unpacked my suitcase. I never minded staying with Marie, but these circumstances weren’t exactly what they’d used to be. Summer breaks, holiday weekends. Now I was running away from my life with no ideas about where I’d land next.
I glanced at my phone, and against my better judgment, I picked it up and read a text from Blake.
Call me. Let me fix this. I love you.
* * *
I barely made it to work on time. I had loosely considered taking the day off, but I had a whole team of people at the office while I wasn’t. I’d cried myself to sleep after seeing Blake’s text. If texts could kill, his words would have sliced right through me. I turned my phone off after that, determined not to turn it back on until I could get a handle on myself. This crying shit had to stop.
I waved to the crew upon my arrival and disappeared into my office. Risa was immediately there giving me an update, which involved me prepping more contracts for her and coordinating the new account assets with the guys. For once I was grateful for her boundless energy and relentless work ethic. Even though I was exhausted, she threw me right into work, which is really where my focus should have been for the past couple weeks.
My mind had too often been someplace else. Thinking of Blake, worried about Mark, but today I dove into the day’s work with a kind of fervor that made everything else blur into the background. If I couldn’t make it go away, I’d settle for blurry.
James had mapped out a few campaign options for us over the weekend. The three of us spent most of the afternoon trying to agree on a direction. I wanted to give Risa’s opinion more weight, but despite her gusto when it came to landing new accounts, she seemed to go a little soft around James. Whenever he spoke, she emphatically agreed. When he leaned in to point something out, so did she, taking every possible opportunity to touch him casually.
When I finally gave her another task that took her out of my office, James seemed to visibly relax. We talked through the rest of the notes and the conversation was easier. But I caught him giving me questioning looks.
“You okay?”
I tried to avoid his eyes. They bore into me with an intensity I was growing used to. “I’m fine.” I plastered on a fake smile.
“You seem tired.”
“I am,” I admitted, feeling the exhaustion a little more acutely.
“How were things with you and Landon after the other night?”
I closed my eyes for a moment, pushing down the surge of emotion that came with the mention of his name.
“I think we’re all set with these graphics, James. Just take care of the few little tweaks we discussed and we should be ready to roll these out.”
Anything else was none of his damn business. I didn’t want to talk about Friday’s weird showdown between him and Heath, or my relationship ending with Blake, or the way he touched me the other night as if we’d known each other far longer and better than we did. I was going to stuff all that right down with the rest of the feelings I didn’t feel like facing right now.
“That’s not really an answer.”
I sighed and leaned back in my chair. “We broke up this weekend, if you must know.”
“Does that affect the business with him being an investor?”
“No, he’s a silent investor and he can’t call the loan, not that he would anyway. Regardless, I’d like to pay him back as soon as we’re able to so we can be independent again.”
“How are you holding up?”
“I’m fine,” I lied. I was grateful that he cared, but I worried that wasn’t all he felt.
“I hope you know that you can talk to me. I’m right here.”
“Thanks, James.”
“Excuse me.”
My gaze darted to where Blake now stood at the edge of my office space. He glanced to me briefly before fixing his gaze on James. James met the look with a steely one of his own that I’d never seen before. Holy shit, this wasn’t good.
No one moved.
Blake looked back to me, barely able to mask the irritation in his voice. “Can I speak with you, privately?”
I opened my mouth to speak but James spoke first.
“We’re in a meeting.” He leaned back into his chair and crossed his arms, as if he meant to stay.
“I wasn’t talking to you.” Blake wasn’t masking his irritation anymore. He took a threatening step, prompting James to rise too. They were a few feet apart staring each other down. Blake had some height on James, but James was thicker, stockier by nature. They could be evenly matched, but I’d seen Blake in action before. The way he’d lashed out when protecting me was a wild card that James couldn’t begin to fathom.
I rose quickly and grabbed Blake’s arm, urging him away from this standoff with James. “Blake, let’s go talk outside.” He stood still, his muscles taut and unmoving. Finally he relaxed enough to turn and leave the office with me. I led him down the hallway, thankful that we were far enough from the office to have some privacy, even if our words became heated.
“What did you want to talk about?” I asked him tensely.
“Why don’t we start with him? What went down this weekend? Did you fuck him?”
I gasped at the accusation, my anger now matching his own. “No! I told you he’s a friend. He’s just being protective.”
“What makes him think that you need protecting?”
“You seem to think I do pretty regularly, so maybe it’s an epidemic. Maybe I’m the kind of girl that screams damsel in distress. I don’t fucking know, but right now I don’t need you coming in here and causing problems. This is where I work. If you want to talk, we can do that, but not here. You can’t come here like this.”
“I’m not allowed to come here now?”
I hesitated, briefly considering whether that was an appropriate concession to make. Seeing him under any circumstances was risky though. “I don’t think it’s a good idea, Blake.”
“Let me get this straight. You’re breaking up with me, for no reason other than you need space to figure out your life. And now you’re cutting me out of the business that I’ve invested four million dollars into, and you’re expecting me to just back off? No questions asked?”
I leaned back into the wall, the exhaustion taking its hold on me again. “You’re not here on business. If you were, we’d be having a very different conversation.”
“You’re right. I’m not.”
“Then you should go.”
I turned my head, avoiding his eyes. He lifted his hand slowly and turned me back, forcing me to meet his gaze, intense and full of determination.
“You’re running away from something. Maybe me, but guess what? I’m not letting you this time. You need time to figure things out? Fine, but we’re figuring them out together. Let’s go back home and talk this out.”
Panic welled up. I’d never survive one-on-one with him like that, telling half-truths until he was somehow convinced. He’d keep on this way, stopping in on me, tracking me down until I gave him an answer that made sense. The more we hashed this out, the weaker my arguments would feel and sound. He needed to believe me, once and for all because if Daniel saw us together… I couldn’t go there.
“I don’t need time to figure out what I already know.” I brushed his hand away. “There’s nothing you can say to change how I feel. I’m going to pay you back as soon as I can, but I can’t have you involved with the business right now. I’ll talk to Sid about taking over the lease as soon as possible, but you’ll get your rent either way.” I made myself believe it and met his gaze. I couldn’t let him doubt it, risking everything because I couldn’t end this right.
He bridged the distance between us, catching my face in his palm with renewed determination. My breath caught, and I fought every instinct not to kiss him. His lips were so close. His ragged breathing matched my own.
“You love me.” He clenched his teeth as he uttered the words, as if they burned him.
I went to war with the magnetic force between us even as I felt myself slipping, losing control. You have to protect him, I reminded myself. His life depended on it.
“If you love me, you’ll let me go.” My heart broke at Daniel’s words used against the man I loved.
Tracing the hard line of his jaw, I felt it soften under my touch. I pressed up on to my toes to kiss him gently. One last kiss. He angled to deepen the kiss, but I pushed him back before he could.
“Goodbye, Blake.”
I was all the way down the hall when he finally spoke.
“Don’t come back, Erica.”
His words leveled me. My insides twisted at the possibility of losing any chance for our future. I turned to face him, scared of what I’d see in his eyes. His hands fisted at his sides and his jaw clenched tight, the muscles bulging.
“If you end this now, don’t bother coming back.”
With trembling hands, I opened the door to the office and disappeared inside, closing the door on everything that was most precious to me.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
The rest of the week passed in a blur. I barely left the office. My once welcomed focus on work had degraded into a compulsion to keep moving forward despite my lack of sleep. Even when I was sleeping, the visions that haunted me weren’t conducive to real rest.
Somehow, the fatigue and the pressure I put on myself to keep working masked a lot of the pain. The giant gaping hole in my chest where my heart used to be didn’t seem so devastating when all I pretended to care about were numbers and lists and driving the business forward with breakneck speed. Everyone at work was keeping up. At this rate, maybe I wouldn’t need Daniel’s money after all. I’d wanted to pay Blake back as quickly as possible in any case.
I was in the middle of a meeting with Risa when Daniel called. I let her know I needed to take this and waited to pick up until she had gone.
“Hello.”
“Erica, I’m downstairs. I’d like to speak with you.” His voice was cold and commanding. “Come out the back.”
I hung up and let Risa know I was leaving for an early lunch. I pushed the back door open and found Connor at the wheel of the Lincoln idling in the alleyway. Daniel was leaning against the hood smoking a cigarette, wearing his usual dark suit and white collared shirt. The picture of the politician, I thought, as my mind raced through the reasons for his being here. Marie, Blake… I couldn’t speak for the fear that had gripped me then.
“You hungry?”
I shook my head, more out of confusion than to really answer him. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. Let’s get some lunch.” He pushed off the car and flicked the cigarette away. He opened the car door and motioned for me to get in, his expression unreadable.
I forced myself to move. Once upon a time, I had warmed upon seeing him, even as intimidating as he had come across at times. I once welcomed our time together, and now I had to force my limbs into action to join him in the car.
“Connor, take us to O’Neill’s.”
I took a few deep breaths, trying to calm my nerves. O’Neill’s sounded innocent enough. Maybe he did just want to have lunch. All those sleepless nights had ratcheted up my anxiety enormously.
“What did you want to see me about?”
“I meant to come see you earlier, but I thought you could use some time. How are things with Landon?”
A wave of relief came over me that Blake was safe, quickly replaced by a reminder of the pain of our separation.
“I wouldn’t know. I haven’t seen him in days.” I stared out the window, hoping he wasn’t going to make me regurgitate the details of our breakup.
“Good. He seems to have accepted that, I gather.”
I shrugged, trying to ignore the ache in my chest at the thought that Blake might have given up on us finally. That’s what I wanted, right? I hadn’t heard from him all week, a fact that gave me solace and tormented me all at the same time. I swallowed against the tears that burned my eyes. Now was not the time for that.
“Did he mean that much to you?”
His voice was softer than I expected, and I turned to face him, blinking away the wetness. I swore I saw a flicker of pain there, though I reasoned I was only projecting my own.
I weighed his question. Blake meant everything to me, but what good would it do telling Daniel?
“I asked you a question.”
“He’s the only man I’ve ever loved.”
He tensed slightly and looked away.
The truth and his strange reaction made me feel a little bold. “I don’t really have time for these little meetings. Can we get to the point of why I’m here?”
“Watch yourself.”
He narrowed his eyes a fraction that reminded me how frightening he could become in an instant. I silently wondered who I got my temper from, though I’d never hold a candle to Daniel in that department.
“I told you I’m taking you to lunch.”
I crossed my arms, making sure I was pressed tightly on the farthest side of the seat. Connor had driven us south of the city, and we passed blocks of row houses until we were driving down the main drag of a small downtown.
“Where are we?”
“The old neighborhood. This is where your grandfather and his father grew up, before being a Fitzgerald meant anything.”
I sat back and took it in. I’d never been to this part of the city. A far cry from the clean tourist-flooded streets of downtown. We weren’t exactly in the safest part of town either. Connor pulled up in front of a tavern on the corner. A worn sign read O’Neill’s.
I followed Daniel out and stood awkwardly beside him as he shook hands with the man who sat on a stool just outside the entrance. He was as broad and muscle bound as Connor, but with jet-black curly hair and dark eyes mostly hidden by the hair and the shade of a tweed cap. He greeted Daniel by name and let us pass.
We entered the dark room of the tavern and took a seat in the far corner. Daniel ordered us beers and a couple burgers. O’Neill’s no doubt had a limited menu so I didn’t argue. That, and I decided to pick my battles with Daniel unless I wanted to get into the habit of covering up bruises. God, was I grateful my mother couldn’t see me now.
“I’d like to talk business,” he began.
I didn’t want to get into that yet. I needed to learn more about him if I was going to find my way out of this mess. “How’s Margo?” I asked, hoping to divert the conversation away from his master plan for my life.
“As well as can be expected.” He downed a good part of his beer. I let mine sit.
“She wants me to stay away from you, you know? At the gala she told me as much. She won’t be happy to see me anywhere close to your campaign or your personal life.”
“She means well, but these decisions aren’t up to her.”
“Won’t it cause tension if I’m blatantly disregarding her wishes?”
“Margo is the least of our concerns.”
“Perhaps you could enlighten me of your concerns. Are threatening to kill Blake and liquidating my business still high on your list of priorities?”
He grinned slowly. “If you think that mouth won’t get you into trouble because we’re in public, you’ve got another thing coming.”
I glanced around quickly. The bar was sparse, and its patrons didn’t seem to be the type of people who would care much about a little lunchtime quarrel. Not to mention Daniel appeared to be a preferred customer here. Maybe these were the people who took care of his wet work, when people like Mark needed to be taken care of.
Daniel was right. Sassing him would probably get me nowhere fast. I sulked back into the seat.
He dropped a thick stack of paper onto the table and pushed it over to me. “Here’s our marketing plan. I don’t have time to read it, and if I did, I’m not sure I’d be able to make much sense of it. I’m told its very general since we’re responding to new political and local developments daily, and all of that varies. We’ll start the hiring process soon to replace the person heading things up now. It’s all for show of course, since you’re the one I’ll be bringing on.”
“What about my business?”
“Landon is out of the picture, and you’ll get your money from me soon enough. Figure out a way for it to run without you, or sell it. I don’t care which.”
“If you gave me more time, I could get in the black on my own, without your help.”
“How much time?”
“A couple months maybe. I’m not sure,” I lied. Realistically, I’d probably need six months or more.
“No, there’s no time for that.”
I leaned in, hoping to persuade him. “Daniel, I could help you find someone for this position. Someone with the same background who can bring the same qualities to the table that I can. I don’t know why—”
“Erica, this isn’t a negotiation.” His voice sharpened enough to attract a couple looks from the bar. “You’ll be working for the campaign. Working for me. I can see now that you’re trying to figure a creative way out of this. As you do, be sure to keep one thing in mind. I don’t care what Landon means to you. He could be the father of your children, and I wouldn’t hesitate to remove him from the equation. Not for a second would I hesitate on that choice. Do you understand? Because I thought I’d made myself pretty clear last time.”
The bartender dropped off our burgers and vanished again without a word. I stared at the plate with no appetite, sickened by the threat.
“Erica.”
I closed my eyes and delivered my next words as calmly as I could. “I understand you perfectly. If you’re hiring me to use my brain, however, you might want to tell me at what point I should lie down and let people walk all over me. Or are you the only person who’ll be doing that?”
“This isn’t about you, you little bitch.”
He slammed his hand down on the table, attracting a few bored stares from the bar again. Frightened, I sat back in the seat to gain a few more inches of distance from his anger.
“This is about something far more important and far more successful than you’ll ever be. My family. Our family. We’ve spent generations crawling out of places like this so that we could do something bigger. You’re going to be a part of that now. A small, albeit important, part, and the sooner you realize that, the better off you’ll be. Now eat your burger.”
“I’m not hungry,” I murmured.
His eyes became so cold that I immediately picked up a fry and started eating it. We ate in silence and occasionally our eyes met, cool blue mirrors of each other’s. I’d be lucky to escape his wrath on the drive back. This wasn’t like bickering with Blake or keeping people on the right track at work. I was poking the giant, and he wasn’t sleeping. Daniel might have been proud of my accomplishments, but I didn’t have the luxury of being Daddy’s little girl who could get away with mouthing off to him like that. Not when Blake’s life was at stake. I’d have to somehow learn to shut the hell up or play the game differently, because meeting him head-on wasn’t taking me very far.
 
* * *
Connor dropped me at the office after a mostly silent ride back, save Daniel’s promise to let me know about what time to come into the campaign headquarters so I could meet with the staff there. I made a mental note of it and spent the rest of the drive staring out the window, feeling my life slipping away.
I walked in to find Risa pulled up next to James’s desk, smiling and chatting away while he shifted his focus uncomfortably between his computer screen and her. Something about it set me off.
“Risa, can I speak with you?”
She sat up straight, as if I’d broken the spell between them that existed only in her mind. She followed me back to the office.
“This needs to stop,” I said bluntly, unable to soften my delivery.
“What?”
“This thing you have for James. We can’t have these kinds of distractions. I need you focused on work, not spending half the day at his desk flirting.”
“I don’t know what you mean.” She frowned and tucked her hair behind her ear nervously.
“I know we don’t have an official policy on relationships in the office, because frankly I didn’t foresee that being an issue, but now that it is, I see why companies put these things in place. Set your sights on someone else. I need him working and I need you focused.”
Her jaw snapped shut and her face turned beet red. I couldn’t tell if she was more embarrassed or angry, but calling her out had taken her completely off guard. I’d brushed her off before, but never reprimanded her directly like this. I simply didn’t have the patience to dance around it anymore. Not today.
“What about you and Blake?”
I’d been pent up with wanting to tell Daniel what I really thought about him for the better part of two hours. I really should have picked a better time to speak with her, but here we were. I spoke slowly, trying to maintain my composure.
“He’s an investor, not an employee, and my relationship with him isn’t any of your business.”
She pursed her lips and tapped her toe on the floor.
“Okay, let’s move on. Any updates?” I said, hoping to neutralize the tension and get back to work.
She stared at me for a second before taking in a deep breath.
“I’m attending a fundraiser on Saturday. It’s for a foundation that supports tech education for inner-city kids. Max thought it might be good for us to have a presence there.”
“Sure, that sounds like something we could get behind.”
“I thought so too, but I wasn’t sure if donations were in the budget or not.”
“I’m sure we can pull something together.”
“Great, just let me know and I’ll make the arrangements.”
“That might be the type of event that I would attend, you know.”
I tried not to be offended at her surprised look.
“I didn’t realize that. You seem really distracted lately. I didn’t want to bother you with it. I know you have other things you could be doing, and the networking thing is my job. Sorry, I guess I should have asked you about it.”
“It’s fine. I’ve had a lot going on.”
“Did you want to come? I can call Max and try to get an extra ticket.”
I considered the offer for a moment. I hadn’t been beyond Marie’s or the office in a while. The idea of mingling with people when I was still feeling so fucked up was a little petrifying, but I could use the distraction. If nothing else, networking was better than being alone with my thoughts.
“I think I would, actually. Might be a nice change of pace.”
“All right. I’ll see what I can do.” She gave me a tight smile and left briskly.
I sighed inwardly, thankful that we’d talked a little. She was pissed, but I didn’t want tension between us to affect work. And heaven knew I’d been a walking disaster for the past couple weeks. I only knew what it felt like on the inside. I couldn’t imagine how I was being perceived on the outside, and most of the time I didn’t really care. So much was up in the air right now. Tiptoeing around people’s feelings at work wasn’t something I had energy for.
The rest of the day went along quickly. I ignored the marketing plan that Daniel had given me. I cared enough about my work to know I’d take a genuine interest in the contents of the document. That was exactly what he wanted, and I couldn’t handle the idea of catering to his wants right now. He’d ruined my relationship with Blake, and I was determined to delay becoming part of the Fitzgerald political machine as long as possible.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
I stopped in at the apartment to find something suitable to wear for the event. I hadn’t packed formalwear in my mad dash to leave, and Marie and I couldn’t really share clothes with our body types.
Being in the apartment again seemed strange. I hadn’t made any effort to find a new place, though. Not as if I’d had much time, but deep down I also couldn’t imagine being anywhere else yet. Marie’s spare room was fine. A place to try to sleep, and at least I wasn’t alone there. I couldn’t bring myself to think about starting over someplace new though.
I put my rent check on the counter for Sid. Out of habit, I started to clean up the small messes that had accumulated.
“You don’t need to do that.”
Cady walked out of Sid’s room in a long T-shirt that seemed to swallow her up. She looked tired and content as she padded into the kitchen to help me. Her spiky frosted blond hair was pushed every which way.
I turned to put some dishes in the sink, hiding a grin. Sid was making a girl tired and content. Go him.
“I don’t mind,” I said.
“I’m not sure how Sid would survive without someone taking care of him.” She laughed.
“No kidding. Guys…”
We made quick work of it and she picked up the rent check, glancing up at me.
“You plan on coming back sometime?”
I hesitated. Sure, she was Sid’s girlfriend, but she was also Blake’s assistant. I could almost guarantee that anything I said to her would make its way back to him.
“No plans to, but I haven’t found a new place yet.”
She gave me a sympathetic smile. “That’s too bad. I’m sure Sid will miss having you around.”
“Maybe. He has you now though.”
“Yeah, well, I don’t think he’s the only one who misses you.”
I grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and drank some of it down, not acknowledging those last words.
“I know it’s not my place to say anything. Whatever happens with you and Blake is between you two, but for what it’s worth, I thought you two were great together. He seemed really happy. And I’ve known him a long time.”
“How’s he doing?”
I’m not sure why I asked. As if knowing more about Blake’s state of mind would make me feel any better about things.
She gave me a sympathetic look. “You should talk to him, Erica.”
 
* * *
I settled on a simple black strapless cocktail dress that hugged my curves and fell just below my knees. I pulled my hair into a loose twist and slipped on some black strappy heels and a light shawl in case the venue was cool.
When I arrived at the event, I found Risa and Max talking among a small group. Max flashed me his award-winning smile. The couple they were speaking to waved their goodbyes and walked off, leaving us alone.
“You look beautiful, Erica. Thanks for coming tonight.”
“Thanks, I’m glad I did. Risa told me a little bit, but how are you involved with the charity?”
“Angelcom has been a supporter for several years. We sponsor this event once a year to attract new donors and bring visibility to the cause.”
“That’s wonderful.”
I still hadn’t quite forgiven Max for pushing me into that last dance with Mark, but I couldn’t argue that he’d been incredibly helpful to the business since then. I wasn’t giving him the benefit of the doubt, but with Blake out of the picture now, I wasn’t going to write him off completely either. Times like these, I had a hard time believing the terrible things Blake assured me were true of him.
“We should probably find our table. They’ll be serving dinner shortly,” he said, interrupting my thoughts.
I followed Risa and Max to the table and quickly recognized the faces of the others who joined us. Heath rose when he saw me, but my gaze went immediately to Blake and the woman by his side.
Sophia.
I stopped short, frozen with the prospect of facing any of them right now. The man I loved next to a woman I despised. The pain of our separation became exponentially potent. The regret of every moment we’d spent apart hit me with full force, seizing my lungs. My breath left me in a rush.
As much as I’d hated Sophia and what she meant to his past, I wasn’t remotely prepared to see them together tonight, or ever for that matter. She looked impeccable in a silky red dress that contrasted beautifully with her sleek black hair falling over her shoulders. With Blake in his suit, the dark gray one that I loved, the two made a beautiful couple. The billionaire and the model. What a match.
“It’s good to see you, Erica.” Heath broke the silence and gave me a quick hug.
Blake held my gaze, as if he were waiting for me to react. But I couldn’t move. I literally couldn’t take a single step toward the table.
Risa found her seat next to Max, leaving one unoccupied place between her and Heath. I eyed it warily, uncertain how I could possibly survive this dinner with Blake and Sophia across from us. Maybe I could leave before the event really got underway—feign illness or something.
As if reading my thoughts, Sophia gave me a knowing smile that had me grinding with rage. “So glad you could come, Erica. Join us.”
Her words somehow broke the trance, and I needed to move. In the opposite direction.
“Risa, I’m going to grab a drink. Do you want anything?”
She shook her head. “I’m fine, thanks.”
Blake rose as I started to leave. I ignored him and carried on toward the bar, reminding myself that I couldn’t really sprint in my heels.
“Jack on the rocks,” I said to the bartender.
Blake came up next to me. “Same.”
We weren’t touching but we were close, inches apart. I remembered our first few weeks together when I tried in vain to ignore the palpable energy that pulsed between us, an undeniable attraction that had quickly turned into an addiction, an obsession.
“I didn’t know you’d be here.” His voice was quiet, laced with regret.
Or what? You wouldn’t have brought her?
I took in a slow breath, trying to get a handle on my emotions. He was being nice, and I should at least make an attempt at normal post-break up communications. But the silence that hung in the air between us seemed to be answer enough. I was miserable, work-obsessed, and had no idea how to reason with my power-crazed murdering father so that I could end all this.
Maybe it was too late for that anyway. Sophia had probably picked up right where I’d left off as soon as she realized I was out of the picture. She’d have been a fool not to, and I couldn’t blame Blake. I’d told him in no uncertain terms that I didn’t want to see him anymore. To let me go.
“How is Risa working out?” he finally asked in another attempt to get me talking.
“She’s very motivated. Closing a ton of accounts for us.”
“Seems like she’s warmed right up to Max.”
I glanced back at the table. Risa appeared to be her usual animated self, and Max’s attention was fixed on whatever she was saying. I hadn’t paid too much attention to how their connection had been evolving over the past few weeks. As she’d aptly noted, I had too many other things on my mind to care as long as she was doing her job and moving us forward.
“He’s been helping her connect with advertisers. Seems to be working out well. Revenues are up.” My focus shifted to Sophia, who caught me staring. I turned back, catching my reflection in the mirror behind the bar. “Sophia looks beautiful, as usual.”
Blake took a sip of his drink. “She’s in town for business.”
“You don’t need to make excuses to me, Blake. I’m…happy for you.” My jaw tightened at the complete lie that I’d just uttered in the name of being polite and allowing us to both move on. Then I let half the drink slide down my throat.
“You’re a terrible liar.”
* * *
I made my way back to the table and Blake followed without a word. I was grateful to be sitting next to Heath. Somehow at this table of colleagues and ex-lovers, he felt like an ally. We made small talk about the event and how work was going.
“Have you talked to Alli about moving yet?” I asked.
He shook his head.
“Any particular reason why?”
“I guess I’m a little scared of what she’ll say. I’m almost done with the program though, so I need to figure it out soon.”
“You should talk to her, Heath.”
“So should you.”
I nodded and made the mistake of looking at Sophia, who was taking every opportunity to touch Blake. Small touches, tracing the angles of his suit over his shoulder. Leaning into him as she spoke, her perky little tits brushing against him. I gritted my teeth.
“She’s really worried about you.”
I looked back to Heath, unable to relax. “I’ll call her soon. I’ve been really busy with work, you know. Haven’t had much time for anything else.”
“She’s not the only one who’s worried.”
My gaze darted back to Blake, who was leaning back in his chair, looking bored as he scanned the room. Sophia was murmuring in his ear and laughing quietly, as if they were sharing some private joke. When her hand disappeared under the table, I couldn’t take it anymore.
I pushed away from the table and made a beeline to the ladies’ room. I regretted eating anything when a wave of nausea hit me. Pushing Blake away had been less devastating when he still wanted me. I could entertain the fantasy that he’d wait for me until I figured things out with Daniel. But that moment had passed. Sophia had moved right in, picked up where I’d left off, and was very likely giving him everything he’d been craving during the time we’d been together.
If my heart hadn’t already been broken, seeing him with her had mashed it into an unrecognizable pulp.
I found the ladies’ room mercifully abandoned. I looked at myself in the mirror. Despite being an epic emotional wreck, I looked okay. Makeup hid the dark circles under my eyes, at least. I was no runway model, but I’d been good enough for Blake. Once upon a time, I had been the one he wanted. I scolded myself for caring. I could get through this, somehow. I’d been through worse, right?
Before I could answer myself, the door swung open and I caught Sophia’s reflection walking toward me. Her lithe runway-ready body sauntered up to the vanity counter where I was trying to pull myself together.
“Everything okay? You seem upset, Erica.”
Her voice was the usual sultry laced with bitch that I’d remembered from our first meeting in New York.
I turned to face her. “What do you want?”
She leaned back against the wall casually, crossing her arms in front of her. “I thought we could catch up. I was sorry to hear things didn’t work out with you and Blake.”
My lips pulled into a tight line. I wouldn’t take her bait. “I bet.”
“Wasn’t a good fit, I guess.”
“How would you know?”
“I’m a friend, Erica. He talks to me. I’m sure it was all pretty overwhelming for you, being with him.”
“What are you talking about?”
“The sex, of course. Let’s not pretend we don’t know that he likes it rough.” She gave me a full smile and leaned her hip on the counter, cocking her head as if she were sizing me up. “You never struck me as the kind of girl who could get whipped.”
I struggled for a breath, unable to hide my reaction. “You don’t know a fucking thing about me, Sophia.”
She laughed. The sound stung, as if she’d slapped me in the face.
“Oh, I think I know plenty.”
I fisted my hands by my sides. What I wouldn’t do to smack that look off her face. And Blake. A sickness spread through me. He’d told her personal things about us. Jealousy and betrayal was a lethal cocktail of emotions, and I’d had about all I could take.
“Laugh all you want, Sophia, but I’m not the one pining after a man who wrote me off years ago. Then again, maybe you’ll get lucky and he’ll take you back. Either way, I couldn’t care less.”
I pushed through the doors and returned to the table to grab my shawl. Feigning illness wasn’t too difficult, because I literally felt sick. I said some quick goodbyes to Risa and Heath, ignoring Blake, even though I could feel the heat of his gaze on me. I couldn’t face him now. That our memories meant so little to him that he’d share them with Sophia cut me far deeper than I’d ever thought possible.
The city lights flew by as the cab headed back to Marie’s. The sparsely lit towers disappeared behind me, along with any hope I’d held for being with Blake again. Something felt devastatingly final about all this. The urge to cry and the gut-wrenching despair was replaced by a cold, emotionless finality. Blake was gone. I’d finally lost him.
I’d lost people before. I knew how to say goodbye, forever. But I couldn’t remember anything hurting like this before. My reason for living, for waking up in the morning, anything that had kept me hoping before had been stripped from me. But I knew I’d survived this kind of devastation before.
Somewhere in the depths of my soul, I stopped bleeding. The relentless pulsing pain slowed, and the memory of who we’d been together became another scar.
I knew how to live with scars.
I wiped away the last tear, swallowing down the urge to cry until I went numb, my body’s natural reaction when faced with unrelenting emotional pain. My love for Blake had changed, becoming a dark and bittersweet memory forever imprinted on my past. My greatest love had become my greatest loss.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
“You staying late again?”
James took a seat across from my desk. It was the end of the day and we were the only ones left. More and more days were ending this way. I couldn’t stop myself.
“Thinking about it,” I said.
“I don’t know what the numbers are, but I’m pretty sure you don’t need to be pushing yourself this hard.”
“I don’t mind long hours. Keeps me out of trouble.” I was only half-joking. I wasn’t exactly resigned to the new life Daniel wanted for me yet. Not that he’d given me a choice, but I had agreed to meet with his team in a few days. I’d been dissecting their marketing plan in the meantime and trying to game plan strategies that would allow me to contribute in a capacity that would satisfy Daniel without writing off my own business.
“You’re going to burn out. Do you realize that?” James leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and bringing his hands to his chin.
“Why do you care, James? Honestly. I’m not putting it off on you guys.”
“I wouldn’t mind it if you did. Sometimes you just don’t seem very happy.”
I sighed. “Does it really matter? Happy or not, I’m here and we’re getting things done.” Who cares if I wanted to work myself into the ground? That was my prerogative.
“Actually I don’t think it’s good for you or the business. If you break down, who do we have? The team’s not big enough to sustain without you. If you keep going like this, you’re going to be worthless in another week or two. Then what? What if something goes down and we really need you?”
“You’re making a big deal out of nothing,” I muttered, wondering what I could say for him to ease up.
As closely as I was working with Risa, I definitely had a better connection with James. When it came to work, he seemed to understand what I was looking for without really asking. A silent rapport that builds between two people who work closely for a long time already seemed to exist between us, and somehow that made this line of questioning more tolerable. But he couldn’t possibly begin to understand my life right now.
“All right, will you at least take a break? Let me take you out for something to eat.”
“I’m not hungry.” I wasn’t. I rarely was these days. I’d probably be waif thin like Sophia in no time, but not by choice. I simply had no appetite for food, or much else, for that matter.
“Okay, how about a walk. Just give me an hour and then I’ll leave you alone, I promise.”
I rolled my eyes.
“Please?”
He gave me an innocent but determined look that was hard to resist. I couldn’t fathom why he cared so much, but I couldn’t deny that it pulled at my heartstrings a bit.
I pushed away from my desk. “Fine. One hour. I have to finish edits on these contracts tonight.” I didn’t, but if pretending like I was fine for an hour meant getting out from under his relentless interrogation into my mental health, I would do it.
We walked down the block and James stopped in front of his motorcycle. He unhooked a helmet and handed a second one to me from a different compartment.
“Uh, no. I don’t do motorcycles.”
“I’ve been riding since I was a teenager. I promise you’ll be safe. I’ll go slow.”
“This wasn’t part of our deal.”
“There were no clauses about motorcycles. Jesus, Erica, you’ve been writing too many contracts.” He gave me a little smirk that melted my anger. “You gave me an hour. Relax, okay? It’ll be fun.”
I reluctantly put on the helmet, feeling a little ridiculous. He helped me buckle it and gave me a little pat on the top of the head that only added to my self-consciousness. I carefully took the seat behind him and we started moving.
The engine roared to life. He grabbed my hand and wrapped my arm around his waist.
“Hold on!”
I did, not caring how unprofessionally close it meant we’d be. I was suddenly and perhaps irrationally petrified of flying off as he eased out onto the street and propelled us ahead. I held on tight, trying not to totally freak out. He covered my hand with his own and gave it a squeeze.
I had no idea where we were going and didn’t bother asking. I finally relaxed a little, not enough to loosen my hold on him but enough to feel the thrill of the speed. We zipped through the busy city streets and past the cars that were still stuck in the rush hour traffic heading home after work.
We drove until we were riding along the ocean. The beach was mostly empty, dotted with a few runners and people kite surfing farther away from the shore. James parked and helped me off. We walked down to the beach together, slipping off our shoes at the end of the path.
The air was perfectly warm with the ocean breeze blowing over us. The waves crashed gently onto the shore. I didn’t come to the ocean much, but whenever I did, I had a really hard time worrying about anything. Something about the hypnotic and soothing motion of the waves and the endless horizon of the sea washed away the noise and the stress that had taken up residence in my mind. Even now, with everything I was dealing with, I felt a rare sense of peace.
I wanted to hold onto that for as long as I could. I made a silent mental note to get out here more. The long train ride would be worth it.
“Let’s go in.”
I laughed. “Are you kidding? Do you have any idea how cold it is in there?”
“I know exactly how cold it is. I’ve been swimming in the ocean up here all my life. Come on, don’t wimp out on me.” His lips curled up into a mischievous smile.
“No, thanks. I’ll stick with heated pools and warmer seas.”
He stripped off his shirt. The dark ink that peeked out under his sleeves was on full display now, the flames of an ornate design licking across his skin. He was undeniably gorgeous. He wasn’t as lean as Blake, but he was definitely toned. He’d spent a few hours in the gym, I guessed.
“You know what they say about salt water.”
I shot my gaze back up to his, embarrassed that I’d been gawking. People could look at tattoos, right? That was normal.
“What do they say about it?” My eyes wandered again.
“Ocean and tears are the cure for all ills. One dip in that ocean, and you’ll be as good as new.” He stood there before me half naked in his board shorts.
I tore my gaze away and drew a line in the sand with my bare toe. Ocean and tears, huh? If that were true, I’d be cured for all the tears I’d cried over these past couple weeks.
Before I could get lost in my own thoughts again, James hoisted me up and over his shoulder. The sand traveled below us too quickly as he carried me to the water.
“No, James. Let me go!” I screamed, trying to be legitimately angry, but I laughed as he waded in. I rotated my shrieks with uncontrollable laughter, kicking and trying to wriggle free from his grasp. He was past his waist now and I was really starting to worry. He wouldn’t really throw me in, would he?
“James, stop, don’t you dare! Put me down!”
“Whatever you say boss.” With that, he tossed me in, giving me just enough air so that I crashed loudly into the water. I sucked in a quick breath. The cold ocean water rushed around me, shocking my senses. I let myself sink until I nearly touched the sandy bottom. The buoyancy of my body and the undulation of the ocean brought me back to the surface a moment later.
I filled my lungs with another breath as James swam away. I smiled and swam after him as fast as my arms and legs would take me. He was going to get it now. He turned just in time for me to catch him. I leveraged myself on his shoulders and tried to push him down into the water with all my strength. The effort was pointless. Humoring me, he feigned the dunk. He disappeared under the water.
I stood there and waited. I tried to follow his path but lost him, feeling anxious and oddly giddy. The moment lasted long enough that I started to worry a little. I scanned the waters around me. Then his arms banded around my thighs and lifted me out of the water. I screamed again and giggled. He loosened his hold, and I slid down his body, slowly and, damn it, suggestively. There was nothing between us but the thin cotton of my clothes—leaving little to the imagination.
My smile slipped at the sensation. My heart ratcheted up, my body coming alive in a familiar way. The water didn’t seem so cold anymore. The waves lapped against our skin as he held me firmly. The bright blue of his eyes darkened slightly as his gaze dropped to my mouth. I was panting softly. Definitely from the swimming and the shock of being thrown in the water, I assured myself. Except I couldn’t catch my breath now, and the hand that wasn’t holding me close to him slid down my thigh, catching me at the knee to hook me around his waist. My hands were frozen on his shoulders. I was afraid to move. He positioned my other leg so I was completely wrapped around him, my lips inches from his.
“God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered.
He brushed his fingertips along my cheekbone and down my jaw, the way he had at the office after I’d met with Daniel. Except his eyes weren’t filled with concern. They were filled with something far more serious, a hunger that was slowly working its way through me. My fingers itched to move, but I resisted.
My eyes closed, and a vision of Blake passed behind them. The familiar pain shot through me, like an ice pick through my heart. I winced and untangled myself from James’s body. Without waiting for a reaction, I ducked under the water as he had, swimming as fast as I could toward the shore. Fuck, fuck, fuck. This was the absolute last thing I needed right now.
I stepped clumsily out of the water, the pull of the tide nearly knocking me over as I tried moving in the opposite direction. Stepping into the air chilled me further, but the sun was still high in the sky. I wrung out my shirt, shorts, and my hair as best I could. Lying down on the warm sand, I welcomed the healing heat of the sun. I closed my eyes against the brightness and tried to concentrate on the sound of the waves.
My breathing slowed, and I idly wondered if my hour was up yet. What the hell was I doing? This was wrong. Way wrong.
James lay down beside me with a quiet rustle of his shorts and a shaky exhale. I opened one eye to see him lying on his side. He was propped up on his elbow looking at me, a pensive frown marking his beautiful face.
“There it is again.” His voice was quiet.
“What?”
“That look. I was really hoping that somehow I could make that go away, but there it is again.”
I sighed and draped my arm over my eyes. I wanted to melt away, wash away like the sand in the tide. “I’m sorry.”
“Why would you be sorry?”
I should just get this over with. Lay it out for him so we could stop dancing around it. I couldn’t handle hurting two people. Somehow I had to make him understand that we could only be friends. What if he didn’t want my friendship though?
I looked at him.
“You were right. I’ve been a mess, and right now work is the only thing keeping me from losing it completely. I’m trying to figure some things out, and focusing on work is the only way I know how to do that right now.”
“You know, it’s okay to feel messed up sometimes. Doesn’t mean you have to push everyone away though—especially the people who care about you.”
I sighed. “I know.”
James wasn’t the only one trying to get through to me. Marie had given me space, but I knew she was concerned. I still hadn’t talked to Alli, and the growing distance between us weighed on me. Still, I couldn’t bring myself to reach out to her beyond my vague texts. She was too close to Blake, and right now I needed as much distance as possible from him to keep him safe.
“This wasn’t so bad, right?”
I gave him a small smile. “This was fun. I do feel better.”
I wanted to say more, but against the advice he’d just given me, I decided that keeping him at a safe emotional distance was probably just as well. A part of me wanted to tell him that I felt more, to acknowledge the intense albeit brief moment we’d shared in the water, but to explain that it was a major breach in my non-existent company policies and procedures. But if I told him all that, I’d have to tell him how I was still hopelessly in love with my ex, who was probably tethering Sophia to a bedpost and fucking her senseless right now. Then I’d have to admit to myself that I’d probably never be over Blake, no matter how hard I tried.
 
* * *
Since we were in the neighborhood, I asked James to take a short detour on our way back into town. He drove us down the quiet street that I recognized by way of its new homes and meticulously manicured lawns. When he pulled up in front of Trevor’s house, I was shocked to find a real estate sign stuck into the overgrown lawn that marked the property as sold. Somehow the place looked even more abandoned than it had before.
The cautious relief I’d felt before disappeared. This was a bad sign, literally. The only line I had to Trevor was this place. Blake probably hadn’t dug anything valid up with the investment company in Texas since he’d never mentioned it. Then again, I hadn’t given him a chance. I was too busy breaking up with him, and now, avoiding him.
“I’m guessing this place wasn’t for sale when you came by before.”
I shook my head. “No. This isn’t good.”
“Maybe he gave up hacking and started a new life somewhere else. Took up a new career or something.”
“And put himself on the map for the first time ever? I seriously doubt it, but you get points for positive thinking.”
“Seriously, there’s no point in worrying about it. Be happy that he’s giving us a break, and let’s hope he’s lost interest.”
I sighed. “Let’s hope.”
He revved the engine, and we were off again.
We drove down Comm Ave and pulled up in front of the apartment. I slid off and returned the helmet to James. I was mostly dry, but I still felt awkward standing there. Especially after what had happened, I wasn’t sure what to say.
“Thanks for the break.”
“Sure thing. We should take breaks more often.” He gave me a shy grin.
I didn’t want to discredit his effort to cheer me up, but the attraction between us was real, as much as I wanted to downplay it. I wasn’t sure if this was all a side effect of the breakup or something more. All I knew was I didn’t need any more complications.
“I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?” I gave him a little wave and headed up to my apartment.
I made my way to the bedroom and stripped off my clothes and my bra, still damp from the ocean. I rummaged through my drawers looking for a suitable replacement.
“Erica.”
I screamed and spun around to find Blake in the doorway, his hands on either side of the doorframe.
“What are you doing here?” In the space of a few seconds my heart was racing. I was on display, clad only in my underwear now, as he stalked closer.
“Who was that?” His voice was calm and low.
“James.”
His hand went to my shoulder, gently brushing the sand off of my skin. My body warmed at the contact. I secretly wished his hands would roam, but they slid away. He crossed his arms and stared.
“Frolicking on the beach with James. That doesn’t sound so innocent.”
It wasn’t, but I’d never tell him that.
“Are you fucking him yet?”
I rolled my eyes. I was growing tired of his insistence that I was sleeping with James. “Don’t you think if I were fucking him, I’d be doing it right now?”
“Not unless you want me to bludgeon him to death. If so, by all means invite him up next time.”
He came closer. The air crackled between us. The heat of his body rolled off in waves with the sexual tension that was about to drive me straight out of my mind. All the progress I’d made trying to work him out of my system had just disintegrated. I ached to fist my hands in his hair, crush my body to his.
“What about Sophia?” My voice was low. I almost hoped he hadn’t heard me so I wouldn’t have to hear his answer.
“What about her?”
My jaw clenched. “Are you fucking her?” I wasn’t supposed to care, but I had to know.
“Would it matter?” His expression was impassive, cold even.
A wicked jealousy blazed through me. I narrowed my eyes. I had no right to be angry, but I was. She was a vile bitch, and I wanted nothing more than to scratch her fucking eyes out every time I saw her.
That she could give Blake what he needed in bed only added fuel to the fire. I turned around and tried to ignore the pull of Blake’s body behind me. I fished out some jeans and a V-neck T-shirt that was tight and always gave him a good view of the girls. He couldn’t keep his hands off me when I wore it. My brain was short-circuiting like crazy. I should make this quick and leave before I did something stupid.
I opened my underwear drawer and grabbed a dry pair. Before I closed the drawer I paused. I spun back around. “Have you been in here?”
“Missing something?” He grinned.
“You stole my vibrator. Who does that?”
“I told you before I was the only one who was going to make you come. By the sound of it, that hasn’t changed.”
I was speechless.
He closed the distance between us, nudging my legs apart with his thigh. He placed his hand over my throat and drew a broad path of fire over my breast and down my hip.
“I have a feeling you’re due though.”
My breath hitched at the sudden contact of his hands on my skin. With painstaking patience, he traced the band of my underwear, then over my ass and back down the front where he teased the flesh of my inner thigh. His touch was electric, jolting through me almost painfully. I mustered the strength to push his hand away, praying he’d leave me be, but he only came at me again, cupping me more aggressively through the thin cotton of my panties.
“Don’t, Blake. I can’t.” But God, did I want to. His mouth and hands on me, to end this terrible torture.
His fingers pressed deliciously against me, stroking me through the separation of the fabric.
“This is mine, Erica. I own your pleasure. You and I both know it,” he whispered in my ear, kissing my neck and trailing his tongue along the curve of my ear. Sweet Jesus.
“I can’t… I can’t do this.”
“Yes, you can. You even want to.”
He pushed my panties to the side and thumbed my clit.
“Fuck, you’re already wet for me.” His voice was rough, almost pained.
I sucked in a sharp breath, stifling a moan. The direct contact of his expert strokes sent me into orbit. My head fell back and I wanted to cry out for the feelings that rushed over me.
“Do you miss this? My hands on you, fucking you?”
I bit my lip, not wanting to answer. Seconds later, I was coming. I gripped his shoulders for balance as the force of the orgasm consumed me. My nails dug in as wave after wave pulsed through me. Heat prickled my skin, and my mind filled with the singular pleasure that only Blake could give me. Fuck, it had been too long. Need this. Need you. I wanted so badly to tell him.
He pressed soft kisses along my neck and shoulder as the aftershocks tapered off.
“More?”
The vibration of his voice almost launched me into a frenzy all over again. His fingers slid lower into my folds until he was right at the entrance of my pussy, exerting the slightest pressure as if he meant to push into me. He could be there so easily, and then his cock. The bed was right there. We could steal a moment and no one would know.
But one indiscretion would only lead to more. I had to get back in control. I had to. I shook my head and took a deep breath to calm my frayed nerves.
“No.” My voice was breathy, almost pleading. I pushed his hand away and sidestepped him. I moved unsteadily to the bed with my clothes, my legs weak. My head buzzed as I quickly dressed. He watched, his face seemingly calm, but a storm brewed in his eyes.
I knew that look. It usually came seconds before he had me pressed up against some hard surface, fucking me or making me wish he were. He leaned back onto the dresser, crossing his legs at the ankle, and sucked the moisture from his fingers. His jeans strained over an erection that he made no effort to conceal.
Fucking hell. I tore my gaze away and struggled with the button of my fly. My hands were trembling too hard. I finally managed it and paused briefly in front of the mirror to assess the tangled sandy mess that was my hair. I couldn’t risk a shower right now. Tangled and sandy would have to do.
I met his gaze again. “I have to go.”
“With him?”
“No, I’m going home.”
“This is your home.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
I spent most of the next day vacillating between fantasizing about Blake’s hands on me again and scolding myself for letting him put them there to begin with.
His words had hit me hard. Homeless and rootless, I’d been floating through my life since leaving him. A satellite in orbit with no destination, no purpose. The most solid ground for me was with Blake, a place I’d abandoned. Even when our lives hung in the balance, I couldn’t deny that.
The moment at the apartment had been brief, but I was walking a dangerous line. What if he started pursuing me again? I’d finally gotten Daniel and Connor off his scent, and here I was dancing with disaster again.
My phone dinged with a text from Alli.
 
A: Can you talk?
 
I waited a few minutes before responding, not wanting to seem like I really had time.
 
E: Tied up at work. Will call later.
A: I’ve heard that before. You’re a broken record.
 
I set the phone down, noting the time. She was on her lunch break with limited time. If I could get through the next half hour, I’d be in the clear until she got off work, which was always late. I jumped when the phone rang. She was calling me. I turned off the volume and let it go to voicemail. I couldn’t talk to her right now. I had no idea what Heath had told her or what I would say. I’d rather say nothing than lie to my best friend.
 
A: If you don’t call me soon, I’m going to hunt you down. You realize that, right?
 
I smiled. Alli and her empty threats. I opened my photo app and flipped through the last photos I’d taken. I’d snapped a series of selfies with Blake in the limo on the way to the gala. He looked dashing in his tux and was making funny faces in half of them, pretending to be attacking me in the background.
I laughed and my heart twisted. I rubbed at the ache in my chest. My heart, that empty place, had started pulsing back to life again. Since I left the apartment yesterday, I’d remembered what being happy with him felt like, as happy as I’d been in the photos. The last time I felt anything close to that was at the beach with James, but the moment had been short-lived. By some miracle, he’d had me laughing and forgetting my reality. I had to give him credit for that.
I put the phone down. I needed to stop torturing myself. I’d come a long way to keep Blake safely out of my life. Further than I ever thought I’d come. Now I was on a high-speed train moving backwards, letting the addictive, potent moments I’d shared with Blake take hold again.
I checked the clock. Time to make my daily attempt at a meal. What I really wanted was an adult beverage, but that would have to wait. I moseyed down to Mocha and looked over a menu at a table in the corner.
“Hey, woman.”
Simone slid into the chair opposite me.
“Hey,” I said.
“What’s new?”
“Oh, you know. Same old stuff. Work is busy.”
“Yeah? How’s investor guy?” She pursed her lips and propped her chin up on her hand. She looked like she was in the mood to gossip. This worried me, because I wasn’t.
“He’s fine.”
“And how’s James? Still in love with you, I imagine.”
“I’m not sure that’s what I’d call it.”
“In lust?” Her eyebrows shot up, as if that wasn’t entirely a bad thing either.
“No, it’s not like that. He’s a good guy. I don’t know. There’s definitely an attraction there.”
“Are you thinking about ditching investor guy for him?”
I shook my head. “I’m not with Blake anymore, but no, I’m not ready to be with anyone else. I like being friends with James, but I also feel like I’m not being fair to him because I know he wants more. Does that make me a bitch?”
She shrugged. “He’s a big boy. If you consider him a friend, I’m pretty sure he picked up on the fact that you’re probably not ready for another relationship. If he wants to push the issue and risk being rejected, that’s on him.”
I sighed. “Maybe you’re right. I just don’t want this to blow up in my face one day.”
“There’s always that chance when you let relationships blossom at work.”
“I know. I get it, but I feel like it’s too late for that now, you know? I can’t just tell him that we can’t be friends anymore without causing a lot of tension.”
“Sounds like you’ve already got enough tension.”
I groaned. “I know. Jesus, what a mess.”
“Well don’t break his heart too badly because when you drop him, I’m coming in with a vengeance.”
I laughed. “Why wait? Do me a favor and deflect some of this off of me.”
“Believe it or not, Erica, I consider you a friend, and I’m not about to voluntarily engage in a love triangle with you.”
“That should be easy because I’m not in love with James. I don’t expect I ever will be.”
“What if he loves you though?”
I shook my head. “That’s impossible.” We’d only known each other a few weeks. Plus, he worked for me. Then again, Blake and I had known each other only a few weeks before I was already head over heels for him. But James and I weren’t sleeping together. Nothing was nearly as intense as my relationship with Blake in the beginning. I’d fought so hard to stay away, only to find myself back in his arms, happier than I’d ever been. Our happiness had been too brief.
“What are you thinking about?”
I frowned. “Why?”
“Because you just got all dreamy. I have to know, who were you thinking about just then?”
“I was thinking about Blake actually.”
She smiled. “Well, there you go.”
I stared back at Simone. She was like a wise Sufi in her own right.
I rubbed out my frown. “I wish it were that simple. I really do.”
“Well, don’t fret, okay? You’ll figure things out. I don’t know what to tell you about Blake, but when it comes to James, be honest with him. That’s all you can really do.”
“I know. You’re right.”
“Let me get you something to eat before you waste away on me.”
“Sure.” I grabbed a menu and hoped something would catch my eye.
 
* * *
James popped in at the end of the day, his smile a welcome sight.
“Hey, I’m hitting the gym after work tomorrow. Do you want to come with me?”
I laughed a little. “Are you trying to tell me something?”
His eyes got wide for a second. “Definitely not. You have an amazing body. But I thought you might want to blow off some steam. That usually helps me when I’m stressed out.”
My face heated at the compliment. He needed to stop saying things like that. I should have told him, but I didn’t.
“Are you stressed out?”
“I don’t know. Maybe.” He shifted his weight a little, as if the question made him uncomfortable.
I tried to ignore the little voice saying that was probably my fault.
“What do you say?” He abruptly interrupted my little voice.
“You’re determined to cure me of my malaise, aren't you?”
He grinned. “Yes. I like happy Erica. I also like drunk Erica. We should go out for drinks again sometime.”
My thoughts went back to that night at the bar, when he couldn’t keep his hands or his eyes off of me. “Let’s stick with the gym.”
“Cool.”
I hadn’t been to the gym in a while. A little part of me wanted to bow out when the time came the next day. The fatigue alone was enough of a deterrent, but James was right. I needed an outlet. Maybe I’d wear myself out enough to get some decent sleep for a change. We decided on a place down the street where he’d just picked up a membership.
James showed me around and went to hit the weights. I found an empty treadmill and set what I thought was an aggressive program. I wanted to sweat and burn, see if I had enough mental strength to physically run myself into the ground. Maybe I could crush out the last of this pain. I put in my ear buds and pushed myself into a rhythm, almost eager for the challenge ahead.
I vaguely noticed someone step onto the machine next to me. I stayed focused on the music and my pace until my headphone was yanked out. I nearly lost my footing. Blake stood next to me. My breath caught at the sight of him. I thought we’d have more time apart before I had to face him again.
“What are you doing here?”
“I work out here. Wanna race?”
He smiled, reminding me of the playful, teasing lover I used to wake up to every morning. He also reminded me of all the orgasms I wasn’t having since we’d broken up, except for that one delightful slip up.
“That hardly seems fair.”
“Maybe not. I’m a little out of shape though. My endurance isn’t what it usually is.”
His meaning was obvious. If his endurance had taken a hit, mine had been pulverized. He was always in incredible shape, a well oiled machine, lean and powerful.
I rolled my eyes, wishing he’d leave me alone, but knowing that wasn’t his style.
“I thought you liked to be challenged?”
Without waiting for my response, which would have contained some choice words, he leaned over to change my settings to match his. My comfortable incline soon increased until we were both in a full sprint. I wanted to dish out some trash talk but saved my breath for the run that I felt certain would be testing me shortly.
What the hell was I thinking? I hadn’t exercised outside of the bedroom or a yoga studio in months. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept through the night. I was running on fumes. My lungs burned and my muscles ached as I struggled to keep up speed. Only sheer pride kept me from admitting defeat. I couldn’t give him the satisfaction, even now, when it hardly mattered.
Several minutes later, I was silently praying for relief, unsure how much farther my legs would take me on the mile sprint Blake had committed our machines to. Drenched and drained beyond recognition, I finally slowed to a walk.
Blake hopped off his machine and leaned casually on the railing behind us. I could barely stand, let alone walk. Somehow I kept my legs under me and disembarked, wondering how I was going to drag my sorry ass home in this condition.
“How are your legs?”
He gave me a smirk that made me want to slap it off his beautiful face.
“Fuck you,” I managed between the jagged breaths. I took a long swig of my water. Our little jaunt clearly hadn’t had nearly the same effect on him. He barely looked winded.
“Gladly, but you seem a little wiped out. Hope you didn’t have any plans for later.”
He lifted the bottom of his T-shirt to wipe the light sheen of sweat from his forehead, blatantly showcasing his abs. They looked as good as ever. He wasn’t exactly letting himself go.
“Hey.” James walked up to us, his chest puffed out at the sight of Blake.
Blake gave him the kind of look he reserved for other unfortunate men who had made the mistake of getting too close to me. Pure disdain, as if James’s mere existence offended him. This wasn’t good on any level. As much as I insisted that James and I weren’t sleeping together, Blake had an uncanny propensity for finding us in the same place at the same time.
“You done?” I said to James, hoping to break the stare down between them.
“Yeah, ready when you are.” James’s eyes didn’t move.
“I’ll see you later, Blake.”
I gave James a gentle push on his chest, prompting him to turn and follow me out. When I looked back, I caught Blake’s tense expression, his hands fisting tightly around the railing.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Friday was the day I was going to meet with Daniel’s campaign people. I chose a chocolate brown scoop neck dress that flowed loose at the hemline. I paired it with a thin belt and my nude heels. The look was sophisticated and more in line with who I was professionally rather than who I was auditioning to be. I refused to wear a suit at this pretend interview for a job I didn’t even want.
The governor’s election was still a couple months off, but people buzzed around the headquarters office as if today were the big day. Campaign signs filled every window. Paperwork was everywhere, scattered on people’s desks and piled up on every available surface. A dozen or so people were on the phone talking, their voices mingling into one unintelligible audio blur.
Young men and women my age passed by me, moving across the office as if they were coordinating the moon landing or something. The perpetual sense of urgency put me on edge.
I stood there somewhat stupidly, taking it all in, when a tall young man emerged from one of the few enclosed offices and walked toward me.
“Erica?”
“Yes.”
“I’m Will, the assistant campaign manager. Come on back and we can talk.”
We stepped into his office. The room was windowed on two sides. He shut the door and all the noise of the main room with it. I relaxed, immediately relieved by the separation. Thank goodness I didn’t have this reaction to our office. Even Blake’s office, which had two or three times more people, didn’t feel this hectic.
Will sat down at his desk and shuffled through some papers. He was probably in his mid-thirties. Attractive with dark blond hair that seemed slightly shaggy and overgrown, he looked like a more mature version of the interns and volunteers out on the floor. His eyes were slightly glossy and he radiated a kind of energy that I knew from personal experience came from copious amounts of caffeine and minimal sleep.
“So thanks for coming in. I understand that you know Mr. Fitzgerald already?”
“Yes.” The word came out awkwardly. We sure knew each other, but Daniel hadn’t prepped me on how we were supposed to know each other officially. “We have some mutual business connections.” I hoped that was vague enough to discourage any further prodding on the subject.
“That’s always good. I’m assuming you are up to speed with the position’s requirements?”
“I am, but I’d love to hear your take on what exactly you’re looking for.”
We spent the next ten minutes discussing the structure of their marketing efforts, shortcomings, and concerns, and how they were hoping to improve. I listened intently, taking notes to fill in the gaps from the documents Daniel had given me.
“I’m probably not supposed to mention this in an interview, but we don’t have a lot of time to dance around things here. Mr. Fitzgerald seems especially eager to find a way to work with you. I’m guessing you feel the same way?”
Wow, was that ever a loaded question. I clicked my pen. The stubborn part of me wanted to scream out, No! Instead, I smiled politely and withdrew a thick document from my bag. The size of it rivaled the marketing plan that Daniel had given me the week prior.
I dropped it on his desk. “Will, I have a proposal for you.”
* * *
The meeting with Will went well, but I wasn’t sure how or when Daniel would react to what I’d proposed. I had a feeling he wouldn’t be too pleased, even though I’d laid out a plan that made perfect sense for everyone involved. He’d likely see it as another attempt to negotiate the hard line he’d drawn. I’d still try to convince him all the same. I had to.
Mark was dead, but as long as Blake was safe, I was going to fight Daniel on this. Because the kind of life he had planned for me wasn’t much of a life at all, as far as I was concerned. At least for now, I was willing to face the repercussions of standing up to him and hope for the best.
Letting someone else run my life went so far against the grain of who I was as a person. I was growing weary of Daniel’s attempts to coerce me with violence and fear. In the long run, no one could possibly win. Any talent he expected to extort out of me would be swiftly crushed if I followed him blindly into this new life.
I pushed the apprehension out of my mind. Daniel would let me know his thoughts on the matter sooner or later. I wouldn’t worry about it in the meantime.
Back at the office, I was talking with Chris and Sid when something caught my eye out the window. Blake’s Tesla had zoomed up to the curb. My heart leaped. Even without seeing him in the flesh, the terrible ache that haunted me resurfaced. The ache was quickly replaced with a fiery rage as I watched him help Risa out of the car. She was smiling and laughing, her hand flat on his chest.
Oh hell no. I found my legs and rushed downstairs, meeting them a few seconds later.
“Erica, hi.” Risa froze, a white-knuckle grip on her purse.
I quickly assessed her, desperate to find a hair out of place, some indication of what had gone on during her overlong lunch hour. I continued to stare, imploring her to feed me an excuse.
“Um, Blake wanted to go over some of the new marketing numbers with me. So we decided to grab lunch.”
“Did he?”
She nodded anxiously. I stared at her a moment longer. I couldn’t stomach even the loose vision my imagination was stringing together right now.
Blake going behind my back to get information about the business was one thing. Coercing Risa into bed, with presumably very little effort, was another matter entirely.
“I should go up and get back to work,” she said.
“You should.”
I turned my focus to Blake, whose face twitched with the slightest of satisfied smirks. He circled the vehicle and slipped into the driver’s side before I could say anything. He zoomed off as quickly as he’d arrived, while I stood there trying to figure out his angle.
Risa had long disappeared into the building by the time I walked back in. I was hoping to buy myself some more time. My mind was spinning with the things I wanted to say to her. Trying to separate professional from unprofessional might have been a lost cause at this point. James met me on the landing, looking concerned.
“What’s going on?”
“Blake just dropped Risa off from a ‘business lunch.’”
“Okay, so what?”
“First of all, he has no right to meet with my employees behind my back, and secondly, I could tell right away that the meeting was anything but innocent. First I had to tell her to leave you alone and now she appears to have set her sights on Blake. She’s fucking relentless. The nerve that he has, showing up like this.” I was talking fast, not taking much care with what I was saying. “No part of that is going to fly. There are plenty of other people out there. He can stay out of my office.”
Risa sure knew how to get what she wanted. That was all fine and well until now. Blake knew better. I paced back and forth over the landing. He wouldn’t get away with this.
“You go on in. I’ll be back in a little bit.” I turned to go back down.
Before I could make the first step, James caught my elbow and spun me toward him.
“Where are you going?”
“I’m going to give him a piece of my mind.”
“Why don’t you wait a while and cool down. You’re taking this too personally.”
“No, I’m not. This is totally unacceptable.”
“Why are you letting him get under your skin?” He frowned, seeming genuinely irritated.
I didn’t care. I was furious. “I’m not letting him screw my employees, okay? I don’t think that’s him getting under my skin.”
He took a step forward, bringing our bodies dangerously close. I tore my gaze away from his penetrating eyes. I focused on the wall behind him, trying not to think about how he made me feel when he was this close.
“You have no idea if he’s screwing her or even pursuing her.” His voice was low and matter-of-fact. “But you can’t stay away.”
I shut my eyes tight and prayed for strength to get through this moment and the rest of the day without losing my mind.
“Erica.”
“What?” I kept my gaze low, unable to face him. I couldn’t give him what he needed. I was barely surviving in the aftermath of my break up with Blake. I had no heart left to give to someone else.
“Will you hear me out, first, before you go running to him?”
I bristled slightly at the way he said that. I didn’t like how it sounded at all. “What do you have to say?”
His expression softened slightly, as if he sensed my irritation.
“I know this is complicated. You and me. But as much as you want to ignore it, there is something between us. I can feel it, and I know you can too. I care about you, and I can’t stand to see this guy torturing you, ripping your goddamn heart out.”
I sighed. “Believe me when I say you truly don’t understand what I’m going through.”
“The only thing I don’t understand is why you can’t admit that you have feelings for me. Why do you keep fighting this?”
I couldn’t give him an easy answer to that.
“I’m not so blind that I can’t see what I do to you.” He ran his thumb across my cheek lightly.
“Maybe you’re overestimating your effect on women,” I lied. He had an effect on me. I had no idea why. Since I’d met Blake, other men didn’t come onto my radar, but James was right in front of me, impossible to ignore.
He laughed softly. “You flush whenever we’re close like this, like you need to catch your breath around me.” His thumb came down along my jaw and brushed over my lower lip. “And the way you part your lips when you do…it’s all I can do not to kiss you right now. Because somewhere underneath it all, I know you want me to.”
My breath rushed out of me. The second my eyes flashed to his, his mouth was on me, kissing me with soft and tender strokes that stole my breath. I tensed, waiting for the voice in my head to start screaming at me, but she didn’t. Maybe she was as tired of fighting as I was. Something inside me let go. Through all the doubts, I gave myself permission to want James in this moment, for as long as this moment lasted. When he tightened his embrace, I arched into him and slipped my arms around his neck.
“James.” I whispered his name, letting the sound of it settle over me. I tried not to think about all the ways he felt different from Blake. The way he smelled, the way his body felt against my own.
“I’ll make you forget all about him. Just let me in, Erica,” he whispered between kisses. His hands were everywhere, soft, tentative touches, but instead of fire, they left a chill across my skin. I shivered as I played his words over in my mind. Just let me in.
No. The little voice had just enough energy to speak up. James’s lips tried in vain to coax me back, but whatever I’d felt in the heat of the moment had passed. The fire that had swept through me and overtaken my senses so quickly had faded just as fast.
And that’s when I knew. Blake was the only one I’d ever let in. Somehow he’d rooted himself in my soul, and no amount of lusty chance encounters with James would change that.
“What’s wrong?”
I shook my head. “I can’t do this.”
“What do I have to do? Please, just tell me.”
“You don’t want to be with someone like me. God knows, I don’t even want to be with myself most days.” I straightened and took a step back, trying to gain some distance between us.
“Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?”
“There’s nothing you can do, James. I can’t be what you want me to be. This… This isn’t fair to you.”
“Will you stop? Don’t push me away because you’re scared of what you’re making me feel. I can watch out for my own feelings.”
“Maybe I’m scared for myself then. You’re right. I am attracted to you. I can’t deny that, but you need to understand that I can’t love you.” The truth of the words struck me as I spoke them. I wasn’t capable of loving anyone else right now, or possibly ever, no matter how great of a person he might be.
“I’m not asking you to love me. I’m asking for you to give us a chance. You have no idea what we could be because you won’t even let us start.”
I squeezed my eyes shut. For weeks I’d been holding myself together with the emotional equivalent of duct tape. All I wanted was someone to help put me back together again, but James wasn’t that person.
“You want him. You’re going to go running to him.” He stared at me a long time, his expression pinched with the frustration that seemed to bubble just below the surface.
“I’m not running to him.”
“It’s pathetic to watch you doing this,” he snapped. “Chasing after him when I’m standing right here. I want you. I’m losing my mind wanting you, and all you can think about is getting another chance with him.”
Anger surged through me at his assumption. “I’m not chasing him, James. I left him. I left him. Okay? I broke my own heart. This is all my doing and you don’t understand the first thing about it. So stay out of my head and my heart, and keep your fucking judgments to yourself.”
I wrung my fingers in an attempt to slow the tremble that hummed through me now.
He seemed to relax, his shoulders sagging slightly. His expression softened. “I can’t understand why you’d hold a candle for someone who hit you.”
“What?” I frowned. Had I heard him right?
“My dad had a heavy-hand too. I know it when I see it, trust me. But for the life of me, I can’t understand why you’d tolerate it, no matter how much you cared about him.”
“I—oh my God. James, that day… Oh, shit.”
I let my head fall into my hands. I’d been so wrapped up in dealing with my own feelings that I’d never once thought about what he might think to see me like that. No wonder he hated Blake so much.
I took a step closer and put my hands on his chest. I didn’t want to fight with him like this, and he needed to believe me. “Blake has never hit me. I promise you. Please trust me when I say this whole situation is more complicated than you’ll ever realize.”
My proclamation didn’t have its desired effect. He stepped away, and my hands dropped down with his movement.
“Whatever you say, Erica.”
The defeated look on his face added an impossible guilt to my already shattered emotional state.
He turned and disappeared down the hallway and back into the office.
 
* * *
I had no idea what I would say if Blake happened to be at his office. He’d get an earful of everything I was thinking and feeling, one way or the other.
I marched through the bullpen with enough speed and focus that heads turned, my heels clicking as I went. I stormed through his office door, ignoring Cady’s greeting, and slammed it behind me as soon as I found him at his desk. He swiveled in his chair.
“Erica, I wasn’t expecting you so soon.”
“Fuck you.” I walked up to the side of his desk, ready to give him a piece of my mind.
He rose gracefully and faced me. “I thought you took fucking off the table when you broke up with me. If you’ve changed your mind about that, I’ll admit I’m still interested.”
“Not making progress quickly enough with Risa?” I lifted my eyebrows and my lips firmed into a tight line.
“Not as quickly as she might like.”
I clenched my jaw. His words sliced through me like a thousand little knives. How could he change this way? Had he always been this cold? I took a breath and prepared myself for the fight.
“You can screw whomever you want, but stay away from my employees.”
“You seem to be taking a pretty liberal stance on workplace relationships.”
“I don’t know how many times I need to tell you, James and I are friends.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes,” I insisted. I didn’t know why, but I really wanted him to believe it.
“Looks to me like he’s hopelessly in love with you.”
I swallowed hard. “So now you’re using Risa and Sophia to get back at me, to make me jealous? Is that it?”
“Are you?”
He came closer, trapping me between him and the end of the desk. I backed up against it, feeling unsteady.
“How long was I supposed to wait for you, Erica? Or did you just come here to get off.” He slipped a hand up my thigh and reached for my panties.
I slapped his hand away. “I didn’t used to hate you.” I swallowed against the tightness in my throat.
The cold look in his eyes changed. They darkened with emotion. “Loving me wasn’t enough. You’ve made me desperate.”
I shook my head, confused.
“No? Maybe it wasn’t love then.” He canted his head slightly.
“Blake—” I winced at the insinuation. How could he ever doubt it?
“You could barely say it, Erica.”
My mouth opened but the words caught. I wanted to tell him I loved him, hated him, and missed him desperately. Explain how so very tired I was of this painful and draining separation.
“Say it,” he bit out. “If there’s anything worth waiting for, I need to hear you tell me now.”
Unshed tears burned my eyes. “Why would you wait for me?”
“Because I can’t fucking help it,” he snapped. He raked his hands through his already messy hair. “Jesus Christ, did you really think I’d just stop wanting you? Just like that? Flip a switch and everything would change? That I’d feel nothing?”
I squeezed my eyes closed, though I could feel his gaze burning into me. He cupped his hand behind my nape, bringing our faces so close. My eyes flew open at his rough breath against my lips. My heart pounded against my chest. His expression tightened, painted with all of the anger and frustration I’d spurred.
“Whatever it is that took you away from me, I’ll fix it, I promise.”
“You can’t fix this, Blake.”
“Like hell, I can’t. I’ll do anything to get you back. Do you understand? Anything.”
The tears burned and streamed down my cheeks. The asking in his intensely green eyes took hold of me, enveloping everything. The pain behind them penetrated my soul. His expression softened, and he wiped away my tears, kissing the path they’d made down my face.
“You’re the only one, Erica. There’s never been anyone else.”
“But—”
“Not Risa, not Sophia. No one comes close. Believe me, no one ever will. If we can’t make this work…” His grip on me tightened slightly. “I can’t even think about it. God help me, I’ll keep trying until I break you down. Say it. Baby, please.”
The softly worded plea shredded me.
“Say it,” he whispered, kissing me sweetly.
“I love you.” The words came out in a sob. I swallowed down the urge to breakdown completely, strengthened by the pressure that lifted slightly by saying the words. “I love you so much.”
He answered by lifting me up to rest on the edge of the desk. “Then don’t give up on us. Love me, damn it. Please, baby. Let me love you.”
He slid his hands up my thighs, bunching the fabric of my dress as he went. He silenced any thoughts of refusing with another deeper kiss, devouring my mouth with hungry, urgent strokes. I linked my hands behind his neck, meeting his resolve.
“Jesus, I need you,” he growled and pulled away. In one swift movement he yanked off his shirt and divested me of my panties, careful to ensure that my heels stayed on.
“Blake, the office,” I whispered, vaguely aware that we were breaking an unwritten rule of not fucking in his office.
“Don’t give a shit. I need to be inside you more than I need to breathe right now. I don’t care who knows it.”
With one arm, he swept the contents of the desk behind me to the floor. Everything landed with a loud crash. He pushed me back, crawled over my body, and wrapped my legs snuggly around his waist. He covered me with fevered kisses, sucking my neck until my skin prickled with heated desire. He tugged down the top of my dress, freeing my breasts. He took my nipple in his mouth, circling the tender tip with the pad of his tongue and repeating the motion on the other.
“I thought I’d lose my mind seeing you walk away from me last night.”
“I didn’t want to leave you, Blake.”
“I couldn’t sleep from wanting you so badly. Wanted to bury myself so deep in you, hear you scream.”
I whimpered, desire thick in my veins. I shifted anxiously beneath him, desperate for more contact. I scrambled for his belt, unfastened it, and pushed down his jeans to free his cock. Frantic for him, I lifted my hips, meeting him as he shafted easily into me. He ground his hips, staking his claim inside me as I stretched around him. He filled me so completely. His ragged breathing matched my own.
No one had ever made me feel this way, and no one ever would. 
He took my mouth, his tongue seeking mine with deep velvet strokes until I could scarcely breathe. I moaned as he pulled back and then plunged deeper.
“Say it again.” The command left his lips in a strangled groan.
He gripped my hip and thrust again, so deep.
“I love you, Blake.” I sobbed from the pleasure of it. “Oh God, you feel so good. It’s so good.”
As if something invisible snapped, the thin veneer of control slipped from his features. No longer could I make out the familiar lines of restraint on his face. Only his intense animal need to possess me. He pumped into me rapidly. The friction of his fierce movements made me wild. I grasped at anything—his hair, shoulders, the edge of the desk. Anything to ground me when I slipped perilously into oblivion.
He took my hands in his own and held them tight above my head, firmly enough that I couldn’t escape. My breasts jutted out, tantalized by the soft hairs of his chest. I moaned and cried out unintelligible things. I’d lost my mind in the pleasure.
Our bodies collided over each other’s, slick and taut with the tension coiled tight within each of us. The slow burn of my desire was raging now, the fire taking over as I clenched helplessly around him. His hips slammed mercilessly against me, my body anchored there and by his mouth where he kissed me. Passionate bruising kisses that I fully met like a person who’d been starved of them.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck. Erica. Come, baby. I can’t stop.”
His words spurred me right into my orgasm. I let out an intoxicated cry, my fingers threading tightly with his. His eyes never left me as he took his pleasure, the cords of his muscles strung so tight. The taut knots of his abdomen clenched once more before a spasm rocked his powerful frame.
My body hummed. My chest expanded with warmth, and I inhaled his scent, basking in our sudden and fierce closeness. Love—a heady, pulsing, possessing wave of love—held me in its clutches. Everything that I’d been trying to forget and subdue when he was near came rushing in, overtaking my senses. Forehead to forehead, we caught our breath between slow, passionate kisses.
He stilled for a minute and looked up. “Damn it.”
“What?”
“I have a conference call in a few minutes, otherwise I’d take you home and finish this.” He shook his head. “Never mind, I’ll have Cady reschedule it.”
He thickened inside of me, impossibly ready for me again. I tightened in response, overwhelmed by how much I wanted him again already. I wanted to gorge myself on everything I’d been missing for so long.
Then reality slowly resurfaced. This had been amazing. Heart-wrenching, toe-curling, amazing sex, but it didn’t solve things. I pressed my hands on his chest gently.
“Let me use your bathroom.”
He pulled out of me. I bit my lip, suppressing a whimper at the loss. With his help, I slid off the desk and collected myself enough to escape into the adjoining bathroom. I shut the door and cleaned myself up. How would we get through this now?
Before I could begin to think about it, he knocked on the door. I pulled myself together quickly and met him at the doorway.
“Everything okay?”
“Sure.” I pushed by nervously. “I’ll let you get back to work, I guess.”
I’d barely passed him when he tugged me close. “What if I don’t want to let you go yet?”
I avoided his eyes, unable to keep from relaxing into the warmth of his body.
“Let me see you tonight.” He paused, penetrating me with his gaze.
I contemplated a response. He’d just stripped me down emotionally and called my bluff on this whole breakup. What else could I say to keep him away that he would possibly believe or accept at this point? He was the definition of undeterred.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
His eyes widened slightly. “We’re back to this?”
I sighed inwardly. We were so far from being back to normal. I was no closer to being able to tell him everything he didn’t know.
“You’re killing me with this shit, Erica. After what we just did, you won’t let me take you out?”
I tried to weigh my options, the possibilities, and all the things that could possibly go wrong. In the middle of this trying thought process, Blake kissed me. I kissed him back, twisting the fabric of his T-shirt into a fist as I pulled him even closer. Everything melted away as it so blissfully had earlier.
“I’ll meet you after work, okay?”
I nodded without thinking, drunk on the taste of him once more. Before I could tear myself away to leave, he spoke again.
“About Risa…”
My gaze shot up to meet his. I sobered momentarily with apprehension about what he might say.
“It’s not what you think.”
“Oh?” Then what the hell was it?
“Her loyalties don’t lie with you.”
“What do you mean?”
“You said you wanted to make your own mistakes, so I’m letting you. Do your homework. You’ll figure it out.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
On the walk back, I’d pulled my hair up into a twist so I didn’t look like I’d very recently been nailed on a writing desk. I returned to the office and ignored Risa’s guilty look in my direction. I couldn’t make eye contact with her. As soon as I passed the partition, James was behind me.
“How did it go?”
His tone had an edge, reminiscent of the bitter jealousy that I’d recently unleashed onto Blake. I sighed, wishing I hadn’t chosen to come here first.
“Fine. We’re on the same page now.”
“I can see that,” he said quietly, thumbing a tender spot high on my neck. He shook his head and turned to leave as quickly as he’d come.
I sat down and opened my compact. In the tiny mirror I saw a quarter-sized violet bruise where James’s hand had grazed.
My face heated. Goddamn it, Blake.
He was ruthless in his jealousy, and now James was obviously pissed that I’d gone and done exactly what he’d said I would.
I sulked back into my chair, overwhelmed. And to think I’d once been worried about office culture. I would be lucky if James didn’t quit before I had a chance to rip Risa a new one for shamelessly pursuing my ex, or whatever Blake officially was right now. In that moment I was incredibly grateful for Sid and Chris’s generally uneventful social lives. I created enough drama for the whole office all by myself.
I waited until everyone left at five. For the first time in a long time, James didn’t stay late. I knew he was upset when he didn’t bother saying goodbye. I bolted the door and went over to Risa’s desk. I looked through her paperwork carefully. Everything seemed to be in order. Contracts, notes, print collateral.
I sat in her chair and moved her mouse. Her computer screen lit up and I started looking through her files. I clicked over to her email and scrolled through dozens of messages between her and clients, myself, and others on the team. Everything looked normal. I hoped Blake wasn’t sending me on a wild goose chase to justify their lunch.
I checked her sent mail and scanned down a few pages. I stopped on an email to Max titled “Files.”
 
Max,
Here are the files you asked for.
xo,
Risa
 
Attached were a handful of spreadsheets with all our user data, along with confidential documents for the business that I’d shared with her when we met with Alli weeks ago.
My jaw dropped. I’d brought Risa on and shared every resource with her, taught her everything I knew, and given her the opportunity to be someone important on the ground floor of our company. Sure, we had a few personality conflicts, but this was too much.
I called Sid immediately. “Hey, can you change Risa’s email password?
“Sure, what’s going on?”
“I don’t fully know yet, but it looks like she’s in cahoots with Max, the guy who was supposed to fund us originally.”
“I don’t get it.”
“She sent him a database dump of the site and all our advertiser contact info, plus a ton of financials for the company that I’d shared with her when she started.”
“Whoa. Why?”
“I don’t know, but I don’t have a good feeling about it.”
“Have you spoken with her?”
“Not yet. Send me her new password and I’m going to do some more digging tonight. I want to figure out as much of this as I can before I approach her, but it’s safe to say she won’t be coming in on Monday.”
“All right. I’ll do it now.”
I hung up and continued to fume. As pissed as I’d been with her this afternoon, she’d crossed a new line that we couldn’t come back from.
 
* * *
I showered quickly at the apartment and picked out something to wear. I had no idea what we were doing, so I decided on a light sleeveless top and a short floral skirt that Alli had accidentally left during her visit. I didn’t have much choice but to wear my hair down since Blake had branded me with a hickey. I brushed on some light makeup and curled a few chunks of my blond strands into beachy waves and called it good.
I checked the street below, indulging the remnants of my paranoia that Connor might still be lurking, but I saw no sign of the Lincoln. Maybe that would be the end of that. If so, sneaking time with Blake might be feasible. But Blake probably wouldn’t be interested in a relationship with me under the radar without some sort of explanation. Things between us were changing again and everything felt out of my control.
I texted Blake that I was at the apartment, and he was downstairs a few minutes later. I opened the door when he knocked, and he scooped me into his arms before I could even say hello. He lifted me off my feet, tilting his head up for a kiss. His smile was contagious. I lowered my head to kiss him sweetly, my hands cradling his face. He held me hostage with his kiss, drawing me into the passionate strokes of his tongue until I was breathless and wanted him all over again.
He lowered me finally, keeping our bodies close. “Perfect.”
My face heated at the word. I’d felt anything but perfect for so long. How could he possibly think so?
“Where are we going?” I asked, eager to shift the focus away from my supposed qualities.
“You’ll see. We’d better go. It’s a little bit of a drive.”
After navigating through some weekend traffic, we found the coast and drove north. Gradually the city landscape changed as we passed into the smaller suburban towns. Unlike the palette of cedar-shingled mansions on the Cape, the seaside homes north of the city were more historic and quaint. The farther we went, the more impressive they were. We pulled off the main road onto Marblehead Neck, an exclusive neighborhood reaching out into the sea. Each house was majestic in its own way, grand both in size and architecture. We pulled into a large circular driveway leading up to a sprawling brick home overlooking the ocean and the Boston skyline. A few other cars were parked in the driveway to the side of the house.
We sat in the car a moment. Blake held my hand tightly in his.
“Are you going to tell me where we are?”
“This is my parents’ house.”
My eyebrows shot up. “Oh.”
“They’ve been wanting to meet you. I figured this was as good a time as ever.”
I checked myself in the mirror. This was all so sudden.
He smirked. “You look perfect, baby. Don’t worry. They’re going to love you.”
He opened my door and we walked up the brick pathway to the main entrance. Blake’s mother answered the door a moment later.
“Erica!” She smiled and pulled me over the threshold into a warm hug.
“Erica, this is my mother, Catherine.”
Catherine was a petite woman with short blond hair, tanned by the sun. She had cool blue eyes that reminded me of my own. She stepped back, smiling.
“Sweetheart, we have been dying to meet you! Blake has been keeping you all to himself.” She slapped him playfully on the arm before grabbing my hand. “Come on in. I want you to meet Greg.”
She led us into a large kitchen where Blake’s father was pulling trays out of the oven. He was wearing an apron over blue jeans and a T-shirt. Now I knew where Blake got his fashion sense.
“Greg, come say hello to Erica.”
Blake’s father pulled off his oven mitts and the apron and joined us at the edge of the room. Tall, with graying dark brown hair, he was handsome and had a kind smile, his eyes glittering when they met mine. I saw so much of Blake in him.
“Wow. Good work, son.” He laughed heartily and surprised me next with a big hug. “Wonderful to meet you finally. Blake speaks very highly of you.”
I fell speechless at the compliment. In fact, I hadn’t been able to speak since I’d stepped into the Landon home. All of this was complete and utter overload.
“I hope you like chicken parm,” Greg said, easily filling the silence.
“I love it.” I smiled warmly.
“Oh that’s right. Blake tells us you’re a phenomenal cook. Damn, I hope this measures up.”
Blake laughed as he took two beers out of the fridge. “All right, guys. Tone it down. Seriously. Want to get some fresh air? Otherwise these two will literally suffocate you with questions and compliments.”
“That doesn’t sound so bad,” I joked. Blake’s parents seemed amazingly sweet. I was definitely feeling overwhelmed, though.
“Go on you two. Everyone’s out on the deck,” Catherine said, motioning us out of the kitchen.
Blake caught my hand in his, and we passed through a large living room and onto a deck that spanned the length of the house, overlooking the ocean.
Heath and Alli turned toward us from their position at the railing.
“You!” Alli crossed her arms defensively and gave me a terse look.
Oh shit. She’d been right about hunting me down.
“Hey,” I said timidly.
She pushed off the railing and came closer, pointing at me with her manicured finger. “Don’t hey me, Erica. You are in huge freaking trouble. Do you have any idea how worried I’ve been about you? Who doesn’t call their best friend back for weeks at a time? I mean seriously—”
“Calm down, babe. She just got here.” Heath rested his arm over her shoulder and gave her a little squeeze.
I recoiled a bit, leaning back into Blake’s body, hoping he could somehow save me from the wrath of Alli. She was completely overreacting, not to mention killing the moment.
“Is there anything else you need to get off your chest? Now’s the time,” I said, only half-joking.
She twisted her lips into a half smile. “I love that skirt on you. I want it back.”
I laughed, and before I could say anything, she crossed over and pulled me into a hug. I hugged her back, realizing how much I’d missed her.
“Don’t you ever do that to me again.”
“Sorry.” My voice muffled quietly into her shoulder. I’d been keeping the truth from so many people for so long, sometimes I didn’t even know who I was anymore.
“Apology accepted.” She stepped back. “Now, do you want to explain to me what the hell is going on?”
I glanced up at Blake and back to her. “Let’s talk later, okay? I’m sure their parents aren’t interested in hearing about my drama.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” Heath chimed in, his eyes wide. “Fair warning. You’ll be lucky if we can get through dinner without getting the third degree on why you and Blake aren’t together anymore.”
My eyes widened anxiously. This was looking more and more like an intervention that might end in tears and rehab for me too. No one could fully appreciate how fragile I’d been these past few weeks. I’d been worn down to the point where I seriously wondered if I was taking years off my life with the stress.
Blake kissed me on the cheek and whispered in my ear. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep them occupied. Just relax and have fun.”
Catherine joined us, with Fiona in tow. Fiona looked perfect in a teal striped top and short white shorts.
“Erica, I’m so glad you could come,” she squealed, giving me a tight hug.
My throat tightened with emotion. Too much hugging. I couldn’t handle all these people being so happy to have me close. Before I could overthink it, Catherine announced that dinner was ready. We all settled at the table outside on the other side of the deck. I sat between Alli and Blake, which was a relief.
“Erica, tell us about your family,” Catherine began as we started digging into the meal.
“Mom,” Blake snapped.
“What?” She shook her head, wide-eyed, and looked back to me.
“It’s okay. Um, my mother passed away from cancer when I was thirteen. My stepfather remarried while I was away at boarding school, so I don’t really have a lot of close family now.”
“Oh, sweetheart, I’m so sorry.”
I shrugged, not wanting to seem emotional or upset about it. Plus, I’d barely scratched the surface. “Thank you. It’s fine, though. I get to make my family wherever I go now.”
Alli grinned and leaned into me a little.
Greg finished a bite of salad. “Tell us about your business. Blake tells us that you’re part of a rare species of women in technology.”
I glanced over to Blake whose lips twisted into an annoyed grimace. Greg opened his mouth, but before he could speak, Heath cleared his throat.
“Sorry to interrupt you there, Dad, but we have an announcement.”
The blood drained from Catherine’s face. Alli rushed to speak.
“I’ve decided to move back to Boston.”
“Oh, wow.” Catherine laughed, putting her hand over her heart like she’d been moments from a heart attack.
My own heart experienced a burst of happiness at the news. I shifted in my seat to face her.
“Oh my God, are you serious?”
She nodded. “It’s official. Heath and I talked about it this week. I’ll be on the job hunt and moving as soon as I can.”
“That’s so wonderful,” Catherine said with a warm smile. Greg peppered Heath with suggestions about apartments in the city and I nudged Alli.
“I’m interviewing for marketing directors. You wouldn’t happen to be interested?”
She frowned and sat back. “Are you serious?”
“Actually, yeah. Things didn’t work out with Risa. I’ll fill you in on the details later, but suffice to say, we’re severing ties completely and irrevocably.”
“Wow. In that case, yes.”
“Really? Are you sure that’s what you’d want to do?”
“Are you kidding me? I’ve spent the past two months pulling twelve-hour days for prima donna designers. Coming back to Clozpin would be like being on a tropical vacation by comparison.”
“I thought you wanted a career in fashion though?”
She gave me a half-hearted smile. “I thought I did too. I guess sometimes you don’t realize what you have ’til it’s gone. I definitely got some perspective and learned a ton, but this move feels right in every way. Heath’s going to be happier here, his family’s here to support him, and you’re here. I couldn’t think of any better reasons to make the change.”
“You won’t hear any arguments from me. Obviously I’ve been dying to have you back since you left. And frankly, with what’s going down with Risa now, I feel like I’ll never be able to trust anyone in that position again who isn’t you.”
“Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out. We built this business. No one’s better suited to grow it.”
“Cheers to that.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
I breathed a sigh of relief as we left the bustling dinner with Blake’s family and escaped to the beach below. I left my sandals on the steps, and Blake and I walked barefoot along the shore as the sun began to set.
“Sorry. They’re completely crazy,” he mumbled.
“It’s okay. They’re really sweet actually.” A quiet happiness bubbled inside me at the unexpected turn this evening had taken. “This may sound strange, but why didn’t you introduce me to your parents before? You know, when things weren’t so messed up between us.”
“Like Heath said, they’re nosy and overwhelming. On one hand, I didn’t really want to share my time with you, and on the other hand, I knew that once I let them loose on you, it was all over.”
My heart sank a little. “All over?”
“Now that they’ve met you, they’re going to be hounding me nonstop about you. Don’t think for one second this is going to be your last Landon family dinner.”
I laughed. “Listen to you, Mr. Angst. You make them sound so burdensome. You’re incredibly lucky.”
Our eyes met and he took my hand as we walked. “I don’t mean it like that. They’ve always been great. I guess I was too caught up in being with you to realize that you’d probably enjoy this a lot more than I typically do.”
“I don’t have much to compare it to, but I’d give anything to have a family like yours, you know? Don’t ever take them for granted, Blake. Everything can change in an instant.”
“Yeah, you’re right.”
Ahead of us, at the edge of the enormous property, stood a gazebo. We walked up some old wooden steps from the beach. Inside, the structure was ornately built and offered an impressive view of the skyline. Daylight was fading now, and the ocean air cooled around us. I sat close to Blake, and he wrapped an arm around me as we settled back to take in the scenery. I rested my head on his shoulder as he traced circles down my arm.
“You were right about Risa,” I said after a while.
“Yeah. Did you find what you were looking for?”
“I think so. My question is, how did you?”
He stayed silent.
“Blake.”
He sucked in a slow breath that whistled through his teeth. “You’re not going to like it.”
“So what? Tell me.”
He pushed the errant strands of hair away from his face only to have them fall back. “I hacked your email account.”
I stilled. “What?”
“I was worried about you.”
“That’s a major invasion of privacy, Blake! Why—”
“Trust me, I wasn’t the only one worried about you. Marie even reached out to me at one point to grill me about what I did to upset you so much.”
My jaw dropped. Marie. Damn it all.
“I just wanted to take a spin through your mail to see if there was anything I should be concerned about. While I was in there, I checked out Risa’s and Sid’s, purely out of curiosity since you’d decided to shut me out of the business for the time being.”
“And you saw her messages to Max?”
“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
“I don’t understand why that specific information would be helpful to him though.”
“The investment company you told me about…the one who’s sending Trevor fat checks? It took me a while to get past all the layers of corporate privacy, but I finally tracked down the people behind it.”
“And?”
“Seems like our friend Max is using the company as a front to fund Trevor’s efforts. He’s basically been paying Trevor to run this group and be a full time pain in my ass.”
“But the attacks stopped.”
“I’m not totally sure why, but my guess is that once he had an in with Risa, compromising the site was possibly doing more harm than good. Wasted effort maybe.”
“Why would he need our data though?”
“I have no idea. Have you spoken to her yet?”
“No, not yet. I’m not sure if she’ll tell me when she finds out she’s getting fired though.” I thought for a moment, trying to piece everything together. “Did she reach out to you for the meeting today?”
“No, I contacted her.”
“Oh.”
“I wanted to feel her out. With very little effort, I’d convinced her to leave your company and come work for me, and we’d made plans for a more intimate dinner this weekend. She was willing to jump ship, screw your ex, and finagle herself into my business before we’d even gotten the bill.”
“You’re an asshole.” I started to move away but he pulled me back.
“What? I was testing her. Obviously I’m not interested. Relax, baby.”
“Why would that be so obvious? A few days before that Sophia was all over you, and I didn’t see you protesting.”
“You don’t need to worry about Sophia.”
“Right.”
I stood up and walked to the other side of the gazebo. I steadied my hands on the rail, holding on tightly as anger rushed over me anew.
“Sophia was here on business, like I said. Outside of our shared stake in her company, there’s nothing there beyond friendship.”
I turned to face him. “Maybe for you, but she’s borderline obsessed with you. Do you know how happy she must have been to know that I was out of the picture finally? She’s probably counting down the days until she can be your little submissive again. And for the record, I don’t appreciate you talking about our sex life with her.”
His brows drew together. “What do you mean?”
“Sophia told me about your little heart-to-heart.” I tried not to sound as bitter about it as I felt, but I couldn’t help it. That he’d confided in her hurt me more than I wanted to admit.
“Did she say something to you?”
“Yeah, she seemed really broken up that I was seemingly unable to satisfy your kink factor.” The sarcasm was coming out thick now.
He blew out a breath. “I’m sorry.”
“I know I might not be the most experienced person with this ‘lifestyle’ as she calls it, but I never thought you’d be one to kiss and tell, especially to her.”
“She asked about you. I told her we’d broken up, and she asked if you were submissive. I didn’t go into details, but I was kind of a mess at the time. She was trying to be a friend.”
“A friend? Are you kidding me?”
“I get it. You’re jealous. She’s jealous of you too, but I can’t cut her out of my life. You’re bound to run into her now and then with our business dealings.”
I started to leave.
He bolted up to stop me. “Erica, wait.”
“I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Let’s go back to the house.”
He stood at the entrance and blocked me. “I didn’t know what to think about why you left, all right? I thought maybe I was too rough with you that last night we were together, and that’s not a conversation I can run by too many people. Frankly, I’m still worried that is why you left.”
The memory of that night invaded my thoughts. The intensity of letting him hurt me, of desperately wanting him to. What if I take things too far, and it’s something we can’t come back from? His words echoed through me. If he’d thought that’s why I left, I struggled to imagine how much that would have hurt him to believe it.
I shook my head. “That’s not why.”
He seemed to relax a little. “I can see now that I shouldn’t have talked to her about it, and I’m sorry. From now on, she’s completely out of our personal lives. No matter what happens.”
“If you’re such great friends, was that also why she was all over you at the charity dinner?”
He scowled and half turned away, looking past me. “Christ, Erica. You know, you broke up with me, and I’m the one explaining myself here.”
He had a point. I took a breath and tried to adopt a less accusatory tone. “You said you wanted to be with me, no matter what, so if that’s something I’m going to consider, I think I should know what’s really going on between you two.”
He hesitated, his gaze fixed on me as if he were searching. I started to worry. That familiar sickness spread as I imagined what they’d done together. And I’d have no one to blame but myself. Whatever had happened between them had happened because I’d pushed him away.
“When she realized we weren’t together, she didn’t pass up a chance to try to hook up. I shot her down, of course. No matter what was happening between you and me, I wouldn’t ever go back to her, Erica. Our relationship was never exactly fulfilling, and you know how she is to some extent. Try to imagine being in a relationship with that. She’s a nightmare.”
I couldn’t argue. I often wondered how they’d managed to be together as long as they had, but people did change, for better or worse. Maybe she hadn’t always been as much of a malicious cunt when they were together, but I didn’t want to give her the benefit of the doubt.
“So…” I cocked my head, waiting for him to continue.
“Since she and I broke up, she’s always been physical like that with me. Honestly, I never thought much of it until you showed up that night, and by then it was obvious how jealous you were. I took a gamble.”
“You wanted to make me jealous.”
“Nothing else was working.” He brushed my cheek with his fingertips. “Seems like making you insanely jealous does the trick though. I’ll have to remember that next time you decide we need ‘space.’” He gestured with air quotes.
I caught myself smiling, but it soon faded. Blake was talking about all these things like they were in the past tense. Our problems weren’t nearly behind us yet.
I searched for the right words. “Blake…”
He hushed me. “I have a feeling you’re about to tell me something I don’t want to hear, so how about you let me kiss you instead?”
Angling over my lips, he did, and I let him. I savored the sweetness on his tongue. I breathed him in with the salty air and let the ocean wash away all the things we didn’t want to hear or talk about. We stood there for what seemed like forever, simply kissing. We let our hands roam, eagerly but not frantically. For now, I was content to be this close. I could do this for hours.
The night had gone almost completely dark, and voices approached.
“Hey, lovebirds,” Heath called. “Mom’s going to come looking for you soon. Dessert’s ready.”
Blake groaned and rolled his eyes. I laughed and nuzzled into his shoulder, bashful and entirely too wound up to be presentable.
“I need a minute,” I whispered.
“No kidding. I’m so hard it hurts.”
“Mmm, I know the cure for that.” I slid up against him, his erection straining against his jeans at my hip.
“You’re seriously not helping. I can’t have her catch us out here.”
I took a breath and a reluctant step back. The ocean waves crashed closer to the retaining wall as the tide came in. Alli and Heath walked hand in hand back toward the house. I was so happy that she was coming back. We could do this more often, all of us together. Maybe.
“Where did you two wander off to?” Catherine asked when we got back to the house.
“They were making out in the gazebo,” Heath blurted.
Blake punched him in the shoulder. Heath retaliated until they were laughing and grappling on the floor of the deck like wild animals.
“Boys! Boys! My lord, seriously. Greg, come control these boys!” Catherine flushed, a mix of laughter and embarrassment flashing across her features.
Alli, Fiona, and I were doubled over with laughter as the two continued their wrestling match a safer distance from where we sat. Greg emerged with a giant pot of water and dumped it on them.
They cursed and finally separated. When Blake returned, he had a silly grin on his face. He leaned in to give me a hug, making his best effort to get me wet too.
“Blake, stop it,” I giggled.
“Just trying to share the wealth.”
My phone rang. I pushed him away playfully and fished it out of my purse. I froze. It was Daniel. I looked around, half expecting to see Connor, but we were completely secluded. He was probably calling to bitch at me about the interview, but it was the last thing I wanted to think about. 
I ignored the call and tried to think about how I was going to handle this shift between Blake and me. We were falling hard and fast into our old ways, the normal rhythm of our relationship. I was at his parents’ house, for heaven’s sake, having a great night with his amazing family. This was way too far outside the scope of acceptable behavior according to Daniel.
He called again, and I turned my phone off. I didn’t care. I had so much love around me right now. Between Blake and me, Heath and Alli, among his warm and caring family, how could I let Daniel’s evil penetrate something that felt so right, so good? I pushed him out of my mind, unwilling to let him ruin the best day I’d had since I said goodbye to Blake. I didn’t want to think about that part of my life, at least not yet.
We spent the rest of the evening talking and listening to Blake’s family tell embarrassing stories about each other. We laughed and drank and enjoyed the beautiful night. Blake never left my side, holding my hand on his lap possessively, as if he were afraid to let me go even for a second. I didn’t mind, because I felt the same way.
A little tipsy, I said my goodbyes to everyone. Alli, Fiona, and I proclaimed that we loved each other no less than a dozen times. Heath bore witness, affirming the statement with us each time in his ever-patient sobriety. Catherine held me in a firm hug that seemed to last forever. I hugged her back. Hugs were good. Blake finally coaxed us apart. We stepped outside, and I stumbled a bit toward the car.
We got in and I snuggled up to Blake, kissing his neck and biting his earlobe. “I want you.”
“You’re drunk, but I will absolutely take advantage of you. These are extenuating circumstances.”
I giggled. “Good. You should pull over somewhere and do me in the car.”
“Wow, baby. Keep talking like that and I just might. First, let’s put your seat belt on, okay?” Blake pulled out of the drive. “Then take your panties off.”
I smirked and slid them down my legs, giddy for whatever plan Blake was cooking up.
I looked up from my seat belt endeavors just in time to notice a black sedan parked across the street. I twisted in my seat. The lights turned on and the car began to follow as we meandered back toward the main roads. My gaze fixed on the side view mirror. I blinked and tried to shake the buzz. I wasn’t imagining this. The car kept following us, a safe distance behind.
“You okay? You haven’t been this quiet all night.”
My heart raced as the cold reality of the situation became clear. My indiscretions with Blake were officially on the radar. Between that and trying to manipulate my way through the interview, Daniel would be furious. I powered on my phone. Daniel had called twice more, never leaving a voice mail.
The complacency I’d felt earlier had expired. All my fears could be realized, all because I couldn’t stay away. I panicked, my body shaking uncontrollably. Everything was crashing down now.
“What’s wrong? Do you want me to pull over?”
“No!” I shouted. “Drive, let’s get out of here.” Heaven help me, what have I done?
Blake’s hand tightened over the steering wheel and he reached over to hold my hand in his other. “Okay, here’s the deal. You need to talk to me right now, or I’m heading back to the house.” He stopped at a stop sign.
“Just drive. It’s not safe. They’re following us. Go!” This would be the worst buzz kill ever, especially if we ended up dead.
He frowned and kept going. He checked his mirrors.
“Who exactly is following us?”
I shook my head, hugging my arms tightly around my body, as if I’d fall apart completely if I let go.
“Erica, for fuck’s sake! Who?”
“Daniel.” My voice was a whisper. “They’ve been watching us.”
Blake stared ahead onto the road, his expression unreadable. His speed picked up as we hit the highway. We were going well over the speed limit, zipping down side streets until we hit ours. He parked and helped me out.
Somehow we’d managed to lose Connor. Either that, or he’d simply decided to stop tailing us. Not that it really mattered now anyway. He knew I’d been with Blake.
We stepped into Blake’s apartment, and he planted me on the couch and brought me water. My body had calmed down a little, but I was filled with an empty kind of despair—that dark unknown that I’d envisioned so many times if Daniel changed his mind about sparing us. I said us, because if anything happened to Blake, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to go on.
While I drank, Blake made a call from the kitchen. His voice was low and the call was brief. He returned and sat across from me on the table, stroking my thigh.
“Can we talk about this now?” His voice was gentler.
I didn’t know what else I had to lose by telling him. He deserved the right to protect himself now that I’d brought Daniel’s focus back to him.
“Daniel killed Mark,” I said.
His expression didn’t change. “I put that one together myself, Erica.”
“You threatened him, and it burns him that you did. He’s not going to let it go.” I bit my lip, staving off the tears that threatened.
“I’m not worried about Daniel.”
“Well you should be. He’s going to kill you, Blake! He said I had to end it completely with you or he was going to ‘remove you from the equation permanently.’ Now he knows, and… This is so bad. You don’t understand.”
“So this is why.” His stare was penetrating, piercing my soul.
I swallowed and nodded silently.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
I shook my head. “You don’t know how he is. He’s ruthless, violent. You have no idea what he’s capable of. He killed his own son, for God’s sake. I had to try to protect you from him.”
“I have information that exposes not just Mark, but him. I had no idea he was going to kill Mark. Not that I’m not infinitely happy he’s gone. If I’d known he was going to go that route, I probably wouldn’t have approached him the way I had.”
“What information?”
He exhaled. “Doesn’t seem like there’s any love lost between you now, so I don’t suppose there’s any harm in telling you.”
“What is it?”
“Daniel’s been covering up Mark’s exploits for years. You never reported it to the police when he raped you, but plenty of other women did. He can grease as many palms as he wants to make the problems go away, cover shit up, but he couldn’t make everything disappear around someone as prolific as Mark. When I told him I could make certain information very easily accessible, to the press for example, you can imagine that he wasn’t too pleased.”
“All the more reason to kill you now. He’s taken mercy on you to manipulate his way into my life. He wants me to be part of his fucked up political campaign, unofficially, of course. He was going to help me pay you back the money you lent me so I could ditch the business.”
“And you agreed to all this?”
His eyebrows shot up, like I’d lost my mind. Maybe I had.
“I… He didn’t give me any choice, Blake. He said he was going to kill you. I’ve been trying to figure out a way around it this whole time, but he doesn’t make it easy. He’s horrible and…persuasive.” I sagged back into the couch, not wanting to even touch the fact that he’d been violent with me.
“Drink.”
I took a few more sips, wishing Blake would talk.
“I’ll go to him, Blake. I can try to convince him that this wasn’t what it looked like. He knows we’re bound to run into each other. Somehow I’ll make him understand, come up with an excuse. And then we’ll just have to lie low, figure out how to… I don’t know…”
“No. I’m not sneaking around to be with you.”
“Then what do we do?”
“He’s banking on you reacting just as you have, because you love me. What he’s not banking on is me causing so many problems with this election that he’ll be too busy to think about much else.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I’ll release the information. It’s that simple.”
“But…” I swallowed, suddenly at war. I cared about Daniel, enough that the idea of ruining his campaign troubled me. Why? Why would I care when he’d made my life hell? He’d threatened me with murder and more. “There has to be another way.”
“Then come out publicly as his daughter.”
“How would that be any less damaging for his career?”
“Having an illegitimate daughter you supposedly never knew existed is far less damaging than covering up multiple rapes for your stepson. It could be a nice amicable discovery. Not like you’re extorting him or anything. Then we could get married and he’d have to play nice, because I’d be his son-in-law. How’s that for payback?”
My eyes widened. “What?”
He smirked. “Is that so crazy?”
“Yes, that’s completely crazy. Try again.” My heart was suddenly beating out of my chest. Between freaking out about Connor following us and hearing those last words, I was completely sober now.
He laughed a little, but his smile soon faded. “I’m not wild about walking around knowing there’s a hit out on me, Erica, but we can outmaneuver him on this one. The information I have must scare him because he wouldn’t have killed someone to prevent me from leaking it.”
“He said he did it for me.” I gave a weak laugh. “I think he thought I’d be impressed that he did. That’s so fucked up, isn’t it?”
“He probably did do it for you, but we both know how he is. He wouldn’t do something like this without calculating every possible risk and reward.”
I looked out the window, into the night sky brightened by the city lights. Would we be held prisoner like this until we knew it was safe again? When would it ever be safe again?
He leaned forward and feathered a finger down my cheek, turning my gaze back to him. “Nothing comes between us anymore, okay, baby?”
His eyes were dark and serious. I nodded. That was what I wanted too.
“I can’t lose you like that again. I’ll go crazy.”
“Me too.” An argument could be made that I’d already achieved some level of crazy in his absence.
“After we figure out what we’re going to do with Daniel, I want you to move up here with me, okay? Or we can get our own place, I don’t care.”
I paused. “Can’t I just stay at the apartment like before?”
“No. Not close enough. You owe me this much after disappearing and destroying my life these past few weeks.”
I wanted to protest, but I couldn’t fathom being away from him for a minute right now. “How are we going to get out of this mess? I can’t take it. I can’t lose you.”
“You’re not losing me. I’m not going anywhere. I’ll hire a SWAT team if I need to, okay? Let’s not think about that shit right now. All I want you thinking about is being here with me, right now.”
I took a deep breath.
“Come on. Let’s go to bed. He’s not going to be coming after us tonight. He’ll have to get through Clay and his friends first.”
I nodded, willing myself to calm down. I trusted that Clay could handle Connor. I liked Clay and I abhorred Connor, so the idea of them facing off was appealing, actually.
Blake went to stand but I pulled him down on the couch with me. I wrapped my arms around his neck and held him tightly, as if someone might come and rip him from me. He held me back, tightening his arms around my rib cage. I breathed him in, feeling settled at the familiar scent that was Blake.
I fought the surge of emotion, relief at having him with me again twisted up with an ever-present fear of losing him again. I draped my leg over his, tangling our bodies together so he couldn’t leave.
“I’m sorry,” I choked. “This is all my fault.” I squeezed my eyes closed and fought the tears.
“Shh, baby. Don’t think like that. It’s going to be okay now.” He brushed my hair back from my face, fingering the tiny mark he’d made on my neck. “I know that now. You were trying to protect me. I appreciate the effort, but nothing is worth going through what we did. You don’t like me running your life, and I don’t like you making sweeping decisions like this without me. So maybe we can agree to figure these things out together in the future. What do you think?”
I pulled back and he swept away the tear that fell, kissing me sweetly.
“Love me, Blake.” 
Heat passed over his features. He tugged off my shirt and bra and moved me so I was lying down on the couch. Slowly, he slid off my skirt, leaving me bared and open to him.
His lips parted slightly. “I want you like this, every night. Naked and waiting for me.”
He stood and pulled his shirt over his head, tossing it away. He pushed his jeans down to the floor, revealing the perfectly sculpted man beneath the clothes. I stared, boldly admiring the body I’d come to love, to crave.
He lowered down, settling between my thighs. He slid up my body, his erection hard against my belly as he kissed me from my shoulder to my neck. His hands worshipped my curves, slowly and reverently, leaving trails of fire in their wake. I shifted against the sharp ache between my legs.
“I want to feel you inside me,” I said, breathless.
His perfectly masculine body hovered with measured restraint as he circled my opening. I circled the hot flesh of his erection and positioned him at my entrance. His breath caught as he pushed into me slowly. I dragged my eager fingers over the curves of his pectorals, circling the soft disks of his nipples until they hardened under my touch. He gave me a little more. I slid my hands down to his ass and dug my nails into his flesh.
“Ah, Christ.” He jerked forward, firmly planting himself inside me.
I moaned, arching into the fullness.
He lowered down, thrusting again gently. He traced the ridge of my ear with his tongue. “You’re a bad girl.”
I hummed. “You like me bad.”
“I thought you wanted me to make love to you.”
“When you’re inside me, you’re loving me and I’m loving you. Isn’t that how it works?”
He hesitated, and then took me with a deep and passionate kiss, licking and devouring me with his mouth as he shafted into me with steady drives. I tightened helplessly around his cock. The fever rushed over me, and my hips bucked gently beneath him.
Then he lifted me so I was straddling him, his cock buried in my depths.
“Oh shit.” I sucked in a sharp breath. He was so deep this way. A fine mist of sweat covered my skin. I circled my hips, finding my bearings. “I thought you didn’t like it this way.”
“You’re not exactly putting me out.”
I smiled. “You sure?”
He licked his lower lip, and I leaned in to catch it between my teeth. I sucked him and kissed him feverishly. He groaned and lifted my hips. He was only in me at the tip when he slammed me down hard, filling me. I gasped for air at the sweet ache of his cock penetrating me.
“Oh, God.” I clenched around him, steadying myself with my hands on his shoulders. “You’re so deep.”
He caught me by the nape and drew me in for a kiss, deep strokes, gently fucking my mouth with his tongue. He gripped my hips tightly, grinding me down a fraction more. “I can’t live without this, Erica. Without you.”
My breath left me, but he swallowed it with another devouring kiss.
“You won’t have to. I promise. I swear it.” I sifted my fingers through his hair, pressing my breasts against his chest. “I love you, Blake. You’re the only one. My only love.”
I lifted again, my thighs slapping down against him. He hit the end of me again, stretching the sensitive tissues at my core. His hands gripped me anxiously, and his face tensed with agonizing strain. He lifted me, powerfully working me over his cock, over and over until my thighs trembled.
“Blake.” My voice was a plea. “Are you close? I want to come with you.”
His cheeks bloomed with heat and he clenched his jaw as he pumped into me. “Now, baby. Feel me come inside you.”
His words did me in, the vision of him losing himself, buried in me. My whole body shook with the power of the orgasm that swept over me. My head fell back as he released with a cry and one final drive, pushing us both over the edge.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
I woke up to Blake’s warm body curled around me. I stretched, and he pressed slow, lazy kisses along the length of my torso. Having sleep—actual restful, nightmare-free sleep—only to wake to Blake’s hands and mouth on me. This could be heaven.
He nuzzled my neck, sucking my skin softly.
“No more hickeys,” I warned.
He laughed into my neck. “I wasn’t sure I was actually going to see you again. I had to leave my mark.”
“Yes, you made yourself known.”
He stilled and turned me to face him. “James saw?”
I paused. “He noticed, yeah.”
His expression was impassive, but I saw emotion storming behind his eyes. “What exactly does he mean to you?”
I bit my lip, wondering what to say that wouldn’t send Blake flying into a jealous rage. “Think of him like my Sophia. He’s a friend who wants more, but a friend all the same.”
“If he wants you, then I want him gone. You can find someone else to do what he does.”
I rolled my eyes. “And I want Sophia gone. So we’re probably both going to be disappointed for a while.”
“This is completely different. Sophia lives in New York. You work with the man face-to-face nearly every day. If I had someone at my office trying to fuck me every day, you’d lose your mind.”
I sighed. “James and I don’t have a history, and he’s a good person. He’s not hatching a plot to get me away from you.” I didn’t think so anyway, though he certainly wasn’t a fan of Blake. “Can we drop it for now?”
“I can’t stand that he had his hands on you.”
“Then don’t think about it, because it doesn’t matter.”
I lifted my head to kiss him, praying he’d never know that James had had his mouth on me too. I lay back and traced his jaw. His face seemed softer, rested. Maybe he hadn’t been sleeping well without me, either.
“Speaking of work, I should meet with Risa at some point and get that mess cleared up.”
“Can’t it wait until Monday?”
“Maybe. She’ll probably wonder why she can’t get into her email account though, if she’s doing any work after hours.”
“Let her wonder. Your time is better spent in bed with me. We have to make up for lost time.”
“Oh?”
“I was thinking about kissing you from head to toe until you beg me to stop. And I need to block out at least an hour for licking your pussy.” He slid his hand to cover my mound. “Yeah, at least an hour. Let’s see, what else…?”
I laughed. “Okay, I get it, but I should go downstairs and get cleaned up.”
“Nonsense. You can shower here. No clothes necessary. I want you naked in my bed all day. I’ll tie you up if I have to. You know I will.” He looked serious but a ghost of a smile passed over his features.
“We’ll have to face reality eventually, you know.”
“Nah.” He lowered his mouth and circled my nipple with his tongue, flicking the tip until a familiar warmth simmered in my belly.
I sucked in a breath and arched into the motion, sliding my fingers through his hair. He slipped a finger into my sex, curling up to the spot that made me crazy.
“I haven’t even gotten to use any of my toys on you. And you’re in big trouble for all this shit you pulled.”
I moaned and lifted my hips to deepen his penetration. I’d wanted dominant Blake. Here he was.
My phone rang, interrupting our moment. Still in Blake’s clutches, I reached for it. Sid.
Thank God.
“Hey.”
“Hey, uh, the police are at the apartment.”
“What?”
“They have questions about some guy, Mark MacLeod. They said you knew him?”
“Shit. Okay. I’ll be right down.”
Blake slipped another finger into me and closed his teeth gently around my nipple. My brain skidded, trying to decide which direction to move in. I tried to push him away, but he was firm and unmoving, his eyes twinkling mischievously.
“Oh, you’re here?” Sid asked.
My breath hitched. “Yeah, I’m at Blake’s. Give me a few minutes.”
I hung up and Blake took my other nipple in his mouth, his cheeks hollowing with a long, delicious pull on the tip.
I gave him a gentle shove. “Get up. I have to go.”
“Why? Who was that?”
He loosened his hold and I slipped away, throwing on my clothes from the previous night. My mind was racing. Daniel had implied that the investigation would be closed. What the hell were they doing here?
“Sid. The police are downstairs. They want to talk to me.”
He sat up quickly. “Do you want me to come with you?”
“No.”
“Erica, this is one of those things that maybe I should be there for.”
“No, Blake. The answer is no. I will deal with this. I do not want you there. Please tell me that you’re hearing me on this.”
He hesitated. “What do you think they’re here for? They’re going to ask you about Daniel. What will you tell them?”
“I’ll figure it out, okay?”
 
* * *
I tried in vain to calm my nerves before I walked into the apartment. I looked a little worse for wear from the previous night, but surely they didn’t care about that. I prayed Blake would honor his promise to stay upstairs because I didn’t trust him not to say something he shouldn’t in front of the police.
I walked in, and two men greeted me. One was tall and thin, his hair a mousy brown, and the other was shorter and thicker around the middle, his hair almost completely gray. They both seemed friendly enough, which I was thankful for because I was petrified by the prospect of speaking with them.
The tall one spoke up first. “Sorry to stop in on you so early here. I’m Detective Carmody and this is Detective Washington. We were hoping to speak with you about your involvement with Mark MacLeod.”
My involvement? “What do you mean?”
Washington reached into his jacket and pulled out a handful of large photographs that appeared to have been taken at the gala. In them, Mark and I were dancing, his arm wrapped firmly around me. My back was to the camera. In another, his mouth was an inch from my ear, a smug smile on his face. That was the face I was glad to have missed when he was telling me how he wanted me again. I suppressed a grimace as I remembered his voice, his breath on my skin that night. Instead I looked up calmly, waiting for them to continue.
“These were taken by a journalist shortly before he died. Guests identified you with him here. Did you know him well?”
I shook my head. “No, I didn’t know him well at all. I’d met him a couple times through a business deal I was doing that involved his firm.”
“He looks like more than an acquaintance here,” Washington said.
“I can see that. He was flirting with me a lot. I humored him with a dance, but I didn’t see him after this. He seemed nice enough, but I wasn’t interested.”
“How was he acting that night?”
“He was coming on to me, like I said. He did seem drunk. I don’t know. We only talked for a few minutes before the dance, and then I left the gala early. I wasn’t feeling well.”
The pair glanced at each other. Carmody stuffed the photos back into the envelope and Washington sized me up again. I tried not to fidget or look nervous.
“I guess I’m confused. He killed himself, right? Are you trying to figure out why he did it?” The words left me in a rush, and my heart raced.
Carmody spoke. “When the son of a prominent figure dies suddenly, we have to do our due diligence. We’re trying to rule out all other possible causes of death.”
“Oh. I didn’t realize that. I thought I heard the investigation was closed.”
“Not yet, unfortunately.” Carmody shrugged.
“Is there anything else you might be able to tell us?”
“I don’t think so. I wish I could. Honestly, I was really shocked by the news.” That was the truth.
“You’re not the first person who’s said that, which is why we’re talking to anyone who might have known him well.”
I nodded. “I feel so bad for his parents. They must be devastated.” I tried to appear as sympathetic as I could. I couldn’t believe the words that were coming out of my mouth, or how easily I’d slipped into the role of an appropriately ignorant innocent bystander in this situation. Perhaps the weeks of trying to talk myself into being someone I wasn’t had done this to me.
“They are. It’s too bad. Sometimes there aren’t any answers for why people do this though. Anyway, thanks for your time and sorry for the bother.”
Washington reached into his pocket and retrieved a business card. “Here’s my card. Call us if you think of anything, all right?”
“I definitely will.”
They left, and I collapsed into a seat at the counter, grateful I’d survived their interrogation without a breakdown. I honestly didn’t think they suspected anything, and why would they? I had no ties to Mark that anyone outside of a few people close to me could ever find.
No sooner had they left, Blake appeared.
“What happened?”
“Nothing. They had photos of Mark and me dancing at the gala. They wanted to know how we knew each other. I explained that we were only acquaintances and he’d been flirting with me. They seemed satisfied and left.”
“So they don’t believe Mark’s death was a suicide?”
“I couldn’t say for sure. They didn’t seem too concerned that it wasn’t. Seemed like they were hitting a bunch of dead ends and about to pack it in. But I have no idea.”
“All right, come back up.”
“I’m here now. Let me get cleaned up, and I’ll come up there when I’m done.” As much as I wanted to be in my warm and safe Blake bubble after weeks of separation, I needed a minute with my thoughts.
He paused a second. “Okay, don’t be long.” He kissed me and left.
I stepped into the shower and washed. I thought about going back upstairs, where we’d be hiding. Sure, hanging out in bed with Blake all day wasn’t exactly an inconvenience, but I also knew why we were lying low. So far, the only solutions on the table were coming out as Daniel’s daughter, a saga I couldn’t begin to anticipate the complications of, or Blake could bring attention to the shady dealings that would undoubtedly ruin Daniel’s campaign, possibly his entire career. I had a hard time accepting either as a viable option.
I toweled off and glanced out the window. Connor was parked down the street, almost out of my view. A rush of emotion surged through me, and I knew what I needed to do.
I pulled on my blue jeans and a T-shirt and slipped on my sneakers. I scribbled a quick note and left it on the counter before I rushed downstairs. I stepped outside. Clay was standing guard against the Escalade.
“Ms. Hathaway.”
“Clay. Long time no see. Back on the clock, I see.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Well, good luck. I’m walking down to the store. I’ll be back in a bit.”
He nodded. I started a brisk walk down the street. I only had a few minutes to do what I needed to do. I crossed the street and knocked on Connor’s window. He rolled it down, giving me a hard stare.
“Take me to him.”
“Get in.”
I opened the back door and let him drive us away.
* * *
I had no idea where we were going until I saw the familiar Boston Sand and Gravel storage tanks come into view. We took several back roads under the tangle of highways until we were in a secluded area, cut off by train cars and warehouses that stood empty on the weekend.
Daniel leaned against his Lexus SUV, dressed in khakis and a white collared shirt. He was smoking again. He should probably stop smoking, I thought idly. He pushed off the car and walked toward me. I scoped out the surroundings. We were so very alone right now. With the bypass above us, no one would hear me if I screamed. I stepped out of the car, fighting the urge to run in the opposite direction. Despite every reason he’d given me not to, I was determined to meet him head-on.
He flicked his cigarette and stood before me with his arms crossed. His lips were set in a firm line.
“Connor tells me you’ve been all over creation with Landon. I’m pretty sure we covered that.”
“Did he tell you that the police stopped by this morning too?”
His eyes widened and shot to Connor. For the first time ever, I saw emotion in Connor’s face. He seemed…flustered.
“I didn’t see them, sir. I’m sorry.”
Daniel looked back to me.
“Must have been on a coffee run. No worries, I had a little chat with them.”
“What did you tell them?”
I waited, wanting the anticipation to burn in him.
His lips thinned. “You’d better start talking.”
“They had photos of Mark dancing with me at the gala.”
“What did you tell them?”
I stared hard into his eyes, keeping my face as steady and emotionless as I could.
“What did you tell them, goddamnit?” He grabbed my shoulders and shook me.
“Let me go.” I wrestled free from his grasp, breathless from the adrenaline that pumped through my veins. “Don’t touch me. Ever.”
I saw Connor moving from the corner of my eye. He had a wide stance, like he was ready to act on Daniel’s command.
“I lied, Daniel. I lied like a pro. You’d have been proud. And do you know why?”
“Indulge me.”
“Because as I’ve much as I’ve grown to hate you, for some inexplicable reason, I still care about you. I care about your life and your freedom, and I even care about your stupid fucking campaign. My finger’s on the trigger, and I can’t shoot.” I took a breath, trying to keep the tremble at bay. “Because that’s not who I am. I’m never going to be like you. I’m never going to play the game for the sick, greedy fun of it.”
“I’m sure that’s not the only reason.”
“It is the only reason. I’m not scared of you anymore.”
He shot me a chilling look, his lips curled into a snarl. “Maybe you should be.”
“You’d no sooner kill me than I’d send you to jail for murder, Daniel. Oh, and let’s not forget obstruction of justice.”
His eyes narrowed a fraction.
“Yeah, Blake told me about all that. How does it feel knowing that all those great pains you went to covering Mark’s ass paved the way for him to do what he did to me, the same way he did it to so many other girls?”
His jaw clenched.
“Thanks for that, Dad.”
He flinched slightly at the word. I was getting under his skin, and that emboldened me.
“The threats, the manipulation, you trying to assimilate me into your world. All this shit is going to stop right now. Today.”
He let out a short laugh. “What gives you that idea?”
“When Mom died, I had no one. No one.” My voice wavered, but I swallowed to keep the emotion in check. “She gave me all the love she could give, for as long as she could give it. And from that point on, I had to figure out how to make it on my own. I made the rules. I figured it all out. Even when people like Mark came into my life and threatened to destroy everything, I survived. I thrived. And you’re not going to take that from me. I’ve come too goddamn far to live under anyone’s thumb. Not yours, not Blake’s. No one’s.”
He motioned to Connor who then walked a few paces away, out of earshot. I relaxed a little.
“You sound very certain of this. I realize you’re trying to be strong here, but I think we talked about how I feel about people threatening me.”
“I’m not threatening you. I’m reasoning with you because you’ve been nothing but unreasonable from the start. Don’t you think I deserve to have a voice if this relationship means anything at all to you?”
His expression didn’t change. He wasn’t going to give in easily.
“I realized something today. You’ve been making my life hell since Mark died, and I would have given anything to make that stop. But I can’t watch you go to jail, or even watch your campaign crumble, at my hand. And you can’t knock off your own daughter. Somewhere in that cold heart of yours, you care about me. And you can care about me and trust me without owning me. It’s not quite like a father-daughter dance, but I suppose in some fucked up version of reality, that’s love.”
He made no indication that he wanted to speak, so I continued. I’d give him all I had. I had nothing more to lose.
“I know you loved my mom. I see it in your eyes every time we talk about her.”
He winced, his jaw tightening. “Don’t talk to me about Patty. You don’t know anything about it.”
My voice quieted. I’d been nearly yelling up to now. “I don’t know what went on between the two of you, but I know that if you’d stayed together, my life would have been so different. None of us can change those circumstances now. But trying to take the wheel on my life at this late stage of the game isn’t going to work for either of us, trust me. If you still feel a shred of love for her, or regret for what you left behind, I’m begging you to give all this up and be the kind of man she wanted you to be before you wrote her off.”
His lips parted slightly, and he looked past me. I caught a flicker of emotion then, the pain I thought I’d mistaken before when I spoke to him about my mother. I was gambling on the chance that somewhere in his heart, he did still love her. Enough to love me.
He let out a slow breath. “It would have never worked. I did her a favor by ending it. She wouldn’t have been happy with this life.”
“Then why would I?” I threw my hands up, exasperated.
He shoved his hands into his pockets and looked back to me. A long moment passed between us.
Looking into his cool blue eyes filled me with conflicting emotions. We were supposed to be important people in each other’s lives. A father, a daughter, and here we were, sparring and threatening. Our hearts were filled with anger and mistrust. Under all of that, there had to be something worth protecting, but it was so faint and buried so far deep under all the muck that I could barely believe it existed.
He broke my gaze and pulled out another cigarette. His hands shook slightly as he lit it. “So you’ve made your point. Now what?”
I sighed. “No more stalking. I never want to see Connor’s fucking face again. And no more threats. You stay away from Blake and me unless, at some point, I feel like I can trust you again.”
“He knows everything now, I gather.”
“Don’t concern yourself with him. I know it’s hard for you to trust me, but I’m not really giving you a choice.”
“Maybe he’s the one I don’t trust.”
“Hurting you would hurt me. And he loves me too much to do that.”
He paused. “What if he stops loving you?”
The words settled over me. I’d spent days in agony, afraid he’d done just that. I’d given him plenty of reasons to stop, but he hadn’t given up on us. “I’ll never give him a reason to.”
“And the campaign work, I suppose you’re hoping to bow out of that as well?”
“If I know I can trust you to stop this madness, I will help you. I spoke with Will and we came up with a good plan that would allow me to consult with your team without giving up the business. He seemed to think it would be a great solution, but he wanted to run it by you. I’m assuming he didn’t do that.”
He shook his head and a smirk lifted his lips.
I frowned. “What?”
“I honestly can’t figure out if you’re more like me or her at this point.”
I couldn’t hold back a small smile.
“Yeah, sometimes I wonder about that too.”
I fidgeted a little. This whole conversation had become somewhat surreal. Had I really just won an argument with Daniel Fitzgerald?
“Listen, I need to go before Blake sends out a search party.”
“He didn’t know you came?”
“God, no. I had to sneak out of the apartment and past a pack of bodyguards. He’s probably completely freaking out right now.”
His eyes narrowed slightly. “Well, I guess I don’t need to worry about him not taking care of you.”
I laughed. “Yeah, not a concern, trust me.”
He exhaled heavily and flicked his cigarette. “All right. We’ll drop this for now, but I’d like to meet again soon to talk about logistics.”
I hesitated, sensing an authoritative tone in his voice that threatened to bring us right back to where we’d started.
“I’ll call you. Frankly, I need some time to put my relationship and my business back together after all of this.”
He nodded. “Fine. Connor will take you back home. Assuming you can handle that?”
“Yeah, as long as he doesn’t plan on killing me and dumping my body in the river.”
 
* * *
I called Blake on the way back. He’d called dozens of times since I’d left and I knew he was going to be a mess.
“Erica, where the fuck are you?”
“I’m on my way home. Please calm down.”
“Where have you been? You leave me a note telling me not to worry, and then you completely disappear?”
“You’re not calming down. I will be home in ten minutes. Tell the SWAT team to stand down.”
“Where were you?”
“I’m fine. Everything is fine, I promise.”
Connor dropped me off down the street. As much as I wanted to see Clay and his friends jump Connor, that wasn’t really in the spirit of peace I was trying to cultivate with Daniel. I approached the entrance of the apartment building. Blake was pacing like a mad man, spouting heated words to Clay and another brawny man dressed in black.
As soon as his gaze landed on me, he started toward me. I was expecting him to start yelling and freaking out, but instead he trapped me in a hug that left me breathless it was so tight.
He released me enough to look me in the eyes. His face was tense, his skin tight over the angles of his beautiful features. His hand trembled slightly as he caught my face in his palm. “Don’t ever leave like that again. Promise me.”
I nodded and swallowed hard, feeling less brave and more guilty with each passing moment.
“Promise me, Erica.”
“I promise. I’m sorry. I had to see him and set things straight.”
His eyes widened slightly. “What? Who?”
“Daniel.”
He stepped back and shoved his hands through the fine strands of his hair. “You’re kidding me. Please tell me you’re joking.”
“Everything is fine now. I reasoned with him. He was pissed of course, but I think I finally got through to him and made him understand where I’m coming from. He’s going to leave us alone.”
“How do you know? What if he was just appeasing you? What if he’d… Christ, Erica. I can’t even believe you did this.”
I thought it over for a second. My meeting with Daniel could have gone all wrong, completely different from how it had. Blake would have never forgiven himself if something had happened to me.
“He’s my dad, Blake. He’s horrible sometimes, but he’s not going to hurt me.” I sighed, grateful that I could finally believe that. “We came to an understanding. He promised to back off.”
“And you believed him?”
“I believe him.”
 
* * *
I spent the rest of Saturday regurgitating my conversation with Daniel to Blake, trying to get him to believe that we were going to be okay. He was still skeptical, but I had at least convinced him that he didn’t need to release any damaging information to the public for now. I made him swear on our relationship that he wouldn’t.
Risa and I agreed to meet at Mocha on Sunday morning. She’d suspect something was wrong, but I had to see her face to face. It was my best chance to get more information on what she and Max were up to behind the scenes.
“Hey.” She slid into the seat across from me, looking fresh and sweet, as usual.
I canted my head to the side and stared at her, as if I were seeing her for the first time. In a way, I was. I was seeing the person she’d been the whole time, knowing what I knew now.
“I’m pretty disappointed, Risa. That’s what’s up.”
She paled a bit. “What do you mean?”
“I’m curious. How long did you plan on pretending you were a part of our team before you cut loose? Was it just whenever the opportunity struck, or did you and Max have a long-term plan?”
She hesitated. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”
“I saw that you sent Max the files, so you can start being honest now. What I want to know is how you went from loving your job and caring about my company to sharing confidential information to a third party with a vengeance, because I seriously don’t get it.”
Her countenance changed, a bitterness washing over her features. “Really? What don’t you get, Erica? You’ve been a nightmare to work with from day one. Everyone thinks you’re this great visionary who’s built the business, but where would you be without people like me? I’ve been busting my ass for you, and for what? So you can take all the credit?”
I frowned. “Sorry, isn’t that your job?”
“It will be when Max and I start up our own site. It’s already in the works, and we’re taking all the advertisers with us, so consider yourself warned.”
I let out a laugh filled with pure shock. Her betrayal had run far deeper than I’d expected.
“Wow, Risa. You’ve really outdone yourself. Max too, apparently. Never underestimate the power of jealousy.” Max would stop at nothing to best Blake. I regretted that I’d ever doubted Blake’s warnings.
“Call it what you want. Good luck picking yourself up after this. You’re going to regret it.”
“What you fail to realize is the company’s success isn’t about you. It’s not even about me. Any one of us could leave, and the company could survive now. You were part of a team, but I guess you completely missed the point of what that means. Good luck running your business with a founding philosophy based on jealousy and underhanded deceitfulness.”
“Go to hell,” she snapped.
I stood to leave. I’d heard all I needed to hear. I paused before I walked away.
“Oh, Risa. One more thing.”
“What?”
I let a slow smile cross my face. “Blake wanted me to let you know he’s not interested.”
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  CHAPTER ONE


  



  My phone dinged.


  


  B: I’m leaving work in twenty minutes.


  


  I silenced my phone, ignored Blake’s message, and turned my focus back to Alli. She tucked a lock of long brown hair behind her ear and continued to update the team on the weekly stats for our Internet startup, Clozpin. I listened attentively, grateful to have her back on the team.


  Alli had been back in Boston only a few weeks, but she was finally sharing a city and an apartment with Heath again. Heath was happy, she was happy, and I was thrilled to have her reclaim her position as the marketing director after the debacle with Risa. I’d invited Alli back even before letting Risa go for sharing confidential information about the company.


  I winced at the thought. Alli was a fountain of optimism, but Risa’s betrayal still stung me. I hadn’t heard from her since our last meeting, and somehow the silence between us filled me more with dread than anything else. I wanted to doubt her ability to start a competing site with Max, our almost-investor and Blake’s sworn enemy, but the unknown worried me. What if they successfully lured our advertisers away? What if they were able to build something that was legitimately better and filled a need that Clozpin didn’t?


  With the kind of money Max was bringing to the table plus Risa’s inside information gleaned directly from everything I’d learned in my short tenure as CEO of the company, anything was possible. And something about the way she left, filled with so much venom and resentment, spoke to every insecurity I had about running a business. I was still fledgling, without a doubt. I wanted to believe I could hold my own, and in many ways I had, but I had a lot to learn.


  Another text message arrived on my phone, no less distracting as it vibrated against the glass top of the conference table.



  B: Erica?


  


  I rolled my eyes and quickly tapped out a reply. I knew he’d pester me until I acknowledged him.


  


  E: I’m in a meeting. I’ll call you after.


  


  B: I want you naked in my bed by the time I get home. You should leave soon.


  


  E: I need more time.


  


  B: I’ll be inside you within the hour. Your office, our bed, your choice. Wrap it up.


  


  The air in the room was suddenly too cool against my hot skin. I shivered and my nipples beaded, grazing uncomfortably against my shirt. How did he do that? A few well-placed words, delivered via text no less, had me checking my watch.


  “Erica, do you have anything else you want to cover?”


  My eyes locked with Alli’s. She cocked an eyebrow like maybe she knew I wasn’t paying attention. All I could think about were the consequences of keeping Blake waiting, and the physical response to that anticipation was already becoming difficult to ignore. I corralled my thoughts away from Blake’s promises and back to the present.


  “No, I think we’re good. Thanks, everyone.” I collected my things quickly, eager to get moving. I waved off the rest of the group, and they dispersed to their workstations. Alli followed me into my partitioned office.


  “What’s up with Perry? I didn’t want to bring it up at the meeting since it’s kind of an odd situation.”


  “Not much. He emailed me again, but I haven’t replied yet.” I didn’t have time to get into the complexities of that situation right now if I wanted to meet Blake’s deadline.


  “Are you thinking about taking him on as an advertiser?”


  “I’m not sure.” I was still conflicted on the matter.


  Her big brown eyes were wide. “Does Blake know he reached out to you?”


  “No.” I gave her a pointed stare, making it clear without words that I didn’t want him to either. The last time I’d seen Isaac Perry, Blake had him pinned to the wall by his throat threatening to de-limb him if he dared touch me ever again. I didn’t want to make excuses for Isaac’s bad behavior that night, and I didn’t want to forgive him any more than Blake did. But this was business.


  “He’s not going to be happy if you end up working with him.”


  I stuffed my laptop into my bag. “You think I don’t know that?”


  Blake’s associations colored more strategic business decisions than I cared to admit.


  Alli leaned against my desk. “So what are you going to do? Perry must be offering something impressive if you haven’t completely shot him down yet.”


  “Perry Media Group represents a dozen multimedia publications that span the globe. I’m not saying I trust him, but I can at least hear him out.”


  She shrugged. “Whatever you think is best for the company I’ll support. I don’t mind dealing with him directly either, if you’re more comfortable with that.”


  “Thanks, Alli. I’d rather get to the bottom of this myself though. We can talk about it more later. I need to head out. Blake is waiting for me.”


  “Oh, are you going out?” She brightened immediately, her business persona vanishing, replaced by the energetic best friend who made every day a little brighter.


  “Um, we have plans. I’ll see you later,” I said, trying not to sound cryptic before slipping out of the office and waving my goodbyes.


  A minute later I stepped outside into the early August heat. Rush hour traffic pushed by, and my phone rang before I could take my first steps toward home. I groaned and fished it out of my purse. Blake could be maddeningly persistent. When I retrieved it, a Chicago phone number appeared instead.


  “Hello?” I answered tentatively.


  “Erica?”


  “Yes, who is this?”


  “It’s me, Elliot.”


  I brought my hand to my mouth, muffling the sound of my shock at hearing my stepfather’s voice. “Elliot?”


  “Do you have a minute? Is this a bad time?”


  “No, this is fine.” I pushed through the doors of Mocha, the café downstairs, for a reprieve from the heat. “How are you? I haven’t talked to you in forever.”


  He laughed. “I’ve been busy.”


  I smiled to myself. I hadn’t heard that sound in so long.


  “Of course. How are the kids?”


  “They’re doing really well. Growing up too fast.”


  “I bet. How’s Beth?”


  “She’s fine. She’s back to work now that the kids are in school, so that keeps her busy. We’ve both got our hands full.” He cleared his throat and took an audible breath. “Listen, Erica, I know I haven’t been very good about keeping in touch. Honestly, I feel terrible about it. I really wanted to come to the graduation. Things were just really hectic here—”


  “It’s fine, Elliot. I understand. You have a lot going on.”


  “Thanks.” He sighed quietly. “You’ve always been so level-headed. Even when you were younger. Sometimes I think you had it together more than I did. I know your mother would be proud of the woman you’ve become.”


  “Thanks. I hope so.” I closed my eyes, letting a remembered vision of my mother take over my mind. Despite the strong facade I kept up, my heart hurt at the memory—times when the three of us were happy. That time had been cut short abruptly when my mother was diagnosed with cancer, a disease that ripped through her at an alarming speed and took her from us too soon.


  While our lives had gone in different directions after her death, I hoped Elliot had found happiness with his new wife and their children. Even if it had come at the expense of any normal childhood for me. Boarding school and then college had raised me, yet I couldn’t imagine it any other way. This was my life, and the journey had brought me to Blake, to a life that was finally beginning to take shape now that school was behind me.


  “I have been thinking about Patricia a lot lately. I can’t believe it’s been almost ten years. Life runs away from you sometimes. Made me realize how long it’s been since we talked.”


  “It’s true. The past few years have really been a blur. Especially lately. I was crazy to think I was busy before.” Between the business and my relationship with Blake, my life had been turned upside down a few times over. Just when things started to calm down, life seemed to throw us something new.


  “Well, I’m going to see if we can make it out to Boston soon. I can’t stomach the thought of letting ten years go by without...you know, some kind of acknowledgment. We owe her that much.”


  My mouth curved into a sad smile. “That would be nice. I would like that.”


  “Great. I’ll see what I can do.”


  “Let me know if you pick dates, and I’ll coordinate things on my end too.”


  “Perfect. I’ll talk to Beth about it soon and let you know what we decide.”


  “I’ll look forward to it. I’d love to see you again, and of course meet your family.” Your family. The words sounded strange as they left me.


  “Take care, Erica. I’ll be in touch.”


  I said goodbye, but the second I hung up another call came in. My heart sped up when I saw Blake’s number.


  Shit.


  


  * * *


  


  I stepped into the apartment and dropped my bags onto the counter in the kitchen. The lights were off, but the afternoon sun peeked in through the shaded windows. As I moved into the living room, I heard Blake’s voice.


  “You’re late.”


  I spun to find him at the bar on the other side of the room. He was shirtless, barefoot, and held a half empty tumbler in his hand. His face was void of emotion yet somehow filled with an intensity that had me immediately on edge. His green eyes seemed to glow in the dim light of the room. His jaw was tight, loosening only briefly to take a drink.


  “I’m sorry. I got a call—”


  “Come here.”


  I let my next words fizzle out unspoken. We weren’t going to be discussing Elliot’s unexpected call, at least not right now. Something was off about the way he looked at me, the unforgiving edge in his voice as he uttered those two little words.


  I walked slowly toward him until we were inches apart and the heat radiated between us. Blake was undeniably gorgeous, male beauty perfected. Tall and lean, his body had my brain regularly short-circuiting. This was no exception. I touched his chest, unable to resist in our proximity. The muscles flinched in response.


  “Take your shirt off,” he said.


  I searched his eyes a moment but found no humor there. He stood before me like a statue, a beautifully carved work of art, cold and unmoving. I feathered my fingers over his abs, trailing them to the band of his jeans slung low on his hips.


  “You okay?” I murmured. I’d seen him like this before. He didn’t need to tell me, because I already knew something or someone had gotten under his skin today.


  He winced, a nearly imperceptible response. “I’ll be better in a minute.”


  Knowing what could get him there, I pulled off my blouse and let it drop to the floor.


  “Better?” I cocked my head, hoping to draw out the playful lover in him.


  His eyes were unchanged, steely as ever. “Don’t make me wait again, Erica.”


  His voice was dangerously low. I held my breath, trying in vain to harness control over my own body’s reactions to him. That potent mix of desire and anticipation welled up inside of me. The details of the day blurred into the background, secondary to the here and now and the domineering man who was moments from fucking away his release and using my body so very well to do it.


  I lowered my hand to the hard outline of his erection and stroked him through the soft worn fabric of his jeans. “I’m here now. Let me make it up to you.”

  He caught my wrist. “You will, trust me.”


  I looked up through my eyelashes. He released me and brought his hand to my chest. He traced the lace hem of my bra and the skin beneath. The simple contact warmed me. He pushed the cup of the bra down roughly, palmed my freed breast, and thumbed my nipple. I leaned into the slow circular motions as a flicker of desire took root in my belly.


  I moaned, and he pinched tightly. I sucked in a breath through my teeth but didn’t push him away. His lip turned up at the corner and a flash of terrible mischief passed over his eyes.


  “Undress and bend over the table.”


  Playful had arrived, but so had someone else.


  I frowned in the direction of the dining area and the large wooden farmhouse table at the center of it. Before I could argue, he swatted my ass and gave me a gentle shove in that direction. I moved quickly and removed my skirt, bra, and panties. I faced the table, resting my hands on the warm textured wood. On the center of the table, lengths of rope were curled into a pile.


  “Down,” he said in a clipped tone.


  He placed his hand between my shoulder blades and pressured me lower. I slid my hands out in front of me, exhaling sharply as the front of my body touched the cool table, the tops of my thighs pressed firmly against the edge. The anticipation held me hostage, robbed me of the ability to make sense of anything but the surety that Blake was taking control now.


  And I’d given him that.


  As soon as I’d walked out of my normal working life and into the apartment we now shared, I went to war with damn near every instinct I had. I handed over all control to the man I loved, trusting that he’d take care of us both. He always did, but sometimes I couldn’t resist the urge to push back just a bit, so he knew I was still there, fighting.


  He ran a cool hand over my ass. I tensed in response to the simple touch. I bit my lip, steadying myself for what always came next.


  “You were twenty minutes late. Do you know what that means?”


  Before I could speak, his hand made sharp contact with my ass. I whimpered at the sharp pain. Then the sting melted, setting off a fiery heat through my body. I arched, pushing back against him.


  “Are you going to punish me?” I asked quietly.


  “Is that what you want?”


  “Yes.” The meekness of my responses still surprised me, considering how far we’d gone and how much I loved those dark places we found in each other. Admitting how much I loved it still took a certain amount of courage.


  “Lucky for you. You’re going to get twenty lashes. I want you to count. Don’t forget, or I’ll get the belt.”


  Without delay he slapped my ass again, hard enough to echo through the room. The second I caught my breath, I rushed to speak.


  “One.”


  “That’s it.” He delivered another.


  “Two.”


  With every punishing swat, I tightened and grew wetter, a circumstance I still couldn’t quite grasp. But getting spanked drove me fucking crazy. By the time we were in double digits I was clawing at the table, more than ready for the pleasure that came after the delicious pain.


  Twenty.


  I sighed and rested against the table. The relief was short-lived as Blake caught my ponytail and coaxed me up to stand.


  “Up.”


  I straightened, and he spun me. He dropped his jaw, as if to speak, but instead he pulled our bodies together. His skin scorched under mine, and suddenly I wanted him even more. He sealed his lips over mine with a hard kiss. The aroma of scotch mingled with the musk of him. I opened my lips to him, inviting him, wanting his taste on my tongue. He yanked my ponytail gently, breaking the contact.


  “You’re too greedy.”


  I pouted.


  “You’re spoiled, and you don’t listen.”


  “I listen,” I insisted.


  “You may listen, but you don’t obey worth a damn. Playtime is over. You need to learn, and tonight I’m going to teach you.”


  I fought the fear that coiled in my gut. Fear of the unknown. “I’m sorry.”


  “That’s a good start. Get on the table.”


  I hesitated a second and then quickly lifted myself onto the edge. He shook his head and scooted me back.


  “In the middle. Hurry up.”


  I lifted my eyebrows, but rather than question him, I shimmied to the middle. As I did, he circled the table and retrieved the rope from my path.


  “Lie down.”


  I obeyed, and he caught my wrist, extending my arm to reach the corner of the table. With shocking speed and dexterity, he bound my arms to the legs of the table. As he moved to my ankles, I pulled against the rope, testing its security. No give.


  He bound one leg, and then the other, until I was spread eagle on the table.


  “That’s better.” He gave my calf a small squeeze.


  My skin heated all the way to my cheeks as the extent of my vulnerability sank in. I wanted to tell him this was too much. The words were on the edge of my lips, but I was already wet and needy for him, for whatever he was cooking up in that devious mind of his. Adding to my growing unease, Blake moved away until he was out of my range of vision.


  “Where are you going?” I tried to hide the anxiety in my voice.


  “Don’t worry. I’m not leaving. Not when you’re spread out for me like a fucking banquet.”


  I heard ice hitting the inside of a glass and then the quiet guzzle of it being filled. He returned and stood before me, bringing the glass to his lips, obscuring the ghost of a grin on his beautiful face. Something in his expression promised I was in for a slow torture. The need that pulsed through me doubled. I was entirely at his mercy now.


  Seconds that felt like minutes passed. My breasts heaved in time to my breathing, which ticked up as I waited. For what? I had no idea, but the possibilities thrilled me.


  He lifted the glass once more, drained its contents, and dropped the tumbler loudly onto the table between my legs. He dipped his hand into the glass, and the clink of the ice was followed by the silent shock of the cold on my skin. He traced a slow wet path down the inside of my leg, along the sensitive skin of my inner thigh. I shivered, tensing, as he traveled over my hips to my belly. The cube melted slowly at my navel while he reached for another.


  He rounded the table, coming to my side. With the next cube, he circled my nipples, lingering on each. On the brink of pain, I suppressed my protest. I couldn’t risk more punishment if it delayed him being inside me. He lowered his lips, replacing the numbing cool of the ice with the wet heat of his mouth. His teeth clipped the hardened points while a cool hand found its mark between my thighs.


  He hummed, sliding easily through my folds, teasing my clit. “You like when I tie you up, baby?”


  I licked my dry lips, nodding quickly. Did I? I wasn’t sure. All I really knew was that I didn’t want him to stop. I didn’t want to say anything to keep him from giving me the pleasure that only he could. He kept me right on the edge, a state so heightened and helpless that it bordered on unbearable. I tugged against the restraints, the rope biting into my skin.


  “Stop fighting, Erica.”


  He straightened, depriving me of his touch and his closeness.


  “I thought you were in a hurry,” I complained, trying to get a grip on the desire that burned through me a little more fiercely with each passing minute. Goddamn him and this rope.


  He grinned. “I was, but the thought of punishing you tempered that sense of urgency. Now I’m just enjoying myself.”


  I closed my eyes. My chest expanded with a deep breath, and I willed myself to relax. As I did, I felt a shock of cold between my legs.


  I cried out, from surprise and the sensation that I wasn’t convinced yet was discomfort. My clit was throbbing against the ice as he maneuvered over the nub, between my folds. I released a breath as he lowered it away from my most sensitive parts and dipped the tip gently into my pussy. When I thought he might relieve me, the hint of a touch gave way to the ice. How long could he do this to me and keep his own desires in check? How long could I do this? I was ready to burst and scream.


  “Blake, I can’t...I can’t do this anymore. You’re killing me.”


  “How does it feel to wait...to want?”


  I clamped my jaw tight, trying to distract myself from the terrible ache between my thighs. I squirmed despite myself, knowing it wouldn’t bring him any closer to fucking me.


  “I hate it.”


  “Should we end it?”


  “Yes,” I said, the desperation plain in my voice.


  He leaned closer, his lips grazing the sensitive skin of my neck. He traced the curve of my ear with his tongue, a slow torture all its own.


  “Beg.”


  Chills broke out over my skin. I arched my chest into the air, into nothing because he was barely touching me now.


  “Tell me how much you want it. I need the words.”


  “Blake...please, just fuck me.”


  “That sounds like an order. I want begging.”


  I groaned and he pulled away, no longer touching me anywhere in any way.


  “Blake!” I was furious and desperate.


  “Submit.”


  I jolted at the sharp edge of his voice.


  “You need to submit to me, Erica, if you want to come. No more playing games. No more testing me.”


  I swallowed hard, fighting the instinct to rile at his order. Submit. My throat tightened, as if the word had lodged itself there and wouldn’t pass until I accepted it. That word meant so much. Submitting was easier when I was coaxing him into taking what he needed from me. Now he was taking what he wanted. He wasn’t asking and we weren’t negotiating.


  I closed my eyes, straining to hear the voice in my head telling me to relax, to let go. “You’re not making it easy.” I wanted him to understand my resistance, maybe even let it slide. Even when he went all Dom on me, sometimes he’d give me room to push back.


  “I’ve been putting out fires all day. I want to come home to you, and I don’t want to have to break you every time. If I have to, I will, but I won’t always be asking nicely and making it easy for you. So you should get used to submitting. You’re naked, tied to the table, and one stroke away from coming. Do you want to come?”


  “Yes, badly.”


  “Then beg.”


  “Please...” The plea was weak as it left my lips.


  “I’m listening, Erica. Please what?”


  “Please, make me come. I want your hands on me. I’ll do anything...I swear.”


  “Will you be home, naked, when I ask you next time?”


  “Yes.”


  His fingertips grazed my throbbing clit. I sucked in a sharp breath and lifted my hips to meet his touch, but he evaded me as quickly as he’d arrived.


  “Promise?”


  “I promise. Jesus, I’ll do anything.”


  “And I won’t have to give you directions about how to submit again, will I?”


  “No,” I promised, shaking my head emphatically.


  The heat of his hand radiated where I badly needed him. I resisted the urge to coax my body centimeters closer. Fucking hell, this is torture.


  Every cell in my body strained toward his touch, and yet I had no control.


  This was the reality I fought to accept. Somehow I had to trust that he’d get us there. With that realization, something inside me released. I weakened against the table, no longer fighting the restraints. My muscles let go but my mind spun, no more in control than my body was over how badly I wanted him.


  Then he touched me. Covering my pussy with the palm of his hand, he gripped me firmly.


  “This is mine. You don’t come unless I want you to. Do you understand?”


  I gazed at him, bleary eyed with my own need. I was seconds from crying for how on edge I was, as if somehow his own frustrations from the day had passed right through me.


  “I’ll be whatever you need, Blake.”


  His eyes softened a fraction at my concession. Then he entered me with two fingers. My jaw fell, releasing a gasp of relief. He twisted inside me, exploring my wet depths. Trembling, I tightened around him, wishing I had more of him there but grateful I had anything at all. He pumped gently and thumbed my clit with quick circles.


  I released a small cry at the potency of that one motion, relieved and coiled up again all at once. My nerves came back to life, my flesh hot and ready for him all over again. God, the man had a gift for making me painfully aware of how much my body thrived with his touch. I caught myself when my hips lifted a fraction on their own accord.


  Beg. His demand echoed in my head, both sultry and unforgiving. My core pulsed. Blood thrummed through my veins, humming in my ears. The beginnings of an unstoppable orgasm crept up on me, and I wasn’t about to let it go. Not for pride, not for anything.


  “Don’t stop. I’m begging you, please don’t stop.”


  “That’s what I want to hear, baby. You want all of me in there?”


  “God, yes.”


  “Want me to let you come first?”


  Colors swirled behind my eyes and every muscle tensed now with anticipation. My eyes flashed open when I realized he hadn’t yet given me explicit permission to come. I met his dark gaze, his eyelids hooded with the same brand of desire that was rushing through me at this very moment.


  “Please let me. Blake, please...”


  He lowered and caught my mouth in a rough kiss. Our lips rushed over each other, our tongues clashed and sucked. All the while his fingers continued their ministrations, gently fucking me, coaxing me to the edge. The searing pleasure of it overtook me, as if the only sense in the world came from the places where our bodies met, the pleasure he was gifting to me. And I was as grateful as I was desperate to have it. An all-consuming heat swept over me. I began to shake with the effort not to orgasm.


  “Oh God,” I whimpered, losing my hold on reality, on anything. “Please, please, please.”


  “Come, Erica. Right now,” he rasped into my mouth, his intimate touch deepening.


  I gasped for air, arching off the table. Bound by the rope, I could hasten nothing, control nothing. The words, the order, had stripped me down. I was owned. His. At his mercy and command, I crashed over the edge with a wail. I clenched my fists, tight and tautly held as the climax ripped through me.


  The world went silent in that perfect moment. I was still trembling when he left me. His fingers went to work loosening the rope around my ankles. Somewhere in the delirious aftermath of the orgasm, I registered relief at this new freedom. Seconds later he was fully naked, covering my body with his. He hooked my legs around his waist and with the thick head of cock against my entrance, he pressed into me a bare inch.


  “I’m so fucking hard it hurts. I’m going to fuck you deep, so deep that next time you won’t forget who owns you, baby. I’ll have you coming again and again, until you trust me to give us what we both want.”


  My voice was lost in my delirium. I was reeling, barely prepared for what he’d give me next. The muscles of his torso were hard and taut as he wrapped an arm around my waist. His green eyes were dark and dilated, and they locked with mine. I saw him then—the man, but also the animal that lived below the surface.


  He needed this. He needed me this way.


  “Blake.” I licked my lips, now dry from my ragged breathing. “Kiss me...please.”


  The tension in his gaze, the dominant determination, gave way to something else.


  And I felt it when our lips met, with more care now than before, but no less passionate. Love. I recognized it. With all his kinks and maddening control issues, I loved this man. As much as he needed this, I needed to be this for him.


  “I love you.” The words rushed out when I broke our kiss.


  Those intense eyes burned into me once more. The need that vibrated through his body seemed to still for a moment. Then he lowered again. His lips brushed over mine gently.


  “I can’t breathe without you, baby. You undo me and then put me back together whole again. You take it all, and you still love me for it.”


  The questioning in his eyes and the doubt in those last few words broke my heart a little.


  “Blake...I’m yours. I want this. I want every part of you.” My throat tightened, for reasons altogether different now. Desire and a soul-wrenching love worked its way through me, radiating between us.


  Our lips met again and he pushed into me, dipping his tongue into my mouth as he did. My sex gripped around him, stretching around his thick cock. Then he was deep inside me. We were so close, our souls joining as our bodies did. He withdrew and thrust again, hitting me deeper. I gasped. His body was hard above me, rippling with strain as he held back. I felt it too, that need to burst, to be engulfed in this wild desire.


  Heat blazed in his eyes as he cupped a hand at my nape, leveraging his weight on his elbow. I locked my ankles around his waist as his bicep flexed into the flesh of my waist. Then he drove hard, just the way I wanted him to. The friction of his entry hurled me to the sharp edge of an orgasm. My jaw dropped with a soundless cry that found its voice as he pounded into me.


  Hard. Fast. Merciless and rough. One of the many ways I loved having him.


  The relentless pace had me coming again quickly. My pussy tightened around him, as I clung to his hips with my thighs. One climax crashed right into the next until he began to come with me. He ground his hips into me, pinning us to the table in a rabid race for relief, for release...my name on his lips.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWO


  



  I straddled Blake’s hips, massaging my thumbs over the protruding muscles of his shoulders. His muscles barely gave, and I wondered if I was having any effect on him at all. Then he breathed out a soft moan. I smiled and lowered so my front covered his back. I kissed his skin, breathing in the fragrance of the lotion mingled with his scent. By some magic of nature, my own muscles let go. His musk, the sweat from our lovemaking, nearly overwhelmed me. I could lie like this and smell the man all damn day.


  “You smell amazing.” I pressed my lips against him, kissing him, inhaling him.


  He released a soft chuckle.


  I darted my tongue out to taste him, like the smell of him wasn’t enough. As if getting screwed to oblivion on a dining room table, bound like the bad little submissive I was, wasn’t enough. Blake Landon was my drug, my obsession—a habit I had no intentions of ever quitting.


  I worshipped him with my lips and my teeth. I massaged him, my fingers trailing over him with the same kind of obsession.


  In a flash, he bucked me off and I was on my back, his gorgeous naked body between my legs.


  “Are you trying to get fucked again? Because if you are, you’re doing a damn good job of it.”


  I giggled. He smiled broadly, capturing my wrists on either side of my head. He rubbed the tender spots where the rope had bitten into me.


  Recognizing a whisper of familiar worry in his features, I slipped out of his grasp. I cupped his cheeks, holding his focus on me. “I’m fine. Don’t start with the guilt, okay?”


  “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


  “Trust me, I didn’t feel a thing. In the heat of the moment, all I can feel are your hands on me, you inside me. It’s all consuming. Something that might hurt normally just adds an edge to whatever pleasure you’re giving me. And you know damn well I like it, so don’t start acting like I’m some wounded kitten.”


  “But it hurts you now. What if you bruise?”


  “Who cares? I won’t fight so hard next time. You wanted to teach me a lesson, didn’t you?” I shifted my hips beneath him, teasing him as his erection throbbed hot against my belly. I twisted my lips into a crooked grin. I wanted playful Blake, and I wasn’t about to let him fall back into shaming his needs—needs that were quickly becoming mine too.


  After what I’d been through with the man who’d raped me four years ago, I never thought I’d be able to give someone the kind of control I’d given Blake. But he’d shown me how to enjoy letting go. He’d opened my eyes to the craving, to something deeper and infinitely more intense than anything I’d ever experienced.


  I fought for control only to have him strip me of it in that masterful way that he always did. He broke me down until I was mindless with desire, and I didn’t want it any other way now. I couldn’t imagine it.


  I ran two fingers over the frown that curved his brow. “What’s eating you, anyway? You seemed upset earlier.”


  He rolled off of me and onto his back, his gaze fixed on the ceiling. Before I could press him, a door slammed and I heard muffled voices. I hopped up quickly, shut the bedroom door, and locked it. I joined Blake back on the bed, snuggling into the nook of his arm. I tossed my leg lazily over his strong thigh.


  A loud thud from the hallway in the apartment echoed through the room. The sound was followed by a woman’s giggle and then a moan. I smirked. Alli and Heath were at it again, but who was I to talk?


  Thank God they hadn’t walked in on Blake’s little stunt in the dining room. I couldn’t imagine explaining any of that to Alli. She was still mercifully in the dark about all of Blake’s kinks and quirks in the bedroom, and at least for now, I’d rather it stay that way.


  “We should take a trip,” Blake said suddenly.


  I sighed. “I’m sure they’ll get a place soon.”


  “Not soon enough. Plus, we haven’t been away together since...well, since Vegas. We could use a long weekend. I want to spend some time with you. Just us. No distractions.”


  An unexpected series of events, many of them orchestrated by Blake, had brought us here. Vegas had been a turning point among them, and the memory of our first time together still warmed me from head to toe. There had been only lust between us then, but lust had turned to obsession and somewhere in that wild blur, I had fallen in love with him.


  “I’m not sure I should take time away from work right now.” The past few hours had pushed Risa and Max and their whole scheming madness out of my mind, but slowly reality crept back in.


  “I think you’ve earned it. Let me take you away for a few days. There will always be something we need to do and someone who needs us. But there’s nothing that can’t wait an extra day or two.”


  I raised my eyebrows, the compulsive worker in me not entirely believing him. “You sure?”


  “Positive. In fact, I’ve just decided I’m not giving you a choice. We’ll leave after work tomorrow.”

  I grinned, a little thrill working its way through me. “What should I pack?”


  “I’ll put a bag together for you.”


  “You don’t have to do that.”


  “I’m not sure you’ll be wearing clothes much anyway, so it doesn’t really matter, does it? Bikini, some thongs. That should do fine.”


  I laughed and playfully swatted his face. He caught my hand and growled, hauling me on top of him.


  “Until then, I think we need to make a little noise of our own.”


  I laughed again and shook my head. “Not to be outdone, Blake. You are incorrigible.”


  “Trust me, I have no interest in hearing my little brother getting laid. The only way I can send a message is to return the favor. All I need to do is figure out a way to make you scream for me.”


  My smile slipped a little. He wrapped his arms around me, holding me tight and stoking the fire with every soft graze of his fingertips over my skin.


  “I have a feeling you already know how to do that very well.”


  


  * * *


  


  A loud knock woke me. Blake stirred behind me but didn’t wake.


  “Erica, are you up?” The muffled voice came from behind the door.


  I slipped on Blake’s T-shirt and glanced back to make sure Blake was decently covered. I opened the door a bit. Alli was wide-eyed and already dressed for work.


  “What?” I frowned. “What time is it anyway?”


  “It’s eight o’clock. Get dressed. I need to show you something.”


  I studied her with tired eyes, not awake enough to comprehend anything beyond wanting to curl up in bed with Blake again. “What is it?”


  “Just get moving and meet me at the office.”


  “Why—”


  Before I could finish she’d disappeared down the hallway and the door clicked shut a few seconds later. I turned back into the bedroom and headed to the bathroom. Blake was still sleeping when I finished my shower. I dressed quickly and hovered over him a moment, enjoying the rare peace on his countenance as he slept. Of the two of us, he was typically the early riser, but it had been a long night. Some nights we couldn’t get enough of each other, and last night had turned into the morning before sleep finally found us. I pressed a soft kiss to his cheek and left for work.


  When I walked into the office, the entire team was huddled around James, their eyes glued to something on his display monitor. I joined them, unsure at first of what I was looking at.


  “What’s going on?”


  “This site, PinDeelz launched last night,” Alli explained. “All our Clozpin users were messaged about the launch, including us. Very discreet.”


  I leaned over James’s shoulder as he navigated through pages of a site that, though different in its branding, displayed very similarly to ours. My stomach fell when each page displayed ads from Bryant’s, one of our major advertisers who had yet to renew their contract with us for the following month.


  Motherfucker.


  I straightened and disappeared to my office. I whipped open my laptop and investigated the site further. The about page listed Max as its founder and Risa as its chief operating officer. Not surprisingly, Trevor’s role wasn’t mentioned, but I knew damn well that the hacker who’d spent months, maybe years, trying to ruin Blake’s ventures had been pivotal in getting this competing site off the ground. Even if that meant taking a break from relentlessly attacking my and Blake’s businesses.


  Anger surged through me. I could barely process that this was happening. Sid and I had spent months fine-tuning Clozpin, making it what it was today. All our success, all the mistakes and the lessons, had been swiftly copied and enhanced.


  Alli joined me and sat in the chair across from my desk, my concern reflecting in her features. She worried her lip but said nothing. Inside I was flying into a psychotic rage. I wanted to throw the biggest temper tantrum anyone had ever seen. I wanted to curse, and God help me if I could get Max and Risa...and Trevor...in front me, there would be blood.


  “I can’t believe they really did it.”


  “I know,” she said quietly.


  “I’m in disbelief that someone would harbor so much hatred for me and for Blake that they would do something like this. Total sabotage.”


  “They won’t last, Erica.”


  I let out a short laugh. “Why not? What’s keeping them from it? You met Risa. You know how determined she is, and with Max’s money, I see no reason why they can’t completely wipe us out now. This market isn’t big enough to support two sites with such similar offerings.”


  “Don’t think like that. We’re far from doomed. I have been talking to a lot of new prospects since I’ve been back. It’s a process, but we’re close to closing more. We’re established, and we have the track record. I’m shocked they could get Bryant’s to take a risk with them being so new.”


  I was pissed all over again imagining what Risa must have said to lure one of our biggest advertisers away. “What am I supposed to do now?”


  “We keep going. They want to distract us and scare us. Don’t let them do that.”


  I shook my head. Nothing she said would improve my present mood. Deep down, I didn’t believe her either. The sky was falling, and I couldn’t sit back and watch them tear down everything I’d worked for.


  The morning passed, and I didn’t feel any less exasperated by the situation. I’d wasted hours obsessing over every detail of their new site, comparing every bell and whistle to ours. My insecurities were at the wheel, and they were steadily driving me right off the tracks. By lunch, most of my adrenaline rush had worn off and my body reminded me that I’d been up half the night with Blake. I needed coffee.


  I walked down to Mocha and took a small table in the corner. I fidgeted with the paper menu even though I always got the same thing. Simone sauntered up, carrying more than a few stares with her as she moved across the cafe. Her red hair, enviable curves, and saucy smile greeted me a moment later.


  “How’s my favorite techie?”


  “I’ve had better days,” I said. “Anyway, I thought James was your favorite techie.”


  She smirked and leaned against the table. “Yeah, well, he’s getting there. I’m not completely convinced he’s not still pining over you.”


  I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. I really hoped James had moved on, and Simone absolutely had my blessing. From his mop of inky black hair to his muscled sleeve of ink, James was her dream man. The only problem was he’d read all the signs wrong when Blake and I had been apart. Or maybe he’d read them right, knowing I was in desperate need of a friend, of anything or anyone to fill the void that being away from Blake had created. I hadn’t known until too late that nothing would ever fill that void except for the man who shared my bed now.


  “I don’t think you have to worry about that, Simone.”


  She frowned slightly. “You guys never hooked up did you?”


  “No.” My eyes went wide at the suggestion. “God, no.”


  She laughed. “Relax. It was just a question.”


  Except it wasn’t. It was an unwelcome reminder of the indiscretion that James and I had shared. Regret washed over me every time I thought of that weak moment outside the office. At the time, I had been convinced Blake was up to no good with Risa, not to mention his ex-girlfriend Sophia who had been ruthless in her pursuit of him. Everything was mixed up and confused. I didn’t know what the future held until I found myself in James’s arms, swept up in a kiss that quickly faded into the cold reality that if there would be any man in my future, Blake would be that man.


  “What’s wrong, hon? You look wiped out.”


  I looked up. “I am. Just work stuff. Long story.”


  “Want to give me the cliff notes tonight? You can break it down into layman’s terms for me over a cocktail. You know I only understand half the shit you guys say anyway.”


  I gave a weak laugh. “I’m going out of town with Blake tonight, but maybe we could grab a quick drink before we leave. Do you care if he comes?”


  “’Course not. Now, what can I get you?”


  I ordered and took my time with my food. Most days I’d rush through lunch to get back to work, but today I watched unhurried as people passed by the windows of the cafe, carrying on with their lives. A story hid behind every face, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I could ever trust someone outside of our team again. Naively and against Blake’s warnings, I’d trusted Max—enough to consider giving him ownership in my company before Blake funded the business instead. And Risa... she’d been hungry, eager to learn and take on all the responsibility that I desperately needed to delegate, only to use all of it against me today.


  I fought the tears that threatened. If I’d let them free, they’d be full of anger at having let myself learn this lesson the hard way.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THREE


  



  I scanned the bar for Simone. Not finding her, I chose a seat beside an empty stool. I flagged down the bartender, a little too eager for a cool drink to wash away the bullshit of my day.


  As I waited for my drink, the five o’clock news played out in silence on the screens above the bar. My heart thumped as Mark’s face appeared, followed by footage of Daniel, presumably on the campaign trail. Along the bottom of the screen, the segment was captioned “MacLeod death still under investigation.” A sick feeling writhed in my gut. I wanted that chapter closed maybe as much as Daniel did now. I couldn’t imagine what was still in question after Mark’s apparent suicide. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know either. I was about to ask the bartender to turn up the sound when someone came up beside me.


  “Hey.”


  I jumped slightly only to find James there offering me a tentative smile. He was wearing one of his graphic T-shirts that seemed to perfectly fit the tattooed man beneath.


  “Oh,” I said. “Hi.”


  He raised his eyebrows. We hadn’t really been alone, or remotely one-on-one for a long time. Work had carried on as usual, but we hadn’t talked things through the way we should have. Everything that had been left unsaid weighed on me sometimes. I’d been too wiped out from the drama of reuniting with Blake to really make time to sort it all out with James. Instead it lingered awkwardly between us, in the past but also never far from my thoughts when he was around.


  “I wasn’t expecting to see you here, sorry,” I said, trying to excuse my awkwardness.


  “Simone didn’t tell you I was coming?”


  I shook my head, hiding my surprised expression with a slow sip of my drink. I wondered where this was all going with Simone.


  I shifted uncomfortably, as if I could feel his gaze on me, studying my reaction. Did he want me to be jealous? To show me that he’d moved on? If so, all I wanted to convey was how happy I was that someone amazing like Simone held his interest. I hated to believe I’d led him on in any way, encouraged feelings I had no right to encourage in my completely fucked up state of mind weeks ago.


  “How are things with you two? Getting serious?” I avoided his eyes, as if that could hide the fact that I was clearly fishing for confirmation.


  He laughed quietly and shoved a hand through his wavy black hair, pushing it back away from his face as he stared down at the beer the bartender had just delivered.


  “Sorry if I’m not really up for talking girls with you, Erica. It just seems a little...strange, I guess, in light of everything.”


  “You’re right, I’m sorry.” God, could this get any worse?


  He smiled, disarming the moment a little. “It’s fine. Anyway, Simone’s your friend, right? I’m sure she’ll give you the dirt.”


  I returned his smile, a little relieved. “No, I don’t really ask her about it. It’s not my business.”


  “Does she know about...us?” He motioned between us, that small gesture signifying weeks of tension and dancing around an unexpected attraction that had cropped up.


  I shook my head. “I mean, kind of, but she knows I’m with Blake.”


  “Right.” He exhaled.


  His relief gave me a little hope that he was more than a little interested in Simone. Maybe he didn’t want her knowing about our little moment any more than I wanted Blake to. The prospect of Blake knowing roiled my stomach. He was jealous enough of James.


  “How are you doing lately? You seemed pretty upset today.”


  James had a way of picking up on my moods, no matter how carefully I tried to hide them behind my flimsy partition. It would do no good to hide how I really felt or to pretend all was well.


  “I’m upset, I won’t lie,” I said. “To be honest, I wouldn’t mind beating someone to a pulp right now. I’m not sure if I’m more upset by Risa stabbing me in the back, or the effects all of this will have on the business.”


  “I can imagine. You trusted her. Hell, we all did.”


  I stared at my drink. “I feel so stupid. Like I should have seen this coming.”


  “There’s no way you could have known.”


  I shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe if I hadn’t been so lost in my own head the past few weeks.”


  “All you did was work. I don’t know how you could have been more present with the business. Seriously, you were sleeping at the office most nights.”


  I shook my head, my thoughts drifting to that time. A wave of fatigue hit me at the memory. I couldn’t remember being more worn down, more determined to wear myself down than I had been. And somehow Risa had been conspiring with Max the whole time, even as I worked tirelessly to move us forward. The whole sequence of events spun in my head, over and over. Every rotation made less sense, gave me that much less faith that I could stop their attempts. What could I really do?


  I systematically pushed the sweat of my drink down the glass, saturating the small napkin underneath. James rubbed my shoulder gently.


  “Erica,” he murmured.


  I looked up, my focus returning to the present as I transfixed on James’s deep blue eyes.


  “You have the rest of us, and you have me. You know we’re solid, and we will get through this. Don’t give her the satisfaction of knowing she’s upset you. Give yourself a break this weekend, and we’ll figure all this out next week. I know how you get and worrying yourself into a nervous breakdown isn’t going to help anyone. We need you, remember?”


  I lifted my lips in a small smile. “Thanks, James.”


  “Erica.”


  A man’s voice rang out behind me. A possessive hand curved around my upper arm. Blake stood close behind me, his gaze trained on James. The bitterness in his eyes seemed to radiate and reflect back onto him as James barely suppressed a sneer in his direction. I wanted to rise and stand between the two men, to shut down any potential standoff before it could escalate.


  “Blake.”


  I doubted whether I’d said the word out loud until Blake answered, his eyes never losing their focus on James.


  “We should go. We’re going to be late.”


  James’s gaze went to Blake’s hand circled possessively around my upper arm. James’s jaw tightened and the muscles in his neck strained. That sick feeling washed over me again. He still believed Blake had hit me. I wanted to put that suspicion to rest, but I couldn’t without revealing more information than he needed to know.


  “I thought we had time for a drink.”


  I put a hand over Blake’s. His eyes flashed to mine, as if the small touch had broken a trance.


  “Change of plans,” he said quickly.


  I nodded and grabbed my purse, eager to diffuse this tension. I turned back to James and out of Blake’s hold. “I’ll see you next week.”


  James nodded and turned away from me. I tensed, wishing I could say something to make all this go away. But Blake’s jealousy and James’s need to protect me against some imagined threat ran deep. Blake reached into his pocket and tossed a twenty-dollar bill on the bar, threaded his fingers through mine, and led me toward the entrance.


  “What was the change of plans?”


  We stepped out and into the fading late afternoon sun. Before he could answer, Simone bounded up to us.


  “Hey, where are you going?”

  “Sorry, Simone. We have to head out earlier than expected,” Blake said.


  “James is waiting for you though,” I added cheerfully, gesturing toward the inside.


  Her gaze flashed between us. “Okay. Well, you two love birds have fun, okay?”


  I smiled shyly and let Blake guide me toward the idling Escalade at the curb. A second later, I stepped up into the vehicle captained by Clay, the bodyguard who Blake insisted on keeping more available lately.


  I slid onto the cool leather seat next to Blake. Before I could say anything, he scooped me onto his lap and pressed his lips to mine. The kiss was urgent, intense as it had been the night before. He swept his tongue over my lips, urging me to part for him. I opened to him and reveled in the velvet push of his tongue over mine. With soft licks, he explored my mouth. Harnessing every wayward thought I’d had, I turned my attention to the passion in his touch, the need I could nearly taste between us.


  His scent filled my lungs as we shared breath. I sifted my fingers into his hair, angling him deeper, pulling him closer. The sweetness of his tongue lingered as we teased and nipped at each other’s flesh. I stifled a moan, vaguely aware that we weren’t entirely alone.


  We separated enough to catch our breath. If we went much further, we’d be devouring each other in no time.


  “Hey,” I said, realizing we hadn’t yet said a single word since we’d been in the car, which had been several minutes now.


  “Hey yourself,” he murmured.


  His eyes were dark and determined. He slid his hand up my thigh up to my ass and grabbed me under my dress. I bit my lip, acutely aware of the ache between my legs and the wild desire he could inspire in me in a matter of minutes. I could think of nothing else but the fastest way to have him.


  “I have no idea where we’re going, but it’ll be a long drive at this rate.”


  He looked toward the front of the car. “We’re not driving. Clay’s taking us to the airport. I have a plane waiting for us there.”


  “Where are we going?”


  “I figured we’d stay close, but I didn’t want to spend half the night in traffic. We’ll catch a flight to the Vineyard and be at the house within the hour. I didn’t want to waste a minute more than we had to this weekend.”


  I grinned and met his lips for a sweet kiss. “I can’t wait.”


  


  * * *


  


  A predictably small and sporty car was waiting for us when we disembarked and got us to our final destination as quickly as Blake’s fancy Tesla would. We pulled up to the sprawling house at the far tip of the island. The small span of time and the miles of separation from day-to-day life sank in as we ascended the steps to the house. The warm ocean air was a welcome change from the muggy city heat. The relief was another reminder of how much I really needed a break.


  Blake dropped our bags inside the door and turned to me. He pressed against me as I wove my arms around his neck. He slid his hands down the fabric of my dress until he reached the hem and pushed it up.


  “I missed the hell out of you today,” he said, his grip tightening on my hip.


  “I missed you too. I always do.”


  “I’ll warn you, though, I’m not feeling very patient. Want you fast and hard. Can you take that, baby?”


  I gasped, fire rushing over my skin with the promise. Flexing and releasing, he pushed me back against the door. Without waiting for an answer, he hooked his thumbs over my panties and slid them down.


  “I want in you now.”


  My breath rushed out, heat flushing my skin all the way to my cheeks. My heart fluttered with anticipation. I shrugged out of my dress and he separated long enough to let it fall. Then he was back, his mouth at my breast, sucking hard. One, and then the next. I whimpered when his teeth came down around the sensitive tip. There wasn’t a cell in my body that didn’t want him to deliver on his promises now.


  “Okay.”


  I fumbled with his shirt, tugging it over his head. He unzipped his pants, freeing his full erection before it fell heavily in his hands. I bit my lip hard. He wouldn’t wait a moment longer to claim me.


  He hooked my leg over his hip and positioned himself at my entrance. He pushed in slow, letting me accommodate him gradually, retreating again only to push deeper. By the time he filled me completely, I’d grown slick around him.


  My head fell back against the door with a small cry.


  “Blake.”


  My core pulsed around his thick penetration. We stayed that way, breathless, connected, desire shooting through my veins. I dug my fingernails into his side, pulling him closer, deeper.


  “Fuck, you feel amazing. I thought about this all day, being buried deep inside you. Your body tight around me, coming hard all over my cock. All fucking day, I haven’t been able to think about anything else.” He pinned me harder, pushing in deeper as he did.


  I gasped. “More.”


  With the small plea, he cupped his hands under my ass, lifting me so my legs wrapped around him. He leveraged me against the wall. The weight of my body combined with the strength of his had us joined tightly. I was tense with anticipation and just as relieved by the welcome sensation of having him there, our bodies united again. It had only been hours, and the tender flesh between my thighs did nothing to lessen my craving for him.


  I held his face in my hands, the stubble from the day rough on my palms. He looked deep into my eyes. Lust, love, and that intense possessiveness swam in those green depths, taking my breath away all over again.


  “You’re mine, Erica.”


  As the words hit my ears, he pushed upward. I clenched around him instantly, gasping at the bite of discomfort. He was deep, impossibly deep.


  “I’m yours,” I breathed.


  “If I have to remind every man who stares too long, who thinks for a second he could have you, I’ll do it.”


  He surged up again. The friction of our bodies and his tension took over my senses. As urgently as he wanted to claim me, I wanted to be claimed. I closed my eyes, the promise of orgasm suddenly close. Muscles tense, I tightened around him helplessly.


  My voice wavered, strangled by the rush of his powerful thrusts, one following the next in rapid succession now. His name filled the air between us, again and again as I begged for more. I clenched down around him, reveling in the friction as it unraveled me, stroke by stroke.


  “He’ll know it. Goddamnit. He’ll know you belong to me.”


  “He knows, Blake. I’m yours... I’ve always been yours.” I opened my eyes, desire blurring my vision. “Make me yours, Blake.”


  I ran a hand through his hair and gripped at the roots. Silenced with our kiss, he groaned. He shoved my hips against the hard wood of the door as he drove into me. In seconds I was drunk on his taste, lost. Lost in him, flying high on this feeling, surrendering to it completely. He took me fiercely, love and desperation passing through every touch. We climbed together, in a rush for the release that would bring us together in the only way that mattered right now.


  “Blake...oh, God. Oh, fuck.”


  The grip of my thighs around him weakened as the climax crept up, taking hold of my mind. I couldn’t think of anything but Blake, this love. He was the answer when nothing else in my life seemed right. This made sense. I needed this, him, in a way that made no sense and perfect sense.


  “Now,” he gritted out.


  The simple word pushed me over. My mouth opened with a soundless cry as the orgasm took its hold. I clung to him, my focus pinpointed on the throb of his cock plunging into me, guiding me over the edge to that perfect place. A few more powerful thrusts and I came with a scream. He dug into me, his grip rough, until every muscle went taut, his body buried deeply within me.


  “Erica!”


  His voice was hoarse, sounding as stripped down as I felt. Arms holding me closer, as if I’d disappear if he didn’t, he caught his breath, brushing his lips along my neck.


  All my strength left with the orgasm, a fact that became evident when he finally loosened his embrace. When my feet found the floor, my legs wobbled. He held me steady, hands at my hips, as he slipped out of me. Warm release dripped down my thigh with his retreat. I went to move, but he stilled me so I was held firmly in place. His gaze riveted on the translucent line it trailed down my skin.


  “Fuck, baby. Seeing that just makes me want to fill you up again.”


  “I’m going to make a mess on your floor.”


  He laughed. “We might have to make a mess all over the house then, because I’m still hard. I’m wrecked, but all I can think about right now is coming in you again. All fucking night.”


  A delirious smile spread across my face. “You going to keep me up two nights in a row? You’ll wear us both out at this rate.”


  He smiled and hauled me back into his arms, brushing a soft kiss over my lips.


  “We’re on vacation, remember? I can make love to you all night and we can sleep all day. Not a damn thing anyone’s going to say about it either.”


  “No house guests,” I whispered.


  “Thank God. I’m not sharing you with anyone until Tuesday morning.”


  He moved away, zipping his pants up. Then he lifted me into his arms, taking us to the bedroom and into its adjoining bathroom.


  We showered, lathering each other. We stepped out and Blake wrapped me in a fluffy white towel and dried my hair with another. The heat of the shower might have wiped the last of our energy. We collapsed into the bed, weakened by the day, by our lovemaking.


  I cuddled up to him, enjoying the closeness, our skin clean and smooth against each other.


  “I love you, Blake.”


  He tipped my chin up so I met his gaze.


  “I love you too.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FOUR


  



  I opened my eyes, and the world came into focus. Propped up on his elbow, Blake raked me in with a lazy smile across his lips.


  I stretched, curious how long we’d slept. A glide of his hand down the side of my torso sent a tingle of awareness through me. I hummed, leaning against him, all too aware of my nakedness and the mere sheet covering his. His eyes gleamed with pure appreciation and the love that hummed between us. Love. It bloomed in small moments like this, making all the good times that much better, all the tough times worth working through. What I felt for this man took my breath away.


  “You’re so beautiful in the morning,” he murmured.


  I tried to hide my smile, turning to the pillow. “Stop.”


  He brushed the hair off my cheek and kissed me there, lingering by my ear. “I’ll never stop. As long as I live, I’ll never stop.”


  I arched to kiss him, melting so easily for him. I took it all in, let it soak into my skin down to my bones. This new freedom, being away with the man I loved so desperately.


  I settled back down, nuzzled against his arm. A part of me was still groggy, like I could sleep for days. I’d recognized that in his tired eyes last night too. I sensed he had been struggling lately, but I still had no idea why. As close as we could be, physically, I hated that distance that crept between us at times. That wall that he kept up, usually to keep me safe.


  I traced the ridge of his lower lip with my finger. “I want you to be able to tell me anything. Do you feel like you can?”


  He raised an eyebrow. “Yes, why?”


  “I feel like you’ve been...I don’t know, tense, lately. I wish you would tell me why.”


  He released a breath, caught my hands, and pressed a kiss to my fingertips. “It’s not a matter of being comfortable sharing anything with you. I know that I can. It’s more whether or not I decide to burden you with whatever I’m dealing with.”


  I waited until his eyes locked with mine, wanting to show him I meant what I said. “You’re not burdening me. Not knowing what’s bothering you is more of a burden. I never know if it’s me, or if there’s something I could be doing to help.”


  His expression changed, masking whatever emotions brewed below the surface. “You can’t help with this.”


  “With what? Just tell me.”


  He sighed and leaned back into the pillow. “You really want to talk about Max? Not exactly a pleasant topic of conversation.”


  I frowned. Curiosity over what Max was up to now burned through me. “What is he doing?”


  “He’s not really doing anything, but that doesn’t keep him from being an impressive pain in my ass. I’ve been trying to get him off the Angelcom board since I found out he was funding Trevor to attack my—our—sites.”


  “Shouldn’t that be easy? You’re the executive director.”


  “I am, but this is more like a democracy versus a dictatorship, which I’m somewhat regretting now. I can’t just kick him out. I have to run these decisions by a board. The majority won’t agree to vote him out.”


  “Why? Isn’t that a no-brainer?”


  “They don’t want to piss off Michael, Max’s father. He’s got more money than God, and risking any potential connection with him isn’t worth penalizing Max’s complete and utter lack of ethics.”


  I stared at him, contemplating this frustrating circumstance. No wonder Blake was ready to burst every night lately. To have to tolerate the man who had spent years trying to undermine him, with no support from his colleagues, was hard to imagine. At least the people on my team were on my team, and there was never any question who the enemy was. Well, at least now that Risa was gone. I was still struggling to quell my lingering paranoia that I couldn’t trust anyone after I’d trusted her with everything, confidential information that she was now using against me. Still, Clozpin was a far cry from white-collar investors and the corporate circles many of them ran in.


  “Are you so surprised?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean, the premise of Angelcom is to make more money for people who already have mountains of it. Seems like those kinds of people have it because they’re in the habit of amassing and protecting it. Would you expect them to act any differently than they have?”


  He shook his head. “I suppose not. It’s pretty ironic though.”


  “How’s that?”


  “The company is infested with the greedy fucks I’d wanted to take down in the first place.”


  “What are you going to do now? If they won’t vote him out, what other recourse do you have?”


  “I haven’t decided my next move yet. I’m not sure how Michael would react if I approached him with what’s going on. If I could get him to understand, I could get the support of the board and make sure Max didn’t get near another boardroom of mine ever again.”


  “I thought you and Michael were close.”


  “We are. At least we were at one point. I haven’t seen him in a while, and understandably, I don’t want our next meeting to be me telling him that his son is a fraud and a cheat.”


  I traced a path over his chest as it moved with each breath. My beautiful man. I hated that we had to deal with people like Max, like Trevor. Jesus, the list went on.


  “I’m really sorry, Blake. It’s a shitty situation. But you’ll find a way through it. You always do. And someone like Max can’t keep going around stomping on people’s dreams and get away with it forever. At least I hope not.”


  As angry as Blake was with Max, I wasn’t sure this was the best time to tell him about his and Risa’s new site and how it threatened me now.


  He tipped my chin up. Our eyes met. “What’s going on?”


  I hesitated before I began. “Max and Risa launched their little venture. A competing site. Total rip off of Clozpin, and it looks like they took at least one of our major advertisers with them. Who knows how many users.”


  His eyebrows shot up. “When were you going to tell me this?”


  “Alli told me about it yesterday. She wanted me to be the one to tell you. And frankly I needed some time to make sense of it. I don’t know if I have though. I’m mostly feeling like they’re going to systematically destroy my business with the same determination that they went after you. Except I’m not you. I don’t have your resources or your experience. I’m still trying to figure out how to run a company. I wasn’t expecting to go on the defensive like this in the midst of our growth. First Trevor, and now this. I’m trying not to feel hopeless about all of it, but it’s kind of hard not to.”


  “Trust me, he’s not going to destroy your business. I won’t let him. And as hate-filled as they are, the two of them are no match for the two of us.” He brushed my cheek with his knuckles. “It hurts, but it’s business. You can’t lose faith. That’s what they want. If I gave up every time someone took a sucker punch at me professionally, I’d have been done long ago. You’re too strong for that.”


  “I just can’t believe someone could be so devious, so hateful. I couldn’t imagine ever wanting to do this to someone, anyone, no matter how much I despised him.”


  “I hate to say this, but get used to it. As soon as you start to do well, someone will want to take that shine away from the things you do, lessen it or make it their own.”


  My eyes went wide. “You’re not making me feel so hopeful about a future in entrepreneurship.”


  “You’ll toughen up. And you have me.”


  “But what can we do? We have no control over what they’re doing. This feels like sabotage, but I’m totally powerless over it.”


  He was silent a moment, as if he were strategically thinking his way through this one. “Well, I could always hack their site.” The corner of his mouth lifted.


  I rolled my eyes. “Great. Dueling hackers. I think we can both agree that solves nothing. Beyond that, it’s beneath you.”


  He laughed. “Is it?”


  “You said you only use your powers for good, remember? Even if they are terrible, I can’t see you destroying their site.”


  He pursed his lips. “Maybe you’re right.” He wrapped an arm around me and brought me down to him, kissing me gently. “No more talk of Max. This weekend is for us. What do you want to do?”


  I glanced at the clock; it was nearly lunchtime. Our schedule was all kinds of mixed up. Time didn’t really matter when it was just Blake and me.


  “What do you want to do?”


  His eyes darkened with a knowing smile. “If it were up to me, we’d never leave the bed.”


  I pushed myself up and straddled him. “We didn’t come all this way to stay in bed all day.”


  He groaned, raking over my nakedness. “You’re not making a very good argument for leaving.”


  He followed the path with his hands, palming my breasts and teasing my nipples into hardened points. The carnal appreciation in his stare warmed me instantly. I ached for his mouth, squirming despite myself.


  As if he could see my resolve melting away, he cupped my ass and ground me down against the hard erection that strained through the sheets between us. I bit my lip and rolled into the motion, seduced by the unavoidable truth that I wanted what he wanted, and just as badly. My head fell back as the contact rubbed over my clit in just the right way. Fire licked over my skin, heating me through to my core.


  He lifted me with his hips, ripping away the sheet the separated us. His cock was as hard as I’d imagined, thick and ready for me. More than ready. His narrowed gaze told me refusal was a lost cause. Finding the slick heat between my legs, he fingered me gently.


  “Always ready for me,” he murmured.


  Answering the silent pleas my body gave, he lowered me down onto the rigid length of his cock. I gasped at the depth, the sharp edge that we always seemed to walk with each other.


  “That’s it, baby. Take all of me.”


  My eyes fell shut as I gave myself over to it. All my senses tuned in to the way our bodies fit, all the ways this man owned my pleasure.


  


  * * *


  


  We left the privacy of the house and wandered into town. The island buzzed with activity. We wasted the rest of the afternoon perusing shops, trying to avoid the now unavoidable throngs of summer tourists. We talked, but never about work. We laughed, always touching in some way. I needed it, and maybe he did too, because I couldn’t remember a moment when we weren’t connected. Most of the time we were simply together, without words, but in the comfort of being with each other.


  We’d been ravenous for each other lately, some all-consuming hunger that only grew stronger once sated. I needed him. And that need pulsed through me every waking hour. In the background of my days, in the demands of our nights, and in the quiet wordless moments that we shared in between. I’d lost all control over it, and I’d given up trying to harness it. We’d spent too much time apart. I couldn’t deny any fleeting chances to be together.


  From the day Blake derailed my presentation months ago, he’d captivated something in me. What had grown between us since I could no longer be without. Maybe he felt the same way, and that ever present need—to touch, to hold, to be lost in each other through the long nights—was a manifestation of that nameless emotion between us.


  Between our afternoon romp, the activities in town, and the fresh air on the island, I was exhausted by the time we pulled up to the house. I shivered when we stepped into the cool air. I much preferred the breezy summer air over the climate control of the indoors. I’d spent too many months cold, yearning for summer. The warm sun was not something to waste.


  Always so in tune, Blake rubbed my arms, coaxing some warmth into the chill that had worked its way over me.


  “Are you hungry?”


  “A little, yeah.”


  “Go relax on the deck. I’ll grab something for us to eat.”


  I agreed and stepped out onto the deck that gave an unobstructed view of the ocean beyond. I sank into one of the Adirondacks and propped my feet on a stool. I closed my eyes and let the warm breeze dance over my skin as the sun set. The sounds of ocean waves lapping against the sandy shore might have lulled me to sleep if I’d been alone a few minutes longer.


  Blake joined me then, setting a plate with cheeses, crackers, and meats on a table. He poured white wine into two glasses and handed me one.


  “Thank you,” I said.


  His eyes glittering warmly. I met his smile, wondering what had inspired that look since I saw him moments ago. “You’re happy.”


  He sat back, smirking before taking a drink. “I am very happy. You have that effect on me, you know.”


  My heart sang. I tipped the glass, and as the fruity liquid hit my tongue, I knew this had been a great idea. Three days of peace and quiet with Blake was already pure heaven. I relaxed into the chair.


  “This is amazing, Blake. I could stay out here forever. It’s so peaceful.”


  “Careful what you wish for. I’ll have us moved out here by the week’s end.”


  I laughed. “No kidding. I can’t make a wish without you rushing in to make it come true.”


  His eyes held me steady, serious in their depth. The humor in my words faded away when I thought about what a gift he was to me. I took a breath, suddenly overwhelmed by that truth. What had I done to deserve such an amazing man to call my own?


  “You know there’s no way I can thank you for everything you do for me. I kid, but seriously, how can I ever repay you for all the wonderful things you’ve done?”


  “I’m sure I’ll think of something.” He nodded to my glass. “Drink up.”


  I sighed and took a long sip. I nearly spit the liquid out when something hard fell against my lips. I swallowed quickly and looked inside the glass.


  Oh my God.


  I straightened, planting my feet on the ground, though nothing could ground me for what I was seeing. I stared stupidly into the glass, frozen and vaguely aware that Blake had moved to kneel at my feet. His palms brushed along the sides of my bare thighs up to my shorts.


  “Breathe, baby.”


  I inhaled on command, my eyes unable to shift from the shiny diamond-studded ring that rested in the empty well of my glass. I couldn’t think. I could barely breathe.


  “This hasn’t been a one-way street. You’ve given me just as much as I’ve given you. You’ve loved me at times when I haven’t made it so easy for you to... Erica, honey, look at me.”


  I swallowed over the tight prickle in my throat. Tears burned my eyes as I met his warm gaze. “This is crazy,” I whispered.


  “This might be crazy, but this is our life, and I want to spend it with you, as your husband. I want to come home to you and know you’ll always be there. I want to make love to you every night and wake up with you every morning for the rest of my life.”


  I shook my head in disbelief, tears falling. I searched for words, but none came.


  He brushed away the wetness on my cheeks and reached for my glass. Tipping it, he retrieved the ring and set the glass away. He grasped my hand gently and looked up at me.


  “Erica, will you marry me?”


  I stared into his eyes, now green and bright in the fading daylight. Time stood still as the question echoed in my mind, as the enormity of what he was asking me sank in. Could this be real? Could he really mean it?


  “Are you sure?”


  He smiled. Somehow he’d never looked so gorgeous. “Yes, I’m sure.”


  “Are we rushing into this? That’s what everyone’s going to say.”


  His eyes widened a fraction. “We’ve been through enough to fill a lifetime. I don’t need any more time to know you’re the one I want to be with. And I seriously don’t give a damn what anyone else has to say about it. Neither should you.”


  I looked past him to the steady ebb and flow of the ocean. Our little paradise had become that much more surreal. To be Blake’s wife, to tie our lives together, irrevocably. I’d thought of it, of course. I’d tried not to read into his insinuations about a future of forever. Deep down that was what I wanted too, though. As much as the prospect terrified me when I thought about what it really meant, I did want forever with Blake. He brushed his thumb over the skin above my knuckle, sending a rush to my heart. I loved this man, and I couldn’t believe anything would ever change that.


  “Okay,” I said quietly.


  He cocked an eyebrow. “Okay?”


  I smiled. “Yes.”


  “Are you sure?”


  I laughed softly. “Yes, I’m sure. I—I want to marry you. I love you, Blake. How could I say anything but yes?”


  His face split with a smile. He slipped the sparkling band over my knuckle and into place, pressing a kiss where it sat. He stood, bringing me with him and into his arms. We were wrapped together so tightly, I could scarcely take a breath.


  “I love you, Erica. You’ll never understand how much, but I’m going to try like hell to show you.”


  I held him back and the reality of our promise settled over me, warming me from limb to limb. Our love filled me, until I thought my heart might explode with it.


  In that moment, I knew I could never love anyone the way I loved Blake.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FIVE


  



  The rest of the weekend flew by. Blake took us out on the water, jetting us to outlying islands where we basked in the sun and listened to the steady rush of the ocean water until we were too tired or hungry to stay longer. We explored every quiet corner of the island. We ate and drank and made love. We talked and made promises. Every minute was like its own little paradise.


  This commitment between us still felt new, like a dream. But so was being on the island, isolated from our real world. Every time my eyes lit on the sparkle of the band on my finger, my heart leapt. It was a brilliant and overwhelming reminder of Blake’s love. Both thrilled and apprehensive of what it meant for our future, I couldn’t help but fantasize about our happily ever after.


  “Do you like the ring?”


  I looked up at Blake, who’d caught me admiring it as our plane approached Boston’s dusky skyline. “I love it. It’s simple.”


  “We can pick out something bigger if you want. I took a risk with it. I wasn’t sure what you’d want.”


  “No, I want this. It’s perfect.”


  “Good.” He grinned and squeezed my hand gently. “We’ll put another one next to it, and then I’ll know I have you for good.”


  I envisioned its companion, and the meaning struck me.


  “Like the bracelets.”


  He nodded.


  “You’ll have me cuffed and bound to you forever, Blake. You sure you want that?”


  He leaned in, taking my lips in a gentle kiss. “That’s the idea.”


  My heart twisted. A tiny flutter of nerves hit my belly at the thought of being Blake’s forever. His wife.


  As our plane floated toward Logan Airport, I regretted that we were returning so soon. The break had been amazing but short-lived. I was still high on it, but less pleasant realities waited for both of us. Whatever trouble came our way, we’d face it together. I’d made Blake a promise that we always would. No more running and no more trying to be strong on my own. Fighting my own independent nature wasn’t easy, but sharing my life, the good and the bad, was more important now than ever.


  When we stepped into the apartment, Alli met me with a squeal and tight hug. I laughed and hugged her back. The happiness of having my best friend so close compounded with this news, warming me.


  Heath’s hand slapped Blake’s in a shake. “Congrats, man.”


  A small smile spread across Blake’s face. “Thanks.”


  Heath’s focus shifted to me and he pulled me into a tight hug. “Erica, future sister-in-law. You have no idea what you’re getting into with this one, but more power to you.”


  I laughed and pushed him back playfully. The two men wandered into the living room and talked while Alli all but dragged me toward the kitchen so she could inspect the ring. She studied it for several seconds as the light danced off the diamonds. I smiled, thrilled all over again that he’d asked, that I’d agreed. Without even having had the chance to fantasize about what that moment between us might be like, I’d known immediately it was what I wanted.


  Alli ran a thumb over the band, one eyebrow raised. “This is different.”


  I shrugged, not quite sure what to say. I wasn’t about to tell her that the bracelets he’d given me months ago doubled as handcuffs, and this ring held a similar symbolism. “Different, but it’s us. I love it. Plus, how am I supposed to work on a computer all day with some huge rock on my finger?”


  She leaned back against the counter, her gaze lifting from the ring to my eyes for the first time in several minutes. She studied me then, with almost as much intrigue as she’d studied my diamonds.


  “So if I know you, your mind must be going a million miles an hour with all this.”


  I laughed. “A little. I’m just...”


  “What?”


  I sighed. “I don’t know. I think I’m still in shock that he wants this, you know, to make things permanent.”


  “Blake is crazy about you. You know that.”


  “It was an easy decision to make. Obviously I’m head over heels for him too. Not like he would have taken no for an answer anyway.” I laughed to myself, trying to imagine what lengths he would have gone to get the answer he wanted.


  While my thoughts ran away from me, Alli smiled broadly and bounced a little. “I’m so happy for you, Erica! I’ve been freaking out all weekend. Heath told me after you left, and I’ve been dying to see you again.”


  “I had no idea,” I said, admiring Blake’s gift, his promise.


  “This can’t have been the first time you’ve talked about marriage.”


  My eyebrows shot up. “Why, have you?”


  A flush reddened her cheeks. “I’m not talking about me. I’m talking about you. Usually people talk about marriage before proposing. Test the waters and what not.”


  “He mentioned it once, kind of in jest I think, but I told him he was crazy. And I meant it. I still think this is all kind of crazy. I’m scared to death, but I want to be with him. If this is what he wants and it needs to be now, so be it.”


  The whole prospect was overwhelming and unexpected. I loved Blake without condition, but solidifying our relationship with marriage was something I wasn’t considering as a possibility for years more.


  Marriage, to me, implied stability, something sure and reliable. Happily ever after and all good things. Conversely, very little in my life felt stable right now except my love for Blake. Despite his reassurances, the future of the business would worry me deeply until I knew it was safe along with everyone’s jobs.


  Clozpin was so much more than a job, and seeing it successful was more than a short-term goal. I needed it to work, for so many reasons. If it didn’t, I’d be even more dependent on Blake’s wealth and security. While I appreciated that he would be that for me and never make me feel less for it, the idea of being completely dependent on someone else was unsettling.


  “So have you thought of a date? A venue?”


  I laughed at Alli’s enthusiasm but also fought a wave of anxiety at sorting out all those details. When on earth would I have time for that? Did his family expect something big? I’d been so overwhelmed with the proposal, I hadn’t even thought to ask Blake what his thoughts were on the matter. I was still trying to wrap my head around the basic concept of marriage.


  “I seriously have no idea what we’re going to do or when.”


  Alli’s big brown eyes were wide and expectant.


  “But of course I could use your help,” I added quickly.


  She smiled and bounced again. I laughed at her boundless enthusiasm. She was going to be an invaluable resource on all things wedding. If anyone could pull it off, Alli could.


  “You’re the one who should be getting married. You probably have the whole thing planned out already.” My voice was hushed, and I looked behind my shoulder quickly to make sure Heath hadn’t heard me.


  “I might, but I’ll settle for planning yours for now. Who knows when or if we’ll ever get around to it.”


  “Sounds like you two have actually talked about it though?”

  She shrugged and leaned her hip against the counter. “A little, but that’s a huge step. We know we’re not quite ready for that. I do have some more good news for you though.”


  “Oh?” My eyebrows lifted with curiosity.


  “Heath and I found a new place. It’s pretty close, but I’m sure Blake will be psyched to have his apartment back. We’re going to start moving things over this week, so Mr. Broody won’t need to share you with me anymore.” She smiled and poked my shoulder.


  I smiled, happy for her and for us. “You must be excited.”


  “I am. It’s the first time we’ll be getting a place together, that’s ours. It’s already vacant, so we should be moved over completely in a few days.”


  “That’s awesome. Let me know if I can help.”


  “Don’t worry about it. You focus on work. I know you have plenty to catch up on at the office, but pencil me in for dinner next week. Heath wants to invite the family over to see the new place. Plus I’m sure everyone will want to talk wedding details, so that will be fun.”


  “Okay,” I agreed weakly.


  The knot in my stomach grew at the mention of Blake’s family. I loved them, but they were a little overwhelming sometimes. Was there such a thing as being too nice, caring too much? Maybe by comparison to my family. The thought of inviting the Hathaways into my life to celebrate this occasion was unsettling at best. They’d done little more than shun my mother since the day she told them she was pregnant with me. Would they shun me now too, or feign interest and attend as if they’d cared at all my whole life? Either scenario seemed stressful, but I didn’t want to deprive Blake’s family of an occasion that might mean the world to them. Heaven help me, our two families could not be more different.


  To avoid further inquisition, I pulled Alli back into the living room and we chatted away the rest of the evening with the guys. I relaxed into Blake’s side, grateful, in love, and determined to make the most of the last few hours of our break away from the world.


  


  * * *


  


  The office had been quiet this week, save the quiet hum of machines and tapping of keyboards as people worked. I was doing some quick math when my phone rang. Daniel’s number lit up the screen. For the first time in weeks I considered answering. As soon as I reestablished contact with him, the battle to maintain a healthy separation between our lives and business affairs would begin. I hadn’t felt up to it, and after learning that two more advertisers would be closing their accounts with us since PinDeelz launched, I wasn’t sure why I would be now. Perhaps out of sheer desperation to occupy my mind with something other than the downward spiral of my business, I answered.


  “Daniel, hi.”


  “Hi. I wasn’t sure you’d answer.”


  I wanted to be honest in my response, but I also didn’t want to piss him off. I’d really hoped this next chapter of our relationship wouldn’t be so contentious. I wasn’t sure if I could survive it if it was. Daniel Fitzgerald had proven himself to be both violent and dangerous, but I forced myself to believe I could harness the man behind the political machine, behind the layers of societal pressure to be all that he’d become. Despite all my misgivings, something inside me was committed to salvage what I could from our warped father-daughter relationship.


  “I’ve been out of town,” I said, offering a half-truth. “How are you?”


  “The campaign has been doing well, so I can’t complain. How about you?”


  “Um, good.”


  His silence extended over the next few seconds, and I felt an odd pressure to fill it.


  “Blake and I are engaged.”


  He paused. “I suppose congratulations are in order.”


  “Thanks.” My voice was small. I had hard time believing he was genuinely happy for me, when he was the reason why Blake and I had spent the most agonizing weeks of my life apart. The separation had almost ruined us.


  “Assuming you haven’t forgotten about the campaign work we discussed,” he said.


  I inhaled, steeling myself to hold my ground.


  “I needed some time, Daniel, after everything. But no, I haven’t forgotten.”


  “Have you had enough time then? Can we meet to discuss? Time is running down on the clock, and your contribution is still important. I’m not taking anything for granted with this race.”


  I tapped my pen, my thoughts swirling around my own business problems. “Maybe. When did you want to meet?” The last thing I wanted to admit was the state of the business. That could open a door to him pushing me to work for him permanently. I couldn’t imagine any worse punishment for failing at entrepreneurship than being forced into that arrangement.

  “Maybe next week we can get lunch and meet at the headquarters after. Will has some things to update you on.”


  “That’s fine.”


  “See you then. And congratulations again, Erica. I’m happy for you.”


  I frowned, words catching in my throat. “Thank you,” I finally managed.


  I hung up and stared at my phone. Perhaps I’d never be able to figure Daniel out. Or perhaps this was the beginning of having his trust, and maybe of him earning mine.


  The rest of the day whittled away in a flurry of tasks, large and small, until my energy was thoroughly battered. I glanced at the clock and considered packing up so I could have a few extra minutes to get ready for dinner with Marie, my mother’s best friend, and her boyfriend Richard later. Sid stepped into my office and interrupted the thought.


  “What’s up?” I craned my neck to look up at him.


  He folded his thin frame into a seat across from my desk. “I was wondering if you had a few minutes to talk.”


  I tensed, imagining the worst. The site was wrecked, or he’d found another job and given up on Clozpin. “Is everything okay?”


  He shrugged. “Other than the fact that we’re losing advertisers and user engagement is slowing. Are we going to sit by and watch this happen?”


  I relaxed slightly, but the tone of his question put me on the defensive. “What do you want me to do, Sid? I have no control over Risa’s site or the lengths they go to undermine us.”


  “Exactly.” He regarded me quietly with his big brown eyes.


  “And?”


  “Well, why don’t you focus on things that you can control instead of obsessing over what they’re doing? They aren’t going away any time soon, and if your strategy is to sit idly by hoping they do, we’re not going to last long. Sites like ours come and go every day.”


  “We’re maintaining, Sid. All hope is not lost.” I worked to believe the words.


  “I didn’t sign on to maintain. There’s no reason why we can’t grow. Diversify.”


  I frowned. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean we should up the ante. They’ve duplicated our concept, and if that’s all they know how to do, they’ll be the ones who falter. I think we need to start thinking outside the box. What can we do to make the site better?”


  I threw my hands up. “I’ve thought of little else for days, believe me. I mean, I have some ideas but nothing revolutionary.”


  “Maybe you’re thinking too small. You have all these connections now, right? What about a partnership? Maybe we need to take another look at those kinds of opportunities.”


  “We don’t need money. Blake invested.”


  “That’s not what I’m talking about. I’m talking about broadening our target market. Take your brain out of the small service that we’re providing and consider what we could do on a larger scale.”


  I nodded, humbled by the suggestion. “You could be onto something. Do you have any ideas?”

  He shrugged. “I’m not really a twenty something female. I just feel like we’re looking at the problem from the wrong angle. You’re the one who came up with this concept, and I think if you can get past the panic and forget about what PinDeelz is doing, you can take us to the next level. Put them in the rearview.”


  “Thanks, Sid. I’ll think about it, okay?”


  “Sure. Let me know if I can help.”


  “Of course.” I leaned back into my chair. “How is Cady?”


  “Good. We’re good.” His cheeks reddened.


  I fought a smile. “I’m glad to hear it.”


  He unfolded himself from the chair quickly. “I’m taking off. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  I waved him off and got lost in thought. I doodled on my notepad until the loss of revenue I’d tallied a few minutes earlier was surrounded with an ornate design. Maybe Sid was right. Why couldn’t the answers be easier to find? Every major decision I’d made lately seemed to be reactionary. What happened to the time when we were driven by ideas, not survival? We’d secured the finances from Blake to grow and carry on, but if I didn’t figure my way through this, his investment would dwindle quickly. I cringed at the thought of failing him. He’d opened so many doors for me, and all for what?


  I was about to give up when a thought occurred to me. I shuffled through my desk drawer until I found a card. I took a deep breath to calm my nerves and dialed the number on it.


  


  * * *


  


  We stepped into the cool air of Abe and Louie’s, the heavy door closing out the light that flowed in with our entrance. My arm hooked around Blake’s. The steak house’s maître d’ disappeared to prepare our table, and Blake turned me, pinning me to his chest. My breath hitched at the sudden contact, our closeness in plain view of anyone nearby.


  “Bring back anything?”


  I smiled as the memory of our first chance meeting came back to me. Even then, he’d taken my breath away.


  “A few. I was ready to haul you into a coat closet and kiss that smirk off your face.”


  He hummed, tracing my lower lip. The hunger in his eyes had my heart beating against my chest. “Not too late for that.”


  “True. But I don’t want to get kicked out before Marie gets here.”


  “You think they’ll kick us out for this?”


  I sucked in a sharp breath. He cupped a hand at my nape and planted a chaste kiss on my lips. The other slid around my waist to hold me as he dipped me back. I smiled under the soft press of his kiss, wrapping my arms around his neck.


  “You’re quite the romantic these days, aren’t you?”


  He grinned and pulled me up, not loosening his hold around me.


  “Still celebrating, I take it?”


  My loving gaze shifted toward the door, the voice there reminding me that we were far from alone. Marie walked closer, a dark-haired man behind her. Curiosity, pride, and love shone from her eyes, and the look hit my heart. Blake loosened his hold so I could go to her. She pulled me into a warm hug. `


  She whispered in my ear. “Congrats, baby girl.”


  “Thank you.”


  She stepped back and looked up to the man who was at her side now. He was tall, nearly six-feet, with short black hair and olive skin. His dark eyes captivated me for a moment.


  “Erica, I’m Richard Craven. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”


  He captured his hand in mine as I reached out.


  “Likewise. I’ve heard so much about you.”


  Tall, dark, and unwilling to commit. I looked between him and Marie. Marie, the woman who could be my mother but always seemed to strike me as too youthful and vibrant for her age, somehow looked even younger beside him, her expression soft and almost girlish in his presence.


  Blake came up beside us. “Richard, I’m Blake Landon.”


  Richard grinned and shook his hand. “We meet at last.”


  Blake’s eyes narrowed.


  “We’ve attended a few of the same events around town. I’m a journalist, so I’ve been there to cover local stories and what not.”


  “I see. Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you formally, Richard. Should we eat?”


  Marie clapped and smiled. “Let’s.”


  Blake caught my hand and nodded toward the approaching maître d’.


  We settled at our table, and Marie peppered me with questions while we waited for our meal. Where and when would we have the wedding? Who were we inviting? When I was going dress shopping? I answered as many as I could. Blake and I would need to figure out some basic wedding plans before anyone else had the chance to pump me for details. Not having answers was driving me crazy and adding to the mountain of anxiety I was already dealing with.


  I turned my attention to Blake’s conversation with Richard, desperate for an escape.


  “Do you write for a specific publication?” Blake asked.


  “I have a staff position at the Globe, but occasionally I write for others.”


  “Richard is asked to travel quite a bit,” Marie chimed in.


  “What kind of stories do you report on?” I asked.


  His gaze shifted to me. Something passed behind his eyes. Curiosity, vague interest maybe, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. “The type of reporting I do really runs the gamut, but I take a special interest in political coverage.”


  “Do you enjoy it?” I hoped the disinterest wasn’t evident in my voice when I asked.


  A charming grin lifted his lips. “What isn’t entertaining about politics?”


  I could think of a thing or two. I laughed lightly, unwilling or maybe unable to give him an honest answer that wouldn’t open a can of worms not conducive to polite dinner conversation.


  “What about you, Erica? Do you have any interest in politics?”


  “Not especially, no.” I put my napkin on the table. “If you’ll excuse me a moment. I have to use the ladies room.”


  “I’ll join you, dear,” Marie said.


  “So what do you think?” She freshened her makeup in the mirror, brushing gloss over her bottom lip.


  “About Richard? He seems great. Definitely very charming.”


  She shot me a sassy grin. “He charms the hell out of me.”


  I rolled my eyes and laughed. “TMI, Marie. Anyway, I thought things were kind of rocky with you two? What changed?”


  “He was traveling for a while, and we didn’t see much of each other. Honestly, I really thought things had fizzled between us. The past couple weeks have been different though. I don’t know. It’s hard to explain, but maybe we’ve just passed a certain point with each other.”


  “I guess that’s good, right?”


  “It’s good enough for now. I’m having too much fun to push the issue. What about Blake? You must be on cloud nine.”


  I smiled, warming at the mere thought of him. We’d been apart for all of four minutes and I missed him. Was I ever hopeless.


  “I am, yeah. He caught me completely off guard, so I think I’m still getting used to the idea of all this marriage stuff.”


  She shook her head and patted my cheek. “My little girl. I can’t believe it. You’re going to beat me to the altar. If I didn’t love you so damn much, I might hate you a little.”


  I laughed. “Blake’s the one who seems to be in a rush, otherwise I’d be happy to give you a head start.”


  She cocked her head slightly. “You sure about this? Blake seems wonderful, but you know you don’t have to do this if you’re not ready. I don’t want you to be an old maid like me, but you have plenty of time.”


  I looked down, my fingers twisting around the beautiful ring. I couldn’t imagine anything, any doubt or reservation, threatening to come between me and keeping this ring on my finger.


  “I’m not sure if marriage is something anyone is ever ready for, right? Plus I already said yes, so I’m a little committed already.” I laughed nervously.


  She brought her hand up, brushing my cheek softly. “Listen to your heart, Erica. There’s nothing but noise in this world, and that’s got to be the one steady voice in our lives. If your heart says yes, nothing else matters.”


  I reached for her, holding her in a hug for a long time. I thought about all the times she’d comforted me, given me advice and solace.


  “Thank you, Marie, for everything. Also, you’re not an old maid.”


  She laughed softly and released me, blinking away the wetness in her eyes.


  “All right, enough of that. I’m going to wreck my makeup. Let’s get back to our men.”


  The rest of the evening went well. We chatted, and Marie shared stories of our summers together when I was back in school. Any embarrassment that came with her honesty was quickly replaced with gratitude that she was the one person who could represent my otherwise absent family. Blake squeezed my hand under the table, occasionally shooting me a knowing look, as if he too appreciated her little insights into my past. It was the closest to embarrassing baby pictures he was likely to experience in my world.


  We finished a decadent dessert, and Richard picked up the check just as my phone rang. I fished it out of my purse and recognized the number.


  “Excuse me, I have to take this.”


  Blake’s brow wrinkled, but I slipped away from the table before he could question me.


  “Hello?”


  “Erica, it’s Alex Hannon.”


  “Alex, hi. Thanks for getting back to me. Um, I’m not sure if you remember me.”


  “Of course. Landon introduced us at the Vegas event. Took a minute to jog my memory, but you’ve got the fashion site, right?”


  “Right. Clozpin.”


  “So how’s it been going?”


  “Overall really well. I’m actually brainstorming options for expanding the site, possibly incorporating some e-commerce. You came to mind, of course, which is why I’m calling. I’m not sure if there are any partnership opportunities, but if nothing else, I’d love to just get your advice. I know you must be busy.”


  “No worries. It’d be easier to talk in person though, I think. Any chance you’re coming out for the Tech Awards this weekend?”


  “Uh, no,” I said, not wanting to admit that the event wasn’t on my radar at all.


  “I could scrounge up a couple tickets if you can make the trip. We could discuss any opportunities for working together while you’re out. And you could write it off as a business expense, of course.”


  I laughed. “I think I could probably work something out. Let me check my schedule and shoot you an email to confirm, but I’d love to come.”


  “Great, let me know. If you can’t make it for some reason, I’m planning to be out your way in a couple weeks to see some family, so we could always meet up then.”


  “Sounds good. Thanks again, Alex.”


  We hung up, and I couldn’t hide the smile on my face when Blake approached me in the entryway.


  “Who’s got you smiling like that?”


  “That was Alex Hannon.”


  “Why are you talking to him?”


  The furrow in his brow deepened and quickly released when Marie and Richard joined us. We hugged our goodbyes, and Marie made me promise to call her for dress shopping.


  My mind spun as Blake led me outside. The valet drove the Tesla up to the curb and Blake opened the door for me to get in. Settled behind the wheel, Blake pulled into the steady flow of evening traffic. After a few minutes of silence he finally spoke.


  “So what’s going on with Alex?”


  “I was talking to Sid about maybe taking Clozpin in a different direction, trying to think outside the box a little, and it occurred to me that Alex had offered to be a resource when we met. I’m not sure if he’d be interested in any partnership—”


  “What kind of partnership?”


  My excitement over the call waned quickly at the skepticism in his voice. “I don’t know if that’s something he would consider. His site is huge, and he’s obviously doing really well on his own. But Max and Risa are in business competing with us now. I’ve lost a handful more advertisers, and my revenue is going to take a hit. I just thought—”


  “I get it, but you’re considering a partnership with Alex Hannon and you didn’t run this by me?”


  I shifted in my seat. “I didn’t realize I had to. Is there something with Alex that I need to know about? If it’s anything like what you kept from me about Max, I’d like to know before I fly out to San Francisco to see him.”


  He exhaled audibly, betraying his growing frustration. He parked abruptly down the street from the apartment and stared off a moment. “He’s nothing like Max. I’m a little shocked you didn’t talk to me about any of this though. I’m the investor in your company.”


  “I’m grateful for what you’ve done, Blake. I have every intention of paying you back, but if I have any chance of doing that, I need to get us back on track. Otherwise this is going to be an epic failure and your investment will be lost.”


  “I don’t give a shit about the money, Erica. Four million dollars would be worth losing if it brought you into my life. Every penny I have would be.”


  My heart twisted at the proclamation. “Thank you, Blake. But this is about me making this business work. I reached out to Alex on a whim, and I honestly didn’t think he’d get back to me so quickly. I definitely wasn’t expecting him to be receptive to discussing this further, but it seems like an opportunity I should pursue. I’m telling you about it now, literally minutes after it’s happened. I’m sorry if you felt I was keeping anything from you, because that wasn’t my intention.”


  He caught my hand and rubbed the back of it gently.


  “Are things going okay at work?” I didn’t want to argue, but I could tell something was bothering him, hoping it wasn’t all me. “Have you been able to talk to Michael yet?”


  “I put a call in to him, but I haven’t heard back yet. I might make a trip to Dallas. Some things are better discussed face to face.”


  “Maybe you could go while I’m in California.”


  He shook his head, his lips pulled into a tight line. “No, I’ll go with you. Alex is a friend. We’ve worked together before, and obviously I don’t want you traveling alone.”


  “I’d like that. There’s some technology awards event this weekend, and he said that he could get tickets if I could make it.”


  His hold on my hand tightened slightly. “Sure. I’ll have Cady make arrangements. We can get a flight Friday night.”


  I leaned over and slid my free hand across his button down. His eyes darkened. We stayed that way, still in the darkness, eyes glittering in lamplight. I sensed he had more to say, but I didn’t want to push him tonight. I reached up, closing the small distance between us.


  Sealing our mouths together, I sought the sweet depth of his. The kiss deepened. Our tongues tangled. He freed my hand to cup my cheek, angling me to his liking. I reared up, wanting our bodies closer in this small moment, as impractical as it might have been.


  “I love you,” I whispered, panting for air when we separated.


  I lowered my hand, gratified as always to find him hard, his erection straining. I kissed him deeper, teasing him with strokes of my tongue that I imagined lavishing elsewhere.


  He pulled back, catching his breath. “Let’s go in.”


  Before he could move I had his fly unzipped, my fingers circled around his length. I kissed his neck, nipping at his skin while I stroked him from root to tip.


  “Fuck, Erica, let’s go in. Someone’s going to walk by.”


  I smiled against him. “And do what? Tell on us? Maybe they’ll want to watch me suck you off.” I took his earlobe in my mouth. “My lover’s had a bad day. Let me make it better.”


  He exhaled sharply, his cock twitching in my palm. “I’m going to punish you for this later.”


  I laughed quietly. “You’re going to punish me for wanting your cock in my mouth? I think I can handle that.”


  “If a cop pulls up before I come, we’re going to redefine punishment. You might not like it. Make it fast.”


  He lifted a fraction, his erection shifting in my grasp. My mouth watered at the promise of tasting him. I took the hint, lowered, and wrapped my lips around his hot flesh. I swiped my tongue over the head and down his shaft, lubricating my path until my mouth was filled with the throb of his erection.


  “Fucking hell. I love your mouth.”


  I moaned. The taste and his musk overwhelmed my senses. I eased him in and out with a rhythmic pulse. With his hand fisted in my hair, I slowed, letting him take control of my movements. He tightened his hold, guiding me over his cock, forcing himself deeper, faster. I heard his hand hit the steering wheel. His hips arched, holding himself to the back of my throat and then releasing me. I drew in a sharp breath through my nose a second before he repeated the motion, challenging what I could take.


  Once more, and with a strangled cry, his muscles jumped. Curses filled the air around us. A warm gush flooded my mouth. I finished him, swallowing the evidence of his release until he was clean. He pulled me off abruptly, his head thrown back on the seat rest.


  “You’re killing me.”


  “I know the feeling,” I breathed, writhing with need now.


  He turned his head, gazing down at me. “You’re all wet, aren’t you?”


  I shifted slightly, the rub of my thighs together doing little to ease the ache there. “Yes, and I’m willing to beg you to do something about it.”


  He trailed a finger along the low neck of my blouse, grazing the top of my breast. I bit my lip hard, the tension inside me mounting. He lifted his hand to release it with his thumb and pressed our lips together. A deep, possessive kiss, his taste lingered on my swollen lips.


  “Touch me,” I whimpered.


  “I want to, believe me. But as soon as I sink my fingers into your pussy, I’m never going to be able to get out of this car without fucking you. You might want the world to know I’m fucking you straight out of your mind, but if I’m going to jail, I’d like it to be a little more notable.”


  “Where’s your sense of adventure,” I teased. I kissed him hard, too wound up for my own good. “I can’t wait.”


  “Trust me, you can wait, and you will wait. You’ll wait even longer if you don’t get your ass inside now,” he growled. “This car’s not big enough for all the things I’m going to do to you.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SIX


  



  The sun set over the curve of the horizon as the plane made its way east. I leaned against Blake, tired from my day. I was grateful for the weekend, even if it meant travel and more work. I would have rather enjoyed another break on the Vineyard, but I’d take what I could get.


  “We should talk about all this wedding stuff. If I have to sit through another inquisition with Alli I’m going to lose my mind.”


  He smiled. “She’s probably giving Heath a heart attack.”


  I stayed quiet, not wanting to hint that maybe marriage plans weren’t so terribly far away for the couple. Heath still had a long way to go pulling his life together after his stint in rehab. Being back in Boston with his family and now Alli seemed like the right move, but we all cared too much about Heath to take this good stretch for granted. That may have been why Blake hadn’t pushed him to move out, even if it had encroached on our privacy now that we were living together.


  “Have you thought about what you want to do?”


  I sighed. “Not really. I think I’m too overwhelmed to even consider the details. When, where, and who... I can’t imagine how I’m going to pull this together.”


  He slid his hand into mine and squeezed gently. “We can do whatever you want. At the end of the day, all I care about is being married to you. If that’s at some lavish affair that will go down in Landon family history, or if we take a weekend in Vegas and tie the knot on our own, I don’t really care as long as you’re Mrs. Erica Landon at the end of it. Just don’t make me wait too long, okay?”


  I relaxed a little at the sweet look in his eyes when he said my name, the name that would be mine. “I feel the same way, but I don’t want to disappoint your family. If we eloped, they’d probably hate me for stealing their moment.”


  He laughed softly. “Their moment? Baby, this is our moment. We can do whatever we want. Heath will get around to it eventually, and Alli can go nuts with her planning then. Say the word, and I’ll book the Elvis chapel.”


  I rested my head against his shoulder, closing my eyes. “I don’t know. I guess I need to think about it.”


  “Are you worried about your family?”


  The dread in my stomach answered his question before I could respond. “Maybe a little. Too bad my family can’t be more like yours. I’m not sure I’d even want to invite them to a ceremony.”


  “Have you told Elliot?”


  I shook my head.


  “Daniel?”


  “Yeah, I told him. He actually said he was happy for us. Totally threw me off.”


  “Well he sure as hell won’t be walking you down the aisle.”


  “I don’t think we have to worry about that. If anyone would, it’d probably be Elliot. He actually called me out of the blue the other day. We haven’t talked in months.”


  “You never mentioned it.”


  “I would have, but you had a pressing need to tie me to the dining room table. He’s what made me late, by the way.”


  He squeezed my hand, maybe in a silent apology. I was too comfortable to move and catch his reaction.


  “So what did he say?”


  I shrugged my shoulders, suddenly wishing I hadn’t brought it up at all. I understood Elliot’s reasons for wanting to reach out to me, but I hated feeling like he was doing it out of obligation or guilt.


  Blake caught my chin, tipping it toward him. “Did he say something to upset you?”


  I met his gaze and straightened in my seat. “No. It’s just that talking to him again brought back a lot of memories. A lot of those are sad, I suppose. He wants to come visit and commemorate Mom’s passing. It’s been ten years.”


  I stared into the darkening night sky through the small window at my side. A vision of my mother as I remembered her passed through my mind, the same way it did every day and at times like these. She was always with me, somehow.


  “Funny how years can go by and one conversation can bring me back there so quickly. All of a sudden I was twelve again. I mean, I’m an adult now. I can rationalize and cope when difficult things happen, but I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to think about her life or her death without the kind of devastating feelings I had as a child.”


  “That makes sense.”


  “Does it? I mean, I should be able to move on by now, but that conversation made me realize how much is still there, unresolved, for me.”


  “What do you feel is unresolved about it? I mean, it doesn’t sound like she had options.”


  “It’s not that. I understand there was nothing that could have been done to save her. It’s more how everything fell apart after she died.”


  “With Elliot?”


  I nodded. “I don’t feel like I can be angry with him. When everything boils down, he’s not really my father. His commitment was to my mother, and he could have never known she would get sick.”


  “His commitment was to you too, though.”


  I lingered on that idea longer than I really wanted to. “It doesn’t matter now. I don’t even know why I’m talking about it.”


  “Because it still hurts you.”


  “I’m a big girl. I can deal with it.”


  “I know.” He brought my hand up and kissed it softly. “You don’t always have to be so damn strong, you know.”


  I laughed quietly. “I don’t know how else to be.”


  “I suppose that makes two of us. Except I’d be a lot happier if you let me shoulder more of the burden for you.”


  I shot a questioning look his way.


  “This meeting with Alex, for example. I could have easily set that up for you, felt him out for possibilities, and negotiated something that would work out favorably for you. But you’re so damn headstrong you insist on doing it all yourself.”


  “Why wouldn’t I?”


  He laughed softly. “Why would you want to, when I can do it and you can focus on other things?”


  I pulled out of his grasp. “Like what? Wedding planning?”


  “No, like running other aspects of the business. Isn’t that what you enjoy?”


  “Building these relationships is part of my job. If anyone should be doing it, I should.”


  “Suit yourself, Erica. You want to do things the hard way, I’ll let you, but I’m not going anywhere so it might be worth a second thought. We’re on the same team, remember?”


  He took my hand from my lap, laced his fingers through mine, and trailed his lips down my arm. I shivered at the whisper of his breath on my skin. My nipples beaded instantly. I looked out the window, trying hard to be mad, but the innocent touch was a dangerous promise of how easily he could take control whenever he wanted. Blake had enough persistence to break down anyone’s defenses.


  I could fight, but he’d always win.


  


  * * *


  


  The expansive function room was teaming with people. All walks of life. From suits to techies to everyone in between. From what Blake had told me, this was the “who’s who” event in the tech world, and I could expect to meet an impressive cross-section of people in the industry. Blake wore a dark gray suit, and I’d dressed simply in a deep red wrap dress and black heels.


  Blake kept an arm around my waist as we wove through the crowd. The gesture warmed me in more ways than one. I was always nervous at events like this, and as much as I wanted to hold my own, having him there with me was a comfort.


  “Landon.”


  Months had passed since we’d met, but after a second, I recognized Alex as he walked toward us. His gaze drifted from Blake to me, and then to Blake’s hold on me. I considered stepping away, but doing so would only be awkward. If Alex didn’t already know about our relationship, he would now. And if he thought my recent success came from Blake’s wealth...well, he might be right. I only hoped he wouldn’t discredit the pitch I’d planned for partnership opportunities because of it.


  I scolded myself silently for reading so much into it. After all, Blake and I were engaged now. Engaged. The thought blew me away every time I said it to myself.


  “Alex, it’s great to see you. Thanks so much for inviting us out.” I reached to shake his hand, giving him my best professional grip.


  He met me with a broad smile. “Absolutely. I’m glad you two could make it. This is always a fun event. All the hot shots are here, so you’ll fit right in.”


  “Oh, thanks,” I said shyly.


  “So tell me about Clozpin. What have you been up to?”


  I cleared my throat, hoping I didn’t look as awkward as I felt. I looked up at Blake. “Um, I’d love a drink.”


  A crooked grin curved his lips. “Sure thing. Alex?”


  Alex raised his glass. “I’m good.”


  Blake maneuvered with grace toward the bar. My body cooled where he’d held me by his side. I took a quick breath. I needed some space to say what I’d come to say to Alex. I met his eyes with a small smile.


  “I’ll be honest, Alex. The business has been going great. We’ve picked up some big name advertisers, and there has been an impressive growth spurt in the very short time we’ve been funded. The trajectory is strong. However, a competitor site recently popped up. They’ve essentially cloned us and are now trying to poach our advertisers.”


  He frowned. “That must be frustrating.”


  “Very, but it’s been an eye-opener too. Our team is stronger than we’ve ever been, our foundation is very solid, and I think we could transition to the next level pretty easily and leave this copycat in the dust.”


  He took a sip off his drink.


  “How do you plan to do that?”


  “That’s where you come in. I’m open to suggestions, but this seems like a perfect time to partner with someone who could use our traffic to build sales of their own and help us grow in return. I checked out your site after the conference, and while ecommerce has always been in the back of my mind, I’ve admittedly had my hands full growing our current business model. I wasn’t ready for a major shift until recently.”


  He nodded slowly. A ghost of a smile curved his lips. “I can see why Landon invested with you.”


  I laughed nervously, not quite knowing how to respond. My thoughts went to Blake as Alex’s words echoed in my mind. I cocked my head and studied him a moment.


  “I don’t remember mentioning that Blake was an investor, but perhaps that was obvious.”


  “I might have assumed, but no, we spoke a bit today over the phone. He just wanted to touch base and it came up. Don’t worry, he was determined to let you pitch me. He failed to mention the copycat though, which makes me all the more impressed that you were honest with me about it.”


  My jaw set. I didn’t know whether to be annoyed with Blake or proud that I’d impressed Alex. But why was he always meddling? When would he realize I could hold my own? My brain reminded me that he wanted to help, compulsively so, but another part of me wondered if he truly believed I could handle it.


  Alex’s voice broke me from my thoughts. “Sounds like a promising start though. Let’s meet up tomorrow to talk details. I don’t want to pull you away from the party. I’m sure Blake’s eager to show you around. Plenty of people to meet here.”


  He nodded beyond me. I followed his gaze, suddenly more determined to find Blake’s face in the crowd than I was to butter up my prospective business partner. When I found him, my heart fell into my stomach. The chiseled outline of his profile faced Risa. She twisted a lose strand of her jet-black hair around her finger as she spoke, mouthing words I couldn’t read. She looked as put together as ever in an all black designer suit. But her expression was tentative, her eyes wide and her body leaning back slightly from the unmoving column of Blake’s body.


  “Erica?”


  I turned my attention back to Alex.


  “Are you fine meeting for lunch tomorrow?”


  My thoughts suddenly scattered. “Yes, that’s fine.”


  “Great. Let’s meet at the hotel restaurant around noon.”


  “Sounds good. I’ll look forward to it.”


  Then Blake was beside me, circling a hand around my upper arm. His grip was firm enough to send warning signals to my brain. When had I become so in tune to his moods? And when did my body start reacting so acutely to them?


  “Alex, will you excuse us?” Blake’s voice was no longer relaxed and casual. Instead the words came across curt, as if Alex were no longer an old friend, but just another business acquaintance.


  “Of course. Have a great night, you two.”


  Alex waved us off without another word. Blake led me toward the exit we’d just arrived through, his hold on me tightening a fraction. I resisted the urge to yank out of his grasp and call him out on getting to Alex with my pitch before I had a chance to. I wanted to be angry with him for unnecessarily butting into my professional life yet again, but something was definitely wrong beyond all that.


  “What is Risa doing here?”


  “She’s here for the same reason everyone else is here. To see and be seen.” The words came through gritted teeth.


  My stomach knotted with worry. We slowed in front of the bank of elevators, and he hit the button hard.


  “What did she say?”


  The bell rang, and we entered the mercifully empty car. The doors closed slowly and he backed me toward the mirrored wall of the elevator, pinning me there with the closeness of his body. He grasped my jaw, forcing us eye-to-eye. I couldn’t evade the intense eyes that burned into me.


  “I’m going to ask you one last time. And you’ll tell me the goddamn truth. If you don’t, we’re finished. Done.”


  The knot in my stomach doubled at hearing his threat.


  “You lied to me once, because you thought you were protecting me, but if you lie to me right now, it’ll be the last chance you’ll ever have.” He took a short breath. “Tell me the truth, and we’ll figure it out.”


  I thought my heart might pound right out of my chest at its current pace. I was too stunned to respond for a few seconds.


  “Blake...you’re scaring me.”


  His jaw worked, as if wrestling with the words he held behind the firm line of his beautiful lips. “Did. You. Fuck. James?”


  My heart stopped. I looked into his eyes, desperately searching for a reason for his unexpected question.


  “No,” I whispered.


  The car came to a stop, and he left me, moving swiftly down the hallway. I hurried out, following him into our room. I lingered by the door, my mind still racing. What had Risa said? What had spurred this intensity from him, seemingly out of nowhere?


  Blake tossed his jacket off. It landed on a chair and he moved to the window. Shoving his hands through his hair, he faced the sprawling city view.


  I simply stared. In awe, in fear, in love. I didn’t know what was happening between us tonight, but I hated how far away he already felt. I took a step toward him and stopped short when he turned to face me. My breath left me when our eyes met again. Stone cold. As dark and unfeeling as I’d ever seen them. No longer my sweet and romantic lover, the man in front of me was the ruthless billionaire who wouldn’t be crossed.


  “Strip.”


  The order settled into the silence between us. The word physically chilled me, a shiver working its way up my spine.


  “Blake, I don’t understand...”


  He unbuttoned his shirt, unhurriedly pulling it loose from his pants. “I want you to strip down. Naked, here in the middle of the room.”


  “Why...why are you so upset with me?”


  The smooth veneer of his controlled expression broke. A frustrating grimace revealed his teeth. “Goddamnit, Erica. I’ll get another room, and I’ll be on the first plane out of here in the morning. You can sleep alone and go home alone. If that’s what you want, you should test me now. See how much room I’ll give you.”


  His skin reddened. Had he ever been this angry with me? But why? His jaw ticked, the muscle bulging as he waited for me to react. I opened my mouth to speak, but I couldn’t. I had no idea what I was defending myself against. What had taken us from an enjoyable evening to being swept up in the tornado of this unexpected rage?


  As if in answer to my unspoken question, he spoke in low and measured tones. “Risa let me know about James. Remember, your little rendezvous outside the office after I dropped her off? Sounds like things got pretty heated between the two of you.” He cocked his head a fraction. “Assuming there’s some weight to that story.”


  No. No, this wasn’t happening.


  My eyes blurred with the sting of the tears I held back. I was paralyzed. Without consideration, I would have done anything to stop where this was going.


  He tossed his shirt aside and came toward me.


  “Was it as steamy as the beach? I seem to recall you being pretty worked up after that.”


  “Blake,” I pleaded. He was twisting everything. Goddamn her for doing this to me, to us.


  He stood in front of me, staring down into my eyes. He seemed taller, more intimidating than I’d ever remembered. I lowered my shoulders, his posture seeming to demand that I do.


  “Is it not true? Tell me it’s not true.”


  I snapped my jaw shut. Anything I said now would be futile. He wasn’t interested in my excuses.


  He threaded his fingers into my hair, gripping it by the roots to pull me an inch closer. I whimpered at the small pain. My hands found his chest, the leverage holding me up as my knees weakened slightly. The heat of his skin nearly burned mine. He leaned in so I could feel his breath in my hair, against my neck. I could smell him—the man I loved who maybe hated me now.


  “Strip.” The venom in his voice was now replaced with a dangerous determination that prickled under my skin. “And kneel.”


  My eyes fell shut. I exhaled sharply, already feeling stripped by his words. I wanted to cry, but I remembered his threat. That he’d leave me. Maybe only for a night, but the thought of him leaving in the midst of all this terrified me. I couldn’t believe that he wasn’t already considering leaving me completely.


  He released his grip. I nearly stumbled as he moved away. I looked down at my feet, my hands sliding restlessly against my dress. Without thinking, because I couldn’t make sense of anything right now, I kicked off my heels, one after the other. My fingers went to the knot holding my dress across my body. I fumbled with it, my hands trembling badly now. I loosened it and let the dress fall to the floor around me. Sensing the seconds ticking by and knowing he was counting them, waiting, I quickly released my bra and slid my panties down.


  I stood there, starkly naked. The silence stretched between us. I lifted my head to find him. Eyes that stormed with emotion seemed to bark the order in the silence of the room.


  With the unspoken command, I lowered, resting shaky hands on my knees. A voice in my head screamed that I shouldn’t have to, not this way, answered by another that told me I deserved every minute of it. Either way, I couldn’t let him leave me, and if I had to kneel to make him stay, I would.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SEVEN


  



  I stared at the carpeted floor in front of me. This was what he wanted from me. When I wanted to ask why, when I wanted to fight it, Blake’s words echoed in my mind.


  Total submission. Total control over your pleasure and pain.


  He wanted this...my submission. He didn’t want to explain himself. I could say sorry. We could talk it out, fight it out, but this is what he wanted now. Maybe it’s what I needed too. That tornado of our bodies crashing together, silencing the rest of the world. Except he was furious, and I hated to see that look in his eyes knowing I’d put it there.


  He crouched down in front of me, but I kept my eyes down, focusing on his shoes, the way his slacks strained against his muscled thighs. God, but the man was gorgeous. Even when he was angry as hell.


  His hand graced my cheek, eliciting a shiver that traveled up my spine.


  “If I wasn’t so pissed off right now, I might be impressed with you, Erica. My little submissive is finally learning. We’ll see how long you can keep it up, because you’re going to get the punishment of a lifetime tonight. Do you think you can take it?”


  I lifted my head, my eyes narrowing. The fighter in me threatened to spout off to him. I inhaled a slow, steadying breath through my nose. Ride out the storm.


  “Still don’t want a safe word?”


  My chest fought to expand over my next breath. I took another quickly and shook my head, casting my eyes down again. Stupidly, I assured myself that committing myself to one would give him license to make me want to use it.


  He brushed his fingertips over my lips, sending a tingle over them.


  “He kissed you. Did you kiss him back?”


  I sucked in a breath through my now quivering lips.


  “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not in the mood to repeat myself tonight. Did you kiss him back?”


  “Yes, I...I kissed him back.” The words left a sour taste in my mouth. Why? Why had I let myself wander so damn far? A tinge of nausea hit my stomach at the thought I could lose Blake over that one stupid moment.


  “Was he in your mouth?”


  I waited a second and nodded again, the sickness reeling through me now. His touch feathered down to my breasts, cupping the heavy weight of one.


  “What about his hands? How could he resist these perfect tits when his tongue was in your mouth? Did he touch you here?”


  He gave my nipple a tug, eliciting a whimper.


  “I don’t know. No.”


  Lowering, his palm skimmed over my belly until he was between my parted legs. He grazed the lips of my pussy, barely touching me.


  “Here?”


  “No,” I insisted.


  “Did you want him to?”


  “No.”


  He slapped my pussy, a sharp motion that sent a shock of pain and unexpected pleasure through me.


  “Truth, Erica,” he snapped.


  “I wanted it to be you,” I rushed. “If any part of me wanted those things, that was why. But I’m telling you the truth when I say I didn’t feel anything.”


  “You mean to tell me that he held you in a kiss long enough for Risa to see, with his goddamn tongue in your mouth, and you didn’t feel a thing?”


  I closed my eyes, hating all of this. Everything was confused, as mixed up as I had felt when I let James too close that day. My throat constricted with emotion.


  “Blake. Please believe me. Everything happened so fast. He caught me off guard, and maybe for a split second, yes, I thought I wanted him. But then I couldn’t stand it. Even believing you were gone, that I’d never have you again, I didn’t want him. I wanted you, but he’s not you. He’ll never be you. Even if you hate me and punish me, that will never change.”


  My voice was watery as I uttered the last words, the truth that would haunt me to the day I died if he ever left me. God forbid, he’d ruin me forever.


  “Why didn’t you tell me? Why the fuck did I have to find out this way?”


  I bowed my head. “I didn’t want to hurt you, Blake,” I said, but it was too late for that.


  “Do you have any idea how furious I am right now?” His voice was lower, dangerously low.


  I chanced a look in his eyes. They were blurry through the wetness in my own. The lack of sympathy chilled me further. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry...” My voice wavered, but I was desperate for him to know it.


  “Are you? And will you show me how sorry you are?”


  “I’ll do whatever you want.” I reached for him, but he stilled me, holding my wrists away from him.


  “What makes you think I want you after what you did?”


  He could have pushed a dagger straight into my heart the way the words hit me. But his eyes told a different story. I saw fury there, but hurt too. Not enough to weaken the hard lines of his features, but enough to give me the smallest of hopes.


  “You’re the only one I’ll ever want. Please don’t hate me. Blake, I was stupid and scared. I hate that it happened, that I gave up on us before we could find our way back to each other. I love you. Please...let me show you.”


  He paused a moment before releasing my wrists. He rose and crossed the short distance to the couch. The swift rejection gave weight to the already heavy sickness in my belly. My breath left me at the whoosh of his belt leaving his pants. He held it in his hand a moment, a knowing look leveling me. My chest tightened, heaving under my now anxious breathing. Unexpectedly, he let it drop to the floor before settling himself onto the couch.


  He unzipped his pants and freed his erection. He began slow strokes up and down the hard length. A different kind of tension rolled off him then, one I could release for him, if he’d let me. Several moments passed as he worked himself up, his gaze never leaving me. I pressed my fingernails into the tops of my thighs. I wanted badly to go to him, but he’d punish me if I moved without his permission. I didn’t dare speak it.


  “Come here,” he rasped.


  Relieved, I moved to stand.


  But he cut me off. “Crawl. I want you on your hands and knees until I tell you otherwise.”


  I hesitated a moment, and then began to move. The carpet pressed into my palms and stung my knees as I crossed the distance between us. My cheeks heated with embarrassment. This position delivered all the humiliation he could have wanted to deliver.


  Nothing could diminish my wanting him, though. I sat on my heels between his legs, as willing as I’d been a moment ago. The engorged head of his large cock disappeared under his palm and reappeared as his hand slid to the base. The tip glistened with moisture. Licking my lips, I could nearly taste him. Suddenly I wanted nothing more than him in my mouth. I could take away this frustration, ease this ache that burned inside both of us.


  “You want this?” Strain weakened his words as his pace quickened.


  “Yes.” I lifted off my heels, my hands resting on his knees.


  “You don’t deserve this. The satisfaction it would give you.”


  The dagger he’d already lodged in my heart twisted. Like a wounded animal, I lowered.


  “Please. Let me,” I pleaded softly.


  His breath hissed through his teeth. I bit my lip, my own frustration mounting with the rise of his orgasm. The words seemed lost. Would he ignore me until he came? I slid my hands up his thighs and back down. I licked my lips, imagining his taste on them, the push of his desire between them.


  “Let me please you, baby. I love you. I want to.”


  His eyelids fell closed, his muscles hardening beneath my touch. “Fuck,” he groaned. His head fell back with a shaky breath.


  Emboldened, I placed a hand over his, holding down his rapid movement. A second later he was deep in the wetness of my mouth. I circled his head rapidly with my tongue. My cheeks hollowed with a hard suck, and I took him as far as I could. I shifted and moaned, my thighs brushing together as I positioned myself so I could take him as deeply as I could.


  That quickly he was at the edge. A few urgent shoves against the back of my throat, and he shuddered with a pained groan. He caught me by the hair and held me to him until he’d emptied himself completely, his cock twitching and throbbing through the aftershocks.


  The ache of kneeling and the discomfort of the way he moved me for his pleasure faded into the background as I tasted him, breathed in his scent. From base to tip, I licked him clean. My lover, my beautiful tortured lover. I wanted to be this for him. I wanted to worship him, to serve him. I wanted to be everything for him, even in these dark moments when nothing made sense but the demands of our flesh.


  He slipped from my mouth, and the sounds of our breathing filled the silence. My breasts were tight and heavy. Moisture pooled between my legs. I wanted him now, as angry as he’d been moments ago. But I fought the urge to show him, to ask for more. I let my hands slip back to my knees, breathing through the desire that surged.


  He raised his head. His face had softened in the aftermath of his orgasm, but his jaw was resolute. “Touch yourself.”


  Without another thought I reached between my legs. Pulling the moisture of my arousal over my clit, I began a rhythm. My eyes closed. A soft moan left my lips when I thought of his fingers there, pleasuring me.


  “Wish it were me touching you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Want me to sink my cock into that wet pussy of yours?”


  “Yes,” I gasped. My belly tightened and heat prickled across my skin. My core pulsed and clenched, wanting to be filled with him. All of him, until all of this madness went away and it was just us, together.


  “Go ahead and work yourself up.”


  A flash of fear shot through me as I felt him move away from me. If he was willing to shun me earlier, what would stop him from teasing me to the edge and leaving me there just to spite me? My fingers worked feverishly over my clit. My orgasm built, and I chased it. Eyes squeezed tight, I blocked everything else out. Suddenly I was convinced he’d leave me unsatisfied if I didn’t get there myself.


  “Blake,” I moaned. His name left my lips like a desperate prayer. He wasn’t inside me, but he was still with me. Invading my thoughts, deeply embedded in any fantasy that would bring me to climax. I kept him close as I clawed at the now empty couch, my hips lifting into my own chase.


  “I’m right here.”


  My eyes flew open at the sound of his voice at my neck. Before I could focus, he linked his arm through both of mine at the elbow, pulling my shoulders back. My breasts jutted out. My clit throbbed for attention. I shifted restlessly, too eager to finish or be finished. His free hand came to my throat, his grasp both gentle and possessive. His thumb rested on the heavy pulse point that beat stronger as he circled the column of my neck.


  “I want to show your body who it belongs to, but I want to hear you say it,” he whispered, pulling my earlobe into his mouth. He sucked, bit down hard.


  I jerked as much as his restraint allowed me. I was wound too tight.


  He soothed the sting with his tongue. Hot open-mouthed kisses down my neck had me breathless and squirming. I pushed my hips back into his erection, silently begging him to fuck me. He leaned me forward, so my chest rested against the couch. His hand left my throat and curved around my front. He slipped into my wet heat, his fingers teasing the hard nub of my clit. I tensed at the contact, the leisurely pace of his touch driving me to the brink of madness.


  “I own you, Erica. Your heart, the blood that beats through it when I hold you down this way. Your body, the way it moves for me, comes for me. It’s all mine. Say it. Tell me I own you, baby.”


  I shifted into his touch, ignoring his demand.


  “Say it.”


  I winced, the fight stirring in me anew. “No one owns me.”


  “What?”


  Challenge laced his question. Somehow the fire of my desire fed my anger too. I needed to come, to be free of this tension, all of it.


  “No one owns me,” I snapped, helpless and frustrated all over again.


  His fingertips left my clit. Gripping my hips tightly, he pushed me back against him, his hard cock shoving against my ass. I gasped, my anger fizzling in the tornado of my need to be fucked.


  “You’re wrong. The second I slid that ring on your finger, I owned you. Don’t play dumb and pretend you didn’t know it either. You promised me no one would touch you again. Do you remember? I punished you then, and I’m going to punish your ass again and again until I hear the fucking words.”


  He pulled back and moved sideways, and the next thing I felt was the lash of his belt across my thighs. The cry that emerged muffled into the couch when another landed.


  “Blake!”

  “We can do this as long as you want. Watching your ass turn red just gets me hard.”


  “We weren’t together.” My voice, full of every emotion that he seemed to lack, broke as he unleashed another searing slap against my ass.


  “Who’s fucking fault was that?” he barked.


  Mine. The burning heat of my skin doubled when another strike landed in the same spot. I cried out, tensing and shifting away, but he held me too tight. He wasn’t spacing them out. He wanted me to feel this in a way I hadn’t fully before.


  I own you.


  The words wrote themselves across my brain as I took one after the next, tensing until I thought my muscles might cramp. Every one delivered a measure of pain that made pleasure look like a faraway place. Each one seemed harder than the last until I went numb. Tears fell, and the only place I could feel the pain was in my heart, the place where I’d wounded us both.


  I barely registered relief when he stopped. My view of the room from the cushion of the couch was blurred with tears. He nudged my knees apart, and I jolted when his palms grazed the sensitive skin that had taken the brunt of his punishment. His fingers slid down the crack of my ass down into my wet sex and plunged deeply. I whimpered, overwhelmed by everything. My body was a live wire, numb and overcharged all at once. Despite all the punishing, I was soaked for him.


  He withdrew and pressed a wet fingertip just inside the tight ring of my ass. “I should fuck you here. You deserve it,” he murmured.


  I shook my head. I’d made it through the pain, but I couldn’t take any more. I didn’t think I could anyway. I didn’t know if he’d let me come at all, but even that maddening fate seemed better than what he was threatening now.


  “Please don’t.”


  A second finger entered me, stretching me.


  My breath caught, and my brain came back to life out of the fog. My head came up off the couch and I tensed everywhere. “No! I’m begging you, Blake. Please don’t. I can’t.”


  He stilled behind me and withdrew without a word. The relief came down on me like a hammer.


  “Maybe not tonight, but I’ll have your ass. You can count on it. Do you know why?” He lowered, his lips grazing my ear. “Because I own you,” he whispered.


  My jaw clamped down, some small thread of fight lingering in me. The tightness in my throat signaled the torrent of emotions surging its way to my eyes. Anticipation, pain, love. However many minutes or hours had passed had brought on a violent string of emotions shooting through me like a lightning storm.


  “I’m going to fuck you, and God help me, you will not come until you say the words.”


  With a grip on my hip, he slid his cock against the pulsing entrance of my pussy and pushed in hard. An almost feral groan filled the air, and I realized it was my own. A desperate kind of pleasure filled me. It slid through my veins like the most addictive drug, taking me straight out of my mind where the only thing on earth that mattered was his body in mine. He kneed my legs farther apart so I felt every thrust deep in my core.


  “Mine.” He pounded into me. “You will never forget it again, Erica.”


  His possession consumed me, took me someplace else. I needed it, I needed him. This. And I was his.


  Mine. You’re mine. I’m yours. Forever. Mindless, I repeated the words like a mantra until they lost meaning. You own me. You own me. You always have.


  “That’s right. I own you, baby.”


  My eyes shot open. I’d said the words aloud. All of them. In the blind rush of wanting him.


  “And goddamnit, you own me.”


  His confession interrupted my scattered thoughts. Then he shoved into me so hard I screamed. His fingers went back to my clit, building me up again. Every muscle tensed, but he held my arms firmly. He trapped me in the pleasure, restraining me so all I could feel were his rough movements, the impossible friction inside me. The need to come burned through me like fire in my veins.


  “Blake... Oh my God, please let me come. I love you. I’m yours...please...please. I can’t stop.”


  “You want to come?”


  “Please!”


  “Then come,” he said.


  On command, the storm in my body exploded. I clenched down hard, pulling him into me. Every muscle tensed, a seemingly endless heightened state of satisfaction. I sobbed with the pleasure, my sounds muffled against the cushions beneath me. Everything released, leaving me weak and trembling. Leveraging himself with a hand on the couch, he took his pleasure, claiming my body with the same passion and vigor as he’d claimed my heart. All of me. I took it all, wanting his possession to reach the soul of me.


  He buried inside me with a final thrust, tense and silent.


  Sweat cooled my skin. He covered my back with his body, enveloping me with his heat. My whole body seemed to sigh, weak as it had ever been. He finally released a shuddery breath and wrapped his arm around my rib cage. An embrace. Warm, and I wanted to believe it was loving. I flexed my fingers against his stomach, wanting to hold him to me, keep him close. But I was still held captive, and he didn’t release me.


  “I love you,” I said.


  As the words left me, I prayed he’d say them back. Forgive me. Bring us past all of this. But that quickly, he slipped out of me. Then I couldn’t feel him at all. Freed, I turned around. He disappeared into the bathroom. The door shut, loud in the quiet of the room.


  Empty and cold, I sat on the floor and wrapped my arms around myself. After a few minutes of listening to the shower I moved to the bed. My legs could barely make the journey. I collapsed onto the cool sheets and pulled the duvet over me, wishing the heavy blanket were Blake’s arms around me.


  I let the tears fall. Wave after wave, until sleep turned everything to black.


  


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER EIGHT


  



  “Erica...wake up.”


  I jolted awake, eyes wide as the now bright room came into focus. My heart was beating too fast, as if some latent panic still lingered with me. Blake was standing beside me, sipping coffee. He was fully dressed in slacks and a freshly pressed shirt. I relaxed a little, grateful he was there at all.


  “We’re meeting Alex for lunch. He texted me that he was running late, but you should get ready.”


  I sat up slowly and pulled the covers up to hide my nakedness. I rubbed my eyes, waiting for the sleepiness to ebb. I glanced at the clock. I’d slept for nearly twelve hours, but my body felt drugged, exhausted to the bone. Slowly I began to remember the night. I hadn’t had a drop of alcohol, but somehow I felt hung over. As promised, Blake had given my ass the beating of a lifetime last night. I searched for anger, but my heart just ached with sadness and regret.


  When I sought his gaze, he walked away and turned his attention to his phone. “You should get cleaned up.”


  I rested back against the pillows. My hand went to the mess of my hair, and my thoughts went to how our night had ended. Alone. So far apart. Cringing, I found the strength to get on my feet. My movements were far from spry as I walked to the bathroom. My muscles were stiff, and a dull headache throbbed behind my eyes.


  I lingered in the shower, escaping under the hot spray as if somehow the water could wash away the lingering hurt that filled me. Thoughts of James and the mistake I’d made that both of us were paying for shuttered through my tired brain. Blake was fiercely jealous, but I could see the pain I’d caused him last night.


  He’d walked away from me, leaving me alone with the intensity of what we’d done without so much as a word. We’d had intense nights before. He’d pushed me to the edge, and we’d crashed over together. For better or worse, we’d ended those nights together. Not last night, and when he left me alone, we’d crossed a line. He’d breached some new invisible boundary I’d never known was there. Perhaps I’d crossed a line too, with what I’d done to set him off. But the empty feeling he’d left me with wasn’t like anything I’d ever felt with him before. That emptiness cast a shadow on all the pain and punishment he’d doled out, making it all that much darker.


  The heat of the shower was making me weak and tired all over again. I turned it off and stepped out to towel myself dry, acutely aware that Blake was on the other side of that door with my heart in his hands. We had to talk about what went down at some point, but it wasn’t going to be an easy conversation. My head wasn’t in the right place to pitch Alex right now either, but somehow that didn’t matter as much as it should have.


  Blake worked at his laptop while I dressed for the meeting. We didn’t speak. As if compelled by some magnetic force, my gaze kept drifting his way. If he sensed it, he didn’t show it, his focus seemingly undeterred.


  If he had wanted to talk, what would I have said anyway? Instead, I fell into step behind him as we entered the restaurant downstairs and took our table. I tried to mask a wince as I lowered into my seat. I couldn’t ignore the discomfort of my rather bruised ass, but I didn’t want to give Blake the satisfaction of knowing it bothered me.


  When Alex arrived, he greeted me. I smiled weakly and kept up with niceties. Something about leaving the party early because I didn’t feel well. True enough, I hadn’t. He wanted to know more details, work out the logistics with Clozpin. I nodded, but the fire that might have taken over and pulled me through the conversation wasn’t there. I simply stared at my lunch, not hungry in the least. My thoughts circled around what had gone down between Blake and me. What else mattered when things weren’t right between us?


  An awkward silence fell, but the part of me that might have cared simply didn’t. Blake’s hand went to my knee under the table and squeezed me gently. I glanced up. My heart pulsed against my chest at the contact, as if it had only started beating again in that moment. He frowned slightly, questioning me, but when I went to speak, tears filled my eyes.


  “Alex, we’ll be right back,” he said quickly.


  In a blur, we left the table and found some privacy at the other side of the restaurant. The darkness wrapped around us. His body came close, seeming to force the air from my lungs. I waited for him to touch me. I needed him to touch me or I was going to break.


  Gently, he brought his hands up and framed my face. I sighed, my earlier fatigue taking hold again. He tilted my head up, bringing us eye to eye. Those eyes that undid me, that stormed with darkness and passion—everything I had come to love about the man—stared down at me.


  I love you. I wanted to tell him. I wanted to let the words spill out again and again until he said it back.


  “Blake...”


  “Are you okay?”


  He thumbed my cheek. More contact, every touch overwhelmed me. My eyes brimmed with tears that began to fall now. My hands went to his chest, wanting to feel his heat, his strength.


  “I can’t do this, Blake. Not right now. I’m sorry... I just can’t.”


  He hushed me and brushed away the tears. “I can take care of it, okay?”


  “No, I can’t mess this up. I need to be there.”


  “You aren’t messing anything up. It’s fine. I’ll talk to Alex. Go up and rest.” He gripped my shoulders and skimmed down my arms, resting there only a moment before he left. Before I could call him back, he was out of sight, and I was alone again.


  I walked quickly to the elevators, my head down to hide the mess of my face. I brushed away my tears but they kept coming. What the hell was wrong with me?


  Back upstairs, I scanned the empty room. Empty, like my hollow, painful heart. I wanted Blake here. I hated that he wasn’t, but I was in no condition to face Alex and talk business right now. Ironic, since that was the entire purpose for the trip.


  Without undressing, I fell back into the unmade bed. I’d woken without his touch and here I was, barely surviving without it. I began to drift off, ready for home, praying that somehow I could wake up and start all over.


  


  


  * * *


  


  I took a seat at the head of the conference table and waited for the rest of the team to settle around me. After sleeping away most of the afternoon in the hotel room and on the red-eye home, I should have been rested. Some of the heavy emotional fog had lifted. Enough that when Blake eventually briefed me on his meeting with Alex, my brain reluctantly shifted back into business mode. The terms they’d agreed to were good, better than I would have pushed for or even asked for. I wanted to be surprised, but with Blake behind the wheel, I shouldn’t have expected anything less. All I needed to do was seize the opportunity while it was there and act now so we could stay ahead.


  “How was San Francisco?”


  Alli’s voice interrupted my wandering thoughts. She’d settled into the seat beside me. I met her brown eyes, wishing that somehow I could explain all of this to her. My sweet, loving friend. I didn’t know where to begin. How would I broach the topic of being punished by my future husband because I’d been caught in a lip lock with one of my employees when Blake and I had been broken up? God, my current dilemma sounded all kinds of fucked up.


  “Good,” I lied.


  My whole body ached, from the sex, sure, but hours had gone by without any real emotion between Blake and me. On the trip home, everything had been matter-of-fact between us. But I could sense his hesitation, the strain that came through with the short delivery of every word, the careful avoidance of my stares as I silently begged him for more. A look, a touch, anything to let me know we were okay.


  Too wiped out to push him, I simply went through the motions. It was a remembered feeling, one I had brought on myself not so long ago when we’d been separated under very different circumstances. All of it wore on me now. I hated not knowing what he was thinking, and a part of me was afraid of what he’d say if I dared ask. I needed to believe that we’d get through this, that there was a light at the end of this tunnel. If I thought for a second that we couldn’t—that we wouldn’t—I wasn’t sure I could go on.


  Gradually people pulled up their chairs, and I jotted down some last minute notes. I pushed down all the fears, silently refusing to let the events of the weekend derail my entire day. Despite everything, we had work to do, and I had to push on.


  James dropped into the seat opposite Blake. The air grew thick around me, filling the space between them. It crackled with their distaste for one another. The clarity I was grasping scattered when I caught Blake’s stare. James shifted in his seat as Blake leveled a look so venomous, I wouldn’t have been surprised to find them at each other’s throats, literally, in a matter of seconds.


  I cursed inwardly, questioning how Blake had convinced me to let him drive this meeting knowing James would be there too, right in the thick of it. I might have guessed that Blake would be looking for an opportunity to meet him head on, to start something that he could finish.


  I hurried to speak and shift their attention to the matters at hand.


  “This weekend Blake and I met with a prospective partner, Alex Hannon, who’s given us the go-ahead to refer ecommerce sales to his site, in return for increased exposure and commissions for us. We’re still working out the finer details, but this is a huge break for our growth, to expand beyond what we’ve been doing and broaden our reach. We’ll need to make some adjustments to our platform to maximize this opportunity.”


  “Any updates with advertisers?” James asked, tempering my good news with the cold reality of the hit we’d already taken as a result of the competing site’s endeavors.


  Alli chimed in. “No one else has pulled their account since last week, so maybe Risa’s grabbed all the low-hanging fruit, so to speak. Hopefully the rest remain loyal through this expansion.”


  I masked a grimace. I had a few other choice monikers for Risa I would have rather used.


  “What’s the timeline?” Chris, our resident Hawaiian shirt-wearing developer, spoke up.


  “As soon as possible. I know it’ll be tricky to build this out while maintaining what we have. But I figure with what we’ve been through with the hacking attempts, we can multi-task easily on this. Sid, can you start looking into their API?”


  Blake offered him a stack of papers. “I have the documentation for you. Alex and I went through it. Should be pretty straightforward to implement.”


  Sid reached for it, his eyes wide. I cracked a small smile, not quite ready to celebrate but grateful at least to have Sid’s interest. Seeing the plan moving forward was a little scary. I was wandering into uncharted waters, but this was what we had to do. Sink or swim, and I was determined that we would survive. This opportunity with Alex promised to be the lifeline we needed.


  The rest of the meeting went well as I divvied up tasks among everyone. In the process I began to feel more grounded than I had been. I’d only been away the weekend, but I’d returned completely off kilter. Being with the team again had grounded me, and I was eager to dig into this new work. The tension rolling off Blake had eased, so maybe the same was true for him. Still, James sent me a few concerning looks. As always, he knew something was up, that I was off. Except I had no idea how I’d ever tell him why. A weary sigh left me. What I wouldn’t give to turn back time.


  The meeting ended and people began to disperse. I gathered my notes, preparing to return to my desk and dive into my day.


  “We need to talk.”


  Blake’s voice was low, the threatening tone unmistakable. I looked up to find him fixed on James.


  James sat unmoving behind a mask of supposed indifference. “About?”


  Blake rose slowly. “I think it’s better discussed in private. Shall we?” He gestured toward the door.


  James casually shoved out of his chair and led the way. My heart was beating wildly as I scanned the office. No one seemed the wiser. Hurriedly I followed. They’d moved a few feet down the hallway by the time I’d joined them, closing the door behind me.


  Blake stood across from James, his stance wide and his arms across his chest. “I wanted to be the one to tell you that you’ll be giving your notice. Preferably this week.”


  “Excuse me?” James’s posture tensed. “Erica’s my boss, not you.”


  “That’s not the point. You’ll be leaving.”


  Blake’s tone left no doubt. Anger and confusion whipped through me. I wanted Blake to know how sorry I was, how desperate I was to make this right between us. But he was attacking me where I felt it most. My business. My livelihood. The safe place that was mine and only mine, and he was casting a shadow over it all with these demands.


  “Blake, what are you doing? Stop this.” I took a step closer, hoping no one in the office could hear us.


  He turned to me, his eyes colored with all the hurt I’d caused, compounded with the rage he’d focused onto James. “He’s leaving, Erica. It’s that simple. Unless you’d like me to leave instead.”


  “You don’t mean that.” I stared hard at him, almost too tired to test his resolve.


  James’s soft chuckle broke our standoff. His cool blue stare fixed on Blake, his hands fisted tightly by his sides. “You really let success get to your head don’t you, Landon? You think you can march around here and bark orders. What kind of smug bastard does that? And you have the balls to lay a hand on her. I should beat the hell out of you so you know what it feels like.”


  Blake snapped to face James again, his jaw twitching. “What the fuck are you talking about? I’ve never hit her.”


  I took a tentative step forward, not entirely comfortable with physically coming between them right now. With all the emotions flying around, I didn’t trust that I wouldn’t get hurt in the fray.


  “James, no. You don’t understand.”


  “You told him I hit you?”


  I met Blake’s imploring look full of confusion, maybe even a hint of guilt. But he had it all wrong. My heart fell, tears threatening.


  “No. God, just stop, both of you.”


  James took a careful step toward me, his voice softer. “You don’t need this shit, Erica. Say the word, and I’ll have him out of here.”


  “Like hell you will.”


  Blake shoved James then, his slightly shorter frame hitting the wall. James reacted immediately, throwing a punch that Blake narrowly avoided. The two men skirmished. They pushed and pulled until I was certain they’d tear each other apart if I stood idly by. I was desperate to make them stop.


  “It was Daniel,” I yelled, no longer clinging to that secret truth if it meant they’d stop this madness.


  Blake shoved James off, and for the moment he kept a distance, as they both heaved for air, eyes wild with fury.


  A look of confusion softened James’s anger slightly. “Who?”


  “He’s—it’s not important. But the day you saw me that way, I’d just seen him. We had a fight, and...” I sighed, the weight of the past forty-eight hours crashing down on me in an instant. “He hit me.”


  Silence fell. No words, no fists. Neither man moved.


  The look on Blake’s face gutted me. As if learning about James hadn’t been enough, these words cast a shade of betrayal across his features that made me want to go to him then. To hold him to me and say sorry all over again. For all of it.


  “First this,” Blake said, pointing to James, “and now you’re telling me that Daniel hit you. What the hell is going on, Erica? Is there anything else you want to tell me? Let’s just get it all out.”


  My lip quivered, tears threatening again. Too wrapped up in his own anger, he wouldn’t feel my remorse today. I was alone with it. Alone and scrambling to keep some semblance of peace between my personal and professional life. A lost cause if I’d ever seen one.


  “You should go. Both of you. Just leave.” The last words caught in my throat, lacking conviction and reflecting my frayed nerves.


  James cursed and left us alone, his footsteps disappearing down the stairwell. The door slammed shut below, the sound echoing up to us. Blake stood motionless, his stare burning into me. The silence was painful, my own thoughts reeling and loud amidst it.


  I could almost hear his too. More questions of why. Why had I been so stupid? So stubborn? When I looked up into his wounded eyes, they confirmed it. The effort to restrain his anger, the culmination of all the hurt, was evident in his posture. The muscles of his arms were taut and coiled, no doubt still primed to punch James into next week.


  I would have apologized, tried to bring him back to me, if I weren’t so goddamn angry at myself now. I knew he was jealous, but he’d taken it too far. He had no right to confront James and step into my business that way. No matter what had happened.


  “I don’t even know what to say to you,” he finally said.


  “Then don’t say anything at all. Blake...I’m exhausted, I’m sore, and I’m ready to seriously lose it. I don’t need you berating me, making this all my fault.” My voice wavered as I brushed away a tear that had broken free. “Maybe it is, but I can’t bear you telling me that right now. I can’t take it.”


  He hesitated a moment, that heavy silence filling the space between us again. Then, without another word, he left.


  Out of my world again. I watched his retreat, relieved of the pressure of his resentment, yet infinitely more miserable than I’d been before.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER NINE


  



  I hesitated in the hallway, my hand resting on the door. Alli’s laughter with others carried beyond the walls of their new apartment. I wanted to celebrate and be happy for Alli and Heath, but I was on the other side of that emotion as long as Blake was keeping me at arm’s length.


  He’d taken my request to not say anything at all and to leave too literally. A couple days had gone by. He’d worked late again last night, arriving after I’d fallen asleep and rising before I had. The only proof of his being there was an empty coffee mug in the sink. He always seemed just beyond my grasp, and though I was angry too, the distance was tearing me up inside.


  I took a breath and pushed open the door, not remotely prepared for all the love that rushed around me whenever I was around Blake’s family. All of it was infectious too though, so I held some hope that they could pull me, and maybe even Blake too, out of this funk.


  As if in perfect reflection of Alli and Heath’s energy, the apartment hummed with laughter, the buzz of conversation, and Alli’s loud whoop when the cork popped off the champagne.


  “Erica!”


  Blake’s younger sister, Fiona, ran over to hug me as I stepped into the main area. Catherine was right behind her, coming for a warm embrace as soon as Fiona stepped away.


  “How are you, honey? You look wonderful.”


  “I’m good. Thanks.” I gave a weak smile, self-consciously glancing down at the outfit I’d thrown together. I was surprised I wasn’t wearing two different shoes for how focused my brain had been lately. Black skirt, top, and ballet flats. That was hard to screw up.


  When I met Catherine’s gaze again, a line of worry marked her forehead. I brightened instantly and plastered on a happy face. No matter what, I didn’t want my problems with Blake to upset Alli’s party. This was an important moment for her and Heath, and I was already worried about stealing her thunder with all this wedding madness that she reassured me we had to cover tonight.


  Alli joined us, grabbed my hand, and pulled me farther in. “Let me give you the tour.”


  “Sure.” I gave Heath and Greg a small wave before they disappeared out of view.


  Alli took me room by room, through the space. The apartment lacked for nothing, on par with what I would expect from any Landon property. Warm colors, spacious rooms, and tasteful design. Some rooms were still cluttered with boxes, but for the most part, it already felt like a home, theirs.


  “It’s beautiful, Alli.”


  Her shoulders crept higher as she smiled. “Thanks. I love it. I’m so excited to make it ours. Heath has been working a lot, but hopefully soon we can do a little more to it.”


  I smiled too, appreciating how far she and Heath had come. He’d only been out of rehab a couple weeks but they were now well on their way to better, to a normal life together. Alli was hard at work re-immersing in my business and Heath was doing the same with Blake’s. Blake wanted him more involved, and from everything I’d heard, he was taking the bull by the horns, investing himself more heavily than he ever had before.


  Deep down I was happy for them, so very happy. But I couldn’t help but draw parallels to Blake and me. Even sharing an apartment, we felt farther apart than when I’d lived a floor below. Moving in together had been easy, too easy almost. I was hesitant at first, but at Blake’s insistence, my overstuffed trash bags that I’d moved a couple months earlier from the Harvard dorms took another trip up a flight of stairs. In less than twenty-four hours, my life had melded even more firmly into the organized wealth of his. While I enjoyed sharing the space, the apartment never really felt like mine, not the way Alli felt about this place now.


  “I’m so happy for you,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady as Alli looked to me for reassurance, for my support as her best friend.


  She smiled, content, and hooked her arm in mine. “Thanks, hon. I am happy. Now let’s go get extra happy and drink some champagne. We need to talk wedding details and work out the last stuff for the party with Fiona.”


  “The party?”


  Her eyes shot up, her hand going to her mouth. “Oh shit.”


  “What?”


  “Oh shit shit shit. Just forget I said it.”


  I stopped our exit from the room. “Seriously, Alli. Just spill it.”


  Her shoulders slumped. “It was supposed to be a surprise. Catherine wants to throw you two a little engagement party.”


  I lifted my eyebrows. “Does Blake know?”


  “Of course.”


  “Why didn’t anyone tell me?”


  “We thought it would be fun to make it a surprise. I know you’ve been stressed with everything that’s going down with the business right now. We didn’t want to add one more thing to your plate. And it’s no big deal, really. Just a small party at their house with some friends of the family who wanted to meet you and catch up with everyone.”


  On cue, my stomach rolled. I couldn’t imagine who friends of the family entailed, but considering how tense things were between Blake and me, I could very well be flying solo for much of the event. That thought was far from comforting.


  “Are you okay with that?”


  “I’m fine,” I insisted. “It sounds like fun. If I can help with anything let me know.”


  “Don’t worry about it. I think Catherine’s got everything covered. All you two need to do is show up and be yourselves.”


  She grabbed my hand and gave me a reassuring squeeze as we reemerged into the main living area. Fiona was filling the flutes, getting as close to the rim as she could without the foam spilling over.


  “Where’d the guys go?” I asked.


  Fiona sat back onto the couch with her glass. “Upstairs. There’s a rooftop deck. Really nice after the sun goes down on nights like this.”


  I wondered if Blake had arrived and was already up there with his dad and brother, but I was embarrassed to admit that I had almost no idea where he’d been for the past day and night. I wanted to believe today might be different. The company of his family always seemed to make Blake seem more human, less godlike in a way. Maybe around them we could let down this wall between us so we could talk, really talk. Newly engaged, we were supposed to be in love, stable, wanting to be with each other. Right now we could barely share a room without palpable tension between us.


  Alli and I sat down on the large sectional across from Fiona. I admired the open space and light that filled it through a bay window at the front.


  “I think we should toast. To the move.” Fiona tipped her glass to Alli. “And of course to Blake and Erica’s engagement.”


  “Cheers,” we sang in unison.


  I relaxed back, taking a sip. Maybe this is what I needed while Blake cooled off. A little champagne and girl time.


  Alli wasted no time rummaging through her purse on the floor.


  “Speaking of engagements.”


  She pulled out a sizeable stack of wedding magazines adorned with colorful bookmarks. My eagerness for girl time came to a skidding halt.


  “Obviously the most important thing is picking out your dress, Erica, but we need to decide on colors tonight, because it’s driving me nuts not knowing, and I’m selfish like that.”


  I laughed softly. I hadn’t given it a single thought. At least not since middle school when pink and purple were on the top of every little girl’s list.


  Fiona repositioned herself on the other side of Alli. “Oh, I love this one. But maybe in navy.” She pointed to one of the models.


  Alli pursed her lips. “I don’t know. If we’re doing beachside, there might not be enough contrast. What about mauve, or something really bright, like fuchsia?”


  Fiona laughed. “Making Blake and Heath wear pink vests and ties would be amazing.”


  Alli joined her laughter. Before long their brainstorming had degraded to pink glittering cummerbunds and they were nearly falling off the couch with giggles. I was willing to give them the go ahead if it meant talking about anything else. Then I heard some clatter in the kitchen and remembered Catherine was prepping dinner for our whole group on her own. The men were still nowhere in sight.


  “I’m going to go check on dinner. I’ll be back in a minute.”


  I disappeared into the kitchen and found Catherine stirring something in a large steaming pot. Dinner smelled Italian and delicious. I was suddenly hungry though I hadn’t had much of an appetite today.


  “Hey, honey. Can I get you something?”


  “Oh, no. I’m fine. I was just wondering if you needed help with anything.”


  Catherine smiled. “I think I’ve got it covered. Go hang out with the girls.”


  I surveyed the large designer kitchen, wishing I could find a mess to clean. Anything to give me an excuse not to go for a few more minutes. Back to the bridesmaid’s den.


  What the hell was wrong with me? Didn’t every woman on the planet want to get caught up in this whole process? How could I run a fashion start-up and lack the slightest interest in the finer details of what was shaping up to be a wedding far beyond anything I would have ever imagined? “Big white wedding” was being given new meaning with each passing moment as Alli and Fiona vied for confirmation of their opinions.


  I bit my lip and searched my brain for an excuse to stay.


  “You okay?”


  “Yeah, I’m fine.” I nodded. I wouldn’t mind disappearing into the floor right now though. “I just needed a break I guess. They’re...”


  She lifted the corner of her mouth, quiet understanding in her eyes. “Driving you nuts?”


  I laughed. “Maybe a little.”


  New peals of laughter echoed from the living room and we shared a knowing look.


  “Alli accidentally let it slip about the engagement party. Thank you. You didn’t have to do that.”


  “Oh! Nonsense. I want to. You have no idea how excited our family is about the news. They can’t wait to meet you. Honestly, they can’t wait to see Blake either. He can be a little reclusive when it comes to making appearances for extended family.”


  “Well, thank you, again. I feel bad because I should probably be thinking of things like that. I should probably be doing a dozen things that haven’t even occurred to me lately.”


  Everything was moving too fast. Work. Wedding plans. As if that weren’t enough, this clash with Blake was threatening to throw everything else completely off kilter.


  “Blake’s a take charge kind of guy, but I don’t suppose he’s much help with wedding planning.”


  I shook my head. “I guess not.”


  I glanced around the room nervously, my gaze landing anywhere but her face. When she grew silent, I chanced a look. Her eyebrows wrinkled. She stepped closer and covered my hand with hers.


  “Is everything okay between you two?” she asked gently. “I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but you don’t look like a girl who’s happily engaged at the moment.”


  I swallowed over the knot in my throat. “It’s nothing to worry about.”


  “Did he upset you?”


  My heart twisted, and I squeezed my eyes closed. How could I begin to put into words what had happened between us these past few days? I simply nodded, unable to hide the hurt. “We upset each other. We were both wrong. And things have been tense. It’s been difficult to talk lately.”


  I stared down, scuffing my toe against the slate tile floor. “Sometimes he’s just completely overwhelming. Maddening, really.”


  She laughed softly. “I could have told you that. Try raising him.”


  I gave her a weak smile. “I can’t imagine.”


  “He’s a difficult young man. He always has been. He’s my son, and I will love him no matter what, but he’s about as stubborn as they come. But somehow I knew from the moment I met you that you were good for him. I pray every day that he’s good for you too. He’s changed, in so many good ways. I’ve never seen him as tender as he is with you, Erica. Something is different. It’s little things, but I see it.”


  Tears burned in my eyes. Before I could say anything or find an excuse to leave, she pulled me to her. I hugged her back.


  “Don’t give up on him,” she whispered. “If anyone can get through to him and break through those walls, it’s you.”


  I pulled back slightly and brushed away the tears that had fallen. “I just wish I didn’t feel so far away from him right now.”


  Blake’s voice carried through the apartment, mingled with Heath’s and his father’s. My heart leapt with sudden anticipation. He was here.


  “Blake!” Catherine called out in the direction the living room, releasing me from her embrace.


  I wiped my eyes again, hoping to hide any signs of my upset. A few seconds later, Blake had joined us. He held his ground a few steps inside the doorway, his hands unmoving in the pockets of his jeans. My heart stopped at how drop-dead gorgeous he could look with so little effort. All mine, I reassured myself, yet that’s not entirely how I felt lately. His green-eyed gaze passed between us, pausing on me. I looked away, wanting to hide my recent vulnerability, but I knew I’d given myself away the second he saw me.


  “Blake.” Catherine’s tone hardened. “You need to speak to Erica. Everyone here is celebrating and making a fuss and this poor child is in tears over you. You need to start talking.”


  He stared at her a moment, his expression unchanged. “Mom, I’m not talking to you about this.”


  She grimaced. “Aren’t you the genius of the family? Good heavens, I don’t expect you to talk to me about it. Speak to your fiancée, soon to be your wife. You fix whatever you broke here, and that’s all I have to say on the matter.”


  She gave him a hard stare and then softened when she faced me again. She gave my hand a reassuring squeeze.


  Without a word Blake turned. He passed through the kitchen and disappeared into the hallway beyond. I followed him until we were alone in one of the nearly empty rooms I’d seen earlier. This would be their home office. Two desks lined the wall, already cluttered with a stack of papers.


  Blake stood in the middle of the room, his back to me. I closed the door behind me and leaned against it.


  The sudden privacy also meant silence, an awkward empty silence between us. I searched for words, for something that could possibly bring us back to where we’d been before San Francisco. But I didn’t know what to say to him now. He’d be angry with me for breaking down in front of his mother, not that I’d ever dream of telling her what had happened between us.


  “I’m guessing you want to talk,” he said quietly, turning to face me.


  I nodded and swallowed over the knot in my throat. I didn’t want to talk here, but who knew when I would have his attention again. “I didn’t want to do this here, but you’ve been gone. She started asking about us, and I just lost it. I’m sorry.”


  “I’m here now.”


  His voice was quieter as he took a step closer. He paused a few feet in front of me, his hands still casually nested in his pockets. Usually I enjoyed the posture, that could give a shit attitude that rolled off him sometimes, usually when it came to work. I remembered then how he’d looked when he dropped into the seat in front of me at the Angelcom boardroom, seemingly unaffected. I was as annoyed as I was painfully attracted to him. Today I knew better. I knew he cared, but I was no less conflicted about how I felt about our situation right now.


  “Blake...you hurt me.”


  His jaw tightened and several empty seconds passed.


  “I warned you that if you opened the door to that part of me—”


  “I’m not talking about physical pain,” I said. “I know we’ll be angry sometimes, and we’ll hurt each other. That’s inevitable. I know that we’ll take it out on each other in different ways. I’ll admit the other night was difficult for me, not because that’s anything we haven’t done before, but because in the end, all I could feel was your anger. That wounded me far worse than anything physical could have, because I felt like you hated me, and that you wanted to hurt me. Maybe it made you feel better—”


  “It didn’t, trust me.” A grimace pinched his features.


  “Then why? You left me there like it meant nothing to you. It’s like you’re shutting me out to punish me even more. When is it going to end? How many different ways do I have to say that I’m sorry, that I made a stupid mistake I wish I could take back?”


  He turned away slightly, raking his fingers through his hair. The dark brown strands stuck every which way.


  “It should have never happened.”


  I sagged against the door. “I know that. I wish it hadn’t.”


  He faced me again. “No, I don’t think you fully understand. The things that happened when we were apart... all of that happened because you didn’t trust me to handle Daniel threatening you.”


  “That’s not true.”


  “It is true, Erica. If you had, we would have never been apart. James would have never had a chance to get that close to you when you were vulnerable.”


  “I thought Daniel was going to kill you. Do you understand that? I was falling apart missing you, wishing I could find a way to save our relationship, but when I saw you with Sophia that night, and then Risa, something in me just gave up. I knew we were over, that I’d lost you. It had nothing to do with wanting James. It had everything to do with feeling so goddamn empty inside without you that I let him get too close.”


  “Do you really think I would have let Daniel hurt me or you? Do you think for a second I wouldn’t have moved hell and earth to make sure you were safe from that maniac? Instead you fucking ripped my heart out.”


  The hurt inflected with the words was real. I knew, because I’d lived that torture too. In fear of Daniel’s threats, I’d put us both through weeks of hell.


  “This isn’t just about James, though I’m not happy it happened, believe me. But this was another ugly reminder of that entire situation. You’d been through a lot with Daniel, and I didn’t want to put you through any more. But the reality of it is that you put us both in more danger because you wouldn’t come to me for help. How am I supposed to be your husband when you won’t let me protect you? Goddamnit, Erica, I’ve gone against every instinct giving you the space you need, and where has it gotten us?”


  My lips trembled as I absorbed the fierceness of his words. “I made a mistake. I was scared, and all that mattered at the time was knowing you were safe.”


  “How many more times are you going to put us through this, because you’re too goddamn stubborn to trust me?”


  “You're punishing me for choices I already made, things I can't undo. Things are different now.”


  He shook his head. “Are they? Can you tell me that you wouldn't make the exact same choices? Because I can tell you right now, if you'd known, intrinsically and without a doubt to come to me when Daniel threatened you, all of that would have played out differently. And all this time I warned you about James. I knew it. I fucking knew he was getting too close to you, and you kept him around. What’s more, you're still doing it, even though you know it's making me crazy. I want to tear the motherfucker apart for having his hands on you. Do you understand what it does to me, Erica?”


  I blinked away tears at this onslaught. Days with nothing, and now this. “Blake...”


  “I want control, Erica. But I'm not going to take it from you. You have to give it to me. You opened the door. Now you have to walk through it. You've tried to draw this hard line between us, with work and our relationship, where you keep the amount of control you think you need. It ends now.”


  My stomach tightened with that familiar urge to run, to push him away. I didn’t know if I could ever give him the kind of control he wanted. What if I couldn’t, ever?


  “What are you saying?”


  “I'm saying that you've said you want me, all of me. And this is who I am. The shit that went down with Daniel…and now James. Nothing like that can happen ever again.”


  “I don't want it to,” I insisted.


  “And I'll guarantee that it doesn't.”


  My jaw fell open a fraction, the words lost in what he was saying. He had to know how impossible it was, what he was asking of me. Why couldn’t dominating me in the bedroom be enough?


  “Is this about me being your submissive? You want me to play some Dom/sub game with you? That's fine, Blake. I’ll beg, I’ll kneel, but I'm not letting it trickle into my professional life. I have boundaries, and you need to understand that.”


  “This isn't a game for me. And that way of thinking is exactly the problem.”


  He took a step closer, leveling me with his eyes. Defensively, I leaned back, now pressed firmly against the door. He rested his hands on either side of me, our bodies nearly touching, not giving me an inch. I couldn’t think straight this way, this close. He held me in his steady gaze, no shred of doubt to be found there. His voice was low when he spoke again.


  “How does it feel, Erica, when you give me control?”


  That was a loaded question, but I could tell we were no longer talking about Daniel or James. His countenance had softened, the hard intensity there morphing into something else. Something sexual. No less intense, the energy was palpable. It resonated between us, lighting sparks over my skin everywhere he touched. A fingertip over the bow of my mouth, his thumb on the racing pulse at my neck. God, I wanted his hands everywhere now.


  “You let everything go, and it feels good, doesn’t it? To know I’m taking care of you, of us. That no matter what, I’ll get us there.”


  He grazed his hand lower, his palm skimming over my breast and down my torso, as if he were marking all the places that were his domain. On my body, the places were many.


  “Have I ever left you unsatisfied? Has there ever been a time between us, no matter how far I've pushed you, when you haven't begged for more? When you haven’t come hard screaming my name? Tell me if you haven't.”


  My breath left me and I struggled to replace it. I shook my head, knowing the answer as well as he did. Heat prickled under my skin and pulsed between my legs at the reminder of what he could do to my body, the power he wielded so easily. That kind of domination I could embrace. In fact I didn’t want that part of him to change, ever.


  He leaned in. The smallest brush of his mouth teased my lips. I arched up to meet him fully but he pulled back, leaving me wanting, dizzy with it. I drew in a shaky breath, trying to get sober from this spell he’d put me under. With promises of the control I was already a slave to, he was luring me into something that meant far more.


  “What are you doing to me?”


  “Showing you what you want, what we need.”


  “You know that's not what this is about. I know I can give you anything and you’ll be there for me. But you can’t... you can’t hold me down, stake your claim over me, and expect me to let you own me.”


  His eyebrows shot up. “Is that so? That’s not what you said the other night. I heard the words, loud and clear.”


  “As if you gave me any choice. Dangle me on the edge of an orgasm like that and I’ll tell you you’re the emperor of Rome.”


  “You don’t want to be owned, is that it? You don’t want to belong to me as much as I want to belong to you, is that right?”


  A dull ache began in my chest at the words. I couldn’t resolve what he was saying with the fears I couldn’t seem to shake about someone else controlling my life.


  “I've never had to rely on anyone, answer to anyone. You know this, and you keep trying to change me, as if somehow I can turn that off.”


  “If you marry me, that is going to change. Permanently.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “It means you come to me before you even begin to consider making a rash decision. It means you involve me so I can make sure you do, which includes removing James from your business. It means you ask me for help when you need it, and you don't keep secrets from me, ever. And when a situation arises that makes more sense for me to manage, you let me. No matter what.”


  He leaned in close again, his serious gaze flickering over my features, tracing a soft line down my jawline. When he spoke again, his voice was a whisper.


  “It means that every waking breath you take, every step you take, you don't just take to move your own life forward, but ours. You take it knowing I'm right there with you, irrevocably tied to every decision you make.”


  My chest ached with the effort to fill my lungs with a full breath. One after the next as I grappled with what he was saying. He wasn’t giving me room to run, to fight, nothing.


  “I—I feel like you're giving me an ultimatum.”


  My eyes were wide as I questioned him, hoping I was reading this all wrong. The serious look in his eye answered me before he could.


  “I want it all, Erica. I won't accept any less. Wrap your head around it, or—”


  I tried to still the tremble that worked its way through me. How could he ask me this? Threaten me with our relationship? I felt like a caged animal who’d been backed into a corner.


  “Or what?” The words came out sharp, laced with challenge.


  His hold on my waist tightened, mimicking the restless working of his jaw. Before I could gauge how pissed he was at my challenge, his lips crashed down onto mine. Now hard and demanding, he sought entrance. I opened for him, barely prepared for the devouring passion of his tongue. Curses rumbled through his chest, muffled in the wild merging of our mouths. The onslaught of his fervency shot through me, revving all my instincts to return his passion.


  I kissed him back, fisting my hands in his shirt to urge us together. Tongues tangling, teeth biting, we melded hotly into each other. Pinned by his hips, I felt the unmistakable stirring of his erection pressed against me. He palmed my thigh, raising the hem of my skirt high, making no mistake about what he wanted from me. I sucked in a sharp breath, stifling the loud moan that wanted to burst from my lips when I exhaled.


  He slipped his hand between my legs, rubbing me through my panties, making me crazy for him. A small moan escaped, pleasure overwhelming the rational part of my brain that knew we were in the wrong place for this. My body didn’t care when I was in his clutches.


  “Why, Erica? Why do you fucking fight me?”


  My hips churned, bucking against his hand. My panties were soaked and I was ready to have him here. When it came to having his hands on me, he’d win every time. Fighting him was a lost cause, and now that I’d been deprived of his touch for so long, I was ready to crawl up his body if it meant ending this distance.


  My hands traveled under his shirt, over his naked torso.


  “I want you...right now.”


  His breath rushed out, and massaging his fingers against my throbbing sex through the flimsy fabric of my underwear. Curling my fingers, I trailed my nails down his sides, blind with all the ways I wanted him.


  Then another loud pop sounded from the living room. The sound was followed by the familiar voices of his family and Alli’s calling my name, a sobering reminder that we weren’t nearly alone enough to follow through on what we’d started here.


  We broke apart, breathless.


  “Christ.” Blake stepped back unsteadily and readjusted himself.


  Even through his jeans I could see that he was painfully hard, fully ready to fuck me on any surface he could find. In this room, that might have been Heath’s desk. That would have been bad. So very good, but very bad.


  I swallowed hard, trying like hell to drive my thoughts back to reality. I let my head fall back. My chest heaved even as I hopelessly tried to tame the rush of sexual tension that flowed through me. Fuck. This had to be worse than the seventh circle of hell. He’d taken several steps away, a crushing distance considering how intimately he’d just held me.


  “Blake, I don’t want to fight. Please, let’s go home and just put this all behind us.”


  After a moment, he turned back to me, sending my heart flying again. But I didn’t see resignation in his eyes. Far from it, he seemed to have gathered his resolve in that short moment as I was putting my brain cells back to work.


  “I told you I was sorry, and I meant it,” I pleaded.


  “I know you are. But it’s not enough this time. What I’m asking for... this isn’t what I want. This is what I need. It’s what we need.”


  He held me in his gaze, the tension arcing between us. I opened my mouth, but he spoke before I could.


  “The choice is yours, Erica.”


  The simple words. The finality in his voice when he said them. The expectation in his eyes as he waited for me to... to what? To submit? To give everything to him? Every last tiny little piece of myself that was ever worth hanging on to, he expected me to deliver along with my love and trust and future.


  I wanted to crack. I wanted to cry, because I knew I couldn’t give him the answer he needed. Could I? I couldn’t imagine it.


  As I went to war with myself, he closed the distance between us. He kissed me, a quick soft press of his lips to mine. The sweet gesture scattered my thoughts again as he looked deep into my eyes.


  “I love you, Erica. But if you can’t give this to me...” He didn’t finish, only shaking his head, eyes a tornado of emotion that seemed to reflect.


  But... what was he saying? This was it? Before I could question him, he reached for the door and I moved to let him pass. Head down, his hands stuffed back into his pockets, he disappeared down the hallway toward the noise of the party.


  I stood there, paralyzed by what had happened. For all my wanting to talk, I was in disbelief that this is what had been brewing inside Blake all this time.


  All the emotions I’d pushed down to go on about my life the past couple days had crept up to the surface tonight, and I’d passed the point of being able to be here with his family and pretend everything was fine. One look at Blake, knowing our relationship was now very much on the line, would have me in tears.


  Even if sorry was enough, I couldn’t say it any more than I had, and my heart couldn’t take any more of this. I couldn’t take another minute of knowing that everything I’d given him still wasn’t enough.


  Without giving Blake’s mother any indication of how our talk had gone, I slipped through the kitchen past her and into the living room. The friendly chatter quieted when I entered. Ignoring the others, for fear I’d break down if I made eye contact with anyone, especially Blake, I found Alli. She was standing by the couch, drink in hand. I grabbed my purse and gave her a quick hug.


  “I’m sorry,” I whispered and found my way out.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TEN


  



  The apartment was dark and quiet. Too quiet.


  I’d returned home alone and tried in vain to sleep. Inside I was battling with the enormity of what Blake had said, what he’d asked of me—the proposal after the proposal. Except this one hadn’t come with a glittering band of diamonds, but the very real threat of having nothing at all. I wanted to believe he was bluffing, that I could talk him out of this way of thinking. But what if he wasn’t? What if nothing I could say would sway this position he’d put me in?


  I’d texted Alli just before midnight, wondering if he’d stayed the night there. No, he’d left. She didn’t know where. Sleep finally took me in the early hours of the morning.


  The morning was muggier than usual after an evening of light showers. I stepped outside and found Clay waiting outside with the Escalade, ready to take me to work. Even when he didn’t drive me on other days, he was always nearby. Evidently Blake wasn’t going to take any more chances with my safety¸ and I didn’t suppose there was much I could say to change his mind on the matter.


  I relished the cool dry air of the SUV and let him guide us through the city streets. My mind drifted to Blake and where he was spending his nights. Before my imagination began to run wild again, I looked to Clay.


  “Do you know where Blake was last night?”


  His gaze lifted meeting me in the rearview mirror. “I couldn’t say for sure, Miss Hathaway. He asked me to stay available for you this week. I haven’t heard from him since then.”


  “Does someone else stay with him?”


  “No, ma’am. Just you.”


  He wasn’t worried about himself it would seem, but I was. The streets sped by until we slowed in front of the office. I said goodbye to Clay and walked briskly toward the entrance to the building.


  My body desperately needed more coffee to get me through the day, but I’d decided to skip my usual morning routine of stopping at Mocha. I’d been avoiding Simone. I didn’t know how much James had shared with her about Blake confronting him. I was already emotionally maxed out with what had transpired between Blake and me the previous night. If I had to face one more emotionally draining situation, I was going to snap.


  “Erica.”


  Pausing at the door leading up the office stairwell, I spun to find a familiar face. Dressed professionally in gray slacks and a light V-neck shirt, Isaac Perry stood before me. Fucking great.


  “What are you doing here?”


  I could barely mask my annoyance. Of all the days to show up uninvited, he had to pick today. He had the decency to look a little uneasy.


  “I emailed you. I didn’t hear back from you, so I thought I’d swing by since I was in town.”


  “You could have called and given me a heads up.”


  “I know, sorry. Was a bit of a last minute decision.”


  He worked his jaw a bit. He didn’t look like the man who’d groped me months ago. He looked like the man with a boyish smile who’d talked me into a private dinner that started it all.


  “I know you have things to do. I won’t take much of your time,” he said.


  “If Blake knows you came here...” I was thankful for once that I didn’t have to worry about Blake stopping in on me today. At least I didn’t think he would. After last night, I figured we were destined for some more time apart.


  He winced slightly, looking down to his expensive loafers. “I know. I realize he’s not my biggest fan. I was hoping you’d take mercy on me and give me a chance to explain though.”


  I took a step away from the door, folding my arms around my chest. We were in public, but the last time I’d seen him, he’d had his unwelcome hands all over me. I couldn’t and wouldn’t trust him.


  “I’m not sure there is anything we really need to discuss, Isaac.”


  He exhaled, looking more human and less tentative than he had before. “I’m sorry, Erica. I really am. Please, let me buy you a coffee. It’s all I’m asking for. Five minutes.”


  His soft blue eyes pleaded with me, and I remembered the Isaac Perry who’d been charming. Also, he was promising coffee.


  “Fine.”


  His eyes lit up, but I was less than excited. I cringed inwardly as I pushed through the doors of Mocha with him behind me, hoping for a miracle that Simone wouldn’t be working this morning. That would have been asking a lot since I’d not once graced the establishment without the vivacious red haired barista greeting me.


  She was helping another customer as we settled into our seats. I sat back, tracing the edge of the table. Isaac was going to press me about the advertising, and I still hadn’t decided what to do. Blake would be furious, of course, but maybe I’d be an idiot for turning down an account like Isaac’s if it meant moving the business forward quicker. With so many emotions tainting the situation, I wasn’t any closer to deciding how to approach his offer.


  Lost momentarily in thought, I almost jumped when Simone greeted us.


  “Hey,” she said with a soft smile. “Haven’t seen you in a while.”


  “Hey, Simone. Um, yeah. Sorry,” I said. Worlds collided, and I couldn’t get into it with her right now. I should probably just tell her what happened with James and be done with it.


  “The usual?” she asked, jarring my thoughts back to the present.


  “Sure.”


  Her gaze slid to Isaac, who seemed to be casually appreciating her figure the way most men did.


  “Make it two,” he said with a polite smile.


  I sighed, all too ready for my next shot of caffeine. “So…what did you want to talk about?”


  “I wanted to explain—”


  “What is there to explain, Isaac? Really. I’m not a fan of men groping me, or touching me in any way without my explicit permission.”


  “I took things too far, I realize that.”


  “Way too far. And it’s a little hard for me to look past that and jump into wanting to do business with you. Hopefully you can understand that.”


  His lips went tight. “I do. I made a mistake. My behavior was beyond reproach.”


  The simple confession settled over me, and just as I considered forgiving him, he spoke again.


  “I shouldn’t have been drinking.”


  I frowned, unwilling to accept his excuse. “Are you kidding? We shared a bottle of wine.”


  “I was on meds. Meds that severely impair my judgment when mixed with alcohol. You couldn’t have known that, and it’s not an excuse.”


  “You’re right, it’s not.”


  He stared at the table.


  “I want you to understand that’s not who I am. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t attracted to you, but if I’d been in my right mind, I wouldn’t have approached you that way.”


  I studied him carefully, wondering where all this was going. His need to seek my forgiveness seemed sudden, and I couldn’t help but be suspicious.


  “What do you want from me, Isaac?”


  He sighed and straightened. “It’s a small world. We have several mutual connections. I know Blake’s written me off, but it’s likely that our paths will cross again at some point. Despite all this,” he said, gesturing between us, “I was hoping we could work together still. Call it a peace offering.”


  “A binding financial arrangement is an odd kind of peace offering.”


  He barely suppressed a smile. “Perhaps, but I figured you’d see more value in that than flowers and chocolates.”


  “I’m engaged. You’d be wasting your money.”


  His eyes stilled, narrowing slightly. “I didn’t realize that. Congratulations.”


  “Thanks,” I said dryly.


  “In any case, I do genuinely want to work with you. Before the alcohol got the best of me, I was intrigued with what you proposed. I’d love to give it a try if you think we can get past my epic fuck up.”


  I shook my head. If he only knew what I’d been through. “I don’t know...”


  He sat back in his seat and lowered his head.


  “It’s okay. I understand, Erica. No hard feelings. I just thought it was worth a try. For what it’s worth, I am exceedingly sorry. I’m appalled at my behavior. The more I thought about it, the more I knew I had to see you and apologize. I hope if we see each other again, and I expect we will, we can at least be cordial.”


  I sighed, wishing I didn’t feel sorry for him. I tried to read his body language for signs that he was bullshitting me, but he was as disarming as he’d been the day we met.


  “I’ll think about it, okay?”


  He smiled. “That’s all I’m asking for.” He rose quickly. “Listen, thanks for meeting. I didn’t mean to take you off guard, but some things are better said face to face.”


  “I can appreciate that.” It would have been much easier to rebuff his attempt at a truce via email. Despite Blake’s fervent hatred for the man, I now found myself considering this bridge between our companies.


  Simone swung by with our coffee, already conveniently steaming from to-go cups. He handed her a bill and thanked her before turning to leave.


  “Who was that?” Simone asked.


  “A prospective advertiser.” Was he? Was I seriously considering this truce bridge between our companies? I wasn’t totally convinced that his intentions were all bad, though I wasn’t exactly inclined to forgive him either.


  “Looks like a good prospect. He tipped me like forty bucks.”


  I managed a laugh. She sidled up to the seat that he’d occupied. “What’s going on? Are you avoiding me?”


  I took a sip of my coffee, too tired to paint on a face that wasn’t mine. Her eyes narrowed.


  “Simone, at the risk of pissing you off and creating tension between you and James, I need to tell you something.”


  “James kissed you. I know.”


  My eyes went wide. “You know?”


  “Yeah, he told me the other day. Said Blake went nutso on him, telling him to give his notice.”


  “Fuck,” I muttered, as much in reflection of that afternoon as to the fact that she knew about it.


  “Listen, you need to figure this out with James. This is kind of what I was worried about with the love triangle stuff, but…”


  “But what?”


  “Erica, I care about James. I mean, we’ve been hanging out for a while, and I know he cares about you. He assures me that he’s over any romantic hang up he had with you, but he still very much considers you a friend. I don’t know if he and Blake can get past this, but you’re in the driver’s seat here. It’s your call.”


  I groaned. “I hate this. All of it. Blake has me in an awful position right now. I don’t want to fire James, and I’m furious with Blake for confronting him. He did not have my blessing to do that. He’s obviously very jealous and can’t stand the idea of me working every day with someone who made a pass at me.”


  She upturned her red lips.


  “I’ll talk to James. And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry all this is affecting you. I think you and James are great together. I really do. I consider you both my friends, and the last thing I want to do is come between you over this. Unfortunately, Blake’s jealousy is a persistent reminder of an indiscretion that I’m sure both James and I would rather forget. I know we both want to move on, and I hope we can.”


  “It’s not an easy situation. This doesn’t affect our friendship though, no matter what. I’m still your girl. Bitches first, okay?”


  I laughed, and she held out her hand for a fist pump. I met it, and she slid off her seat.


  “Go fix your crazy life, and I’m going to serve up some more rocket fuel to the addicts here, all right?”


  “Sounds like a plan. Thanks.”


  She smirked before sauntering off. I grabbed my coffee and left the café feeling just a little bit lighter. At least that was one fire I didn’t need to put out.


  At the office, I spent the morning catching up on emails before Alli popped in to brief me on advertising progress. She’d picked up two more accounts, which was a strong start in making up for the lost revenue we’d incurred. I was tallying some quick figures when she interrupted me.


  “So what’s going on with you and Blake?”


  I looked up to her worried eyes. I sighed and dropped my pen. I’d need to spill at some point. After running out on her party, she was bound to wonder what had gone down between Blake and me to make me leave.


  “Nothing to worry about. Bumps in the road, I guess.”


  “I’m going to worry about you. Especially when Blake is at my place late, holed up with Heath having some sort of brotherly heart-to-heart til midnight.”


  I fidgeted in my seat. “I didn’t realize he’d stayed that long.”


  “He didn’t come home?”


  I shook my head.


  “Where do you think he went?”


  I clicked my pen nervously. “I honestly have no idea.”


  “What happened between you two? You’ve been acting strange since you got back from San Francisco. I thought things went well.”


  “They did, on the business front. But we ran into Risa there. Listen, I can’t talk about this here. Do you want to grab a drink tonight after work? I can try to explain it all...somehow.”


  I suppressed a groan. That conversation was going to be all kinds of fucked up.


  “Okay. I’m going to step out to pick up some lunch. Do you want anything?”


  “Sure, just get me whatever you’re having.”


  She left me alone then, and a minute later James took her place in the chair behind my desk.


  “You have a minute?”


  “Sure.”


  I shuffled some papers around on my desk, for no reason at all other than to delay whatever he was going to say. But Simone was right. We needed to talk. We needed to get to the bottom of this. I let my forehead fall into my hands. We hadn’t even said anything and I was losing my shit. I took in a deep breath. “We should talk.”


  He leaned back into his chair, eying me. “You’re not going to fire me, are you?”


  “No.” I sulked back into the chair. No amount of coffee was going to make this conversation bearable. “I’m so sorry about all of this. Honestly, I don’t know where this all went wrong, but I’m desperate to fix it. I’m just lost about how to do it in a way that everyone can live with.”


  “Landon’s the only one with his panties in a twist about it. The rest of us are being adults. I don’t see why you need to cater to his temper tantrums unless he’s financially threatening you.”


  “He would never do that. And…I don’t know, James. I put him in a difficult situation that’s kind of impossible for me to explain to you.”


  “Something to do with this Daniel guy, I’m guessing?”


  “It’s more complicated than you can possibly understand. Not because you’re not capable of understanding it… but some things are better kept private. And yes. Daniel had a big part in me and Blake not being together. Everything kind of became more and more fucked up after that until we found our way back together again. When he realized what happened between you and me…” I sighed, closing my eyes. “I guess you could say it was the last straw, and now I’m sort of grappling with how to make things right between us.”


  He hesitated a moment. “I care about you, Erica. I care about this job too, but if you’re going to stay with Blake and as a result, my being here is making your life unnecessarily difficult, I should go. I don’t like this tension any more than you do.”


  “But I don’t want you to go. You’re important to the company, and to me. Despite everything that’s happened, you’re still a friend. And I’m not going to fire a friend.”


  He chewed his lip, tapping his thumb on the edge of the chair looking lost in thought. “Would it help if I wasn’t here?”


  “What do you mean? I just told you—”


  “I mean, in the office. Would it be easier if I wasn’t here in the office every day? I could work from home. I mean, it’s a technicality, but if it means keeping my job and staying with the company, it’s something worth considering.”


  I did just that. “You’d be willing to do that?”


  “Sure. And if eventually you want someone else in house, I can transition out. Maybe go out on my own. Freelance or whatever.”


  I wrinkled my nose, not liking that part of the proposal. “I hate this.”


  “I do too, but it’s not your fault. I’m not sure what Blake is making you believe, but I should have backed off as soon as I knew you were coming out of a relationship. You needed a friend, and I failed you in that regard.”


  “You didn’t fail.”


  “I jumped to conclusions. About a lot of things. This is my doing too, and if I have to make sacrifices for it, so be it.”


  “I appreciate the offer. But let’s not make any hasty decisions.”


  “I don’t think it’s hasty, honestly. It’s more like a long time in the making. I can see you’re stressed. You haven’t been yourself all week, and I hate to see you this way. I don’t want to be the cause of that. I never have been and I never will. But if we can make this change, at least for now, and that gives you some relief or room to fix things with him, we should do it.”


  “I’m hoping he’ll cool down a little. Maybe I can try to reason with him.” That was a big maybe.


  He leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. “You want to marry Blake, right?”


  I paused. “Yes.”


  “Personally, I can’t stand the guy, but obviously he’s important to you. Important enough that you said yes when he proposed. I don’t want to be the person who fucks that up for you. We made a mess with this workplace relationship thing, and now we both need to clean it up.”


  I offered a slight nod, wishing there wasn’t so much truth in what he was saying. “Maybe you’re right.”


  “It’s not what either of us wants, but maybe it’s the right thing.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  



  The rest of the day sped by. Maybe not all hope was lost in the landscape of my life. New accounts were coming in, I was at peace with Simone, and at least for now, James and I had a plan on how to move forward. I couldn’t deny that the thought of him leaving the company broke my heart a little though. He’d become part of the team, as well as a friend. I would miss seeing him every day, and I couldn’t help but resent that Blake was putting me in a position to make him go. As I dwelled on that thought, Alli popped in to remind me of our after-dinner date.


  I pulled my things together to leave. A few minutes later, Clay dropped us at a trendy sushi spot on a busy street. Alli and I ordered Mai Tais. I sucked the sweet drink down and politely asked the waitress for another when she delivered our assorted rolls. Today was simply one of those days. If nothing else, maybe the alcohol would put me to sleep when I went home to our empty bed again.


  “So James is going to be working from home for a while.” I finally blurted it out, knowing that Alli’s tense silence was filled with her unspoken questions about what the hell was going on.


  Alli frowned. “Why?”


  I took a deep breath. “When Blake and I weren’t together, James and I started to hang out more, as friends. I tried to keep things professional, but he started to want more. Eventually he made a pass at me, and...”


  Alli’s dropped her jaw dropped. “You didn’t...”


  “We kissed. It was brief, and I wanted it to end about three seconds after it started. Apparently Risa saw the whole thing, and this weekend at the awards event, she told Blake about it. I’m guessing she wanted to get back at me and mess with our relationship. Unfortunately, it worked. Blake was beside himself. We fought. He wanted James gone...or else.”


  I shoved a piece of sushi in my mouth, hating that he’d won. That I’d given him what he wanted.


  Alli stared, unmoving with wide eyes. “I wasn’t expecting all of that.”


  “Well that’s why I never told you. It was a mistake, and I wanted it to go away, but it hasn’t, so now I’m paying for it.”


  “So is everything okay between you now that James isn’t going to be in the office?”


  “I have no idea. We haven’t really talked.”


  I mangled one of my rolls as I thought about the awful distance that had come between us in the past few days. As angry as I was with Blake, I hated every minute when we fought. Nothing was right when we weren’t together, and I could only hope all that would change now.


  “Any way, how are things going with Heath? Give me some hope. Things seem to be perfect with you two right now.”


  She shrugged and placed a slice of ginger on one of her rolls. “I wouldn’t say perfect.”


  I lifted an eyebrow. “Trouble in paradise?”


  She laughed, but her smile quickly faded. “I don’t know. I worry about him.”


  “That’s understandable, but has he given you a reason to?”


  “That’s the thing. Not really. But I can’t help but worry. He finished the program, and ever since it’s like I haven’t been able to shake this feeling that he’s going to slip up again.”


  “But he has you. He has Blake and work and his family. It seems like he’s on the right track. Everything is going so well, isn’t it?”


  “I know. On the surface everything is great. The apartment, our jobs. But it seems like whenever I check in with him, he tells me I’m hovering. He reminds me that Blake hovers and his family hovers. Understandably so, but he says he doesn’t need one more person studying his every move. I just care about him too damn much to lose what we have.”


  I contemplated what she was telling me for a moment. I hadn’t known the Heath that used as well as I knew the new, sober Heath, but I’d seen enough to recognize how different he’d been. I believed that his relationship with Alli and being deprived of it when he went back to rehab was what sobered him on an entirely different level. Blake believed it too, which is what prompted him to bring him back home early and unexpectedly.


  “It sounds like you’re waiting for him to fail, Alli,” I finally said.


  Her shoulders slumped and sadness flickered behind her eyes. “I’m scared. I don’t want to go through what we went through again. I was a mess. I mean, you saw me. I need Heath—like I’m wildly in love with him and I can’t imagine being without him. But for this to work, I need him to stay healthy. I’ll do anything I can to make sure that happens.”


  “I remember you were a mess, but he was too. I think you both need each other, but maybe what he needs more than anything is for you to have faith in him. We all know how Blake is, and parents are parents. He wants you to love him and believe in him, not mother him.”


  She sighed. “It’s hard, because when we were in New York, we spent every spare minute together. We only had to work around my schedule then, but now that he’s working with Blake, we have even less time.”


  “Just because you aren’t spending every waking minute together doesn’t mean he’s in peril. Working with Blake and taking those responsibilities more seriously is good for him. Even if it’s time that he can’t spend with you.”


  She nodded. “You’re right. I just wish we didn’t have to live with this invisible demon threatening to come between us. Every day is an opportunity for things to go wrong.”


  I caught her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Alli.”


  She lifted her gaze to mine.


  “Stop waiting for something bad to happen. The best thing you can do is love him, show him you care, and make the most out of every minute you have. Stop trying to control what you can’t control.”


  


  * * *


  


  I hurried under the awning of the building as the rain started to come down harder. Scanning the street, I saw no sign of Blake’s Tesla. My heart sank, and the prospect of spending another night without him gnawed at me. Earlier I’d considered calling to tell him about my conversation with James, but something—maybe pride—held me back. He’d find out...but I wasn’t entirely ready to let him know he’d won this round yet.


  As I climbed the stairs, I met Cady just outside the door of the apartment Sid and I once shared.


  “Hey.” She beamed, keys in hand.


  “Have you seen Blake?” I asked, my enthusiasm obviously far dimmer than hers.


  “He was at the office when I left. Why?”


  I hesitated, debating whether to tell her more. “He didn’t come home last night, that’s all.”


  “Oh.” Concern painted her features. “I think he probably stayed at work last night then. He looked tired, and…well, he hasn’t exactly been in a chipper mood today. That might explain why.”


  I sighed, relief washing over me. Still, knowing he was staying at work wasn’t bringing him any closer to home. I thanked her and climbed the stairs to our apartment. I dropped my things on the island and went to our bedroom. The bed was a mess, the sheets an unmade mess, for all the wrong reasons. I hadn’t slept much, and likely, neither had he.


  I took a quick shower and emerged. The apartment was as silent as it had been when I’d arrived. Securing the towel around my chest, I went to the dresser where I kept my clothes. My jewelry rested in a shallow box on top of it. I slipped my ring back on, and the diamonds of the matching bracelets caught my eye. I picked them up. The weight of the bracelets rested heavily in my palm. The expensive bands sparkled in the dim light of the bedroom. They were beautiful, but their meaning meant more. I fingered the small medallions. The platinum roulette wheel clinked against its mate, the heart...Blake’s heart.


  Looking up, I caught my reflection in the mirror. All I could see now were my tired eyes filled with the kind of sadness that only being away from Blake could bring. Fighting this fight with him seemed fruitless and damaging, when my answer would always be yes. When the only future I could envision was one with him.


  I wanted him back, at any cost, even my pride. To think I could stand my ground against someone like him—a man who saw what he wanted and stopped at nothing to have it—was delusional at best. But damn, he pushed me. Trusting him with my body and my heart wasn’t enough, yet somehow I’d always known that would be true. A part of me knew that one day our relationship would come to this, that he’d push me for all I could give. He’d been controlling and maddening from day one. I’d been a fool to expect any of that to change.


  But he was right. I’d fought like hell to maintain that line between our worlds. I’d let him in, bit by bit, but always held him a safe distance from certain aspects of my life. Because I’d given him more than I’d ever given anyone else, I wanted to think that was enough. But it wasn’t. That much was clear now.


  I didn’t want to fight, and I didn’t want our relationship to be a battlefield. Perhaps that was why he wasn’t giving me any other options now. We both were hurting and unhappy as a result of my fuck up, and now, because he was making me pay for it, or change for it.


  I clasped the bracelets around my wrist, admiring them. Always I’d worn them with pride. I wanted the world to know I wore them for him, even if no one knew what they meant to us. Our promise. Like the one on my finger.


  Blake could own me, he could hold something deep in me, but I’d captured something precious in him too. Something he’d never given anyone else.


  I glanced back to the bed, the sharp ache of missing him too painful to ignore.


  


  * * *


  The downpour of rain had me nearly soaked by the time I stepped through the doors of the Landon Group offices. A sliver of light cast across the floor where Blake’s door was ajar. I knocked quietly before entering, hoping not to greet him with a heart attack.


  Inside he was sitting lazily at his desk, feet propped up, his focus on the televisions across the room before shifting to me.


  “Working hard?” I walked around his desk and propped myself on the edge.


  “What are you doing here?” Blake asked.


  “I should ask you that. How long are you going to camp out here and pout?”


  His jaw shifted, and he lifted a tumbler of scotch to his lips. His throat worked on a swallow. “I’m not pouting.” He set the glass down, his eyes traveling the length of me, all the way down to my strappy black heels. “You’re wet.”


  I raised my eyebrows and looked out the windows of his office. They were covered with blinds, blocking him from the view of the world outside.


  “If you ever left your cave, you might notice that it’s raining buckets out there.”


  He frowned. “You walked?”


  I rolled my eyes. “No, Clay drove me. Relax.” I glanced over his desk and lit on a stack of documents with a familiar logo.


  “What are these?” I asked, picking them up.


  He sighed, seeming annoyed. “Financials for Sophia’s modeling agency.” He pulled them from my grasp and tossed them to the other side of the desk beyond my reach.


  I narrowed my eyes at him. “Has she been in town?”


  He took another drink. “Why, do you think she hand delivered them?”


  I stared at him, unwilling to let it drop.


  “No, Sophia has not been in town, at least that I know of. You can put your claws back.”


  Relieved, I shot him a grin. “Can’t blame me for asking, can you?”


  “Suppose not,” he mumbled.


  I took a deep breath and decided to dive in. As much as I wanted to tease him to resolution, we’d probably only get there by talking seriously. Even though the last time hadn’t gone so well.


  “I’ve thought a lot about what you said last night.”


  “And,” he said dryly.


  “I understand that you’re upset, and I understand why. I have held back, especially with the business. It’s been my safe place in a way. The part of my life I can go to, no matter what happens between us, and know that it’s mine. That every success and every failure is mine. It’s everything I’ve worked for, and it scares me to share it with you. It always has. But I’m willing to change and involve you more.”


  His gaze held me steadily. “Why would you do that, after all this time?”


  “Well, for starters, if we’re getting married...” I lingered on that thought a moment, trying not to derail with the possibility that we wouldn’t, that he wouldn’t want that anymore. “I suppose what’s yours is mine in that regard. If I can’t trust my husband-to-be with it, who can I trust?”


  He set down his glass. He folded his hands on his lap, seeming to study me. “Okay,” he said simply. “So James is leaving, I take it?”


  I searched his eyes for any sign that he might relent on that point. “Has it occurred to you that you’re being a little unreasonable when it comes to me keeping James with the company?”


  “If I’m being unreasonable, it’s in response to unreasonable behavior, and in that case, I’ll call it purely justified. I told you where I stand on this issue. Nothing’s changed.”


  “What if I said that starting today, you can have all the control in the business you want, except for that one tiny piece.” I illustrated the tiny piece with my thumb and forefinger, as if that might help.


  “You should go, Erica. No point in both of us sleeping here tonight.” He lowered his feet to the floor and swiveled to face the computer screens.


  Christ was he stubborn. I could almost see his heels digging in.


  God love him, Blake fought dirty. He was putting the survival of our relationship on the line to get what he wanted—what he said he needed. I wouldn’t be reasoning with him tonight. Not unless I fought dirty too.


  “Suit yourself,” I said and slid off the desk. Slowly, I fingered the top button of my raincoat. One by one, I released them. Blake’s attention turned back to me. His gaze fixed on the front as the jacket parted, giving him a sliver of vision into what I was wearing underneath. It wasn’t much.


  “You’re not going to ply me with sex.”


  I canted my head. “No?” I challenged, secretly knowing I’d already given in to his demands.


  I smiled and shrugged out of the jacket I’d traveled here in. Tossing it away, I stood near naked in just enough black lace to cover the bare necessities. Trails of water from my rain-soaked hair trickled down my body over my already damp skin. I had been worried about the weather hampering my look, but based on the way Blake’s lips parted, the effect might have worked in my favor.


  “I think I might be able to change your mind.”


  “You can’t. I’m sick of this shit, Erica.”


  If I’d been blindfolded, I might have believed him, that he couldn’t be swayed. But his eyes gave him away, leveled at my chest as I reached for the clasp at the front of my bra.


  “I seem to recall you have a weakness for lace,” I teased.


  “You’re my only weakness,” he murmured.


  The words hit my heart. The playful smile I wore faded. I wanted to be his weakness, but not if he resented it, the way it sounded like he did now. Turning, I walked slowly away. My boldness had taken a hit, and now I only felt embarrassed and hurt. I wanted him to want me, to meet me not even close to the middle, but to consider this one concession.


  “Where the hell are you going?”


  I lifted my lips again at that small sign of hope. I slowed in front of the couch on the other side of the office and unclasped my bra. I let it slip over my shoulders and down my arms, depriving him of the view of my naked chest. Hooking my thumbs over the barely there panties, I pulled them down, leaving me completely naked, save my jewelry.


  “You won’t win this way, you know.”


  I spun, and he was there in front of me instantly, eyes blazing.


  “I’m not trying to win anymore.” All teasing was lost from my voice with that concession.


  “Then what are you doing?”


  I ran my hands up his chest. “I’m letting you win.”


  He winced. “You’re playing games. I’m not interested in games.”


  “I’m not playing. I’m giving you what you want. I’m giving you all of me.” I reached up and curled my arms around his neck. My breasts brushed against his clothed chest. I could feel his heart beating quickly, matching the wild rhythm of my own.


  “This doesn’t work. Being apart destroys us. I can’t live without you, Blake. I can barely survive a night without you. How am I supposed to risk losing you for a lifetime? If you won’t give me this one thing, then I have no choice in the matter, do I? So I’m letting you win. I’m trusting you with everything I have, body, soul, and business. Take what you want, be wherever you need to be.”


  I met his eyes, wanting him to believe every word.


  “And James.”


  I drew in a breath, resigning myself to the choice I had to make. “He’s leaving. It’s done.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWELVE


  



  He regarded me silently. I held myself to him, but he hadn’t touched me in any other way. Still holding back. Yet the way his muscles coiled tight under his skin, I couldn’t help but feel that could change at any moment. I’d become the hunted, and this chase would turn on its head in an instant. The anticipation had my heart racing.


  “That’s what you want, isn’t it?” My voice caught when he licked his lips.


  “That’s not all I want.”


  Lust filled his eyes, mixing with the quiet determination I’d seen grow in him over the past several days. Heat bloomed across my skin under his traveling gaze.


  “I’m giving you everything,” I whispered.


  “I’d like to believe it, but you’ve done nothing but fight me. How do I know anything has changed?”


  How could I show him?


  Love wasn’t enough. Words, meaning every one I uttered, weren’t enough. I was here, naked and vulnerable, chest-to-chest with the man who was demanding I give him every piece of myself. I lowered back onto my heels and let my hands fall down. How much was enough? I’d finally acquiesced to his demands, and now I was scrambling with how I could prove it to him.


  I twisted my fingers nervously between us. My fingertip traced the small band of diamonds above my knuckle. A thought struck me. Nerves tightened my stomach and adrenaline pulsed through me. I closed my eyes.


  Fuck. I was about to give him everything. And I was petrified.


  I exhaled a shaky breath, hoping the release would loosen the knot in my throat. Opening my eyes, I braced myself for what I had to do. I looked up into Blake’s eyes, a tornado of want and worry.


  “Blake, I love you so much. And I trust you. I really do.” I kept my voice steady, not wanting to give him any reason to doubt me. “So please understand this for what it is…everything...everything that I have. Please don’t make me regret it.”


  I closed my eyes a second and dropped slowly to my knees. The only sound in the room was metal against metal, the clink of the bracelets as I positioned my hands on my thighs.


  I waited for him. To believe me, to come to me and be the one to bring us back together.


  A minute that felt like forever passed. No movement, no words. Only the echo of what I’d done and the anticipation of where it would take us. Slowly he lowered in front of me. I kept my focus on the floor and then the dark fabric of his jeans stretching over his knees. He tipped my chin to meet his eyes. His lips were parted, his breath rushing out in soft pants that met my own ragged breathing.


  He drew a line across my quivering lips. “This is what I want, if it’s what you want,” he finally said.


  My heart hammered in my chest, a loud reminder of how much he meant to me. “I want you. I can’t promise I’ll be perfect, but I’ll try to be what you want, everything you need.”


  He slid his palm over my cheek and into my hair, urging me up. I lifted to my knees and steadied myself with my palms against his chest. The hard muscles rippled under my hands. He held me that way, our lips a breath apart, his eyes scorching with emotion.


  His breath whispered over my lips. “All I’ve ever wanted, since the day we met, was your trust. I want to be there for you, to help you, protect you. I can’t do any of that the way I need to when you fight me and push me back.”


  “I won’t anymore, I promise.”


  His eyes softened. He wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling me closer to him. “And I promise that I will never let you regret that choice.”


  A warm feeling expanded in my chest, dispelling the nerves and the doubt. My love for this man shot through me, sending a tremble down every limb. Lust and desire lit up on its path, and I had to have him now. His name on my lips, I kissed him feverishly, as if I’d never have another chance. Hands in his hair, I clung to him, wanting our bodies as close as they could be. He answered the silent wish, bringing both hands to my ass. A quick thrust of his hips showed me how badly he wanted me too.


  I gasped for air, breathless from the kiss and the electricity in the air. “Take me now. Take what’s yours, Blake.”


  He lifted me quickly to the couch so I lay on my back. As we kissed, an all consuming kiss, he caught my wrists and held them above me. I arched my back off the couch, restless and eager to feel him against me again. He loosened his hold and I went to reach for him, only to find my wrists bound in the bracelets. They were the most expensive handcuffs I’d ever wear, and their beauty kept me captive in a way nothing else ever had.


  “You’ve given me what I want, Erica. Now I’m going to give you everything you want. You’ll lack for nothing tonight, baby.”


  My fingers itched to touch him, to rake through his hair, down his back. I groaned, the now hopeless desire to move and take hold of him shooting through me. “Then fuck me and don’t make me wait anymore.”


  He moved down my body, kissing a wet path down my torso. A lick into my navel, a soft graze of his teeth over my hipbone.


  “Blake,” I whimpered.


  “I will, baby. Trust me, I will. I want a little taste of you first.”


  He pushed one of my legs to the floor. Grabbing the other at the knee, he held it firmly against the back of the couch, exposing me to him completely. I lay there, full of need and on display for the man who never failed to reduce me to a shameless harlot with a few well-timed words.


  Warm snaked through me. My heart thundered, sexual anticipation now rushing in over my love for him. I clenched my fists, remembering my bonds. The cool metal tight at my skin where I strained reminded me who owned this moment. I closed my eyes and sighed, going limp into the soft give of the couch.


  “That’s a good girl. Lay back and I’m going to make you see stars,” he murmured.


  He brushed his lips down my thigh. Every time his tongue slipped out and made contact with my skin, my eyes rolled back. My fingers curled tightly over the armrest of the couch, steadfast where he’d placed them earlier. Heat flowed through me like molten lava. I swore I’d never been so damn needy and yet so patient and trusting that he’d sate those needs.


  Warm, sure hands slid from my knees to the center of my body where Blake spread me farther with his fingers. When his mouth made contact with the sensitive flesh between my legs, I began to tremble. His grip on my thighs stiffened, ready to keep me still. The soft press of the intimate kiss gave way to his tongue, drawing a full velvet lick up my clit. I cried out and my patience took a serious hit as he continued to massage the taut bundle of nerves, sucking and licking, moaning curses against it.


  “You taste like heaven.” The words blew air onto my throbbing sex, cool under the warm bliss of his mouth. Christ, his mouth. His tongue traveled the same path, up and down, sucking and devouring. Nothing was teasing about how he ate me. I was perilously close to coming now, rocking into his motions wantonly.


  “Do you want to come with me inside you, baby? You want something to crush down on when I push you over?” He slid a single finger inside me, just enough to remind me what I was missing.


  I nodded quickly, my voice effectively replaced by the breathing I could no longer control. I wanted that. I wanted every intensely erotic moment his beautiful mind could think up. Without another word, he stood. He tugged off his shirt and unfastened his belt.


  The sound it made slipping through the loops sent a fiery tingle over my skin. I bit my lip and arched slightly. The corner of his mouth lifted in a smirk as he undid his jeans and pushed them down his thighs with his boxers, revealing his hard, gorgeous, and very ready cock.


  “Admit it.”


  I shifted my focus to his face, as breathtaking as every other part of him. I frowned.


  “Admit that you like the belt.”


  My teeth dug into my lower lip a little harder. The pain, the sweet edge of desire.


  “I know you do.” He laughed. “Your pussy gets impossibly wet every time. You don’t really have to admit it, because I already know. Your body gives you away. But I’d love to hear the words come out of your mouth.”


  The memory of the leather smarting my skin elicited a physical response beyond anything I could comprehend. For all the fears I’d faced, through little fault of my own, I did like the things we’d done. I couldn’t think of a single thing I hadn’t liked, or hadn’t fucking loved for that matter. I wanted to be pushed. I wanted that edge. Maybe that was twisted, and maybe nothing about it made sense to the rest of the world, but he was right. I liked it, and it was useless to deny it. My lips twisted into a small smile. “I do.”


  He stood above me, grinning devilishly. “I think I caught myself a little deviant. A smart and beautiful little deviant. I knew you were perfect for me, and you keep proving me right.”


  I widened my smile. “I like your hand better though. I like when you can feel the sting too, and when you stop to grab me and touch me there.”


  He groaned and palmed his erection, pumping the rigid length. “I wasn’t planning on spanking you tonight, but you’re making me want to bend you over my desk right now.”


  “That could be arranged.” I gazed at him through hooded eyes. I was getting ready to beg for it when he lowered between my legs. When he came over me, the silk contact of our warm bodies sliding over each other was almost too much. I sucked in a breath, and he caught the lower lip I had trapped earlier. Sucking it into his mouth, he traced his tongue over the swollen flesh.


  “I don’t want to punish you, baby. I want to reward you. I want to spend hours making you come for me. Again”—he lowered his lips to my neck—“and again”—sucking a path down to my shoulder—“and again, until you beg me to stop.”


  I clenched, all too aware of how close to the edge he’d already taken me.


  “I’m begging you right now...to start. Let me come, Blake, please.”


  “I will. How do you want it? Slow?”


  I arched into his mouth as he lowered to my breast. Circling the taut point with his tongue, he sucked and pulled.


  He gazed up at me. I shook my head.


  “Fast?” Turning his attention to the other, he lavished the same treatment until I thought I’d lose my mind.


  “Yeah,” I breathed.


  “Rough?”


  He caught the tip between his teeth and his fingers found my wet heat again. He slipped two fingers in, twisting slowly. He bit down gently on my nipple, and I shuddered and clenched.


  “Oh, fuck,” I gasped.


  He released and moved up my body again. “Your body tells me everything I need to know, baby. Now I’m going to give you everything you want.”


  When the hot crown of his head pressed into me, I thought I might die from the sweet overwhelming relief of it. He pushed in easily, and my breath left me with a groan. I was losing my grip on reality far too quickly. Rooted there, he churned his hips. The possessive motion did little for my sanity. Then he kissed me everywhere, my face, my shoulders, my neck.


  “Blake, please, let me touch you. I need to.”


  His body deeply seated in mine, I recognized the vulnerability in his eyes when he nodded. I brought my hands down, the muscles in my shoulders aching from the posture. He unclasped the bracelets, freeing me quickly. The second he did, I shoved a hand through his hair and pulled him down to my mouth for a heated kiss.


  As if that one gesture were a green light to fuck me out of my mind, he caught my hip and drove into me. Deep, powerful thrusts that pushed me up the couch until his other hand pressed again the armrest. The leverage allowed him to fuck me even harder, claim me ever deeper.


  “This what you want, beautiful?”


  “Yes,” I whimpered. “God, yes.” I raked my nails down his sides, wanting to mark him. I gripped his hips between my thighs, hastening his movements over me. I needed to feel him, us together, everything disappearing in the blissful way it could this way.


  “I never thought I could love anyone the way I love you… Erica...God, you have no idea what you do to me.”


  I trembled, the depth of his penetration sending waves of pleasure like electricity through my body. I was lost in the sensation. I gripped his hair by the roots, my sex crushing down around him. Everything crashed down. Every wall, all my pride. Nothing mattered except this...


  Without warning he rose up on his knees. He caught my ankles, placed them on his shoulders. With his next thrust, I went into orbit. He was so deep.


  He slipped his hand between us and teased tight circles over my clit. Colors flew behind my eyes. I started to slip. The orgasm so close I could taste it. I could feel it down to my fingertips and all the way to my toes.


  “Blake.” His name flew out of my mouth like a plea.


  “Tell me what you want.”


  “Hard!” I screamed, the climax already ripping through me. My back bowed off the couch completely, my muscles spasming beyond my control.


  With a fierce growl, he dug into the flesh of my hips. With both hands, he shoved me down onto his cock and fucked me harder than I had ever been fucked in my life. His cock lengthened inside me, hitting my core in the delicious way that it always did seconds before he came.


  He cursed, pulsing into me. Eyes to the sky, he caught his breath. He looked as destroyed as I felt. Slipping out of me, he fell back onto the couch. Hands on his head, he blew out a slow unsteady breath.


  “Why?”


  He turned his head to look at me, confusion mingling with the utter wreckage on his face. “Why what?”


  “Why on earth would you deprive us of that?”


  He laughed, and I smiled too, too wasted for anything else but levity. Then his smile faded. He brought his hand to my knee, and stroked my leg gently. Several empty minutes passed.


  “Don’t leave me again, Blake,” I said softly.


  Our eyes locked. “I didn’t leave you.”


  “You left our bed, and I didn’t know where you were.”


  “I didn’t want to stay away. I never want to be away from you. You’re all I think about. You’re the only person I ever want to be with.”


  “Then why did you leave?”


  He sighed. “If I came home, I was going to fuck you senseless.”


  I laughed again, despite the seriousness I was trying to convey. “When did that become a crime?”


  “Not nearly a crime, but as amazing as this is—and believe me, it was amazing—fucking you wasn’t going to get me what I wanted. If anything, it would only complicate matters and confuse the issue. We both know sex isn’t the issue here. But I was hoping you’d come around, sooner rather than later. I was prepared to jerk off until you gave in to my demands, but I can’t say I was looking forward to it.”


  I shook my head in disbelief. “And now that I have?”


  He slid his hand down farther, catching mine and threading our fingers together. “Now I want to take you home and show you how grateful I am until the sun comes up.”


  


  


  * * *


  


  I dressed for work and joined Blake in the kitchen. Seeing him there pouring coffee made me realize even more how terrible the brief distance had been. I wanted Blake in my life, every morning, every night, and every minute we could steal in between. Married life, I figured, would cater to that pretty well. A little flutter of excitement went through me at that sentiment.


  I navigated around the island for my coffee, and he snagged me close for a kiss. I melted into it. His lips lingered and his tongue teased. Memories from last night whirled through my mind. Every touch, every toe-curling moment. Now I wished we had time for more. Still, the weekend was close, and we could spend at least some of it in bed. I wanted Blake by my side, but I also wanted to catch up on some much needed sleep. I hadn’t really slept since the trip to San Francisco, and the fatigue was catching up with me.


  “I’m exhausted.” I slipped out of his embrace and lifted myself onto a seat at the island with my coffee.


  “Makes two of us. Why don’t you stay home?”


  “Some of us have to work, dear.”


  A comfortable silence fell as we drank our coffee.


  “When does James leave?”


  I tightened my jaw, lingering bitterness at James leaving seeping in. “I wanted to talk to you about that, actually.”


  He set his cup down with a thud. His eyebrows went up with a challenge.


  “It’s not what you think,” I reassured him.


  “What is it then?”


  “Asking James to leave wasn’t something I wanted to do, but I did it for you.”


  “For us,” he said.


  I exhaled heavily. “Whatever. It’s difficult for me to not draw parallels to your situation with Sophia, though.”


  He leveled an expressionless stare at me before turning to refill his cup. “She lives in New York.”


  “You’ve also slept with her. You have a history with her. You had a sexual and romantic relationship. Even if I didn’t despise her personally, it would bother me that you still see her...sporadically or not.”


  He turned and leaned against the counter. The pose was casual, but I could sense the tension rippling below his clothes. I resented what this woman’s name brought into the room. I also resented his clothes. These conversations seemed to go better when we were both naked.


  “The only reason I ever see her is on business. I’ve told you this. Why do you keep pressing the issue?”


  “Because I’m human, and like you, I’m jealous of anyone who wants what’s mine. You’re mine, and neither of us can deny that she wants you. You can claim you’re just friends all day long, but I could say the same about James and me, and the words would fall on deaf ears.”


  “What do you want me to do about it?”


  I traced the rim of my cup, suddenly scared to the death that I was dancing on the edge of disaster with Blake again and so soon after we’d come to terms.


  “How long have you been invested in her business?”


  He knitted his brows. “Four years.”


  I nodded. “That’s a long time.”


  “What are you getting at, Erica? Spit it out.”


  “I’d like it if you would consider removing yourself from her business. I’m not saying I want her business to suffer, but I can’t help but feel like keeping that connection with you is like a lifeline for her. Like she’ll always have a chance to try to get you back.”


  “She has zero chance of getting me back.”


  “Did you tell her we were getting married?”


  His jaw tensed. He pushed off the counter and dumped the remains of his coffee cup into the sink. “You’re a pain in the ass, Erica. Do you realize that?”


  I laughed, relieved to have a little comic relief. “Do what you want, Blake. I’m just letting you know how I feel. You want me to be honest with you, so I am. I made a sacrifice for the health of our relationship, and those sacrifices are more easily made when there isn’t a double standard.”


  He circled the island and stood in front of me. Staring down, his eyes glimmered with humor. Something had changed in him, and already I loved it.


  “I’ll take it into consideration.”


  “Thank you,” I murmured, arching up to kiss his lips.


  “Does that make you happy?”


  I smiled. “You make me happy, so yes. The less of you I have to share, the better.”


  He hummed and lowered again to kiss me, tracing his tongue over my lip. “How about we make you happy one more time before work.”


  


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  



  I worked busily through my work all morning. For the most part, everything was on track. Blake and I were good, James and I had an understanding, and I was ready to move on with my life. After lunch Daniel texted me, reminding me of the meeting we’d scheduled for the afternoon.


  I cursed myself for forgetting. Stepping outside, I caught a cab to Daniel’s campaign headquarters. As much as I didn’t need a second job, meeting Daniel’s assistant campaign manager’s frazzled energy made me sorry for him. Without delay, he led me through the hustle and bustle of the headquarters office that always put me on edge.


  “Great to see you again, Erica.” Will shut the door behind us. Running a hand over his dark blond and generally untamed hair, he settled down behind his desk.


  I sat across from him and pulled out my notebook. “You too. How has everything been going?”


  “Well, as I’m sure you know, we’re in the midst of the debates.” He threw his hands up.


  I twisted my lips up. “No, I didn’t. Is that good?”


  He raised his eyebrows. He still thought this was an important job for me, not a situation that Daniel had coerced me into, which would explain my total lack of knowledge about the campaign as it currently stood. If I wanted information, I knew how to seek it, but nothing about the Massachusetts governor’s race appealed to me, even with my biological father as a prominent candidate.


  “So far, yes, it’s good. Mr. Fitzgerald is winning most of them. We have a strong position in the race, and with only a month of campaigning left to do, we want this last push to be what solidifies the win.”


  “Of course.” I was still uncertain how I felt about Daniel winning or losing. He was my father, and even though he was a murdering sociopath, part of me wanted to root for him. I shook the strange thought from my head and pressed Will to fill me in more. I hadn’t been in the loop for weeks. Thank goodness, Daniel had given me some space, but I had a feeling that wouldn’t last much longer.


  Will spent the next hour bringing me up to speed. We strategized and bounced ideas around. Somehow I was able to draw some parallels between my own venture and Daniel’s marketing goals, and by the time I left, I’d armed Will with some new initiatives to carry through until our next meeting in a week.


  The constant hum of the area beyond Will’s small office seemed to grow in volume. Sensing a change, I shifted my focus from Will. Through the glass windows of the office, a few people gathered near the entrance where Daniel now stood. He looked imposing as ever in an impeccable suit, but his stance was casual. His lips moved silently. Then his blue eyes met mine and his smile seemed to broaden a bit. A few seconds later, he joined us in Will’s office.


  I stood awkwardly. Should I shake his hand?


  “Will, one of the interns out there had some questions about some press releases that were going out today. Quotes and what not. Can you take care of it? Give me a moment to speak with Erica.”


  “Of course. Take your time.” Will stood quickly, gathering up his phone and papers.


  As unsettling as Daniel’s presence could sometimes be, I relaxed when Will’s brand of stress left the room. Daniel sat back, legs crossed, drumming his fingers on his knee.


  “How are you doing?”


  “I’m good.”


  “How’s Blake?”


  I shot a concerned look his way. He laughed quietly. His mood seemed light, but out of habit, I approached any direct communication with him, especially on the topic of Blake, with caution. Maybe I was still a little shell shocked from some of our other less civilized meetings.


  “I’m just asking. Last time we spoke you said you were engaged. Any news on that front?”


  I inhaled a breath, relief tempering the worry that he still harbored a serious grudge toward my fiancé.


  “Um, no. Not really. How’s Margo?” I asked, hoping to change the subject.


  Daniel shifted his gaze from me.


  “She’s coming to terms. The election has been a saving grace for her, given her something to focus her energies on, thank God.”


  “That’s good, I suppose.”


  “She actually asked about you the other day.”


  I hadn’t seen Margo in weeks, since before Mark’s death. No part of me wanted to face the woman who’d mothered my rapist knowing that our unfortunate connection was what had ultimately led to his death. I couldn’t see the sorrow in her eyes and share it. And I couldn’t pretend I didn’t know my father was the reason she was now childless.


  “Does she know I’m working with you on the campaign?”


  He nodded. “She knows. You and Will worked out the details?”


  “Yes, I think we came up with a good plan for your next steps. If things continue to go well outside of the online outreach, it seems our efforts could put you over the edge. I mean, I haven’t done this before in terms of politics, but it’s promising, I’d say.”


  “Excellent. That’s what I want to hear. I’m glad we could figure this out, one way or the other.”


  I doodled into my notebook. He was glad now, but he’d put me through hell to get me here when he could have simply asked nicely. Without the murder and violence and death threats that I hoped were all now safely in the past.


  “Erica.”


  I lifted my chin at his more demanding tone.


  “Would it help if I said I was sorry? For everything that happened?”


  “I’m here now. Isn’t that enough? Do I have to be happy about it too?”


  “I’d feel a little better if you were. If we win, there will be plenty to be happy about.”


  I tried to imagine that for a moment. I wasn’t sure my vision of victory lined up with his. “Do you really believe that winning this election will bring you happiness?”


  A deep frown marked his brow, and he stood. “I have a full day. Need to go over some things with Will before I go, but it was good to see you.”


  I collected my bag quickly, stuffing my notebook into it as I rose. “I’ll see you later then.”


  I stepped past him, reaching for the door. He placed a hand at my elbow and I jerked away. My heart sped up at the memory of the last time he’d touched me, shaking me with rage.


  I looked over my shoulder. Our eyes locked.


  “Even if it means nothing to you, if you aren’t necessarily happy to be here, I want you to know that I’m glad that you’re a part of this.”


  I gave a short nod and moved forward.


  I waved Will a goodbye and left as quickly as I could. As I did, I caught Daniel’s figure watching my departure, his expression stoic.


  


  * * *


  


  I stepped into the apartment to the savory smell of dinner, quiet jazz playing in the surround sound. Blake was in the kitchen, a look of concentration on his face as he put the finishing touches on two plates.


  “What is all this?” I tossed my bag down and leaned against the island to watch him.


  “If I did everything right, it should look and taste like beef wellington. Julia Child would be proud, I think.”


  I smirked, enamored by the gesture and a little proud too. Not surprisingly, Blake was amazing at anything he put his mind to.


  “If I knew getting on my knees was going to result in home cooked meals every night, I would have done it sooner. You know food is the way to my heart.”


  He grinned. “Watch that mouth. I might have to punish it later.”


  I hummed with a giggle. “Sounds intriguing. I hope you put it to good use.”


  He flashed me a dark look. “Don’t mistake my culinary prowess for weakness, sweetheart.”


  “I wouldn’t dare. Nothing you do is anything less than perfectly dominant. Just don’t make me call you Master while we eat, okay?”


  I came up behind him and circled his chest with my arms, giving him a hug as he placed tiny springs of herbs on top our plates.


  “Fair enough. Come on, let’s eat,” he said.


  I let go, and we walked to the table. My cheeks heated at the memory of being tied down to the very thing, having come home to a far less amiable Blake.


  “What are you thinking about?”


  I widened my eyes as if I’d been caught in the very act. “Um…the table.”


  He laughed and popped a bite of steak into his mouth. “You’re trying to rush us through a gourmet meal so I can tie you up, baby?”


  “No. I like to unwind a bit before you start practicing your rope work. What has you so chipper anyway?”


  He leaned back in his chair. “Max is out.”


  My eyebrows shot up. “Out of Angelcom? That’s amazing. How did you do it?”

  “Unfortunately, my chat with Michael was pretty fruitless. He said exactly what I thought he’d say. Always wants us to work it out between us, not get involved. So I worked it out.”


  “How did you do it?”


  “I was talking to Heath about pulling our investment from Sophia’s business. He’s invested too, you know. I’m not sure it can be done without—”


  “Wait, what does this have to do with Max?”


  “Basically, I looked into every investment I shared with the dissenting board members and figured out the absolute worst move I could make on each of them. A few short conversations later, I had consent.”


  “Wow. You fight dirty.”


  “This surprises you?”


  “No,” I admitted.


  He shrugged. “I could have hacked their bank accounts and bled them dry. I was being nice.”


  “Did you tell Max?”


  He shook his head, the undercurrent of contentment still glittering in his eyes. I hated Max, sure. But I loved seeing Blake finally happy after what he’d put him through.


  “I had one of the admins send him a copy of our minutes with our sincerest apologies. He’ll get the message.”


  I chewed in silence for a moment, trying to imagine Max’s reaction to the news. I wondered if he cared as much about getting kicked out as Blake did about getting him out. If nothing else, Angelcom was a major channel into Blake’s affairs that gave Max opportunities to hurt him again in the future. Without access to that, Blake was safer. We were safer.


  “You must be relieved.”


  “I am. And I’m hopeful too, because while we were voting on board positions, I had them add someone new.”


  “Who?”


  “The future Mrs. Blake Landon, of course.”


  I stared at him in shock and searched for words.


  “I think some of the trust issues that we have maybe root from the fact that I’ve been involved with your work, and you have virtually no involvement in mine. I’m happy that you came to me, Erica. I can’t tell you what a relief it’s already been. But I don’t want you to think that you have no power in our relationship, that you have no say. And I don’t want to discourage your growth as an entrepreneur. It’s that spirit that attracted me to you after all, so the last thing I want to do it dampen that flame in you. I’ve thought about it, and I think a position on the board would be the perfect place for you to participate with your experience as a startup.”


  I set down my fork and swallowed over the tightness in my throat. The words and the gesture were almost too much for me to process right away. Everything that I was so scared of having taken away from me felt that much safer in Blake’s hands. In his control. Maybe all I had to do was give up a little control to have it come back to me in a different way.


  “Thank you. I’m flattered that you would even consider it. But are you sure? I mean, I already feel like I’m in over my head at any of these industry events. I can’t imagine sitting on the board and holding my own. Involving me at that level is a huge decision.”


  “Deciding to marry you was a huge decision. Adding you to the board was easy. You’ll have these guys won over in no time. You’re smart and beautiful, sassy as hell. They won’t know what to do with you, the same way I don’t half the time. I can’t wait to sit back and watch, frankly.”


  “Aren’t they all investors, though? I’m not an investor. What place do I have?”


  “You’re my wife, or you will be. And this is what I do. I find new projects to invest in. When I decide to drop one or five million into a new project, you’ll be a part of that decision process now.”


  I toyed with my napkin on my lap. “I have no wish to ruin this amazing night, but maybe this is a good time to talk about that. I mean, I’m assuming you want a pre-nup, right?”


  We hadn’t talked about ownership of assets, or any of those things since he’d asked me to be his wife. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to shake the inequity between us when it came to money. As much as he reassured me that it meant nothing, I wanted to earn my way, make my own contribution to our lives.


  The warmth in his eyes faded a little, a seriousness coming over him. “Make no mistake, what’s yours is mine. I don’t need a legal document to make me feel any safer in our marriage. If you decide to divorce me and rake me over the coals, I’m not sure any amount of money would ease the pain of losing you. It’s a non-issue for me.”


  “That seems rash. You’ve spent half your life amassing your wealth, and you want to risk it all now?”


  “Are you a risk? Usually when you leave me, you just take my heart. That’s the biggest risk of all, I’d say.”


  I tossed my napkin onto the table and looked past him, hating the fresh reminder of how I’d hurt him. Before I could slip much further into my pout, he caught my hand and pulled me up and onto his lap.


  “I don’t want to talk about the what-ifs of not being together, in any capacity. I love you. I want to marry you. Nothing’s as important as making that happen. That bond, that promise, is the only paperwork I’m interested in having between us.”


  I sighed. I wasn’t going to win this argument. I rested a hand on his chest, feeling the slow rise and fall of his breathing. His heart beat there, feeding the flesh and blood of the man who I loved so much it hurt. “I hope you know I would never—”


  He lifted a finger to my lips. “I trust you, and believe me when I say I’m not worried about it. About Angelcom, is it something you want to do? I mean, I wanted to vote you in while I had them all by the balls, but if you really don’t want to do it, you don’t have to.”


  “I think it would be fun. And I agree it would be nice to have some more insight into everything you do. It’s scary of course, but it would be a good experience for me. You’ve taught me so much already.”


  “Good.” He threaded his hand through my hair and pulled me down for a kiss. My mind reeled a bit as I reveled in the softness of his lips. His firm but loving hold around me, anchoring me against him. Amidst the sweet moment between us, I stumbled over all this...progress. That part of me that had wanted to hold back and protect myself for so long now seemed very small, almost childish. Giving Blake my trust, all of it, had already changed things between us more than I could imagine. In a very good way.


  This shift reminded me of something less positive. I pulled back, searching his eyes.


  He reached up and brushed a strand of hair back from my face. “Everything okay?”


  “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”


  I went to move, but he held me there.


  “Tell me.”


  I hesitated a moment. “Isaac came to the office yesterday.”


  “Did he.”


  The displeasure that left his lips was less of a question and more of a threat. I toyed with the fabric of his shirt. I wasn’t so sure I liked talking about people he despised in such close proximity.


  “He reached out to me a couple weeks ago. I ignored him at first, not knowing how I wanted to handle dealing with him in light of what he did.”


  “You didn’t mention it.”


  “I didn’t, but I am now.” I looked into his eyes, trying to convey that this too was progress, even if it was packaged in news that he didn’t like. “I didn’t want to upset you, and I wanted to think through it a little on my own also. He wants to advertise with us. It wouldn’t be a small account either. It would span all the publications relevant to our market, which would be an enormous coup for us.”


  “You can’t bring him on as an advertiser.” His voice was flat, without a shred of doubt.


  “I had a feeling you’d say that, and I understand your reasons. Obviously I share them. For what it’s worth, he seemed genuinely sorry. Outside of that incident, he seems fairly harmless.”


  “Anyone with that much money and power is far from harmless.”


  “Then with all your money and power, what makes you any different?”


  He lifted his eyebrows. “Do I come across as harmless to you? Because I’m in love with you doesn’t mean I’d hesitate dismantling someone who threatened you, me, or either of our businesses.”


  “True enough. It would help us bridge the revenue gap while we roll out these changes with Alex, but I suppose it’s not a risk worth taking.”


  “You’d pay for it later, I can guarantee it. Everything comes with a price.”


  I studied him a moment. “What’s between you two?”


  “As if trying to force himself onto you isn’t enough of a reason to hate the man?”


  I slanted my head, a silent call for his honesty. “I know there’s more. You knew him before we met, and you didn’t like him much then.”


  He sighed and released his hold on me. He patted my ass in a way that said, Shoo.


  I frowned. “No. You can tell me right here while I’m on your lap.”


  His expression didn’t change for a moment, and I worried he might not agree. Finally he blew out a breath and began to speak.


  “As long as I knew Sophia, Isaac had been in her circle of friends. She modeled for his shoots and they’d known each other for a while. When I ended things with her, he came to her rescue. He played the hero, and oh, did he play the part. I’m certain he only wanted to fuck her, and who knows, maybe he did. When we broke up, he made a point to demonize me to her and others. I didn’t really care what everyone else thought. I cared more that she felt like I abandoned her.”


  “But you didn’t abandon her.”


  “I told you before, she didn’t take it well. She was clean when we broke up, and she couldn’t understand. It took a lot of willpower for me to not go back to her if only to see her stop hurting. But it wasn’t just the drugs. In reality it was the last straw. The distance when she was in rehab just polarized how different we were. How it would have never worked.”


  “Did you love her?”


  He drew his lips drew together. “I don’t know. We said it, but I can’t tell you if what I felt then was love. I wanted to take care of her, and she thrived on being taken care of. It worked for a while, but I can’t say that was love. It wasn’t anything close to what we have, Erica.”


  I chewed my lip, trying like hell to ignore the jealousy that coursed through me.


  “I’ve thought about what you said, about exiting from her agency. Financially, it could be damaging for her if I did. I own more stake in it than anyone. I invested heavily when she started to help get her off the ground. Beyond that, Heath is also invested. I’m not sure what his thoughts are on the matter, but he seems hesitant. Their relationship is different. They have more of a friendship, a connection that she and I didn’t. Maybe because they went through a difficult time in their lives together and have come out of it. I don’t know, but a part of me doesn’t want to push Heath on it if I don’t have to.”


  I looked past him, trying to hide my disappointment. Making James work from home wasn’t exactly convenient for me either. I tightened my lips into a firm line as resentment set in. Blake slid his palm over my cheek and turned me slightly, regaining my attention.


  “I understand why it bothers you, so I’m going to see what I can do. Maybe it can be done more gradually so it doesn’t impact her business so dramatically.”


  “You baby her still.”


  He tensed slightly. “Maybe. Old habits die hard.”


  “She’s not as helpless as she seems. If you’d seen how she spoke to me…she can be truly vicious. If she uses that personality in her business life, she’ll do fine.”


  “Jealousy can turn people into very ugly versions of themselves.”


  My thoughts swirled around the sentiment. I’d been forced to expel James from our office to satisfy Blake’s own jealousy. I pushed off of him abruptly, despite his effort to keep me there.


  By the time I reached the kitchen with every intention of cleaning until I wasn’t so pissed anymore, he was behind me. He spun me and pushed me back to the counter.


  “Stop.”


  “Stop what?” I snapped.


  “What do you want me to do? Destroy her business?”

  “You’re smart, Blake. I think you can figure it out. Put her on a payment plan. Make her take out a loan. Maybe she can start selling what I imagine is a sizeable designer shoe collection. But I don’t want her claws in you, at all, in any way.”


  He rolled his eyes. “Her claws are not in me. Yours are. Like, right this fucking minute.”


  I gave him a hard stare. I didn’t care what he said. His assurances were a waste of air if whenever I crossed paths with Sophia, the look on her face told a different story. Until he’d severed their connection, she’d always dangle it in front of me.


  “You’re mine, and the next time I see her face, I want her to know it. Call me jealous, and if that makes me ugly, then so be it.”


  He pushed my hair back behind my ear. “I like that you’re protective. It doesn’t make you ugly.”


  “Then end it with her. Please.” I softened in his arms, wishing he’d just do the right thing.


  A long moment passed between. My resentment melted into a pile of disappointment.


  “Okay.”


  I lifted my gaze, but before I could say anything, his lips were on me, silencing me, giving me everything I wanted.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  



  Marie stood behind me, curling small sections of my hair. Alli had a concentrated look on her face as she brushed some color onto my cheeks.


  “You’re fussing too much, Alli. This is an engagement party, not the big day. I’m fine.”


  She stood back, head cocked to the side. “You are now. You look perfect. Also, you should get used to it. Getting married is like prom on steroids.”


  My lips lifted with a smile. “That’s what I’m afraid of. You keep saying things like that, I’m going to take Blake up on his offer to elope.”


  Fiona looked up from her seat, another bridal magazine in her lap. “You wouldn’t!”


  “No,” I relented. “You’re the only friends I have, and if I deprived you of this wedding, I’m sure neither of you would ever speak to me again.”


  “Nonsense.” Alli fluffed a spiral of hair that Marie had just released. “We should go dress shopping soon though. I think that’s the key to getting you into wedding mode.”


  I sighed. “You could be right. Maybe I should start looking at those magazines for ideas. I don’t even know where to start.”


  “Well, don’t look too hard, because Alli and I have picked just about everything out for you already,” Fiona chimed in, her eyes glittering with humor.


  I laughed. “Okay.”


  “Satin and strapless.” Fiona opened it to a page, showing me a photo of a beautiful model bride.


  “Hmm, pretty. What about lace?”


  Alli widened her eyes a bit. “Is that what you want?”


  “I don’t know, maybe. I think Blake likes lace.”


  “Must run in the family,” Alli quipped, her eyes alight.


  I laughed, trying to keep myself still so Marie wouldn’t inadvertently catch me with the hot iron.


  Fiona did little to mask her look of disgust. “Oh my God, this conversation has to end. Please. You’ll give me nightmares.”


  Alli and I laughed, sharing a look.


  The door opened then, and Heath poked his head in. “Mom wanted me to tell you guys that people are starting to show up, so come out whenever you’re ready. Don’t make them wait too long to meet our guest of honor.” He winked.


  “Go away, Heath. You’re going to make her nervous,” Fiona said.


  “It’s fine. I have my liquid charisma right here.” I lifted my nearly empty champagne flute.


  Marie loosened the last curl. “You don’t need liquid charisma. Everyone will love you.”


  I warmed at her words. Of all the people here, Marie was my only family, though the more I thought of it, the more that line between Blake’s family and mine began to blur. Alli lived in both worlds right along with me, and I was far from an outsider in the Landons’ lives. They were a warm and welcoming family that I was belonging to a little more each day. The absence of my own relatives mattered less, and the times when I mourned not having a more normal family were fewer.


  “We’ll be out soon. As soon as we’re beautiful.” Alli ran her fingers through her already perfectly straight hair.


  “You’re already beautiful, gorgeous.” Heath smirked, his eyes fixed on Alli.


  She blushed, pretending to ignore him.


  “Gross, get out.” Fiona tossed a throw pillow at the door, missing her target as she closed the door shut, his laughter audible from the other side.


  Marie curled the last piece of my hair. “You’re all set, baby girl.”


  I stood, taking in my appearance once more. I wasn’t as concerned about how I looked as I was about holding my own in front of all of the Landons’ friends and family. This was going to be family overload, but I was as ready as I ever would be.


  Alli hooked her arm through mine and gave me a little nudge. “Let’s go charm the hell out of the Landon family tree.”


  “I’m ready. Let’s go.”


  Blake met us as we left the spare room where the girls and I had stationed ourselves to get ready. He looked delectable in dark jeans and a pin-striped collared shirt rolled up at the sleeves and loose at the waist. He’d look good in a burlap sack, a toga, basically anything. While everyone else meandered farther into the house, I stayed back to steal a moment with him.


  “You look stunning. I can’t wait to show you off,” he said, his eyes darkening.


  “You like it?” I glanced down at the cream-colored strapless dress I wore. Covered lace at the top met sheer layers of the skirt that fell just below my knees.


  “Love it. Very bridal. But of course, I love you more.”


  He caught me up to his body and leaned down for a kiss, gentle and filled with devotion. That awareness, the ever-present arc of energy, crackled between us. His lips brushed against mine almost reverently. I closed my eyes and sank into the embrace. He traced the seam of my lips with his tongue. I sighed and opened to him, welcoming the sweet taste of him.


  His tongue lashed deeper, seeking and nibbling. I moaned softly, pressing myself up to my toes. He pulled away slightly, shaking his head.


  “Let’s go before I decide to steal you away from here and make love to you instead.”


  I wouldn’t argue one bit, if I hadn’t known his parents were expecting us and had already put so much time into planning the party.


  “Alli spent at least twenty minutes on my makeup. She’d kill me. Not to mention your parents and everyone else.”


  He paused. “Are you nervous?”


  I shrugged. “Maybe a little. I won’t know most of the people.”


  “You will soon. They’re mostly my parents’ friends from when I was growing up. They’ll love you.” He clasped our hands together, lacing our fingers. Chest to chest, we made no effort to move. I could stay this way, hiding away in his arms all day. As if the rest of the world didn’t exist.


  “I love you, Blake. We say it all the time, but sometimes I wish I could show you more. Nothing seems to do the words justice.”


  He lifted my hand and pressed his lips to the band that adorned my ring finger. “You do show me. Every day, by being with me. And if that’s not enough, you have the rest of our lives to prove it to me.”


  I smiled warmly. “Sounds like a good plan.”


  “Come on. Let’s go.”


  Blake led me into the large open living area that joined with the Landons’ designer kitchen and an impressive dining area. The combined rooms looked out onto the ocean through a wall of windows. The already expansive room had begun to fill with mingling guests. Before I could think of introducing myself, Catherine ushered over the first group of friends. Recognition lit up Blake’s face, and I steeled myself for the first of what would be many introductions tonight.


  Hours passed as we went from one group to the next. The members of Blake’s extended family were as sweet and lovable as the immediate. To them, Blake was still a young man, a boy even. I could see it in their eyes and the way they interacted with him so casually. No longer the intimidating, dominating man who fought tooth and nail for what he wanted, Blake joked and even reddened a few times as people shared stories of his youth.


  I repeated the story of how we’d met in the Angelcom boardroom, reliving the moments. The attraction that charged our initial interest in each other had only grown since that time.


  On the outside, Blake was perfection. Beautiful, wildly successful, rich beyond anything I could fathom, and he was charming to boot. So few people knew his heart, though. The darkness that lived there sometimes, and the passion that had deepened our bond. In the picture he painted of his youth, I saw a highly intelligent man searching for answers in our convoluted world. And in that seeking, he’d lost a friend.


  Though he refused to talk about it with any depth, I knew he carried the weight of Cooper’s suicide with him. I’d guessed too that something had altered in him when it happened. A commitment to the control he so needed had been born. A fervent determination to never go through that kind of terrible experience again combined with the opportunity that Pope, his mentor, had given him to succeed with the software venture made control possible for him. He now had more control than any average person could ever hope to have.


  I was lost in my own thoughts for a moment when Blake’s countenance turned stony. I followed the path of his gaze and stopped abruptly. Max stood casually next to the man I recognized from photos online to be his father, Michael. Dressed in khakis and a dark V-neck, Max carried his usual charming smile into the room. The two men were the same height and build, and Michael was no less attractive for being an older man. His skin was darkened by the sun, his hair white with the hint of blond that had faded out with age.


  When Max’s gaze lit on us, he stilled a moment. Michael proceeded toward us. Without a word, he pulled Blake into a casual hug. The small gesture spoke to how their relationship went beyond the professional world. Max pivoted away and merged with another group of people in the party.


  “It’s great to see you, Blake. And of course, many congratulations.”


  When Michael pulled back, his eyes smiled. For a magnate, he possessed more warmth than I would have expected.


  “I wasn’t convinced you’d ever get around to it, but I am very pleasantly surprised.”


  His gaze slid over to me, with no less warmth or appreciation. “You must be the lovely Erica I’ve heard so much about. Catherine kept me on the phone for nearly an hour last week. I think she wanted to make sure I made the trip, but of course I would have anyway. I’m Michael, by the way.”


  I shook his hand. “I’m so glad you did. It’s wonderful to finally meet you.”


  Blake’s posture had relaxed only slightly. “You didn’t mention that Max was coming with you.”


  Michael glanced back in the direction of the door where they’d entered. “To be honest, I didn’t know he would be. I let him know I’d be in town, and he already knew about the party, so I assumed your mother extended an invitation.”


  Michael’s expression cooled slightly while Blake’s nostrils flared.


  “Michael, Erica, if you would excuse me a moment, I’ll be right back.” His smile was tight, but the tone of his voice betrayed the anger that now simmered below the surface.


  Michael sighed heavily. “I’ll die a happy man if that rivalry will settle itself one of these days. In the meantime, they’re taking years off my life.”


  “I’m sure you’re not the only one who’d like to see it end.”


  “Without a doubt. It’s unfortunate that two people with so much intelligence can devote so much time to trying to outdo each other.”


  I couldn’t disagree entirely, yet I knew that of the two, Max was the aggressor. I bit my tongue though. Michael seemed mercifully in the dark about the finer details of Max’s tactics, or perhaps he simply ignored them. A man of his professional stature might not have much choice. He had empires to run while his son and protégé had it out over affairs that likely were not worth his time.


  Blake and Catherine stepped out of sight. I felt for them both. Max shouldn’t have come, but now that he was here, worry knotted in my gut. He couldn’t be pleased with Blake removing him from the board, and I could only hope that an argument didn’t erupt and ruin the night.


  Michael’s expression was thoughtful. “Perhaps you could be the one to make them see the absurdity of it all, Erica. They know you, respect you. Men can be awfully short-sighted sometimes. Reactionary. I’m sure you know this from experience. Maybe all they need is some guidance from an intelligent, compelling woman to make them see what a waste of time all this is.”


  I felt myself flush. The man barely knew me. Besides, what power did I have over either of them? Max had gone to such great lengths to upset my company’s success. I was the last person who could bring them peace. I’d become a third party, inextricably involved in the whole terrible mess.


  “I appreciate the vote of confidence, but I think stepping between them would be dangerous.”


  He nodded. “Perhaps. Max is my son, and Blake is very much like a son to me. Neither of them listen worth a damn to anything I say, sadly. You’ve certainly captured Blake’s attention though. Now if only Max would do the same, maybe we’d have some progress. It’s hard to care about much else when you have a beautiful woman in your arms.”


  He smiled, and I warmed despite myself. I wanted to say more and try to enlighten this idealistic albeit sweet man with the truth. But it would do no good. Michael, Max, and Blake were like gods at war with one another, having no perspective on the potential impact of all those involved. Except Max knew exactly what his impact would be on me. The health of my business might have been a passing interest at a time, but it had considerably more importance as soon as Max realized he could hurt Blake through it.


  Still, I hadn’t spoken to either Risa or Max since their site went up. As much as I wanted to tell them exactly what I thought of them, I’d chosen to stay silent.


  “You look like you could use a drink.”


  I spun to find Max extending a glass of champagne to me. I hesitated, but sensing Michael’s eyes on me, I took it, if only in the momentary spirit of peace. I masked the disgust for the younger man, painting on a tight-lipped smile.


  Max nodded to his father. “Dad, Greg was asking about you.”


  “Was he? I’ll go find him then.” Michael scanned the room and then turned back to me. “Erica, it was lovely to meet you finally. We’ll chat again before I go, but if not, perhaps you can convince Blake to come to Dallas for a proper visit. It’s been too long.”


  “Of course. I’ll see what I can do.”


  He kissed me on the cheek and winked before leaving me with Max. Being alone with him made me instantly uncomfortable. This was supposed to be a happy day, but I had nothing nice to say to Max. No matter Michael’s optimistic thoughts about everyone getting along, Max had wounded me and attacked my business in a way that was unforgiveable.


  “Why are you here?”


  He scoffed, feigning offense. “You’d think you might be happier to see me. I was a few signatures away from giving you two million dollars. Or did Blake’s four mil trump that whole thing?”


  “No, but your propensity to shit on everything he does certainly colored that choice.”


  “Was it a choice? Or did he back you into a corner? That’s how he works, you know. He manipulates and positions himself to the point where you can’t make any other decision but the one he wants. Is that the kind of man you want to marry?”


  “What do you want Max? Or did you just come here to upset everyone?”


  “I was hoping I could speak with you, actually.”


  I shrugged, taking a sip of the champagne. “Here I am.”


  “I’d like to discuss business, and I’d rather not do it in front of parents and childhood friends. Could we speak alone?”


  He eyed me steadily. Looking around the room, I couldn’t see Blake, but the thought that he would intervene if he saw us speaking seemed likely.


  “Blake doesn’t want you here. You should really leave. His parents put a lot into this party, and I’d rather not see it ruined because you two can’t get along.”


  “Agreed. I’ll be on my way as soon as I can have a moment of your time.”


  I sighed, my aggravation growing the longer I stayed in this holding pattern with him. As much as I wasn’t in the mood for any kind of powwow with Max, I also didn’t want Blake to cause a scene. I’d let Max say what he needed to say and hopefully get him to leave so the rest of the night could carry on as planned.


  “Fine. Five minutes, and then you need to leave.”


  “Fair enough.”


  Reluctantly, I led him from where we stood down a hallway that led to Greg’s den. The room was cool and quiet.


  I walked in and turned at Greg’s large desk, leaning against it.


  The door closed behind Max with a click.


  “That’s better isn’t it?” He walked closer, something hidden in his guarded expression.


  “Say what you have to say.”


  He stopped a few feet away, a distance I assured myself was safe. My stomach tensed. An uncomfortable sensation prickled under my skin.


  Lifting his glass, he smirked. “How about a toast?”


  I rolled my eyes. “What would we possibly toast to, Max?”


  “To Blake.”


  I canted my head, waiting for him to continue.


  “For winning the girl, driving me out of Angelcom, and managing to turn my old man’s eye from his own family for the better part of fifteen years. How’s that for a toast?”


  Resentment laced every word. But when I considered what he’d done to both of us, I couldn’t muster an ounce of sympathy for him. I was glad he was losing his battle with Blake, and I could certainly toast to that.


  “Cheers.” I lifted my glass to him and let the champagne slide down, the liquid welcome to my mouth now parched from the hours of introductions and conversations.


  A smile lifted his lips. “So tell me, how’s business?”


  I laughed. “Wouldn’t you like to know? You lost your inside connection. I suppose you’ll have to guess and hope for the best now.”


  “You sound bitter, Erica. Why? I told you I was interested in the concept. You chose not to let me invest in it. Shouldn’t it show my commitment that I was willing to make it happen with or without you?”


  “It speaks volumes to your commitment to chase after Blake’s ventures trying to carve out something that could rival anything he’s created. You had access to privileged information about my company and used it against me. Below the belt, I’d say.”


  His eyes narrowed slightly. I didn’t care. I wanted him to feel any dig I sent his way.


  “We didn’t exchange a non-disclosure. I was well within my rights.”


  “You were well within your rights to be a deceitful, unethical bastard. Unfortunately there’s no law against that.”


  He laughed quietly. “Thank goodness. Lucky for you, there’s no law for fucking your way to the top either.”


  I closed my eyes. I set my glass down, suddenly too exhausted to want the relief of a drink.


  “Get out.” My voice lacked the force I’d meant to deliver with the demand.


  When I opened my eyes, he’d come closer, facing me.


  “I’m just saying, if you wanted to fuck someone for your funding, I was right there. You know that’s what everyone thinks, right? You don’t need me to ruin your reputation. You did that all by yourself, sweetheart.”


  I winced. “You’re lying.”


  “Am I? People love to talk. A little bit of industry gossip can spread quickly if started in the right circles. Pretty girl like you, taken under the wing of someone like Landon. He’s got a reputation of his own, you know. You’re the last in a long line, so don’t go feeling special just because he’s going to marry you.”


  “You don’t know anything about who he really is. He loves me—” I stopped myself, confused by how slow the words were leaving me. How tired my body suddenly felt. I shook my head, but the movement only made me dizzier. I was drunk, suddenly more drunk than I could remember being in a long time. Shit.


  I stared down at my glass, and amidst the rising bubbles, barely visible granules floated near the well of the glass. I looked up, my vision blurring. When Max came into focus, his perfect white teeth gleamed through a deviant smile. He was a demon in disguise, if I’d ever met one.


  “We’ll see if he loves you after tonight.”


  A surge of panic powered my legs to carry me toward the door, but he blocked my passage catching me by the upper arms.


  “Going so soon? Stay a while.”


  He shuffled me backwards and shoved me back onto the couch. A new wave of fatigue hit me with the impact. I struggled to hold myself upright. Every muscle sagged, weighted with this new and sudden weakness. I’d underestimated him before, and now again. Confusion swirled through me as I tried to think my way through what was happening. My mind was moving too slow, my attention scattering until he was beside me, catching my jaw painfully so I faced him.


  “Best case scenario, I thought you’d look like a fall down drunk in front of Blake’s family. But this is so much better. Now I’ll get a little taste and maybe…just maybe we can ruin Blake’s happily ever after when he sees you this way. Drunk, just fucked, like the cunt that you are.”

  “Max, no.” My head felt like a drum barrel, buzzing with a never-ending soundless vibration. I told my limbs to move, but when they did, it was Max pushing me down sideways on the couch.


  Then his mouth was on me, forcing his tongue past my lips. Feebly I pushed at him. He answered the weak effort with a snicker, his breath hot on my face.


  “That’s right, MacLeod said you were a fighter. You get around, don’t you? Does Blake know what a little slut you are?”


  The mention of Mark’s name conjured a memory deep and violent. “Please, no,” I slurred. The words melted into the space between us, along with my fading consciousness.


  He muffled my weak cries.


  “Don’t worry. I’ll make it quick. I’ve had a hard on for you for months, Erica. Going to show you what it feels like to get fucked by a real man, not some two-bit hacker riding on my family’s success. If we’re lucky, you’ll remember it too.”


  I grasped desperately for control, to fight the paralysis that slid like cold molasses through my veins, making everything slow. My lungs struggled for air, the effort to breathe taxed amidst the rising panic and whatever invisible enemy my body was fighting.


  “That’s a good girl.”


  Losing my grip, I was vaguely aware of him pressing me roughly through my panties.


  No, no, no. God, no.


  No one would hear me, but my mind screamed it until my vision went black.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  



  My eyes fluttered open, and then fell shut. Every time I reached for consciousness, something knocked me back down. I’d never been this tired in my life. Even as my conscious mind began to grasp details from what happened, my body demanded sleep. I gave in yet fought the unsettling urge. Something wasn’t right about it. The weariness weakened my muscles, sank into my tired bones.


  As I drifted in and out of sleep, my stomach twisted, sickness brewing in my gut. The potent nausea and the real threat that I’d be sick right where I lay was what finally propelled me out of bed. On my feet, I shoved the bathroom door open and barely made it to the toilet.


  Several exhausting minutes later, I sat unmoving on the floor. My head rested on my arm as I caught my breath.


  “Baby.”


  Blake’s pained voice came up behind me. Then his arms were cradled around me. He palmed my back, the heat of his touch penetrating the thin nightshirt I wore. The fatigue took root again, weakening me in the security of his arms. I sat back against him and wiped my mouth, determined not to make a bed out of the bathroom floor.


  He kissed my shoulder. “Are you okay?”


  I nodded. “Better now.” Thankfully, being ill had quelled the sick feeling for the time being. I wanted to move, to shake this weight that settled over me. “Help me up? I feel so weak.”


  “Sure. Just go slow.”


  I nodded again, the task of lifting to my feet impossible at the moment. He circled my shoulders and then my waist until I was upright. He tucked a loose lock of hair behind my ear, and I caught his reflection in the mirror. His normally expressive eyes hid behind the dark rimmed glasses that he rarely wore.


  I let go of the security of his solid body and held myself up at the sink, gathering enough of my strength to wash my face and brush my teeth. He brushed my hair back from my face and neck, allowing the cold sweat to evaporate off my skin.


  “Do you want some tea? Can I get you anything?”


  “Tea would be good, I think.” My voice was so small. I couldn’t be sure he’d heard me until he stepped away, kissing me gently on the cheek before he went.


  I could have been sleeping on my feet, but I managed to make my way back to our bed. In the whirlwind of this physical onslaught, my mind kept asking what had happened. What had brought this on? This wasn’t a hangover. This wasn’t any kind of sick I’d ever been, and my brain was too murky to make sense of it. I sank into the bed and the second the blanket covered me, the welcome warmth was just enough to pull me back into the same deep sleep.


  The night was black but slowly the details of my surroundings began to register. The grass was wet on my feet. Cool against the warm air. Then he yanked me forward. Ignorant as I was, I still knew where we were going. The same place he’d always led me. A hundred times maybe, and I went every time. Like the stupid, drunk girl I was, I followed.


  Laughter. Everyone was laughing, celebrating. People I knew. I frowned, wondering why they were all here.


  The pressure of his grip on my arm increased enough to be painful, and the familiar fear coiled in my gut. It was coming.


  The vicious sneer, an expression painted on by his smug satisfaction, his hatred. He hated me. He had to, to do this to me. I’d plead, but he’d pin me down. The same gravel in his voice as he gritted out his plan for me.


  Except when I met his eyes they were different. No longer the dark round irises that haunted me. Confused, I searched his features until they solidified and recognition dawned. Max. The face, this body pressing down on me now, belonged to Max.


  My heart lurched seconds before the familiar pain. No matter how hard I fought, he’d always find his way in the darkness, taking what he wanted.


  Powerless, I couldn’t move. I couldn’t run. Gasping for air, grasping for reality, I said his name. A questioning plea. Then, realizing I had a voice, even over the noise and the blur of laughter around us, I screamed. I screamed for help.


  I shot up in the bed still screaming until I realized I was home, in our bedroom. Air rushed in and out of my lungs, feeding the lightheadedness. My skin crawled, tingling with sweat and imagined trails of another man’s hands on me.


  I started when Blake barreled through the door. He was shirtless, dressed in his pajama pants. He circled the bed and slowed, sitting on the edge of the bed. My breathing was ragged and uneven. After a minute he spoke, barely a whisper.


  “Can I hold you, baby?”


  Eyes wide, I held his gaze. I couldn’t speak, still too much in the dream. Could I let him? Did I want him to? I couldn’t make sense of anything until he reached for me tentatively.


  I caught his hands between us, keeping them at a safe distance. The sudden contact shot remembered pain through me. Still, against every instinct, I held them, something in me not wanting to let go. I clenched my jaw down, swallowing hard over the dry knot in my throat. Tears welled, but something inside me fought the reflex to fight. My rational mind reminded me that he was no enemy, that I needed him. Like holding onto an electric fence, I simply waited out the panic and pain.


  “Erica…sweetheart. Breathe. It’s just me, okay?”


  I breathed through it until my body relaxed enough to let me speak. I found my voice again, now hoarse. “I had a dream. I... I’m not sure what happened.”


  “A nightmare...like the others?”


  I nodded quickly. He’d known about the dream and how it crept up on me sometimes, as much as I wished it would disappear forever.


  “Kind of, but it was Max. He was Max, somehow.”


  I recalled his face, the dream version merging with the face my conscious mind knew. Then a rush of visions from the party fluttered through my brain. Marie, Michael, and a blur of people. Then Max, his arrogant smile as he hovered over my powerless body. Bile rose in my throat. I let go of Blake and wrapped my arms around myself, as if that could protect me from what my mind was showing me now.


  “Blake, what happened?” I rushed, my eyes now wide with alarm. “I can’t remember, but I know something happened. Just tell me.”


  The grief in Blake’s eyes as he worked his jaw confirmed it. “He didn’t hurt you, baby.”


  Reaching up to touch me, he fisted his hand and lowered it before he could make contact. His complexion was pale save a dark bruise on his cheek that I hadn’t noticed before. The muscles in his arms flexed as if he was restraining himself from touching me more. Then I noticed his hand, a thick white bandage wrapped around it.


  “You’re hurt.”


  He shook his head, his jaw tight. “He’s hurt worse.”


  I covered my mouth. A new wave of nausea hit me as I tried to string the words together to ask him. I didn’t want to know, but I had to. I held Blake’s gaze, searching, wishing I didn’t need to ask. If I didn’t want to hear it, he didn’t want to tell me.


  The tears poured from my eyes as my body shook. I could only piece together a few details from the night, but somehow I knew something terrible had happened. And heaven help me, it had happened at Max’s hand.


  “I need to know what he did,” I whispered.


  He closed his eyes a moment as if to collect his anger. “I walked in on Max…touching you. He didn’t—he didn’t have sex with you.”


  My eyes clenched shut, forcing more tears out. “Oh God.”


  “You were drugged. It was obvious. You could barely move. You’ve been sleeping for a couple days.”


  “Why would he do this? Why?” The words came out in a sob as I struggled to understand why he’d want to hurt me, to put me through the kind of torture that I’d barely survived before.


  “He’ll never do anything like it again.”


  “How can you know that?”


  His eyes became serious and still in the brief silence. “I rearranged his fucking face, Erica, that’s why. We’re both lucky I didn’t kill him because I had every intention of it. Took three of them to pull me off of him.” He flexed his hand, grimacing.


  “Everyone saw. I can’t imagine what they must think.”


  He reached for my hand, pulling it away from my face. I licked my dry lips and took a steadying breath. The contact didn’t hurt the way it had a moment ago. Something had rearranged in my mind as the dream separated from reality.


  “They don’t think anything. They know what he did. My mom’s been worried sick. Marie’s been calling off the hook. Alli, Christ, I’ve had to turn her away a few times. I haven’t had anyone by so you could rest. I knew you’d need some time. No one thinks any less of you. I can guarantee they think a hell of a lot less of him.”


  “He called me a whore.” I winced at the words as they resurfaced in my memory. “Said I’d fucked my way to the top. He wants to ruin us, Blake.”


  “He’s the one who’s ruined.”


  I flashed him a questioning look.


  “I’ve never seen Michael so devastated in my life. I don’t know what will happen between them, but this is one fuck up that even Michael might not be able to look past. He pulled me off Max, but I’ll never forget the way he looked at him. He didn’t even go to him, to help him. He just walked away.”


  “He was telling me about wanting you two to make peace.”


  His nostrils flared. “There’ll never be peace between us until one of us is dead.”


  Hatred played out on the hard lines of his features. I reached up and traced the tight muscle at his jaw. He released it, turning into my touch. He pressed a soft kiss against my fingertips. The sweet gesture began to unravel the horror I’d woken with. Blake was here. We were together, both safe. I reminded myself of these truths over and over, even when my mind grappled with the broken memories of what Max had done.


  “Are you sure he didn’t…”


  His eyes widened, sadness lingering there. “I’m positive. I came looking for you before anyone else was there. His intentions were pretty clear, but he didn’t get far.” As if gentling a frightened child, he skimmed my arm, circling his thumb over my shoulder. “I would have killed him. No one could have stopped me, then or now. His heart would have stopped beating if he’d gone an inch farther than he had.”


  A strange kind of relief washed over me, as if I’d narrowly escaped death. If Max had raped me, I couldn’t begin to grasp what it would have done to me. It would be a kind of death all its own, the same way Mark had killed a part of me when he took my innocence years ago. I pushed down the lingering nausea, all the feelings new and fresh washing over me. A fine mist swept over my skin. He hadn’t taken what he wanted, but the threat that he could have haunted me.


  I outstretched a shaky hand to Blake’s chest. Bringing myself closer to him physically was like pushing through a wall. All my instincts told me stay back where it was safe. He let me come to him, unhurried, his touch a whisper on my skin. Trembling from head to toe, I finally found a place on his lap. He caressed me slowly, carefully, up and down my back until I relaxed fully against him.


  “Everything’s going to be okay. You’re safe now. I’ve got you, baby.”


  He hushed me quietly while I broke down in his arms. This new violation compounded with the weight of the old until I thought I’d cried all the tears my body could produce. Through my sobs, he murmured reassurances. Promises of his love, that he’d always protect me and keep me safe, filled the air around us until I believed it, with every ounce of my soul.


  


  * * *


  


  The relentless fatigue that had weighed me down for days had finally lifted. For the first time since the party, I had energy, but at Blake’s insistence, I stayed home from work another day. Unable to be alone with my rambling thoughts, I wasted an afternoon watching movies. Comedies with no emotional depth that couldn’t threaten the mental peace I’d been trying like hell to achieve.


  I shrieked when the door to the apartment opened. Jumping up from the couch, I beheld Alli’s worried face.


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. I brought you lunch.” She held up a paper bag.


  I lowered my hand from my racing heart. “Okay. Thanks.”


  She joined me on the couch, setting the bag down on the coffee table. “Sorry,” she said again. “How are you doing? I wanted to see you sooner, but Blake insisted that you needed your rest. Heath told me he was at the office today, so I thought I’d sneak in and see you.”


  “I’m okay. Better. Whatever Max put in that drink completely took over my system for a while. But I’m finally starting to feel human again. I’m looking forward to getting back to work tomorrow though. Sitting around gives me too much time to overthink everything.”


  She chewed her lip, her eyes glazing. Before I could say anything she pulled me into a tight hug. I held her back as I too fought tears. She knew. Everyone knew. I couldn’t hide from my best friend and pretend that I wasn’t hurting.


  “I don’t even know what to say,” she whispered. “I’m still in disbelief. I just can’t believe it.”


  “It’s okay, Alli. I’m okay,” I reassured her, wanting to believe it too, even as my voice wavered. Maybe I wasn’t okay today, but I would be. I would get through this, the same way I got through it before. Except the more I thought about what Max did and the party, the more I questioned if I’d ever really gotten over what Mark had done to me.


  “It’s not okay. He can’t get away with this, Erica.”


  I sat back and brushed my tears away. I didn’t want to be breaking down right now. I didn’t want to stir it all up again when I’d spent all day trying to forget. In addition to bombarding my brain with mindless television, I had been busy shoving down the memories of the other night that kept popping up, back down to the dark place I kept Mark’s memories. I didn’t want to think about any of it.


  “Erica?”


  I looked up.


  “You’re going to police, aren’t you? They’ll need you to cooperate with them if they are going to prosecute.”


  “I think so,” I said, betraying the fact that I still wasn’t really convinced that I could go through with it.


  “You have to. I can’t believe he’s got the audacity to press charges against Blake after what he did to you. His vengeance seriously has no bounds. The whole thing is so backwards and wrong.”


  I sat up straighter, making sure I’d heard her right. “He’s doing what?”


  “Blake didn’t tell you? Max is pressing charges against Blake for assault. Obviously he was acting in your behalf. The bastard deserved everything he got.”


  I let out a breath I’d been holding. I let my forehead fall into my palm. “I can’t believe he didn’t tell me that. He told me he messed Max up, but I didn’t even put it together that he could be in trouble over this. Shit, I can’t even think straight. This isn’t good.”


  Alli touched my shoulder gently. “He never wants to worry you. He knows this isn’t easy for you, especially with what you went through with Mark. I’m sure Heath would have probably done the same thing in Blake’s shoes. Thankfully, the Landons have good lawyers.”


  “I’m sure the Popes do too. God, he doesn’t need to be dealing with this shit too. Now I’m upset all over again.”


  She sighed quietly. “Are you going to talk to the police? Promise me you will.”


  I nodded quickly.


  I’d been wrestling with the prospect of going to the police. Blake had told me that they’d left cards and would want to speak with me. Something about it scared the hell out of me. Maybe it was the same thing that had kept me from going to the police when Mark raped me. Deep down I’d blamed myself. The blame and the shame of sharing the experience with someone else had kept me silent. I buried it all, so far down that I didn’t care about finding my attacker, about having a voice.


  But this was different. I knew Max, and no one could question about what he’d done, with all the people who had been there. The drugs in my system were proof enough of his intentions. How I’d find the strength to walk into the police station and tell my story though, I’d never know. But if it helped Blake out of this madness, I’d do whatever I needed to do.


  “I’ll go with you. You won’t be alone.” Alli reached for my hand.


  “Thank you. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


  “You’ll never have to know. I’m always here for you, and I’m not going anywhere. We all are. We’re all but family now.”


  My heart pulsed with gratitude for her friendship.


  “Hey, I have an idea.” Alli brightened a little and took my hand.


  I raised my eyebrows. “What’s that?”


  “I know this is probably the last thing on your mind, but what do you think about going dress shopping this week? It would take your mind off all of this upset.”


  I smiled and nodded. “That sounds perfect.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  



  “Alli told me about Max pressing charges.”


  Blake had worked late and he hadn’t been home five minutes before I approached him. I could think of little else since Alli left that afternoon. On top of that, I was pissed off that he didn’t tell me right away. He tugged off his shirt and stepped out of the bedroom into the adjoining bathroom, effectively ignoring me. I followed him in.


  “Blake.”


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  “Having criminal charges against you matters.”


  He let out a sigh and turned toward me. I tried to hold my concentration on the matter at hand, but his shirtless body and the way he smelled when he pulled me close the way he did now always seemed to scatter my brain cells. A hand on my hip, he leaned down and pressed a soft kiss on my lips.


  “It doesn’t worry me, so it shouldn’t worry you, okay? You’ve got enough on your mind.”


  I stared into his eyes, letting him know that I sure as hell was going to worry. “Will this affect your work? What about Angelcom, or all the other businesses your name is attached to?”


  A short laugh escaped him. “Are you talking about my reputation? Money talks, Erica, and thankfully I’ve got plenty of it. The same reasons the board wanted to keep rubbing up against Max until I put their balls in a jar are the same reasons why none of this is going to matter to any of them. I’m the one holding the cards. Anyway, I could give a shit what anyone else thinks.”


  I couldn’t help the worry that rooted right next to all the hate I now held for Max.


  Blake framed my face in his hands. “Listen to me. Do not worry about this. It’s nothing I can’t handle, and trust me that I’m handling it.”


  “How?”


  He sighed and released me, leaving a few inches of distance between us.


  I looped my fingers into his jeans, tugging him back. His eyes widened a fraction.


  “I’m going to talk to the police tomorrow. I don’t remember everything, but hopefully it’ll be enough. If that means testifying or whatever, I’ll do whatever I need to do.”


  He paused. “I’m glad to hear it. Not for my sake, but for yours.”


  I frowned. “I’m not sure I’d do it if it weren’t for your sake. I hate that he’s done this to you.”


  “Why wouldn’t you tell the police your story, Erica? He deserves to face what he did, and God knows, you deserve justice. You’ll never have it if you don’t tell the police what happened. You’re the victim, and they need to hear your story, not mine.”


  I dropped my gaze to Blake’s waist where my fingers idly tangled in the loops of his jeans. “The thought of going through it all makes me sick, that’s why.”


  He tipped my chin until I met his serious eyes. “There are times when it makes sense to let go, and there are times when you need to fight, no matter how miserable the idea might seem.”


  I got lost in his eyes for a second. “And you want me to fight.”


  “I won’t make the decision for you. But if this is any indication,” he said, gesturing to the now deep red scabs decorating his knuckles, “you know where I stand on knocking him down to size.”


  I winced at his injury and how it’d been incurred. I couldn’t imagine Max’s injuries, but I relished that he was likely still suffering with them. I drew in a deep breath through my nose. I’d spent the past few days trying to push past all of it. I couldn’t go down this road again. I wouldn’t give Max the satisfaction of breaking me like Mark had.


  “I appreciate that you fought for me, but this isn’t about revenge.”


  “You’re right. It’s about holding Max Pope accountable for the first time in his life. He needs to learn a lesson that he’s been working up to for a very long time. That’s not revenge. That’s justice. That’s making a situation right that’s been wrong for too long.”


  I could argue all I wanted, but Blake was right. Max hadn’t just threatened me, crossing a line that could never be uncrossed. He’d betrayed my trust, threatened both my business and Blake’s. Blake’s grievances extended far beyond the experiences we’d shared with Max. Before I’d even met Max, I’d known he was a playboy, a spoiled young man. He skated above the consequences that would have fallen on anyone else. Instead, he’d been shielded by his family’s fortress of wealth and prominence. Professor Quinlan had used such a circumstance to his advantage, earning me a meeting with him with the promise that he’d invest in Clozpin.


  How long would this go on? How long could he wreak havoc over our lives without consequences, spurred by this mindless jealousy that Blake inspired in him? Maybe Blake was right. Perhaps this was the one strike that couldn’t be ignored—by Michael or by the law. Maybe this infraction would finally show him he wasn’t immune from consequence.


  Blake broke my thoughts with a kiss that was both tender and careful. Pulling back, he studied me. “How was your day? Are you feeling any better?”


  “I feel fine. I told you that this morning. I’m going back to work tomorrow, regardless of what you say. If I sit around here lazing around one more day, I’m going to lose my mind.”


  He smirked. “Well, we can’t have that.”


  Turning away from me, he started the shower. He stripped naked and opened the door, filling the room with a rush of steam. I chewed my lip, following his backside as he stepped in under the stream. The fire that had lain dormant for days lit within me. Apparently the days of being deprived of intimacy had taken its toll, and now that my energy was back, I was having a hard time ignoring it.


  I wasn’t sure if I was ready, but I missed our closeness. Blake had been careful with me. Exceedingly careful. I hated that what happened had put an invisible wall between us, separating us by our fear of hurting each other when I needed Blake more than ever.


  I pushed my jeans past my hips to the floor and tugged off my bra and shirt at once. He turned to watch me, his countenance reflecting the quiet hunger that was simmering through me. I stepped into the shower behind him. He let me pass to share the water. Our bodies brushed close, setting off all the familiar alarms. My nipples grazed the soft hairs on his chest, hardening instantly. I paused my journey there, perfectly content with our proximity, the hot water pulsing down on us.


  “I missed you,” I said.


  “I missed you too, baby.”


  I placed my hands on his chest, eager to feel every ridge slide under my fingertips, to entwine with him. I grazed lower over the taut muscles of his abs. I wanted to go lower. I wanted to feel his hot flesh in my hands, to know he wanted me as much as I wanted him. After all of this madness, I longed for his touch, for the reassurance that nothing had changed between us. I traced the line of hair that led from his navel downward. He caught my hand, halting my journey.


  “Turn around,” he said quietly.


  I gazed at him from under my lashes, my breath hitching with the simple command. Good things were usually in store when he told me to turn around. I spun and braced my hands on the cool marble of the shower wall. I closed my eyes, imagining his hands on me, while the water ran down my back between us.


  I heard a small click, and then his hands were in my hair, massaging and lathering. While it wasn’t the touch I expected, I welcomed it all the same. I let my head fall back as he rubbed ten tiny circles over my scalp.


  “Feel good?”


  I hummed. “Very. Thank you.”


  “Anytime.”


  I smiled. He moved the spray to rinse me and cleaned the rest of me from head to toe. He washed my shoulders, massaging the tense muscles as he went. Turning me so we were face to face again, he left no expanse untouched, between my breasts and over my belly. He avoided lingering anywhere I especially wanted him. The whole process was driving me crazy, but he didn’t seem to be in a rush, nor did he seem to be enjoying the usual game of sexual torture that we so often played.


  He knelt to rub the loofa along the soles of my feet. The sensation tickled, but seeing him crouched at my feet, unable to hide his desire bobbing under its own weight in front of me seemed to cancel that out. Every innocent contact piqued my craving for a more intimate touch. He was hard, and I was burning with need.


  When he rose, I took the loofa from him and tossed it to the floor. I caught him by the hair and levered against him, bringing us chest to chest. He groaned and pushed me back against the shower wall. Instinct took over, and in seconds I was climbing him. Thigh over hip, arching into his hard body. He cupped my ass, increasing the contact. We couldn’t be close enough.


  “I miss you. I want to feel you,” I whimpered.


  I caught a breath of air, before sealing my mouth over his again. His erection pressed against me, teasing against me. The connection sent a tingle of desire through me. But the sensation was tainted. I kissed him harder, drowning the doubt. He moaned, sliding his hand down my thigh. He trailed a slow path between my legs, slowing over my mound before cupping me. I tensed in his arms, not immediately understanding why. My chest heaved, my rapid breathing betraying the battle raging inside me. Shit.


  “Baby?”


  I kissed him fiercely, closing the small separation between us, answering any question he might have. Damn it all, I needed him. No less than I’d ever needed him.


  He pulled back and caught my roaming touch, stilling me. “We don’t have to do this.”


  “I want to.”


  He hesitated. “I know. I want to too, but…give yourself some time.”


  “I’m fine,” I insisted, even as my voice wavered.


  Was I? I knew what I wanted, what I craved, but I recognized the tension. On edge, ready to react, I battled with my desire. The battle made me as angry as I was horny, starving for him to love me, to fuck me right through the feeling that I didn’t want to face.


  He kissed me, a slow chaste kiss that I barely felt through the heat and mist that collected on my skin. The gesture seemed to repeat his words.


  “I’m fine, Blake,” I repeated. “He didn’t do anything. I’m fine. Nothing’s changed.”


  He stared down, concern swimming behind his eyes. “Just because he didn’t get a chance to follow through doesn’t mean you haven’t been through emotional hell. We’re not talking about banged up knuckles. You know as well as I do those wounds go deeper than either of us want them to. You need time. We should take some time.”


  I hated that he was probably right. I hated that I’d become so flawed and vulnerable in a matter of days. “Maybe I’m stronger than you give me credit for.”


  He let out an exasperated sigh. “I have no doubts about your strength, Erica. I’m talking about your state of mind, your well-being. You can’t brush this whole thing off like it’s nothing.”


  “How about you let me tell what you what I can take?”


  My embarrassment mingled with the rejection. I left him there alone. In the bedroom I slammed drawers as I collected underwear and a shirt and then went to bed. Huddled onto my side, I tried to ignore his presence when he joined me. A moment passed before he came behind me, wrapping an arm around my waist. Pressing his lips to my shoulder, he caressed down my arm, eliciting a shiver that almost made me forget my irritation.


  “I pushed you past your limits before. Let me honor them now, even if you won’t.”


  I closed my eyes at the truth in his words. Truth and love and all the concern that the men who’d lodged this emotional wall between us had none of. I sighed heavily, giving myself over to trusting him.


  “Look at me,” he whispered.


  Reluctantly I turned, positioning my body to face his. A smile softened his features as he traced my jaw, running a sensual line over my lips.


  “I love you, even when you’re marching around all pissed and indignant.”


  “I hate this.”


  His eyes dimmed. “I know you do. I know we both want more, but it’s worth waiting for. Tonight, all I want is to taste your sweet lips and hold you. I have the rest of my life to make love to you. Tonight, I just want you in my arms.”


  Something cracked in me, that need to fight wilting under Blake’s gentle insistence. My muscles weakened, and I surrendered.


  


  * * *


  


  I walked into the office the next morning ready to face the day. Ready to face my life. Alli rose to meet me as I drew near her desk. “You’re not going to believe this.”


  My eyes went wide. There was a whole range of possibilities for things I might not believe. “What?”


  PinDeelz is down. Sid said it’s been down since last night.”


  “Do we know why? It could be anything. Server issues or a surge in traffic.”


  “I don’t think that’s why.”


  She hauled me over to her workstation, and pulled up the site. As it did, a bold black and white image branded the screen. I’d seen it before, on our own site. M89. The hacker group’s logo had replaced the competing site’s home page, but now I was more confused than ever.


  “I don’t understand. If Trevor and Max have been in cahoots to build this thing, why would Trevor hack it? Moreover, how would he hack his own site?”


  Alli twisted a strand of hair between her fingertips. “I don’t either. Unless somehow things went sour with Trevor, and this is payback. Like he’s making a statement or something.”


  “Just when I thought things couldn’t get any stranger.”


  “The good news is that at least one of their advertisers got back in touch about renewing their ad contract with us. Never mentioned PinDeelz of course, but I’d say we can expect to hear from more of them now.”


  I chuckled softly. “Unbelievable. We’ll see how many come crawling back, I suppose. Or how long the site stays this way.”


  “Speaking of crawling back, what did you decide about Perry?”


  “He seems sorry, but it’s not enough. Blake’s right. It’s a bad idea to get involved with him.”


  “I’d have to agree.” James’s deeper voice interrupted us. He seemed to have appeared out of nowhere.


  “James, hey,” I said, confused about his presence in the office.


  “Alli thought it’d be a good idea for me to be in while you were out.”


  “Right.” I nodded quickly, not wanting to think about Blake’s potential reaction to this.


  “Well, I’m glad you’re here. Can we catch up for a second?”


  I left Alli for the small privacy of my office. James followed me and sank into the chair across from me.


  “What’s going on? What did I miss, other than an entire week?”


  “I talked to your fiancé. That was pretty interesting, but I’m going to stay on in-house for now.”


  I dropped my jaw and the shock settled over me. Already I was more overwhelmed than I expected to be in my first fifteen minutes back at work. Fear rooted in my stomach. “Are you kidding me?”


  He laughed. “It’s nothing to worry about. You should probably talk to Landon about it though.”


  “Okay, fine. In that case, you want to give me an update. I’m behind on everything.”


  I spent the rest of the morning getting up to speed. After a week away from watching the pot boil, I could fully appreciate the progress that had been made in my absence. We were close to rolling out the changes that would have put us light years ahead of Max’s site. While the threat of competition might be in the past, I could see clearly now that the competition had been important motivation to push us forward in an entirely new way.


  As lunch approached my phone rang. My heart nearly stopped when I saw Risa’s face light up the screen.


  I answered, hesitating a moment. “Hello?”


  “Erica, it’s Risa.”


  “Yes.” Obviously. What the hell do you want?


  “Listen, I know I’m probably the last person you want to talk to. I just…I really need to talk to you.”


  “About what?”

  “Could we meet for lunch?”


  An anxious feeling rolled through me. Risa was associated with Max, and nothing good came of meeting with him to discuss business.


  “I have nothing to say to you.”


  “Please, I’m begging you. Please. I know you hate me. And you have every right to. If you don’t want to ever see or talk to me again after today, I’ll stay out of your life completely.”


  I stared at the white partition in front of me. She sounded different. She sounded...desperate. I wasn’t supposed to care, but I did. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to imagine how I was going to possibly handle this on my own. Then an idea occurred to me.


  “I’ll meet you at the corner deli near the office at noon.”


  “Perfect, thank you.”


  I hung up before she could say anything else and Skyped Alli to come talk to me.


  She popped in a few seconds later. “What’s up?”


  “By any chance, are you interested in meeting with Risa for lunch? She wants to talk to me. I don’t trust her, and I don’t trust myself not to strangle her if I go alone.”


  “Sure. I’ve got a few words for her myself.”


  “It’s a date.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  



   “Thank you again for meeting me.”


  Risa looked like a stray puppy sitting across from us. Alli sat back with her arms crossed, giving Risa her best stare down. I didn’t think Alli was capable of hating anyone, but she looked pretty convincing right now. Even as pathetic as Risa looked, I struggled to pity her. Her normally pin-straight glossy hair was tossed into a messy bun. Dressed in jeans and a simple black button-up, her face made up, she looked tired and worn. The shrewd and energetic girl who’d left Clozpin and taken my user database with her seemed to have aged in the short time since she’d left. I wanted to tell her she looked like hell, but figured I’d save it.


  “I’m still not convinced I should be wasting my time with you, so if you have something to say, say it.”


  Her eyes glistened as they darted between us. “I’m sorry. I want you to know that.”


  “It’s a little late to be sorry,” Alli snapped, taking the words from my mouth.


  “I know, and I don’t expect forgiveness. I made a mistake. Max…he made me believe leaving was the right choice, the only choice if I wanted to make something of myself and push my career forward. He’s not who I thought he was.”


  I clenched my jaw, keeping the words down. He wasn’t who I thought he was either. He was so much worse.


  “He used me to get to you,” she continued, her wounded eyes pleading with me. “He played on all my emotions, my own jealousy and insecurities to get me to leave. But now, I don’t even know who he is. He’s in trouble, I think, and he’s so obsessed with destroying Blake. It has nothing to do with the business I thought we were going to build together. It goes so much deeper than I ever realized.”


  I leaned forward, studying her. I began to see that she had no idea what had happened between Max and me.


  “Risa, Max drugged me and tried to have sex with me last week. That’s how much he wants to hurt Blake. Trust me, you have no idea how depraved he is until you’ve walked in my shoes.”


  “What?” Her jaw fell open, her eyes fixed on me. “Oh my God. I didn’t know. I knew he and Blake fought, but I had no idea.”


  I tensed against the emotions that threatened. I couldn’t lose my shit in front of her, as much as Max’s behavior still tore at me. I clung to my anger instead.


  “Yes. You should ask him about it. I’m sure he’ll spin some story about how I came onto him at my own engagement party. And maybe since you thought it’d be a fun idea to tell Blake about James, you can swap stories about what a whore I am.” I clenched my teeth, barely resisting the urge to leave. If nothing else, I’d wanted to meet Risa once more to get my verbal pound of flesh. Who knows when I’d get another chance to tell her what I thought.


  “I don’t think you’re a whore. At one point, in the heat of the moment after you’d fired me, I mentioned that I saw you with James to Max. He’s the one who wanted me to tell Blake. I didn’t want to, really. Blake looked so angry when I told him that I regretted it immediately. I didn’t even know you and Blake were engaged.”


  I lifted my chin, my lips in a tight line. “And thriving, somehow, despite all this. Despite you and Max trying to ruin my business and our relationship, me, we’re stronger than we ever were. So what do you want now? He’s the one you chose. Now you have to live with that choice.”


  “I want to leave him. I really do.” Her eyes glistened. The napkin in her hand was twisted nearly to shreds. God, she was a legitimate mess.


  “Then leave him. It has no bearing on me.”


  She nodded quickly, her head down. “I want to,” she whispered. “I’m afraid he’ll ruin me. Whatever happened between you, he’s a completely different person. I don’t know who he is. I think he’s in financial trouble. He said he can’t fund the site anymore. Everything we worked for, down the drain. And I’ve been overhearing conversations with his father. I don’t know for sure, but I think he’s cutting him off. Everything is so fucked up right now.”


  “I know, Risa. But I don’t really care either.”


  She released a heavy sigh. “Let me make it up to you. I felt terrible before, but now...I can’t believe what he did to you.”


  I laughed. “I don’t want you to make it up to me. I want to move on with my life, and you’re not going to be a part of that. It sounds like you fell prey to a horrible person with terrible motives, but I’m not the person to reach out to for help.”


  Her dark brown eyes looked serious for a moment. “I can help you find Trevor.”


  I cocked an eyebrow. “He’s pretty elusive. I have a hard time imagining he’d let you or even Max get very close.”


  “I can try to find proof that Max paid him, maybe an address so you could track him down. He’s not going to stop. If anyone hates Blake more than Max, it’s Trevor.”


  I narrowed my gaze at her, curiosity burning through me. Would I have a chance to find one enemy through another, or was this just a dangerous step that would bring Risa closer to my world when I wanted anything but?


  “I’ll admit I’m intrigued, but not enough to take the bait. Trevor isn’t a concern of mine right now. Unlike you and your partners, I don’t plan my days around revenge and counter attacks. I just want to move on with my life. I have a wedding to plan and a business to run. I’m sorry Max took advantage of you. Maybe I shouldn’t have, but I actually cared about you, Risa, and that’s hard to forget. I hope if nothing else you learned a lesson from all of this.”


  “I don’t expect you to take me back, but I want to make it right. I’m going to make it up to you somehow.”


  


  * * *


  


  I leaned against the wall in the cool dark hallway outside the office while I considered an early retirement. This had to have been the most emotionally exhausting day back to work in history. I lifted my phone and pulled up Blake’s number.


  “What’s up, baby?”


  I sighed, still unable to process all of it. “So…I had lunch with Risa today.”


  “What?” His concern came through clearly in that one word.


  “I brought Alli with me, and Clay drove us. It was fine.”


  “What did she want?”


  “I guess she wants to make it up to me. Says she feels horrible about everything, though not surprisingly, Max didn’t tell her what really happened at the party. She just thought you two got into a fistfight.”


  He snorted.


  “But at least for now, she’s still with him. She seems worried about him retaliating if she leaves. Honestly I feel sorry for her, even if she’s made her own bed.”


  “They deserve each other,” he muttered, the clicking of a keyboard quiet in the background.


  “She thinks that Michael is cutting him off.”


  Silence hung in the air. No clicking, no words, only the faint sound of Blake’s breathing.


  “Why does she think that?”


  “She said she overheard conversations between them. And he told her that he can’t fund PinDeelz anymore. I’m not sure, but I’m guessing that might have something to do with the site being down. It says M89 hacked it right now, which makes no sense.”


  “I hacked the site.”


  My mouth opened to speak, but the words lodged there for a second. “You hacked their site?”


  “Don’t act so surprised. He had it coming.”


  If I weren’t so shocked, I might have felt a little sorry for them. “But how…if Trevor built the site?”


  “Trevor is a troll, not a developer. And he obviously didn’t build their site with the same dedication he has for hacking. I was able to get in and wipe the server with very little effort. He’s a shitty programmer.”


  “But wait, what about the M89 logo?”


  “I just did that to fuck with Max’s head.”


  A short laugh escaped me. Blake was devious, but I kind of loved it.


  “Maybe it worked. Risa mentioned that Trevor fell off the map. Max can’t reach him.”


  “No doubt because he’s not paying him anymore. The business Max was using as a front to pay Trevor was dissolved a few days ago. If Michael is cutting him off, that might be why.”


  My mind spun as I absorbed these new details. Attacking me would have been the shot that set off this whole chain of events. And if what Risa said was true, Max’s world might be imploding. His finances, his family, maybe even his freedom.


  “If all this is happening because of Michael, it would make sense why none of your other investors would want to upset him.”


  “Don’t let his charms fool you. Michael’s a great guy, but he’s not someone to cross.”


  “But his own son?”


  “Max is finally getting what he deserves. I have no sympathy for him, and neither should you.”


  “I know. Trust me, I don’t,” I said. My thoughts drifted. I still had to speak with the police, and I was less than thrilled about it.


  “I have to run, Erica. I have a call. But I forgot to tell you earlier that Mom wanted to have us for dinner tomorrow night. I told her we’d go, but I wasn’t thinking. Are you okay going there and seeing everyone so soon?”


  “Of course. Blake, I love your family.”


  “I know, but after everything that went down…we don’t have to go if you don’t want to go back there so soon.”


  “No, it’s fine. Really, I’m fine. I have to move on. I can’t undo what happened, but I can’t dwell on it either. Remember that I’ve been through worse. Beyond that, it’d be nice to get together with everyone. Most of the time they overwhelm me, but you’ve been keeping me in isolation long enough. I’m actually looking forward to all the commotion now.”


  “Okay, I’ll let her know we’ll be there.”


  “Sounds good.”


  “I love you, baby.”


  I smiled. “Love you too.”


  


  * * *


  


  I focused intently on the magazine on my lap, trying like hell not to feel overwhelmed. Living inside my brain lately was like living inside a three-ring circus. Sid and James had the re-launch plans under control, so Alli and I decided to take the afternoon off to go dress shopping. I was still reeling from the meeting with Risa so I didn’t argue when she suggested the break.


  “Baby girl.”


  I lifted my gaze to find Marie walking toward me. She smiled warmly, but I could see the worry in her eyes. I rose from the bridal shop’s ornate cream-colored couch, and hugged her when she was close enough.


  “You look good, honey. How are you feeling?”


  “I’m good,” I insisted, swallowing over the rush of emotions that came with seeing her again. “I feel really good. Back to work and everything.”


  “I’m glad.” She didn’t budge, her arms wrapped tightly around my shoulders. The longer we stood that way, the less control I had over the tears burning behind my eyes.


  “Marie.” I laughed weakly to keep from sobbing. “You’re going to make me cry again. I can’t cry over this anymore.”


  She pulled away, her eyes glistening as mine were. “It’s okay to cry. What happened was terrible. I can’t imagine what you must be going through.”


  I shook my head and rubbed my eyes. “It’s nothing I haven’t already survived. I’ll be fine.”


  She frowned and I regretted the words as soon as they slipped from my lips. I had started to take for granted that everyone knew about Max, and most even knew about Mark. Having my past so out in the open wasn’t a comfortable feeling, but oddly it had given me a small measure of relief. Sometimes hiding what had happened and pretending like it hadn’t become a part of me took more energy than simply owning it.


  Over the past few years I had often battled over whether or not to tell Marie about what happened with Mark, but in the end, decided it was better not to burden her with it. I don’t know why I said it now, except to take another step toward bringing that scar out into the light. Still, I didn’t want to worry her with it today.


  She rubbed up and down the tops of my arms slowly. “What do you mean?”


  “Nothing. Forget it. This is supposed to be a happy day. Right?” I smiled and sniffed, trying to pull myself back together.


  Her lips were tight and then she released a small sigh. “Of course. Thank you for inviting me. I’m not sure how I’m going to keep from balling like a baby when I see you in a white dress though. Have you picked anything out?”


  I looked around for Alli. “No, not yet. Alli is with the sales lady picking out dresses for me. She says she knows what I want anyway. She usually does, so I’m going with it.” I shrugged.


  Then Alli emerged with another young woman. They both had their arms full of more white lace than I’d ever know what to do with.


  My stomach fell. Oh hell, here we go.


  Fifteen minutes later, the sales lady was clipping the back of my dress, cinching the fabric tightly around my bust and waist. Carefully I stepped into the little room the store had reserved for us. Alli and Marie sat on the edge of the couch, eyes wide as I emerged. I turned to face the mirrors.


  Marie’s hands went to her mouth. Before I could let the waterworks loose, I turned my focus back to the dress. It was beautiful, but the details of its design escaped me when all I could imagine was walking toward Blake in it. To be his wife. To be his, forever.


  The reality of that thought hit me like a sledgehammer. I didn’t know if I wanted to be sick or pass out or launch into tears. All I knew was up until this moment, the thought of getting married had seemed more abstract. Right now, it was real and staring me in the face, impossible to ignore.


  Alli came up beside me with a broad smile. “It’s beautiful. I love it. Do you like it?”


  “This is really happening,” was all I could say.


  She laughed and squeezed my shoulders. “Yes! This is happening, and you’re going to be so happy.”


  I laughed a little at how surreal it all felt. “I can’t believe I’m doing this. I’m actually getting married.”


  Marie stood on the other side and took my hand, so much love in her eyes. “You ready for this, honey?”


  I stared back at her reflection, frozen as I asked myself the same question. A weight inside me lifted when I heard myself answer.


  Yes.


  I’d never been more ready.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  



  I stared down at my feet as they sank into the wet sand. Wave after wave lapped against my calves. While we waited for dinner, Blake and I had walked down to the shore, stopping at the edge of his parents’ private beach. I took in the salty air, moist on my skin in the warm summer night. I lifted my gaze to the darkening horizon.


  “Don’t you feel like we’re standing at the edge of the world?”


  Blake bent to catch a shell rolling up with the tide. “I suppose so.” He tossed it back into the restless waters. “You love the ocean, don’t you?”


  “I do. I’m not sure I can ever be without it again.” I laughed quietly. “I guess I like living on the edge.”


  I met Blake’s gaze. His eyes were quiet, contemplative. The fading glow of the sunset cast shadows across his face. The vintage T-shirt he wore ruffled in the breeze blowing off the ocean. Though still damp at the bottom, his jeans were rolled up past his ankles. Blake was perfect in all the ways that mattered to me. Perfect and all mine.


  He took my hand and pulled me to him. I went willingly, loving the warmth of his embrace. He circled my waist, bringing us chest to chest. My hands found his hair, mussing the dark brown strands. I smiled, memorizing him and this moment.


  “Sometimes I wish I could just sweep you up and take you away. Run away from all this madness and take a real break. A long break.”


  I drew in a breath. I couldn’t agree more, but I also knew how unrealistic it was. I’d spent a long time wishing I could run away from my life, but not having any idea where or whom to run to. Instead I’d resisted the urge and forged ahead, making life work through the hardest times. Through my mother’s death, through the separation from the only father I’d ever known until recently, and then through the hell that Mark had put me through. And here I was—stronger, happier than I’d ever been, enjoying this perfect moment with the man I loved so completely.


  “I want to escape with you too. But this is our home, and our lives will always be here waiting for us. Besides, taking more time off would send me into a meltdown. I have a ton of catching up to do from being out so long.” I immediately thought of the mountain of work I’d barely put a dent in today. Risa’s lunch had thrown me off when my focus should have been on the details surrounding the impending upgrades.


  Then I remembered something.


  “So what is going on with James? I nearly had a heart attack when I saw him at the office this morning. What happened?”


  “Alli wanted him in the office to help while you were out.”


  “I can’t imagine that’s the only reason why you let him stay.”


  “No, we talked.”


  “He came to you?” I pulled back slightly, in disbelief that James would actually seek Blake out, or vice-versa.


  “I think we can both agree that he’s fairly protective of you, so when Alli hinted that you’d been hurt, it didn’t take long for him to show up at my office wanting to know more.”


  “And?”


  “I think initially he wanted to know that I didn’t have anything to do with you being hurt. He seems caught up on this idea that I abuse you.”


  He winced, and I didn’t like the emotions that played out there.


  “I don’t think it has anything to do with you. His dad was violent. I think it’s a sensitive subject for him.”


  “Maybe that’s it. Anyway, after learning that Max attacked you and knowing that Daniel hurt you too, he posed a compelling argument that he stay, for your sake.”


  “And you agreed?”


  “Basically, as much as I would like to, I can’t be with you twenty four hours a day. With everything that has happened lately, it makes sense that James be there to make sure that you can be safe at work.”


  I put more of a separation between us, staring at him in disbelief.


  “Let me make sure I have this right. Are you telling me that you’re willing to let James stay with the company with the understanding that he act as my in-house bodyguard?”


  “Erica.” An undercurrent of warning came through as he uttered my name. “If you think I’m taking any chances with your safety, you’re crazy.”


  I tried to step away but he didn’t budge. “I can’t stand the idea of having all of you hovering around me, waiting for something terrible happen. I want to be trusted to take care of myself, at least a little bit.”


  “I know, but taking care of you is my job now. Remember?”


  True enough. I’d given up the right to fight him on this matter.


  “Beyond that, I knew agreeing to remove James from your life wasn’t an easy decision for you to make.”


  “You didn’t give me much choice.”


  “You still had a choice. I’m glad you made it and were willing to make that sacrifice for us. I’m not saying I completely trust that he doesn’t still harbor feelings for you—”


  “He’s seeing Simone. I’m pretty confident he’s moved on.”


  “He made a point to tell me as much. I haven’t had much success with getting over you personally, so you’ll excuse me for taking his reassurance with a grain of salt. As I was saying, he might still care about you, but as long as he can keep his hands to himself, those feelings can serve to keep you safe and out of danger while you’re away from me. Keeping him there seemed like a worthwhile concession.”


  “Blake Landon making a concession?” I rolled my eyes.


  He hauled me back up, slapping my ass through the thin cotton of my dress. I yelped and squirmed.


  “Roll those pretty blue eyes at me again, and you’ll regret it.” He massaged me where he’d made contact, grabbing me gently. “Maybe you could thank me instead.”


  “Thanks.” I meant to sound sarcastic. Instead I was breathless as he pressed me against him, his hands splayed possessively at my back and over my ass.


  “That’s more like it.”


  I suppressed a smile. “You’re hopeless, you know that?”


  “Yes. Hopelessly in love with you. Get used to it. Marriage is forever.”


  His eyes glittered in a way that made me forget I was annoyed with him.


  “On that note, actually. I was hoping we could talk about wedding plans tonight.”


  I weakened a little. “Yeah?”


  He took my hand and we began to walk back toward his parents’ house.


  “I don’t think it’s any secret that you can’t quite compete with Alli’s enthusiasm over all this wedding stuff.”


  “You picked up on that, did you?”


  He laughed. “I’m very observant. But I was thinking maybe we can scrap all this elaborate planning, and just do something small. We can still have my family, your family, but skip trying to put on some big display. I want to be married to you, Erica. I don’t want to wait. Put me in a pink cummerbund, and let’s just do it.”


  “Really?”


  “Really. What do you think? We could do it here or at the Vineyard. A little ceremony on the beach, get some pictures, and spend a couple weeks at the house there just us. Then I can re-explore every inch of your body with the sweet satisfaction of knowing you’re my wife.”


  I smiled broadly, loving the sound of all of that. Especially the re-exploring my body part.


  “Sounds perfect.”


  He raised an eyebrow.


  “All of it. It sounds perfect.”


  


  * * *


  


  Alli nearly overflowed my glass of Pinot Grigio laughing over something Heath was saying. I was too busy listening to Fiona vent about her last date gone wrong. A couple empty bottles littered the table as we finished yet another expertly cooked family dinner, courtesy of Greg, who was proving to be a force in the kitchen.


  Greg tended to be quiet, as least compared to the rest of the family. But he was approachable. More approachable than Blake was at times, though I could see similarities between the two men. How people became a product of their parents always fascinated me, maybe because it was a perspective I’d largely lacked. Blake was so different from both Heath and Fiona, yet they all shared this common thread that made them a family.


  I could not have asked for a better family to become a part of. My heart swelled every time I thought of what a blessing they’d become. Having Blake would have been enough, but becoming a part of their world made the whole prospect of marrying into another family more than I would have ever expected.


  Catherine defied all the horror stories I’d ever heard about wretched mothers-in-law, and Fiona was sweet, plain and simple. Heath, as troubled as he’d been, too was becoming a loyal friend. And Greg seemed to be the glue that held everyone together.


  A sudden dinging rang out and my gaze fell on the glass that Blake held.


  “We have a little announcement.”


  “Oh! What is it?” Alli clapped her hands together, straightening in her chair.


  “You already proposed, Blake. Enough of the fanfare. You’re making me look bad,” Heath said.


  Alli turned a deep shade of red and shoved him. He caught her by the wrist, pulling her back to him and planting a chaste kiss on her lips.


  Blake cleared his throat. “Anyway, we wanted to let you know that we’ve made some decisions about the wedding.” He looked to me, silently letting me know I could take the floor if I wanted to.


  I inhaled a deep breath and began. “Well, as most of you know, I haven’t had a lot of time and energy to devote to wedding planning. I know you all were probably wanting and hoping for something big, which, to be honest, has been a little intimidating.”


  Catherine shook her head. “Nonsense. We are here to support you and Blake, no matter what you decide. Selfishly of course, I would love to be there to see my son get married, but however you want to do it is entirely up to you. It’s your special day.”


  “I would love to have you there, all of you. You all have already become my family…” I tapped my foot nervously, reminding myself not to start crying. Damn if this wasn’t a sensitive subject. Then I felt Blake’s hand on my knee, reassuring me. “And my own family being so small and kind of distant, we thought that it would be wonderful to have something small with the few people close to us. For the sake of simplicity maybe, and also because we could do it sooner.”


  “You’re not pregnant, are you?” Heath blurted out.


  He was nursing a glass of wine. Alli frowned and hit him harder on the shoulder. He shot her an apologetic look.


  “No, definitely not,” I said quickly.


  Catherine grabbed the last nearly empty bottle of wine and refilled her glass. “Well, you wouldn’t get any arguments from us. We’re bored and retired. I need a grandbaby sooner rather than later.”


  I snapped my jaw shut. Oh hell. Blake could barely hide a grin. He gave my knee another small squeeze.


  “Dinner was great, Mom. I think that might be our cue to head home.”


  


  * * *


  


  Maybe the white wine and ocean air did something to me, because I couldn’t keep my hands off Blake as he drove us back to the city. I crept my hand over his thigh to the bulge in his jeans and kneaded gently. He placed his hand over mine but didn’t stop me.


  “What do you think you’re doing, sweetheart?”


  “I want you tonight, Blake. I can’t wait anymore.” I stroked him, his erection growing under my touch. I wanted every inch of him, and tonight I’d have it. I didn’t care what had happened. Blake was my lover, and our bodies were made for everything I wanted to give him tonight. It had been too long and I needed him. Except need didn’t do justice to the emotions running through me tonight. Something else was at work, and slowly I had begun to put it together.


  His hold over me firmed, slowing my movements. He worked his jaw, and I could sense his concern.


  “Wait until we get home,” he said quietly.


  I thumbed over the soft head of his cock and grasping him more firmly.


  He sucked in a sharp breath. “Christ.”


  I hummed with pure female satisfaction, leaning over so more of our bodies made contact. “I don’t want to wait,” I whispered into his ear. My breasts rubbed against his arm as I reached to unzip his fly.


  But he stopped me. “Erica, put your hands on your knees. Right now.” His expression hardened as the sharp command left his lips, the earlier vulnerability disappearing.


  My heart beat rapidly as I assessed his mood. Was he mad or bossing me around? Regardless, a little rush at being told what to do fluttered through me, settling low in my belly. I eased back into the seat and rested my hands on my knees.


  He glanced at me briefly before turning his attention back to the road.


  “Lift up your skirt and take your panties off. I want to see you.”


  I smiled, pleased with where this was going. I obeyed and hiked my skirt up high enough so he could see me naked and ready for him. I wanted nothing more than to straddle him on the highway, but I could live with this until we got home.


  “Good. Now touch your breasts.”


  I hesitated a second, considering his request and how hot it made me. Then I cupped my hands over my breasts, noticing how heavy and tight they’d already become.


  “Pinch your nipples, just like I would. Nice and hard.”


  I did as he asked, and the sensation arrowed to my pussy. I stifled a tiny moan. My nipples quickly beaded into taut buds begging for his mouth. The way he looked back at me now, his eyes dark and dangerous, melted me on the spot.


  “Tell me how that feels.”


  I closed my eyes and squirmed, the feel of leather on my ass reminding me of my nakedness. I groaned. “I’m warm all over. But I’m frustrated. I want your hands on me.”


  “I know you do, baby. Soon enough. Do you want me to let you touch yourself some more?”


  “Yes. Please.”


  “How about you slide your fingers into your pussy and tell me how that feels.”


  I exhaled sharply, my need urgent now. I couldn’t possibly last long this way. I moved down to my torso until my fingers traced the seam of my sex. I glided my index finger along my opening, over my sensitive clit, and back down again. I opened my eyes to find Blake’s on me again, his tongue wetting his lower lip. Seeing that small sign of his own hunger, I pressed into myself. I arched my back off the seat and moaned, wishing he were filling me now, where I’d wanted him for so long.


  He adjusted himself before hitting the gas a little harder. “Talk to me, baby. We’re close.”


  “You could be inside me so easily. I want you here, your mouth and your cock. It’s not enough, just me. I have to have you or I’m going to lose my mind, Blake.” I grabbed my breast with my free hand, pinching my nipple as he’d told me to before.


  “Fuck,” he breathed. His grip tightened on the wheel.


  “That’s what I want. I want you moving inside me, slamming into me. I want to forget everything except how that feels, how perfect you make it feel every time.”


  He glanced sideways and caught my thigh with his free hand. He tugged my leg up so my knee rested on the console. I was fully open, exposed and eager for the attention he should have been putting on the road.


  “Keep going,” he rasped.


  “You’re the only one who’s ever made me feel this way. I love it. I love you. I’ve been going crazy missing you, needing you. Blake, I need you.”


  I pumped into my sensitive tissues, my mind reeling with want.


  “Blake, please,” I moaned, having no care of where we were. I was close and I couldn’t wait.


  “Don’t stop. I want to see you come for me.”


  I did as he asked, desperate for any relief, even at my own hand. I edged closer to orgasm, the promise of it coiling tight in my muscles. Eyes closed, I had no idea where we were until the car came to a sudden stop and Blake’s hands were at my breasts, his mouth hot and wet at my mouth.


  “Come, baby. Hurry.”


  His hand covered mine as I hastened my final strokes. My muscles tensed, my skin burning under the small places where we touched.


  “Blake,” I breathed his name, over and over.


  “I love watching you do this. God, I want you so bad. So fucking bad.”


  Then I crashed over, just as his teeth sank down into my shoulder. I cried out, shaking with the force of the climax.


  I came down slowly, the reality that I was spread eagle in his car on our not-so-private street slowly dawning. I swallowed over a gasp, gradually pulling myself back together. Blake leaned back, seeming to do the same as he stared through the window.


  “Let’s go.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  



  I leaned back against the door of the apartment the minute it shut behind us, only a little sated. My legs were still jelly, but every cell was charged, ready for him.


  “Come here.”


  Blake turned after a few steps, hunger and hesitation at war on his beautiful features. Hunger won as he came back to me, pinning me gently. He kissed me, petal-soft brushes of his lips over mine. I shivered as he traced the skin of my shoulder down my arm, lacing our fingers together. He pulled back a fraction.


  “We don’t have to do this if you’re not ready.”


  My heart ached at the smallest increase in separation between us, that small recession from where we’d been moments ago. I gripped him by the hip, wishing I could will him back to me, wishing distance were the only obstacle between us.


  “I want to.”


  “I can wait. God knows, I don’t want to, but I can.”


  Strain laced the words as he spoke. I arched into his gentle touch—whispers of skin on skin, quiet declarations of the love between us that had very recently had no outlet. Blake was my lover, and we loved with our bodies.


  “I’m ready, Blake. I need this, to be this close to you.” I had to find my way through this, so we could find ourselves in each other again.


  He cupped my cheek, holding my gaze. “I will wait. As long as you need to.”


  “No more waiting. I’m...”


  I shook my head, not wanting to show him my doubts, but it was too late. He leaned away, his green eyes questioning me.


  “I can’t take this anymore. I don’t know if I’m ready or if I’ll freak out somewhere along the way, but we have to try because I can’t live like this, without you.”


  “I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.”


  “No, it’s not the same. You know it’s not. This is who we are, how we love, and sometimes I can’t show you any other way.”


  “You need time to work through this. I can see the hesitation in your eyes. I can feel it when you hold back. It shreds me. I can’t stand the idea of being the one who scares you and brings you back to those memories.”


  “I know...God, you’ll never know how sorry I am, for all of this.” I sagged against the door, defeated by what Max had brought between us.


  “You don’t need to be sorry. I’ve told you a hundred times. You need to believe me when I say that. None of this is or has ever been your fault.”


  “I wish I could make it go away. You have no idea how badly I want that...to have Mark’s memory wiped away forever, but even his death couldn’t do that. I thought maybe it would, but it didn’t. It took away the fear that he could hurt me again, but what he did to me on the inside...I don’t know if I’ll ever be free of it. I want to believe it won’t haunt me one day, but all of this...lately...everything feels so fresh. Sometimes I feel like I’m seeing it again, but with different eyes.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “I know it sounds crazy, but before, with Mark, right after he attacked me and for the years after, I was never really better. I was functional and happy enough and moving forward with my life, but in order to be, I put what Mark did to me away. I locked him in a box, threw away the key, and convinced myself I was fine. But I wasn’t. Before you came into my life, I hadn’t really faced any of it. Maybe out of self-preservation with school, because I couldn’t imagine letting the rape ruin me and everything I’d worked so hard for. But I can’t block it out anymore. It’s like this terrible ugly scar and I’m too exhausted to hide it anymore. You’ve seen it, and you don’t judge me or pity me for it. It’s a part of me, and for the first time in years I’m realizing that I’m not all the way healed yet. And that’s okay. But I’m better because of you, because of us.”


  I brought us chest to chest again and kissed him softly. I breathed him in. His scent, his closeness, made me dizzy.


  “I’m not going to lie to you, Blake. I’m a little shell-shocked. I hate that I am, and that I reacted the way I did before. And I can’t promise that I won’t again, in some small way. Physically, there’s no question about what I want, but I never know what will trigger my mind. You’re right that I need time. But I can’t spend that time away from you because you’re the one who makes me better. You’re the only one who can bring me through this, because I’ve never trusted someone the way I trust you. I love you so much it hurts sometimes. You have to believe me, that you’re the only one who can heal me, Blake.”


  I held him tightly, letting a tear fall down my cheek. The emotions running wild inside me were creeping over, one way or the other.


  “Baby,” he breathed against my lips, his shoulders softened under my hands.


  “Please.” I kissed him again, more firmly, more demanding.


  He pulled away again slightly, worry etched into the lines at his eyes. I reached to him, but before I could seal the plea with another kiss he had lifted me up by the waist. I wrapped my legs around him and let him carry us to the darkness of the bedroom. He lowered me at the foot of the bed, never breaking the contact.


  I sifted my hand through his hair, deepening the kiss and melding our bodies together. My tongue found the ridge of his lips, flicking lightly for entrance. He sighed against me, opening. Our hands slid over each other. Even as the tension radiated between us, every move was measured and unrushed as it had never been before. I couldn’t remember when we’d taken this much time and care. And even though a part of me was screaming for him to hurry, to take me with all the passion he possessed, somehow this was more important. This slow dance of asking with each touch.


  As our clothes fell to the floor and our hands found their way to each other again. I broke our kiss and sat on the edge of the bed. I inched back, unsure how he wanted me or what I could handle. Only the moon lit the room, casting a violet glow on the ruffled sheets beneath me. He stood for a moment, a dedicated love painting his shadowed features.


  Catching my foot, he lifted it to his lips and pressed a kiss to the pad of my big toe. I lay back, letting my body relax into the soft comforter as he worked his way up my calf, tracing a decadent path to my knee and up my thigh. Stopping just short of my pussy, he traveled the other side.


  The craving I’d been battling for days was now impossible to ignore, impossible to resist. My earlier orgasm had done little to quell it. I wanted to beg, but he’d take his time now regardless of what I said. Nothing would push him past the limits of his control. He followed his path with his hand, and my eyes flew open. I caught his hand mid-thigh, stilling his journey. Breathing through the rapid beating of my heart, I struggled as a different kind of rush worked its way through me.


  His eyes widened, every muscle frozen in place. I searched for words as he waited for me to speak.


  “Don’t use your hands, okay?” My voice was small. I hated what the words implied, but I couldn’t not tell him and risk this moment between us.


  The line of his jaw hardened, the muscle below twitching. I gave his hand a reassuring squeeze.


  “It’s okay,” I said, avoiding the real reasons, reasons he’d likely already deduced. One of the least pleasant memories I’d had lately was of Max’s hands on me that night. I wanted to squeeze my eyes shut until the image went away, but instead I focused on Blake.


  He’d let my foot fall back to the bed. Now he stood, penetrating me with his stare. He wouldn’t miss a trick tonight. Most days, he was more tuned to my body than I was. Knowing what we were up against now, nothing would get past him.


  “Erica, I’ve said this before, but we need a safe word. If you didn’t think we needed one before, I need you to have one now.”


  I rolled my eyes.


  “Think of it as giving me peace of mind too.”


  “I’ll tell you when to stop. I always do,” I insisted.


  “No. It’s harder to tell me to stop and explain why. All you need is one word, and that says it all. It tells me to stop. It tells me I’m pushing you too far, that your mind is screaming at you to tell me to stop enough to say it. We need one now, or we shouldn’t go any further tonight because I won’t risk pushing you. Not tonight.”


  I sighed, unconvinced that we needed one, but if it meant that much to Blake, I’d relent. “What should it be? Just pick something.”


  “You have to pick it. It’s your safe word. Pick a word that you won’t hesitate to say if I’m pushing you past your limits. I don’t intend to, but—”


  “Limit.”


  He raised his eyebrows.


  “That’s it. I’ll say limit if you’re doing anything that I can’t handle.”


  “Okay, that works.”


  He seemed convinced. He released a breath, and the worry in his eyes subsided. I had no idea that choosing the word would give him so much reassurance, because I’d always thought of it differently. As if saying it meant I couldn’t take all he could give me, or that I was fully subscribing to the submissive role that I had slipped further into than I’d ever imagined.


  Silence settled over us, an empty expanse that threatened our moment. I hooked my heel behind his thigh and pulled on his hand to coax him over me. Instead of settling between my legs, he lay beside me. I turned into his body, bringing us flush. Both our heads on the pillows, we stared into each other.


  “I want this,” I whispered. “Please don’t let me ruin this or scare you off.”


  “Tell me exactly what you want.”


  “I want you to make love to me, Blake, and never stop. For the rest of our lives, I want love in our bed. Nothing can come between us like this again, no matter what.”


  Before he could respond, I kissed him. It was a kiss full of frustration and determination and more than anything, love. Our love was what could pull us through this. He met my passion, angling me how he wanted me. We breathed each other’s air and drank each other until the seconds turned into minutes. Until my lips were tender and swollen. The heat between us had made our skin sweat. My hesitations weren’t gone, but they were far in the background. I circled the hard thickness of his erection between us, stroking him to the tip.


  He groaned, arching his hips upwards into my grasp. I slid to the base and back to the tip, pumping him gently.


  “This is what I want. Come here.”


  I pulled his hip toward me and rolled to my back. He moved with grace, hovering over me, but we barely touched. Hands on either side of my head, he lowered. The heat of our bodies met. He kissed my shoulder and nuzzled into my neck.


  “Put me inside you.”


  Trembling slightly, I found the hot flesh of his cock again and guided him to me until the head barely penetrated me. I pulled again at his hip and arched, signaling him to push into me. Inch by inch, he slid inside with no hint of resistance from my body.


  “Oh my God.” My eyes rolled back, a wave of relief and pleasure flooding me. Every cell in my body seemed to sigh, because he was with me again, where he should have been all this time. This unbearable chasm between us had finally been breached, and nothing had ever felt more right.


  “Look at me,” he whispered.


  When I opened my eyes, Blake’s were dark, hooded with lust. But the usual intensity that could barely be reined in had somehow been subdued behind his concern for me. He’d rooted in me, nestling there until I spoke.


  “You feel amazing, Blake.” My voice wavered, thick with emotion. “I feel like I could come already, but I want this to last.”


  He released his breath, rocking into me gently but not thrusting fully.


  “You know I’m not opposed to making you come as much as you want. No need to hold back.”


  I smiled and wrapped my legs around his waist. Gripping his hips between my thighs, I coaxed him to push into me again. He did, again and again, each movement a little more sure, each press of our bodies unwinding me and washing away every thought that could haunt me in the midst of this perfect moment.


  We loved that way, without words, his motions guided only by my own. We were in tune, as if his body heard me. With every surge of our bodies meeting, the fire inside me grew. I rushed my hands over his skin, wishing I could hurry his movements to sate this consuming hunger but loving the slow climb. The flame was no less intense, and the need to come no less potent.


  “Tell me when you’re going to come. Tell me what you need.”


  The desperation of his voice, his breath against my neck pushed me to the edge.


  “Oh, God. Now... I’m coming now.”


  The flash of heat rushed over me as the orgasm took hold. I marked his skin with my nails when I needed more. I crushed down around him, creating an acute friction between us. He drove deeper, pushing me to that oblivion where no one else had ever taken me.


  “Erica...”


  Over the pounding in my heart, I heard the question in his voice. He wanted to know I was with him, that we were okay to let go. He didn’t need to be so careful. I was mindless now, immune to the terrors when we were this close to rapture.


  “I love you. I love you so much,” I whimpered, tears forming in the corners of my eyes. Everything was incredibly right now, finally. The words left my lips again and again.


  He took my hand in his, pressing it into the bed above my head. With the other, he gripped my hip and lifted me off the bed. He drove hard, and I cried out. The pleasure vibrated through me, soaring right over the climax that already had me breathless and weak.


  “No one can take this away from us,” he rasped, surging into me. He stole my next breath with a devouring kiss. Tightening his grasp where he held me, he came.


  


  * * *


  


  I opened an eye to daylight peeking in through the window. Another morning greeted us, and with one glance at the clock, I decided it was time to get moving. Blake’s warm body curled behind me. Half the pillows had made their way to the floor. The sheets tangled around us. When I went to rise, he moaned, tugging me back so I was locked against his muscular chest.


  “It’s getting late. We should get up.”


  “Don’t care,” he mumbled, nuzzling into my hair. “You’re too pretty to leave.”


  I smiled. My heart swelled, and I relaxed into his embrace. He caressed a soft path down my arms, down the tops of my thighs, and back up to the jut of my hips. He caught me there and shifted me back. Enough that our bodies were molded together. Enough to feel how hard he was. The fact wasn’t surprising, but it did threaten my ability to get to work on time.


  We’d had an amazing night, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Not just the sex, which as always left me nothing short of boneless and satisfied in the most wonderful ways. But we’d broken through a barrier, and we’d done it together. I refused to let my past keep us apart, and we trusted each other enough to rise above the fears it had planted in both of us.


  Something had changed between us over these past few weeks. Over all the push and pull, the snags in the road, we were learning to move forward together. Sometimes we were out of step and stumbled, but we were finding a new kind of rhythm. Every time we trusted each other, we moved with a little more grace.


  The way Blake had made love to me last night had embodied that grace, and I couldn’t have been any more relieved and fulfilled. I squeezed the arm that hugged around my waist, unable and unwilling to resist.


  He made his way to my shoulder, raining kisses over my back and up to my neck. There his tongue darted out, licking and sucking gently at the sensitive skin. I closed my eyes and arched back into him before I even realized what I was doing. Encouraging him, leading us down a path I had no hope of turning away from.


  I caught his hand and guided him to my front, down toward the V between my thighs. He stopped before he could touch me where I wanted him to, and I didn’t have the strength to push him any further.


  “Touch me. It’s okay.”


  “You sure?” His voice was rough from sleep, making it all the more sexy as he released the muscle that was keeping him away.


  “I’m sure,” I said.


  Slowly he lowered his touch until he reached my pussy. With tentative strokes, he teased my clit. I added pressure to his fingers, urging him, even more sure that we were fine and this was absolutely what I wanted. Slowly and then more rapidly he moved over me until I could hear the wet sounds of his motions. A soft moan escaped my lips. Tension rippled through my core, the part of me that wanted to be filled.


  Behind me, Blake lifted up to his elbow. He curled my hair around his hand and gave it a soft tug. I arched my neck, exposed as he continued his assault. His breath tickled my sensitive skin as he sucked and licked, and nibbled.


  “Blake,” I whimpered. I pushed back against the heat of his erection.


  “Something you want?” He kissed along the line of my jaw and behind my ear, his diabolical fingers working their magic over my clit.


  “Yes.”


  He left my clit to rub his cock against my entrance, teasing me. Against every instinct, I resisted the urge to push into him, to take him inside me all at once. He’d call me greedy, because I was. I wanted all of him, and I hated to wait for it.


  If that wasn’t enough, he gripped tightly at my hip, securing me in place, ensuring that I’d move only when he wanted me to. My skin burned under his dominant touch.


  “Tell me what I like to hear, and I’ll give you what you want.”


  “Fuck me, Blake. Make me yours.”


  “Ah, I love your dirty mouth,” he murmured before pushing in a bare inch. “Do you have any idea what it does to my cock when you beg me to fuck you?”


  I fisted my hand in the sheets. Already my longing was razor-sharp. He thrust in and out that small, maddening amount. Patiently I waited for more. Then he rolled his hips with a short thrust and pressed deeper. I gasped at the sensation of his small reward.


  “I love you, Blake. Please...please.”


  “You have no idea how much I love hearing you tell me.”


  Still he took his time, sinking into me inch by inch, driving me wild with the need to be fucked. His grip tightened and released. Then, without warning, he released me. His palm found contact with my ass a second later. I cried out, clenching helplessly around his cock, warmth rocketing through my limbs.


  “Fuck, baby. I love watching my dick slide into you. So smooth, like this is where I was meant to be.” He rooted with a sharp exhale. “And you’re so fucking tight. Takes my breath away.”


  My moan turned into a strangled cry when he slapped my ass again, harder than before. The responses of my body launched me into orbit as he began a rugged pace, driving deep into me. Our bodies molded tightly together. He banded an arm around my waist and slammed his hips into me from behind.


  “Blake,” I cried out when he hit the end of me. Again and again, so quickly I was scrambling to the edge. At the brink, his hand slapped again, hard. I shuddered as the climax came down on me, shooting out into every limb. A second later, Blake was there. His cock buried deep with me, he groaned. He held himself there and the warm rush of his release filled me.


  We lay there, wasted in the morning light. What a way to wake up.


  After a moment, Blake slipped from me and rolled over to his back, his chest moving with the effort to catch his breath.


  “Shower?” I asked, rolling to face him.


  “Go on. I’ll join you in a minute.” He turned his head, catching my stare. “What?”


  I traced a tiny circle over his shoulder. “I was just thinking that I’ll never get tired of putting that look on your face.”


  He grinned. “You’d better get your sweet ass in that shower, before I make you put that look on my face for the rest of the afternoon.”


  “You have to work, Mister.”


  “Trust me. For that, work can wait.”


  He twisted and reached for me, but I scooted away, barely missing his attempt to pull me back to him. Not that I would have minded much, but I had my own mountain of work waiting for me at the office.


  I lingered in the shower, my muscles taxed and tired. I smiled when I thought about all the ways we could make up for lost time over the weekend. Finally, realizing he wasn’t coming, I finished up and turned off the shower.


  I stepped out, and when he wasn’t in the bedroom, I went searching for him. Padding through the apartment, towel wrapped around my chest, I followed the sound of his voice and found him in the kitchen still wonderfully naked. His chest wore a few scratches from our weekend adventures, and his just-fucked wayward hair was adorable in a way only I could fully appreciate.


  “All right, thanks. Let me know if anything else comes up.” He ended the call and dropped the phone down on the counter. I was in his line of sight but he stared ahead.


  “Is everything okay?”


  He looked to me, but I couldn’t tell what was going on in his head.


  “Blake?”


  He blinked, seeming to jar himself from whatever thoughts were buzzing through his head. “Everything is fine. More than fine actually.”


  “Who were you talking to on the phone?”


  He rubbed his forehead absently. “That was my lawyer. He wanted to let me know the charges were dropped. So the hearing was canceled.”


  I lifted my eyebrows. “That’s it, just like that?”


  He shrugged. “Just like that.”


  “Why would Max drop the charges against you? He can’t possibly hate you any less that he did a week ago.”


  “He didn’t drop them. The prosecutor simply dismissed them. The lawyer thinks maybe it’s because of the nature of the situation, with Max being charged for sexual assault. Even with that though, he seemed to think it was a pretty lucky break. But I’ll take it.”


  My chest fell with a sigh of relief. “That’s great.”


  My thoughts immediately shifted to the nagging reminder that I still needed to go to the police station to give a statement. The charges against Blake had been my motivation to actually go through with it.


  “You’re still going to the police, right?”


  He must have read the doubt in my eyes because he came to me. I stood still, paralyzed by the sight of his perfectly sculpted body. He stood before me and skimmed his palms down my arm. I shivered, his touch cool against my skin.


  “You need to do this,” he said quietly.


  “Why? Why do I need to put myself through this?” Tears quickly brimmed my eyes. Apprehension took root in my gut.


  “You said it yourself that you still have healing to do. I’m here for you. I always will be. I’m here to love you in every way that you need to be loved. God knows, I can’t help myself. But telling me, telling Alli... It’s not enough. You need to be strong and stand up to what happened to you. Then and now. Every time I think about what Max did...what he could have done...my blood boils. But I can’t do this for you. This is your chance to make things right, and you’re the only one who can do it.”


  I closed my eyes. “I can’t. Something about it...I don’t want to break down in front of a stranger. To admit how stupid I’d been...how vulnerable he made me. Everyone saw.” I choked over the last words.


  He hushed me and pulled me close. I melted against him and let the tears fall.


  “You weren’t stupid. He made you vulnerable, but you don’t need to be now. You’re strong.” He held me a little tighter then. “You can do this.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWENTY


  



  Officer Bates led me away from her desk to a small private room. She might have been my mother’s age, a little heavy set. Her hair was pulled into a tight ponytail. A few short curls had escaped from it, framing a face that was lined.


  The chair legs squeaked against the concrete floor, and we sat down at a table across from each other. I twisted my fingers together nervously as she opened a file and shuffled through some of the papers. My heart pounded at the walls of my chest as I waited for her. My meager lunch turned in my stomach a little. My pep talk affirmations were drowned out by the voice in my head that kept reminding me how much I didn’t want to do this.


  What Max had done was the ultimate trigger threatening to dredge up the past that I wanted to stay in the past. This was part of working through it. But I didn’t know this woman. A stranger to me, she seemed as hard and cold as the room we now shared, and I didn’t want to be vulnerable now to her, or anyone else for that matter.


  She scanned the papers and glanced over at me briefly. “You okay, hon?”


  I regained my focus on her face. My breathing had become erratic. I licked my lips. “Yes, I’m fine. Just nervous, I guess.”


  She pulled out a piece of paper and positioned her pen above it. “No need to be nervous. All you need to do is tell me what happened exactly how you remember it. I’m going to write it down here. I’ll read it back to you when we’re done. And if everything is accurate, you sign it and then we’re done.”


  I nodded quickly. My mind had invented all of her coldness. In that second, she’d become someone different, someone who maybe wasn’t judging me in all the ways I was afraid she and the rest of the world would.


  “Okay,” I finally said.


  “Tell me what happened the night of the assault.”


  I closed my eyes and let my mind travel back to the night.


  Over the next half hour, I relayed to Officer Bates how the evening had unfolded. From talking to guests, and then Michael, to relenting to Max’s request to speak privately. I told her all I could remember until everything went black. Over the past week or so, fragments of the night had resurfaced. I would have rather they hadn’t, but any information might be helpful to paint a more complete picture of what had happened. The rest had been witnessed by Blake and several others. While she scribbled down the final pieces of my account, I cringed inwardly that anyone else had seen me so helpless.


  “Is there anything else you’d like to add?”


  I shifted my focus back to her and shook my head, unsettled by how little I actually remembered from the night. As promised, she read it back to me. I signed it, my hand trembling slightly as I did.


  Nervousness wasn’t making me shake, but a flood of relief. This was over. Finally. She let me know that they would be in touch if they needed anything further and showed me out of the room.


  As I left, the concrete block that had taken up residence in my stomach lifted. It was all said and done, literally. I couldn’t know if it would mean justice for Max, but it began to mean something more to me. I’d done something I’d never had the chance to do before. I’d overcome my fears and insecurities enough to tell my story. I wanted to believe it was an important step toward healing.


  I made my way through the rows of desks and back out to the bank of elevators. I waited there a moment before I heard a man’s voice behind me. I turned slightly to see Daniel with another man who I recognized as one of the detectives I’d spoken with.


  “Miss Hathaway. You must remember me, Detective Carmody?”


  My hand twitched, but he didn’t reach out. Instead he maintained a casual stance, almost too casual compared to how shrewdly he was studying me. I forced an impassive look.


  “What brings you here?” the detective asked.


  My gaze flashed to Daniel. The displeasure in his countenance made my heart stop.


  “A private matter,” I murmured.


  “Fair enough. Well, Mr. Fitzgerald, thanks for your time. I’ll leave you two alone.” He shifted back to me and lifted his chin slightly. “I’ll be in touch.”


  The elevator opened, and we stepped in together. I retreated to the back of the car, my hands going to the cold metal railing.


  “Can’t say I was expecting to see you here.” Daniel’s expression revealed nothing.


  Oh, shit. What if he thought I was talking to someone about the still unresolved case of Mark’s suicide?


  I stuttered over how to begin, not knowing what to say. “It’s nothing about Mark.”


  He glanced up at the numbers descending above the elevator door. “Assuming it has something to do with Max Pope then.”


  I stared at him stupidly, my brows knitted together. “Yes. But how did you know?”


  His gaze fell back down to mine. “I run a law firm, remember? Who do you think he called first?”


  My jaw fell open. I startled when the bell dinged, announcing our arrival at the ground floor. He stepped out and I released my death grip on the railing to follow him. We pushed through the heavy doors of the police station and slowed a few steps outside. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes and tapped one out. I wrinkled my nose.


  “You should really stop smoking.”


  He shot me an annoyed look and took in a drag. “Really? I’m at risk of losing a race that I’ve sunk millions of my own money into. And you’re telling me to give up smoking. You’ve got to be kidding me.”


  I took a defensive step back. His anger, however fleeting, still had the power to make me take pause.


  “Why were you in there?” I asked, assuming whatever the reasons were tied directly to his presently pissy mood.


  “Because someone is leaking information to the cops.”


  I froze. None of that sounded good. “What information?”


  “Someone leaked a tip that you’re my daughter. They know good and goddamn well how damaging it’s going to be to my campaign too. Pricks.” He grimaced and blew out a smoky breath.


  That would have explained why Carmody looked at me that way, like he knew a secret. He did.


  “You didn’t deny it?”


  He laughed. “What’s the point? You clearly are, and if there’s any doubt, a simple DNA test would confirm it. The two of us drink a cup of coffee in their office and they would have their proof.”


  “Who would have tipped them off though?”


  He shook his head, a bitter smile twisting his lips. “Call me crazy, but I’ve got your fiancé at the top of that list. Unless you want to start telling me who else knows, because I sure as hell haven’t been advertising it.”


  My stomach plummeted as I mentally ran through the list. Sid, Alli, Marie...maybe even Heath knew now. But none of them would have any reason to benefit from the information being made public.


  Blake had his own reasons to out Daniel, but would he do that? Even after I’d made him promise me he wouldn’t? Maybe learning that Daniel had hit me would have been enough to nullify that promise. In the context of our new arrangement, maybe his promise meant nothing at all if Blake deemed it in my best interest. Still, that seemed an extreme position to take. The repercussions of this information going public would be damaging for Daniel, but I couldn’t see how Blake would want to bring the extra attention to me either. He wouldn’t do that to me. Would he?


  “Daniel, Blake knows I’m your daughter, yes, but I really don’t believe he would leak the information. He assured me he wouldn’t do that to you.” I hoped he couldn’t hear the doubt in my voice, because above all, I wanted to keep us safe. I’d lived under the fear of Daniel’s death threats before.


  He laughed again, sucking in a long drag on his cigarette.


  “He promised me,” I insisted.


  “I promise Margo about ten things a day. Keeps her happy just to hear me say it even if I don’t always deliver. Sorry if I don’t put a lot of stock into your hacker’s promises. Lot of fucking thanks I get for getting his ass out of a jam too.”


  I frowned. “What are you talking about?”


  “Who do you think got the charges dropped?”


  “You did that?” I hesitated as I absorbed this news. “How?”


  He looked at me sidelong, an almost bored expression on his face. “Shouldn’t surprise you that I have a few prosecutors who owe me favors. Wasn’t too much to ask someone to look the other way for someone defending a sexual assault. He tuned Max up pretty good though, I’ll say that.”


  “Then you know what happened.”


  He nodded, his expression still blank, if a little more tense.


  “But if he came to you, isn’t your firm defending Max?”


  He grimaced then. “Fuck no. Jesus, who do you think I am?”


  My eyes went wide, too wide maybe in response to what he was asking. Who was he? One minute he could be tugging at my heart strings, and the next he could be ruthlessly threatening to eliminate the man I loved. I couldn’t ever be sure what kind of man Daniel was.


  He exhaled sharply. “As much as I may not want the world to know it, you are my daughter. And the man drugged you and tried to rape you. I’m probably going straight to hell anyway, but I’m not completely fucking heartless. It’s enough I have to live with what Mark did. I may not always follow the rules, but I’m not about to help Max get off scot-free.”


  My brain spun with all of this new information. I would have never told Daniel about the attack, but a small part of me was glad that he knew, especially if it meant snubbing Max from the protection of one of the most prominent firms in the city.


  “What are you going to do now?” I asked quietly.


  “I’ve got to talk to my PR people about damage control. I’d say it’s only a matter of days before all this hits the presses.”


  He studied me a moment. “If you really believe Blake didn’t leak the info, then you can tell him to at least help me find out who did.” He tossed his cigarette on the ground, and stamped it out. “Because I want to talk to that person.”


  I believed him, and I had little doubt he had plans to do more than talk.


  


  * * *


  


  I offered a quick hello to Cady, who looked up from her desk outside Blake’s office. Her hair was a bright shade of pink today.


  “You can go right in.” She motioned toward the door though it went without saying that I could, and I would, whether Blake liked it or not.


  “Thanks,” I said, and entered.


  Blake spun in his chair when I shut the door behind me.


  He smiled, and my heart melted a little. So much had happened since I saw him a few hours ago, and there was no one I wanted to see more.


  I walked toward him, and he rose to meet me. He pulled me to him and pressed a kiss to my forehead. I leaned in, welcoming the relief of being in his arms, even if my relief might be short-lived after we started talking. He tipped my chin up. His eyebrows drew together.


  “You’re upset.”


  I sighed, exhaling the relief in the same breath.


  “I saw Daniel today. I went to the police station to give my statement, and he was there. He’d been talking to the same detectives who interviewed me last month.”


  “Did he say something to you?”


  He guided me to the couch on the other side of the room. He sat down beside me, his worried look demanding I tell him everything. I was prepared to tell Blake the truth, but I wasn’t sure if I was entirely prepared to hear it. I was giving him more control than I ever had, but he had no right to release this information, no matter how much he hated Daniel.


  “The police know that Daniel is my father. Someone tipped them off. Did you tell them? Please just be honest and tell me if you did.”


  Blake’s frown deepened. “No.”


  I looked into his eyes, studying his expression for any signs that he might be lying.


  He flinched slightly. “Erica, have I ever lied to you?”


  “No,” I admitted finally, sliding back into the smooth leather of the couch. I realized suddenly that learning Blake had done it would have be easier to accept than grasping at the unknown. It was a miracle I could sleep at night for all the people who’d made it their life’s mission to tear one of us down.


  “Did Daniel threaten you again?” he asked.


  “No, thank God. You’re his number one suspect though. Obviously, I assured him you wouldn’t do this, but he doesn’t take much stock in the promises you’ve made to me. He’s pissed, and he can’t wait to get his hands on whoever gave the police this information. He says if it’s not you, you should find out who it is.”


  “What if it was an anonymous tip? How the hell am I supposed to trace that? Tell Daniel to fuck off and do his own research.”


  “Blake.” I glared at him.


  “What?”


  “This is serious. The police know, and I’m pretty sure they’ll want to talk to me again soon.”


  “You should have told them the truth when you had the chance. Now you have to keep up with the lie and risk obstruction of justice.”


  “I didn’t want to see Daniel behind bars.”


  He cursed, his expression suddenly tight. “Erica, you’re maddening sometimes, you know that? The man hit you and threatened to kill me. God knows what else he’s done that warrants a lifetime behind bars.”


  “He’s my father, Blake. I’m sorry I don’t have a picture perfect family like yours. My mother’s dead and my stepfather started over without me. Unfortunately, Daniel’s the only parent I’ve got. I’d rather not live the rest of my life with the knowledge that I put him behind bars for killing the man who nearly destroyed my life.”


  He shoved a hand through his hair, a gesture that always betrayed his growing frustration, usually with me.


  “So what now?”


  I sighed. “I don’t know. Before, I was just a girl Mark was hitting on the night he died. Now I’m officially his stepsister and the illegitimate daughter of a powerful man with a multi-million dollar campaign on the line. The discovery is bound to raise eyebrows. They’ll have more questions without a doubt.”


  “You definitely told the police that Mark was coming on to you that night?”


  “Even if I hadn’t, it was obvious in the photos. They had a whole series of shots of us dancing. Him...talking in my ear.” I shuddered, the memory creeping over my skin.


  Blake stared off in silence a few moments.


  “Why would there be so many photos you that night? There were hundreds of people at that event, and I don’t remember seeing a ton of press there. You were stunning, obviously. I can’t deny that you would have caught anyone’s eye that night. But doesn’t that strike you as uncanny?”


  I couldn’t disagree, but I couldn’t come up with another answer that made sense. I’d never really thought about the unlucky existence of the photos when the detectives came to the apartment last month asking questions about Mark. I was too nervous about protecting Daniel and sounding natural doing it. But what luck to have so many shots of a man the night he died? Of all the people there, the who’s who of the city, that someone would take an interest in us, in me...


  Then it struck me.


  “Oh my God.” My hand went to my mouth.


  “What?”


  My stomach fell, and I thought I might be sick.


  “Shit,” I whispered, shaking my head in disbelief.


  “Erica. Talk to me,” he pressed, pulling my hand away and slipping it into his palm.


  “Richard.” I looked up. “Richard was covering the event that night with a photojournalist. And he knew I was going to be there. I remember, Marie told him to look for me.”


  Blake and I shared a knowing look.


  “What else has she told him?”
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  DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


  

  1. The events of Hardline cause Blake and Erica to discover and accept some honest truths about each other and their relationship. What honest truths do they have to accept and how has their relationship evolved to this point?


  2. Erica has some significant emotional and physical walls that Blake continues to try to breakdown. Why do you think Blake is able to crack these walls that Erica’s spent a lifetime building? What is it about Blake that allows those carefully constructed walls to crumble?


  3. Risa and Max both do some pretty significant damage to Blake and Erica’s lives in Hardline. What do you drives these actions. Going into the book, is this what you expected from these characters?


  4. When Blake confronts Erica about what happened with James, you see the events unfold from Erica’s perspective. During that highly charged moment, what do you think is going through Blake’s mind?


  5. Blake asks Erica her to give up control to him in many aspects of her life, which goes against her very nature. What is Erica really giving up when she makes that choice? What is she gaining?


  6. In the aftermath of when Blake confronts Erica, they are slow to put the pieces of their relationship back together again. Why do you think it takes as long as it does for Erica to come to Blake, and for them to find a sense of resolution with all that’s happened? What do you think is the breaking point for Erica to realize what it is that she really wants and needs?


  7. Blake tells Erica she’s his only weakness in a moment of true vulnerability. In what ways do you think Erica is his only weakness?


  8. Blake has significant issues with James and his friendship with Erica. In turn, Erica can’t escape her jealousy over Blake’s relationship with Sophia. What parallels can be drawn between these two separate working relationships? Is Blake’s jealousy justified? Is Erica’s?


  9. At a critical time, Erica explains how much she needs Blake in order to heal after all that she’s been through. What do you think would have happened to Erica had she not had Blake there to support her? In what moments do you feel this healing the most?


  10. Daniel has made many interesting choices in order to protect Erica. Do you think his questionable actions and choices are defensible? Has your perception of Daniel changed based on the newest choices and actions he’s made?


  11. In the end, Erica makes the choice to report Max’s brutal attack on her. What do you think has changed within Erica, since she decides to report this incident when she wasn’t able to do the same after Mark’s attack? What allows Erica to make that choice now?


  12. Hardline ends with a cliffhanger when Erica and Blake both realize Richard may be connected to the tangled web of events that’s coming together. What part do you think he plays in all of it? What do you think his motives are for getting involved?


  13. The Hacker Series is full of supporting characters that round out the series and make it whole. How do you think these characters and their different dynamics affect the outcomes and events of the book? How do the relationships and friendships developed in this book add to the events that are happening?


  14. Both Erica and Blake need control in different aspects of their lives. When Blake asks Erica to give up control to him, what is he really asking of her? Why do you think Erica is hesitant to give up this level of both emotional and physical control? What does giving up control to Blake in that way signify for Erica, and in turn, what does Erica giving it all to Blake signify for him?


  15. There are many instances in Hardline in which Erica and Blake are at their most vulnerable. What moments specifically evoke these feelings and reactions for both Erica and Blake? At what point do you think they are their most vulnerable emotionally?
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       PROLOGUE


       


       E: Meet me at the club in 10 minutes. Please don’t be mad. 


  



       I reread Erica’s text until my brain caught up to her meaning. 


       Fucking hell. 


       The club she was referring to could only be one. My knuckles went white, as if gripping the phone on the brink of crushing it might stop her from doing this. Drawing in a deep breath that did nothing to calm me, I pulled up her number and held the phone to my ear. I listened to the endless ring, biting back the string of curses that would fly if she picked up. I knew she wouldn’t.


       The warm timbre of her voicemail greeted me. I was stung with missing the woman behind the sound, but I couldn’t ignore the infuriating fact that she wasn’t picking up the fucking phone. I hung up and grabbed my keys. I flew down the stairs to the Tesla and, wasting no time, pushed my way into the rush hour traffic. 


       Checking the time, I calculated my journey and how long she’d be there without me. Ten or fifteen minutes if I were lucky. My mind spun over what could go down in that span of time in the exclusive underground establishment I’d known for years as La Perle. 


       She’d be prey. 


       If I were lurking in the shadows there as I’d done more times than I cared to admit, that’s all I would see in her. A little blond bombshell with just enough fire to make a Dom want to make her his. A man would have to be fucking blind not to want to bring her to her knees. 


       I hit the gas and swerved, bypassing a cluster of slowing cars that put precious time between us. As worry plagued my thoughts, so did unwanted memories of the club. I hadn’t stepped foot in there since I met Erica months ago. I’d had no reason to go back to that life. My jaw clenched as I thought of everything that had played out there, countless meaningless moments that I’d kept coming back for, years after I left Sophia. Everything about the place was charged with the promise of sex, the darkest kind of possibilities hanging in the air between every bated breath and less-than-innocent exchange. 


       My chest was painfully tight. Anger was there. The teeth-gnashing frustration that only Erica could elicit. But under all of it was love. Love for Erica that set my desire on fire. Though I wanted her far from all of it, my basest desires painted a fantasy of finding her in the club and being the man to tame her—even as I knew how fucking impossible that task was. In the daylight, she never made it easy, but hell if she didn’t submit like a dream at night. 


       I hit the brake at a red light. I closed my eyes, and there she was, gazing up at me with those hooded blue eyes, endless oceans. All that hellfire spirit tempered in the name of the pleasure I would give her. And I always gave her more than she could handle. I never let her rest until she was sated. Until I saw the wonder in her eyes that only I could put there, having pushed her to a place no one had ever taken her. Until the only word she could form was my name. 


       We were never short on passion. We couldn’t keep our hands off of each other. Adrenaline raced over the fatigue that had settled into my bones after another sleepless night. I could fuck the woman until I was blind, and it wouldn’t be enough. She’d promised me a lifetime, and I had every intention of loving her well every day this life would give me. 


       Love was a small word for what I felt for Erica. Maybe it was an obsession, this never-waning determination to make her mine in every way she’d let me. Heath had noticed, even warned me when he saw how she was changing me. He was no stranger to addiction, and no one could deny that she was my vice. The drug I refused to live without, no matter how many times she pushed me away. I’d fought like hell to keep the upper hand between us to protect her, to keep her out of the path of those who would hurt one to destroy the other. I couldn’t lose control and risk losing something more important—the one person who’d come into my life and made it worth living. 


       Yes, she’d changed me, as much as a man with my particular affinities could change. She’d pushed me. She’d walked into my life, five-feet-three inches of fiery independence. Her mere presence challenged me, getting under my skin, making me habitually hard until I could find the unexplainable peace that being inside her supple little body could bring. Even now, I could barely take a full breath, knowing she was beyond my reach. I clutched the steering wheel tighter. My bloodless fingertips tingled with the need to feel her body under them, loving her, claiming her, restraining her. 


       Fuck. 


       I adjusted my inconvenient hard on. Pointless when visions of the night before flooded me now. Her full, swollen lips parting for me and only me. Her nails digging into my thighs as she took all of me in the hot bliss of her mouth. 


       I released my tense hold, exhaling an uneven breath. My thumb grazed the worn leather of my belt. The hammer of my heart kicked up. The light turned green, and I sped closer to our destination. A flicker of anticipation took over with a rush of blood to my now rock-hard cock. 


       If nothing else, I’d enjoy punishing her when this was all said and done. 


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER ONE


  



  Two weeks earlier


     


  I slid my cold palms up and down the sides of my dress. I’d dressed up to make a good impression. I knew it was foolish. Especially since this wouldn’t exactly be a first impression. 


  “Coffee?” 


     Blake walked up to where I stood and held out a steaming cup. He was dressed in dark blue jeans and a white collared shirt that made his skin glow. His skin was tanned from our time at the beach house, the place where we went to escape the city life and recharge. Today, like all the others, Blake took my breath away. He could have stepped out of a catalogue, but there was more to the man than his breathtaking good looks. His entire presence had a way of throwing me off balance. Sometimes—when I wasn’t swooning over his perfection—I wondered if I did that to him too. 


     “Thank you,” I murmured. Our hands grazed each other when I took the cup, and I let the heat seep into my fingers. 


     “Call me crazy, but you look nervous.” He sipped his own coffee and cocked his head.


     I stared into the creamy liquid, let the rich aroma fill my nose, and tried to imagine what the next half hour would bring. Being here with Blake by my side should have been a small—a great—comfort, but it wasn’t. “I can’t help it.” 


     He chuckled softly. “You have absolutely no reason to be. You realize that, right?” 


     Easy for him to say. Across the room, a tall young man was speaking with some of the other investors. I was now on a first-name basis with many of them, but I couldn’t get past the fact that they were the makers and breakers of dreams. They were men, more or less, like Blake. Some were self-made, and others had done well in their professional careers and had taken on angel investing as a hobby, dabbling with fresh new ideas. 


     The young man’s jaw was tight, his motions jerky under a tense smile and wide eyes, like he’d consumed all of the coffee in Boston this morning. 


     “That was me a few months ago,” I said. “It’s terrifying, and you’ll never know what that feels like. Plus I probably have post-traumatic stress disorder from all the shit you put me through in this room. Twice.” 


     Blake’s amused expression lacked all the remorse I was trying to elicit from him. Only months ago we’d come face to face in this very room, a meeting that set off an unexpected series of events—our life together as we knew it. 


     “I can see you’re really broken up about that,” I added, trying to sound annoyed as I blew a puff of steam off my coffee. 


     “I was a jerk. I admit it.”


     “A complete asshole,” I corrected.


     A cocky grin curved his lips. “Fine, but you couldn’t get me to take a single second of it back, because now I have you.”


     His green-eyed gaze locked to mine as he stood in front of me, his stance wide and casual. He had me all right. As my anxiety slowly melted, I fought the impulse to kiss the smirk off his face in front of all these men in suits. The man drove me wild, in more ways than one.


     “What do you think? Any regrets?” he asked.


     His eyes darkened as if he could read my thoughts, the amused, cocky man replaced by the lover who held my heart in his hands. I drew in a breath of air through my nose, waiting for the touch that often followed that look. A simple reassuring touch that held in it all the love we shared for each other. 


     He trailed his fingertips lightly along my jaw, lowering his face to the side of mine. The soft kiss brushed against my cheek could have been mistaken for a quiet exchange between colleagues and filled the air between us with his scent. My breath caught, trapping his essence in my lungs. I wanted to be immersed in it, bathed in that uniquely masculine aroma. 


     He retreated, returning to his casual stance in front me. His coffee cup occupied his beautiful lips once more when I wanted them against me again. God, the sensual torture I’d endured at the mercy of those lips. 


     Closing my eyes, I shook my head. There were no words. No regrets. He was right. All the ups and downs, however painful, had been worth it. We’d made mistakes. We’d hurt each other, but somehow we’d come through it stronger. He knew my heart, and I knew his. I couldn’t speak for the future, but I couldn’t imagine it beside anyone but Blake. 


      “Still nervous?” he murmured.


     I opened my eyes to find his amused smile returned, new warmth in his eyes. 


     “No,” I admitted, too aware of our lack of privacy and conflicted by the sudden shift in the air between us. I tried to ignore the way my heart swelled against the walls of my chest, that nameless reminder of how desperately I loved him. I was a slave to this man and the body that repeatedly shattered my ability to comprehend life beyond our bedroom. I wished now that we were alone, that I could be free to touch him. I ached to touch him.  


     “Good. This will be fun, I promise.” He moved to my side and slid his arm around me, stroking light circles at the small of my back. 


     Maybe this wasn’t casual anymore. Blake had a way of letting the world know I was his no matter where we were. Boardroom or bedroom, he never left much doubt. I can’t say I minded. I wanted to lean into him now, breathe him in, and let the world melt away in his arms.


     “We’re starting in a few minutes. Do you want to eat something? You didn’t have breakfast,” he murmured, his breath warm against my neck.


     I shook my head. “No, thanks.” I paused, unable to ignore the little seedling of doubt that grew within me. “Blake...”


     “What is it, baby?”  


     His voice was soft as his pet name for me rolled off his gorgeous lips. And the way he looked at me... I could ask for the Hope diamond on a silver platter and I had little doubt he would figure out a way to bring it to me. 


     “Are you sure you want me here?”


     He winced, marring his beautiful features with a small frown. “What do you mean? Of course I do. I put you on this board for several reasons, and they weren’t all selfish. You deserve to be here as much as any of these guys. ”


     I rolled my eyes. “I doubt that.” 


     “You have your own experiences—failures and successes—that you’re bringing to the table today. You know that.”


     The reassuring presence of his palm on my back disappeared, replaced by a gentle caress up my arm and back to my cheek. He tilted my chin up until he was all I could see, all I could think about. 


     “Don’t doubt it, Erica. Don’t ever doubt your value.”


      I shook my head slightly. “I guess I’m worried those reasons have more to do with...us, than me deserving to be here. What if I don’t have anything to contribute? I don’t want to embarrass you in front of all these people.”


     He pivoted his impressive body, squaring with mine. “Listen to me. This is your first pitch as a prospective investor, so it’s okay to be a little nervous. Just ask the questions that come to mind. If none do, it probably has a lot more to do with the poor guy over there who’s about to toss his breakfast than you. He’s the one with his ass on the line, so do yourself a favor. Drink your coffee, waltz over there like you own this fucking place—because in a few weeks, when you’re my wife, you will—and do what you do best. Be a boss. Look for talent and decide if this guy’s venture is worth a second look.” 


     I swallowed over the emotion that burned in my throat. How he could have that kind of faith in me blew my mind. Then again, not much about Blake wasn’t completely overwhelming and mind blowing. “You’re incredible, you know that?”


     His serious expression softened into a smile that met his eyes. Blake’s happiness meant everything to me. I wanted to hold onto it, bind it with my own, and stay that way as long as we could. Hopefully forever. 


     I closed my eyes, cherishing the brief moment between us. His lips met my forehead with a soft kiss.  


      “Now, let’s go find our seats before I send everyone home and make passionate love to you on that table. I’m having a hard time keeping my hands off of you right now.” 


     I looked up, trying not to let my thoughts run away with the fantasy. “It’s a little early in the morning for idle threats,” I teased with a half smile.


     His tongue slid out, traveling a sensual path across the bottom of his teeth. “Not an idle threat, and I think you know that. Now get your sweet ass over there and impress me.” 


     I waited a second for the heat to fade from my face before I led the way to the long conference table where the others were now taking their seats. We sat down and Blake cleared his throat, glancing down at a paper in front of him. 


     “Everyone, this is Geoff Wells. He’s here to present on his venture, wearable technology applications.”


     Geoff was young, early twenties. He was thin, his skin pale, and his dark blond hair fell long and untamed on his shoulders. He had all the earmarks of a programmer. His bright blue eyes were wide, darting from face to face, and his Adam’s apple worked on a swallow as he waited for all the people seated across from him to get settled. God, did I feel for the man. When our eyes met, I smiled. Maybe I could be a friendly face in the crowd. He smiled back, seeming to relax his posture some. 


     “Thanks for coming, Geoff,” I said. As nervous as I was for him, wanting him to feel more at ease launched me out of my shell. I nodded toward the stack of papers in front of him. “Tell us about your idea.” 


     He straightened and drew in a deep breath. “Thanks for having me. I have been programming most of my life, but the past few years I have been focusing specifically on application development. As many of you might already know, we will be seeing a new market emerging in the technology space over the next year. Software—specifically applications—for wearable technology.”  


     Geoff launched into the details of his project. He spoke animatedly, the way Sid and I sometimes spoke about our business to each other and others. All of us—Sid, Blake, James, and I—lived in another world, our own high-tech bubble. We spoke a different language. I wasn’t a codeslinger, but I loved the business side of technology and I reveled in our weird little microcosm. Geoff clearly lived in this world too, and possibly not much outside of it based on his complexion and unkempt hair. 


     The next fifteen minutes were filled with all the high-level details of Geoff’s plan to expand on the applications he’d already created. He hit all the checkpoints I’d drilled into my mind when I was preparing my pitch to Angelcom months ago. As Geoff spoke, I recognized his passion and talent. Beyond that, I thought the idea was pretty neat. I jotted notes down onto the legal pad in front of me, eager for a chance to ask him questions and secretly hoping that Blake was as excited about it as I was.


     Blake’s phone silently lit up, distracting him from the presentation. I shot him a glare. When he didn’t notice, I jabbed him with the toe of my shoe. His frown met my own, and a small knowing smile replaced it. He looked straight ahead, his focus trained on the only person who should have had his attention in that moment. 


     “What applications have you built so far?” Blake asked when Geoff hit a pause in his presentation.


     “I have a handful of apps built for major platforms that will be releasing in a few months.”


     “How quickly do you think you can bring more apps to the marketplace?”


     “It depends on funding. I need a lot more developers who specialize in different platforms working on multiple projects. Right now it’s pretty much just me.”


     “Do you have more ideas already mapped out?” I asked.


     “I have several. The technical specifications are ready to go. I just need more hands on deck to build them out so we can release them before someone else does.”


     I nodded, doing some quick math, matching up his funding request with the timeline in front of us. I glanced to the side, hoping what I saw in Blake’s eyes was interest. He looked back to Geoff before I could try to read him.


     “Okay, Geoff, I think we’ve covered all the basics. Do you have anything else?”


     Geoff shook his head. “I think that’s the gist of it, unless you have more questions.” 


     Blake glanced around, an unspoken last call for questions. When met with silent nods, he prompted the gentlemen on the other side of us to speak. “What do we think, gentlemen? Ready to decide?”


     The first man, one who’d sat in on my pitch, quickly passed. He’d passed on mine as well. Geoff worried the inside of his cheek. 


     The next two investors passed, and I was fully anxious for Geoff now. His gaze landed on Blake, the familiar terror of being unilaterally rejected plain on his features. Blake clicked his pen a few times. 


     “I will…” He paused, taking another moment to tap the pen to his lips. “I think I will defer to Miss Hathaway on this one.”


     He gestured to me at his side. My jaw fell open slightly. I loved Geoff’s concept, but as the seconds ticked by, I hoped that Blake would be the one to make the move. With his arm over the back of his chair, Blake gave me a crooked smile. Damn him. 


     Geoff now looked as confused as he was terrified, his face even paler than it had been. 


     “I like it,” I said quickly. 


     Geoff’s face brightened. “You do?”


     “I do. I like everything about it so far. I think it has incredible promise. I’d love to hear more about your specific app ideas.” 


     A broad smile split his face. “Thank you so much. Whatever you need to know—” 


     “How does next week look for you, Geoff?” Blake interjected, shifting Geoff’s attention away from me. 


     “Next week is perfect. Um, anytime that works for you, of course.”


     “Great. We’ll have Greta set something up in reception.” Blake glanced to the other men. “Gentlemen, thank you for coming. I think we’re good to wrap up.”


     Gradually the other investors rose with us. 


     Geoff gathered his notes and circled the large table to where I stood. “Thank you so much for this opportunity.”


      “No problem. I’m excited to check out some of the things you’ve built.” I gave him a warm smile and shook his hand. “I’m Erica Hathaway, by the way.”


     Blake rose by my side and held out his hand next, his palm meeting Geoff’s in a firm grasp. “She’ll be Erica Landon in a few weeks. I’m Blake, her fiancé.” 


     Geoff’s smiled broadened. “Great to meet you, Mr. Landon. I’ve heard a lot about you.”


     “Yeah? Well, it’s all true.” Blake laughed quietly before his attention diverted across the room. “Excuse me. I have to go talk to someone quick. But congrats, Geoff. Erica has very discriminating tastes, so you’re lucky to have her in your corner.”


     I rolled my eyes and nudged Blake’s arm, urging him off. “Go away and let us chat.”


     Blake grinned and left us. 


     “Sorry. He’s… Well, don’t feel bad. He horrified me at my first pitch.” 


     “You pitched here?”


     I shrugged, in disbelief that I was now sitting on the other side of that table after a matter of months. “Yeah, that’s kind of how we met.” 


     “Wow. He must have really liked your idea.” 


     I laughed and fought the blush that I felt certain was coloring my face. He liked something. 


     “Blake is a great person to have on your team. He’s taught me a lot.” I reached into my purse and handed him my card. “Here’s my info if you need to reach out to me for anything. I might contact you with a few more questions before our meeting. I need to let all that information marinate for a bit though.”


     “Of course.” He studied the card closely. “Clozpin?”


     “That’s my startup.” I decided not to mention that Blake refused to print my Angelcom cards until I changed my name. Damn, the man was possessive. 


     Geoff looked up, his elated smile now a seemingly permanent feature on his face. “Awesome. I can’t wait to check it out.” 


     “I’ll be in touch, okay?”


     “Great, thanks again.” 


     


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWO


  



  As Geoff turned to leave with the others, Blake spoke in quiet tones to someone through the open door. I leaned back against the table, waiting for him to return. He closed the door and stalked toward me.


  “Alone at last.” 


     I bit my lip. “How did I do?”


     He slowed in front of me and wrapped an arm around my waist, drawing me closer to him. “You made me proud. You always do.”


     “You put me on the spot. Are you going for some sort of record for the number of times you can drive me nuts in this room?” 


     He smirked. “Would you expect any less from me?” 


     “No, of course not. Tell me what you really think about his idea though. Am I way off?”


     “It has promise. I had a feeling you’d bite.”


     I skimmed my hands up to his neck, sifting through the hair that fell a little long against the collar of his shirt. “What if you hate something that I love? It’s our investment. Shouldn’t we agree?”


     “I guess, ideally. But if you like something, grab it and go. Just like you did today.” 


     He ran a finger down the front of my dress and back up, cupping my breast through the fabric. I leaned into his touch. The unmistakable proof of his desire was hard against my hip. 


     “I take it you like when I’m decisive.”


     He pressed his hips forward, trapping me between the table and his hard body. “I’m not like most men whose dicks go limp at the sight of a woman who has her own mind.”


     He brought his lips to my neck, trailing down over my collarbone. Goosebumps raced over my skin and my nipples hardened into points that strained against my dress. I arched against him, desperate to give them some relief, but the more our bodies touched, the more out of control I felt of my own. 


     “You realize that runs in stark contrast to your compulsive need to be in charge of me, right?” 


     Curving his hand at my nape, he gazed at me. The now serious look in his eye stole my breath.


     “I don’t want to run your life, Erica. I want to be a part of it, and I want you to be a part of mine. But I won’t have you exclusively calling the shots for both of us, especially when it comes to life and death.”


     I stared, speechless and breathless—from his intoxicating proximity, his possessive hold on me, and the painful knowledge that our relationship hadn’t been the only thing in peril over the past few months. At times, our lives had been too. For that, I wasn’t entirely blameless.


     “That’s not too unreasonable, is it?” The tension around his mouth softened.


     “No,” I whispered. 


     We’d been to hell and back, negotiating the terms of who held the power in our relationship. He’d made concessions, and in the end, torturous as it had been, so had I. I’d given him more control than I’d ever given anyone. 


     He relaxed his grasp, roaming over the fabric of my dress, down to where the edge of it met my thighs. 


     “Good. I’m glad we cleared that up. Now that work’s done for the day, I’d like to fuck you on this table, if you don’t mind.” 


     I paused, gauging the seriousness of his statement. “I wouldn’t mind, but I’m sure no one in the company wants to walk in on that. There’s no lock on that door.” 


     “Doesn’t matter. I gave Greta explicit instructions not to disturb me in here—under any circumstances.” 


     “Explicit instructions?” I teased.


     A small smile broke his earlier seriousness. “Yes, they were filthy. She was appalled when I detailed the things I planned to do to you.” He hiked my dress over my hips and effortlessly lifted me onto the table.


     “She might be too busy wishing it were her to keep people out.” I covered his hands with my own, trying in vain to push my dress back down to a decent place over my thighs. He pushed farther between my legs so I was nearly baring everything. 


     The reality of what he was proposing crept over me, heating my cheeks and setting a slow burn over my skin. I saw no shred of doubt in his eyes. A second later, he covered my mouth with his, overwhelming me with his hungry kiss. Starving for him too, I let his tongue pass between my parted lips. I sought the warm sweetness of it and gave myself over to it, but where was this really going?


     I gasped when he broke away, bringing his mouth down, kissing me behind my ear and down my neck, drawing a decadent path of desire over my exposed skin. 


     “Blake... We aren’t really doing this, are we?” 


     Sifting his fingers through my hair, he mangled the twist I’d carefully arranged earlier. “I’m going to be balls deep in you in about thirty seconds. So, yes.” 


     I struggled for my next breath, anticipation and fear robbing me of air. 


     “Are you wet for me, Erica? Because I’m coming in hard.” He pressed his fingertips into the meat of my ass, bringing us closer so our bodies connected through our clothes. “Fast and hard. Is that how you want it?”


     Fuck, yes. In time with my mind’s silent reply, I gripped his shirt at the shoulders, drawing him closer still. 


     He kissed me roughly, tugged down the arm of my dress, and spread a torrent of hot, wet kisses over my collarbone and shoulders. I let my head fall back, my mind humming with desire. My breathing became shallow. I spread my legs wider to accommodate him, hugging his hips and welcoming his advance. Lifting my knee, I hooked an ankle around his thigh to urge him against me. 


     He exhaled sharply, grinding his steely erection against my soaking panties. “Jesus, I want you. Right now.” He curled his fingers around the strings of my panties and yanked down.


     “Oh, God,” I groaned, reeling with the delicious contact and painfully aware of the ache between my legs where my body was more than ready for everything he wanted to give me.  


     “I’ve wanted to take you on this table from that first day. In fact, I have no idea why it’s taken this long to get around to it.”


     “Then get around to it, before someone finds us.” I had no idea how or if we’d get away with it, but I knew Blake wouldn’t be deterred, and I wasn’t about to say no. I unbuttoned his shirt quickly, eager to feel more of him against me. 


     He wet his lower lip with his tongue, watching me intently as I skimmed over the hard muscles of his chest. “You worried?”


     I swallowed, my worry rising to the surface again. “Yes, obviously. I don’t want to get caught.” 


     “I think you do. ” Mischief flashed behind his eyes. He slid my panties down past my ankles, giving my thigh a quick slap on his journey back to my hips. 


     “Why would I want that?” My voice was weak and breathy, betraying the physical effect the vision had on me.


      He reached for his zipper. Pushing down his boxers, he freed his thick erection, palming the length of it in slow decadent pulls. I bit my lip too hard, suppressing a moan that might go beyond the walls of our precarious location. I desperately wanted him inside me.


     “I think you like the idea of it—the chance that someone might catch me fucking you. In public. Where we shouldn’t be.”


     I stared at him, my mind a haze of desire and excitement as I envisioned the possibilities. All of them humiliating but strangely erotic when I imagined a stranger walking in to see Blake fiercely claiming my body the way I knew he would be… soon. My core pulsed, empty and eager to be filled. 


     “No,” I lied. 


     He threaded his fingers through my hair again, fisting tight enough to make me shiver. That edge, that promise of control, shot a bolt of awareness through me. If I’d been wet before, I was drenched now. 


     “Yes, you do.” The husky words did little for my waning self-control. “Imagine it… you on the brink of coming... so close to the edge that we couldn’t stop if we wanted to.”


     My heart thumped as I imagined the scene he drew. The more we talked about it, the more time we gave someone to find us. “Just fucking do it, Blake, before someone walks in.” 


     He teased his cock against my entrance. “Don’t piss me off, Erica. I’ll make you scream. Then everyone will know I fucked you on this table.” 


     I closed my eyes and rolled back my head. “Blake, please... I’m begging you. Fuck me now, or...” Or what? Or... stop? No. I needed him badly, and I needed him now. 


     He nudged into me a fraction more. I quivered against him, wishing I could somehow draw him into me, but he held me firmly in place. At his mercy.


     “Blake,” I pleaded, clawing at his hips. His taut muscles flinched under my fingertips. 


     Then he bent over me, lowering me so my back rested against the table. He slid his fingertips across my cheek, over my lips, and finally rested on my throat. He caught my hip with his free hand, and without further warning, lunged into me. Our bodies connected with a slap. When an uncontrollable cry left my lips, he covered my mouth, muffling the sound. 


     Everything inside my core seized around him. My thighs clung to his unmoving body, waiting for more. With trembling hands, I gripped the edge of the table for leverage. Somewhere in the crazy rush of his possession, I wanted him to reach the deepest part of me. On his next thrust, he did. He stoked the burning heat of my needy body, again and again. 


     I tried to keep quiet, but small gasps and moans crept past my lips into the hot shield of his palm.


     The reminder that we could be discovered enflamed all my sensations with prickling fear. My skin heated unbearably. I arched off the table, his name on my lips. I didn’t want to get caught, but I couldn’t keep quiet to save my life. 


     Blake did this to me. Turned my body and mind against all reason. His breathing was labored as he fucked me steadily, his silence seemingly locked in the bulging muscle of his jaw. His hand left my mouth, found purchase around my still clothed breast. With a firm squeeze, he taunted the hard nipple underneath. I bit my lip with a groan.


     Something right and karmic weighted the air as he pushed us deeper and deeper into our pleasure. This is where we had begun. I closed my eyes, remembering how badly I’d wanted him, against all reason. Now he was mine. Utterly mine.  


     I’d fantasized so many times about the different ways that first day in his board room could have ended. This was one of them. As much as I’d hated him then, my body still wanted him. I trembled, the beginnings of a climax taking hold. The fantasy coming to life was pushing me to the brink.


     “I imagined this... Blake, I wanted this.” The confession poured out of me, with all the other forbidden sounds leaving my lips.


     Without warning, he pulled out of me, bringing my slow climb to an abrupt halt. My eyes flew open. Before I could speak, he’d pulled me down and flipped me to my belly. My hips pressed against the hard table. Blake bent over me, his erection, slick from my arousal, pressed against my bare bottom. Energy radiated between us—taut and tenuous. My heart beat in a flurry against the table. My hands on either side of me braced me for whatever Blake had planned. His breath kissed my neck. My pussy clenched, desperately empty without him. 


     “Blake,” I whimpered, squirming back against him to be closer.


     “This is how I wanted you, Erica. I wanted you bent over this table, screaming my name. I couldn’t hear a single fucking word you were saying.”


     He kneed my legs apart. I fisted my hands into tight balls, my hips pressed back. Then he was inside me again, filling me completely with a hard shove. 


     I released a small cry before I could stop myself. “Blake!” 


     My body at his mercy, my cheek against the cool, slick surface of the table, I couldn’t imagine anything more intense than what I was currently experiencing. My body buzzed, building with sharp climbing sensations that brought me closer to heaven. 


     “You’re so deep.” Shocks of pleasure rocketed through me every time he filled me. 


     “I haven’t shown you deep yet.”  


     Before I could catch a breath and brace myself, he grabbed both my hips. Hauling me back to him, he drove farther into my sensitive tissues. Something between a scream and a groan rumbled through my chest, but before it could escape my lips, Blake’s hand was there, silencing the next series of cries as he powered into me. 


     Hands fisted, toes curling, I came hard and weakened against the table, wasted, but Blake was still hard as ever. 


     “Come, Blake. Hurry,” I whispered. The thought of Greta walking in on us was sobering, and another wave of fear raced through my veins. 


     He released my hip and stilled inside me. “That was too quick. I think we have time for one more, don’t you?” 


     Blake pulled out slightly. Circling to my front, he found my clit and pressed firmly. I jolted, on edge from having come so recently. Now he was threatening more. With every careful ministration he brought me closer, higher.  


     This wasn’t a quickie. He was destroying me, and I was coming apart. 


     I cursed repeatedly, not caring about where we were anymore. Mindless, powerless, I lost all sense of propriety and decency as Blake continued to fuck me, rolling his hips with every driving thrust, massaging the tight walls of my pussy from the inside.  


     My orgasm built like a storm rolling in from a distance, until seconds later it was thundering through me. I could see it, bright flashing pulses of light behind my eyes. And God, could I feel it, a tornado rocketing through my core and shooting out of every limb.


     Overwhelmed with sensation, I slapped my hand on the table, drawing a damp path down to my side. I muffled my cries against the table now that Blake’s efforts to keep me quiet had seemingly been replaced with the singular task of fucking me as hard as he could. 


      “Erica!” Blake’s tortured groan ripped from his lungs. The only sound that might have been heard beyond the walls of this room echoed off the walls as we both fell limp. Blake’s body covered mine as we struggled for breath. His fingers slipped from me, and my pussy fluttered around the hard cock still pulsing inside of me. 


     Buzzing and deliciously wasted, I faintly registered that we hadn’t been caught. The thought flitted away as Blake pulled out of me. A shiver ran over my exposed skin. 


     “Turn around. Let me clean you up.” 


     I pushed myself up and turned on shaky legs. I feebly held myself up by the table. Blake grabbed my panties from the floor. He cast his gaze down, focused on the task of cleaning my oversensitive flesh with the garment. I stared down at him, wanting to see his eyes but almost afraid to meet them after what we’d done here. If Greta only knew. 


     A knock at the door had me standing straight and shoving down my dress to cover my nakedness. 


     “Shit. Blake!” My voice was a panicked whisper. 


     “Relax. I’ll take care of it.” 


     He stuffed my panties into his pocket. He tucked himself away and buttoned his shirt. As he moved toward the door, I pushed away from the table, trying desperately to fix my totally wrecked hair. Frowning, he opened the door only wide enough to greet whoever was knocking, carefully hiding me from anyone’s prying eyes.


     “Greta, I told you—”


     She interrupted his berating tone with a quick apology, but her voice was so low I could barely hear it. Blake glanced back to me, his face revealing his agitation. He stepped out of the room without a word, leaving me to pull myself together. 


     


     * * *


     


  I slumped into one of the chairs. Struggling to still the tremble in my hands, I tried to reason with the promise of danger that had sent my heart speeding and skipping. Fuck. Something about this time, apart from the others, had stripped me down in an entirely new way. 


     My body still hummed and ached where he’d been. Blake was right. Someone could have walked in at any time, and I wouldn’t have cared. Sometimes I didn’t recognize the person I’d become, the lover so enraptured with Blake’s touch, the way he challenged me in every way. He put me on edge, but I didn’t want it any other way.


     I drew in a deep breath through my nose, determined to pull myself together. I’d triple checked my appearance in one of the room’s decorative mirrors. Time stretched on, and when Blake didn’t return, I ventured out. Greta sat stiffly typing at her desk. I wanted to ask where Blake had gone, but didn’t want to bring attention to anything she might have heard. My cheeks heated. I made my way down the hall to his private office inside the Angelcom building. I approached the door, open only a crack. Reaching to push it open, I stopped abruptly at the sound of a woman’s voice. 


     “When were you going to tell me, Blake?”


     My stomach fell, my jaw clenched, and my already worn out nerves stood on edge. I knew that voice. I knew it, and I hated it.


     Sophia. 


     “I told you this time would come. I didn’t think it would come as a shock to you,” Blake said.


     “Then why did I have to hear it from Heath? You couldn’t tell me yourself? After everything we’ve been through.” 


     Blake sighed heavily. “You’re closer with him. I figured you’d want to hear it from him.”


     “I was closer to you before you left me. Having Heath in my life means nothing when you’re not in it.”


     Blake’s low tenor filled the momentary silence. “Don’t say that, Soph. Your friendship means a lot to him.” 


     “It’s about that little bitch, Erica, isn’t it?”


     “Watch your mouth,” he growled. 


     “She’s making you do this, isn’t she?” 


     “I think we both know I don’t take orders from anyone, including you. You have all the connections you need. Your business has shown healthy profits for over two years. There’s no reason for me to stay invested at this point. We had an agreement, and it’s time for us to exit.”


     “And what about us?” 


     The sharp edge of Sophia’s tirade had softened with these last words, tinged with enough pleading emotion to make my fingers ball into tight fists. I sent up a little prayer that Blake wouldn’t back down.


     “What about us?”


     She hesitated a moment. “She’s trying to keep us apart. Can’t you see that?”


     Silence stretched over several seconds, the truth of her accusation settling into that space with absolute certainty. I wanted Sophia to finally have her claws out of Blake, and his connection to her business was the last thing tying him to her and their romantic history. 


     “This is the best thing, for everyone.” His voice had quieted.


     “Don’t do this,” she begged. “Don’t let her do this to you. To us.”


     “There is no us, Sophia. What we had is over. It’s been over for a long time, and you know that.”


     “It doesn’t have to be. I’m better now. Just let me show you. I know what you need. This…what you’re doing for her...this isn’t you. You need a sub, someone who can appreciate everything you can give her. She needs a mentor, not a master. I need you, Blake. We need each other. Why can’t you see it?”


     I heard movement and took a step back from the door. My imagination was spinning out of control, filled with wild scenarios of what was taking place beyond my view. Every vision involved Sophia, her hands on Blake, seducing him into succumbing to her desperate pleas. What if he weakened? She had a habit of touching him like she had a right to. But she didn’t. Never again would she have the right to lay hands on the man who would soon be my husband. I harnessed all my willpower not to barge in and tell her so. 


     “You need to go. It’s done.” 


     “What can she do for you that I can’t?”


     Blake hesitated before saying his next words. “Sophia…we’re getting married.” 


     A heavy silence fell. I closed my eyes. 


     She didn’t know.


     “When were you going to tell me?” Her voice trembled.


     He sighed heavily. “I don’t know. Does it matter?”


     A short laugh escaped her, a delirious sound that made me worry about what she might do next. 


     “I guess not. So that’s it? She’s everything you’ve ever wanted.”


     I read his silence as an affirmation. I prayed that it was. 


     “I imagine she’s come a long way since you whipped her then. Does she know about the club?” 


     “No, and she never will,” he shot back.


     That soft, ingenuous laugh again. “You’re kidding me. You’re ready to spend forever with her, and she doesn’t even know who you are.”


     “She does, trust me.” 


     “Don’t you think she should know?”


     “Enough.” The word came out like a threat.


     “Blake…”  She was pleading again. 


     I imagined her on her knees, begging him, like the natural submissive she’d been for him. Ready to surrender everything to him if he’d only give in to her. 


     “You never gave us a chance,” she whispered.


     “We never had a chance.” The low timbre of his voice was barely audible.


     “Don’t do this to us,” she sobbed.  


     “Leave, Sophia. Don’t make this harder than it needs to be.”


     The movement came closer to the door, and I took a step back, my heart racing in anticipation of seeing Sophia in the flesh. 


     “Whatever you want, Blake, but I don’t think it’s this,” she snapped. “You’re going to regret this. We both know you will.”


     The door swung open and she gasped. Her shocked eyes narrowed quickly, the bleeding mascara the only imperfection on her flawless face. Her pin-straight brown hair flowed over her shoulders and the top of her designer leather jacket. 


     “You.” The single word seemed to hold inside of it all of her spite. Tears shone in her eyes. Tears of frustration maybe, but whatever I saw there I recognized. A wild and untamed love. A love that breached the barrier of reason. “You’re the one he wants.”


     “Leave, Sophia. Now.” Blake gripped the edges of the doorway behind her. 


     The look of pure disdain on his countenance both satisfied and sickened me. I wanted him to shun her. I wanted her to be the dirt under his feet. But I couldn’t deny that to have him look at me the way he was looking at her now would destroy me. 


     She took a quick step toward me, but I held my ground. As much as her words tore at me, threatening to expose every insecurity I had about belonging with Blake, I couldn’t let her see it. The man who could have anyone wanted me, only me. I lifted my chin, grateful for the heels I’d worn that gave me the height to look her in the eye. 


     “That’s right. I’m the one he wants. Now why don’t you be a good girl and leave?”


     “Fuck you,” she spat. 


     “He just did. Now leave us be. He doesn't want you here.”


     A sneer marred the perfect planes of her face. “I made him who he is, Erica. The years that he was inside of me will be the years he’ll never be able to forget, no matter what you do. Think of that when you’re saying your vows.” 


     “Sophia!” Blake’s face twisted into an angry grimace as he took an intimidating step toward her.


     Without looking back, Sophia disappeared down the hallway, leaving us there alone. I wanted relief, but rage and uncertainty rattled through me, making my hands tremble at my sides. 


     When Blake turned back into his office, I followed him in. I shut the door and leaned against it, needing its support. I stared at his silhouette as he looked out the window to the sprawling city skyline beyond.  


     I wanted to talk to him but wondered how I could possibly keep my emotions from bubbling to the surface afterward. I wanted him to make this right, to erase the terrible things that she’d said. Her words still stung, as if she’d physically hit me with them. The shallow part of me wanted to believe my words had done the same to her.


     “I’m sorry,” he finally said. 


     “Why?”


     He turned back, pinning me with the same green eyes that had me at his mercy only moments ago. “For her being here. For upsetting you.”


     “Why was she here?” I had my suspicions, but I wanted him to confirm it. I needed to know they were done, completely and irrevocably.  


     “I’m pulling my investment from her agency, making her buy me out.” He shoved a hand through his hair. “That’s what you wanted, right?”


     “Yes.”


     “Well, there you have it.”


     “Do you wish you hadn’t?” I couldn’t hide the challenge in my tone. I didn’t want to hear regret.


     He pinched the bridge of his nose. “It had to be done, sooner or later. Sometimes it’s just easier to appease certain people than to face off with them. She’s one of those people.”


     “It’s better than being held hostage by her forever, isn’t it?”


     “We’ll see. She’s used to getting what she wants.”


     “What did she mean by...” I let out a breath, questioning how far I wanted to push him after the morning we’d already had. “The club,” I said quietly. 


     His eyes never left me. “What about it?”


     I studied him. The twitch in his tightened jaw betrayed everything I’d heard, but he couldn’t possibly want to tell me. 


     “Tell me about it.” 


     He stalked closer, careful steps that brought us face to face. My back was against the door as he placed a flat palm beside my head. He towered over me, wordless empty seconds passing between us. “That place is in the past, and that’s where it’ll stay. Do you understand me?”


     I took a few unsteady breaths. As much as I wanted to know, I questioned whether I should. “You can talk to me, Blake.” 


     His lips fell open a fraction. Filled with a nameless emotion, his gaze darted over me. Before either of us could say a word, he captured my face in his hands and melded our mouths together. His motions were rough, his lips a bruising force against my own, as if he were trying to erase the past twenty minutes. Maybe he was simply trying to erase the past. We could get lost that way sometimes, forgetting everything. But even his fierce passion now couldn’t overwhelm what had been said and everything I’d heard.


     I pushed him back, ripping us apart. Jagged breaths burned through my lungs and tears threatened, a well of emotion that this morning had brought to the surface. 


     “Goddamn it, tell me.” 


     Adrenaline and love and the slice of fear that came with facing off with the uncompromising side of Blake pulsed through my veins. He curled his arms around my body, pulling me into a firm embrace that I was powerless to fight. His breath danced over my neck, his lips, softer now, almost resigned as they slid over my pulse. The tender way he moved over me almost demanded that I relax and stop fighting him. I weakened, wanting him to make this all right. 


     “Let it go. Please.” He brushed his cheek against mine.  “Just let it go.” 


     I squeezed my eyes closed and held him back, wishing like hell that I could.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THREE


  



  I stared out our bedroom window into the moonlit darkness. I replayed Blake’s conversation with Sophia in my head, over and over, like a track on repeat that wouldn’t stop no matter how much I wanted it to. I tossed and turned, trying to get comfortable, but I couldn’t forget the anger in her voice. Worse, the pain in it—an unsettling reminder that they’d loved each other once. That she still loved him.


  And what the hell was the club? I’d thought of little else for the rest of the day but resisted the urge to ask him to tell me more about it. When it came to his past, I had to pry every painful detail from him. I planned to, but tonight I held back. A part of me didn’t want to upset him even more than Sophia’s visit had, but a deeper part of me worried about what I’d learn with the truth. Did I really want to know about this sliver of history that Sophia shared with him?  


     Still, I was about to become his wife, and I was haunted by the likely truth that she’d always know a side of him that I didn’t. That vast unknown was what kept me from sleep as the minutes and hours ticked by. Blake slept peacefully beside me. Moonlight cast shadows over his face. If I hadn’t memorized every beautiful feature, he might have looked like a stranger to me now, from this vantage, in the stark black-and-white of night.


      Who was Blake…really? What made a man? What made anyone who they are at any given moment? 


     Blake was many things to me now. A lover, friend, a healer. A mentor too, yes. I cringed, hating Sophia’s derogatory use of the word. Who had he been for her? Had he changed so much for me? Would he resent it as our years together wore on? Forever was a long time. 


     For the first time in a long time, my visions of happily ever after were tainted with unwelcome possibilities. What if I married the man I thought he was, only to find he was someone else entirely? What would I do then? How on earth could I survive without him, or with him, knowing I wasn’t making him happy the way others had?


     Blake stirred, momentarily pausing the incessant turning of my thoughts and the torturous barrage of doubt-filled questions assaulting my brain. He turned to his side, curling his body alongside mine. I stilled, hoping I hadn’t woken him with my restlessness. His bare arm wrapped around me, coaxing me closer until I could feel his heart beating against me, a slow steady rhythm. 


       “Love you,” he murmured against my neck. Seconds later, his breathing returned to its regular sleeping pattern.


       I melted back into the welcome warmth of his chest and breathed out a heavy sigh. I wanted to cry then. I wanted to release all the terrible emotions Sophia had conjured. Why had I given her so much power over me? I had Blake’s love. He loved me. But…maybe she was right. Doubt resurfaced, making my reassuring affirmations seem childish and inferior. 


       Maybe I’d never know the man he’d been before or the feelings he’d harbored while they were together. I tortured myself with the thought until my body simply gave up in the early hours, leaving me barely enough sleep to stay functional the next day. 


     In the morning, I sat at my desk, rubbing my tired eyes. I thought a new day might help. A fresh start and a clear head, except my head was foggy from lack of sleep. Blake and I had shared our morning coffee, but only a few words passed between us after I told him I didn’t sleep well. He hadn’t asked why. Perhaps he knew. 


     I tried to force my thoughts back to work, systematically weeding through the tasks of the day. Emails, meetings, getting everyone up to speed. Thankfully the business had been on track and prospering since our latest partnership. Alex Hutchinson, an accomplished tech CEO whose own e-commerce site dovetailed well with our focus on apparel, had taken a chance on me and the results were paying dividends for both our businesses. Thanks to Sid’s urging that we expand our reach and Blake’s introduction to Alex, we had been able to work out an arrangement where Clozpin referred more sales to his site and his promotions helped build the membership and traffic of ours. The result was that my business was now more than self-sustaining. I was on track to being able to return Blake’s initial investment sooner than I’d anticipated and still hold steady. 


     I looked up from the stack of papers containing August’s financials that I’d been working through. The clock on the wall blurred before coming into focus. Noon was approaching, as was my long-overdue lunch date with Marie. I’d considered canceling, but we really needed to talk about Richard. He was her boyfriend, but his role in the local press had become unsettling. As much as I wanted to put off our meeting, I couldn’t. I startled when the office phone rang. 


     A moment later, Alli poked her head around the partition.  “It’s for you, hon.” 


     “Who is it?” 


     “Someone from the local news. Maybe they want to do a promo for the site? I would have fielded it but they specifically asked for you.”


     “Okay, thanks.” I picked up the phone. “Hello, this is Erica.”


     “Miss Hathaway, this is Melissa Baker. I’m from local WBGH. I was hoping to ask you a few questions regarding your connection with Daniel Fitzgerald and his campaign for governor.” 


     I was silent a moment, the sound of blood thrumming through my veins loud in my ears. “Okay,” I said, tentatively. 


     “Reports have been released by the local police in connection with the death of his stepson. Some of these reports imply that you are Fitzgerald’s biological daughter. We have sources who have also confirmed that you have been working on his campaign. Can you confirm this?”


      Yes, all of that was true, but I wasn’t about to aid the media in its mission to smear Daniel’s campaign or further link him to Mark’s death, which was still under investigation. 


     I stalled. “I’m sorry, but this actually isn’t a good time,” I said.


     “Perhaps I could stop by your office some time that would be more convenient. I understand you run an Internet business here in Boston.” 


     Jesus, what else did they know? This would be creeping into Blake’s arena soon if it wasn’t already. 


     “I’m not inclined to comment at this time. I hope you understand.” 


     “But Miss—” 


     I hung up the phone quickly and rested my hands on the desk, hoping to still the tremor in them. Shit. It would only be a matter of time before Richard’s digging into my personal life would hit the press. As the days passed with no word though, I’d started to hope that Daniel’s PR concerns were farfetched. 


     A little more awake and a lot more frustrated, I left the office to meet Marie. I stepped out of the building stairwell and walked toward the black Escalade that always idled by the curb outside my office. Clay, Blake’s hired bodyguard, and most days my personal chauffeur, looked up from the paper he was reading in the driver’s side. He unlocked the vehicle. I slid into the back seat. 


     “Hey, Clay.”


     “Miss Hathaway,” he said, his voice deep and polite. 


     “You can call me Erica, you know. I won’t be Miss Hathaway much longer anyway.” 


     A short nod was his only acknowledgement. “Where to this afternoon?”


     “What’s your last name?”


     Our eyes met in the rearview mirror. “Barker.”


     “Well, Mr. Barker, I have a lunch date at The Vine on Newbury.” 


     He smiled broadly, revealing his straight white teeth. “Very well, Miss Hathaway.”


     Ten minutes later, Clay had deposited me in front of the tiny bistro on the busy street. I scanned the dining room for Marie. The eyes of my mother’s best friend lit up when I found her. I walked her way and hugged her, relieved to see her but brimming with frustration at the part she’d played in all of this, whether or not she knew it. 


     “How are you doing, honey? You look tired.” Her lips pouted with concern as we settled down across from each other. 


     “I’m fine. Didn’t sleep well last night.”


     “How’s Blake?”


     “He’s fine. We’re fine.” I didn’t want to get into the real reasons why I’d had a sleepless night. Thoughts of Sophia and their dark past flooded to the forefront of my mind. I pushed them aside when Marie spoke again.


     “You must be getting excited about the wedding. I’m sure you can’t wait to see Elliot again too. Gosh, I haven’t seen him in ages.”


     I thought back to the last time I’d spoken with my step-father. The conversation had been rushed, and I tried to forget the pangs of disappointment I’d felt learning he wouldn’t be coming out to Boston after all. 


     “He’s not coming,” I said flatly.  


     “Why not? 


     I hesitated. “He reached out to me a while ago to plan a trip out here, to commemorate Mom. It’s been ten years.”


     Her face fell and her lips curled into a sad smile. I closed my eyes, not wanting to think about how Marie had filled my mother’s place these past years. Except now we were more friends than anything, and I was absolutely furious with her. 


     “Anyway, Blake and I want to keep things small. Everything has been happening so fast. I just kept putting off telling Elliot about the wedding, and when we finally talked about him coming out, it sounded like he and Beth were going to be too busy for him to make a quick trip, so I didn’t want to put him in an awkward situation by asking about the wedding.”


     “But he’s your…” She sighed softly. “Well, I guess it’s your decision, Erica. I’m sure he would make a way to be there, though.”


     “He offered to fly me out to Chicago, so Blake and I decided to go out this weekend for my birthday. I’ll talk to him then and explain everything. It’s no big deal, really.”


     Her eyebrows rose. “That sounds like fun, honey. I bet Blake is going to spoil you rotten.” She gave me a girlish smile.


     I wanted to return her excitement, but all I could think about was that damn reporter and how this news was threatening to blow up in our faces at any moment. 


     “Is everything okay?” Marie reached for my hand, feathering her fingers over mine.


     I gave her a weak smile and sat back, retreating from her grasp when the waiter filled our waters. We ordered and the silence descended once more. 


     I cleared my throat quickly. “Are you still seeing Richard?”


     “Of course. Why?”


     I worried the inside of my lower lip and traced the edge of my cloth napkin on my lap. This wasn’t going to be an easy conversation. I didn’t want to see Marie upset, but she had to know. I drew in a deep breath, bracing myself. “I have to ask you something, and I need you to be honest with me. I know you care about Richard, but this is important.”


     “What is it? What’s going on?”


     “Did you tell him that Daniel Fitzgerald was my father?”


     Her lips parted silently, her gaze steady on mine. “Why?”


     I wilted, defeated by her reaction. I could have believed her if she’d denied it right off the bat. “Because, somehow, the police know that I’m Daniel’s daughter. The investigation regarding his son’s death still isn’t closed, so they’ve got his life under a microscope right now. Now the press is latching onto this too. I just dodged a call from a local reporter. I have a sinking feeling there will be more.”


     “Are you implying that Richard had a part in this?”


     I tried not to bristle at her defensive tone. Getting angry with her would go nowhere. I had to make her understand. “The night of the Spirit Gala, Richard was there. Remember, you told me to look out for him because he was covering the event with a photographer. He never introduced himself, but when the police questioned me about Mark’s death, they had photos of him dancing with me. Not just one. Dozens of photos. Why would someone spend so much time on me, and how did those specific photos find their way into the police’s hands?”


     Marie picked up her water with shaky hands and swallowed the liquid down hard. “There has to be some other explanation for this. I don’t know why Richard would do this.”


     “Maybe because he’s using you to get information about Daniel. About me.”


     She shook her head with a frown. “That’s impossible.”


     “He’s a reporter, Marie. This is his job.”


     “He wouldn’t do this. I know him.” Her calm demeanor had risen to an almost frantic state. The truth hurt. This I knew.


     I leaned in. “He said himself that his focus is on political news reporting, right? The controversy around Daniel’s campaign—with Mark’s death and now an illegitimate daughter helping with his campaign—how could he ignore it? Remember how things were on the rocks between you two, but then he came around after the gala? Everything changed between you two, seemingly out of the blue.”


     “Stop it, Erica,” she snapped. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


     “How could you tell him about Daniel? You couldn’t even tell me for a decade, for Christ’s sake. And you tell him. A reporter? Now I have no idea what this is going to do to my business or Blake’s, not to mention Daniel’s campaign.”


     She scoffed. “You’re worried about Daniel’s campaign? He’s given you nothing. He didn’t want anything to do with you, Erica. Patty gave him a chance to be a father, and he chose his blue-blood family and his career. You grew up without a father because of that choice, and now you’re fighting for his career too?” 


     My jaw tightened. She wasn’t the only person to hold that belief. Blake would rather see Daniel in jail than anywhere else, but I couldn’t stomach the thought of his demise because I’d made the mistake of discovering his identity and seeking him out.


     “You don’t understand what’s at stake,” I said simply, not wanting to get into the emotional reasons why I needed Daniel a free man. “What else did you tell him?”


     “I don’t know, Erica.” Her head fell into her palm and she closed her eyes. “I had a couple drinks, and we were talking about how accomplished you are. Once I got going about all you’ve done under the circumstances, I probably went on for a while. Still, knowing what you mean to me, I can’t believe he would intend to hurt you by misusing that information.”


     “Well, I’m nearly positive that he did.” And if Daniel ever found out, God help him. 


     “No one else knows? What about the people you work with?”


     I tossed my napkin on the table and shoved my chair back, losing my patience with Marie’s obvious unwillingness to accept the truth of the matter. “Think what you want to, Marie. But do me a favor. Next time you see Richard, ask him if he told anyone else what you told him. Look him in the eye when you do, and tell me if you believe him.”


     I rose to leave, grabbing my purse. 


     “Erica, wait.”


     I paused. “You warned me once to be careful around Daniel. If you care for Richard, you might want to pass that advice on to him too.”


     I turned and walked out, ignoring her calling out my name one last time. I’d already said too much. But hell, if he was already hot on Daniel’s trail, he should know Daniel wasn’t a man to be trifled with. Maybe Richard already had his suspicions about Mark’s apparent suicide. I had no idea who in Daniel’s camp knew the truth. But I’d sworn Blake to secrecy, and I wouldn’t be the one to put my own father behind bars. 


  



  * * *


  



  I came home early and dropped the groceries on the counter. Despite my nagging fatigue, I threw myself into cooking dinner. Blake’s family was coming over, and I had been looking forward to hosting since we’d be missing out on this weekend’s dinner at his parents’. I lost myself in the task of prepping two large lasagnas, temporarily forgetting the worries that kept threatening to poke through. 


       I put the pans into the oven to cook and poured myself a full glass of wine, eager for a little mental relief. Alli came through the door after a short knock.


       “Hey.” She smiled and came to me for a hug. “You didn’t come back after lunch. I was worried about you.”


  “I needed to get some things for the trip this weekend, and I wanted to get a head start on dinner too. Everything going okay?”


  “Yeah. Oh, Alex called for you, but I told him you were out and traveling this weekend. He said he would be in town next week so I put him in your calendar for Monday. I hope that’s okay.”


  “Sure.”


  “Are you excited about Chicago?”


  Was I? “I think so. It’ll be a little strange. I haven’t been back in a while, but I’m looking forward to getting away for a bit.”


  She went to the counter to pour herself a glass of wine. “I bet Blake has big plans for your birthday. It’s your first birthday together!” She smiled broadly and clinked glasses with me. 


       I laughed and took another sip. I hadn’t given the occasion much thought. Between the wedding and the daily flurry of things to do and people to deal with, celebrating was a far away thought. 


       Alli and I chatted about work and settling into her new apartment with Heath. Things were going well with them—her eyes and the carefree smile that crept over her lips spoke volumes. I was grateful for what they had. They needed each other, I imagined, much the same way Blake and I had grown to rely on each other.


       Heath and Blake came through the door several minutes later. Alli went to Heath, and he pulled her into a sweet embrace, kissing her lips gently. My focus went to Blake, who was making casual strides in my direction.


  “Hello, beautiful.” 


  I tipped my chin up to meet his chaste kiss. His gaze was warm, but concern lined his eyes. 


  “How was your day?”


  Before I could answer him, Catherine, Greg, and Fiona came through the door, arms full of wine and desserts. They piled into the kitchen, talking over each other and pulling everyone else into hugs. I smiled inwardly, loving all their energy and the lightness they brought into our lives. 


  “How are my lovebirds?” Catherine asked as she reached up to kiss Blake on the cheek. 


  He smirked. “We’re good, Mom.” 


  She replied with a loving pat on his cheek before turning to me. “Let me help you, sweetheart. Look at this spread. You’ll put Greg out of a job.” 


  I laughed. “I doubt it. Greg’s lasagna is pretty incredible.”


  A proud smile lifted Greg’s lips. “Why, thank you!”


  “Oh!” Fiona’s eyes lit up. “I have some things I have to run by you.” She winked in Alli’s direction.


  “Okay.” Alli pointed to Blake, Heath, and Greg who were all lingering by the island. “Boys in the living room. The girls need to conference.”


  Heath rolled his eyes. “Uh-oh.”


  Alli hushed him and pushed him off with the others. 


  As the guys got comfortable in the living room, Alli leaned in and spoke quietly. “So, now that Fiona’s here, we need to plan your bachelorette party. I just need to know if you want us to surprise you or if you have any specific requests.”


  “Um, no surprises, I guess. You should invite Simone though.”


  “Definitely. She’s on the list. Do you have anything specific you want to do?”


  I shrugged. “Not really.”


  “Okay, Fiona and I will handle the props.” She started typing some notes into her phone. 


  “Props?”


  “Penis straws, blinking tiaras, that type of stuff.” 


  I laughed and refilled my wine glass. “You guys are going to send me off in style, aren’t you?”


  “Oh, yeah. We’re going all out. This will not be a classy affair, I’m afraid,” Alli said.


  I lifted my eyebrows, almost wishing I had opted for the surprise. “Oh God. I hope there aren’t any male strippers. Blake would have a coronary.”


  Fiona chuckled. “Whatever. We don’t need his permission.”


  “I heard that! And the answer is no fucking way.” Blake called in from the living room. 


  “Blake! Language!” Catherine shot back before putting oven mitts on her hands and pulling the lasagna out of the oven. 


  Fiona shook her head and leaned over Alli’s shoulder to see what she was typing. “We’ll figure out a date tonight, and leave the planning—and props—to us. You only get to do this once.”


  “Okay, just remember I’d like to still be engaged by the end of it,” I said. Heaven knew I didn’t need Blake barging in on us, having a royal fit about whatever drunken debauchery we were going to get ourselves into. 


  Catherine rested her hand on my shoulder. “I wouldn’t worry about that. I’m not sure anything could shake that man’s commitment to marry you. I’m shocked he hasn’t whisked you off to Las Vegas yet. You know how he is when he gets a thing in his mind.”


  “Yes, I do,” I mumbled under my breath. 


  She shot me a knowing look and grabbed up some side dishes from the island. “Dinner’s ready!” 


  We spent the rest of the evening talking about everything—from Heath’s work with some new ventures at Blake’s office to the details of the impending wedding. By the end of the evening, I was stuffed, and all I could think about was what a crazy future I had in store for me with these wonderful loving people. 


  After they all left, I retreated to the bedroom to start organizing a few outfits to pack for the trip. Blake came in and gave me a hug from behind. 


  “Alone at last. I thought they’d never leave.”


  “I think dinner night here went well. We should do it more often. I had fun.” The wine had dulled some of the upset from my day. I was still tired, but more settled than I had been. 


  “We’ll need more space soon.”


  Our eyes met in the reflection of the mirror. 


  “We will?”


  Blake kissed my cheek. “Eventually Fiona will have someone around and the family will grow. We’ll need a better place to host.”


  I let that thought settle over me for a minute. “Oh,” I said softly. Suddenly my body felt too warm. 


  He released me from his embrace and sat back on the bed. “Have you ever thought about moving?”


  “Not really. This place is great. It’s certainly nicer than any place I ever expected to have in the city.” A part of me had wondered what it might be like to have a place that was ours, not just Blake’s, but our lives moved too fast to contemplate it much further. He’d given me so much already. I was in no position to ask for more, especially considering the financial inequity between us.


  “Maybe we can start looking for places outside the city.”


  I turned to look at him, confused by this topic coming up so suddenly. “But we both work here. Why would we move?”


  He shrugged. “Things change. We might want a change of scenery eventually. We love the Vineyard, but obviously it’s too far away for our jobs.”


       I stared at him, trying to decide if it was something I really wanted. So much was in flux with my life lately. As soon as one part started to seem sure, somehow everything got turned upside down again.


       “It’s just something I’ve been thinking about. We don’t have to talk about it right now though.” 


       He pulled off his T-shirt and jeans and slipped under the covers. The sight of his beautiful shirtless body effectively deleted any other thoughts from my mind. 


       “How was your day? You’ve been quiet.” He leaned on his elbow, and the look of concern from earlier softened his expression.


     I dropped some clothes into my suitcase on the floor and let my mind return to the less than pleasant run-in with Marie. “I met with Marie for lunch.” 


     “How did that go?”


     “She admitted that she let it slip about Daniel to Richard, but she doesn’t believe he is the one who leaked the information.”


     “That’s bullshit.” 


     “I know. I’m pretty sure she’s in love with him and can’t fathom that he’d do this to her.” I sighed. “I walked out on our lunch. I feel terrible about it, but I couldn’t listen to her defending him anymore.” 


     I ran the conversation over in my mind, no less frustrated by her defense of Richard. I changed into a tank top and joined Blake in bed, switching the lamp off beside me. He drew me up against him.


     “I’m sorry you had to deal with that. But at least now you know.” 


     I nodded and rested my head against his chest, skimming my hands down the smooth ridges of his body. “Hopefully she’ll come around and realize he’s not the man she thinks he is.”


     I was upset with Marie, but I felt for her too. I knew what it was like to fall hopelessly in love with a man and have that cloud nearly everything else. Without a second thought, I’d defended Blake against every person who’d hurled accusations against his character. Men from his past—Max, Trevor, and even Isaac—had warned me about Blake, trying in vain to sully my vision of the only man I’d ever truly loved. But in the end, no one could shake my belief that he was a good man. 


     Troubled, maybe, and certainly not always innocent. His history as a hacker wasn’t yet safely in the past, and I wasn’t sure it ever would be. The man had a way of securing information by any means necessary, a talent I’d never quite been able to wrap my head around.


     I searched for his eyes in the near darkness, my heart twisting with the knowledge that so much more lay beyond his words and the experiences we’d shared together. I hadn’t mustered up the courage to ask him about the club again, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to. Maybe he was right. Maybe I should let it go, but a little voice in my head simply wouldn’t. 


     His brow wrinkled. “What’s wrong?”


     “Nothing. I’m just a little worried about the business,” I said quickly, avoiding what was troubling me more. “I’m worried for Daniel a little bit too I guess. When all this goes public, it’s going to affect his campaign. A reporter called me this morning, fishing for information.” 


     He brushed a strand of hair off my forehead. “We knew it would get out eventually.”


     “I know. I just wish all this was behind us. As long as this investigation is open about Mark’s death, I have to live with this lie. I’m scared to death that the police will find out the truth.” 


     “You should have told them the truth when you had the chance, Erica.”


     I closed my eyes, sensing where this was going. “You know why I couldn’t.”


     “You want to believe that he’s someone he’s not. That somehow this one act, even though he did it to save his own campaign, redeems him for everything he didn’t do for you, all the things he never gave you.” 


     A wave of emotion rushed over me, sending tears prickling behind my eyes. Refusing to give in to the feelings I didn’t want to face, I pushed away and tried to face the wall. He turned me back to him quickly. 


     I opened my mouth to protest but he slanted his lips over mine, silencing me with a slow, commanding kiss. He cupped my cheek while his arm circled me tighter. 


     I struggled for a breath when he broke the kiss, his eyes dark and intent on me. He traced my lower lip with his thumb. “I’m sorry. I’m not sure that I’ll ever be able to forgive Daniel for threatening you and breaking us apart. He and I might always be at odds.”


     I relented. His resentment sourced from his love for me. “I understand you have your reasons.”


     “For what it’s worth, I hope he doesn’t disappoint you again.” He caressed my cheek and he lowered, pressing another less demanding kiss to my lips. “I love you, Erica. I only want the best for you.”


     I closed my eyes. “I know.”


     “Enough about Daniel.” 


     I nodded with a sigh. 


     “Don’t you want to know what I’ve cooked up for your birthday?” He cocked an eyebrow. 


     A small smile curved my lips. “Maybe.”


     His hands went to my sides, his fingertips wiggling against me. I started laughing, pushing him away to escape. 


     “You don’t seem that excited,” he teased.


     “I am. Stop!” I couldn’t stop laughing as he continued to tickle me. I squirmed until, realizing he was too strong to get away from, I resorted to pinching him. 


     “Hey!” He flipped me over, caught my hands behind my back, and slapped my ass hard. 


     I yelped but didn’t try to move again now that the tickling torment had stopped. I lay there, letting the burn settle into my skin under his palm. I bit my lip, well aware of how my giddiness was transforming into desire. 


     “You haven’t even asked about your presents,” he murmured huskily, sliding his body over mine. Releasing my hands, he caressed up my sides, his erection pressed against my behind. 


     “You never asked me what I wanted,” I replied with equally dark meaning lacing the words. 


     He exhaled, slipping his hands into the front of my panties. I lifted my hips up to give him space to touch me. 


     “I know what you want, Erica. I always know, sometimes better than you do.”


     God, did he ever. I fisted my hands into the pillow above my head, wanting to be taken away by my desire. I wanted to disappear into this darkness, the here and now between us. To hell with the world. I gasped when his fingers slid through the damp folds of my pussy, rubbing gently against my swollen clit. 


     “How about I give you one of your presents early? Would you like that?”


     I nodded, unable to speak without moaning loudly. 


     “I can’t hear you. Say the words.”


     His fingers slid into me, reminding me of where I wanted him the most. He withdrew, leaving me empty and wanting. I whimpered, lifting my hips back up against him.


     “Erica,” he sang, a dark taunt ringing in my ear. 


     “Please, Blake.” I struggled to form the words he wanted to hear. By default, I’d resorted to begging. 


     “Please, what?”


     “Please, fuck me. I want my present. Please…” 


     I lifted my hips, rubbing my ass against him. He cursed and shoved my panties down to my knees. Not bothering to undress either of us completely, he pushed his boxers down just enough. His cock burned hot against my skin. The soft head trailed over my ass and pressed against the opening of my pussy.


     “Anything for the birthday girl.” The words strained as he drove home with one powerful thrust. 


     I clenched my jaw around the wordless cry that wanted to escape from my lips when he was inside me completely. I was tight around him. Relief and the sharp need for more washed over me. His hips pushed me forward and down into the mattress, a cushion as he drove into me. Every stroke of his cock into me caused a delicious tingling, down every limb and pulsing where our bodies met. My clit, deep inside me, those secret places where only he could give me pleasure. My arousal drenched us both, making the journey smooth as his pace increased. 


     Reality was slipping. A new reality where we were the only two players formed as the chase for orgasm took over. I turned my head to the side, gasping for breath as his passionate fucking robbed me of air. 


     I whimpered as our warm, slick bodies slid over one another. God, this man could do things to me. He pulled out and turned me over, nudging between my legs. He leaned down, catching my lips in his. He sucked them into his mouth, devouring the swollen flesh with lusty swipes of his velvet tongue. 


     Then lifting my thigh around his waist, he was inside me again in seconds. Going deeper, thrusting harder and faster, he took me to the edge. I ran out of air, gasping, spasming around him, racked with overwhelming pleasure. He caught my cries with one last kiss as he finished. His release burst inside me in rhythmic pulsing thrusts. We shared breath, collapsing together into the soft net of our bed. 


     “I love you,” he whispered. 


     His body undulated over mine, finding the deepest part of me one last time, drawing out the last ounce of pleasure from our union. I shuddered, feeling stripped, exhausted, and thoroughly loved.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FOUR


  



  Less than twenty-four hours later, Blake and I were in a rental car, letting the GPS guide us toward Elliot’s home, a place I’d yet to visit. I looked out the window, noticing all the little ways the outskirts of Chicago were different from Boston, the place I’d called home for years now. I had changed so dramatically since I left. That I’d spent most of my life here seemed suddenly impossible.


  I looked over at Blake, who seemed intently focused on getting us to our destination.  He took his gaze away from the road a second, catching my lingering stare. He caught my hand and held it in my lap, giving it a gentle squeeze.


     “You nervous about seeing Elliot?”


     I took a deep breath, hoping to quell the anxious feeling building in my chest. 


     As long as it had been, this place still held a lot of memories for me. Memories I wasn’t sure I was ready to dive into right now. I’d tried to think of the trip mostly as a getaway for us, but for some reason I couldn’t quite grasp, I was apprehensive about showing Blake my old world. Maybe because my life in Chicago, with my mother gone, was a shell of what it had been and a far cry from the boisterous and supportive network that he had with his own family. 


     I’d come a long way from that time. I was all grown up. Vulnerable at times, but able to navigate my way through the world with more confidence than I had been before. I’d graduated and built a business that was finally stable and prospering. Now Blake and I were getting married and starting our lives together. How could I think about the past when all those days paled in comparison to the days I shared with Blake now? Somehow, with everything we’d been through, he had become my home. I belonged to our life together, and the thought of stepping into my past shook the ground under my feet.


     “I’m about to look my past in the face. I’m a little scared, I guess.” I looked up, hoping for reassurance. What I found in the depth of his dark eyes was a flash of recognition. 


     “You’ll be fine, baby,” he said quietly, squeezing my hand gently. 


     Suddenly we were the same, two people running from who we were, head first into a new life and a chance to be more together. 


     The GPS announced we’d found our destination as we pulled up to Elliot’s house. I wrapped my cardigan around me tighter, though Blake’s hand in mine gave me infinitely more comfort. 


     Elliot and Beth lived in a charming two-story home a short ride outside of the city. Blue shutters framed the front windows of the house. A few of the windows were lit up. The rooms were brightly colored, and I caught a glimpse of children running inside. 


     We walked up the wooden steps to the doorway and opened the screen door, which squeaked a little. I pressed the doorbell and stepped back. 


     Standing on the whitewashed wrap-around porch, I waited, twisting my fingers anxiously. Blake caught my hand again and pulled me against his side. The murmuring of voices inside grew louder, and the door flew open. 


     “Erica!” Elliot’s smile could not have been any wider as he stepped through the doorway and pulled me away from Blake and into a tight hug. 


     I held him back, and in an instant, I was a little girl all over again, so happy to see him. He looked the same. Aside from a few gray hairs in his dark brown sideburns, he was the same handsome man he’d always been. Of medium height, he stood a little shorter than Blake, but he was fit and lean in the same way. His dark blue eyes brightened. Beside us, Blake cleared his throat. 


     “Blake.” Elliot grinned and pulled back enough to slap Blake’s hand in a handshake, keeping his arm around my shoulder. “Great to finally meet you.” 


     “Good to meet you too.” 


     Blake’s smile was different. I couldn’t place it.


     “Come on in,” Elliot said quickly.


     He led us into the foyer where Beth appeared. She was dressed in casual clothes, and her eyes brightened when we entered. We’d met before a couple times, once at their wedding and for a brief summer visit. She’d always been sweet to me, and I had no reason to resent or dislike her. Elliot had loved my mother, but I wanted him to be happy. Seeing him smile again after my mother had passed away was all I needed to know that Beth was good for him. 


     Beth had light brown eyes and dark hair swept up into a messy bun. She brushed her hands off on her pants, leaving behind a white residue that only added to her disheveled look. “Sorry! You caught us in the middle of a major cooking project, so I’m a mess.” She leaned in to kiss me on the cheek, careful not to touch me otherwise. “It’s wonderful to see you, Erica. I’m so glad you could come out.” Her gaze went to Blake who stood beside me. “You must be Blake?”


     I warmed. I tried to hide a small smile as I watched them make introductions with the man who would be my husband in a few short weeks. I wanted them to see how happy he made me. I wanted them to like him and see the amazing person he was to me. 


     As they chatted briefly, I wished even more that Blake could be meeting my mother. I pushed the thought away, shifting my focus to the two brown-haired little girls who were now huddled by their parents’ legs, surveying Blake and me with their big brown eyes. 


     I crouched down, comparing their cherubic little features with the memory I had formed of them through photos I’d seen over the years. 


     I made eye contact with the younger one. “You must be Clara. Is that right?” 


     She nodded shyly, and the toe of her bare foot tapped restlessly on the floor. 


     “How old are you? Oh, wait. Let me guess.” I pretended to be thinking. “You seem pretty big. Are you three?”


     She smiled and nodded.


     “And what is your name?” The girl, who was only a couple years older than her sister, stood still by Elliot, her eyes intent on me.


     “Marissa,” she said quietly. 


     “That’s a beautiful name. I’m Erica. I’ve heard so much about you. It’s wonderful to finally meet you.”


     She stepped away from Elliot after a moment and stood in front of me, her hands covered in flour and dangling at her sides. She cocked her head slightly. “Are you my sister?”


     I opened my mouth to speak as I searched for the right answer. 


     “That’s right,” Beth chimed in. “You and Erica have the same daddy.”


     Marissa’s brow wrinkled, as if she’d been trying to but couldn’t quite make sense of this. “Where is your mommy?”


     “Oh,” I said quietly. “She’s in heaven.”


     “My fish went to heaven too. Mommy said she would be happy there.” 


     I smiled, charmed by the two beautiful little girls. “I bet she is.” 


     Clara emerged from her spot by Beth and grabbed my hand in her chubby one. “Come...play.” 


     I looked up to see the others smiling. 


     Beth quickly spoke. “Oh, let’s give Erica a chance to get settled before we make her play. She’s had a long trip.” 


     I laughed. “It’s okay. What are we playing?”


     “We make sister cookies,” Clara explained, her bright eyes seeming to expect that I knew what that meant. 


     “Oh?”


     She tugged at my arm, and I followed her and Beth into the kitchen. 


     “Sorry this place is a mess. We started out wanting to make cookies, and then they had to be heart shaped, and then they had to be pink, so…” Beth threw her hands up as we surveyed the counter covered in sugar cookie debris. “This is what we have.”


     Clara lifted to her tippy toes and grabbed a pink slightly misshapen heart cookie and pressed into my hand. 


     “Clara calls them sister cookies, since she knew we were making them special for you.” 


     “Oh, thank you.” I took a bite and moaned in exaggerated delight. “So good. You made these?”


     Both the girls nodded, their eyes bright with pride. 


     “Oh my God, what is that?”


     My eyes widened as Beth caught my hand, bringing my diamond studded ring closer to her face.


     “Oh, um.” I struggled to come up with the right words, let alone with pink sugar cookie in my mouth. I hadn’t thought much about how to break the news to Elliot, but Beth might beat me to it. “We’re engaged.” 


     She let out a small squeal. “Elliot, come in here!”


     A few seconds later, Elliot and Blake joined us in the kitchen. 


     “Erica and Blake are engaged!”


     “What? When did this happen?” Elliot looked between Blake and me. 


     “Have you set a date?” Beth interjected before either of us could answer. 


     “We’re just doing a small beachside ceremony in a few weeks,” Blake said.


     “You’re kidding?” Elliot looked to Beth. They both shook their heads. “Well, shoot, you should have told me, Erica.”


     I shrugged. “I know you’re busy. I didn’t want to put any extra pressure on you. Plus everything came together really fast. I can barely keep up with it.”


     “Well, we’ll figure something out. I want to be there,” Elliot said without hesitation.


     “Seriously, it’s going to be really small. I know you guys are swamped.” I didn’t want him to come because he felt guilty. He had a whole life here and a family who really needed him. That much was obvious as the two little girls padded around the kitchen between us. 


     “Don’t be crazy, Erica. We’ll figure it out, one way or the other.” Beth came in for a hug. 


     “Okay, but no pressure. I understand you both have a full plate.”


     Beth hushed me and we proceeded to work together to get dinner together. Blake and Elliot had retreated to the other room while Beth dove into questions about how Blake and I met. Clara and Marissa took turns feeding me sister cookies and eventually succeeded in tugging me away from their mother and toward another room. Despite Beth’s attempts to distract them, I ended up spending the next hour on the floor of their shared room, while the “grownups” prepared dinner and talked downstairs. 


     I overheard Blake talking about our businesses and some of his contacts in the city. I didn’t feel too badly about abandoning him with Elliot and Beth, who were basically complete strangers to him. He could make conversation with almost anyone. When it came to programmers, he was more social than most. 


     When I was just about full from our pretend tea-party, the whole family settled down for dinner. The girls monopolized the meal with their questions and laughter and generally cute antics. I didn’t mind. Their happiness filled up any awkward silences we might have otherwise had, and I was quickly enamored with both of them. 


     As dinner wound down, Elliot’s girls wound up. They were giggling and crawling under the table, interjecting themselves into the grownups’ conversation frequently. Elliot’s flash of irritation melted in seconds, as he curled an arm around each of them. Collecting them into his arms, he threatened bear hugs and princess kisses.


       I smiled, their love as a family evident and infectious. 


       Beth rose from the table, lifting one of the girls away from Elliot and onto her hip. “I think it’s bath time now. Let’s say goodnight to Erica and Blake.” 


       “No!” Clara cried, rubbed her eyes, and rested her head on Beth’s shoulder.  


       Beth smiled. “Yes, it’s time. Elliot, why don’t you and Erica get the fire going in the backyard? I’ll put the girls down.” 


       “You sure?” 


       “Yeah, go ahead,” she insisted, shooing him off with a wave of her hand.


       He sent her a warm smile, letting Marissa leave his embrace and snuggle up to Beth’s leg. 


       Blake rose quickly. “I’ll work on cleaning up dinner. You two go ahead.” 


       Elliot and I shared a look. Apparently everyone was in on us making the most of our brief reunion. He smiled, grabbed his wine, and stood. “I guess that’s our cue. Come on out. It’s a nice night.” 


       Elliot’s backyard was fenced in, a large play set filling most of the yard and the girls’ toys littering the rest of it. I settled down on a chair on the patio while he stoked a small fire to life in the little outdoor fireplace. He sat back, and the fire grew over the next few minutes. 


       “I can’t believe you’re getting married.”


       I laughed. “That makes two of us. I’ve been trying to wrap my head around it since Blake asked me.”


       “Blake seems like a great guy. I’m really happy for you both.”


       I smiled with a nod. “I think so too.”


       “Is he good enough for you?”


       To that I had to laugh. “He’s amazing. Completely amazing.”


       “Just watching out for you. I never got the chance to scare away any of your boyfriends. I feel like I need to make up for lost time,” he said, the half smirk on his face telling me he was only half-serious. 


       “You’ll get your chance with Clara and Marissa, I’m sure. They’re growing up beautifully.” 


       “Oh, man, don’t remind me.” He rubbed his forehead. 


       I stared up at the stars and relaxed into the chair. The night was cool, but the fire was warm at my feet. “I’m glad we could come,” I admitted. “It’s great to see you all. I can’t believe how long it’s been.” 


       “I know. It’s been too long, really.” He sighed and took the last sip of his wine before setting it on the table beside him. “I’m really proud of you, Erica.” 


       Our eyes met briefly before I looked down, feeling suddenly shy. “Thanks, Elliot.”


       “I watch Marissa and Clara grow up every day, and I see you in them. As much as I cling to these moments with them, knowing they won’t last, going through it all over again brings up a lot of memories. A lot of regret that I couldn’t be more for you.” 


       “It’s okay.” I didn’t know what to say. I had wanted him to be more too, but I’d come to terms that he couldn’t.


       “No, it’s not okay.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees as he looked into the fire. “I want you to know that I had never loved anyone the way I loved your mother. Up to that point, she really was the most amazing woman I’d ever met. And you were this perfect little extension of her. Cute as hell and smart as a whip. I couldn’t help but fall in love with you too. I felt so lucky to be your dad. Then when she got sick...” He shook his head, sadness locking his jaw. “We never saw it coming. My whole world turned upside down. I was young, and Patricia was my life. Then…I was scared to death of doing everything wrong with you. All of a sudden, being a dad seemed like the scariest thing in the world. I was afraid I was going to mess everything up. That I wouldn’t do her justice, you know?”


       I wanted to comfort him. To reassure him that everything had worked out. It had, hadn’t it? I reached out for his hand. He held it tight for a moment and then released it, returning his gaze to the small fire warming our feet. 


       “I tried calling you so many times,” he said quietly. “I wanted to try to explain as time went on, but it’s hard to do it over the phone. I wanted to make it out to see you too, but life got in the way. It’s no excuse, I know.”


       “I’m here now. And I understand. I can’t imagine what you went through. I missed having you in my life. Both of you. But I managed. I’m a different person for it, I think. More independent than maybe I would have been.” I laughed softly, and he looked up. “I mean, poor Blake can’t pin me down to save his life.” 


       He smiled, the sadness in his eyes dissipating a little more. “Good. You keep him on his toes.” 


       I do plenty of that. More than I probably should, though Blake would never tire of reminding me of that fact. 


       I looked up at the sliver of the moon. As far as we’d traveled today, the people in my other life could see the same sky. I wasn’t so far away from that world, the life I’d created after all this time. Elliot knew almost nothing about that world—the people who’d become family, the experiences that had brought me to my knees, and the ones that had helped me get back on my feet. How could he?


       “I wanted to ask you something,” I said quietly. I sat up straighter in my chair, bracing myself for what might come next. “Did Mom...ever talk to you about my father?”


       He frowned, hesitation sweeping his features. He was awkwardly silent. I recognized his hesitation. I’d seen that same look when Marie had the chance to tell me the truth about Daniel but didn’t. In an effort to respect my mother’s wishes, she’d kept silent too. 


       “I already know who he is. He was in some old college photos that Marie gave me, and I was able to track him down. Marie finally confirmed it. I know Mom didn’t really want me to know, but I guess curiosity got the best of me.” 


       He nodded slowly. “I can understand that. Would be hard going all that time not knowing. But she did worry about what kind of influence he’d have in your life if you knew who he was.”


       “If the way they broke it off was so horrible, I don’t understand why her family wasn’t more supportive, you know? Having your daughter show up pregnant after college graduation wasn’t ideal, but we were never close with her family. They always seemed closer to her siblings and their kids. In retrospect, it was like I was a pariah. We both were.”


       He grasped his hands together under his chin. “I might as well tell you the whole story while you’re here. Who knows when we’ll get another chance.”


       I frowned. “What whole story?”


       He ran his hands through his hair and drew in a deep breath through his nose. “According to Patty, when she came home after graduation, she waited to tell them about the pregnancy until she’d heard from Daniel. When it was clear their relationship wasn’t going anywhere, she finally broke the news to her parents. Obviously they were upset. But when they found out who your father was, things changed. They weren’t as upset about her being pregnant as they were about his decision not to marry her. They wanted her to force him into it, to reach out to his family and expose the truth. They threatened to do it, and that’s when she moved out. She needed their help, but she wasn’t about to blackmail him into making an honest woman out of her. She wanted you, and she was going to figure out a way to have you and make a life.” 


       Pain tightened my chest. “Why would they do that?”


       “Your mom came from a good family. Professionally, anyway. Professors, doctors. Having Patty marry into Daniel’s family would have been a coup for them. Patty used to claim that’s why they sent her to Harvard to begin with. It wasn’t cheap for them, but they thought she’d at least find a husband. A child out of wedlock wasn’t their idea of a success.”


       I shook my head, hating to think of her in that light. Her family had been so cold, and now I knew why. Thinking about all the choices she’d made to keep me, at the expense of keeping her family close, sickened me.  


       “I’m sorry. All this sounds terrible. It’s why I never wanted to tell you and why Patty never wanted you to know. Sometimes you think you want to know the truth, but people can be cruel. Selfish and cruel, and there’s no way to tell you the truth without it hurting.”


       “Not much about discovering Daniel hasn’t been hurtful, to be honest. He’s... Well, he’s a lot like you’d probably imagine.”


       He stared at me in silence for a moment. “What kind of man is he? She didn’t talk about him much.”


       I inhaled a deep breath. Daniel had more sides than I wanted to know. “Powerful. Shrewd. Deep into his career and political circles. His way or the highway for the most part, I suppose.”


       Elliot studied me. “Doesn’t sound like much has changed.” 


       “No. But for what it’s worth, I believe he did love Mom. I just don’t think he had much choice in the matter. If he’d done the right thing, his family might have disowned him.”


       “And Patty did what she felt was right, and her family disowned her.” 


       I sighed, saddened for them both. If things had been different, they could have been together. We could have been a family, with or without their parents’ support. Nothing could replace the years that we’d lost, but maybe that didn’t matter now. 


       Beth and Blake joined us on the patio. The heaviness from our conversation lifted a little when I saw Blake. His eyes flashed to mine. I smiled, despite the sadness that filled me. 


       “The girls go down all right?” Elliot asked. 


       Beth slumped into one of the chairs, looking drained and in dire need of a stiff drink. “Not without a fight. But they’re down.”


       “Your girls are so precious,” I said. “You’re doing a great job with them.”


       Beth managed a smile. “Oh, thank you. I’m trying, but heaven, do they wear me down.” 


       “What about you two? Any plans for kids?” Elliot asked.


       My jaw fell open slightly. The question had completely blindsided me. 


       Beth slapped him on the shoulder. “Quit. You’re going to give Blake a heart attack.” 


       Blake looked at me, his eyes more thoughtful than I expected. “We haven’t talked about it much. We’ve got time to figure it out though.” 


       We hadn’t talked about it at all, in fact. With the way he was looking at me now, I had a feeling that would be changing soon.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FIVE


  



  We left Elliot’s house near midnight. Blake and I drove back to the city and checked into a beautiful five-star hotel overlooking Lake Michigan. We crashed seconds after coming into the room. 


  My eyes fluttered open. Predawn light seeped into our hotel room, and through the curtains, I caught the glittering shimmer of light across the lake. I sank back down into my pillow. It was barely six o’clock and beside me, Blake slumbered quietly. The late afternoon flight followed by the dinner with Elliot’s family had been tiring. 


       I thought about last night, his first introduction into my world outside of meeting Marie. I was happy he’d met Elliot, and I was proud to come back into their world with Blake by my side. Seeing him and Beth again had been great, but Elliot’s words would color the way I thought of my mother’s family for the rest of my life. Any hope I’d harbored about having them in my life in the future had been effectively shut down. 


       Blake stirred and stretched. My recounting of the conversation with Elliot dissolved, and my thoughts circled around Blake. The sheet lay loosely over his hips, putting his amazing body on display. I slid my leg over his thigh and nestled close to him. He was warm from sleep. 


       “’Morning, sleepyhead,” I sang quietly, drawing light circles over his stomach and up his chest. 


       He groaned and stretched again, scooping me closer to him when he relaxed. “I love waking up next to you.” 


       I hummed my affirmation and pressed a kiss to his chest.


       He threaded his fingers through my hair. His eyes were sleepy, his face soft and rested. “Happy birthday, baby.”


       I smiled. “Thank you. I would have totally forgotten if you hadn’t reminded me.”  


       “What do you want to do today? We can do whatever you want.”


       I raised my eyebrows. “I figured you had everything all planned out. I didn’t bother wishing for anything in particular.”


       He laughed. “All right, guilty as charged. Let’s shower and get dressed. We’ll get breakfast, and then I’m going to take you shopping.”


       “Shopping? For what? I have everything I need.”


       “Honeymoon wardrobe shopping.”


       I laughed. “I can’t imagine that’s something you really want to do.”


       He smirked and rolled me off him as he turned to his side. Propped up on his elbow, he began lazy caresses under the edge of my shirt. “It’s your birthday, and I want to spoil you. In all your years living in Chicago, did you ever go shopping on Michigan Avenue?”


       I thought of the very few times I’d even walked down the popular street, let alone purchased anything. “No. Not really in the budget.”


       “Well, this time everything is in the budget.”


       I smiled teasingly. “Everything?”


       Blake cocked an eyebrow. “Do you doubt it? I’m pretty confident I can buy you anything you could ever want.”


       I planted a playful kiss on his lips. “I don’t doubt it. But I’m more interested in your other”—I hooked my finger under the sheet lying precariously over his hip and lowered it slowly—“assets.”


       “Hmm,” he moaned against my lips, shifting his hips up. He was hard, and his erection slid into my eager grasp. “What’s mine in yours, sweetheart.”


       “Then I’ll just make myself at home,” I murmured, sucking his lower lip between my teeth. I bit down gently. 


       He groaned and tightened his fingers in my hair. I let my tongue slide over the plump flesh. I pushed his shoulder back until he was flat on the bed. 


       The smile playing on my lips relaxed as I eased down the length of his toned body. I traced my tongue down the center of his stomach, dipping lightly into his navel. I breathed him in, his musky scent stronger the farther I went, until I was face-to-face with his rigid cock—the thick weight of it heavy in my palms, the veins throbbing as I pumped him gently. I punctuated each stroke with my mouth, swirling my tongue over the head, sucking the salty pre-cum. I wanted to draw more out. I wanted to watch him come apart. I pressed my nails into his hip as I took him fully in my mouth. 


       “Fuck,” he yelled, from the nails or the fact that I’d taken him to the root, I wasn’t sure. 


       I didn’t let up on either account. 


       “Ah,” he gasped. “Come here, baby.” 


       I moaned, my core clenching as I imagined taking him fully in other ways. I let him slip from me slowly. “I’m just getting started. Relax.” 


       “As much as I love morning head...” He sucked in a sharp breath as I took him deep into my throat. “Fuck me, it’s your birthday. Get your ass up here. You’re about to get your first present.” 


       The head of his cock left my lips with a pop. He bent and hauled me up to him before I could argue. I straddled him. 


       “Hands on the head board,” he said, his voice still raspy from sleep.  


       I placed my hands on the hard wood at the head of the bed and watched him shift down and disappear between my legs. 


       “Now sit down,” he said, his breath gusting against me as the sordid words left him. 


       “Blake...” I tensed, embarrassed by the position. I didn’t know how or why, but he still had the ability to scandalize me. Not giving me the time to refuse, he placed his palms on my ass and guided me down to his face. I lowered tentatively until suddenly his mouth was hot and wet against my sex. I gripped the edge of the headboard and bit my lip, barely stifling a moan. 


       He lingered at my entrance, teasing the sensitive tissues there. He swept a broad lick down the seam of my pussy. I lowered farther, chasing the hot pleasures of his mouth. He spread me with his fingers and whispered something against my flesh. The air tingled against my clit, making it desperate for his attentions. I shimmied, begging without words. He kissed me there but then moved his attention to the entrance of my pussy. I trembled as his tongue dipped inside me and retreated. 


       “Blake.” When I said his name, I wasn’t sure if it was a plea for more or something else. I felt so open, so exposed as he continued fucking me with his tongue. But he’d seen every part of me. I had nothing more to hide. 


       I itched with the need to touch him. I wanted to run my fingers through the silky strands of his hair while he pleasured me. I wanted to guide him over me, but deep down I knew he’d always give me what I needed, even if it wasn’t what I wanted. The position had left me feeling an odd mix of vulnerable and dominant. Perhaps that was what had me unsettled. 


       “I love your pussy. I want you to come so I can taste more of you. It’s never enough.” 


       The movement of his body beyond my view made the bed move, and I knew he must be painfully hard, as desperate to fuck me as I was to be fucked. 


       “I need you now. Please, Blake…”


       My voice was breathy with anticipation. My thoughts scattered with the desire thrumming through me. But he kept on, fucking me with his tongue. When I tried to escape, he only urged me down into his motions. He gripped my ass so firmly there was no escaping. 


       When I thought I couldn’t take a second more, he returned his attentions to my throbbing clit, delivering a series of hard licks and sucks that hurdled me right to the edge of my orgasm. I cried out. I slammed my hand against the headboard, the other clawing its way down the wall. I wanted to touch him. I wanted to take this crazy feeling out on him. I wanted him to feel all of it too. 


       I was so close. My legs shook as he slid his finger into my greedy pussy. I clenched around the single digit, reminded anew how badly I wanted him inside me. I pivoted my hips, eager for more. I reached down, sifting my fingers through his hair. His mouth left me abruptly.


       “Hands on the headboard. That’s your last warning.” 


       I put my hand back up and let out a frustrated groan. He pumped in and out of me. I braced for another slow, frustrating climb to release, but instead, he retreated. His broad fingertip, slick from my arousal, began massaging circles over the tight pucker of my anus. I sucked in a sharp breath, launching myself higher, the few inches his grasp would allow. 


     “Relax,” he said quietly, pulling me back down to him.


     “Blake, I can’t,” I insisted, every cell of my body wanting to run suddenly. 


     “Yes, you can.” 


     I squirmed in a weak effort to escape his clutches, achieving nothing as he held his mark. The battle began between wanting him to finish me and wanting to escape from whatever might ensue from his kinky demands. I gripped the headboard, unable to tear my mind away from his exploring finger. A tight knot formed in my stomach. 


     He released me and coaxed me down onto the bed so I lay on my back. He leaned over me, his lips glistening. My own trembled. He was unabashed about everything, yet I still clung to my inhibitions as if somehow they could save me from Blake’s total lack of them. 


     He lowered, his body hot against me. “I want inside you, baby. All of you,” he whispered.


     My heart fluttered. Lust and nerves stole my words. Goddamnit. 


     “I’m—I’m nervous, that’s all.” 


     The concern in his eyes faded. He hushed me with a kiss, tinted with my own taste. He moved down my body and lifted my legs over his shoulders, positioning himself between them. I relaxed slightly, my defenses weakening at the sound of his voice and his closeness. 


     He found his mark, and I tensed, fighting the urge to skirt away from him again. He hushed me. “You have nothing to be nervous about. I love your body. I’m borderline obsessed with it, in fact. Just relax and let me make you come.”  


     He flickered his tongue against me, and then lower, circling the sensitive spot that wanted to tense and release all at once. Fuck.


     I sucked in a sharp breath and gripped the blankets on either side of me. He kept on, seducing me with his goddamn tongue in ways I never knew were possible. When he stopped, I melted down into the bed, distracted enough to relax. When a slick finger pushed past the tight ring of my ass, I gasped. 


     “Oh God.” 


     I squeezed my eyes closed, trying like hell to accept this first step toward a level of intimacy that I wasn’t entirely ready to give Blake. Despite all the doubts shouting across my brain, a sudden heat rushed to my cheeks and over my skin. The places our bodies met heated, becoming as slick as the finger that was probing deeper inside of me. 


     I bucked my hips and moaned before I knew what I was doing. 


     “You like that?”


     Do I? Jesus, I didn’t know. All I knew was that I was about to come apart—that my body was begging to come apart. I felt everything, everywhere. My body was rioting under the sensations he was giving me. He withdrew from my tight hole only to twist his way back in again. Repeating the motion, he brought me back to the edge with alarming speed. I clenched tightly around his fingers. I hovered, breathless, on the precipice of pleasure and pain, a state that he’d brought me to so many times before.


     “I don’t think… I can’t.” I arched my back, my muscles tensing against the penetration. 


     Blake answered swiftly with a second invasion. His two fingers stretched me, claiming this part of my body as his. I gasped at the discomfort when his mouth covered my pussy again, delivering hot, wet, and tantalizing licks over my flesh. 


     I went higher and higher until I soared. I couldn’t take it anymore. The orgasm crashed over me like a tidal wave. I might have screamed. I might have blacked out. I was trembling when he hovered over me again with lust-filled green eyes. 


       We were both breathless. He pressed the head of his cock against my pussy and pushed inside of me. Deliciously filled once again, I hurdled toward another toe-curling orgasm. Sensation number three, Blake’s ample cock stretching me so wonderfully had my head buzzing. Had I ever been fucked so thoroughly? I wasn’t sure.


       He pounded into me and my body responded, clutching against his thick penetration. “So tight.” 


       The friction was acute. I clung to him. I was falling again. I was flying. His name left my lips with my helpless cries. 


       “So fucking tight. Fuck… Come with me, baby. One more time.”


       I trailed my nails down his back as he drove deeper. My head pressed back into the pillow, and my back bowed off the bed. He was so deep inside of me, and yet I harnessed all my power to fuse us tighter. I spasmed again, harder. I was trembling. A hoarse cry tore from me as he came, spilling warmth into me. 


  



  * * *


  



     We never made it to breakfast. Every muscle in my body was exhausted from what we’d done—what he’d done. We slept a little more, showered, and finally mustered up the energy and willpower to leave the hotel room. 


     Blake took me to the priciest restaurant in the city he could find for lunch. We had champagne and ate a delicious meal before we headed to the stores. For a while we simply walked, enjoying the fresh air and being together, hand in hand. We passed by a few stores displaying famous brand names I’d never owned and hadn’t planned to. 


     “Let’s go in here,” he said, halting us in front of a revolving door that was guarded by a man in a suit. 


     Happy and a little buzzed, I followed him in. I walked along the sparsely stocked shelves, afraid to touch anything, let alone get attached to something. Maybe the bubbly had dulled my senses, because my mind said Oooh as we passed a bag that caught my eye. I ran my fingers over the smooth dark brown leather and then down to the clasp where a thick label hung from it. I turned it over and gawked at the hefty price.


     Oh shit.


     Blake leaned down and whispered in my ear. “Every time I catch you looking at the price tag, I’m paddling your ass when we get home. So just keep that in mind.”


     I frowned. “What if I accidentally see it?”


     “Depends if you decide to buy it.”


     I took a second glance at the tag to make sure I’d read it right. “This purse is three thousand dollars, Blake.”


     He shrugged. “Good, get it.”


     “That is a ridiculous amount of money to spend on a purse,” I hissed, not wanting to insult the store staff or reveal that I was woefully out of my element here. 


     He stood close, lowering his voice. “You worrying about money when I have fucking mountains of it is ridiculous. Pick up the purse and move on. We have a mile of stores to hit today, and I’m buying whatever your eyes land on.” 


     I let out an exasperated sigh. My brain couldn’t begin to process spending that kind of money on myself. While I battled over how to convince him that this plan was absurd, Blake picked up the purse and continued walking through the store without me. I rushed up beside him. 


     “Blake, stop. I seriously don’t need that.”


     “We’re getting it.”


     “I don’t even like it,” I lied. 


     He lifted an eyebrow.


     “There are people who have nothing, and you want me to spend an excessive amount of money on something I don’t need.”


     “I want to spend an excessive amount of money on you. It’s your birthday. I want to spoil my fiancée. I’ve worked hard for the money I’ve earned, and that’s my right.”


     We stared at each other a moment, a silent standoff. His jaw set. 


     “Would it help if I matched the gift with a donation to a charity of your choice?”


     I rolled my eyes, my shoulders slumping in defeat. 


     “Can we buy the fucking purse now?”


     I knew I had to pick my battles. This was a war, and Blake wasn’t going to let me win it. I sighed in surrender. “Fine.”


     “Good, because we’re hitting the Cartier store next. I’m just breaking you in.”


     Fresh discomfort rattled over my nerves. Damnit. “I might need more champagne for this.”


     He smirked. “I’m sure that can be arranged.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SIX


  



  Three hours later, we were back in the hotel room. I dropped the few bags that Blake let me carry and collapsed onto the bed. I was shell-shocked, sticker-shocked, and bone tired. Per Blake’s request, I refused to look at price tags as much as I was able to. Most of the time, it was irrelevant, because price was never discussed as the salespeople offered their finest wares. 


  Blake had spoiled me, excessively. Spoiled was an understatement. I had walked away with a new wardrobe, new lingerie for every day of the week, and more designer baubles than I’d ever seen on anyone.


     We napped for an hour before showering again and getting dressed for dinner. 


     I slipped on a long-sleeved black dress that Blake had insisted I get after modeling it for him in the store hours earlier. The hem came mid-thigh, and the back scooped down low—perfect for a late summer night. 


     I clipped on the large-faced diamond-studded watch that must have been obscenely expensive. The afternoon, draining as it was, had been amazing. I couldn’t help but feel special as the salespeople nearly danced around us, vying for every opportunity to slide Blake’s credit card through the machine by wowing me with the best of everything. 


     Blake was dressed in dark gray pants and a black button down shirt rolled up at the sleeves. His hair was mussed from our nap. His eyes were bright and sparkling. I couldn’t help but smile as his reflection came closer to me. 


     “Thank you.”


     “For what?”


     I rolled my eyes. “Where do I begin?”


     He laughed, fondling the sparkling diamonds that dangled from my ears. “You’re welcome. And thank you. For agreeing to make me the happiest man on earth. I already am, but getting to share the rest of my life with you is the best gift you could ever give me.”


     “I feel the same way. I don’t need diamonds and handbags to be happy, though.”


     He cocked his head. “Spoiling you makes me happy. So let me do it a little bit.”


     “How about we limit the shopping sprees to special occasions?”


     “Whatever you say, boss,” he muttered, nuzzling my neck. 


     I couldn’t hide my smile when he spun me toward him and captured my lips. What started slow had become a deep and wanton kiss in moments. He pushed past my lips, his tongue plunging gently to meet mine. I moaned, sifting my fingers through his hair as I pulled up to him. Stepping forward, he pressed me carefully against the mirrored dresser where I’d been getting ready. I lifted my thigh up into his grasp. Squeezing me gently, he released my leg and broke the kiss. 


     His eyes were dark, and the evidence of how much he wanted me strained against his slacks. “I hate to be the voice of reason, but we should probably go. I wouldn’t want you to get all dressed up only to have me strip you bare and fuck you mindless before we leave the hotel.”


     My breath rushed out at his threat. His tongue traveled over his bottom lip, a sensual promise of things to come.


     “You can rest assured that will be happening when we get back though. I haven’t nearly had my fill of you for the day.” 


     “Are you trying to break a record for the amount of times I can come in a single day?”


     A wry smile twisted up his lips. “What can I say? I have a thing for birthday girls.”


     Already the day had been the best birthday I could remember. Nothing came close to being spoiled and loved well by the man I was about to marry. I pushed him back a little farther and hurried to get ready before we started something we absolutely had to finish. 


     Blake had chosen a renowned steakhouse in the city. The waiter seated us in a quiet corner of the restaurant. We ordered, and the server poured a bottle of wine into our two glasses. The sun had gone down, leaving a pastel glow over the endless horizon of the lake. I barely heard Blake’s voice in the background. 


     “What are you thinking about?” 


     I broke out of my trance and picked up my glass. “Let’s toast.” 


     “What should we toast to?”


     Not the past. The opposite of the past, in fact. “Let’s toast to the future.” 


     He touched his glass to mine, the faint clink the only sound between us for the next few minutes. 


     “Are you happy we came here?”


     I thought about his question, my focus traveling back to the shimmering water. “In a way. I don’t know. It’s been a lot to take in.”


     He sat back in his seat as I contemplated everything.  


     “My family—my mom’s family—has a beach house over there.” I pointed to the window, to an invisible place across the lake where I’d lived another part of my life. “Across the lake, in Michigan.”


     Blake’s gaze returned to me after a moment. “I didn’t know that. When was the last time you were there?”


     I took a careful sip of my wine. The robust flavor rolled over my tongue, the aroma coming through my nostrils. I swallowed it, grateful for yet another decadent experience I’d been afforded simply by being in Blake’s life. I wasn’t sure I would ever get used to being so completely spoiled, but I loved the man and I wasn’t about to argue with the things that made him happy. My thoughts skipped back to the lake house and the last time we’d been there as a family. 


     “A long time ago,” I finally said, “before I left for boarding school, we took our yearly vacation there. It was the last summer my mom was alive, actually—the last time I remember feeling like a kid. She wasn’t feeling well and couldn’t keep up. I had a lot of energy. Elliot’s girls reminded me of that. We always had so much fun together, but that summer my mom wasn’t up for much. She was always tired. I didn’t know it at the time that she was already sick. It’s one of those things you don’t piece together until you’re older.”


     I closed my eyes, pushing down the emotions that resurfaced with her memory. My mother. The one person who I could always count on to take care of me, to see me through the hard times. God, I still missed her. Her laugh and the way she would hold me tight, with every last ounce of her waning energy. I let out a breath, determined to hold it together. 


     “After a while, I’d go back in my mind and try to grab my last memories of her. It all made sense one day.” I shook my head. “Anyway, her family was always distant. I never had play dates with cousins or visits with Grandma and Grandpa like normal kids. Even then, knowing that she was dying, they didn’t change the way they interacted with us. My aunts and uncles would be in town, and they never had room for us there. If the cousins ever bickered, somehow the blame fell on me. After a while I just started to withdraw, do things on my own. Being an only child, that wasn’t so hard. Mom, Elliot, and I would go swimming or drive to town. We made our own memories, the three of us.”


     Blake reached out, feathering a soft touch over the back of my hand. “Why do you think they treated you that way?” 


     “I used to think it was because of me, that my mom getting pregnant with me disappointed them so much that things were never the same after. But Elliot told me something last night…”


     Blake stilled. “What did he say?”


     “He told me they had wanted my mom to force Daniel into a marriage. They wanted her to tell his family and make Daniel do the honorable thing. I guess even after he’d broken things off with her, she refused to push him. She wanted me, and I guess she loved him enough to let him live the life that had been planned for him.”


     Blake was silent a moment. “She made the right choice. Imagine what your life would have been like growing up in his family.”


     I traced circles over my glass, fixated on the light reflecting off it. “I don’t know. Sometimes I think about it, and I wonder if she could have made him a better person. Or if she’d have ended up like Margo. The perfect wife at the side of her politician husband, consumed with achieving success and looking the part.”


     Blake laughed softly. “If you’re anything like your mother, I’m guessing no.”


     I smirked. “Are you saying I’m not first lady material?”


     “No, you’re Madam President material.”


     I laughed, entertaining that ridiculous thought for a moment. Entrepreneurship was well and good, but I had no political aspirations. I couldn’t imagine Blake did either. “And what would that make you?”


     He leaned back and lifted his eyebrows suddenly. “Your chief advisor.” 


     I laughed. “Sounds about right.”  


  



  * * *


  



     We stepped out of the restaurant and into the cool night air. A few minutes later, we’d wandered to the beach that had darkened now. Lake Michigan stretched out before us like an ocean. We took off our shoes and walked along where the waves lapped up softly on the sand. We wandered for a long time with only the moonlight and the lamps of the promenade lighting our way. I shivered, the cool night seeping into my skin. 


  “Are you cold?”


  “I’m fine.” 


       I started to feel the weight of the day and slowed down. We sat down, and I leaned against Blake’s warmth, letting the rhythm of the waves lull me. A little light from a speedboat traveled silently across the horizon.  


     “Where to now?”


     I shrugged, content to be here with Blake, a quiet reprieve from a day full of activities.


     “The world is our oyster. Dancing, music, more shopping.” 


     I laughed. “Oh, God. Please no.”


     “Back to the room?” He raised his eyebrows suggestively. “I have more exploring to do.”


     I bit my lip and fidgeted nervously. I couldn’t stop thinking about what we’d done. I couldn’t remember coming that hard with his mouth on me before. The experience had been intense, but I knew where it was taking us. 


     Blake caught my chin, forcing my eyes on him. “What’s going on?”


     “Nothing. You’re just… You’re preoccupied with...that.”


     “Am I? I want full access to your body, including your ass. I want you everywhere in every conceivable way.”


     The more I tried to avoid his eyes, the more intently they bore into me. 


     “Erica... Mark didn’t—”


     “No,” I answered quickly, eager to shut off the topic. “That’s not it.” 


     “Then what is it? Something makes you uncomfortable about it. Your body tenses up, and that doesn’t happen with us. There’s something you’re not telling me.”


     “Do you want to discuss our sexual histories, Blake? I thought you wanted to keep the past in the past.”


     He released a heavy sigh and stared out to the lake. “I need to know your limits and why you have them. I’m going to be your husband—”


     “If you’re going to be my husband, you should talk to me and not keep things hidden.”


     He was silent, and I knew I was walking a fine line with him once more. 


     “Blake, this trip wasn’t about my birthday. It’s been so wonderful, but so much of it has been about facing parts of my past that I’d put away a long time ago. Seeing Elliot... I’m glad we did it, but I knew coming here would dredge up old memories, things that hurt. And I’m facing them.”


     “Are you implying that I’m not?”


     “Do you think you are?” 


      “If this is about what Sophia said, there’s nothing there that’s worth talking about.”


     “Was she the only serious relationship you had before me?” 


     He cursed, staring out at the lake. “I messed around before I met her. I was young. I started to grow up and thought I should try to get serious for once. We met through a mutual friend.” He drew circles into the soft sand. “I guess you could say we found a common interest, and I gave it a try with her.”


     “And after her?”


     “I messed around some more. But it was different.”


     “How?”


     He hesitated, shaking his head almost imperceptibly. “Until you, I never wanted another relationship.”


     The finality of the words made me think the subject had been closed once again. As if someone had opened a door to let in some air and quickly shut it, leaving the space between us stifled and tense again. But at least he’d opened it. As much as I didn’t want to explain my reservations, I figured the best way to get him to keep opening up was to set the example. 


     I fidgeted with my watch, messing with the delicate joints of the band. “I was the same way.”


     He looked at me, questioning me with his eyes. 


     “Before Mark, well...there was nothing before him. I was a virgin. I was messed up for a while after that. But as time wore on, I pushed past it. I couldn’t let the rape rule my life, and I decided I couldn’t swear off men and sex forever, as much as I may have wanted to sometimes. But everything was...emotionless, I guess. It was hard enough for me to get past the physical triggers. I couldn’t bring myself to go any deeper and fall for someone.”


     I winced, not liking the memories that came up. I didn’t like the way it sounded when I said everything out loud either. I sounded like a damaged, cold-hearted tramp. “They weren’t all one-nighters. I mean, I dated people, but nothing was ever serious. I never gave anyone a chance to break my heart. I’d already been broken so badly.”


     He reached up and tucked my hair behind my ear. Fine strands blew in the wind across my cheeks. I inhaled the cool air into my lungs, exhaling the memories that flashed through me.


     “So tell me what bothers you so much about anal play. What happened?” 


     I sighed, feeling anxious suddenly. “I was seeing someone for a little while. I’d had a few beers, I’d agreed to let him...do more. Fuck, you don’t want to hear this, do you?”


     He reached for my hand and held it in his lap, drawing gentles lines over my skin with his fingertips. “No, but I want you to tell me.”


     I shook my head listlessly. “He hurt me.”


     He stopped his caresses, his eyes fixed on me protectively. 


     “I don’t think he meant to. It wasn’t like with Mark, but he came before I could get him to stop. I don’t really blame him. I guess he was just being an idiot guy, thinking with his...well, whatever. There was something about it that was a little too close to what I’d been through. He never knew why, but I never called him back. And I’ve never done that since.”  


     “You know I would never hurt you.” 


     My heart twisted at the sweet, softly spoken words. “I know you wouldn’t. I just have a hard time imagining that I could enjoy it when it was so not enjoyable.”


     “You would enjoy it.”


     My face grew warm, and I was grateful for the darkness. I didn’t want him to know just yet that I would let him do anything, push me past any limit, including that one. I didn’t want to admit tonight that sometimes the things I was most afraid of turned me on as much as they terrified me. 


     We made love that night. Despite the emotions that had come to the surface between us, we didn’t ravage each other the way we’d done so many times before. We didn’t talk about our past. We barely said anything, only our names on each other’s lips. 


     Maybe he wanted to remind me that it could be that way between us. Maybe he didn’t realize that I already trusted him implicitly with my body, and the slow, passionate way he loved me was proof that he could be whatever I needed, whenever I needed it. 


     Blake’s eyes never left mine, and when he came, the look there destroyed me. I could see into his soul, and what I saw shattered through me. 


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SEVEN


  



  I returned to work on Monday morning, oddly refreshed considering the hours of travel. I caught up on the email that had built up over the weekend and registered a surprising sense of peace. The weekend had been emotionally intense, but cathartic in many ways. Not seeing Elliot for so long had weighed on me to a degree that I hadn’t fully appreciated until we’d reunited. Emotionally I had distanced myself from him, pushing him away over time before I could feel the sting of knowing that I was secondary to his new family now. But the second I walked into his and Beth’s home, I knew I couldn’t run away from those old feelings. 


  Elliot held a place in my past, and while it wouldn’t always be easy, I knew he wanted a place in my future, however small. Pushing him away wasn’t fair to either of us. 


     We’d parted with promises to see each other again at the wedding. 


     The wedding. Fiona and Alli were rounding up the final details, and my belly burst into uncontrollable butterflies whenever I imagined it. I smiled inwardly. Slowly but surely, everything seemed to be falling into place around me. After everything Blake and I had been through, we deserved this time. 


     I lingered on that thought when I heard a familiar voice enter the office. I rose from my desk and met Alex in the main area. In a flash, I remembered Alli had put him in my schedule for this afternoon.  


     “Erica, great to see you.” We shook hands. 


     “You too. What brings you to the area?”


     “I have family here. My sister just had a baby, so I thought I’d come out for a bit.”


     “Oh, congratulations. That’s great.”


     “Thanks. Who knows when I’ll get around to having kids, so figure I should bask in someone else’s joy. Saves me on diaper duty too.”


     I laughed. “Did you want to just catch up on the numbers?”


     “Yeah, hey, let me buy you a coffee and we can chat.”


     “Sure.” A couple minutes later, we were situated at a small table at Mocha, the cafe downstairs. 


     Simone was busy, so one of her helpers took our order and quickly returned with two iced coffees. 


     After some small talk about the weather, Alex reached into his blazer pocket and pulled out a check. “I wanted to give you this while I was here.” 


     I took it and tried to mask my satisfaction at the healthy number on it. The partnership between our two companies had become increasingly fruitful, and the financial stability this opportunity had given us was a reward all its own. 


     “Thanks.” I folded the check and waited for him to continue. We usually had our meetings over the phone about routine things, so I was curious what specifically had brought him into the office to speak with me.


     “Things have been going well,” he said. 


     “Definitely. I’m so grateful we were able to connect.”


     He drank from his coffee and set it back down carefully. “I agree. That’s actually why I wanted to stop in. I have a proposition for you.”


     “What is that?”


     His lips pursed slightly. “I want to buy Clozpin from you.”


     My jaw fell, and a satisfied smile turned up the corner of his lip. 


     “I know this probably comes as a shock. That’s why I wanted to talk to you about it in person.”


     “I can’t deny that it is. What spurred this?” I had never seriously considered acquisition as an option. We’d been fledging for so long. Only recently had we had the numbers to really show an upward trajectory.


     “Simply, our partnership and the value it’s bringing to my company.”


     “This has been great for us, but obviously your site is way more established. I guess I didn’t realize the impact it was having for you.”


     He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “I am where I am because I see potential on the horizon before most people do. I see potential with this business and with you leading the team here. I have capital. You have Landon, which means you have access to capital too. But I have the infrastructure in place to take your concept to the next level right away. And if I’m going to do that, I want ownership stake.”


     I nodded. “Wow. I don’t really know what to say. I’ve never even considered something like this.”


     He seemed more serious then, as if friendliness were giving way to business now. “I understand. You should take some time to think about it. If it’s something you’d like to talk more about, I’d want to see some more detailed financials so we can come up with a valuation. Obviously I want to offer you something more than fair.”


     “Um, okay.” With shaky hands I grabbed my coffee. He’d completely blindsided me with this. 


     “Do you have any thoughts or questions for me, with this in mind?”


     My mind spun as I tried to imagine what this could mean for me and the business, not to mention the people who now relied on it. “I guess my main concern would be the team. What would happen to everyone’s jobs? I’d want to make sure everyone was secure.”


     “Sure, we can work all that verbiage into the sales agreement. In fact I think it’s important that you, specifically, stay on and continue to run the business. Basically I want you to keep doing everything you’re doing. I’m giving you the opportunity to cash out early but still run operations.”


     I nodded again, trying to wrap my head around all this new information. “I’ll have to think about it, okay?”


     He smiled, his business persona softening. “Great. Talk to Landon about it and let me know what questions you might have. If you want to send me some of your financials this week, I can shoot you off an offer. That might help your decision too.”


     I let out a shocked laugh and rubbed my forehead. “Okay, sure.”


     We shook hands and he left me to consider the magnitude of what he’d just proposed. 


     Stunned, I stared out the windows of the cafe. Alex was right. I had to talk to Blake, because my gut wasn’t telling me if this was a good idea or a terrible idea. I was simply stunned. 


     “Who’s the suit?” Simone collected Alex’s coffee cup and shot me a curious look. 


     “Alex,” I answered quickly, trying to mask my suddenly off-kilter mood. “We partnered a little while ago. He just wanted to talk business.” I was careful not to mention Alex’s proposal, lest she mention it to James. I had a lot to think about before bringing the possibility of an acquisition to the team. Though I was eager to get their input on it, I wanted to talk to Blake first. He had the greatest stake in the business, and he also had more experience with all of this than I did. 


     “I hope you don’t mind me using the cafe as an office. I should probably pay you rent for all the work conversations I end up having here.” 


     She laughed, a throaty sound that rang over the steady murmur of the cafe. “Yeah, right. You can pay me back in drinks. Speaking of, when are we going out next? I’m hearing rumblings about a bachelorette party.”


     I laughed nervously. “Has Alli drafted you into her plans yet?”


     “Oh, yeah.” She winked, a wicked grin lifting her lips.


     I nearly choked on my coffee. “Oh, no. The look on your face is seriously worrying me.” 


     “It should.” She laughed again.


     I shook my head, and she slapped me playfully on the arm. 


     “Not to worry, Erica. We’ll have a blast.”


     “I have no doubt.” I grinned and grabbed my purse to head out. As worrisome as her playful threats were, I had bigger things on my mind. “All right, I’ll catch up with you later.” 


     “No problem, hon. Knock ’em dead.” She smiled and gave me a quick hug before I left. 


     I stepped outside, hesitating in front of the entrance that would take me back up to the office. The aroma of coffee and the promise of fall mingled in the air. I couldn’t go back to work with all this news in my head. I glanced up and down the street, unsure which way to go. Clay’s black Escalade sat at the end of the block. I walked that way. 


     I hopped into the back. 


     “Hi, Clay.” 


     “Miss Hathaway. Would you like me to take you home?”


     “No, not yet. Would you mind driving me to Harvard?”


     “Of course not.” 


     The financial district disappeared as we made our way to the other side of the city. We crossed the river and wove through the tight streets that surrounded Harvard’s historic campus. 


     “Here is fine, Clay,” I said, when we were stopped at a light in an area I knew well.  


     “Where would you like me to pick you up?”


     “I’ll give you a ring.” 


     He hesitated. 


     “I’ll be okay, I promise. I’m just taking a walk around campus. I won’t wander far.” I gave him a crooked smile. He had already taken a lot of grief from Blake for letting me disappear before on his watch. Still, I think Clay sympathized with me a little bit. His presence gave me comfort, but I had to spread my wings from time to time. 


     “What should I tell Mr. Landon if he asks for you?”


     I sighed. “Tell him I went for a walk, and if he’s worried, he can call me. I have my phone.”


     He nodded, and I took that as good enough to leave the car. I wove through the afternoon crowd, a mix of students and tourists. For having only been away a few months, I was surprised I didn’t recognize anyone. Harvard was officially in the past, and my, how life had changed. 


     I walked through the gates that led into the campus. The air changed, and memories of my old life here settled over me. I smiled, grateful that I’d been able to make so many memories here. I walked until my legs started to tire. I found an unoccupied bench under a tree nestled in a fairly quiet courtyard. 


     People walked, engrossed in their own conversations. The breeze filtered through the old trees overhead. The buildings of brick and stone stood silent and imposing. The faint murmur of the city streets beyond the campus boundaries hummed in the distance. 


     Everything felt different. The ground under my feet, the air around me, and now too, this place from my past. Had it been the conversation with Alex? I was used to seeing my world turn upside down with Blake in my life, but this was different. This was my business.


     The prospect of selling to Alex thrilled me. And terrified me. A part of me was ready to burst with the promise of going through with it, of being able to say that I did it. After all our struggles trying to stay above water, I could walk away knowing I’d made it a success. I had no idea how much Alex would offer, but based on the already hefty checks his business was paying out to us, I imagined it would be impressive. Blake wouldn’t let me accept anything that wasn’t more than fair, and Alex had promised just as much. 


     My mind ran away with the possibilities. Freedom from the daily grind, the kind of freedom that Blake enjoyed being able to pick and choose his projects. Whatever I walked away with from a sale wouldn’t come close to Blake’s wealth, but I could pay him back and have a little nest egg of my own that I could say I earned. Maybe it would be enough to invest in Geoff’s project independently too. 


     I had worried about how I would make time for his project, with everything else going on. This could be the perfect time to make a change. Troubling little pangs of worry tempered my giddiness. What if life changed more than I wanted it to? The beautiful office Blake had renovated for me, the team with whom I’d grown so close, and the daily routine that drove me forward. None of that would be guaranteed for long once I gave up ownership. 


     My mind swam back and forth, through every possibility, until my earlier excitement bordered on anxiety at the prospect of making the wrong decision. My phone rang. It was Alli. 


     “Hey.” 


     “Hey, is everything all right? You were gone for a while and I didn’t see you downstairs.”


     I sighed, grateful to hear her voice. “I’m fine. I decided to take a walk after meeting with Alex.”


     “Is everything okay?” Her voice softened with concern. 


     I closed my eyes.  I needed her advice now more than ever. “Everything is fine. I just needed some air. Do you have any plans tonight though? I want to run some things by you.” 


     “Um, sure. Girls’ night, or should we invite Heath and Blake?”


     Blake would no doubt have an opinion about Alex’s proposition, and I valued his opinion more than anyone’s. He had more experience than all of us combined, and I had faith that he’d never steer me wrong.


     Whether he’d give me enough space to negotiate the deal on my own was another question.


     “Sure,” I said hesitantly. “Just text me where you want to meet up.”


     “Okay, will do.” 


  



  * * *


     


     We had just ordered enough sushi to fill a sizable boat when Alli started in. 


     “So what happened with Alex?”


     Her eyes were focused on me expectantly. Blake and Heath followed suit.


     I swallowed over the knot in my throat. Here goes nothing. “He wants to buy Clozpin.”


     Alli almost choked on her mai tai, her eyes impossibly wide. “What?” 


     “He wants to take the site to the next level, but he doesn’t want to make that investment without ownership.”


     “What did you tell him?” Heath asked.


     I looked to Blake, whose expression held no indication of surprise or disapproval. “I told him I’d think about it. He said he could make an offer if I sent him some financials.”


     “But we’re finally starting to get ahead,” Alli said, her lower lip pouting a little. The rush of emotions that I’d experienced earlier playing out in her features. Shock, excitement, sadness, and worry. “Don’t you want to see how far we can take it first?”


     “We’ve made some great headway lately, but mostly because of this partnership with Alex,” I explained. “The referral commissions we’re getting are substantial. Think of how that might translate into a sale for us.”


     “Alex already knows the profit potential. I doubt he’d bring you an insulting offer,” Blake said, breaking his thoughtful silence. “But the bigger question is whether it’s something you want to do.”


     “I honestly don’t know. He said he wanted all of us to stay on board. For me, it could mean more flexibility to work on other projects.”


     He cocked an eyebrow. “Geoff’s?”


     “Maybe. Or others. It’s occurred too me that I could be spreading myself a little thin trying to do everything I want to do. Eventually something’s got to give.”


     “What if he changes who we are though… I mean, the essence of the company.” 


     Alli raised a valid point. I could tell she was playing devil’s advocate, and for good reason. She’d uprooted her life in New York to come back and work for me in Boston. For her, Sid, and me, the business was a huge part of our lives. Changing any part of that could have an impact on all of us. 


     “I would hope that he doesn’t. He seems to really value what we’ve done already. But I suppose that’s a risk we take.”


     “So what are you going to do?” Heath asked, pushing me further toward a decision I was in no position to make tonight. 


     I shrugged. “I’ve been thinking about it all day, and I can’t say I’m any closer to really knowing what I should do. I have to admit it’s a promising idea, though. I sent him the financials this afternoon to get things started. If the offer is fair, I think we should strongly consider it.”


     Alli blew out a breath. “Wow.” 


     “Well, I think it’s a great opportunity. For both of you. You’ve both worked really hard, and if the time is right, go for it.” 


     When Heath smiled, Alli’s worry seemed to melt away, her eyes warming as she gazed into Heath’s. I looked to Blake beside me. His arm draped over the back of my chair and he rubbed my back gently. The gesture was a small reassurance of his support and approval. I had a feeling he had more thoughts on the topic that he wasn’t willing to share in front of Alli and Heath, but at least for now, I didn’t feel so off track considering Alex’s offer. 


     The waiter brought an enormous boat of sushi and placed it in the center of the table. We proceeded to stuff ourselves and down another mai tai each. After another hour of talking wedding details and business, Blake and I said our goodbyes to Heath and Alli. 


     We walked back to the apartment, which was only a few blocks away. 


     “Sounds like you had a big day,” Blake said, threading his fingers with mine as we walked.


     I laughed. “No kidding.”


     “I can talk to Alex tomorrow and feel him out for offers,” he said.


     I stared down at my strides over the sidewalk. “About that.” I hesitated, bracing myself for the blowback. “I’d like to negotiate this myself.”


     We slowed in front of the awning of our building. 


     “We’ve gone over this, Erica.” 


     His voice was quiet, but tension rippled off of him. I drew in a deep breath and prepared to hold as much ground as I could. 


     “I know. And I know it makes sense for you to work this out with Alex. Obviously you’re both sort of evenly matched when it comes to business. I’m still learning a lot, and I value your advice. I always do. But I’ve built this business from the ground up. With Alli and Sid, yes. With your investment to help us grow, yes. But if this is really the end of me being an owner, I want to be able to say that I wrote the final chapter.”


     I looked up at him, pleading silently with him to give me the control I craved to take this next step on my own.


     “You must want this chapter to be a good one, more than anything, right?”


     I sighed. “Yes, of course. But I can do this,” I said quickly, not wanting to show any inkling of doubt. “And if I start to feel like I’m getting in over my head, I’ll be more than happy to send Alex your way. After our meeting in California, he probably already thinks I need your permission to order office supplies.” 


     He shoved a hand through his hair. “You know that’s not true.” 


     I shrugged. “I don’t take for granted that anyone respects me in this business. I’ve had to fight and prove myself every step of the way. Having you hovering, waiting to jump in when I falter, probably doesn’t help much. I appreciate it. I do.” 


     “This is what I do, Erica,” he pressed.  


     My shoulders fell. “I know, but Blake…this is my baby.”


     He cursed under his breath before meeting my imploring gaze. 


     “Fine. Negotiate the deal with Alex, but promise me you won’t commit to anything without running it by me first?”


     “I’m fine with that. I wouldn’t anyway.” 


     “And if you decide you want to sell, we’ll have my lawyers draw up the agreement.”


     I rolled my eyes at his persistence. “Blake, I have my own lawyers. They’ll do fine.”


     He took a step forward, determination clear in his eyes. I stepped back, only to find myself pressed against the front door.


     “You’re enough to drive a man insane, do you realize that?”


     I trapped my lower lip between my teeth, trying to suppress a smile. I curved my hands over his shoulders, kneading them gently. “Yes,” I admitted.


     He looked away, as if he were trying to hold on to his frustration. I kissed his jaw, the stubble from the day’s growth rough against my lips. 


     “I love you,” I whispered. 


     “My lawyers,” he said firmly, his eyes serious. “And I want you upstairs naked, on your knees, waiting for me. I’ll be up in a few minutes.”


     I frowned. “Where are you going?”


     “I have to make a call.”


     “Who are you calling?” I tried to push him away, but he kept me firmly trapped between the door and his tightly wound body, catching my wrists, pressing them above my head.  


     “Ask me again, and I can promise you’ll regret it.” His hips shifted, pinning me firmly against him, punctuating the husky promise. 


     I stilled, weighing the ratio of anger to lust in his words, and how much room I had to push him. I bit my lip for a second but couldn’t help myself. 


     “Are you calling Alex?” 


     His eyes darkened. The corners of his lips lifted in quiet mischief. “Oh, I’m going to have some fun with you tonight. Get your ass upstairs before I decide to punish you in a more public fashion.” 


     My skin warmed and my nipples pebbled against my shirt, my body’s traitorous reaction when he threatened the kind of punishments I was likely to sign up for any day of the week, whether or not they were inspired by any actual infractions. Damn him. Gradually he stepped back, allowing me to escape his clutches.


     I turned to go, but didn’t move quickly enough when his hand made hard contact with my ass. I felt the sting through my jeans and fought a smile. I pushed through the door and hurried upstairs. 


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER EIGHT


  



  I fidgeted in my chair. My ass still stung a little from the solid spanking Blake had doled out the night before. That was after I’d spent a great deal of time on my knees. God, did the man love to see me on my knees. 


  But there had been more at play last night than Blake’s kinks. Frustration rolled off his tongue with every sharp demand, every fierce drive that took us over the edge again and again. My willing submission had come with a price. I was fighting back for the control I’d once promised him. 


  And I would keep fighting for the right to call the shots until Alex took over the business. Holding onto that level of control, now that everything was changing so dramatically, was worth it. Sore knees and all. 


  Plus, I’d left my own marks and had my own fun. Blake never tormented me to any degree without matching it with a heavy dose of sexual satisfaction. The slight discomfort of my ass was a casual reminder of yet another sleep-deprived night in Blake’s arms, at his mercy. I crossed my legs, hoping to dull the pulsing ache there.


  I pushed sordid thoughts from my mind and read a message from Geoff reminding me about our meeting this week. I was looking forward to chatting with him and learning the details of what he had planned, but now I considered putting it off. I had no idea what my own future looked like. How could I make him any promises of being able to help him? 


      Finances weren’t the issue. If I didn’t invest my own money, Blake would invest “ours.” But with a sale of the business, I could pay Blake back the loan he’d made toward Clozpin and possibly fund Geoff’s business too. Quiet satisfaction took root when I imagined making a tiny seed grow again on my own, without the overwhelming wealth and security of Blake’s bank account and business prowess. I could do it, and I couldn’t deny the part of me that craved this new opportunity. In the boardroom, Blake had encouraged me to grab what I wanted and go for it. If it made financial sense, that was what I was going to do, but I had to break that news to Sid first. 


      I sent him a message, and a minute later he was sitting across from my desk. His tall frame overwhelmed the chair as he leaned back with tired eyes and a tall energy drink in his hand. 


      “What’s up?”


      I drew in a deep breath. “I wanted to talk to you about a new direction for the business that I’m considering.”


      His eyebrows went up, a new alertness brightening his eyes. 


      “Alex Hutchinson wants to acquire Clozpin.” 


      He paused. “What would happen to the team?”


      “Alex assures me that everyone’s jobs would be safe. He’d add language to any sales agreement to that effect. Obviously you and Alli would be cashing out along with me, but we could all keep running Clozpin as long as we wanted to be involved. He said he really wants me to stay and keep doing what I’m doing here.”


      A slight frown wrinkled his forehead. I found myself mimicking his expression, waiting to hear his reaction. I’d never been one to make blanket decisions for the team. Alli and Sid always brought something valuable, and Alli’s words last night still lingered in my mind. They echoed my own fears. The big, scary what-ifs that I had to consider if everything went wrong. “Interesting,” he finally said.


      “Interesting, good?”


      “Maybe. The financial security on a personal level would be good. I’ve been able to stash some money away since Blake still won’t cash the rent checks for the apartment, but I have my own ideas that I wouldn’t mind working on.”


      My heart fell a little. “You don’t think you’d stay?”


      He shrugged. “Shouldn’t shock you that I’m not that much into fashion. I’ll stay as long as you want me to though. I’d never abandon the project. We’ve put way too much into it. Whether we sell or not, I want to see it successful.”


      “Are you worried about selling it too soon? Alli thinks we might be leaving money on the table.”


      He twisted up his lips again. “I guess that all depends on what he’s offering and what we want to walk away with. Ultimately, it’s your call, Erica. We put you at the head of the project, and so far you’ve done a good job steering us in the right direction. If you think this is what we should do, I’m behind it.” 


      I released a relieved sigh. “Thanks, Sid. For everything. I can’t imagine coming this far without you and Alli. No matter what happens, I want you to know that.”


      His cheeks darkened and his gaze dropped to the floor. “Thanks. I feel the same way. We’ve made a good team.” The way he said the words sounded oddly like a goodbye. 


      With each passing moment I felt more and more committed to the prospect of selling, even as I waited for Alex’s offer. 


      Alli popped in, interrupting us. “Hey, um, Alex is on the phone.” 


      “What?” 


      Sid rose. “I’ll leave you to it. Keep me posted.”


      “Of course. Thanks, Sid.” 


      He and Alli left me alone. My stomach flipped. Had he reviewed the financials so quickly?


      I picked up the office line. “Alex, hi.”


      “Hi, how are you?”


      “I’m doing well. You?”


      “Good.” He sighed, and for a moment, I wasn’t sure I believed him. “I looked at the financials last night.” 


      I clicked my pen anxiously. “Okay. Did you have any questions?”


      “No, not really. I assume the fact that Blake reached out to me means you are open to offers though, correct?”


      My heart stilled. I hoped my shock wasn’t obvious to him. 


      “Y-Yes. I mean, if it makes sense financially.” I winced at my stammering. 


      “Of course. In that case, I’m sending you over our initial offer this morning. There’s one issue.” 


      “What’s that?”


      “I don’t typically like to rush things, but time is of the essence on this. I’ll need an answer from you tomorrow.” 


      My mind spun. Shit. “Okay, is there a particular reason why?” I hesitated to ask, but I wanted to know what was spurring this sense of urgency.


      “Nature of the beast, I suppose,” he said quickly. “I think you’ll be happy with the offer though. We don’t have a lot of time for negotiating specifics, so I’ll be sending it over with a draft of the agreement. If everything looks good on your end, we can move forward pretty quickly on this.”


      “Okay.” I couldn’t hide the uncertainty in my voice. I had boarded a deceivingly tame-looking theme park ride and now I couldn’t get off. 


      Alex ran a few more details of the proposal by me before we hung up, but I couldn’t get his comment about Blake out of my head. I didn’t bother asking Alex what they had discussed and risk sounding ridiculous for not knowing. Despite my plea to handle the negotiation myself, Blake had reached out to him anyway. I knew it. I fucking knew it. I slammed my hand down on my desk, suppressing the urge to scream out in my frustration. I was marrying the most maddening, controlling man on earth. 


      Head in my hands, I took a few steeling breaths. I’d deal with Blake later. More importantly, I had a prospective sale to weed through, and Blake was insane if he thought I was going to let his lawyers have any piece of it. I refreshed my email repeatedly until Alex’s offer came through. I stared at the message, not sure I was ready to read it, but I was unable to do anything else until I knew what it held. I skimmed through the message. 


      The offer was seven million dollars, an enormous sum. 


      I bit my lip, trying to stem my excitement. Oh my God, this is really happening. 


      I hadn’t burned through Blake’s entire initial investment. In fact, I’d stashed a good part of it away into a business savings account in the event of an emergency. After paying him back and cashing Alli and Sid out from their stock in the company, I’d have enough for Geoff’s project and plenty leftover.


      I printed out the deal terms and called a meeting with Alli and Sid. We met downstairs at Mocha, which was convenient for privacy and a much needed caffeine boost. 


      We each read the terms and discussed the concerns until we felt all the bases were covered. We stared at each other. I was desperately searching for signs that this was the right thing to do. A Magic 8 Ball could have done the trick, but I settled for the tentative agreement of the two people who had gone on this crazy journey with me from day one.


      “Are we sure?” I asked, looking between Alli and Sid. 


      “Let’s do it.” Sid’s big brown eyes seemed sure. 


      More than Alli’s, but enough to give me the push I was looking for. 


      “Okay, here goes nothing, I guess.” 


      I stayed late going back and forth with Alex’s legal department. Over email, we’d set the closing for Friday of that week. Days away. It was all so surreal. 


      Alli joined me when the office had cleared out for the day. “Do you need help with anything?” 


      “No, I’m just looking over the terms.” I hesitated, compelled to seek her approval once more. “Are we sure about this?” 


      She smiled weakly and sat in front of my desk. “It’s progress, I guess. Nothing can stay the same forever.”


      “This isn’t an easy call for me, Alli,” I admitted. 


      “I know. There’s a ton riding on this, but whether it works out the way we want it to or not, we took a risk. Nothing can take away the experiences we’ve had. Honestly, I’m scared this could push us in a direction we’re not ready for, but I’m also scared about turning down an opportunity that we would be foolish to ignore.” 


      “I feel the same way. Change is never easy, I guess,” I said. 


      As much as Alex assured me that he wanted me to keep doing what I was doing, I knew change was on the horizon in one form or another. One didn’t make an acquisition of this size, no matter how well off he was, without wanting to get the most out of the opportunity. I had to brace myself for those unknowns and have faith that Alex had our best interests in mind, even if they were secondary to his desire to take profit from the venture. 


      “Well, the decision has been made, right? I’m going to send this off to the lawyer, and maybe we’ll have this executed soon.” 


      She blew out a breath and shrugged. “Another reason to celebrate, I guess.” 


      “Sure, we should celebrate. Drinks or something.”


      Alli’s smile grew wider. “I was going to surprise you, but the bachelorette party is this weekend.”


      I lifted my eyebrows. “Oh.” 


      “So celebration will definitely be in order. We’ll have to feed you some extra shots.”


      I laughed. “Okay, we’ll see how it goes.” 


      She rose and came to me. I stood up and hugged her. 


      “I’m so proud of us.” Her voice was muffled in my shoulder. Suddenly tears threatened, and the emotional cliff of following through with this was fully in sight. This was shaping up to be one hell of a week. 


      She left, and I sent off my last message to Alex. I sat in the office a little while longer, contemplating the heavy choice I’d made. For so long, my life had been framed by Clozpin, by the experiences that had taken me from dabbling hopeful, to near failure, to veritable success. Alex wanted the business and he wanted me. He’d seen value and taken a chance on both. A ripple of satisfaction went through me. I smiled inwardly. I was proud of us too.  


  



  * * *


  



      Clay dropped me at home. The night had turned dark, and I tried not to think about everything Blake and I needed to hash out tonight. I walked toward the door.


      “Erica?” A man’s voice approached me, his frame appearing from the shadows. My heart leapt and I stepped back. 


      “Who are you?”


      “I’m with Channel 5 News. I was hoping I could ask you a few questions about your connections with the governor’s race and Daniel Fitzgerald.” 


      “I’m sorry, this isn’t a good time.” I fumbled with my keys and tried to circle him to get to the door.


      “I’ll only take a moment of your time.” 


      Before I could tell him to leave, Clay appeared, squaring off with the man. 


      “The lady doesn’t want to speak with you. You need to leave now.” 


      The young reporter scoffed at him. “Who are you? I’m not breaking any laws by being here.” 


      “I’m security for Miss Hathaway and for this building. If you don’t leave, I’ll call the police.” Clay was unruffled, his voice and broad frame intimidating without trying to be. He stood imposing between the reporter and me, staring the man down. 


      Unfortunately for the man, Clay could probably bench press him. He didn’t have a prayer. 


      “Fine. Sorry. Is it okay to follow up with you by phone?” He glanced around Clay to me. 


      I shook my head with a sigh. Jesus, these people were persistent. I turned my key in the door and thanked Clay before rushing up the stairs. 


      I walked into the apartment, dropped my purse on the counter, and silently wished I could unload the suitcase of emotions I’d brought home. Blake rose from the couch while I made a plate of leftovers.


      “Is everything okay?”


      “Reporter accosted me outside.” 


      His brows knit tightly. “Who was it?” 


      “Clay dealt with him. It’s okay.”


      The tension in his body seemed to relax a little. “Okay.” 


      He circled the island to where I stood and leaned in for a kiss, but I turned from it.


      “What’s wrong?”


      “What do you think?” I muttered. He was going to make me spell it out. I couldn’t wait to hear his excuses for getting to Alex before I could. 


      He lifted his eyebrows. “Why don’t you just tell me?”


      I stared up at him. “I took punishment from you last night with the promise that you’d stay away from this deal. This is my deal.”


      “You didn’t say stay away. You told me you wanted to negotiate it,” he said tonelessly.


      I let out a shocked laugh. “So you proceeded to call the person I need to negotiate with directly?”


      “I wanted to get a feel for the deal. That’s all.” 


      “Really?” 


      I moved to the dining area with my warmed food. After a moment, Blake took a seat at the other end of the table. Maybe we did need a bigger place. I needed at least two rooms between us right now. 


      “I don’t know why you’re so upset. You’re the one he’s sending the offer to, right? All I did was ask some questions. I didn’t pretend to represent your opinions, or mine, in any other way.” He paused. “You wanted my advice, right?”


      “Yes,” I said sharply between bites.


      “Okay, well, I can’t advise you on something I don’t know all the details about. This is your first deal. There are a lot of questions to ask right off the bat to see what the basic structure is going to be. I knew Alex would have something fairly specific in mind. I wanted those details so I could point you in the right direction when the time came.”


      I shook my head. I wanted to call bullshit on all of it. “I hate you sometimes, you know that?” 


      His devilish smile weakened my resolve. “I don’t believe you.” 


      I looked down, pretending to be unaffected. He wasn’t getting away with this by being gorgeous. I was mad, and I was staying mad until he apologized. 


      “Baby…”


      “Don’t baby me. I’m not going to reward you for meddling in my business yet again.”


      “Seriously, you’re going to nail me on a technicality?”


      “It’s not a technicality. It’s the principle of the matter. You know that. I may be short and blond and seven years younger than you, but I’m not an idiot and I don’t appreciate being treated like one.”


      He flinched as if I’d slapped him. 


      “What did he say?” he asked after a few minutes.


      “Why don’t you call him and see for yourself?” I muttered, sarcasm dripping from every word.


      He hinted at a smile. “Do you want me to? Because you know I will.” 


      “Fuck you,” I shot back dryly. 


      He relaxed back in his seat, waiting for me to speak. 


      “He offered us seven million dollars. It’s more than enough to pay you back and leave Sid, Alli, and me with plenty to make our next move.” 


      He pursed his lips and nodded slowly. “That’s healthy. Are you happy with that?”


      “We all talked about it, and we are.”


      “That was quick.” 


      “The offer is only good until tomorrow,” I explained.


      “Why?”


      I shrugged. “He didn’t say. He seemed kind of stressed. Not like him typically, but maybe that’s just how he negotiates. I don’t know. He seems to shift from friendly to all business pretty quickly.” 


      “Seems unusual.”


      “He needs to fast-track things maybe.”


      “Not really ideal. We don’t have time to review everything properly. You should push back and ask for more time.”


      “But what if he rescinds the offer?”


      “He wants the business. He’s made that position clear. Don’t second guess his interest now.”


      “Maybe something is keeping him from being able to buy it if we don’t move on this quickly. This is a huge amount of money.”


      “You’re getting emotional about this,” he said matter-of-factly.  


      I bristled at his tone. “Of course I am! This is my whole life we’re talking about here.”


      “Is that right?” Blake laughed weakly, but I could see the hurt in his eyes. 


      I closed my eyes, cursing my poor choice of words. “You know what I mean.” 


      Our eyes met, two stony gazes weakening under our emotions. 


      “Doesn’t matter anyway,” I said finally. “We all agreed to move forward. Our legal teams finalized everything today.” 


      He shook his head, a resentful smile pulling his lips tight. He pushed away from the table. “Do what you think is right, Erica,” he said flatly. 


      He disappeared into the bedroom, and I stewed. My jaw locked tight as the minutes ticked by. I wanted to throw things. I wanted to know how his employees handled his compulsively controlling nature day after day. I wanted to know how the hell I was going to be able to live with it. 


      Unable to get my brain to shut up hours later, I finally gave up and joined him in the bedroom. Moonlight spilled into the room, offering just enough illumination to undress and find the bed. I crawled onto my side, careful to keep enough distance to communicate that I was still very pissed off. But Blake’s chest was moving with a slow rhythm indicative of sleep. I willed my own body to unwind. I needed to let go of today.   


      I curled up beside him tentatively. He was incredibly warm when my lips glided across his shoulder. He smelled like soap. Sometimes loving him was easier when he wasn’t talking, or conscious. I wasn’t sure he could help himself. I hated when we fought, and even now, I questioned whether any of this was worth fighting over. 


      This never-ending battle between us. Over what? Power. What did it even matter in the context of two people who loved each other as helplessly as we did?


      I’d given him power in our relationship, and he’d collected on that by reaching out to Alex without my permission. He could have taken it further, but he hadn’t. A small concession, a little voice reminded me. A concession nonetheless. 


      The long day was taking its toll on me. Exhausted, warm, and content by his side, I let sleep overtake me. But the black of the night gave way to troubled dreams. 


      


      Alex’s edgy voice rang out in the background. He was rattling off the details of the deal. Over and over, like a record playing on repeat. Darkness lifted, and he faded away. 


      We were at my office, but it was empty. Sunlight spilled in through the big front window. The room felt bare and cold without all the people who belonged there. Where was everyone?


      I walked to my desk and Blake was there, his feet propped up, a sexy smile on his face. 


      I forgot I was angry with him for a minute. “What are you doing here?” 


      “I work here, remember?” 


      Did he? He seemed so sure. I walked toward him, and he pulled me down onto his lap. 


      “I don’t understand.” I curled my arms around his neck. 


      “I’m here for you, Erica.” 


      “Okay.” That seemed right, but I wasn’t sure why. I wanted him here. He filled the empty space, and I didn’t want to be alone. 


      I leaned up to kiss him. The room became warm. Energy flowed between us. My body was waking up, all my thoughts turning toward the places where we touched. I skimmed my palms down his chest and forgot about where we were. His hand went between my legs, rubbing me, massaging me through my jeans. I moaned, closing my eyes. 


      When I opened them, a blanket of darkness had fallen around us. 


      He’d moved us so I was on my back. I didn’t know where we were, but it didn’t matter. We were alone, and he was stripping us down, slowly and patiently. 


      He crawled over me, lifting my arms above me, pinning them. He stared into my eyes. The hunger there stole my breath.  


      “I need this.” 


      I nodded. Somehow I understood. I wanted this too. 


      He kept my arms pinned while he moved over me, taunting my body in every way. Skin against skin. The dusting of hair on his chest teasing against my nipples. The slow drag of his scorching cock against my thigh. 


      I trembled. 


      He was in control. We’d been here before, and I’d learned not to fight it. 


      I fell into the sensations, trusting Blake’s lead. But no matter what I did, how I moved, he wouldn’t move any faster. We were lost in an endless circle of unsatisfied lust. 


      I whimpered his name. I begged. But nothing I could do could make him satisfy me. 


      He caught my nipple in his mouth and sucked gently. Unhurried caresses swept across my skin, while a fiery ball of desire grew and grew inside me. 


      “Please!” I begged, in the hazy confines of my mind, and I screamed it. 


      Could he hear me?


      


      My eyes flew open. I blinked several times, reacquainting myself with the darkness of our bedroom. Beside me, Blake slept, his breathing markedly slower than mine. I licked my dry lips and lowered my arms. They’d been in the same position in the dream. My clit throbbed, pulsing with the rapid beating of my heart. 


      What the hell? 


      Eyes closed, I wanted the dream again but I wanted to be free of it too. I wanted relief. 


      Blake was on his back, slumbering. I ached for him. I was awake, but lust from the dream lingered on my skin, making it all seem real. We were real, and Blake could ease this agony. 


      I leaned over him, wanting to kiss him, to wake him. My earlier anger went to war with my lust. I hesitated, a glimmer of an idea sparking in my mind. 


      I slid off the bed and walked around to the end. I went to my knees, opening the wide drawer at the base. Inside were Blake’s toys. Our toys. Most of the things were still in packages. Thank God. We hadn’t used a fraction of them, and I didn’t care. All I cared about was one thing. I found what I was looking for and closed the drawer. Returning to bed, I crawled naked over Blake, my bottom against his thighs. 


      He stirred, humming when I settled over him. I bent over so we were chest to chest. I spread tiny kisses over his face, down his jawline, and to his neck. After a moment, his pelvis arched up and he groaned. I smiled and returned my attentions to his lips. I licked them, nibbled gently at their fullness. 


      Then his arms encircled me, hugging me to him as he kissed me deeper. I reveled in it a moment, and then wriggled free to carry out my plan. Sitting up, I caught his wrists and moved them so they were above his head, pressed into the pillow. 


      “What are you doing?” Blake’s hoarse voice broke the silence. 


      I hushed him and fumbled for the leather cuffs I’d retrieved from the drawer. I snapped one onto his wrist, looped it around the post in the headboard and quickly snapped the other. 


      “Erica.” Eyes wide and voice void of sleepiness, he seemed fully awake now.


      “I’m playing. Just relax.” 


      His muscles let go a little, and I kissed him again, wanting to soothe him. I didn’t want to fight. I wanted to play.


      I was shaking loose from my dream too. I was wound up and eager for satisfaction, but my frustration with him seemed to grow with my desire. I moved down his body, loving him and wanting him to feel what I was feeling too. I sucked his skin, teasing my tongue over the soft disks of his nipples until they turned hard. I traced my teeth over the tips as he’d done to me so many times, driving me wild. 


      The sound of his breathing filled the air. “Fuck. What are you doing to me?”


      “You’re mine tonight,” I murmured, sucking the skin at his neck. The salt of his skin flavored the rough kiss as I breathed him in deep. 


      I drew lines down his side with my nails. He groaned, flinching. From pleasure or pain, I couldn’t be sure, but something in me wanted to mark him. To make him mine. Heat spread through me at the sight of them. 


      “Take these things off. Now, Erica. I’m serious.” 


      I ignored his demands. Instead, I spread hard sucking kisses over his torso.  “Me too. How does it feel to have all your power taken away?” The power of my position now might have been going to my head. I felt light, intoxicated on it. I worked my way south, licking a lusty trail down his abdomen. I nipped at the soft skin of his belly. 


      The bed jolted when he tested his bonds. I dipped my tongue into his navel and finally made my way to his cock, rock hard and bobbing erect on his belly. I hummed and teased the head with my fingertips. I fluttered a tiny lick at the tip, collecting the small bead of his arousal. I closed my eyes, fighting the urge to take all of him. 


      I wanted to tease him more than I wanted to please him tonight. He deserved that much. 


      “Erica.” My name left him with a strange sound somewhere between a reprimand and an appeal for mercy. 


      “Yes?” My voice was light and playful.


      The tone that followed was decidedly not. He sucked in several breaths. 


      “You have to the count of three to get me out of these things.” 


      Big words for a man tied to my bed. He’d pissed me off, and I wanted him to feel it. I wanted to feel his body struggling to contain his desire the way I had countless times. Under his command, his control, his damnable talent.


      I laughed softly. “Or what?” I whispered tentatively against the blazing skin of his erection. “Maybe I don’t feel like taking orders.”


      He clenched his teeth, his eyes closing. “One.” The single word came out strong, like a quietly rendered threat. 


      My desire kicked up. My breasts heavy as they brushed against his thighs. I wanted his hands on me, but no… 


      He hissed when I took him in my mouth. I moaned, loving his musky taste and the way his body strained toward me. He stiffened further between my lips. A few strokes of my tongue and I let him slip from my mouth. I delayed his pleasure, pressing hot, wet kisses over his pelvis. I wanted him as needy as I was. I was wet and aching, walking an almost painful edge from it. 


      “Two.” His voice wavered slightly, as my breasts brushed over his erection. 


      I smiled a second before I took him into my mouth again. I let the length of him sink in, gliding over my tongue, all the way to the back. 


      “Fuck, Erica.”


      I focused all my attentions on pleasuring him, teasing him with light flicks of my tongue before taking him as far as I could, swallowing and undulating over the lush head of his cock.


      “I need to touch you,” he begged. 


      Desire coiled tight in my belly. I wanted him to touch me too. He had no idea how much. I hummed, the sound vibrating against him as I took him deep again and again. His hips snapped up and I released him, blowing a small puff of air over his wet, throbbing flesh. “Say please.” 


      He squeezed his eyes closed. “I can’t do this.” His breathing became labored, every muscle tensed. I froze, transfixed by the reactions of his body. I was barely touching him now, and he looked like…like he was ready to explode. I grasped his erection and began stroking him steadily. 


      He opened his eyes, leveling me. Even in the moonlit room I recognized the dark look that told me he was passing the limits of his control. But he had no control now. My breath left me in a rush. Thighs spread over him, I harnessed all my willpower not to slam my cunt down onto him and drive us both over the edge.  


      “Three… now,” he growled. 


      “Relax,” I chided him softly. I feathered my free hand over his chest, pumping him with my other. 


      He swallowed with a grimace. 


      “Limit.”


      He held me in his pained stare as I processed the meaning behind what he’d said. 


      Limit. 


      Oh, shit. The word rolled around in my head before I realized I needed to act. I clambered up his body and reached for his arms. Before I could reach him, his biceps flexed into tight balls and then I heard a snap. In a flash his hands were on me, his fingers digging into my hips. 


      I sucked in a sharp breath as he sat up, bringing us chest to chest. He grabbed a fistful of my hair and used the advantage to arch me back. I cried out. Maybe from the pain of his grip. Maybe from the rapture of having his hands on me finally. Maybe from the rapid twist of having complete control to relinquishing it so suddenly. 


      He moved me, unapologetically positioning me over his cock. A second later he was inside me, plunging deeply, once and then again, deeper still. I was slick around him, my pussy spasming instantly.


      “Blake!” I sobbed with pleasure, clawing at him, wanting to hold him to me, but he couldn’t be contained. I clenched around his penetration, the friction and fervency of his thrusts hurdling me straight into an unstoppable orgasm. My thighs trembled, and I grasped at his shoulders as the climax crashed over me. 


      I could barely come down from the violent rush before I was on my back. Blake’s strong hand pinned both of mine above my head. Spreading me around his thighs, he pounded into me, moving us both up the bed in a series of powerful thrusts. I was breathless, grasping but unable to free myself from the onslaught of his passion. 


      “What do you want, Erica? Do you want me to fuck you this way, or do you want me to lie down so you can play Dom?”


      He was taunting me with the very thing I’d tried to strip him of, and hell if I’d never wanted anything more. I was melting around him. I wanted everything he could give me. He was everywhere. Holding me down, pressing against me, restraining me, devastating me from the inside out. 


      And right now I only wanted him to take what was his—my body, my heart, and God, my submission. If that’s what this was, I wanted to serve it up to him on a silver platter because I’d never felt so dominated and so completely aroused by his determination. 


      “I want you to fuck me,” I admitted, no shred of doubt or hesitation coming out with my words. “Just like this.” 


      He slammed into me, his jaw tight. “This is me. This is us,” he ground out. 


      I cried out every time he hit the deepest part of me, all my senses launching into overload. “I want this. I want you,” I said between my jagged breaths. My heart twisted, adding weight to the force of the orgasm that hit me. My head fell back, my neck arching off the edge of the bed where his violent fucking had pushed us. He caught my nape, bringing me back. He released my hands to hoist my hips up, fucking me at an angle that sent me into orbit. 


      The edges of my vision went black. My breath caught. When I found it again, I screamed, tearing my nails down his shoulder while his cock punished the sensitive spot inside of me. 


       A painful cry tore from his throat and he collapsed over me. I struggled for breath under his weight, but whatever had happened between us had me wanting him close. I wrapped my arms around him, pushing my fingers through his damp hair. Lazily, I caressed the places where I’d marked him harshly until slowly he crawled off and disappeared into the bathroom. By the time he returned, I’d fallen asleep, wrecked. 


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER NINE


  



  The bed was empty when I awoke. I showered, dressed, and met Blake in the kitchen. A small plate of fruit was set at my place at the island. He looked away, grabbed a mug, and poured my coffee, setting it down beside my breakfast. 


  “Thank you.” I stared down at my fruit, moving it around the plate. For last night’s exertions, I should have been able to eat a hungry man’s breakfast, but my nerves were destroying my appetite. 


      “What was last night about?” 


      I felt a flush creep up to my cheeks. Why was I embarrassed? Blake had done far worse to me, but somehow my doing it to him seemed entirely different. The look in his eyes told me so. 


      “I had a dream,” I said quietly, not knowing what else to say. 


      “About dominating me?”


      “No, the opposite actually.” 


      “Really.” His voice was so calm, his face the only indicator that anything was amiss.


      “I’m still upset with you.” 


      “So you decided to tie me up while I was sleeping?” The question almost sounded innocent.


      I winced. “You were half awake, Blake. Not to mention you’re twice my size and you snapped the cuffs like a piece of twine. You’re acting like I handcuffed you and tortured you.”


      “Is that what I should expect next time?”


      I rolled my eyes and stabbed a piece of my fruit. I chewed in silence a moment. “It didn’t occur to me that you had…limits.” 


      His jaw ticked. “It didn’t occur to me, either.”


      “I don’t know the rules of this game, Blake. You refuse to talk to me about it.”


      He laughed roughly. “Is this about the club?”


      I answered with my eyes, hoping he’d open up to me about it. “Why won’t you talk about it?” 


      His lips went thin. “Enough about the club! I don’t need a label between us to know I want to control your pleasure. And I don’t need a fucking safeword.”


      His anger shot off the walls of the room until there was only silence again. He walked toward me, his palms curling over the edge of the counter near where I sat. I’d rattled him. My playing, which had been innocent enough, had shaken him deeper than I ever imagined. I was playing a game I knew nothing about. 


      He leaned in and kissed my cheek. I sighed, relieved to sense him softening toward me.


      “But you do,” he whispered, setting off a new ripple of anticipation. “Because I’m going to push you past every boundary. I’m going to fuck you every way a woman can be fucked.”


      I closed my eyes at his dark promise.  “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize—”


      “You didn’t realize that someone like me doesn’t want to be tied up.” 


      “You do it to me all the time,” I shot, tears stinging my eyes. 


      “Did it feel better to pretend that I’m someone I’m not?” His voice was gentler. 


      I shook my head, regretting all of it. My little foray into dominance was backfiring in a big way. I wasn’t satisfied at all. We were both hurt and off balance.


      “No.” I shoved off from the counter and left for work without him before I broke down. 


      I was tired and confused, and for once, I longed for the stability of work, the familiarity of the office and the people who filled it. 


      Clay played defense when another reporter was waiting for me outside the office. 


      Great. That was all I needed. 


      Now that the reporters were showing up at work, the thought occurred to me that negative press probably wasn’t what Alex wanted either. Maybe fast-tracking was good, because once Alex knew I was potentially linked with the investigation surrounding Daniel, maybe he’d want to distance himself from us. I pushed the thought away and went through my morning routine at the office.


      About an hour later, I heard the office door open and Alli speaking with someone. A few seconds later she was at my desk with a small red box that rested in her hands. 


      “What’s this?”


      “I don’t know. A courier just dropped it off.” She set it in front of me on the center of my desk. The box was covered with velvet and tied with a black satin bow. If it was from Blake, I could only imagine its contents. 


      “No sender?” I asked.


      “I didn’t ask, but I’d be willing to bet it’s from Blake.” She shot me a mischievous smile.


      I returned a weak one. Was he sorry? The way I’d left this morning had not been good. He hadn’t cooled off from the night before, so I couldn’t imagine he’d experienced a dramatic change of heart in the few hours since I’d left him standing there in the kitchen.


      “Okay, thanks.”


      I slowly untied the bow. I lifted the lid, revealing bunches of thick black tissue paper. I pushed through it until my fingers met a texture I recognized. Leather. And then something cool. Metal studs. I stared into the box, my heart thundering. It was a ball gag. A flash of red beneath the leather straps caught my eye. I pushed the gag to the side and retrieved a tiny card. 


      


      Erica, 


      


      I regret that I’ll be missing your nuptials, but I would be remiss if I didn’t send a gift to mark this joyous occasion in your lives. Here’s a little memento from our adventures at the club. Maybe you two can carry on the tradition.  


      


      All the best, 


      Sophia 


      


      The handwriting was feminine but jagged, the S looping over the other letters. My hands trembled and I dropped the note. The gag sat inside the box and my stomach rolled. The mere sight of it sent my adrenaline rocketing out of control. Knowing that Blake had used the thing on Sophia was making me physically ill. I wanted to throw it into the trash, but instead I sat frozen, studying the box quietly. The device didn’t look old, but it wasn’t new. The leather was worn slightly where the hook met the belt hole. My imagination flooded with terrible unwelcome images of them together. Her bound, him seeking his pleasure from her submission the way he had with me so many times. 


      My eyes burned, and my lips quivered beyond my control. I grabbed the card and crushed it in my palm. Doing so did nothing to relieve the pressure that built inside my chest. I closed my eyes, and in my mind, I screamed every vile name I could think of. 


      Sophia had hit her mark, and what perfect timing too, after the night we’d had. I was reeling. Releasing the card, I noticed more writing on the back. I straightened the thick crumpled paper and blinked, clearing my vision to read the small text printed on the back.


      


      La Perle, 990 North Hampton Street, Boston, MA


      


      Everything went still. Reading the words seemed to open a valve in my chest. I could breathe again, but it still hurt. Sophia was taunting me, in more ways than one. If the contents of this box were the problem, maybe this hint, however unwelcome, was the answer. 


      For the rest of the morning, my mind was a war zone. If Sophia had wanted to send me over the edge with imagined memories of Blake fucking her, she’d done a great job. My appetite non-existent, I worked through lunch in a near manic state. I forced my thoughts away from the package that had finally found a home in the trash receptacle beside my desk, but I was consumed by only one thing. I searched the name and address of the club online, finding nothing of interest or anything to indicate what kind of place it was. It was as if the place didn’t even exist, save the little red pin that showed its location on the map. 


      The clock hit three, and I Skyped Alli, nervous energy pulsing through my veins as I did. What the hell was I doing? 


      


      Erica Hathaway: I need to borrow your closet. Do you want to cut out early? 


      


      Alli Malloy: Sure. Let me ask the boss.


      


      I wanted to smile, but I was too far from levity right now. I shut down my computer, grabbed my purse, and met Alli in the hallway where we quickly descended to the street. We stepped into the Escalade and directed Clay where to take us. 


      Alli’s eyes were wide. “What’s the occasion? It’s only Wednesday.” 


      “I’m surprising Blake. And I need something…um, really sexy.” This shouldn’t have surprised her, considering she still believed the mysterious red box had come from him. 


      She hummed. “Okay, I definitely can help with that. What are we talking, Vegas-sexy or you’re not leaving the house sexy?”


      I swallowed hard, the reality of what I was about to do dropping like a rock in my stomach. I wished I could share a fraction of the excitement Alli seemed to have about what tonight would bring. Unfortunately, sex wasn’t the only thing I had to look forward to. “Vegas sexy should be fine,” I said quickly, shifting my focus out the window. 


      Clay dropped us at Alli and Heath’s apartment a few minutes later. Alli riffled through her ample closet and tossed out a handful of tiny dresses. A few I recognized from our trip to Vegas months ago. At the time, I couldn’t imagine walking around in public in these outfits. The normal discomfort I’d feel from being seen in a barely-there mini dress paled in comparison to the unknown of how I’d be received at the club, if they even let me in. This could all turn into one humiliating mess, but Blake still wasn’t talking and I needed answers. Tonight, one way or the other, I’d get them. 


      “This one is fine.” I smoothed my hand over a black mini dress made of stretchy cotton sateen that would fit tightly over my curves. I brought it up to my front, gauging that it would hit mid-thigh. The neckline was a revealing scoop, which would accentuate my cleavage. I had no idea what I’d be walking into tonight, but I was determined to at least try to look the part. 


      The truth of the matter was I had no fucking idea what I was doing.


      


  * * *


  



     I fiddled with the buttons of the long jacket that concealed the outfit that was hardly appropriate for any old Wednesday night date. Clay turned down a few more streets, and I knew we were getting close. My stomach rolled with my anxiety. I fought the urge to throw up and instead shot off a text to Blake and turned my phone to silent. Thank God Clay had no idea where he was taking me, which gave me some small measure of comfort. He hadn’t taken Blake here since he’d hired him to keep tabs on me. Already I had a million questions, and the one that kept pushing its way to the forefront of my brain was when he’d been here last. 


     Clay turned onto North Hampton, and a thousand scenarios spun through my head. Maybe they’d be closed. I could go home and surprise Blake with this outfit and pretend like Sophia hadn’t sent me a relic from their D/s sex life. Maybe they’d take one look at me and tell me to get lost or find the nearest street corner. Heaven knew the outfit I was wearing would warrant such a reaction. 


     He slowed in front of a row of brownstones. The building was simply marked with a plaque reading 990, with no indication that we were anywhere important. Clay squinted and glanced back at me with a wary look. “This it?”


     “Yeah, um, I think so.” I scolded myself for sounding so nervous.


     “Want me to wait for you?”


     I hesitated. Maybe he should. God, Blake was going to skin me alive for this one. Fear shot through me all over again when my phone vibrated for the third time. 


     “Sure, if you want to until I’m inside.” I tried to sound innocent. 


     “Does Blake know you’re here?”


     “Yeah, of course. He’s meeting me here,” I reached for the door handle before I needed to lie again. I liked Clay, and I already felt guilty. He’d no doubt get a verbal lashing from Blake that might rival my own.


     “All right,” he said after a moment. 


     Confident he almost believed me, I stepped out and climbed the steps to the broad wooden door. I was running out of time to follow through. I located the buzzer to the right, pressed it, and waited impatiently. I rotated my weight between my feet, careful not to offset my balance and tumble. A minute later the door opened. A girl with long bleached blond hair stood before me. She was dressed entirely in black, a small halter and leather pants. Her makeup was heavy, and I began to feel a little better about my attire. 


     Our eyes met and she stared blankly. “Can I help you?” 


     I licked my lips, feeling uneasy. They weren’t going to just let me waltz in here, skank dress or not. “I’m meeting someone here,” I said, my voice wavering more than I wanted it to.


     She toyed with the shiny metal that looped through the side of her lower lip. “Who?”


     Oh hell, here we go. I shoved my nerves to the side. “Blake Landon.”


     Her pierced eyebrow lifted before she shifted her bored stare past me. She stepped back and lifted her chin a fraction, motioning for me to come forward. 


     I stepped far enough inside for her to close the heavy door behind me. I moved to follow her, but she raised her hand. “Wait here.” 


     I nodded quickly, as if I knew that was protocol. I knew nothing. I was officially in well over my head. Time stretched on. Every second felt like an eternity as I waited for her to return or for Blake to come barging in after me. 


     Then I heard someone coming down the hall. My breath caught when, instead of the girl, a man nearly twice her age greeted me. He was dressed well in a black suit and a white shirt unbuttoned casually at the collar. Even in the poor light of the foyer, I could see his skin was dark, not tanned but naturally olive. He regarded me coolly. I knew instantly that I was in the right place, and without question, that this man knew Blake. 


     “Tessa tells me you know Mr. Landon. Is this true?” His voice was smooth, cultured, and tinted with an accent that I couldn’t place among my scattered thoughts. 


     “Yes. I’m actually meeting him here.” I battled the urge to break away from the intensity of his stare. The quiet humor in his eyes made me feel small and vulnerable in his presence, as if he held a wealth of knowledge above me. I had little doubt he did. Still, I sensed that he wanted to believe me, which made it easier to lie somehow. “He should be here soon,” I added, just in case this dark and dangerous stranger was having any thoughts about locking me up in his cage in the interim. 


     He held out his hand. I hesitated for a moment that seemed too long, and then accepted the gesture. I tightened my grip, expecting him to shake my hand. Instead he turned my palm down and lowered his lips to the top of my hand. The kiss was sweet, but if a kiss could have layers, this one did. Something about the firm but gentle grasp on my hand, the slow purposeful way he grazed my skin, and the dark look in his eyes when he lifted them to mine had my heart racing with fear. And something else, something darker that I couldn’t name. This man was a Dom. I was willing to put money on it.  


     He straightened slowly, paralyzing me with that knowing look. “My name is Remy. Welcome to La Perle.”


     “I’m…Erica,” I replied with a shaky breath. Fuck, twenty seconds with this man and my facade was crumbling. I wouldn’t last long in this place. I sent up a silent prayer for Blake to speed here, yet somehow I knew he was. 


     “Erica.” Remy paused on my name and pursed his lips, as if he were letting the sound of it settle over his tongue like a fine wine. “Lovely. It’s always a pleasure meeting Blake’s friends.” 


     He smiled faintly, as if he knew immediately how those words would rattle me. The muscles in my face tensed, but I tried like hell to calm my features. How could I hide my displeasure at the reminder that Blake had friends, and more than one, who ran in these circles?


     Too busy trying to lock down my physical reactions, I barely noticed Remy still held me in his clutches, our connection now prolonged but strangely not awkward.


     “Join us.” He nodded toward a long hallway beyond. By lowering our hands together to his side, he coaxed me a step closer. 


     The small moment set me into motion behind him. On shaky legs, I started down the hallway. The old floors creaked below the clicking of my heels, making the journey to this secret place uncomfortably loud. At the end of the hall, a turn brought us to a landing. A thick ornate railing led downstairs where the muffled sounds of the club first hit my ears. 


     After another gentle tug, I followed Remy down the stairs, clinging to the railing and, oddly, his hand like a lifeline. I strained to hear what was going on behind the door we approached. Music and the uneven tones of voices. Different voices. Quiet and loud, even some laughter. Then a loud cry that sounded like a woman’s. I tightened my grip.


     He smiled. “Don’t be afraid, cherie. But stay close to me, just in case.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TEN


  



  Alarms rang out in my brain, shooting fear down my limbs, making me sweat despite the sparse clothing under my jacket. I longed for the reassurance of safety. While Remy’s seemingly possessive presence didn’t exactly promise innocent protection¸ I wanted to believe it might. If only while I waited for the only man whose arms could take me away from the terrors of the world. 


  And I was nothing short of terrified now. My eyes were wide, my heartbeat skipping out of control. Remy turned the old-fashioned knob with a squeak and gave us passage into an enormous oblong room that went on farther than I could see. The place was dim, not completely dark, but before I could bring everything into focus before me, Remy had me walking away from the entrance. We approached an old wooden bar situated against the wall. Afraid to look around, I followed him, a routine that was almost becoming instinct in the few moments I’d known him. 


     “Let me take your coat.” 


     I hesitated. I quickly sized up the nearly naked people in the room mingling with people in various states of dress. People like me, people in suits, people in street clothes, and many others clad as Tessa had been. Fitting in wasn’t a concern anymore, but I wanted to crawl into the shadows now, not put myself on display. 


     Against my better judgment, I shrugged off the coat, which Remy quickly took. With a barely noticeable flick of his hand, he summoned a tall brunette with luminescent blue eyes to where we stood. She took my coat and disappeared just as quickly.


     “Have a seat. Can I get you a drink while you wait?”


     I sat on the smooth wooden stool, pulling down the hem of my dress as I did. I took in every small detail of my surroundings as quickly as I could. The walls were a deep red, made darker by the sparse lighting. 


     “Erica.”


     I turned to Remy, my heart stilling at the familiar tone. Blake had that tone memorized when he wanted to get his way. 


     “What will you have?”


     A modest but decidedly expensive collection of liquors was displayed along the wall. “Lagavulin,” I said. “On the rocks.”


     He regarded me silently. 


     “Please,” I added softly, as if his look compelled me to.  


     Remy’s face registered only slight amusement at the last part of my request. He relayed the order to the female bartender. She slid my drink toward Remy, her eyes cast down. He murmured a thank you and pushed it into my hand. His fingers lingered over mine only a second. I resisted the urge to pull my hand away. 


     My nerves were tearing me apart. I wasn’t as brave as I thought I was. I lifted the drink to my lips and took the first burning swallow. I breathed in deeply through my nose, the sharp scent of the smoky liquor filling my lungs. I took another sip before setting the glass back down. 


     The low, unrecognizable beat of the music was broken with the cry of a woman. I turned in my seat and froze at the visual that lit up before me. On a small but brightly lit platform in the center of the room stood a woman. The strangled cries had come from her. She was bent at the waist, hands gripping her ankles tightly, and clad only in a black corset that covered neither her breasts nor her bottom half. The shiny leather decoration clung to her torso as she jolted under the whip of a long black flogger against her backside. 


     Another cry tore from her as the figure of a man unleashed a torrent of lashes. A look of tormented lust pinched her lovely features. She flushed red, from her cheeks all the way to her small breasts that bounced from her body with every new assault. 


     I gripped my drink, letting the cut glass of the lowball mark indentations into my cold fingers. Heat flooded my face as I recognized the woman’s sweet agony. Remy’s voice broke the spell the woman’s sexual torture had put me under. 


     “You are new here, and I like to know about my patrons. Tell me more about you, lovely Erica.” 


     “Not much to tell,” I lied, my voice too light, almost comical in the context of where we were and what we were watching. 


     “How long have you been with our Mr. Landon?” His dark eyes glittered as they fixed on me. 


     I licked my lips anxiously under his penetrating stare. His eyes lowered, fixing on the motion.


     “Since May.” Since I graduated from college and my whole life changed.


     “So…you are his?”


     The fleeting sweep of his index finger over the well of my throat disturbed me more than I let on. His touch was feather light, but an unspoken challenge lay there. From the moment we’d been introduced, he touched me like he had the right to. The boldness reminded me of the man who did. Every touch seemed like a silent proclamation. 


     “I’m his.” I found my voice, determined to leave no doubt as to the truth of those words. I wanted to recoil away from him, but determined to play the part, I sat frozen in place while his gaze swept over me. 


     “And he has you here without a collar?”


     My chest tightened with panic. A collar? What the hell had I gotten myself into? My hand went to my throat. I felt suddenly naked without the symbol that would prove I was Blake’s, truly. I looked down, the glimmer of my ring bright in the low light. 


     “We’re engaged.” I wasn’t sure if I should have revealed the detail, but it was all I had now. 


     “Ah.” Remy smirked, looking away a moment. “The ultimate collar. You must be very special indeed, to be his wife and his slave.”


     When he returned his attention to me, I glared, loathing the way the word flowed off his tongue so easily. 


     “I’m no one’s slave.”


     The dark wing of his eyebrow lifted, an unspoken challenge lighting his eyes. “You don’t serve to please him?” 


     “Y-Yes, of course I do.” 


     What kind of question was that? I wanted to please Blake. In every way. With sex, of course, but in life, I wanted his happiness. I craved it almost as much as my own. But I hated the way Remy painted what we shared. For all the progress I’d made with embracing submission, I bristled at this man’s easy assumption that I was less—a slave, a submissive. 


     He hummed softly. “I’m very curious now what brings you here. Tell me, did you come to play? Or to learn?” He looked into the main area, a new activity beginning to take shape where the other had ended. The room was lined with small booths, shrouded in darkness. The shadows. I wanted to hide there until Blake came for me, but I feared whatever already lurked there.


     I followed his gaze, spying with shame on the various debaucheries that played out before us. Still, I couldn’t tear away from the scene at the far end of the room. A young man had become the focal point of the evening’s current entertainment. Bound by his wrists and ankles to the brick wall by heavy metal holds, he appeared distressed. Tessa was pacing back and forth in front of him. She came up close. I couldn’t hear their exchange from this distance, and I could barely see what happened next. He grunted, as if someone had punched him in the gut. 


     Tessa moved to the side, revealing the man’s now exposed penis jutting forward from his pants. Without warning, she slapped his rigid member, eliciting more painful grunts. His bare abdomen tightened with every unwarranted slap, and then released when she rotated her assaults with gentler strokes. He sucked in a sharp breath with a hissing sound when the weapon of play made contact again. 


     Then she was very close to him, her mouth against his ear. I tried to imagine what she was saying to him, scolding him for some imagined wrongdoing no doubt, reminding him of the rewards of his obedience. As if watching a movie, I caught myself empathizing with his struggle, with his experience. Once again, that look of pleasure mingling with evident pain released an unwanted sensation through my body. Watching Tessa tease and taunt him woke unexpected stirrings too. 


     “Or perhaps you came to watch.”  


     Remy’s words interrupted my blatant gawking at the scene in front of me. Heat suffused my cheeks. He’d caught me being one of those people. His lips lifted with a satisfied smile, as if he were watching a child experience a new wonder for the first time. 


     “It’s all right, cherie. People here love to watch. There is no shame in that.”


     Shakily, I brought my drink to my lips and tried to forget what dominance might feel like. Real dominance. Not just being on top. Heat prickled my skin when I remembered the brief moment of power I’d enjoyed the night before and the incredible intensity from Blake I’d inspired. I’d crossed a line, and I still wasn’t sure what to make of what had happened between us then. 


     I twisted uncomfortably in my dress, the layered fabric suddenly too hot against me even with all it revealed to Remy and others. We weren’t alone at the bar, and despite the many distractions before me, I could feel his eyes on me every time. His and other men nearby. The number of Doms per capita was high in this building. 


     Would I always recognize that kind of man when one crossed my path, because of the way Blake made me feel? Maybe, but something was different with Blake—everything was different. 


     I began to panic that he’d misunderstood my earlier text. I’d only told him to meet me at the club. Maybe I should have been more clear, sent an address. Jesus, what if I was stuck here in this godforsaken place at Remy’s mercy? My previous thought of him having a cage reared up in my mind. 


     I inhaled a steadying breath and tossed back the rest of my drink. I turned my wrist only to realize I’d left my watch at Alli’s apartment. Time ticked on, and I was no closer to my goal. 


     “Are you certain he’s coming?”


     “Yes,” I replied quickly. “Is this your place?” I hoped to distract him from Blake’s absence.


     “Yes, I own La Perle. I have for many years.” 


     “Has it always been…like this?” I tried to sound casual, but I was certain Remy wasn’t mistaking my novice curiosity with anything akin to confidence. 


     “Always.” He motioned for the bartender and pushed my empty drink toward her. Turning back to me, he asked, “Do you know what it means?”


     “What?”


     “La Perle.” 


     “It’s French for ‘pearl’ isn’t it?”


     “Of course, but do you know why?”


     I shook my head and he leaned in as if to tell me a secret. He was still standing, but his body was close, too close. Suddenly tense, I swiveled toward the bar as the bartender placed another drink on the dark wooden surface. Remy’s hand went to the back of the stool. His whisper was hot, an unwelcome sensation against my skin. I tried to mask a shiver.


     “You are wise to be afraid. If I didn’t know Landon, I would show far less restraint with you.” 


     I exhaled a panicked breath and stared down at the bar, unwilling to look into the man’s eyes and give anything else away.  


     “Because this is not a place for restraint,” he continued in a slightly less predatory tone. “At least not for men like me. Perhaps for you…but only to reveal la perle, the succulent treasure at the center of you, cherie.”  


     I frowned. I didn’t know what he meant, and I didn’t want to.


     “The pearl, like your submission, Erica, is an object of great beauty. The most precious pearls are found in the wild…in unexpected places.”


     He tucked the hair that had fallen between us, obscuring my face, behind my ear. His touch fell to my shoulder, trailing down to my elbow with heavy intent. 


     “Unearthing them can be, at times, somewhat…violent.” He trailed the tip of his nail down my forearm, with enough pressure to put me on edge but not enough to cause pain.  


     I shivered again, straining away from his touch. Squeezing my eyes closed, I forced myself to stay calm. But I was struggling for air, scrambling for any semblance of comfort in this dark place. I needed to get out of here…soon. I needed to get away from this man. Where on God’s earth was Blake? 


     Remy seemed to read my thoughts and faced the bar, shifting his focus from my body to the snifter that had been set in front of him. 


     “Merde, where is your man?”


     I had no idea, but I now cursed myself for texting him too late. Remy’s patience was waning with mine, and he didn’t seem like a man who deprived himself of many pleasures. 


     “Tell me about the other women.” Blake would be here soon. God, I hoped he would be. But in the meantime, I wanted to know as much as this dangerous and magnetic man would share. 


     Remy sipped his drink and sighed. “Blake and I are…well, we are not friends per se, but he is a paying member. I would hardly betray his trust. His proclivities are his to tell. I’m sure he will tell you what you truly need to know.” His attention diverted from me, a regretful smile set on his refined features. “Or perhaps he will show you. Here he comes. Finally.” 


     I swiveled in my chair, eyes wide, heart flying. Blake was walking toward us in determined strides. His gaze was steady on me, his jaw set tight, as tight as his fists at his sides. 


     Remy leaned in, his breath again at my ear. “If you came here to learn, I’d say punishment might be your first lesson tonight.” 


     My whole body tensed at Remy’s proximity and the vision of Blake closing in on us. “I’ve learned that lesson already,” I replied weakly. 


     Remy laughed. “Have you?”


     Before I could explain myself, Blake caught my hand and pulled me off the stool. I struggled to my feet, holding onto him for balance. He positioned his body in front of mine a fraction. Instinctively, I turned toward him, my chest against his arm. I knew he was angry with me, but I also knew he wanted to protect me. And right now, I felt an overwhelming and very present need to be protected.


     “Landon.” Remy straightened as if to shake Blake’s hand. 


     “Stay away from her.” 


     Remy lifted his hands in supposed surrender, leaning casually back against the bar. “No need to be protective.”


     “No?” Blake shot back. “Since when does that ever happen around here?”


     “I was simply keeping the vultures at bay. It was very brave of you to let such a beautiful creature out of your sight. She wandered in here like a lost kitten.” He smiled affectionately, his gaze sliding over me as shamelessly as it had before. 


     Blake tightened his grip, and I sighed, my entire being relieved to have him near, no matter how angry he was. The way I clung to him now left no doubt that I was his and only his. I chanced a look into his eyes. He cast me an emotionless look. I weakened against him, apologizing without words.


     “She escaped,” he said in a low tone. 


     “Ah. I see.” Remy smiled again. “Seems unlike you to tolerate such disobedience. She’s new to all this, no?”


     I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. Perhaps Remy did keep his women in cages, and between the two of them this all made sense. First I was a slave, and now I was a runaway. 


     “She’s none of your concern, Remy.” He turned to me. “Let’s go. Now.” 


     “No.” I tightened my grip on his hand and pulled him back. 


     His eyes were wild with frustration now, the calm mask gone. “No?”


     “I want to stay.” 


     “Let her stay, Landon,” Remy chimed in. “Perhaps she will learn something. You know as well as I do, sometimes they need to learn the lessons the hard way. This kitten has sharp claws. She needs training.”


     Blake shoved a hand through his hair, his gaze passing over the rest of the club. He murmured a string of curses under his breath. 


     “There’s a little booth there waiting for you. Have a drink. Enjoy the show. And each other, of course.” Drink in hand, Remy stepped away. Crossing the room, he settled into an unoccupied plush red chair guarded by a petite, half-naked girl kneeling at its base. 


     “This is where you want to be?”


     I opened my mouth to speak, searching for the words. The truth. All I wanted was the truth. 


     “Do you have any idea how fucking stupid it was for you to come here alone?”


     “I’m fine,” I insisted, though my body was still riddled with anxiety over the past several minutes here without him.


     “This isn’t a martini bar, Erica. You walked through these doors and into a world you know nothing about.” 


     “I want to know about it,” I said quietly, suddenly embarrassed. 


     “You don’t.”


     I pulled my hand from his grasp, only to have him band a protective arm around my waist.


     “If it’s kink you’re after, we can go home right now, and I’d be more than happy to get creative. Needless to say, punishment is in order.” He paused, his anger seeming to fade somewhat. “This is not the place for you.”  


     My palm found his chest, and I let my forehead fall to his shoulder. His heart beat rapidly beneath his shirt. I breathed in his scent. A familiar scent, bringing me back to what I knew, back to us. “Tell me what this place means to you,” I pleaded softly. 


     He sighed, clutching me tighter. “Beyond wanting to get you the hell out of here, it means nothing.”


     I looked up, determined to hear the truth from him. “That’s not true. If it were, why would Sophia want to send me here?” 


     He gritted his teeth, his arm flexing around my waist. “Goddamnit.” 


     “You came here together.” I wasn’t asking, but I decided to start with getting him to admit to the obvious. 


     “Yes, we came here together. Is that what you wanted to know, or is there more? Maybe we can continue the interrogation at home, without all the prying eyes.” The words lashed out at me. 


     He was furious. I knew he had a right to be, but I couldn’t stop. 


     “I want to know you.” I fought the urge to cry. I hated Sophia and every vision my imagination had created of Blake loving her. I despised the fact that she’d had a part of him that I might never know. I pressed my body along his, my cheek against his chest. “I want to know what and who drew you here for so long. I’m one of two relationships you’ve had in a decade, and this place filled up too many of the nights in between.” I took his silence as consideration and it gave me hope. “Don’t I have the right to know? All I want is the truth,” I whispered. 


     “Have I ever lied to you?”


     I looked up. “No, but you’ve never told me anything unless you had to. You want more from me…you demand everything. And I’ll give it to you, but…”


     He caught my face in his hand, his thumb restless against my cheek. I leaned into his touch, oblivious of the people staring at us with lust and envy and passing interest. 


     “This is the past,” he said slowly, but firmly. 


     “This is now.” I touched his cheek, a silent call for the darkness that always simmered below the surface of the man I loved. “Indulge me.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  



  Blake’s jaw bulged, displeasure written across his features. I had pushed him, yet again. I’d likely pay for it, but if he opened up to me, it would be worth it.


  He began to walk, pulling me toward him as Remy had before. 


      “I’m not leaving,” I hissed, refusing to go any farther.


      “We’re not leaving, for fuck’s sake. You want to see what goes on in here? Like it or not I’m going to show you. It’ll be punishment and education all in one filthy fucking package.”


      I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t move until he tugged me toward him once more. This time I went willingly and without argument. Shuffling unsteadily on my heels, I followed him until we slowed in front of the dark, empty booth Remy had offered to us. 


      Only steps away, the corseted woman from before was now being forced into another compromising position at the hands of the man who I presumed to be her master, at least for the night. He was a thickly built man, his shirtless body on display. He gripped her hair and she gasped, her eyes hazy with lust and whatever intoxicant flooded one’s body in these helpless erotic moments. 


      Blake was behind me now, his hands resting possessively on my hips. “You wanted to come here and taste this life. Maybe I should take Remy’s advice, break my own rules, and give you a very public lesson.”


      I stood stark still at the husky threat. For all the fear that being in Remy’s presence had elicited, I could barely breathe anticipating what Blake would actually do to me now. 


      The muscles in the man’s arms flexed as he made fast work of his leather trousers. Seconds later he was in the woman’s mouth. Hands bound, she took his thrusts, letting him make lusty use of her mouth as a means to come. 


      “Would you like that, Erica? Would you like for me to make an example of you that way?”


      I shook my head. No. I didn’t want that. I couldn’t fathom it, being bound or bent over for anyone’s public pleasure. It was horrifying, yet I couldn’t tear my eyes away.


      “Are you sure? That could be you,” Blake whispered, skimming his hands down my dress. “I think they’ll finish soon. He won’t last long that deep in her mouth. Then I can show the people here what a bad fucking sub you are.” 


      I drew in a breath through my nose, trying to ignore the unwelcome pulse between my legs, but all I could smell was sex. The woman was gagging herself with every attempt to draw the man to the back of her throat. He’d kicked her legs farther apart with the thick toe of his black boot. Her body quivered, need seeming to ripple through her as she pleased him. Then a jolt when the same man whipped her ass from above. She gasped for air, whimpering loud enough for us to hear when he peppered her with a series of hard lashes.


      “You wouldn’t do that to me.” My voice was laced with challenge, but suddenly I was uncertain of how much I could trust Blake in the confines of this establishment.


      “Why not? Don’t you deserve it?”


      I shivered at the fresh edge in his voice. Maybe I did. I couldn’t answer, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to admit it. 


      “Do you think he loves her, Erica?” 


      My heart hurt when he said the words. I turned my head. I couldn’t watch anymore. Then I heard the man’s groaning pleasure. I couldn’t see it, but I was certain he’d come. 


      “Your turn, boss.” Blake circled my body, catching my wrists when I went to move away. 


      My eyes flew open. “No. I can’t.”


      He hauled me against him, securing me again by the waist. The part of me that wasn’t in a full-blown panic reveled in the full contact of his hard body against me. I was frightened, aroused, and completely confused. The only bright spot was the certainty that no one here gave a shit. 


      “I think you can. You’re brave. Look how brave you’ve been tonight already. Not to mention last night. Thinking about that makes me want to punish you all the more.” 


      “No,” I whimpered, hating the cold, teasing tone of his voice. 


      “No doesn’t hold much weight here, Erica. Did you know that when you walked in here?” His voice was softer, almost sympathetic. 


      I wanted him to take pity on me now. Save me from this chaos, and I’ll never do it again, I swear.


      “Go ahead,” he urged.


      “I can’t do that in front of everyone,” I cried softly. “Please don’t ask me to. Please…”  


      I couldn’t breathe. The furious beating of my heart was the only sound in my ears. I was trembling in his arms, the safeword on the tip of my tongue. Fucking on the conference table unbeknownst to Greta a few feet away was one thing. Having sex and taking punishment in public, no matter how much my twisted mind might have fantasized about it, wasn’t something I was capable of. Not tonight, and very likely, not ever. 


      Oh God. What if this is what he wants, what he craves?


      “Come here,” he said quietly. 


      “No, please,” I begged, but his intense embrace had softened and he was leading us to the booth. 


      Relief crashed over me that he wasn’t forcing me to go through with it. Would he really have? I didn’t want to believe that he could have, but how could I know? I didn’t know what kind of man he could be here. That’s why I had come. 


      I huddled against him, my enemy and my savior, waiting for my nerves to calm. He hushed me, running his hands over my arms and sides, the way he always did when he needed to take me away from my thoughts and back to the moment, back to him. I opened my eyes finally, peering around the dark club. Through my lashes I caught a glimpse of Remy across the room. He sat in his throne-of-sorts. We were shrouded in darkness but somehow I could feel Remy’s eyes on me, his unwelcome touch a memory on my skin. 


      Blake rested his hand on my thigh. I was still pressed close to him, not sure who or what to be terrified of. 


      The poor young man from earlier was now being led around the room on all fours, his tortured penis bobbing as he followed Tessa around. She ignored him mostly, engaging in conversation with other patrons. This was a place for fantasies of the darkest variety. If I’d learned anything, I’d learned that. 


      I swallowed hard, almost too afraid to speak after that close call. “You did…these things?”


      “No,” Blake answered swiftly. 


      I looked up, silently questioning him.  


      “I’ve always preferred the privacy of a room.” He gestured upward with his index finger. “Upstairs.”


      I looked back to my lap, violently cursing myself for asking. I bit my lip, wanting to puncture the skin with my teeth. Jealousy would make me ugly indeed. 


      “How does that make you feel?” Blake thumbed my lower lip, freeing it from the tense vise of my teeth. 


      “Terrible,” I admitted bitterly. 


      “This is the past. You…only you are my future.”


      I wanted to believe him. But… “Don’t you ever think of this place?”


      He relaxed his embrace, putting a small distance between us. I allowed it, but I didn’t like it. 


      “Sometimes. Mostly when I’m thinking about you, the things I want to do with you. I won’t lie. Places like this can be…inspiring. I was driving over here in a blind rage, and I couldn’t help but imagine the things I could do with you here.” He tipped my chin up. “What really scared me was the thought that someone else wanted the same thing.”


      I wanted to look away, shameful and embarrassed, but he didn’t let me. 


      “You’re strong and willful. I respect that, and God help me, I love you for it, but do not ever…ever fucking do anything like this again.”


      I nodded as much as his grip would allow. I’d never set foot in this place again. Certainly not without Blake, and apparently a collar, just to make damn sure men like Remy stayed hands off.    


      “I won’t,” I said weakly.


      “I don’t believe you.” His eyes were hard and emotionless.


      “I promise—”


      “You’ve made me this promise before. Remember, the one where you agree not to throw yourself in harm’s way for the sake of saving me, or in this case, simple curiosity? Is punishment or the threat of it the only way to get your attention, Erica?”


      The sense that we were falling into place filled me. He’d been shaken, seeing me here. Despite everything, he seemed almost at ease now. In control. Calm and commanding in his world.


      “Answer.”


      “I’m sorry. I was stupid to come here without you. I just—”


      “You just do whatever you goddamn want anyway. Isn’t that right?”


      Squeezing my eyes shut, I fought his words along with the string of regrets rattling through my brain. 


      Then he kissed me. 


      My fractured thoughts vanished the instant our lips touched. Rough and pent up, the kiss was all consuming. I lost myself in it. His tongue breached my lips, tangling with mine. Never had I wanted Blake to be the man touching me more than now. 


      We struggled for air, breaking the kiss only long enough to catch a breath before coming back to each other. His hands were everywhere, stilling me by the hair. Then down my chest, the heel of his hand lingered over the hard point of my nipples pressing through the dress. My eyelids became heavy, my nipples tender and needy to the point of pain. Desire was a living thing, blazing under every touch, demanding more. I needed his skin on me. I needed relief from all of this. 


      I gasped against his lips when his hand found its way between my legs and he coaxed his way up the center of my thighs. I clenched them together, wanting his touch, but not here…


      “Do you want to be punished? Is that why we keep finding ourselves in these situations?”


      I shook my head, suddenly uncertain of my answer. He slid his hand to the hot apex between my legs and nudged them apart. I squirmed, but he was firm. Bypassing my panties, he dove into the place where I was soaked with arousal. A soft cry left my lips. I pressed my chest against him, wanting him closer, wanting his body to somehow shield the world from the way he was turning mine upside down. 


      “Fuck.” He parted his lips slightly, his eyes going dark. 


      He retreated and lifted me over so I was astride him. My dress slid up and I struggled to push it back down. I was completely open for him. Lust and shame battled for real estate in my brain. What was he doing to me, and why did a little part of me undeniably want him to? 


      “They’ll see,” I whispered in a panicked hush.  


      “No one can see us.” 


      His kissed me again, and I forgot my vulnerability. His tongue drew a decadent path from my ear down my neck where he sucked hard at my collarbone. He was marking me. I wanted him to. 


      I moaned. My hands stopped fighting his advances and went to his shirt. Fisting the fabric, I held onto him, as if somehow he could anchor me through this storm that he’d created inside of me. He stroked my wet flesh, thumbing my clit and plunging his fingers deeper into my pussy. I fought the impulse to arch my hips into his movements as I would have had we been anywhere else. 


      “Blake, we shouldn’t.” My voice seemed far away, lost in the riotous emotions that outweighed any words. 


      He was silent, using his mouth instead to kiss me breathless. All my reservations were in vain. The need to come overwhelmed the voices in my head shouting at me to stop this madness. 


      He nipped at my lip. I shrieked at the flash of pain. His eyes were dark, lust and fire burning in their depths. 


      “You’re right, we shouldn’t do this. I should be punishing you, not fucking you. You make me break all the rules, Erica. I just want to see your face when you come. I want to hold you when you fall apart.”


      His fingers curled up, grazing the sensitive spot inside of me that made me see stars. I sucked in a sharp breath, my entire body seizing. 


      “Blake, oh God. What are you doing to me?”


      I was going to come. A flick of his fingertips would send me over, and I was helpless against it now. I surrendered to the chase for more of Blake’s touch, my hips moving in time with every little shove. This was crazy, but all I could do was feel.


      Fuck it. I wanted the world to know he was mine and I was his. I didn’t care who was getting flogged or sucked, and I didn’t care who was watching them or us. Remy or Tessa or any of the other nameless faces. The only person in my world was Blake. 


      “Blake. Oh no, I’m coming.” 


      “That’s right. Come so I can take you home and fuck you until you scream.” 


      His thumb worked a tiny magical circle over my clit and I was lost. I bit down on his shoulder, determined not to cry out. I couldn’t be one of these people. 


      Using his hips for leverage, he went deeper. A helpless, shuddery cry left my lips as the orgasm tore through me, stripping me of everything that didn’t matter. 


      I was one of these people. 


      


  * * *


  



  



      Rational thought began to return, very slowly. Blake held me, caressed me. When he licked my arousal from his fingers, my body immediately responded. A sharp ache inside me demanded more. I wanted to please him, and I desperately wanted him to follow that mind-bending orgasm with several more. 


      Reaching down between us, I found his cock hard and bulging in his jeans. I moaned, brushing my breasts against his chest. I kissed him feverishly, tasting myself on his lips. I was so out of my mind with desire, I might have done anything. Limits seemed like a far away concept. 


      He closed his eyes, his jaw going tight as I massaged him and kissed him. 


      “I want you,” I whispered, nibbling along his jaw. 


      “Not here.” 


      “Please.” 


      He caught my wrist, stilling my torments. “Let’s get out of here.” 


      I drew in a deep breath, sobering myself. I eased myself from him and after a slight adjustment, Blake stood, bringing me with him. We went for the door, traveling the same path I’d taken going in. I was nearly running after him to keep up. 


      “Wait!” 


      A woman’s voice rang out down the hall. The girl who’d taken my coat earlier ran toward us with the garment. 


      “Thank you,” Blake said, taking it from her. 


      “You’re welcome, Mr. Landon.” 


      She flashed a look to Blake and ducked her head demurely, hiding those stunning blue eyes. My nostrils flared. I didn’t like what I saw there. Something too familiar, like adoration. 


      The girl disappeared down the hall, and Blake held out my coat for me to put on. “Let’s go.”


      We walked across the street where Blake’s Tesla was parked. I slid into the passenger seat, my thoughts suddenly an epic jumble. What had we just done? Who was the girl? What the hell was wrong with us? 


      Blake pulled out of the spot and began driving home. I stared out the window, unable to keep my curiosity in check. 


      “Do you know her?” 


      “Who?”


      “That girl.” 


      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.”


      Maybe? A new surge of jealousy sent a wave of adrenaline through me. How many of these women had been with him? Blake reached for my hand. 


      I moved away, avoiding his touch. “Don’t touch me.” 


      His laugh was acid in my veins. “Really? Don’t touch you? You almost begged me to fuck you in the booth a few minutes ago. Now you don’t want me to touch you?”


      I stared silently out the window. Go to hell.  


      “Erica.” His voice was softer. “You came to a sex club I used to frequent and you expected me to be anonymous? You opened the door. Honestly, what did you expect would be on the other side of it?”


      “I guess I wouldn’t know, since you never told me.” 


      Emotion was thick in my throat. He was right, and I was a fool. 


      “How many of those women have you had?” My voice cracked. I kept asking questions I didn’t really want answers to. 


      He stared toward the road. “I couldn’t tell you. I didn’t go there to remember. I went there to forget.”


      My heart fell. “To forget Sophia?”


      He paused. “Maybe at first.”


      I was silent. I had tortured myself enough. I wasn’t going to coax out anything else that could hurt me tonight. 


      “Her needs appealed to a compulsion for control that I was still trying to get a handle on. When our relationship ended, the club was all that was left. A game. Going through the motions toward a foregone conclusion.”


      “Is that what I was too? A foregone conclusion?” 


      He was quiet for a long time and my misery only grew. We parked in front of the apartment and ascended the stairs in continued silence. Tossing the keys down inside, he put his hands on the counter, seemingly lost in thought. After a moment, he straightened and faced me. 


      I lingered by the door, waiting for him to make the next move. This night had been twelve shades of messed up. 


      “This is going to hurt, but it seems like you’re on a quest for answers tonight, so I’m going to give them to you.” He drew in breath. “You’re not the first woman I’ve seduced, and you’re not the first woman I’ve fucked. I’m sure you already know this.” 


      I winced. I wanted to believe that we’d had nothing but love from the start, but I knew it wasn’t true. Not even for me. Lust, preoccupation, obsession. Somewhere in the tornado of all those things we’d found love. Still, I wasn’t sure I wanted the truth anymore. I was already hurting too much. 


      I walked past him into the bedroom. His footsteps followed behind me. I slowed in front of the bed and tore off the tight dress Alli had lent me. 


      “Are you going to listen to me?”


      “No,” I answered brusquely. I went into the bathroom and turned on the shower. “I was a conquest, I get it. I don’t want to hear anymore about your sexual exploits, Blake. I think I’ve had enough eye-opening for one night. Clearly I’m way out of my depth.” 


      I was trembling again. My stomach knotted and tears threatened.


      “Baby…” His fervency was fading. “Whatever you’re trying to find out about me is right here, wishing like hell you would just let us be us. Together, now. Fuck the past, and fuck the people we used to be and the people who made us that way.” 


      Tears stung behind my eyes. “Just leave me alone.” I stepped into the shower, shut the door, and let the too hot water scald my skin. When I opened my eyes under the stream, Blake had left. 


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWELVE


  



  Tension released in muscles I didn’t realize were holding any. I lathered up, eager to wash away the club. Remy’s touch. The air in the place, thick with sex and strangers. Christ, all I wanted was Blake and the comfort of his arms, and now I was pushing him away. All I’d wanted was the truth, and now I couldn’t stand to hear it. But Blake was my truth, even when it hurt. He was my home, the one person in my life who gave me a reason to stay still and keep faith that together we could be more than our pasts.


  I hid in the shower for a few more minutes, determined to pull myself together when I emerged. I toweled dry and found the bedroom empty. I wandered into the living room. Blake sat on the couch, a tired and bleak expression on his face. I sat beside him, tucking the towel in place at my chest. He didn’t move to look at me. 


      “I’m sorry. For what it’s worth, it’s been a crazy day, and an even crazier night. Sophia sent me something.”


      He looked toward me then. 


      “A…gag. She said it used to be yours and hers. Sent it with her best wishes.” I grimaced at the snide tone of her note and how deeply it had hurt me. “She gave me the address of the Perle. It was a complete mindfuck. This whole thing has been. Ever since I overheard your conversation with her that day, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about the club and what it means to you.” 


      “I know,” he said quietly. 


      I sighed, relieved that he’d at least sensed my struggle if I hadn’t always verbalized it. “I love you, Blake. I want to know everything about you. Even the things you think I don’t want to hear…” 


      A few empty minutes passed. “Sophia’s a bitch,” he stated matter-of-factly. 


      I smiled. “That I think we can both agree on.” 


      He closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. When no words followed, I inched closer. I feathered a touch over his hand. He turned it up and I laced our fingers together. I leaned my head against the back of the couch. “Talk to me.”


      He exhaled unsteadily. “I honestly couldn’t tell you what I wanted to happen between us at first. I know I was incredibly attracted you, and yes, I wanted you in my bed. Nothing’s changed there, except now I love you, deeply and beyond all reason. And the person I was back then, at the club, wasn’t capable of loving anyone.”


      I tightened my hand in his.


      “I love you, more than you’ll ever know, Erica. But under that, I want to make you mine in every way. I’m hard every time I think of you and we’re not together. I think I could live the rest of my life making love to you. I don’t know what it is… Call it chemistry. Call it you being the most frustrating female I’ve ever met. You defy me like it’s your fucking job. It drives me crazy.” He ran a hand through his hair, leaning his head back against the couch. “The twisted thing is I think it turns me on…and getting you to submit to me afterward is turns me on even more.”


      I closed my eyes, trying to ignore the way it turned me on too. “Why?”


      He lifted his head and looked at me. “I have no idea. It’s a fucking kink. Why do you get impossibly wet when I spank you? Why does your body go soft when I dominate you? We could psychoanalyze it all damn day.” 


      “But she’s the reason why.”


      “She turned me onto it, yes. I won’t deny it. But she took it too far. She wanted me to choke her, mark her. Then the drugs. She was a self-destructive mess, and the way she needed me made me question everything. I need control, Erica. I thrive on it. It’s so deeply embedded in how I live my life now. It puts the world in order for me. And for a long time, after Sophia, I couldn’t imagine bringing someone else into that kind of relationship and have it be a healthy one. Even now, I question everything it’s doing to us.”


      He shook his head. “Even knowing your past with Mark, I couldn’t stay away. I tried to be someone different, someone better for you. Then you kept coaxing me back to the person I knew how to be. I’ve been walking this line, trying to be the man you deserve and give you everything you want.”


      “You are, Blake, and you do.” 


      “Yeah, but sometimes things go too far. For all my wanting control, I lose it. Sometimes I can’t turn it off. I wish I could always pick and choose our moments. I know your body and I know what you want. But sometimes I can’t turn off what I used to want, and it scares the hell out of both of us.” 


      My throat worked on a swallow, thick with emotion. “Blake…” 


      “I don’t want to hurt you, Erica, but I know I have. You worry that you’re not good enough. You say it sometimes, and I can see it in your eyes. It kills me, because you have no idea how many times those words have echoed inside of me. Because you don’t deserve me dragging you into all this darkness. I don’t have to worry about not being good enough for you, because I already know I'm not.”  


      “No.” I stopped him, pressing a finger to his lips. I crawled over him, resting back on his strong thighs. “Don’t say that.” 


      “It’s true.” 


      “Stop it. Blake, what happened back there…wasn’t easy for me.”


      His eyes dimmed. “I know I pushed you, and I shouldn’t have.” 


      “I took a risk going there. I know that. But seeing what goes on there, knowing that was a place that brought you solace…” I licked my lips, nervous about what I was about to ask, because I wanted to be what he needed. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be like those girls.”


      “You’ll never be like them.”


      “But are you going to resent me because I haven’t done those things or maybe never will be able to?”


      He winced. “No. Of course not. Baby, of all of my kinks, wanting to do them in front of a bunch of perverts isn’t one of them.”


      I laughed, relief filling the place where all my worry had taken up residence this past week. 


      “I guess I worry about not being as experienced as you want me to be. Maybe that’s why I couldn’t let this go.”


      He brushed his knuckle across my cheek. “I want to do everything with you. Seeing your face when I give you a new kind of pleasure is more than half the fun. I’m in no rush to use up my bag of tricks on you and transform you into a connoisseur of kink.”


      My hand found the edge of his shirt. I pushed it up, lazily stroking the soft skin of his abdomen. 


      “You’re the pro.”


      He smiled. “I don't think of it like that. But if I am, think of the results as practice for giving you a lifetime of mind-bending sex.”


      “Can’t argue with that.”


      “I’m glad. We’ve had enough of that for one night.”


      I closed my eyes and leaned into his gentle touches. “I shouldn’t have gone there without you.” 


      “And I should have told you about the club when you asked. I didn’t want to think about that part of my life or the person I used to be.” 


       “I know how that feels too, but I’ve shown you my past. It hasn’t always been easy or pretty, but I’ve never trusted anyone else with it the way I have with you. No one’s ever been strong enough to handle it without judging me or making everything hurt all over again. You’re strong enough. And so am I. Trust me with it.” 


      He feathered a touch along my jaw, pushing a damp strand of hair back from my face. “I do trust you,” he murmured. 


      “Then don’t hide from me. We’re sharing a life, Blake. You’re my home. You’re everything to me.”


      Lips parted, he held me close against him. His eyes were bright green, staring deeply into me. “You’re in my soul, Erica. I couldn’t hide from you if I tried. Just…”


      I knit my brows together. “What?”


      “Just be careful while you’re in there, okay? You have more control than you think.”


      My heart seized, love pulsing out from the center of me through every limb, making me warm and soft in his arms. My lips trembled. Heaviness lifted. I traced the lines of his face in wonder, so in love with this man. 


      “Thank you,” I whispered, seconds before he captured my lips in a kiss. Deep and passionate. I drank in his addictive scent, the essence of his tongue sweeping over mine. One kiss melted into the next. Soft licks went deeper, devouring. 


      “I need you now.” 


      I nodded, the flash of desire hot on my exposed skin. The terry of the towel itched over the places where I wanted his touch. As if reading my mind, he reached for the large knot and loosened it from between my breasts. Baring me before him, he let out a breath. His gaze followed his touch, down my arms, kneading my breasts. 


      “Love your tits. Perfection.” He thumbed over the sensitive peaks before sucking each one into his mouth. Gently, and then harder, grazing his teeth until I jolted under the pressure. The sharp edge arrowed to my core, making me hungry for him all over again. He kept on, teasing and torturing until they were both tender, swollen, and pink from his kisses and soft bites. 


      Leaning in, he kissed and licked the valley between my breasts. “I could lick every inch of you. One day, I just might. But tonight I can’t be that patient.”


      I sifted my fingers through his hair, tugging gently, letting him know without words that I was burning for him too. He thrust his hips up with a rumbling growl, but otherwise he didn’t act on his urgency. Mouth moving over my skin, hands restless over my curves, he kept us climbing, slowly. My breathing had changed into soft pants. I was ready to explode. I’d been so built up over the course of the night, I wasn’t sure how much more I could take.


      I stilled his movements, forcing his gaze to mine. There, lust and dark craving mingled. “Tell me what you want, Blake.”  


      He licked his lower lip. A stab of need shot through my core. I undulated over him, brushing against his still clothed body, wishing he were inside me already. 


      With a firm hand, he stilled me. “You’re all I want. Just this, just us.” 


      “Then take me,” I whispered against his lips. 


      I reached for the edge of his shirt and tugged it off. I went for his zipper, and he lifted his hips, shoving his jeans and boxers down just enough to free his engorged cock.


      I reached for him eagerly. His velvet skin slid warm against my fingertips. I circled him, loving the way his eyes went dark when I touched him this way. He sucked in a sharp breath, lifting his pelvis into my grasp. I gazed up at him through the veil of my lashes. 


      “I want you inside me, Blake. I don’t want to wait anymore.” 


      My chest rose and fell in time with his. With my legs wrapped around him, he lifted us and stumbled forward, bringing us to the floor. The rug was soft and forgiving over the hard wood. He moved over me like an animal seizing his prey, making my pussy clench, hungry to be filled. He found his place between my thighs and took what was his. 


      I groaned in satisfaction and toed his pants down to his calves. I tried to touch him everywhere. The muscles of his back bunched under my hands as I lifted into his thrusts. 


      He gasped, increasing his pace. He cupped my ass, lifting me higher so his cock dragged over the sensitive bundles of nerves inside. I closed my eyes against the overwhelming sensation. My thighs gripped him, and light and color flashed behind my eyes. 


      “Look at me.” His voice was full of gravel and need.


      I opened my eyes. A look of love softened the lines around his eyes. I reached up, my hands restless over the muscles that flinched with his efforts. 


      I wanted to touch him, to soothe him and tell him without words how much he meant to me. His heart beat against me, his body white hot around me, inside me. When I couldn’t find the words, my body spoke the truth.


      Love wasn’t enough. This—our bodies together—was more. 


      His hips hit mine with a strong thrust. I cried out his name, struggling to maintain eye contact. 


      “Blake…I love you,” I sobbed with pleasure. 


      Vulnerability swam behind his glittering eyes, a silent answer to my proclamation. Wrapping his arms tightly around me, he silenced me with a deep kiss. He swallowed my cries, every breath. He was everywhere. We were as close as two people could be. I clawed at his sides, bowing off the floor and into his strong embrace. 


      Hips moving like pistons, he took us over the edge. 


      “I love you, Erica. God, I love you so much.” 


      I came apart, tears burning behind my eyes.


  



  * * *


      


      My swollen eyes opened and I groaned at the sight of morning spilling into the room. My body hurt, fatigue and a general achiness that I couldn’t quite pinpoint. I felt Blake’s touch on my back. I flinched when he grazed over a particular spot on my shoulder blade. 


      “Ouch.” 


      He pressed his lips to it. “Rug burn.” 


      I groaned again and turned my face into the pillow as memories from last night flooded my brain. Jesus. What a night. 


      “See, this is why we need a bigger place,” he said.


      I turned to face him. His dark hair was a mess, spiking in every direction from sleep and…other things. But he looked more rested than I felt. He looked content, and that warmed me through. 


      “Why do you say that?”


      “I need more rooms to fuck you in. Or at least more surfaces.” 


      I giggled. “You’re crazy.” 


      A content smile spread across his lips. “Yeah, well, that’s your fault.” 


      I rolled to my back and stretched. The sheet slipped, baring my chest to him. 


      He moaned, his gaze roving over me hungrily. “What are you doing today?” he asked suggestively. 


      I closed my eyes, my ever-full daily calendar appearing behind them. “I have a million things.”


      His lips came over my nipple. “I guess that means I can’t hold you hostage here.”


      I moaned and arched into his mouth. “I don’t think Alli would allow that. I have a dress fitting. I have a meeting with Geoff too, to go over some of my questions.”


      He lifted up on his elbow, staring down at me with affection.


      “What are you going to tell him?”


      I pulled the sheet up over me and shifted to my side. I drew tiny circles over Blake’s chest, tracing the beautiful curves of his body. I couldn’t imagine him in any pose that would diminish my complete and utter awe of his body.


      “Erica?”


      “Hmm?” 


      His eyes were still lazy and low-lidded from sleep. “What are you going to tell Geoff?”


      I hummed with a smile. “Sorry, I was just cataloguing your most gorgeous qualities.”


      He laughed. “After last night, I wasn’t sure you’d ever talk to me again.”


      “I can’t say I’d do it all over again.” I fell back against the pillow. “Well, maybe some of it.” 


      “Don’t do crazy shit like that anymore, okay? I mean it.” 


      I met his serious gaze with a tentative one of my own. Going to the club alone had been a stupid move. I could have let him come around with it, but there was something about knowing I was going to marry the man that made it impossible for me to handle secrets between us. No matter how far into the past they were lodged, no matter how far away we’d come from them. I’d shown him everything. Every scar, every insecurity. Finally, we were on our way to turning the tables and Blake trusting me with the shadows from his past too. 


      “I won’t as long as you make me a promise.”


      He was silent for a moment. “We’re not back to ultimatums, are we?”


      “I’m not a fan of ultimatums, but you wanted me to give you my trust. It’s a two-way street. I don’t want any secrets between us. If you don’t trust me not to do things like I did last night, don’t ever give me a reason to consider it.” 


      I looked down, running my finger along the edge of the sheet. The memory of Sophia’s words rattled through me. She’d sent me on this journey, and she’d threatened the validity of what Blake and I had. I hated her for it because she didn’t believe we’d survive if I knew Blake’s past. I wanted to prove her wrong in every way. 


      “I don’t know what was worse, listening to the terrible things she said to me or feeling like I was in the dark about your past.”


      He toyed with a strand of my hair. “No more secrets.” 


      I looked up, hopeful. “Promise me.”


      “I promise.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  



  The next couple days were filled with preparations for the sale. We broke the news to James and Chris, whose shock was soon followed with support. The decision had been made swiftly, and the execution of it was right on my heels. Everything was happening so quickly, a circumstance that made it easier to quell the anxiety we all seemed to have around the impending transition. 


  I was days away from signing a piece of paper that, to the rest of the world, meant that the business as we knew it no longer belonged to us, but to Alex Hutchinson. A seasoned businessperson, a mogul, a man with vision we could only hope aligned with ours.


      When Alex walked into the office on Friday morning, the air was heavy with anticipation. An edgy energy rippled off him as he sifted through the papers we had to sign. The past couple times we’d met in person, I couldn’t get a read on him. Then again, I didn’t know him that well. He was Blake’s colleague more than mine, until recently. 


      Focused on the logistics of making the sale transition, I skimmed over the documents I’d already reviewed numerous times. Dozens of papers passed between us. I signed them all with trembling hands, trying to ignore the emotion tingling in my throat.


      Maybe I was allowed to be emotional this one time, but I couldn’t bring myself to lose it. I still had to work with Alex, and I wanted him to believe I was stronger than I sometimes appeared. I’d made this decision on my own. I’d written this chapter, and I wasn’t going to end it in tears, at least not in front of him. 


      Then it was done.


      The whole process took less than five minutes. I dropped my well-used pen and sat back. Alex held out his hand, the tension around him seeming to ease, the colleague I’d been used to shining through again. 


      “Congrats, Erica.” 


      I shook his hand firmly. “Thank you.” 


      “The funds were wired this morning, so they should hit your account sometime this afternoon.”


      “Thanks. I’ll keep an eye out. Um, do you want to grab lunch or anything?” 


      He checked his watch. “I’d love to, but I have another meeting to catch this afternoon. Let’s touch base on Tuesday though. I’ll give you a ring. I have a few ideas I want to run by you.” He collected his copies of everything and stood to leave.


      “Okay,” I said, feigning excitement, but I was already anxious about any impending changes that would be beyond my control from here on. I stood and showed him out.


      The door shut behind him, and I gazed at the Clozpin logo etched into the glass. A rush of emotions hit me at all once. Relief, excitement, terror. I struggled to process the magnitude of what had happened in such a short span of time. My whole world shifting. Placing my trust in the hands of a man I hardly knew. I reached for faith and hope, believing along with Alli and Sid that this was the right decision for us, as hard as it may have been to make. I closed my eyes. Somewhere in the swirling of my mind and heart, I might have registered regret, but I pushed it down.  


  



  * * *


  



      I’d come home early to catch a nap before the big night out with the girls. I was eager to celebrate. Too much on my mind might make the champagne flow more freely, but I’d earned a little reprieve from the epic week I’d had. Navigating Blake’s intensity, selling my business, and dodging reporters thanks to Richard. I needed my girls. Some laughs, some drinks, and some memories to remind me I was twenty-two. 


      I took a shower and dressed for comfort. Sifting through outfits, I tossed a few options into my bag. We’d agreed to meet at Simone’s, so I would have to consult with Alli and dress there. Plus I didn’t want Blake to see me all decked out yet. I wanted to surprise him. I also didn’t want him going all over-protective on me before I could get out the door.


      I heard the door open and close. I shuffled out to the kitchen to find Blake. “What are you doing home so early?”


      “I had some shopping to do.” He set a plain brown paper bag down on the counter, a deceptively innocent look on his face. “I wanted to catch you before you left.” 


      I lifted my chin, trying to peer into the bag. “What’s in the bag?”


      “We’ll get to that in a minute.” He moved it out of my view. “How did things go with Alex?”


      I sat down on one of the stools. “Good, I think.”


      He cocked an eyebrow. “You think? What does that mean?”


      I shrugged. “It’s done. I guess I thought it was going to be more climactic. It was over in a matter of minutes. Just like that.” I snapped my fingers.


      “That’s usually how it goes.”


      “Good to know I didn’t miss anything, then.” I still couldn’t believe it was done. The extra zeros on my bank balance had made it a little more real, but the whole week still seemed like a dream. Maybe tomorrow I’d know what to think of it all.


      Blake raked a hungry look over me, distracting my thoughts. “Is that what you’re wearing?”


      I glanced down at my outfit and pursed my lips, feigning offense. “You don’t like it?” 


      He hooked a finger over the band of my pants, snapping them back. “Yoga pants and a little T-shirt? You look hot, but I doubt this will pass Alli’s bachelorette party dress code. I should be so lucky. What are you really wearing?”


      I clucked my tongue. “Did you really think I was going to let you have final approval on my outfit?”


      “I could always demand it.” He pulled his bottom lip between his teeth.


      I shook my finger at him. “Uh-uh. You’ll have to wait and see.” 


      He glanced over the bag. “I was hoping to make one small addition to it, actually.”


      I lifted an eyebrow. Intrigue fluttered through me. I liked Blake’s surprises. “Oh?”


      “You could even call it a gift.” 


      “Is it sparkly?” I teased.


      He smiled broadly, revealing his teeth. “Funny you should mention that.” He reached into the bag and retrieved a plastic package. 


      I came closer to get a better look. He opened it and revealed a clear plastic toy, with a faux diamond shimmering at the end. 


      I wrinkled my nose. “You bought me an anal plug. How romantic.” 


      He laughed loudly at that. “I thought so. You can wear it tonight. Then no matter how much fun you end up having without me, you’ll still be thinking of me.” 


      “A pain in my ass. How appropriate.” 


      His eyes narrowed. Curving a hand around my nape, he pulled me against his chest. His lips melded over mine. I moaned until, sucking my lip into his mouth, he bit down.


      I yelped, flinching back. He brushed his thumb over the sore spot.


      “Watch your mouth.” 


      I glared at him, but he only smirked. 


      “Come here.” He led me back to the bedroom, sat on the edge of the bed, and patted his lap. 


      No way was lodged somewhere in my throat, not able to emerge from my slightly swollen lips. Instead my legs moved me forward. I stopped in front of him and stood between his legs.


      “You’re serious about this.” 


      He rubbed up the outsides of my thighs, massaging his path. “You’re going to be out in the city without me. Very likely drunk and dressed to kill. I don’t want you forgetting all about me.”


      “How can I ever forget about you? You’re all I ever think about.” The sting of his earlier wound was forgotten, overwhelmed by the indisputable truth.


      Satisfaction swirled in his eyes. “Now this will guarantee it.” He patted his knee, a reminder to comply.


      I stiffened in place. “I don’t think I can’t do this, Blake.”


      “Yes, you can. It’s easy. It could be easier if I tied you up though. Would you like me to?” 


      Maybe.


      Instead of testing his resolve, I lay over his lap. A slow moving hand slid up my thigh and traced the band of my pants. Swiftly he moved them down with my panties, baring my ass and upper thighs. I tried to breathe normally. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of my embarrassment, but it was almost impossible to control myself. I heard the unromantic squirt of lube. I braced myself, flinching when his hand came down on my ass with a light slap. 


      “You have a pretty little ass. I’m so enamored with your tits, I might be neglecting it a bit.” 


      I closed my eyes. “I have a feeling that’s not going to be a problem soon.” 


      “I have a feeling you’re right,” he said without humor as he spread my cheeks.  


      My teeth came down onto my sore lip when one well-lubricated finger breached me. I couldn’t believe I was letting him do this. I took a deep breath and tried to think of something else. 


      A merry-go-round. The Wizard of Oz.


      Anything but the pressure of the cool plug slowly making its way into my body. I tensed, squirming away when it probed deeper.  


      “Stay still.” 


      I gripped the comforter. When Blake had shown me the toy, it looked small enough. Sparkly and innocent. Cute almost, much like the fashion accessory he pretended it was. Now it felt enormous in the narrow passage trying to accommodate it. 


      I sucked in sharp breath. “It’s too much, I can’t.” 


      “Almost there, baby.”


      My face heated, and I almost cried out when the widest part cleared and relief swept over me. I relaxed, tension leaving my body. Thank God that was over. 


      “How does that feel?”


      I tensed around it, noting the pressure in my pussy. “I feel full.”


      “Perfect.” 


      He patted my ass again and slid my pants back up. I stood up awkwardly, coming to terms with my new accessory. 


      I sighed, resigned to my fate. “Do you have any more presents for me before I go?” My words were a mix of sarcasm and distant hope. Maybe I could get an orgasm for the road. 


      He seemed to read the dark thought. A growl hummed from his chest and he pulled us down to the bed. I rested over his chest and kissed him softly. He pushed my hair away from my eyes. 


      “Be careful tonight. Don’t do anything crazy.”


      “I know you think I’m unpredictable, but I’m not the crazy one in this crew.”


       “I know. Don’t get too drunk, because I need you conscious for what I have planned tonight.” His eyes glimmered with unspoken thoughts.


      I bit my lip and swiveled my hips, trying to connect my clit with his thigh. He was already hard beneath me. “Can I get an advance?”


      “I want nothing more than to have you stay and play, but Alli has her plans. She’ll come barging over here if I don’t give you up.”


      On cue, my phone dinged with a text. It was Alli, requesting the shoes I’d borrowed for the club the other night. I got up and searched for them in the closet, acutely aware of the plug with every casual movement. 


      “I can’t believe you’re making me wear this all night.” Desire was already pooling in my belly. I wasn’t anywhere near drunk or debauched, and my skin was prickling with awareness.


      “Don’t you dare think of taking it out.” 


      I tossed the black heels into my bag. “Wouldn’t dream of it. Anyway, I should head out.”


      Blake stood and reached for my bag. “I’ll drive you.”


      “You don’t have to.”


      “I want to. Plus, I want to make sure my care package is there.”


      “Care package?”


      He grinned. “You’ll see.” 


      Blake and his surprises. I rolled my eyes and followed him downstairs to the Tesla. 


      A few minutes later we were pulling up to Simone’s apartment. Simone was wearing a backless dress that hugged every ample curve. Fiona, who was always the picture of class, wore tight black jeans and a strapless top that revealed her delicate frame.


      “Erica!” Alli’s initial reaction was a mix of disgust and reproach. “You are not wearing that.” 


      I laughed, tossing my bag down. “No shit. You think I was going for a night out on the town and not making you dress me?” 


      She shook her head and poured a glass of champagne for me. “Here. You drink. I’ll primp you.”


      As she disappeared into the bedroom with my bag, James walked out wearing only a towel around his waist. Simone whistled and plastered a lusty kiss on his lips.  


      I turned away, stealing a look to Blake. He didn’t look concerned. In fact, a smug smile tugged at his lips. “What?” 


      He nodded to James. “Looks like the care package is here.”  


      I frowned.


      James approached when Simone released him from her clutches. “Sorry. Girls have been hogging the bathroom.”


      Blake shook his hand. “Keep your dick in your pants and we’re good.” 


      James rolled his eyes. “Right. Anything I need to know before we head out?”


      “Just don’t let her out of your sight, and when they’re ready to go home, call me. I’ll come pick her up.”


      “Alli has a limo.” 


      “I don’t care. I’ll collect her myself.” 


      I waved my hands between them. “Excuse me. When did this all get worked out? This is a bachelorette party. My bachelorette party. No boys allowed.”


      I swiveled to find Simone leaning against the couch, listening to us bicker. She shrugged, tossing back the last of the champagne in her glass. “Talk to Blake. We already tried negotiating.” 


      I returned my glare to Blake. 


      “There’s no way I’m unleashing these girls on you without someone on hand to stay sober and make sure no one gets hurt.”


      “We’re going to drink too much and dance until we pass out. No one is getting hurt. I don’t need a freaking bodyguard.” 


      “You are not passing out, as previously discussed. And you do need a bodyguard. Do I need to remind you of your propensity for finding yourself in dangerous situations?”


      I groaned. “Whatever.”


      “Here, wait.” He caught my hand before I could turn to leave. He pressed a small wad of bills into my palm. 


      “What’s this?”


      “Fun money.” 


      I tilted my head and tried to pull away but he didn’t let go. “I’m flush with cash now, Blake, remember?”


      He smirked, brushing his thumb over my wrist. “I insist.” 


      “Whatever,” I huffed. 


      “No strippers,” he said firmly. 


      I laughed. “You really need to stop making rules and get out of here.”


      “I’m serious, Erica.” 


      He released me and I turned with a wave. “Me too. Goodbye.”


      I disappeared into the bedroom to find Alli. I heard James and Blake talking for a few minutes longer before the door shut. 


      I let out a sigh of relief. I wanted to let loose tonight. I wanted to be free and have fun. I was pretty confident James wasn’t interested in ruining our fun, but Blake’s meddling never failed to grate on my nerves. Fiona and Simone joined us, and we talked over which club to hit first. 


      By my second glass of champagne, I’d nearly forgotten about James and Blake entirely. Alli twisted my hair up into a sexy, messy up-do and applied heavy makeup to my eyes and cheeks, leaving my lips nude and glossy. I slipped on a simple number, a strapless hot pink sheath covered in black lace. The tiny dress showed off every asset, and I was grateful all over again that Blake wouldn’t see me leave in this. 


      I was definitely looking forward to coming home in it though. The thought reminded me of the plug. I fought the heat creeping into my cheeks. 


      “You okay?” Fiona asked, her eyes far too innocent for the truth of what was making me blush. 


      I fanned myself, trying to get hold of my body’s rioting. “Yeah, I think it’s the champagne. It’s warm in here.”


      Simone opened a window, mercifully closing the subject.


      Darkness fell before we finally headed out, but not before Fiona decorated all of us with sashes bearing our titles, as bride-to-be and bridesmaids. She tucked a tiara that could not have been made of more than two dollars worth of plastic into my hair. 


      “Perfect. Oh wait.” She fussed with it a minute more until it began lighting up, red and white lights. “Now you’re perfect.” 


      We laughed and James took our pictures. Then the five of us piled into the limo. A bubble of happiness grew in my belly being surrounded by my friends. Even James, who had become a loyal friend despite our ups and down. Simone cranked up some music, and before long we were laughing and shouting over each other.


      “James, you’re going to have so much fun babysitting us,” I teased, nudging him with my elbow. 


      He smiled and looked out the tinted window. “I have little doubt.” 


      We drove until the limo dropped us at the club. Alli led us to a booth reserved for our party. We ordered a round of drinks and watched the club fill up. 


      Out of the masses, a cute blond bartender approached again, balancing a tray of shots, enough for each of us. His gaze lingered on Fiona. She reddened and toyed with her diamond hoop earrings.


      “What’s this?” Simone reached for one of the shots.


      “The lady up there ordered these for you.” He gestured to the upper level. The club was smoky and I couldn’t place who he was referring to.


      Alli leaned over the tray, her nose wrinkled. “What are they?”


      Simone tossed hers back and dropped it back on the tray with flare. “They’re yummy.” 


      He cleared his throat. “Um, they’re called ‘shit on the grass’.” 


      Simone grimaced. 


      “What?” Alli studied the shots, their green liquid settled aptly over the brown. “Who sent them?” 


      I looked past the man, squinting until, through the lighting and crowds of people, I settled on a familiar face. Fucking Sophia. She sat at a high-top bar table on a platform overlooking our VIP sofa. Our eyes met and she offered a small wave, a conceited expression set on her face. I glared at the bartender, momentarily hating anyone remotely connected with her. 


      “Sophia,” I said. 


      “What a bitch.” Alli spat.


      Simone wrinkled her lip. “Are you telling me I just drank shit on the grass?” 


      Fiona started laughing. The bartender flashed her a smile and returned his attention back to me. “She wanted me to tell you congratulations,” he said, his mouth tensed into an awkward line. 


      “Send them back.” I waved my hand for him to go away. 


      “They’re paid for.” He attempted one last effort to offload the drinks and extricate from this evident long-distance catfight. 


      “I don’t care. I don’t take drinks from people I don’t trust.”


      He hesitated. “What do you want me to do with them?”


      I chewed the inside of my lip, an idea forming. “Take them back to her and give her a message. Tell her the ball gag she sent over this week fit perfectly. Blake and I both send our thanks.”


      His eyes went wide, and I knew that would be a hard order to fill. I reached into my purse and fished out a handful of bills. I dropped some of the hundreds Blake had given to me onto the tray. “For your trouble. Make sure she gets the message.” 


      Barely obscuring his smirk, he turned to leave. I sat back on the couch, feeling as smug as Sophia’s face. I glanced over at Alli who was staring at me wide-eyed. 


      “Ball gag?”


      Whoops.


      I grabbed my drink and sucked up some more liver-damaging liquid through the straw. “Doesn’t matter. I’ll tell you about it later.” 


      Or not! 


      Simone shook her head, her eyes a drunken haze. “I knew you guys were freaks.” 


      Alli’s wild laughter set off my own, and before I knew it we were doubled over, tears threatening our mascara. Alli’s was still perfect, but I had a feeling mine was probably traveling all over my face at this point in the evening. We finally caught our breath. 


      “Want to dance? I feel like I’m hitting a wall,” Fiona said. 


      “Sure.” We jumped up and pushed in the crowd. James followed obediently behind, emerging from somewhere in the shadows where he was giving us our privacy. Whatever orders Blake had given him, he seemed bound to following through. I hoped it had more to do with caring about our well being than accommodating Blake’s overbearing tendencies. 


      We danced through several songs. With our matching party sashes and my obnoxious blinking tiara, we attracted stares from everywhere. The attention only motivated our dance moves, as the four of us went from tipsy, cute partiers to sweaty, drunk disasters. Simone shimmied her ass against James, who, while on duty, didn’t seem to mind the small distraction from the evening’s task of keeping me “safe.” Alli and I clung to each other, laughing and yelling and reveling in our general awesomeness. 


      As one song rolled into the next, the persistent pressure in my ass combined with watching Simone grind up on James reminded me of some other fun I could be having. The night had been a blast, but I was now all sorts of horny. I needed my man and I needed to stay upright for the wild night he had promised me. I leaned against Alli. 


      “I want to go home and see Blake.” 


      She laughed. “I’m picking up what you’re puttin’ down, babe. Let’s get out of here before I pass out.” 


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  



  I sucked in a deep breath when we emerged from the club. The night air was cool, refreshing on my damp skin. Fiona and I had our arms linked as I scanned for our ride home.


  “This way, ladies. Your chariot awaits.” James led us toward the shiny black limo parked along the curb. 


      “Erica.” 


      I stopped abruptly, nearly tripping Fiona. James caught her and helped her into the limo. Simone and Alli were taking selfies a few feet away, loudly critiquing each one as not quite right. 


      A warm arm wrapped around my waist, lifting me to my toes. Blake had me pressed tightly to this chest. 


      “Blake!” I pressed a sloppy, slightly inappropriate kiss to his lips. I felt him smile under me. 


      I heard Alli whoop loudly behind us. “Oh my God, I love you two together. Aren’t they the cutest?” She nudged Simone, whose focus was locked onto her phone. “Blake, I love you. Have I told you that? I really do.” 


      He laughed. “Thanks, Alli. I love you too.” 


      Her eyes brightened. “You do? Aww, let’s all just get married and have babies. I want babies. Don’t tell Heath, but I want his babies.” 


      “Maybe you can tell him yourself.” 


      He nodded toward the limo where Heath emerged. The uncomfortable smile on his face told me he’d heard her. She’d been almost shouting every word for the past three hours, so I wasn’t surprised. 


      “Heath!” She squealed and bounded into his arms. He lifted her up, letting her wrap her legs around his waist. She caught him between her hands, kissing him as passionately as I’d just kissed Blake.  


      “Wow, they are going to have some fun tonight.”


      Blake slid his hand down my spine and grabbed my ass. “I’m more interested in the fun we’re going to have. You still up for it?” 


      I rubbed my body against him with a helpless moan. I was ready to take him right on the street. I slid my hands around his nape and went for his mouth again. 


      He chuckled softly, breaking our kiss. “Okay, I’ll take that as a yes. Let’s get you home.” He led me by the hand toward the car. 


      Despite my efforts to crawl across the console to assault him all the way home, he kept his cool until we got upstairs to the apartment. 


      But as soon as the door closed behind us, he had me pinned to it. I whimpered, every touch lighting fire over me. I arched into him, lifting my leg to wrap around his thigh, shifting the plug inside. “Fuck, I need you. Like right now.” 


      He thumbed the thundering pulse at my neck, pressing a kiss there. “Slow down, baby.”


      “I can’t slow down. Not tonight.”


      “Slow down, or I’ll have to tie you up.”


      “I don’t care. Tie me up. Do whatever you want.” Just fuck me, for heaven’s sake.


      “I just might. I have plans for you. And your ass.” His hand slid under my dress and nudged the sparkly tip of the plug, reminding me again of what I’d been feeling all night. Friction. Fullness. 


      “I’m ready now.” I wanted this plug out. I wanted relief. I tugged off Blake’s shirt and threw it hastily to the floor. 


      He laughed. “Trust me, I know. I want to play a little first though.”


      I splayed my hands over the gorgeous planes of his chest, all the way down to the band of his low-slung jeans. I wanted those off. “What are we playing?” I asked, only vaguely interested.


      “You’ll find out soon enough. First, I want you to undress for me.”


      I shot him a playful smile and reached down for my heels. 


      “No, no.” He caught my hand, helping me regain my balance. “Keep those. Everything else goes.”


      “Kinky Blake,” I murmured as I shimmied out of my tight dress. I unhooked my bra and stepped out of my panties. I stood before him naked and blissfully tipsy.


      “Where would you like me, Master?” I toed the tip of my shoe on the floor, letting a little bashfulness seep into my intoxicated boldness. 


      He nodded toward the living room. “Over the back of the couch. Ass in the air.”


      I obeyed, sashaying to the other room. I bent over the cream fabric, balancing on the tiptoes of my high heels. I waited for his approach, but I’d heard him leave the room and return a couple minutes later. The delay only added to my vulnerability. I closed my eyes, listening as his footsteps stopped behind me.


      “Did you misbehave tonight?” The timbre of voice was low, warm, and a little threatening. A shiver slivered up my spine.


      “Yeah,” I breathed. Already the night had become a blur, but if he wanted me to be bad, I’d gladly play the part. 


      “Oh? That’s not good.” 


      A cool flat implement rubbed across my backside, over the curves of my ass and down my thighs. I was breathless, but in the most wonderful way. I wanted to moan and arch back into it—whatever it was he wanted to give me. 


      “You drank too much, huh?”


      “Mm-huh.” I fidgeted anxiously, wiggling my ass impatiently. Warmth radiated in my belly, causing my pussy to twitch in anticipation. I wanted to know how far he would take this, yet a part of me didn’t want to know. It was the not knowing that drove me wild every time. 


      “Did you let anyone touch you?”


      I quickened, not quite sober enough to resist the temptation to stir his jealousy. “Maybe.” 


      “Is that so?” 


      His hand left my ass and was swiftly replaced by the hard smack of what could only be a paddle. 


      “Shit!” Yeah, that still hurt. He’d joked about the paddle, but I never expected him to actually use it. I’d had plenty of fun under the palm of his hand. Thankfully the alcohol was working its magic. The sting of the blow numbed quickly. 


      “It was crowded. I didn’t mean to,” I said, suddenly eager to soothe his jealousy.  


      He paddled me again and the pain melted a little faster. 


      “I’m sorry, Blake.” 


      “I’m glad. But we have a long way to go.”


      I mewled in my dissent, even as a little voice in the back of my mind begged him to keep going.


      He leaned down over me, holding the paddle still against my stinging ass. I tensed, uneasy, not knowing what he had planned. 


      “Do you think you deserve punishment?”


      Yes. 


      I shook my head no. 


      “No? You have quite the list going. Tying me up and trying to have your wicked way with me. Running off to a sex club unattended. Tell me now, do you think you deserve punishment?”


      “Yes,” I breathed softly, an admission that only the couch could hear. 


      “I can’t hear you,” he said sharply.  


      “Yes, I deserve it.” 


      He swirled the paddled over my ass, causing my stomach to clench anew with anticipation. The fog of the alcohol was lifting with every passing moment. 


      “That’s what I thought. You’re going to get to know the paddle tonight, and no matter what, Erica, I don’t want you to come. Take everything I give you, and you’ll get your reward after.”


      I loved a solid spanking as much as the next girl, but the paddle was unforgiving. The threat of climaxing against his wishes was weightless. I’d get my reward, no doubt, but not before he made me feel the sting of regret.


      I bit my lip and braced myself for the lesson. 


      The paddle came down, a solid slap against my skin. I groaned, trying hard not to squirm away. He delivered blow after blow, spacing them out, spreading them over my ass and thighs. Hard stinging licks that fell just shy of my sex. Fear mingled with desire, as I prayed he wouldn’t make a mistake and hit me there and hurt me. Yet I fantasized about any kind of contact there. His fingers, his mouth, his cock. Anything. The intensity of the blows went straight to my head. Unbearably needy, I grew wet, a fact that couldn’t be hidden with my ass on display, my legs as far apart as he’d wanted them. 


      He delivered another blow, harder than the others, and I yelled loudly, the sound echoing off our walls. 


      My entire body tensed, the defensive instinct resonating most noticeably where the plug nestled inside of me. The pressure there was so concentrated. The nagging desire that its presence had inspired all night had morphed into a powerful reminder of what Blake wanted from me tonight. 


      I rubbed my chest against the rough linen of the couch cover. Every cell stood on edge. I wanted more. I wanted everything tonight.  


      He paused long enough to twist the plug. The reminder of the pressure, the friction was too much. I could feel it in my pussy, acute enough that I could almost…come. 


      My hands fisted into balls. No, I wasn’t supposed to. 


      When I thought I couldn’t take another second of his punishments, he stopped. I flinched when he soothed my hot, prickly flesh with his palms. I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. He felt like heaven, like a wonderful, tender gift. Water in the fucking desert. Blood thundered in my veins, pulsing arousal through me. Desire surged, and I hurdled to the edge of orgasm. I trembled with the effort not to come.


      “Blake!” I pleaded. If I had to bear one more sensation, I was going to lose it. 


      He hushed me, stroking my back and the burning skin of my ass. Leaning over my backside, he kissed me on the shoulder. “You did well. I’m going to fuck you now, baby. You ready?”


      Slowly, he pulled out the plug, but I registered anything but relief. 


      I struggled for breath, the pressure of my own body suddenly too much against my chest. I nodded, trying not to think of how I could withstand more pain. I was already weak and barely able to stand. 


      He tugged me upright. “Let’s sit down, and then I want you to straddle me.” 


      I stood still, processing his directions, but not sure how this was going to work. He dropped his jeans to the floor. His thick cock stood ready, shamelessly erect from his body. Was he still planning to…?


      “I thought we were…”


      The corner of his mouth lifted with a wicked grin. “I’m having your ass tonight. But I want you to be as comfortable as possible this time.”


      We circled the couch. Careful to keep my balance, I settled comfortably over his splayed legs. The hunger in his eyes was enough to take my breath away. I knew what he wanted tonight, but my body wanted him other places. Places I knew would bring me unspeakable pleasure.


      He’d promised me pleasure, but I still wasn’t convinced it was possible for me this way. “This is going to hurt,” I said, my expression bordering on a pout. 


      He reached for the bottle of lube on the table that I hadn’t noticed earlier. He applied a generous portion to his palm and spread it up and down his length. He was big. He got even bigger when he was about to come in me. His generous endowment was a feature that never failed to please me during sex. Making all of him fit comfortably inside of my ass was another matter altogether. 


      My jaw fell slightly, my heartbeat kicking up as he stroked more lube over the head of his cock.  


      He lifted an eyebrow, seeming to notice my reactions. “See something you like?”


      I swallowed hard. 


      His expression softened. “Have I ever hurt you? In a way that you weren’t begging for more by the end?” 


      I turned my gaze to his slick erection. The noises of his strokes were impossibly distracting. 


      “No,” I admitted. Tonight was evidence of that. I’d been paddled like a precocious child, and I would have withstood twice the punishment if he’d wanted it. He never steered us wrong. Yet doubt crept over me. 


      “This will be no exception. It’ll be intense, but you’ll enjoy it. We’ll go slow, and I’ll talk you through it.” 


      I couldn’t argue with that. I was primed, thoroughly ready for release, and his promised dirty talk could be the icing on the cake—if I could handle it. My hands were hot against my thighs. I rubbed them up and down anxiously, suddenly not knowing what to do with them. 


      “Come closer.” He scooted farther down the couch, while I shimmied up so his cock lined up at a better angle. “This will give you more control.”


      I snorted. “Not your style.” 


      “Try not to remind me.” His eyes darkened. 


      I bit my lip, not wanting to fuel his vengeance when I really needed him to be gentle and patient with me. 


      “We’ll go slow. We can even stop. But by the end of the night, I’ll be in your ass. So wrap your head around that. The best thing you can do is try to relax.” 


      I nodded and held onto the small comfort that I did officially have a safeword now, even if I’d never had to use it. 


      He hushed my silent worries with a soft kiss. “When we’re done, you’ll be asking me why we never did it sooner, I promise.”


      I sighed. “You sure know how to give a girl cold feet.” 


      He explored with his fingers, lining us up. 


      “Don’t worry. Your feet are going to be toasty warm in a few minutes.” Rubbing over the tight bud between my cheeks, he pressed firmly, seeking entry. “Open up for me,” he ordered gently. 


      Against every instinct, I released my muscles, easing his passage into me. One slick finger and then two stretched me, with the same decadent sting as they had before. I closed my eyes, remembering how hard I’d come before when he was inside me this way. Could it be like that? Before I could wonder, he pushed the blunt head of his cock into me a bare inch. 


      “Now come down onto my cock, nice and slow.” 


      My thighs trembled. I struggled to stay steady as I took a little more of him. I felt like we were moving one millimeter at a time. I was petrified, but there was no urgency in Blake’s eyes or body language that forced me to hurry my movements. After a few minutes of careful progress, somehow I felt more ready for him. After all, the plug had been marking his place inside of me for the past several hours. 


      My liquefied thoughts pieced that together, making me bolder. I dropped down more, but my eyes shot wide open at the first dart of pain that halted everything. I whimpered at the discomfort and withdrew from the progress we’d made. 


      “Breathe, Erica. Give your body a chance to accept me.” 


      He held me still, his hands firmly at my hips. We were still connected. The pain had subsided, and he coaxed me back, regaining the lost ground. I sucked in a tentative breath, surprised when the pain wasn’t as intense as it had been. The relief was quickly replaced with the intensity of being filled, breathtakingly stretched. The pain came and went and we slowed around it until it passed, until I could catch my breath and my courage. 


      Blake’s eyes closed a moment, restraint tightening the muscles in his face. He opened them, his hooded expression sweeping over me. “I can’t wait to be all the way inside you, Erica. Can’t wait to make you come this way.” 


      Air filled my lungs, and my body went lax at his dirty promises. With gentle ease and determination, he had me clenching around him, the way I had around the plug when he’d paddled me. Except this was more intense and way more intimate. 


      He caught my chin, focusing my gaze to him. “Look at me. Feel me.” Lust and strain washed over his countenance. He stared deeply into me. “Little by little, you’re giving a piece of yourself to me. I’m inside you, the same way you’re inside me.”


      He worked me down over him until I couldn’t believe he could fill me any farther. I licked my dry lips, unable to still their quivering. Heat spread out from my heart, covering my skin with an unbearable sizzling need. My hands trembled over his chest, rising and falling over his labored breaths. 


      My heart swelled, and any last resistance gave way as I relaxed around him. I thought I’d taken him to the hilt when he thrust up, taking us the rest of the way. Oh fuck.  


      “There.” He released a shuddery sigh. Leaning forward, he kissed me. A slow, hard, penetrating kiss. “You’re always inside me, Erica.” 


      Another wave of heat washed over me, making me slick with sweat where our bodies met, which was nearly everywhere. I wanted to move. I wanted him to deliver on this promise of pleasure already budding inside of me. 


      Blake’s hands roamed restlessly, pulling me against him tightly. His teeth grazed my neck under hot, hard kisses. I quivered over him. 


      “Fuck,” he growled. His breathing grew rapid, but he wasn’t moving.  


      “Is everything okay?” My voice was a whisper. “What do you want me to do?” 


      “You don’t have to do anything. I’m just trying like hell not to come right now. Feels fucking amazing.” 


      He held me close for a moment. I tried to relax, but I was too wound up. Too edgy. Too desperate for him to take me. I closed my eyes, acutely aware of this new possession. 


      He stilled and drew in breath.


      “I’m going to move now, but I’m not going to last long this way. Now that I’m inside you, it’s going to be fast and a little rough.”


      I nodded, drunk now only on lust and the intoxicating love and trust I felt with Blake. He could take me anywhere, do anything. I didn’t know what a limit was anymore, because everything became a step to being closer to him.


      Fingering my folds, he brought the moisture that had pooled between my legs up over my clit. He started slow strokes over the firm nub. His touch was gentle but the sensation was sharp. My body clenched tightly around him, heightening the intensity of everything. I clutched the couch behind him, needing to dig my nails into something. 


      Blake cursed, and then he pulled out enough to thrust. He sank into me with careful thrusts that grew in strength and speed as the seconds passed. The sensation entirely new and overwhelming in the way intimacy with Blake always was. 


      I bit my lip, trying to focus on the pleasure over the sting. 


      “You okay, baby?” His cheeks were flushed, his voice breathy. 


      “Yeah,” I whispered. 


      He looked into my eyes, seeming to hear the hesitation in my voice. He slowed and lifted me enough to glide his fingers from my throbbing clit, lower to the entrance of my pussy until he was pressed deep into my tissues. 


      I sucked in a sharp breath. Suddenly exquisitely filled, I exhaled a small cry. My hips snapped forward, seeking more. Liquid fire burned its way through me, sliding into my veins, growing and demanding oxygen. 


      I felt so…taken. 


      “Better?” The low rumble of his voice vibrated through me.


      I moaned, quivering—impossibly wet, impossibly tight around him. He was right. Neither of us would last long this way.


      Our once painstaking pace ticked up to a rugged tempo as he fucked me faster and harder. I threw my head back with a wail. The friction was intense, the burn of his initial entry lingering, bringing an edge to the unexpected pleasure. I was losing my mind this way. My brain scattered, every thought disappearing in a sea of cries and prayers and “oh fucks” as he buried his cock inside of me over and over. He slid his fingers into me deeper, the heel of his hand working over my clit until I saw stars. 


      There was no blissful climb to the top of the cliff. The orgasm rose from a source I couldn’t place and shattered through me. Possessed and filled and stimulated in more ways than my tired mind could comprehend, I screamed. I came hard, electric pleasure shooting through every limb, down to my toes and the fingertips that ripped into the fabric behind Blake’s head. 


      “Oh God, baby. Just like that,” he groaned.  


      I faltered, my legs weak and my senses overwhelmed. His fingers left me, and he took command of my hips, driving me down onto his slick cock the way he wanted. He used both hands and the force of his hips to impale me. Tension lined his face. 


      “Nothing’s ever been this tight. So fucking tight.” His voice was raw, unrestrained. 


      His hardened abdominal muscles came together, revealing their impressive definition. He was beautiful. He was mine. I was his, unmistakably his, in every way. 


      Hauling me tight against him, he unleashed a series of powerful thrusts, exploding in me with a hoarse cry. 


      We stayed like that, molded tightly together, quivering from the potent release. Hours could have passed before my brain started functioning again in any reasonable way. 


      “Oh my God,” I breathed. I opened my eyes to the world as if I’d just woken from a coma. A sex-induced, thought-obliterating coma. 


      He laughed, his breath cool on my damp skin. 


      “Good?”


      “Mmm.” I hummed a lazy affirmation, gazing at him through sleepy eyes. “We should have done that sooner.” 


      He kissed me, a satisfied smile curving against my lips. “I told you.” 


  



  



  * * * 


  



      I lingered in bed the next morning while Blake caught up on work in the living room so I could rest. I was ready to slip back to sleep when my phone rang. It was Daniel. We hadn’t spoken in weeks, but I’d been waiting for him to reach out to me again. 


      “Hello,” I answered. 


      “Erica.” 


      “How are things?” I tried to sound cheerful, but my voice was still raw from a long night of partying and orgasms. 


      He was silent and my stomach tightened with anxiety. 


      “I need to know who’s leaking this information. The press is up my ass. They’re starting to ask about Patricia.” Frustration and determination weighted his words, which worried me even more. 


      I swallowed over the dryness in my throat. “They’ve been hounding me too. But I told you before, I don’t know.”


      “What does Blake say?”


      I tensed, not liking my fiancé’s name anywhere in my conversations with Daniel. “He doesn’t know either.” 


      He was silent again. 


      “It’s out now, Daniel. Don’t you have enough on your plate without vengeance? What’s the point of trying to hunt someone down?”


      “Because I’d like to know who’s costing me this campaign. I’d like a chance to look them in the eye.”


      He wanted the chance to put a bullet in them, more likely. I started to feel sick knowing that might very well be what he was after.


      “Tell me.” 


      “I told you, I don’t know.” I struggled to keep my voice steady. I desperately wanted him to believe me. 


      “I can only assume it’s Blake then.” The finality in his voice sobered me on an entirely new level. I sat up straight from the bed, my heart racing with fear. 


      “No!” I nearly shouted. “Blake has nothing to do with this.” God, anything but having Blake back in his crosshairs. 


      “Then who?” he shouted back. I jumped, tensing the phone in my grasp. 


      “I don’t know,” I insisted. I couldn’t tell him. How could I? I couldn’t trust Daniel not to do something drastic. I hated what Richard had done to Marie and to me, but what if it cost him his life? 


      “I’m losing my patience, Erica. I have ways of getting information. The easiest option is for you to tell me.” 


      Silence stretched between us, and I couldn’t ignore the foreboding feeling that he was not going to let this go, possibly ever. I rubbed my forehead, willing away the headache that had resurfaced suddenly. 


      “I’m afraid,” I admitted. “I’m afraid you’ll do something terrible again, and I’ll get caught in the middle of it. I don’t want to lie to protect you anymore.” The truth, finally. Words I’d wanted to say for a long time.


      “Did the police talk to you again?” His voice was quieter now and tainted with a different kind of concern. 


      “No, but it’s only a matter of time.” 


      He paused again. “What if I assured you no one’s life would be in danger?” 


      I wouldn’t believe you. 


      “I don’t know.” They seemed to be the only words I knew. If I kept saying them, I wouldn’t have to give him a real answer. 


      “You’ll never be rid of me until you give a fucking name. It’s Blake or it’s someone else. You decide.”


      No, no, no. Tears formed in my eyes. Why was he doing this to me? Why was he so set on revenge?


      “Erica!” 


      I stifled a whimper. “Richard Craven.” 


      “Who?”


      “His name is Richard Craven. He’s a reporter for The Globe.”


      He exhaled audibly. “You told a fucking reporter?”


      “No,” I said, irritated that he would think that about me. 


      “Then how the fuck did he find out?” 


      “Stop yelling at me!” I shouted, unable to take this aggressive line of questioning with him any further. 


      I heard him breathing on the other end of the phone. “Explain to me, please, how the reporter Richard Craven knows that I am your biological father,” he said more calmly, but with evident strain. 


      I brushed a tear away angrily and took a steeling breath of my own. I had no idea how to explain this without throwing Marie into harm’s way too. That I wouldn’t do. I wanted to believe he’d never hurt someone close to me, but I could never know for certain with him. His moral compass had proven to be calibrated quite differently from my own. Still, I knew he wouldn’t let this go without some answers, and I didn’t want him believing I’d leaked the information myself. As much as I didn’t trust Daniel, I knew he didn’t exactly trust me either. 


      “He’s been dating an old friend of Mom’s. She…” I closed my eyes, praying that I was doing the right thing. “She’s been like a mother to me since Mom passed. She knows who you are. She didn’t mean to hurt either of us. He’s been manipulating her to get information about me to hurt you.” 


      “Who is she?”


      “I gave you what you asked for, and I expect you to keep your promise. I don’t agree with what Richard’s done any more than you do, but I don’t want any more blood on my hands. Daniel, promise me. Promise me that no one’s going to get hurt.” 


      A second later, the line went dead. I stared at the phone, stunned by what had just happened. I replayed the conversation over in my head, second guessing everything I’d said. In the end, he’d left me with no reassurances. 


      Somewhere in the flurry of emotions, I felt relief that I’d spared Blake from Daniel’s wrath. The relief quickly dissipated when I realized I could have put another man’s life in grave danger.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  



  Even after Daniel’s disturbing call, I managed to sleep away most of the weekend. Monday morning came quickly, and I tried to ignore the niggling worry that I’d put Richard in danger. I toyed with the idea of meeting with him. I had plenty I wanted to say, but maybe I could somehow convince him to give up this interest in Daniel’s world. Somehow…


  I ducked into Mocha to dodge a reporter and grab my morning fuel. Simone let me sneak to the back and get to my side of the building undetected. Opening the door to the office, I stood frozen. 


      My heart pounded frantically, my palms damp at the sight before me. 


      At our conference table sat Sophia, and beside her, the man who’d been trying to nose his way into my business for months, Isaac Perry. Alli sat across from them, tensely silent. 


      “What’s going on here?” 


      Relief washed over Alli’s countenance when our eyes met, quickly followed by concern. She got up and walked to me. 


      “They’ve been here since I opened up this morning. They wouldn’t tell me why. Said they had business to discuss and you needed to be here.”


      I stepped around her, glaring at them. “What are you doing here? Get out.” 


      Isaac rose, looking far more tentative than Sophia. “Erica, have a seat so we can talk.” 


      I stood by the table, ignoring his request. “Out.” I pointed toward the door, glaring at Sophia.


      She sat back casually in the chair she occupied next to Isaac. She wore a tight black paneled dress, her long legs crossed over each other. A pen pressed to her curved lips. “Have a seat,” she said flatly. 


      Fine. I dropped down at the head of the table. “Talk. Quickly.” 


      Isaac drew in a breath. “First of all, congratulations on the sale of the business.” 


      I stilled. “How did you know about that?” I asked quietly.


      “Alex Hutchinson and I have been working on our own deal for quite some time. We came into town last week to finalize everything.” 


      He averted his eyes but I continued to stare, trying to penetrate him with a look designed to kill. 


      “What deal?”


      Sophia leaned in, spreading her manicured fingers over the table. “The deal where Perry Media Group acquired Clozpin, along with several other entities under Alex’s domain.” 


      My stomach fell to the floor. Sickness tore through me. 


      Alli let out a sound of pure shock. “Why would you do that?” 


      Isaac cleared his throat. “I know this comes as a shock, but this deal has been in the works for a long time with Alex. Acquiring Clozpin was a new development, but one that made sense for us.” 


      “Who’s us?” I asked. 


      “My company, and Sophia. She holds an interest in Clozpin and will be taking an active role in the business. Remotely, of course, but we’re here often so we can meet as frequently as you need.”


      I let out a caustic laugh. Isaac was talking like Alex. Like this was all business as usual. Except I had no business relationship with Isaac. Blake had wanted it that way, and ultimately I had supported his position. And I sure as hell wasn’t doing business with Sophia.


      “We’ll be making some changes over the next few weeks.” Sophia’s smug look met Alli’s still stunned expression. “Alli, regretfully, we won’t be able to keep you on through this transition. Under normal circumstances we would give you two weeks, but due to the nature of this acquisition, we feel it’s best if you leave the company, effective today.” 


      Alli’s eyes grew wider, her jaw dropping farther. “What?”


      “Isaac already has a full marketing team. Your services are no longer needed.”


      I stood up, my hands flat on the table. “You can’t do that. We had an agreement. The staff stays.” 


      Sophia’s gaze darted up to mine. “Sorry,” she quipped, without a trace of regret. “That clause doesn’t hold in the case of a third-party acquisition. Perry Media Group, in this case, is the third party. Did you read the agreement closely, Erica?”


      Her words punched the breath from me. I went to war with the tremors of anger coursing through me. 


      She’d fucked me. She, and Alex, and Isaac. They had all royally fucked me. I tried to collect myself, tried to pick my dignity and my jaw off the floor, though I was certain she noticed my reaction. 


      If Alli was out, I was probably going to be right behind her. No one hated me more than Sophia, and it was obvious that Sophia—not Isaac—was running this show.


      “So I guess that means I’m next,” I said, hoping to beat her to the punch.


      A smile twisted up the side of her face. She tapped her nails on the table. “Oh, no. We want you to stay. We have plans, and you’re just the one we want to see them through.”


      I sat back down. Not out of defeat, but because in that moment I couldn’t have held myself up for the world. 


      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 


      Tension hung in the air between us. I didn’t want to show weakness, but I silently pleaded with Isaac. The look he returned was almost pained, as if Sophia were literally twisting his arm up behind his back, forcing him into a situation that was only pleasurable for her. I wasn’t entirely convinced in that moment that Sophia wasn’t a sadist in her own right. For all her wanting to be Blake’s submissive, she really seemed to get off on hurting others.


      “We’ll be bringing on new staff, of course. People from my agency and Isaac’s team. You’ll work directly under them to carry out the new vision for the site,” Sophia said, smug authority dripping from her voice. 


      Under them. Under her.


      I leveled a glare at her, but I was growing numb. The air was thick, and the silence in the room was deafening. Blood hummed in my ears. I vaguely noticed James and Chris hovering on the sidelines of our conversation, waiting. They were all looking to me, waiting on me to make the next move. 


      “You can’t do this.” My voice was thin, not my own.


      They couldn’t make me do this. 


      “You have no ownership stake, Erica. You’re now an employee of the company, and what we say goes.” 


      Something had snapped. It wasn’t a punch in the gut or even a slap in the face. I sat there, stripped. Gutted. The pain and the shock of what she was saying gave way to something else. Reality, the choices I’d made, and the choice I was now facing. 


      Sophia wanted to run me into the ground. She couldn’t have Blake, so instead she was aiming for the singular pleasure of ruining the thing I’d worked so hard for, and forcing my hand to help her do it.


      “You’re not going to top me, Sophia.” 


      Recognition shadowed her eyes. “Well, someone needs to. Unfortunately, Blake left me in a somewhat precarious position when he pulled out from the agency. I was forced to diversify. Isaac and I were both surprised when Alex told us how receptive you were to selling. But don’t worry, the business is in good hands now. You’ll get to see firsthand.”


      No fucking way.


      I shoved out the chair and stood. “I won’t be a part of this. I’m not going to watch you ruin what I spent years building.”


      For the first time since she’d entered the office, Sophia showed an inkling of displeasure, her eyes narrowing slightly. “You’ll lose everything if you leave now.” 


      “Maybe I will. Maybe this is the best hand you can play, Sophia, but you should know that I’m not playing this game with you. Not like this.”


      She let out a curt laugh. “You’d give everything up, just like that?” 


      “Just like that,” I said quietly before turning toward my office.  


      I struggled to fill my lungs with air, but all I could manage were shallow dizzying breaths. I couldn’t believe this was happening, but it was. In a matter of minutes, days, everything had irrevocably changed. Of all my worst-case-scenario worries, this one topped them all. 


      I went to my small partitioned space and stood in silence a moment, surveying the contents of my desk top. None of this was mine. Not anymore. For the first time for as long as I could remember, none of it mattered. The paperwork, the lists, the schedule I’d written out for my day. Hell, the pop-up sticky notes on my desk that I couldn’t normally live without. None of it mattered if Clozpin wasn’t mine. I wasn’t being fired from my nine-to-five job. I was leaving behind an era of my life that I would never, ever get back. 


      But what other choice did I have? 


      I closed my laptop and shoved it into my bag along with the framed photo I had of Blake and me.


      “Erica, don’t do this. We want you to stay.” 


      I flashed an angry look up at Isaac who had joined me. “Of course you do. So you can force me to watch Sophia ruin everything.”


      “We aren’t going to ruin everything. I didn’t spend all this money to flush it.”


      I squeezed my eyes tight, willing the emotions away. “How could you do this to me? What did I ever do to you to deserve this? Was it that night…with Blake?”


      I shook my head, in disbelief that Blake defending me against Isaac’s terrible behavior could plant such a seed of vengeance in him. 


      “I was talking to Alex before I even met you. I was interested in the market, and that’s one of the reasons I wanted to meet with you. When I realized he was working with you as a partner, we discussed adding you to the acquisition. I knew you’d never sell to me directly, and based on our last meeting, I wasn’t even sure you’d continue the partnership knowing I was involved.”


      “You’re right. I wouldn’t have.” 


      His shoulders sagged. “It’s done now. Let’s make the most of it and figure out how to work together.”


      For a second, I believed that could be possible, until Sophia’s terrible face entered my mind. I shoved the last of my personal things—meaningless trinkets—into my bag. 


      I was being rash, maybe even irrational. I had no metric for normal or logical or even sane. My entire world had tilted on its axis. The business that had kept me grounded for so long had been torn out from under me. As much as I wanted it back, I couldn’t imagine letting this play out through Sophia’s meddling plans. I couldn’t imagine Blake would want me to either. His silent voice in my head offered the smallest measure of reassurance that what I was about to do was the right thing.


      “It’s not possible, Isaac. I told you I didn’t want to work with you weeks ago, and I meant it. Just because you’ve coerced me out of a position of control doesn’t change that. I didn’t trust you then, and I sure as hell don’t trust you now.”  


       “I can talk to Sophia about bringing Alli back. Just go home and unwind, and let’s start fresh tomorrow. This has been a lot to take in.”


      I stepped out from around the desk, hating the tears brimming my eyes. Like it or not, I was exposed. She’d wounded me where it could hurt me the most, and she’d done it in plain view. 


      “I don’t know what she’s got on you, Isaac, but it’s enough that she’s here. She’s lodged herself into your business, and now mine. You screwed me on this deal. You and Alex, and she’s next in line. Except I’m not going to give her the chance.”


      He stared at me a moment. “You’re really leaving? I knew you’d be upset, but you can’t just walk out on us like this. Alex wanted you to stay, and so do I. We need you.”


      For a second, I wanted to give in to the plea. To be needed by the business was what had driven me for so long. It was like a child, a baby I’d nursed from the very beginning when neither of us were anything at all. I wasn’t just walking away from Isaac, Sophia, and this whole fucked up situation. I was walking away from something precious that I’d created. 


      I swallowed over the emotions threatening to spill out from my eyes. “Good luck, Isaac. You’ll need it.” 


      I brushed an errant tear away before emerging into the main area. I left quickly, Alli on my heels, without giving Sophia another look. 


      I had to get away. I couldn’t leave fast enough. I had to go before I changed my mind, before I gave Sophia the satisfaction of knowing she had won. 


      I wouldn’t play this game with her. 


      I stepped out onto the street. The air felt different. The sound of the cars driving by was foreign. I resented the aroma of coffee tainting the air as a patron left Mocha. None of it was mine anymore. I had no place here, and I’d never belong to this part of my life again. 


      “What do we do now?” Alli’s sad voice broke through my numbness. 


      The Escalade was parked across the street with Clay waiting in the driver’s seat checking his phone. Glancing up and down the sidewalk, I had no idea where to go, which direction to move in. 


      I needed to walk. I needed air. A stiff drink. A hug. All of the above.


      “I don’t know,” I finally said. 


      “Did you have any idea that Sophia was involved with the deal?”


      How the hell could I have seen it coming? I ran every moment through my mind, looking for some clue that could have triggered this knowledge. 


      “Alex gave me no indication. It was all roses and rainbows. A deal that would work out for both of us. Worked out for everyone but me, I guess.” 


      “And me, don’t forget. Not that I would want to stay without you, Erica, but what did I do to deserve this? I know she hates you, but our paths have crossed before and I’ve never seen that kind of venom from her. I’m completely blindsided.”


      I gave her a vacant stare. “Heath.”


      She shook her head. “But Heath and she are friends.”


      “He broke the news to her about pulling his and Blake’s investment from her agency.”


      “She fired me because Heath was the bearer of bad news?”


      “No.” I worked my jaw, not wanting to tell her more. She and Heath had enough issues to work through without me throwing a skeleton from his past into the spotlight.


      She stepped closer, squaring her small body with mine. “Tell me.”


      “Ask Heath about her. I’m sure he can probably tell you more than I can.”


      “Erica, I am standing out here on the street, jobless from a company I’ve put my heart and soul into right alongside you. Don’t tell me I should go talk to Heath about it. If you know something about her that I should know, tell me.”


      Fuck. I didn’t want to get into this right now. I had a thousand things running through my head, and outing Heath’s supposed interlude with Sophia years ago was not something I wanted to share with my best friend.


      “Erica, please.” Alli’s eyes were wide, and the wavering in how she said my name told me she was moments from tears. We both were. 


      “They have history, Alli.”


      She made a small sound of shock. “W-What?”


      “Blake has been taking care of Heath for a while, through some rough times. You knew this. Sophia was into the drug scene too. They partied together, and Blake doesn’t know for sure because neither of them would admit it, but he thinks they might have hooked up before Blake sent them both off to rehab. And when Sophia got out, Blake left her. Maybe because of that, but he had a lot of reasons. She stayed close to Heath, and obviously they both invested in her company to help her get off the ground. Consolation prize for Blake breaking her heart, I guess. But I’m beginning to wonder if she stayed close to Heath just to have an in with Blake. He’ll do anything for Heath, and she plays the victim so well when she wants to.”


      Alli’s eyes narrowed, tears threatening at the corners. “If they were together at any point, why wouldn’t he tell me? He introduced me to her back in New York like they were old friends.”


      “They were. I honestly don’t know what happened between them. Only they do. And if it was anything more than friendship, I’m sure Heath didn’t want to hurt you by telling you.” 


      I closed my eyes. Blake had done the same for me. Spared me the details of the past to save my feelings. Like a fool, I sought them out anyway. Had I learned all that much from unearthing his past? Maybe not. Maybe there was some greater good for having the dirty details out in the air. 


      “Looks like I’m hurt anyway. Sophia couldn’t get me out of here fast enough.” Alli wrapped her arms around herself. 


      I wanted to do the same thing. I wanted to curl up and disappear into the concrete. I wanted to feel nothing—not an inkling of what that vindictive woman was putting us through.


      “I can’t believe you left,” she said quietly, bringing me back to the moment when I’d given up. 


      I shrugged, surrendering to what had unfolded over the past hour. “I had no other choice.” I stared down at my feet.


      Alli came up to me and squeezed me tight. 


      “We’ll get through this. Right now it doesn’t feel like we will. But I have to believe that tomorrow will feel a little less horrible.”


      I hugged her tighter and fought the tears, not wanting to break down where Sophia might still be able to see us. We’d get through this. Right? 


      Alli pulled back and brushed away the tears crawling down her cheeks. “Okay. God, I need to get it together. Let’s talk tomorrow, but call me if you need anything tonight, okay? I need to go home and try to figure this all out.” 


      “I will. And I’m sorry, for what it’s worth, which unfortunately, probably isn’t a lot right now.” I stared down at the ground, wishing it would swallow me up and take this all away.


      “You don’t have to be sorry, Erica. Please, don’t blame yourself for this. Go home and talk to Blake. Maybe we can find a way out of this.”


      She shot me a sad smile and turned, walking toward home. 


      Seemingly paralyzed by the afternoon’s events, I felt around my purse until I found my phone. I dialed Alex’s number and began walking down the street. His receptionist picked up and I asked for him. 


      “Mr. Hutchinson isn’t available at the moment.” 


      “You tell him this is Erica Hathaway, and I will call you all damn day if I have to. Put him on the phone.” 


      “One moment, please,” she mumbled with an agitated tone. 


      A minute later the line picked up. 


      “Erica.” Alex had the decency to sound a little tentative through his greeting.


      “You sold my business to Isaac Perry. Is that right?”


      He sighed. “Yes, I met with him after you on Friday.”


      “Well, he and his pal Sophia Devereaux fired my marketing director on the spot.” 


      He was silent for a moment. “I didn’t realize that was in their plans. I was clear that you wanted the team to stay.” 


      “This isn’t about what I want. This is about revenge.”


      “Not for me, it wasn’t.” 


      “Then what is it about?” I harnessed all my energy not to shout at him through the phone. 


      He paused. “This is business, Erica. It’s about creating opportunities and taking profit. Companies change hands every day. I realize this has been an emotional process for you—”


      “Fuck you, Alex.” I couldn’t hold it back any longer. His condescending tone. As if the sole reason why I was unraveling right now was because I was some over-sensitive woman, floundering in a man’s world. 


      “It’s just business,” he said flatly. 


      “Business, huh? What about morals, and ethics?”


      “I did nothing unethical. I negotiated a fair deal.”


      “You misled me. You withheld critical information that has my best friend and me unemployed at the moment.” 


      “You left?”


      “Yes, I left.” What other choice did I have? Sit there and take orders from my fiancé’s diabolical ex-girlfriend? Not in this lifetime. 


      He sighed loudly. “There’s nothing I can do now, Erica. I’m sorry things panned out this way for you. It’s just the way it is, I guess.”


      “That’s just great, Alex. Pleasure doing business with you.” 


      I hung up, knowing the longer I stayed on the phone with him the more I was going to lose my cool. Already I regretted half the things I’d said. My desperation for a way out of this nightmare had me sounding emotional and vulnerable. The problem was he simply didn’t care. Not the way Blake or the people I’d surrounded myself with would care. 


      I walked a few more blocks, not knowing where I was going, no aim in sight. With shaking hands I dialed Blake’s number. He picked up after the first ring.


      “Hello?”


      My lip trembled as I searched for the words to explain what had just happened. Then the tears began to fall. Everything that pride had cooped up inside of me was letting loose. I was falling and I needed a soft place to land.


      “Erica, are you okay? Talk to me.”


      I suppressed a sob, wanting to crumble at the sound of his voice.


      “I need you.” 


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  



  After two hours of solid crying and a glass and a half of Blake’s most expensive scotch, the rage had dulled to a numb sort of hopelessness. Blake had held me and promised that we would get through it. But the more I tried to believe him, the less convinced of it he seemed. He paced the living room, looking repeatedly at his phone as if he were holding back from launching into action at any moment.


  “I’ll fucking ruin him,” he muttered. 


      Under any other circumstances I might have pitied the person Blake wanted to ruin, but not today. Ruin away. But deep down, I knew there was nothing to be done. Even in the tired haze of my mind, I knew Isaac wouldn’t have dropped all that money on a business only to have his lawyers leave a convenient loophole for me to hold any of it back. No, he would have covered all his bases. The way men like Blake always did. 


      “Why bother? He’s wasted enough of our time.” I shrugged, the motion nearly imperceptible from my slouching position on the couch. 


      “Because he deserves it.”


      “It’s just business,” I sang softly, mimicking Alex’s earlier words, except there was nothing funny or cute about the position he’d left me in. And I hated him for it. I lifted the lowball to my lips, acutely aware of how much less I hated him the more I drank.


      Blake leaned down and took my glass. “You’ve had enough.”


      I slapped my empty hand down onto the couch. “I have a very long shit list right now. Do not make me add you to it.”


      “You’re going to be on your own shit list tomorrow if you don’t slow down. I’ll get you a water.” 


      I sank back into the couch, defeated. Utterly defeated. I wanted to drown myself until I couldn’t think about today anymore. If I couldn’t permanently erase Sophia’s face from my mind, I wanted to blur it out thoroughly for the next few hours. 


      Blake returned with a glass of water. I wrinkled my nose at it, but held it obediently in my lap. He sat on the coffee table across from me, framing my legs with his. 


      “I can buy it back,” he said matter-of-factly. 


      I stared back at him, confused. “Why?”


      “Because the business should be yours.”


      “But I sold it.”


      “So we’ll buy it back. I’ll make Isaac an offer he can’t refuse.” 


      My eyes widened. “I don’t like the sound of that.”


      That lightened the grimace that had marked his face for most of the evening. He stroked my knee with this thumb. “Don’t worry, I don’t use Daniel’s methods.”


      I shook my head, not wanting to think about that on top of everything else that had gone horribly wrong as of late. “It’s not worth it, Blake. I sold it. He said he genuinely wanted it. So…now he has it.” I sighed, the reality that owning the business was officially in the past settling over me. “At least I cashed out. I can pay you back now. I wanted to give myself some freedom to do new things, so now I just have to figure out what to do with all that freedom. Ironic, huh?” 


      Blake released a frustrated groan. “For the hundredth time, you do not need to pay me back. It’s a moot point. We’ll be sharing assets soon enough. This isn’t about the money, and you know it.” 


      “The business was always more than the money. But…” I bit my lip, closing my eyes. It was gone, all gone now. “I have to learn how to let it go. I have to figure out how to start over.” 


      I opened my stinging eyes and saw the resentment that we both shared now in his. It cut through me, his emotions validating my own. Nothing felt quite like betrayal, or finding yourself on the floor because you were too blind to see it coming. 


      I couldn’t help feeling that Sophia had won somehow, but I was powerless to change what had happened.


      


  * * *


      


      The next few days went by without incident. Blake had taken some time off to be with me, to make sure I didn’t go catatonic, even though everything in me wanted to. But eventually, work called him back to the office. He had responsibilities. Purpose. Two things I now lacked. 


      Alli called. So many people had called. Even Marie, but Alli’s were the only calls I’d answer. I couldn’t handle telling people the story over and over again. Listening to their pitying reactions. Asking me what I was going to do now. Alli was the only one who understood what I was going through.


      “Have you heard anything?” I asked.


      “I talked to James last night. I guess Sid left.”


      “Good,” I muttered, picking at the rip in my jeans.


      “James is staying because he needs the job right now, so he’s waiting this out.”


      I nodded. “I can’t blame him. It’s a messed up situation.” 


      “No kidding. I really don't think they expected you to leave, Erica.”


      No one was more surprised than I was. 


      “Did you talk to Heath?” I asked tentatively.


      “Yeah.” 


      I waited for her to tell me more. I didn’t want to push if she didn’t want to talk about it. It was their business. 


      “Are you guys okay?”


      “We’re fine. We talked, a lot. I’ll tell you about it later. It doesn’t really matter now.”


      “Okay,” I said, content to leave it at that. 


      “Marie called me. She was worried when you weren’t answering your calls and they said you weren’t at the office anymore.”


      I closed my eyes, unable to comprehend facing Marie and adding one more hurtful thing to the pile of ashes my life had become. I didn’t want to think about the invisible barrier that had crept up between us. Her knowing I was angry with her, and my unwillingness to let it go. I wasn’t sure how we would get past it. As much as I wanted to hold on to my resentment, I wanted her to admit Richard was using her and hurting us both. Maybe she would. Maybe enough time had gone by.


      “I’ll text her,” I finally said. 


      “You should call her, Erica. She’s really worried.”


      “Did you tell her about the business?”


      “Yeah, I didn’t figure you’d mind.”


      “I’d rather someone else tell her. I might even tell one of the reporters who keeps calling so they can broadcast it to the world. I never want to have to tell that story.”


      “Erica…”


      I swallowed down my tears. I didn’t hate a lot of people. I didn’t have room in my heart for it, but I made a special place for Sophia, Isaac, and Alex. A place untouchable from forgiveness or pity. A place that couldn’t be erased with time. I would never forgive them. Never. 


      “I have to go.” 


      She was quiet. “Okay. Call me if you need to.”


      “I will. Thank you.”


      I hung up and promptly cried myself to sleep. 


      


  * * *


  



      By day five, I realized I needed to leave the apartment. I was a wreck, and I needed to get back out into the world, even if it was only in a small way. 


      I took a walk down the street, parked myself on a bench, and watched people for about an hour. Across the street, people went in and out of the market. Going in empty handed, they left with bags full of groceries and wine.  


      We’d been living on takeout and Blake’s sometimes-successful cooking projects. I was starving for a home-cooked meal. I felt empty in so many ways, and somehow I wondered if a lot of pasta could fill up those places. At least for an hour or two. 


      A pang of sadness hit me when I thought about my mom. Maybe she was what I was looking for, but I’d have to settle for recreating one of her delicious meals. I walked across the street and threw myself into shopping for every one of my favorite dishes that she’d taught me how to make. I had more bags than I could comfortably carry. When my phone rang, I cursed. 


      I stepped to the edge of the sidewalk and set the bags down to dig through my purse. The number was local but not one I recognized. 


      “Hello?”


      “Erica?” A man’s familiar voice greeted me, but I couldn’t place it.


      “Who is this?”


      “Richard.” 


      My jaw set, my stomach clenching. 


      “Richard Craven?”


      “I know who you are. You’re the reason I’ve been fighting off reporters for the past couple weeks.”


      “Right. I’m sorry about that.”


      “Are you?” 


      He sighed. “Listen, I was hoping we could talk.” 


      “No.” My tone was pure acid.


      “Hear me out.”


      “I won’t be giving you an exclusive, if that’s what you’re after. Not to you, and not to anyone else. Find someone else to give you the story you’re looking for.”


      “I have.”


      The knot in my stomach grew in size, settling like a rock.


      “Really.” I kept my voice steady, not wanting to reveal my concern.


      “I want to talk to you about your father.”


      “I don’t have anything to say to you about Daniel,” I said quietly but firmly.


      “I have information you might find interesting. You might change your mind.” 


      I shook my head. As if any news about Daniel would shock me. 


      “Will you meet me?”


      If he had a story, I’d read about it in the papers, but I wasn’t going to star in it. Maybe I already was destined to though. 


      “Just ten minutes,” he pressed.  


      I cursed silently. “Fine, ten minutes. That’s all you’re getting.”


      “That’s all I need. Can it be today?”


      “My calendar is wide open.” I took small pleasure in the sarcasm only I understood. 


      “Great. There’s a little bistro across from the news office. Famiglia.”


      “Fine. I’ll be there in an hour.” 


      About an hour later I got off at the T-stop nearest the destination. Blake had given Clay some much-needed time off. I wasn’t getting out much anyway, so I didn’t care. Now that I was out, I appreciated the moment of freedom. I couldn’t be more free it seemed. No one hovered. No one needed me. 


      No one had told me freedom could feel so empty. 


      Ignoring the sentiment, I took quick strides toward the restaurant, and my phone rang, lighting up with Blake’s face. I answered. 


      “Hey, do you want me to pick anything up on my way home?”


      “No, I bought food.” 


      A car horn blared behind me. 


      “Where are you?”


      “I’m meeting Richard. He called me. Said he wants to talk.” 


      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”


      “Not really. I’m sure he just wants to pump me for information, but I have a few choice words for him too.”


      “Just be careful. He’s a reporter. He’ll use anything you say and twist it. You’re in the spotlight enough as it is.” 


      “I know. I don’t plan on saying a lot outside of four-letter words.”


      “Fair enough. Where are you meeting him?”


      The restaurant was just ahead. “At this Italian place across from his office.” 


      “Is it safe?” 


      I glanced around. People walked the streets the same carefree way they did on our side of town. “It’s fine, Blake. It’s a busy area and I’m in broad daylight.” 


      “Okay, I have to wrap up a few things here. I’ll swing by when I’m done and pick you up.” 


      My phone beeped. “I have another call coming in. I’ll see you after.” 


      “I’ll call you when I get there.” 


      I pulled the phone away and saw Daniel’s name on my phone. 


      Shit. What impeccable timing. I considered ignoring the call but worried that he’d simply keep calling. 


      “Daniel.” I swallowed and tried to sound firm. 


      “Where are you?” he barked.


      I tensed, remembering his wrath from the last time we spoke.


      “I think I told you to stop yelling at me.” 


      “I don’t have time for discussing manners, Erica. Where the fuck are you?” 


      I started losing my cool. I was pissed, but I was scared too. I glanced up and down the street, suddenly petrified that he could find out where I was. 


      “This isn’t a good time,” I said quickly. 


      “Erica, you’re—”


      I hung up the phone and silenced the ringer, dropping it back into my purse. No way in hell was I telling him where I was. All I needed was him and his henchman Connor showing up at the restaurant confronting Richard. I closed my eyes and asked myself why I cared, why I still let him be a part of my life in any way. I’d be better off without him. Just like my mother wanted. Why hadn’t anyone given me the cliff notes on him before I’d stupidly started seeking him out?


      My purse vibrated against me. I knew it was Daniel again. All he cared about was his campaign. All he ever did was hurt me. Physically, and emotionally, he’d put me through hell. Yet here I was, fishing for what Richard might know that could damage him or compromise his freedom. 


      I reached for the door handle of the restaurant, determined to push thoughts of Daniel out of my mind. I caught Richard’s profile ahead of me. He held his cell phone to his ear. I approached, not caring that I was interrupting. Dropping down into the chair across from him, I leveled a contentious look his way. Expressionless, he looked over at the front window, repeating the name of the restaurant to whoever was on the other line.


      “See you then.”


      He hung up and set his phone down between us. “We meet again.” 


      “What do you want?” I snapped, eager to let him know how unimpressed I was with him and how he’d hurt one of my best friends to further his own career.


      “I’m not here to fight. I just want to ask you a few questions.”


      I let out a short laugh. “Right. For the record, I have nothing to say to you.”


      “I had a feeling you’d say that. So why are you here?”


      I leaned in. “I want to know how you sleep at night.”  


      His eyes narrowed. “Listen, I just want the truth.”


      “So you manipulated someone I love for information? What kind of person does that?”


      He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I care about Marie.”


      “For someone who wants the truth, you’re full of shit. Does she even know what you did?”


      He worked his jaw, avoiding my eyes. “We talked.”


      “And?” I waited. I wanted him to tell me he’d revealed his true self to her. But if he had, he would have destroyed her too. I couldn’t forget the hurt look on her face when I’d called Richard out. She loved him. 


      “Not surprisingly, she didn’t understand my reasons or my obligations as a member of the press.”


      “What about your obligations as a decent person? Marie is a good, kind person, and you probably broke her heart. For what? A story?”


      He shook his head and looked past me. “Look, I know there’s more to Daniel Fitzgerald than meets the eye. He’s skirted past every major controversy that’s come close to him over the past decade, and no one digs any deeper with this guy. I want to know why, and I’m going to find out.”


      I stared at him, my lips sealed into a tight line. He wasn’t getting shit out of me.


      He leaned in as if he were warming up to convince me of something. “You come into Daniel’s life out of the blue, right? Weeks later, his stepson is dead. Apparent suicide. And he’s carrying on his campaign as if nothing’s happened.”


      “He’s a politician. Do you have any idea how many people they answer to, how much money they sink into these things? This is years in the making.”


      He shook his head. “No, there’s more to this story. The police know something, and I have a feeling you do too.”


      My heart sped up at the mention of the police. Richard digging around was one thing, but as much as I respected the law, I was scared to death that I’d lied to cover Daniel’s crimes. 


      “Erica, this is your last chance.”


      My questioning gaze flew to his. “Last chance for what exactly?”


      “To tell the truth. He’s going down. You have to ask yourself whether you want to let him take you down with him. I realize he’s your father, but how far are you willing to go to protect him?”


      I grimaced. “You have nothing on him. Or me. He’s my father. So what?”


      He smiled, and my stomach fell. 


      “I have a lot more than that, sweetheart.”


      “Then why isn’t he in jail?” I hope he couldn’t hear the growing hysteria in my voice. What else could he possibly know?  


      “I’ve been researching his affiliations. Making connections.”


      “And?” I held my breath, wondering how much Richard would actually divulge to me in an effort to get me to talk.


      “I found someone.”


      I held my breath. “Who?”


      “Someone from his network in Southie who wants to talk. In fact, I’m meeting with him as soon as I’m done here. He has information about what happened the night Mark MacLeod died.” 


      My heart beat loudly in my ears, fading out the quiet murmur of the restaurant. 


      “So like I said. This might be your last chance.”


      “This has nothing to do with me.” I wished that were true. I wanted nothing to do with what Daniel had done. I didn’t regret that Mark was gone, but I didn’t want to know anything more about it. I didn’t want to walk around with the knowledge that he might have died because of me and that I’d lied to keep Daniel from justice. 


      “This has everything to do with you. I’ve been a reporter for half my life, and this has you written all over it. Talk to me, goddamnit.”


      The sound of my phone vibrating in my purse distracted my rising panic. 


      “I have to go. Good luck, Richard.” I rushed up out of my seat. He called my name, but I wanted nothing more to do with this. I wasn’t going to help him. And an insane part of me wanted to warn Daniel. 


      I stepped out of the cafe and paused in the middle of the sidewalk. I scanned the street for a cab to take me away from here, but my eyes fixed on a man across the street.  


      He was tall and thickly built, a faded gray scally cap shading his face. 


      Our eyes locked. I knew him. I knit my eyebrows as I tried to place him. 


      “Erica, wait.” 


      Richard was beside me, but I couldn’t tear my gaze away from the man. He didn’t belong here, but his eyes were trained on me. He must know me too, but how… 


      Before I could piece it together, he raised his arms in front of him, the shiny metallic of a weapon pressed firmly in his hands. 


      No. 


      My mouth fell open in a silent scream, but I couldn’t move fast enough. The loud blast of shots echoed through the air. 


      An explosive pain ripped through me. The world stood still. 


      I had no idea how badly I’d been hurt because all I could see was blood. I was soaked. I dropped to my knees.


      Oh God. This isn’t happening. This isn’t real. 


      The street was chaos. The blur of frightened faces running from the danger. The noise. Screams and more shots and the screech of a car. More commotion on the street and men’s angry voices. 


      I held my shaking hands against the places on my belly that radiated with pain. Richard lay unmoving beside me. More blood. 


       My head swam, and I dropped down onto my side on the pavement. With waning strength, I gritted my teeth, trying to hold on for help. 


      “Erica!” 


      Like an angel’s, Blake’s arms came around me. With careful speed, he lifted me and carried me into the restaurant. He lowered me onto the carpeted floor in the back of the restaurant. The tension I’d been holding onto released, and I grabbed his hand as he reached for me. I squeezed it hard, unwilling to let him go.  


      “I’ve got you, baby. Everything’s going to be okay. Help is coming.”


      His voice sounded foreign, like he didn’t believe his own words. I looked into his eyes, fixed on that single point, but the pain there was almost as unbearable as the pain pulsing through me. He twisted out of my grasp and lifted my shirt up past my bra. 


      He exhaled in a rush. 


      “Fuck.” 


      He pulled off his T-shirt and pressed the cloth hard against my belly. I cried out.


      He hushed me, never moving his hands or easing the pressure. “You’re okay,” he said again. 


      I wanted to believe him. I closed my eyes, feeling weaker with each passing second. Blake’s warm hand cupped my cheek. Warm, he was so warm. 


      “Look at me, baby. Keep your eyes open.”


      I opened my eyes halfway. Somehow that was as far as they could go. Everything felt slower, the breath that filled my lungs, the beat of my heart. The chaos around us moved in slow motion, a blur of sounds and activity. But he was all I could see, the only voice I could hear. 


      The heaviness of the pain had waned, and my body felt lighter in its weakness. Using all my strength, I raised my hand to his face. 


      “Blake…I love you.” 


      I didn’t recognize my own voice, but I felt the words in my heart. I loved this man. With every ounce of my being, faded as the world was becoming. I closed my eyes again, lightness wrapping around me in the dark.


      “No,” he ground out. “Don’t say that. You stay with me.” 


      I rested my hand over his. The wet blood sopping his shirt was barely warm on my skin now. I couldn’t. I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I wanted to. I wanted to be home, with Blake, wrapped up in his arms. 


      I let out a breath, relief and a sudden dizzy rush washing over me when I imagined that’s where we were. 


      “Stay awake, baby. Please try to stay awake for me.” 


      He was hurting. The agony in his voice lanced through me, one last strike through the numbing pain.


      Blake… His name was a whisper, or maybe just a whisper in my own mind. I repeated the word like a mantra until he was gone. I couldn’t hear him or feel him anymore. His voice, his face, even the dream of us had vanished into nothing. 


      


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  



  The persistent beep was like a fly that wouldn’t go away. I frowned, searching for the strength to make it stop. I was cold. I didn’t know this place. Everything was blurry, but the room was brightly lit, lights buzzing a quiet hum above me.


  Slowly and with great effort, I brought more things into focus. The rough texture of the white blanket covering me. The hard tubing invading my nostrils. A soft rustling sound beside me. 


      Then Blake’s face filled the widening frame of my vision. I wanted to reach for him, but a needling pain shot through my hand as I went to move it. I winced. He caught it between his palms, stroking softly and warming it at the same time. 


      “Blake.” My voice cracked when I spoke. My throat was dry, but suddenly grew moist with the tears and emotion. Seeing Blake overwhelmed me. We’d been apart for too long, yet I couldn’t explain why. “What happened?”


      “You were shot.” 


       I closed my eyes and reached for the memories. Everything was so blurry, but slowly, like the room, the last memories of my conscious mind came into focus. 


      The restaurant. The shots and the screaming. Blood. God, there’d been so much blood. Richard’s too. 


      Richard was hurt…or worse.


      “Is Richard okay?”


      Hesitation swam in Blake’s eyes. He shook his head. “He didn’t make it.”


      Oh, no. I couldn’t believe it. We’d spoken. Contentious as it was, I couldn’t believe he was dead. Blake tucked a hair behind my ear, moving a tube that blew cold unwelcome oxygen into my nostrils. I wrinkled my nose and went to pull them out. 


      Blake stopped me, replacing its position. “No, keep that.” 


      “I don’t want them.” 


      “Christ, Erica. You’ve been shot three times. Can you please leave it? At least until the doctor comes.”


      I relaxed back into the pillow, giving up the fight and feeling the small surge of energy that had woken me vanish. I was exhausted, but I didn’t want to leave Blake yet. 


      “Sorry,” I muttered. 


      He sighed softly. “Are you in pain? I can call the nurse.”


      I did a mental scan of my body. The pain in my abdomen was more localized than I remembered, but I still had no idea where I’d been hurt. Heaven help me, that man. He was the one who’d taken the shots. I closed my eyes and tried to remember his face. Dark hair and dark eyes. Shadowed as he was, I couldn’t make much of him out. But his presence, his build, and the way he dressed had set him apart in my mind. He wasn’t another suit, a young professional on the streets.  


      “The man who shot me. He…”


      “He’s dead, baby,” Blake said.


      My eyes flew open. “The police shot him?”


      “No.” He rubbed the stubble that covered his jaw. “It was Daniel.”


      My heart stopped. “Daniel?”


      “After you and I hung up, he called me in a panic. He said you were in danger and needed to know where you were. I didn’t want to tell him obviously. I wanted to get you myself but he insisted. He was…frantic. Somehow he knew whatever was about to go down. He showed up a few minutes before me. He pulled his bodyguard’s firearm and shot the man dead a few seconds after he opened fire on you.”


      Then suddenly I remembered. The tweed cap. The muscled man who reminded me of Connor when I’d first seen him. I touched my trembling fingertips to my mouth. “I remember him.”


      I looked to Blake’s concerned expression. 


      “I saw him when I was with Daniel, a long time ago. This seedy bar in Southie called O’Neill’s. He was manning the door. He seemed to know Daniel. That was him. I remember.”


      He shook his head. “Why would he want to hurt you?”


      “I have no idea. But Richard…” I frowned, trying to remember our conversation. He’d had something on Daniel. Something that spooked me enough to want to leave suddenly. 


      “Richard wanted me to talk about Daniel, to reveal what I knew about him. He suspected him of being involved in Mark’s death. Richard said it was my last chance to tell the truth. He was going to meet with someone from that neighborhood who was going to tell him everything he didn’t know about Mark’s death.”


      “Do you think he knew you were going to be there?”


      “Maybe. Richard might have told him.” 


      Blake stood up and began pacing a small path beside the bed. He pinched his lower lip between his fingers. “The press has been quiet other than saying that Daniel shot him. I wonder how much they really know.”


      A nurse entered the room, and a tall man with short brown hair dressed in a white doctor’s coat followed behind. 


      “Look who’s awake.” The nurse patted one of my feet through the blanket and checked my chart. 


      The doctor followed, an optimistic smile on his face despite the fact that I’d clearly had better days. 


      “I’m Dr. Angus.” 


      He sat in a stool and rolled up beside me. Blake stood back while the nurse bustled around the other side, taking my vitals. She jotted them down while the doctor inspected the bandages under my gown. I focused on the bare white ceiling. I wasn’t entirely ready to see what had happened to my body. I was still grateful to be alive, to have Blake with me. I wasn’t sure how much more I could handle. 


      “Everything looks good. The surgery went well, and I think these will heal just fine.” 


      I met his eyes once I was covered again. 


      “Surgery?”


      “One of the bullets passed through, but we had to remove two of them and try to repair some of the damage.”


      Damage. The word reverberated in my already foggy brain. 


      “Damage?”


      The optimism in his eyes dimmed a bit and he shifted his gaze to Blake. “You should rest a little more. You’ve been through the wringer. I’ll be doing rounds again tomorrow morning, and we can discuss it more then.”


      “No, I want to know now.” I tried to shift upwards in bed, but a sharp jolt of pain stopped me from going any farther. “Ouch.”


      The nurse found a beige cord beside me and pressed it a couple times. “Press this for pain, honey.”


      “Thank you,” I mumbled, hating how restricted I was in this bed. 


      A moment later, the nurse had disappeared, leaving a growing air of tension in her absence. 


      “Perhaps we could chat a moment alone.” He looked questioningly to Blake and then back to me. 


      “No, you can say anything. Blake is my fiancé,” I insisted.


      The doctor coughed quietly and stared down at his clasped hands. He drew in a breath and made eye contact again. 


      “All right then. One of the bullets skimmed your side here, but passed through, as I said.” He placed his hand over my left side, and the heat radiated down to the place where I registered a faint pain. “And then two shots entered your abdomen. There was some damage to your reproductive organs.” 


      All the air left my lungs. Silence hung in the air, like we were all standing there frozen in time. 


      “What does that mean?” A surge of panic flowed through my veins. My breathing became rapid and tears formed in my eyes. 


      He glanced to Blake again, whose face showed no emotion. “We repaired the damaged tissue of your uterus. That should heal in time, but we were not able to repair the rest. Your ovary was lost.” His lips wrinkled into a sympathetic line. “I’m very sorry, Erica.”


      “What about…” I swallowed hard, trying to form the words. Words we’d never even said as a couple, yet here we were in front of a stranger who was threatening all of it. “Does this mean I can’t have children?” 


      “You will probably want to consult with someone who specializes in these things, but if you had plans to conceive… well, it’s not impossible, but it may not be easy. You have one ovary now and the damage to the uterus could affect implantation and carrying a pregnancy to term. Only time will tell.”


      With the exception of my heavy breathing, silence stretched over what felt like several seconds. I couldn’t speak, and Blake’s eyes never left the doctor. I wanted him to look at me. But I was terrified that he would and of what I would see there.


      The doctor finally spoke. “Do you have questions for me?” 


      No. I shook my head. The doctor squeezed my hand gently before he left, saying something to Blake that I couldn’t focus on. My thoughts were swimming. Tightness formed in my throat. I pressed the button on the beige cord a couple more times. I wanted to feel numb. There was too much pain. Suddenly it had all become unbearable. 


      Blake caught my hand, caressing his thumb again around the place where the IV connected to my vein. He lowered his lips to my skin, pressing softly. He didn’t speak. He simply caressed my hand lightly. His jaw was tight, his full lips drawn up even tighter. 


      “Blake. I’m sorry.” He couldn’t know how sorry I was. 


      When he finally looked up, his eyes were misted. He blinked and cast them down again quickly. A painful sob wanted to burst out of my chest, but I held onto it, afraid to unleash it. Why? All I could ask myself was why, and there was only silence to answer me.


      Blake shifted beside me. Reaching into his pocket, he retrieved my ring. Sparkles danced off the band of beautifully cut diamonds. I glanced down at my pale bruised hand. They must have taken it off for the surgeries. For all my wounded nakedness under the gown, I suddenly felt bare without it.


      He caught my fingers and slipped the band carefully over my knuckle. I closed my eyes and let the tears roll down my cheeks. Warm lips pressed against the skin above the ring, the same place he’d kissed the same day he asked me to be his wife, reminding me of our promise. 


  



  * * *


  



  Blake doted on me for weeks. We hadn’t talked about the doctor’s words, and a part of me wondered if Blake was trying to pretend like he hadn’t said them at all. Perhaps he was only trying to help me heal. I played along, pretending my injuries—all of them—would heal and we could go back to our lives. Pick up the pieces of our lives. 


      I sipped my tea, my thoughts blanked out by the television blaring in front of me. I startled at a knock. Blake looked up from his laptop and went to the door. 


      “What the hell are you doing here?”


      I sat up carefully, peering over the top of the couch. Daniel stood tall in the doorway, seemingly undeterred by Blake’s threatening posture. “I came to see Erica,” he said calmly. 


      A tense moment passed between them before I spoke. “It’s okay, Blake. Come in.” The part of my mind that was used to doing whatever it pleased wanted to stand up and greet him, but I was still couch-bound. At least Blake insisted I was. I wanted to move around, but he restricted me to mandatory movements only. 


      Daniel came into the living room and sat on the opposite couch. I shut off the noise of the TV. I had a thousand questions. The news had been extremely vague, and I hadn’t wanted to reach out to Daniel and raise suspicions. I worried that his visit wasn’t a good idea now, but I desperately wanted to know what this all meant. I needed to know why someone would want to kill me, and why Richard had lost his life because of it. 


      What had really happened that day? I silently implored Daniel as his gaze skirted around the room. 


      “Do you want something to drink?” I asked weakly, not sure how to break the ice. 


      He eyed the wet bar at the other side of the room but shook his head. “No. Thank you.” 


      I had many questions, but one burned in my mind. “Who was he?”


      He looked down at his folded hands, but didn’t answer. 


      “I recognized him. He worked at O’Neill’s. That day we went there.” 


      “He worked for me.” 


      I nodded slowly, fingering the knot in the blanket over my lap. 


      “He was trying to blackmail me. He wanted money to stay quiet about Mark’s death.”


      “He knew the truth?”


      He nodded.


      “Why did he know?”


      He lifted his gaze to mine. “Why do you think?”


      I swallowed hard. God. 


      Blake came around and sat beside me. He leveled a dead stare at Daniel. 


      Daniel cleared his throat and began. “He heard about you in the press. When he found out you were my daughter and linked to my campaign, he must have figured you were pretty important to me. He threatened to come after you if I didn’t pay him off.”


      “And you wouldn’t.” 


      “I would have. If I’d thought that would be the end of it. I was hoping for a more permanent solution, but by the time I figured out what he was up to, all I could do was try to get to you before he did.”


      I closed my eyes against the burning behind them. “And Richard. Was that…an accident?”


      “Maybe he thought he was Blake, or maybe he was simply too close to you. Someone important to you would presumably be important to me.” 


      “It’s all so terrible. I still can’t believe it. It’s like a dream. One that I’ll wake up from and it’ll be that day, before everything happened. I just stood there, waiting for him to do it. I couldn’t figure out who he was, but I knew his face.”  


      Daniel sat in silence, his lips pressed tightly together.


      “Well, we came around to the permanent solution anyway. The police matched a print from Mark’s apartment to him. He used the same weapon against you as he used to kill Mark. He wasn’t as bright as he was ambitious. Unfortunately for him, fortunately for me. The case is finally closed. They’ll be announcing it any day now.” 


      Emotion flooded through me. The relief was unmistakable. Could it really be over? It seemed impossible, but I couldn’t imagine going through any more of this. 


      “I can’t believe it.” 


      “It’s done. I promise you. My lawyers are taking a much-needed vacation. The police shouldn’t bother you anymore. Neither should the reporters.” 


      Thank God. 


      “How are you feeling otherwise?”


      I opened my eyes, and a new kind of pain shot through me, a pain far deeper than the physical pain that had slowed me down the past couple weeks. Blake’s hand tightened around mine. My free hand rested over my belly, that wasteland where I could have held a life. That possibility was now just a number, a slim chance that anything could be normal. I swallowed the tears that would come every time I thought about it. 


      “You should go.” Blake said quietly, but firmly. “She doesn’t need any upset right now.”


      “It’s okay,” I said, but my voice cracked. 


      “It’s not. This is his fucking fault. Look at what this has done to you.”


      A tear fell slowly down my cheek. “Stop, please.” 


      Daniel frowned, fresh concern awash on his features. I didn’t have the physical or emotional strength to keep them from tearing each other apart if they stayed in the same room. I gave Blake a pleading look. 


      “Blake, can you give us a minute?”


      His eyes narrowed as his gaze slid back over to Daniel. He looked back to me, his expression softening only slightly. He rose and retreated to the kitchen. 


      “What happened, Erica?” 


       “I’m fine. It’s just. Um, it might be hard… Having kids, I guess, will be a challenge now. There was some damage there.” 


      “Jesus.” For the first time I saw genuine fear in Daniel’s eyes. He seemed pale as he looked me over. “Erica, my God, I’m sorry. I’ve made such a mess of this. I wanted…” 


      His head fell into his hands. He rose abruptly, went to the wet bar, and poured himself a drink. He drained it quickly and poured another. He stared into the glass. The answers weren’t there. I wanted to tell him I’d already checked. I’d thought my way all through the bad news the doctor had given me. I could stack up the regrets and rewrite history, but nothing would change the damage that had been done. 


      My life was a mess. At least we had that in common. 


      “What are you going to do about the governor’s race?”


      He gulped down another mouthful of Blake’s expensive scotch and exhaled. “Fuck, I don’t know. There’re only a couple weeks left. What more can I do? There’s more news about the shooting than the campaign at this point.”


      “I could try to help.”


      His eyes widened, that glimpse of fear there again. “No.”


      “I know I haven’t been very supportive,” I said. 


      “You’ve had good reason not to be. And now you have an even better reason. You shouldn’t be anywhere near my campaign or me.” 


      I wilted. “I literally don’t have anything else to do. The business is gone. I’m stuck here.” I didn’t want to go down the list of everything that had led to the utter wreckage of my life in its current state.


      He came closer, sitting beside me on the couch. “What happened to the business?”


      “It sort of got sold out from under me. It’s a long story, but suffice to say, I now have lots of spare time on my hands. I could help if you wanted me to.”


      “You should be resting, and I want you far away from all of this.” He caught my hand. “I want you far away from me too.” He let me go, sliding his hand away as if the touch burned him. 


      “Daniel.” 


      “I’ve done enough damage. Every time I think I’m taking care of a problem, three more crop up. I’ve brought nothing but terror to your life since you found me, Erica.”


      He stood, avoiding my eyes. 


      “This is done now. The investigation is closed. We can sever ties. You don’t need to worry about me bothering you anymore. I’ll leave you alone. Hopefully the only time you’ll see me is in the news, and even then… Fuck, I don’t know.” He shoved a hand through his graying hair. “Nothing makes sense right now.”


      Fresh tears formed in my eyes. “Why are you saying that?”


      “Because it needs to be said. Because this is why… This is why I left your mother.” His blue eyes blazed into me, emotion igniting there that I’d never seen before. “You’ve seen glimpses, but you have no idea what it’s like to have this life. You had no way of knowing that finding me would bring you this far down into it, but I warned her too. I told her we couldn’t be happy that way. Erica…” He rubbed his forehead, doing nothing to resolve the grimace there. “I wanted to be with Patty. I swear on my life, I loved your mother. I wanted to marry her and be a family, but I had no choice. You can’t understand it, but I have no choice. It’s all laid out, and for all the years it took to get here… Christ, here we are. Here I am. No better off, really. And you’re not safe around me.”


      He stared into the now empty glass. I didn’t know what to say to him. I couldn’t argue that my life had turned into a life-threatening shit storm since I’d found him, but the thought of him leaving and never coming back was slowly devastating me.


      Before I could argue, he took a step toward me. He leaned down and kissed the top of my head, where my hair met my forehead. He lingered there a moment and began to speak in a whisper. 


      “You’re my daughter. My only child. I love you, but it’s time for me to go now.” 


      He stepped back with eyes cast down. He left the apartment as quickly as he’d come, leaving me in stunned silence. 


      


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  



  Daniel had left in a rush, and I didn’t know what to make of it all. I turned the television back on, wanting to drown out my swirling thoughts. I couldn’t talk to Blake about the knife Daniel had lanced through me with his words. Blake didn’t want me to care. No one did. What more could the man do to me to earn my hatred? Still, it slipped through my fingers, and only a sad emptiness remained. A shell of what could have been. Lingering regret over what had come to be. 


      “You look tired. Do you want to lie down?” Blake was seated at his usual perch on the opposite couch, his gaze heavy with the usual concern. 


      “No, I want to get up.”


      He gave me a tentative look. “How about a bath? That will relax you.”


      I sighed. A trip to the bathroom was probably all he’d allow. A bath sounded nice though.


      “Fine. But I’m walking there myself. You have to stop babying me, Blake.”


      He stood quickly and helped me up. “You can walk there, but I will never stop taking care of you until the day I die. So you can give up on that right now.” He caressed my cheek. “I almost lost you.”


      I closed my eyes, leaning into his touch. 


      I almost lost you too. The thought was too terrible to comprehend. 


      I’d spent the past several days feeling sorry for myself in every way. Losing the business seemed far less tragic in the face of nearly dying. And the very real possibility that Blake and I might never have children, as soul-crushing as it was to contemplate—and I’d tried very hard not to—paled to the reality that I could have died in Blake’s arms that afternoon. The man who’d killed Mark under Daniel’s direct orders had not hesitated to attempt to end my life. 


      As much as I couldn’t grieve for Mark’s death, I couldn’t believe that someone could have so little value for human life. These were the kinds of people who Daniel kept in his life. Or perhaps they’d always been there. For all of Blake’s secrets, Daniel’s existence seemed far darker, with shadows I never wanted to shed light on. 


      Blake was filling the bath when I joined him. “Let me help you,” he said, pulling my T-shirt off with too much care. 


      “Are you coming in too?”


      He chewed his lip a moment, eyeing the bathtub topped with an appealing layer of bubbles. “I’m not sure if that’s a good idea.”


      “Please… I miss you.” I missed the happiness in his eyes. I even missed his temper. All he had for me now lately was pity. 


      He sighed. “Fine. But you know we can’t—” 


      “I know.” 


      I cut him short, not wanting to hear the reminder. No sex for weeks. I didn’t see how it mattered, but the doctor had ordered it and Blake insisted on following everything down to the letter. Denying ourselves wouldn’t bring back what had been lost. It only guaranteed that another long expanse of time ahead of us would be filled with more wait and worry. Frustrated anew, I tugged at his T-shirt, urging him to take it off. 


      “You’re too serious lately. You’re playing nursemaid to me all day, and it’s wearing on you. I just want to relax and be close to you, okay?”


      I feathered my fingers through his dark hair, pushing the messy strands back from his forehead. He seemed tired, and somehow, just as run down on the outside as I felt on the inside. We’d been through so much. 


      “Okay,” he murmured softly. 


      I turned to the mirror while he undressed. I pulled my hair out of the messy bun that was holding it up. I winced at the small pain in my abdomen caused by lifting my arms. I looked terrible. Even being bound to the couch for weeks, I was thinner. And pale. I’d missed the last warm weeks of summer. I wanted to look and feel like myself again, and less like the fragile broken creature I’d become in the wake of these terrible events.


      I dropped the hair tie into my make up drawer. Set amongst cosmetics, my opened pill case stared up at me. I picked it up. I’d been halfway through the month’s cycle when it happened. 


      Blake paused. “What’s that?”


      “Just my pills.” I shrugged, trying to seem casual, but nothing was casual about my fertility now. The topic had become a giant elephant in the room. I dropped the pills on the counter. My thoughts spun, and I laughed to myself. 


      “What’s so funny?” Blake met my gaze in the mirror. 


      I looked down quickly, not wanting to revisit the pain I’d seen in his face when the doctor had delivered the news. I was alive, but damaged. Then again, what else was new?


      “I don’t know. I spent years trying not to get pregnant, worrying that I would, and now I couldn’t even if I wanted to. But because there’s a chance, I’ll probably still need to take those damn things.”


      He took the pills and threw them back into a drawer. “Forget about those. Come on, before the bath gets cold.”


      Eager to forget, I pushed the thought out of my mind. Blake helped me into the tub and I lowered into the warm water. I relaxed, grateful for the relief. When he joined me, his legs slid to the outsides of mine. His hair was rough against my skin. I exhaled heavily at the simple contact, the reminder that we hadn’t touched each other much since all of this happened. Somehow, between the weeks of being poked and prodded with needles and coddled like a helpless victim, I’d forgotten the simple pleasure of having Blake’s skin on mine. His touch alone could soothe me, heal me. 


      I leaned my head back against the lip of the tub. “I feel a little decadent.”


      “Yeah? How is that?”


      “It’s a Tuesday afternoon, and we’re lounging in the bathtub.”


      He laughed softly. “Maybe we deserve a little decadence.” Beneath the water, he caught my foot and began to massage my muscles. The sensation was almost overwhelming. God, I missed his touch. Even the simple ones, my hand in his, a gentle kiss, made me want more. 


      “We deserve a lot of things.” 


      He stilled a second. I regretted the words when I said them. I hurried to change the subject. 


      “Have you heard from Fiona lately? She must be frustrated. All that planning just to put everything off. I’m feeling better now, so maybe we can start planning again.”


      “You were shot three times, Erica. I don’t think rescheduling the wedding until you’re well is an inconvenience. We’re all happy you’re alive. The nuptials can wait.” 


      I ran my fingers through the bubbles. A question, one I was terrified to ask, lingered on my lips. We hadn’t talked about what the doctor had said after we left the hospital. We hadn’t spoken a word of it. 


      “You haven’t changed your mind?”


      Seconds ticked by as I waited for his answer. Avoiding his eyes, I imagined all the things he might say. No matter how many times he reassured me that I was the only one he wanted, doubt managed to creep through time and again. 


      “Why on earth would I change my mind?” His voice was serious, hoarse with emotion. 


      I struggled over the next words, forcing myself to meet his eyes. “Things are different now.”


      His jaw set. “Things are different every day, but what hasn’t changed and what will never change is how much I love you. I asked you to be my wife. I want that now more than ever.”


      I took a breath, my nerves suddenly on edge. “But don’t you want a family, Blake? We never really talked about it, but now… What if I can’t give that to you?” My heart beat wildly over the painful ache there. Maybe he’d never admit it, but if this changed things for him—for us—I wanted to know now. 


      The look he gave me was unwavering, void of doubt. “I want you.”


      I exhaled heavily. “This is important. We should talk about what it means for our future. This wasn’t something either of us could have predicted. I don’t want you to resent me if I can’t—”


      A flash of irritation broke his determined stare. “Jesus, Erica, come here.” He caught my hand and, leaning forward, carefully lifted me from the other side of the tub so that I was straddling him. We were chest to chest. He held my face in his hands. They were warm and slid over my skin slowly. 


      “We’ll figure it out, okay?”


      My heart hadn’t slowed. I still didn’t believe him. “But what if we can’t?”


      He winced. “Stop talking like it’ll never happen.”


      “There’s still a chance, I know.” Unlikely, but there was a chance. 


      “Exactly.” 


      I nodded slowly. Maybe he was right.


      “Have you ever known me to not get what I want?”


      “No,” I admitted.


      “Good. If we want a baby, we will have one. One way or the other. First things first. We’re going to get you well. Then you’re going to toss those pills.”


      I stared at him in shock.


      “We’re not going to be able to plan anything anyway. If we try to do that, you’ll just worry and I’ll worry. Let’s just live our lives. Let me make love to you every night, and if it’s meant to be, it’ll happen.”


      I opened my mouth to speak, but he stopped me, pressing his finger to my lips. 


      “No what-ifs. I can be quite determined when I want to be. I’m pretty sure if you want a baby, I’m going to give you one.”


      His words nearly knocked the wind from my lungs. They rushed in over the daggers of my pain. Soothing and pure. I believed him. 


      I leaned against him, finding the broad toned muscles of his chest. His heart beat a steady rhythm under my fingertips. Sometimes I had to remember that he was human like me, because to me, he was always more. Larger than life, stronger than anyone I knew, with determination that matched my own. In my heart, I believed we could do anything together. 


      I lost myself in his eyes, a tornado of hazel and passion that reflected between us. “I love you,” I whispered, kissing him sweetly. Starting soft, I reveled in the simple pleasure of his full lips against mine. Then the sweep of my tongue, an invitation for his. Then his taste. I kissed him deeper.


      He touched my cheek and pulled back a little.


      I shifted over him, all too aware of his growing desire. “All this talk of babies, Blake, for the first time in my life, is actually making me want to make one. I wasn’t expecting that.” 


      A ghost of a smile passed over his lips. “We can’t. Not today…” 


      I felt for him under the water and smoothed my palm around his cock. He sucked in a breath, closing his eyes slowly. 


      “Erica, we can’t.” 


      “I know,” I said, hushing him with a kiss. “The doctor didn’t say I couldn’t please you, though, did he?”


      “You don’t have to—” 


      I silenced him again, deepening our kiss. I tightened my grip around him and quickened my motions up and down his length. His hands moved restlessly over my shoulders, fisting into my hair as we devoured each other’s mouths. His muscles flinched under me where our bodies met, and my core clenched in response. Something awakened. That passion that could never be tamed between us lit up inside of me. I wanted release. But right now I wanted his more. I wanted to show him how much I loved him, thank him for walking through hell with me now and having faith in our future. I couldn’t imagine my life without this man, and I prayed he wouldn’t resent me if I couldn’t give him the family he wanted. 


      He grasped my hips and then released abruptly. “Erica, I want to, badly, but I can’t do this. You’re driving me nuts. I want to touch you, but I’m scared to death of hurting you right now.”


      I slowed my upward stroke and drew back from his body slightly. His face was tight, every muscle coiled and ready for release. I wanted to give him that, but I needed to take the fear in his eyes away somehow too. 


      “Put your hands on the rim of the tub.” 


      He winced slightly, maybe at the tone. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me, but if I made it sound like an order, maybe he’d feel safer that he wouldn’t. He lifted his hands out of the water and rested them on the edge of the tub the way I’d asked him to. 


      “Now keep them there. Don’t move them until I tell you, okay?”


      His bottom lip disappeared from view as he sucked it into his mouth, his white teeth biting into the plump flesh. 


      I cocked an eyebrow. “Okay?”


      He nodded, and I circled both hands around his cock. I stacked my hands, sliding up his length, so that I was touching every inch of him. He flinched beneath my touch when I thumbed over the soft sensitive head. 


      “God, I miss you, Erica.” He exhaled, his head rolling back onto the rim of the tub.  


      I leaned against him, my nipples grazing his chest above the water. “I love you, Blake.” I sucked at his skin, licked the salty flavor from it. “And I love watching you come.” 


      With white knuckles, he held tightly to the edge of the tub. He lifted his head and gazed at me with intense eyes. He was close. I kissed him hard, until he gasped for air. 


      “Come,” I said, mimicking the order he’d given me so many times. 


      Hips thrusting upward into my rapid effort, he climaxed with a violent shudder and a strangled moan.  


  



  * * *


  



  After numerous attempts, Blake finally lured me out of the apartment to come to work with him. I was trying to grasp onto the positive, but memories of what I’d been through would inevitably drag me back down. I didn’t want to leave the house. I didn’t want to come face-to-face with the world that had maimed me. Also, I couldn’t stomach anything remotely close to an office knowing that a few blocks away, Sophia and Isaac’s new business was carrying on without me day after day. 


      Sometimes I wondered if they knew about the shooting. Of course they would have heard about it. The question was—did they care? Did it matter at all that I’d almost died? 


      It’s just business, I muttered to myself in my best mocking Alex voice. I needed to move on and find hope with new things. Everything had changed, like it or not. I had to accept that. 


      My thoughts kept returning to Geoff’s project. Even as I mourned Clozpin, I found myself thinking through the logistics of his venture. I had too much free time not to. But I’d ignored Geoff’s last emails from before the shooting, and he hadn’t reached out to me since. I wasn’t sure he even wanted my help anymore. If he did, what could I offer? Money, but no guidance. Investment alone would be an empty kind of support. I didn’t want to just fund things. I wanted to be a part of them, but I didn’t know what I was really capable of after all this. 


      I could barely manage to get farther than the grocery store these days. 


      Instead of venturing out and trying to start over, I turned my attentions to the apartment. I cooked every night. I ordered decor online, determined to bring a piece of myself into the space that previously had been dominated by Blake’s simple minimalist world. Blake didn’t argue. He seemed content that I was getting up and around, even if I refused to leave the house for more than short trips. Even with Clay in toe, I felt uneasy. 


      I tried to start painting rooms, but Blake wouldn’t let me, afraid the physical effort would upset the healing I’d already done. But despite his fussing, I was better. I still felt the pain, but I was better. The garish red wounds had faded slightly. Not enough to blend in, but the doctor promised me in time that they would. My skin tone would be forgiving. I had to take solace in the small things.  


      I tensed as we walked toward Blake’s office. His hand touched the small of my back, a reminder of his constant support. I slowed in front of the door, but Blake stopped short. 


      “I want to show you something first. Let’s go up.” He motioned toward the elevator. 


      “What’s up there?”


      He grinned. “You’ll see.” 


      I followed him in and waited for our ascent to begin. As the elevator doors opened, he covered my eyes with his hands. “What are you doing to me?” I laughed, trying to hide my nervousness. 


      “It’s a surprise. We’ll be there in a few seconds. Walk with me.” 


      Carefully I followed his guiding motions until we slowed to a stop. I heard voices, and they seemed familiar. Blake moved his hands, and I winced at the sudden brightness. I faced a door much like the one leading into his office below. On the frosted glass read, E. Landon, Inc. 


      My heart beat heavily in my chest. “Blake…”


      Through the clear glass of the lettering, I saw faces I knew. Opening the door, Alli greeted me from inside. She smiled broadly. “Surprise!” 


      I laughed, not entirely sure yet what the surprise consisted of. “What is all this?” 


      Work stations filled the long room. Sid and Cady were standing by one where they’d been talking, their focus on me now. Geoff stood up from one of the desks, his blue eyes bright with the excitement that everyone else seemed to share. 


      I felt like Dorothy, reunited with all of her best friends after an adventure of the most strange kind. But what the hell? I looked to Blake. 


      “Do you want to tell me what this is all about?” 


      Alli beat him to the punch “When you were on the mend, Sid and I got to talking. With the payout from the sale, we didn’t have to jump into anything else just yet. Then Blake introduced us to Geoff. He told us how interested you were in the project. And we decided to get together and see if we could help make it happen.”


      My hands trembled as they reached my lips. The news was overload. “This is too much. I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to see you all here.” 


      Sid gave me a shy smile. “We feel the same way. We’ve missed you.” 


      I swallowed over the emotion tight in my throat. “I thought we’d lost everything. Honestly, after everything that’s happened lately, I started to realize this is what I missed the most. Working with everyone again. I never thought we’d get another chance.”


      Alli’s lip trembled, threatening to set off tears of my own. She pulled me into a hug, full of meaning and understanding. I couldn’t have gotten through this without her. She pulled back and wiped a tear away with her hand. “Well, go look at your office. It’s so awesome.” 


      Blake caught my hand, excitement glimmering in his eyes.


      I brightened with a smile. “Sure.” 


      He led me to the far end of the room and into an expansive private office. The door clicked behind us. 


      He’d spared no expense furnishing the space.  A large executive desk filled the room, along with a small couch and an enormous whiteboard. Small items that I’d stashed in a box back home decorated my desk the way they had at the old space.


      “Thank you for all of this. Thank you for everything. This is truly amazing.”


      “And private,” he murmured, curling an arm around my waist. 


      I closed my eyes, devastated by the smallest touch. Weeks had gone by, and I was ready to lose it. I turned to wrap my arms around his neck. I crashed into him, kissing him with fervent passion. He returned my eagerness, backing me up gently to the desk. 


      Grateful as I was for the space, the world had ceased to exist beyond the two of us in that moment. “I want you, Blake. God, I’m dying wanting you.”


      “I know.” He kissed me, softer tender brushes of his lips over mine. “But let’s wait.”


      I gasped. “Wait?” 


      “We’re getting married in a few days. An army couldn’t come between me and making love you to on our wedding night. We’ve waited this long. What’s a few more days?”


      I sighed almost painfully, willing the surge of desire to ebb away. A few more days. An eternity when so much time had passed without intimacy. I closed my eyes, relenting. “Okay.”


      He smiled and tipped my chin up. “I will be making good use of this desk in the future, though. Rest assured.” 


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  



  The sea rolled in with the tide. Warmth and the promise of change mingled with the ocean air. Turquoise and gray clouds slid across the autumn sky, revealing the clear blue above. A perfect day. 


  Someone called my name. Alli leaned over the Landon’s deck, waving me inside. The giddy smile that marked her features today hadn’t changed. The knot of anticipation in my belly grew, threatening to explode every few minutes. 


  Today was the day. Today I would become Blake’s wife. Today we would bind ourselves to one another, for always. 


      I joined Alli and the other girls. Caterers and family friends buzzed around Blake’s parents’ house. Alli pulled me into one of the large bedrooms where everyone was getting ready. 


      Fiona was already dressed, a picture of perfection in her strapless flowing lavender bridesmaid gown. Alli and Simone rotated between distracting me from being nervous and telling me what to do next. Makeup, hair, and smiling for the ever-present photographer capturing our casual moments.


      We were light, champagne bubbling through us. Everything about today was surreal. Each moment moved in slow motion but slipped away too quickly. Blake’s mother fussed over us. Fiona rushed around after every detail, ensuring perfection for a day that she’d spent so much time helping to plan. Alli doted and directed me, making sure I was everywhere I needed to be. We laughed and fought tears. I wanted to tuck each moment away, so I could remember it forever. 


      Blake and the boys were nowhere to be found. No one wanted to fess up to where they were hiding out. I missed him, but I honored tradition and resolved to wait. We’d waited so long. I could wait a little longer. 


      Marie arrived before everything was about to begin. She was stunning, in a shimmery espresso dress that hugged her lithe figure. She came close and hugged me tightly. 


      “You look beautiful. Thank you for being here,” I whispered. 


      She smiled warmly, tears shimmering in her eyes. “So do you. And there’s no place I’d rather be than here with you, baby girl.”


      “No crying!” Alli barked. “Her makeup is perfect. Hold it together, people.” 


      We both laughed, Alli’s order adding some levity to the moment. Marie and I had made our amends. We were both sorry, for our pride and for everything that had pushed us apart. She was still mourning Richard, still in shock that he’d not only betrayed her, but had also been ripped from her life so suddenly. She’d loved him, I had little doubt. The tears she fought each time we met since the shooting told me so. 


      He’d been at the wrong place at the wrong time, but so had I. I wanted to blame Daniel, but I could have easily blamed myself for naively bringing him into my life months ago, thrusting myself into his dangerous world and not knowing the consequences of my choice. Life had played out, but too much had happened to carry grudges. Richard had lost his life, and I’d almost lost mine. Marie was too important to me, and life had proven too short to put any more distance between us. 


      “You ready for all this?” she asked. 


      I laughed. “I think so, yeah.” 


      “I think so too.” She smiled. “You’re going to be beautiful, Erica. But I’m going to seriously lose it when I see you in your dress.” 


      “Hold that thought,” Alli said. 


      She’d emerged from the adjoining bathroom with a large garment bag containing my wedding dress. The well of happy tears surged behind my eyes again. I took breath after steadying breath, determined not to ruin the makeup she’d spent hours perfecting.  


      A few minutes later, I stepped into the dress and Marie carefully zipped up the back, sealing the fabric tightly around my chest. There wasn’t a spare inch anywhere. I couldn’t imagine how the dress could fit me any better. The gown was a light cream with a sweetheart neckline, a thousand tiny little beads embroidered into the lace that overlaid the layer of soft satin beneath. Elegant and understated. Delicate and feminine.


      I would become Blake’s wife in this dress. I’d say our vows. Our vows… I closed my eyes, imagining all the things I wanted to say to Blake. How much he meant to me, and how that would never change. 


      Alli gave my shoulders a little squeeze. “I'm dying right now. I hope you realize that.” 


      I laughed. “Why?”


      A warm smile lit her eyes. “Okay, I’m insanely jealous, but it all pales in comparison to how totally happy I am for you both. I just can’t believe this is really happening. I feel like this is the happiest day of my life, but it’s yours.”


      I nodded quickly, my vision blurring with tears. 


      “It is a beautiful dress,” I admitted. The girl wearing it was a wreck though. Only another hour and I’d be in the clear.


      “What can I say? I have awesome taste.” 


      I skimmed my hands down the delicate lace that hugged my waist and tapered off at my thighs. “You do. Thank God you came back to Boston. I’d be hopeless without you.” 


      A knock came at the door, jarring me. Fiona opened the door and frowned at a dapper looking Heath, dressed in a sharp tuxedo. “What are you doing here?”


      “Special delivery.” 


      Alli’s eyes lit up, as if he’d been the groom and this was the first they’d laid eyes on each other. I wanted to see that day, and I prayed Alli would have it. Heath circled around the door. 


      “A little gift, from the groom.” He winked and set a large flat box on my lap before disappearing out of the girl’s den.


      Simone squealed a little and came closer as I opened it up. Inside, I uncoiled a decadent string of diamonds. Gasps and awes faded into the background.


      “Holy shit,” Simone muttered under her breath. “Are those diamonds?”


      I swallowed hard. “I’m pretty sure.” I couldn’t begin to fathom the price of the piece, but I’d never seen anything so beautiful. 


      I handed it to Simone who fastened the shimmering necklace around my neck. It was breathtakingly beautiful, and matched the other gifts—my ring and bracelets—in such a meaningful way. 


      A few more minutes of bustling and preparing and we started our way through the house. Beyond the windows facing the ocean and the sprawling yard, I could see the guests and wedding party waiting in the warm October sunshine. I trembled at the sight, excited but in disbelief. 


      “Erica.” 


      I spun and Elliot approached. Beth was by his side, and Clara and Marissa too, in sweet matching white dresses. 


      “Oh my goodness, don’t you look beautiful,” I said.  


      The girls smiled, excitement lighting up their eyes. Alli bent down, handing them flower petals and our rings, reminding them of the tasks we’d practiced the night before. 


      Elliot caught my hand, squeezing gently. “You ready?”


      I released a nervous breath. Yes. Nerves aside, I had never been more ready to be Blake’s wife. I wanted to step through the doors and run to him. I wanted to marry him the moment I laid my eyes on him. In my heart, I already had. 


      I nodded and linked my arm through Elliot’s, letting him escort me the rest of the way.


      I walked toward Blake, seeing only him. I was floating, every moment taking me closer to the love of my life. And now, there was no fear in my heart. No doubt, not a shadow of it.


      The ceremony passed like a dream. Blake, breathtaking in his tuxedo against the backdrop of the ocean. His family and mine, our friends witnessing what we’d known for so long, that we wanted forever with each other. 


      There were kisses. There were tears. All I knew was that he was mine. My love for him now was a tattoo written on my heart, for all of time.


      


  



  * * *


     


     I leaned my head against Blake’s shoulder while the party ensued. The day had been long, but adrenaline kept me awake. The heated tent set up in the Landon’s yard was filled with our small party. Laughter and music and talking. Happiness surrounded us. 


     Elliot’s girls were dancing with boundless energy on the dance floor around Blake’s parents who looked into each other’s eyes with a love that warmed my heart. Blake’s mentor, Michael Pope, had come too. We didn’t speak of Max, but I could see the pride in his eyes when he congratulated us. He’d been like a second father to Blake, and I could only feel his regret that Max had failed us all with his appalling actions. 


     Still, nothing could dim the celebration. More people came than I had expected. Our “small” affair had grown in size in my absence, but in the happy embrace of Blake’s extended family and friends, I could not have felt more love and acceptance. I smiled, all the way down to my very sore feet. Today had been nothing short of perfect. 


     I leaned up, pressing a soft kiss to Blake’s cheek. 


     He looked down, trailing lazy caresses up and down my arm. “Let’s take a walk and get some fresh air.”


     “What about our guests?”


     He stared out at the party, which had grown increasingly loud over the past hour as glasses were refilled and the night wore on. Simone was talking loudly and Alli was laughing.


     “They’re having a blast without us. I’ve had to share you all day. Now I want you for myself.” He brushed his thumb across my cheek. “I don’t know about you, but I’m anxious for the honeymoon to start.”


     I bit my lip, and he flashed me a loving smile.


     The thrill of being in his arms again warmed me, filling me with contentment. My entire body seemed to buzz with happiness, elation that I was now Blake’s and soon, hopefully soon, I’d be even more his. 


     “Where are we going?”


     “I know just the place.” 


     He winked and caught my hand, leading me out of the tent and down the wooden stairs to the beach below. I glanced back at the wedding party. Simone’s voice rang out from her perch on James’s lap. He was smiling, looking up at her with adoring eyes. No one was missing us. 


     The sun had set and the ocean breeze blew cool over my skin. I held my dress and shoes up with one hand while Blake held my other. We walked, anticipation seeming to steal our words. I looked ahead to the rocky incline that always ended our journey when we walked the beach at his parents’ house. 


     “Where are we going? My feet are killing me.”


     “It’ll be worth it, I promise.” His eyes sparkled as if he were holding a secret behind them. 


     We slowed as the sandy beach turned to pebbles and stone. Blake wrapped his arm around me. I shivered and huddled into the warmth of his embrace. We stared out at the dark horizon. Above us, a soft glow lit the homes scattered along the shoreline. 


     “I love it here.” Next to the Vineyard, Blake’s parents’ stretch of home on the ocean was nothing short of heaven. 


     He pointed up to the house perched above the cliff ending at our feet. “What do you think about that one?”


     “It’s breathtaking.” Everything about the home was impressive. While Catherine and Greg’s home was more modern, this home had all the charm of a historic house. It sprawled across manicured gardens and a yard overlooking the endless ocean.


     He squeezed me closer. “I want to give it you.” 


     I raised my eyebrows. “The house?”


     He grinned. “Yes, the house, among other things.” 


     “Please tell me you don’t plan to walk in and make them an offer.”


     He laughed. “No, I don’t think so. Come on. Let’s take a closer look.” 


     He started ahead of me and turned back for my hand. I hesitated, trying to imagine how I’d scale the small cliff with my current attire. “I’ll ruin my dress.”


     “Who cares? You only get to wear it once.”


     “What am I going to do with my shoes?” I lifted them up. He grabbed them and tossed each one high up to the grassy yard of our destination. 


     “Blake,” I laughed. “I’m sure these people don’t want us poking around looking in their windows.”


     “Nonsense. No one’s home.”


     I shook my head and took his hand, making my way up the rocky incline. Blake helped me up onto the yard that plateaued at the top. The dewy grass felt cool on my feet as we walked around the perimeter of the house. He led me to the front door, a grand entryway framed by white columns and ornate lighting.     


     “Blake!” I uttered a harsh whisper as he tried the door, opening it. Before I could stop him, he scooped me up into his arms, walking me over the threshold. 


     He lowered me to my feet when we passed through the entryway. A large, bright white kitchen sat to our right and an expansive open living area to the left. I took in what details I could in the almost darkness. Blake tightened his hold around my waist, bringing me up against his chest.


     “What do you think?” he whispered, delight glimmering in his beautiful eyes.


     “It’s beautiful.” I ran my finger over his lips. “Like you.”


     He moaned and lifted me off my feet as he did. “Like you.” 


     I tasted the champagne on his tongue and felt the giddiness from our amazing day rolling off of him. I’d never seen him so outwardly happy.


     “I think you’re a little drunk,” I teased as he set me back down, a broad smile across his face. 


     “I’m happy. I’m the happiest man alive right now. I can guarantee it.” 


     I returned his smile, unable to argue. I was beyond happy too. He spun me around and walked me up the stairs.


     “Where are you going?”


     “I’m giving you the grand tour. You like it so far, right?”


     I laughed. “I couldn’t dream up a more beautiful home, honestly. There’s only one problem.”


     He looked back at me and arched his eyebrows. “What’s that?”


     “It’s not ours, and you can now add breaking and entering to your list of illegal activities achieved in this lifetime. If you want to go house hunting when we get back from the honeymoon, you officially have my permission. We should go. I have bigger plans for tonight than jail.”


     “Trust me, so do I.” He paused on the landing, pulling me up to him. “I want to show you one more thing. I want you to close your eyes first though.”


     He lifted me back into his arms, and I sensed we were moving down a long hallway. Night had filled the house, but behind my eyelids I saw light. Panicked that we weren’t as alone as I thought we were, I opened my eyes. We’d entered a large bedroom, about three times the size of our current one. 


     Situated in the center of the room was an enormous four-poster bed draped in a silky blue comforter. On the opposite wall, an ornate fireplace was set into the wall and cast off a warm glow from the fire inside. On its mantle and every available surface, candles burned, lighting the large room. What was all of this?


     “Blake.” My voice was barely a whisper. 


     He lowered me to my feet, keeping my body pressed close to his. I looked up into his eyes, sparkling now more than ever. The mischief there had been replaced by something else. 


     “It’s ours. Yours and mine.”


     My breath left me. “This...?”


     “The house. All of it. It’s my wedding gift to you.” 


     “A house?” I laughed, incredulous but somehow not at all surprised that Blake had justified the extravagant purchase for our special day. 


     “Do you like it?” he asked, his expression tentative.


     Tears formed in the corners in my eyes. “Blake, it’s... My God, it’s beautiful. I don’t know what to say.” A thought occurred to me then that we were literally only steps away from his parents. “Your parents, they know?”


     His hesitation vanished with a grin. “Are you kidding me? Catherine was the one who told me as soon as the neighbors were going to put the house on the market. We had an agreement before they could even talk to a realtor.”


     Wow. 


     “I can’t believe you did this.” I was still in disbelief that this enormous, magnificent home would be ours. Ours. “Are you okay being so close?”


     He nodded. “It’ll be an adjustment. But I owe it to them in a way. I’ve spent a lot of time on the fringes, until recently. And I thought it would be good for us to finally be closer to family.” 


     I looked down, toying with the rose that poked out of his jacket pocket. “I love them like they’re my own.”


     He lifted my chin, stroking my cheek gently. “They are yours. We’re one family now, you and I. And they love you like a daughter. That will never change.”


     “I’m the luckiest girl in the world.” 


     He ran a thumb over my trembling lips, lowering slowly to capture them with a kiss.  “I’ll spend the rest of my life making sure that never changes. I want to give you everything...” 


     I lifted to my toes, surrendering to the love in his kiss. His hands roamed. He exhaled unsteadily. 


     “Are you ready to say goodbye to this dress for the night? Because I can’t wait another minute to make love to you.”


     I nodded, breathless and speechless. He caressed down my shoulders. 


     “So beautiful.” 


     I turned in his arms. He made quick work of the clasp and zipper at the back of my dress. The weighty fabric fell to the floor, pooling at my feet. Behind me, I heard Blake tossing his own garments to the floor. I turned and caught him staring, slack-jawed, hunger in his eyes. I stood before him, in the white lacy underthings I knew he’d love. 


     He traced the hem of my panties and thumbed over the scar emerging above it. Out of the dizzying happiness of the day, a small sadness floated over me. He caught my chin, lifting my gaze to meet his. 


     “No sad eyes tonight. This is the time for the man of the house to make passionate love to his beautiful bride. I may not stop for hours, because I’m starving for you.”


     Then his hands were everywhere, unhooking the corset and slipping down the delicate white lace panties just the way I’d imagined he would. Lowering to his knees, he lingered, pressing delicate kisses over my belly and just above the patch of hair between my legs.  


     Slowing over the place on my abdomen where the wound had puckered the skin, he brushed his lips over the dark pink scar that had begun to form. I had tried to ignore the imperfection, averting my eyes whenever they were drawn to it as I was dressing or undressing. 


     “Don’t, Blake…” I covered myself, feeling self-conscious. I tugged at his shoulders, urging him to his feet. 


     He stood, only to coax me back onto the soft bed and return his attentions to my lower half, kissing, licking. I gasped when he dragged his tongue down the inside of my thigh and back up again. He moved up my body, claiming every expanse of skin with his amazing mouth until I was quivering and on edge. 


     He captured my face in his hand, all traces of humor having left his expression, our bodies warm with passion and champagne and the candles casting heat and a warm glow across our skin. “Erica…I love you…all of you. Even your scars.” 


     The deep, determined kiss that followed his words stole my breath. I wasn’t sure if I could have formed a word or taken a full breath anyway, the way he was holding me and touching me. I’d missed him so much. 


     “I told you I was going to kiss every inch of you one night. I’m almost done.” 


     He lifted my knees, hooking them over his shoulders. Then his mouth was over me, lavishing firm, deliberate licks over the hot ache between my thighs. His tongue teased my opening, taunting me with shallow dips into the place where I was already soaked for him. 


     I gripped his hair tightly. I lifted against him, desperate for more contact against that sensitive spot. My thighs trembled, brushing against his shaven face. With strong hands, he parted me again, baring me for him completely. 


     I gripped the comforter, bracing myself for the orgasm that loomed and threatened to take me under. I couldn’t believe we’d made it this long, but now that we had, I was helpless against the sensations rocketing through me. A few more seconds of dedicated attention under his mouth and I was at the edge. My heart beat wildly. I was starved for him, an exposed nerve, waiting for him to set me off with a spark. Then he did, tonguing me until I could scarcely breathe. 


     “Blake!” 


     I screamed his name, frozen around the pleasure he gave me. It had been too long. I shuddered, utterly blissed out, but knowing that we had the whole night. 


     He rose over me, his toned body warm and protective over mine. I caught my breath, letting him come into focus again. He smiled and kissed me sweetly. 


     “I missed that,” I hummed. 


     “Me too. You’re going to lose count of how many times I make you come tonight. I have to make up for lost time. ” 


      A delirious smile curled my lips, contentment washing over me. “I can’t wait.” 


      His arms rested on either side of my head as he stared down with a look that felt like wonder. “Erica, do you have any idea how much I love you?”


      I swallowed hard. If he loved me a fraction of how much I loved him, I knew. Every sliver of wonder in his stare ricocheted into me, landing squarely on my heart. I feathered my fingertips over the hard lines of his features, awe and desire mingling inside of me. 


      “I think so. But I’d rather you show me.” 


      He closed his eyes a long moment. Gently he kneed my legs apart. I wrapped my legs around his hips, urging him to me.  


      Slowly, he slid inside of me, joining us together. I whimpered, growing tense around his body. I cried out softly, trembling with the pleasure of having him inside me again, filling me so perfectly after such an absence. 


      The first wave of pleasure overtook me. The sheer bliss of our bodies together again almost too much to bear. I came back down, only to feel my desire building again.


      “Blake,” I whimpered, clinging to him as he took me there, again and again, with deep, steady thrusts. 


      I’d grown slick around him, my thoughts swirling from the passion in our touch, the energy that exploded between us every time we made love. We had all night like this. We had every night. We had forever. 


      Blake nuzzled into my hair, inhaling me, kissing me, loving me. 


      “My wife,” he whispered.


      A tear fell, sliding down to my ear. Our breath mingled, ragged and in time with each other all at once. We couldn’t be any closer. We were one. Nothing could tear us apart.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWENTY


  



  Over the speakers, airport staff rattled off boarding instructions for the flights around us while we waited for our turn. By morning we’d be in Dublin, the first stop of the month long honeymoon that Blake had promised and planned for us. I sat beside him, focusing on some invisible point in the darkness that had fallen outside.


  I’d spent weeks having downtime. Emotionally and physically I had struggled to get back on my feet. But becoming Blake’s wife had lit a fire inside of me again. I was ready to start fresh. Jet setting around the world or even just a small part of it was a good start in a new direction. 


      My phone vibrated in my pocket, distracting me from my daydreaming. James’s name appeared and I answered quickly. 


      “James, hey.” 


      “Hey, I’m super sorry if I’m interrupting your honeymoon. I wasn’t sure if you’d left yet.”


      “I’m at the airport actually. What’s up?”


      He cleared his throat. “I was wondering if you might have any room for a front-end developer at the new office?”


      I hesitated, a little blindsided by the request. “Why? Is everything okay?”


      “Not really, no. Everything has gone to shit here. The site… It’s gone.”


      “What?” I looked over at Blake and turned the volume up on the phone so he could hear James. 


      “Things were transitioning okay with their team. I mean, not great, but Isaac’s techies were figuring things out slow but sure. We were moving it to the Perry Media Group servers, and everything went down.” He sighed. “They accused me of sabotaging the switch. Obviously I didn’t, so I left.” 


      “Do you think we were hacked?” I shook my head. I still spoke about Clozpin as if I had some claim over it. I didn’t. I’d lost it. 


      “Definitely.”


      “Really? Has anyone taken responsibility since you left?”


      He paused, and my thoughts filled in the silence. Threats from the past lurked in the confines of my mind. But how… 


      “I think it’s Trevor.” 


      My heart stopped, Trevor’s name echoing in the silence. The ghost that I’d hoped would disappear along with Max when Blake had taken out their copycat site. He was still the one person I could always count on to viciously troll and attack our online assets. He’d been mercifully absent. Could he really be back to haunt us now? I glanced up to Blake, his eyes steely and cold. 


      “But why? Sophia and Isaac aren’t allies. Why would he attack their assets?”


      “If this is Trevor’s handiwork, I’d be willing to bet he had no idea Isaac is on your bad side. For all he knows, it was a completely amicable sale, and that you’re still vested.” 


      I released an exasperated sigh. “I’m surprised they haven’t reached out to me…”


      “I think they’ve got their hands full trying to pick up the pieces right now. But with all the bad press and the downtime, it’s going to be hard for them. We were small, and when Trevor hit us, we recovered pretty easily. This is different. Everything they’ve done since the sale has been in the spotlight, because Isaac’s been putting this new venture in the limelight from the day you left.”


      I closed my eyes. I wouldn’t have known. I’d been living in near isolation for weeks. Plus, if anyone had gotten wind of this, they likely wouldn’t have told me. “This is crazy.”


      “There’s more.” 


      I lifted my eyebrows. “Oh?”


      “Whoever hacked their site also hacked email accounts hosted on Perry’s server. They’ve been releasing things.” 


      “Like what?”


      “Email transcripts and illicit photos.” 


      I thought I might be sick. Illicit photos? 


      “Photos of who?” I asked tentatively. 


      “Isaac with models, along with a hell of a lot of complaints. Did you know he’s got a handful of girls threatening him with sexual harassment lawsuits? Sophia basically blackmailed him into acquiring your site along with Alex’s business, because she had all this dirt on him. She promised to keep the girls at her agency quiet in exchange for a slice of the ownership of Clozpin.”


      I ground my teeth. I knew it. I knew she had something on Isaac. I couldn’t possibly know what though. Diversify, my ass. She’d wanted revenge, and she’d gotten it. 


      “It’s turned into a complete PR shit storm for Perry Media,” James continued. “I don’t want anywhere near it. Chris put out feelers and got recruited to another tech lab here in the city. I was going to do the same, but figured I’d touch base with you first. I wanted to leave with the rest of you, but you know, we’re not all married to billionaires.”


      I laughed softly, flashing a look to Blake. “No, I understand. And I don’t blame you. I just couldn’t… I couldn’t stay and work with her. It would have been hell.” 


      “Yeah, well, I can validate that. When it hasn’t been stressful, it’s been nothing short of hell.” 


      “Honestly, I’d love to have you back. We’re going to be working on some new projects as soon as Blake and I get back. Maybe we can meet up then.” 


      “Sounds like a plan. And sorry for dropping this on you right now. I didn’t mean to impose.” 


      “Not at all, James. I’m glad you called. I’ll talk to you soon.”


      We hung up, and I stared at the phone a moment, letting the shock settle over me. I wasn’t sure if I was happy or not that Isaac and Sophia had managed to bulldoze my site to the ground. For the most part, I’d come to terms with losing it, but having their deceit and skeletons exposed in the process was undeniably satisfying. 


      What worried me more was the prospect that Trevor might be up to his old tricks. He’d been after Clozpin before. He was relentless, trying to meddle with Blake’s affairs, until I’d confronted him. What could he possibly want from us after all this time and destruction? 


      “I can’t believe it,” I finally said, turning to Blake.  


      “I told you Isaac couldn’t be trusted.” 


      “True. And I told you Sophia was a conniving bitch. So I think we’re both learning to trust each other’s instincts, finally. Do you think Trevor did this?” 


      Blake stared past me. He appeared cold and emotionless, the way he could become whenever someone like Trevor threatened one of us. “Probably,” he said finally. 


      “What are we going to do?” 


      He took my hand, holding it tightly. “Not a damn thing right now. Sounds like he has his sights set on Perry, so let him wreak havoc on them for awhile.” 


      “He’s not going away, Blake. You have to know that.” 


      The speakers blared again with a new announcement. First class for our flight was boarding. 


      Blake stood to collect our bags. “Come on. Let’s go.” 


      I followed him, my thoughts heavy with the news James had left me with. 


      We took off out of Logan. The plane banked side to side gracefully, and the city lights came into view below us. For the moment, I convinced myself we were leaving all of our problems behind.
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  For my three little miracles . . .


  CHAPTER ONE


  Dublin, Ireland


  ERICA


  We stepped through the black painted doors of The Widow and into the energy of the pub. Laughter rose above the steady murmur of its patrons crowded together in small booths that lined the walls. With Blake’s hand in mine, I led us farther into the room that wrapped around the old square bar, the centerpiece of this place made for spirits and revelry.


  Around the corner, a face lit up with recognition, a smile mirroring my own.


  “Professor!”


  I broke contact with Blake and made my way toward the man I’d known all my years at Harvard as Professor Brendan Quinlan. He rose and greeted me with a tight embrace. The texture of his green sweater was rough under my hands, his salt-and-pepper hair a tickle against my cheek.


  “Erica! Wonderful to see you. How have you been?” His Irish brogue had become more pronounced in the months since I’d seen him.


  How could I possibly sum up everything life had thrown at me since graduation months ago? Still, in this very moment, I was . . .


  “I’m great.” I smiled broadly and felt Blake’s warmth behind me, then his hand gently at the small of my back.


  I glanced up at the man who’d completely stolen my heart since the last time I’d seen Brendan. Blake’s dark brown hair was trimmed neatly for our recent wedding. His lean, muscular torso was hidden under a light sweater, but his jeans strained in all the right ways over the contours of his thighs. Maybe I was a smitten newlywed, but I wasn’t alone in my admiration. Blake turned heads, even in the few minutes since we’d walked into the pub. And because he was mine in all the ways that mattered, I no longer cared who looked.


  The professor extended his hand to Blake. “You must be the lucky lad.”


  Blake shook his hand, his deep hazel eyes crinkling at the edges with a smile. “I certainly am. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Erica speaks very highly of you.”


  “And she of you. You two are quite the pair now.” He darted his gaze between the two of us. “The maven and the mogul.”


  I laughed and leaned into Blake. “Maven? I’m not sure if I’m quite there yet.”


  The professor motioned toward the worn wooden table where we took our seats. “Don’t doubt it! Might be a good title for a book in any case. I may have to steal it.”


  He winked, and the gesture tugged at my heart. I’d missed his friendship and guidance. Once so steady, and then suddenly gone after he’d left for sabbatical and I ventured out into the working world for the first time. I smiled inwardly, remembering how we’d spent hours going over my business plan and turning over ideas, all the while figuring out how I was going to satisfy my major between business-building efforts. I’d never forget what his support meant to me then and how it had set me on a journey that would challenge me beyond my wildest imagination.


  He’d left for Ireland nearly as soon as Blake had come into my life. He’d had his reasons, of course. Despite his focus on business studies at the university, he’d left to pursue a different kind of dream and one I was eager to hear more about.


  “How is the novel going?”


  “It’s going grand. Plenty of characters around here to inspire me. Isn’t that right, Mary?”


  The waitress, a woman with thick black curly hair pulled back into a clip, arrived at the table. She’d brought with her a dark pint filled to the frothy brim. She set it down and straightened, resting her hands on her hips over the strings of her small black apron.


  “Is he pestering ye? I can toss him out. Wouldn’t be the first time, would it, Bren?” She winked.


  He shook his head with a smile. “No need, love. I’ll be on my best behavior.”


  We ordered a couple more pints, and hours later I was warm from the beer and laughing, listening to Brendan’s stories about his local friends and adventures. We talked about Harvard too, reliving the best of my college memories. I was careful to skirt past the others. Brendan would never know about those shadows, and I truly hoped he’d never know how close Max had come to repeating history. Perhaps when Brendan was back in Boston he would get wind of the assault charges that had been brought against his former student, but at least for now, he was far enough away that he likely wouldn’t find out.


  Blake and Brendan were chatting about one of Blake’s business ventures when Mary returned to clear our empty glasses.


  “There she is. My bride to be,” Brendan muttered, his accent somehow thicker than it had been when we arrived. “Oh, you.” She smacked his arm, barely concealing a smile.


  He beamed with a grin and turned his focus back to us. “Will you have another?”


  I glanced at Mary’s tray of empties. We could go a lot longer and regret it. I shook my head. “I’m good. You two can go ahead, if you want.”


  Blake leaned back and slid his arm over my shoulders. “No, we should head back. It’s getting late.”


  Brendan nodded. “Of course. Let me see you out, then.”


  “I’ll take care of the tab and meet you two outside,” Blake said.


  Brendan protested, but Mary ignored his pleas to pay. When he’d finally given up, he and I left the noise of the pub together for the much quieter clatter of the street outside. People walked in small groups past us, in and out of the surrounding establishments. A half-moon cast a sheen on the street. The cobblestones were misted with evidence of a brief rain shower we’d missed while inside.


  I stuffed my hands into my pockets and took in all the details of this new place.


  “Beautiful night, isn’t it?” Brendan took a deep breath of the evening air.


  “It is. I’m so glad we could catch up, Professor.”


  He chuckled. “Brendan! I beg you, call me Brendan. At least until you get to graduate school, and then we can work it out.”


  I laughed. “Not likely, but fair enough.”


  “I suppose what you’ve been through has been your education.” His smile faded a little and his gaze wandered past me. “I’m sorry about yer man Max. I had no idea that he’d be such a disappointment for the cause, Erica. I’d seen a glimmer of hope in the boy . . . Thought for sure he’d straightened up from his younger days.”


  I looked down, not wanting to let on what a grave disappointment he’d ultimately been.


  “It’s okay. Ancient history,” I said quietly, thinking back to the email update I’d sent the professor days after learning that Max and my ex-employee, Risa, had stolen company information and used it to launch their competing business. I hadn’t wanted the professor to feel guilty, only to save him from sending any other unwitting students Max’s way for help or support.


  Max had proven far more dangerous than I’d given him credit for initially. Perhaps if I hadn’t become so involved with Blake, he wouldn’t have taken such an interest in ruining me in every way he could. But I wasn’t about to make excuses for him, and I didn’t want anyone else to have to go through what I had.


  “Perhaps it worked out in a way, with you meeting Blake. Silver lining, as they say.”


  “Very true. The past few months have been hard, but I couldn’t have gotten through them without him.”


  I’d always prided myself on my independence. I’d been left, hurt, and abandoned. I’d been underestimated and brushed off. Never had I thought I’d become so committed to another human being. I couldn’t imagine having come through the past few months the same without Blake by my side, though. And I couldn’t imagine today or any of my tomorrows without his love and support. Saying yes, sharing vows, and giving him my trust had come easier after everything we’d been through.


  “Ready?” Blake had stepped through the doorway of the pub and come to my side, effectively sidelining my thoughts and our conversation.


  I couldn’t say I minded one bit. I’d loved meeting with my old friend, but I was ready to be back in Blake’s arms, in a quiet place with just the two of us. We were on our honeymoon, after all.


  I bit my lip, smiling. My honeymoon, with my husband.


  I turned to the professor for a last hug, and we said our goodbyes before parting ways.


  Blake and I began to walk the now familiar path back to our hotel, through the dark uneven streets out of Dublin’s city center. A hint of rain and the lingering scent of the fresh flowers that had been sold on the streets hours earlier filled the air.


  I held Blake’s hand, admiring the details of the building architecture framing the old streets, greeting the bright-eyed faces that met us on the sidewalk. It was almost midnight, but our schedule was a mess, and I was in no rush to be anywhere as long as we were together.


  Seeing my old professor again had been a flashback to a simpler time in my life. So much had happened since that first meeting in the Angelcom boardroom that Professor Quinlan arranged with Max’s initial support. I never could have known then that I’d fall head over heels for the cocky investor sitting across from me . . . that I’d become his wife. But here we were, bound together as closely as two people could be.


  Blake caught me closer to his side and brushed a soft kiss over my cheek. “I like Brendan. I can see why he’s become a friend.”


  I smiled. “It seems odd to call him a friend when he’s been so much more, but it’s true. He encouraged me to build the business when I had so many doubts. He’s the reason I took the path I did.”


  “A path that led you straight to me.” He squeezed my hand. “Lucky me.”


  I glanced up and kissed his cheek as we walked. I was lucky too. I couldn’t deny it.


  But for all my early dreams, imagining where entrepreneurship would take me, I could have never imagined traveling the road I had. With Sid’s and Alli’s help, I’d built a business that had grown and had attracted outside partners that promised to take it to the next level. Days after signing over my stake in the company, I’d learned that Isaac Perry and Blake’s ex would control the reins. The devastating development had sent me into an emotional tailspin—one I hadn’t fully recovered from yet.


  I thought back to the last day I set foot in the Clozpin office, none the wiser for what I’d done, what I’d signed away. I reminded myself that no matter what happened now, if the business flourished or crashed and burned, I’d never be able to go back.


  “You’re quiet. What are you thinking about?” Blake asked.


  I blew out a breath and shook my head. “The business, I guess. Sometimes I still can’t believe I’m not a part of it anymore.”


  “You can’t let that eat away at you,” he said quietly. “It’s in the past, and you have a bright future ahead of you.”


  “Most of the time, I try not to think about it.”


  He was silent a moment before he spoke. “I know it still hurts. And I hate that you had to leave something you poured so much of yourself into. But you’re free now. You have the world at your fingertips. Despite everything that happened, that’s not a bad thing.”


  Maybe he was right, but so much was still unknown when it came to my professional future. “Clozpin gave me purpose. I can only hope Geoff’s new projects will make me feel the same way. At least most of the team is still there, so it won’t feel completely foreign.”


  Thanks to Blake appointing me to the board at Angelcom, I’d had the opportunity to invest in new projects that could fill the void. Geoff Wells was a programmer and had the same entrepreneurial spark that I recognized in myself. Enough that when things fell through with Clozpin, Sid, Alli, and I saw enough promise to rally around his concept as our next venture.


  “I’ve been investing long enough to recognize passion when I see it. I see it in Geoff, and I’ve always seen it in you. You’re going to give everything you have to make this venture successful. It’s your nature. Believe me. One opportunity that didn’t go according to plan isn’t going to change that.”


  The memory of disappointment, of a soul-crushing failure, echoed through me. The more time passed, the more I could emotionally distance myself from what Isaac and Sophia had done. The more I could see the experience for what it was—a chapter . . . a learning experience that I’d not soon forget. While being ripped from the business that had meant so much to me wasn’t as excruciating as it had been at first, the wound was still tender.


  “Maybe. I can’t help but feel like I . . . failed somehow.” The guilt niggled at me like a bad dream I couldn’t shake.


  He glanced down at me. “You didn’t fail. You learned.”


  I scuffed the sole of my boots against the stones as we walked, avoiding his stare.


  “I’ve been around the block a few times, you know. You should trust me.”


  I smirked. “That’s why I married you, of course. For your business acumen and wealth of knowledge.”


  He lifted an eyebrow.


  “And your mountains of money,” I added quickly.


  “You’re trying to tell me you didn’t marry me for my dashing good looks? I might be insulted.”


  I pursed my lips, trying to look serious. “If I had to pick one thing that tipped the scales, I’d say it was your exceptional skills in bed. I think that’s where you really excel.”


  “Well then”—he laughed, his eyes twinkling—“at least my purpose is clear.”


  He gave my ass a firm squeeze. Laughing, I pushed him away as we approached a street performer who was crooning for the barest of audiences. A small group of French-speaking tourists stood nearby, and an older man, dirty from the streets, sat on the opposite side of the street with a sloppy grin.


  We slowed to listen as the tourists dispersed. The song was sad, but rich with love—raw and emotional the way he delivered each verse. Blake turned me to him, bringing us chest to chest. Our fingers laced, his breath warm against my hair, he led us into a simple nameless dance. I swayed toward him and closed my eyes, clinging to his frame the way I clung to every magical moment between us.


  Straining for the lyrics through the singer’s thick accent, I caught the verses.


  When misfortune falls sure no man can shun it.

  I was blindfolded I’ll ne’er deny.

  Now at nights when I go to my bed of slumber,

  the thoughts of my true love run in my mind.


  Another moment passed as the young man’s voice faded into the night. The song was a somber one, made light only by his passionate delivery. Like so much of life, the pain was what you made of it. He’d made something sad beautiful.


  I sighed and settled against Blake’s chest. His body emanated warmth. His heartbeat was a steady reminder of his support, his love—a force that had saved me, changed me, and healed me in ways I’d never thought possible. He tipped my chin up, the glint in his eyes matching the passion in my heart. He parted his full lips, but hesitated, a wordless moment passing between us.


  “I’m going to show you the whole world, Erica.”


  “I can’t imagine enjoying a minute of it without you,” I whispered.


  He stilled our slow dance, tracing a fingertip over my lips, his countenance now serious in a way that threatened my next breath.


  “And I’m going to make you fall in love with me all over again. Every morning and every night. In every city and at the edge of every ocean. I’ll remind you why you’re mine and why I’ve always been yours.”


  I drew an unsteady breath, feeling his promise all the way to my soul. Swallowing hard, I found my voice. “I think you’re on the right track.”


  I arched toward him until our lips met. Soft and slow at first, the kiss went deeper, stealing every thought that didn’t revolve around his taste and touch.


  We broke apart slightly when a gravelly voice interrupted us.


  “Go make love to her, lad, before she changes her mind entirely.”


  Behind us, the man who’d made his home for the night in the entryway of a high-end store offered an imperfect grin, pairing his words of wisdom with a friendly tip of his small bottle of liquor.


  I smiled, and Blake, by the dark look in his eyes, seemed to immediately accept the stranger’s challenge.


  “I plan to,” he murmured, his tone all velvet and delicious threat.


  My skin tingled and he took my mouth again with a kiss that promised so much more.


  CHAPTER TWO


  BLAKE


  I sat alone in the darkness, unable to quiet my thoughts. Outside the water lapped against the pillars that held our luxury bungalow safely above the crystal-clear ocean. The moon lit up the horizon and the waves rolled in uneven strips toward us. Then the inevitable crash of the salty sea meeting the shore. I could no more stop the motion than I could stop time.


  The meditative rhythm of the sound should have soothed me, but I was far from soothed, far from sleep. Hours had turned to days, and somehow the days had melted into weeks. We hadn’t wasted a moment, but I couldn’t fight the unsettling feeling that hit my gut every time I thought about the honeymoon ending. In our busy lives, a month was an eternity. But somehow a month wasn’t enough, and now I resented that life in Boston would be calling us back in a matter of days.


  We’d touched down in Malé a week ago, and almost instantly I’d sensed the shift. Maybe because we’d both seen it coming. Maybe because there was nothing but peace on the island. No bustling cities, no friends to meet. No sights to take in, nothing excessive to buy. Just our bodies and an easy silence between us set against the backdrop of this beautiful place. The silence was natural, comfortable, but also weighted by the reality back home that neither of us was ready to face.


  I released a tired sigh and reached for my laptop, unable to shake an uneasy feeling. My screen lit up the nearly black night around me. As our honeymoon days dwindled, my thoughts had wandered further from the simple life we’d enjoyed here. More and more they circled around the life we were going back to.


  In the bedroom, Erica slept and I hoped it was soundly. She’d been restless most of the night. I wasn’t sure if my restlessness was having the same effect on her, or if the same brand of anxiety riddled us both.


  We’d promised to unplug, yet here I was, unable to ignore the reality that we both had enemies, and the most important responsibility I had as Erica’s husband was to protect her. Keeping her safe as we navigated halfway across the world was one thing. Keeping her safe back home was another.


  I wanted to be the one to fight for her. For her safety and her happiness. Erica was young, but she’d survived more than anyone should ever have to. I may have tried to keep the upper hand between us, but I never doubted her strength for a moment. Still, I’d made a promise to protect her.


  I skimmed my email, ignoring the instinct to start clearing out the list of things to do that had amassed over the past few weeks. The list was too long to consider at this late hour. No, work would have to wait.


  I pulled up another tab for the news. We’d caught snippets of world news at the various places we’d been, from Paris to Cape Town, but nothing about Boston had made its way to those channels. Now, front and center, was the familiar home page of The Globe, the headline proclaiming that Daniel Fitzgerald had won the Massachusetts governor’s seat. A landslide victory.


  “Prick,” I muttered before clicking the link to read more.


  I hated the man. I hated that in a very real way he was the only family Erica had, and still he’d brought nothing but terror to her life. If she needed protecting from anyone, it was from him. I tried like hell to keep my opinions to myself, not wanting to see the pain in her eyes whenever the topic of Daniel came up. But I believed it was the years of his neglect and all the ways he’d failed her over time, more than my words, that cut her deep in those moments.


  No matter what she said, or didn’t say, I wasn’t going to let him come between us again, and I was going to make sure he stayed far away from our lives.


  The article touched on the trials of the past few months of the race, the tragic death of his stepson Mark—the man who’d raped Erica years ago, a fact only a handful of people were privy to. Then the very public discovery of Erica, his biological and illegitimate daughter, and, lastly, the shooting . . .


  I closed my eyes and my stomach lurched as I relived the memory of Erica’s bloodied body in my arms. I stayed strong for her then, those few terrifying minutes that I thought would be our last together.


  She was everything to me. Everything. A kind of desolation had swept through me when her eyes fluttered closed and her warmth began to fade. I thought I’d lost her. I’d held her, refusing to leave as I shook with rage and despair. Everything inside me fought the urge to scream, to find Daniel on the street and take my vengeance on him.


  Daniel had pulled the trigger on the man who’d shot her, but he could never protect her. He would only cause her more pain, more of the heartbreak she’d tried valiantly to hide from me. I’d fantasized about a thousand ways I could ruin the man, but I knew better. I bottled up those plans, confident that a man like him was more than capable of ruining himself given enough time.


  By some miracle, Erica had survived. The moment she’d lost consciousness, it felt like my heart had stopped beating. I was living and breathing, but existing only on the verge of survival until the doctors promised me she was going to be all right. And the moment in the hospital room when she opened her eyes again, warmth flooded my heart. New heat hit my veins, and the world became a place that I could live in again. She was with me. Safe, mine. But never the same.


  I didn’t know then what else could be lost. I opened my eyes. Unclenching my fists, I tried not to think about what her wounds could deny us.


  I slammed the laptop shut and leaned forward, shoving my hands through my hair. Christ, five minutes online and my mind was running amuck, lost in a sea of dark thoughts. Resentment of what had been lost, lingering fear of what we still faced.


  A second later, Erica’s quiet footsteps padded across the cool marble floor of our bungalow. I turned toward the sound. The moonlight provided just enough light to see the outline of her body in the darkness.


  “Hey.” She slowed beside me, her questioning gaze landing on the laptop in front me.


  “What are you doing up?” I asked.


  “I thought you weren’t going to work until we got back.”


  “I wasn’t working.” I reached for her hand, brushing my thumb over her knuckles. “Promise.”


  Her skin was warm, almost hot to the touch. No surprise in the balmy climate of the Maldives, but I didn’t take for granted that was why.


  “You all right?”


  She answered with a silent nod.


  “Another dream?”


  “I’m fine,” she murmured.


  The way her voice became small gave me pause. Tension coiled in my gut, my resentment for the people who’d taken the peace from too many of her nights lodged tightly there. Instinctively, I wanted to pull her to me, save her from those demons. But in the wake of the night terrors that had faded considerably over the past few weeks, she could sometimes mistake me for the worst of them. Before I could question her, she pulled away, breaking our connection.


  “I’m going for a quick swim. I’ll be back.”


  Walking away, she tugged off the loose shirt that clung in places to her damp torso. She slowed at the edge of the infinity pool that blended the edge of our space with the endless ocean beyond. Her panties slid to the ground. The sliver of moonlight hit the curves of her body. The blond waves that fell to the middle of her back floated as she descended into the water and then submerged entirely, out of sight.


  My body prickled with lust, but something far deeper took hold of my heart.


  I rose and followed her to the edge of the pool. She stood in the center of the water, her hair slicked back, her breasts barely covered by the shallow water. I itched to touch her, every splendid inch of her. I’d had her plenty, but somehow it was never enough to sate my daily hunger for her.


  “Mind if I join you?” I could barely hide the tone suggesting that I wanted more than I was asking for.


  She smiled. “Of course not.”


  I stripped and stepped into the water, just cool enough to be refreshing. I walked toward her and stopped before we touched. We were inches away. I wanted her desperately. I wanted to haul her against me and show her exactly how much. But I waited, harnessing my patience.


  After a long moment, she reached for me. Her fingertips trickled lightly up my torso. I caught her hand gently, holding it against my heart where it raced beneath my ribs. Every bittersweet ache, every rush of love felt there belonged to her.


  Her lips parted and a single step closed the small distance between us. Unable to hold back any longer, I reached for her, gliding her against me. The water rippled around us. I brought her arm around my neck and she repeated the motion with the other, clasping her hands at my nape, holding us close. Her warmth radiated against me, and I released a breath I didn’t realize I was holding.


  “Erica,” I murmured, capturing her lips in a slow kiss. My wife. The twenty-two-year-old beauty who’d taken over my life and made everything else fade into the background. I wanted to give her everything, and if I couldn’t, I had to give her enough to make up for what all the others had taken away.


  I swore it, a silent vow made when I slid the ring onto her finger and made her mine forever. I wanted to give her the solace that I could only find when we made love.


  Every time meant more than the last.


  Thoughts circled around the crazy love I felt for her, channeled into the gentle melding of our mouths. She hummed, nibbling my lip, sending a surge of blood south. I pulled back a fraction, catching my breath, but she pulled me to her again. I groaned, pressing against her firmly. I wanted her now, here. But something stopped me.


  I cupped her cheek, gazing into her eyes now clouded with desire. I searched for an answer to a question I hadn’t been able to ask her yet. I didn’t want to see the hurt there, in the pale blue depths that matched the ocean around us.


  A small wince wrinkled her brow. “What’s wrong?”


  My beautiful wife . . . I ran my thumb across her lips. “I want to ask you something, and I want you to tell me the truth.”


  “Ask me.”


  “Erica . . .” I paused, the words knotting in my throat for a moment. “Do you really want a baby?”


  She stilled and tried to look down, but I wouldn’t let her. I tipped her chin, lifting her gaze to mine.


  “Tell me,” I whispered. “I want to know if this is what you really want.”


  She swallowed and slid her hands down to my chest. “I want to share every possible experience with you, Blake.”


  “I want that too.”


  “I don’t know if we’re ready, but . . .”


  “But what?” I asked, keeping my voice steady, objective. I wouldn’t let on how my heart thundered in anticipation of her confession.


  She drew in a deep breath. “I’m scared that if we wait . . . that we’ll never get a chance.” She pulled the edge of her lip between her teeth. “It’s so soon. Maybe too soon. I don’t know if it’s something you could possibly want right now. And, also . . . I don’t want to disappoint you.”


  I grasped her hand in mine and squeezed gently. “That’s impossible. You know that, right?”


  Her gaze flickered to mine, a hint of a smile playing on her lips.


  Meanwhile a hundred disjointed thoughts whizzed through my mind. I’d narrowed my vision of the world to encompass only work for so many years. Then my relationship with Erica had changed how I saw everything. Widening that view further to accommodate the possibilities of parenthood was new. Not unwelcome, but unsettling in its own way. The question of having children was never one I’d had to answer until circumstances threatened the possibility altogether. Then suddenly, the resounding answer in my mind was yes. I wanted to give Erica a baby. I wanted to watch her grow round with our child. I wanted that experience, as thrilling and terrifying as it seemed.


  Everything was uncertain now. When, how, if . . . Worst of all, so much of it was beyond my control.


  I could hack my way into some of the most sophisticated systems in the world, but I had no control over the science of her body and the damage that had been sustained there, the consequences of which still remained to be seen.


  If the prospect of having a child with Erica was new and a little mind-boggling, being helpless to ensure she could have that experience turned everything upside down. I had wealth, influence, and technology at my fingertips. I’d worked for all of it and in many ways took for granted the level of control over my world that came with it. Now I had the woman I loved in my arms, and despite everything, we were at the mercy of chance and nature’s whim.


  The fact both frustrated and emboldened me. I’d do whatever I possibly could to bring us closer. Come hell or high water, I’d meet every need, wish, and desire she had. I tightened my hold on her a fraction, the fervency of my silent admission wreaking havoc on my emotions. “If this is what you want, it’s what I want. And I’m ready if you think you are.”


  A small smile crept over her lips. “We’ll never be ready. I think we just have to be crazy enough to try.”


  I locked my gaze to hers. “Believe me, I’ve been trying.”


  Her breathing sped up, and a shiver worked its way over my skin. I’d never said it before, but I’d been trying like hell since she’d healed enough for me to have her again. She hadn’t gone back on the pill, and I’d been inside her every night. I’d fucked her deeper and harder than I ever had, secretly hoping that doing so would give her what both of us feared we’d never have.


  The two of us would be enough. I’d never need another, only her in my bed, in my arms, every day of our lives. But this is what she wanted, and deep down, I wanted it too. This would be more, so much more than I could really comprehend right now.


  Hope glimmered in her eyes, hiding the sadness I’d seen there before. “How can you have that much faith, after everything we’ve been through?”


  I shook my head. “I don’t know. I feel like if we want it enough, it’ll happen. Or maybe I’m just not used to taking no for an answer.”


  Overcome with all the things I couldn’t completely make sense of, I held her against me and kissed her again, more deeply this time. The soft press of her body was the sweetest kind of torture. The kiss became urgent, our tongues tangling. Her taste stirred my hunger. Her hips brushed against me, and I hardened. I wanted to claim her then, to sink deep inside her, again and again.


  A groan left me, and I lifted her legs around me. She clung to me tightly as I walked us out of the pool.


  Fingertips sliding over my scalp, thighs gripping my waist, she took over my senses as she’d done so completely, so many times before. I forced my eyes open between her kisses to find my way to the cabana next to the pool. I laid her down on the white terry sheet that hugged the lounging bed, and she tugged me down over her.


  * * *


  ERICA


  My touch trembled over Blake’s shoulders. Rivulets of water trailed over his skin and down the strands of his hair onto me. Behind him, the night sky was an endless blanket of navy. Stars shimmered through the sheer fabric draped around the cabana.


  Moments ago, I’d been scrambling to escape from my unconscious, wrapped up in scenes I’d relived too many times. Now I was in Blake’s arms, healed and whole, and the magnitude of what we’d shared moments ago had left me breathless. Could this be real?


  I wasn’t convinced that what he’d just asked me hadn’t been a dream. I’d thought about it, of course. Every time we made love there was a possibility, but I’d never imagined that he was wishing for a baby too, that he was trying . . .


  I wound around him, tangling our limbs as a surge of wanting coursed through me. He took my mouth, moaning. I could taste the love in our kiss, sweet against his tongue as he tantalized me with tiny delicious licks. His body was firm against me, every muscle flexing and taut as we moved over each other. Had there been a moment when I’d loved him more than I did now? I couldn’t remember. My heart swelled against the walls of my chest, flooding my veins with a rush of potent emotion.


  “I love you,” I said, breathless when we separated. “God, I want you so much right now.”


  He trailed kisses along my jaw, down my neck, to the tender place below my ear. He sucked and nipped, sending shivers over my skin.


  “Erica,” he whispered against my neck, “I want to give you a baby tonight.”


  The sweet proclamation stole the air from my lungs and the words that wanted to follow. My doubts. My fears. He’d wash them away anyway. He’d make them seem small and impossible in the face of what he wanted, we wanted.


  “I want that too,” I said quietly.


  He drew a damp stroke across my cheek, holding me with his gaze. Moonlight glittered off the droplets on his skin. “I know you’re scared.”


  I didn’t want to admit to all those unspoken thoughts, but he was right. I only nodded, not wanting to give them a voice. Not tonight.


  “I am too. If we’re going to try . . . if we’re really going to do this, I need to see it in your eyes. When I make love to you, I need you to believe it.”


  “I want this, Blake.” My voice quivered, and my heart seized with emotion. “Make love to me . . . please.”


  I smoothed my hands over the hard planes of his chest and over his taut abs. His erection throbbed against me, hot and demanding. Grasping it, I circled him and stroked the soft flesh to the tip. He hissed, gliding between my fingertips with a slow thrust.


  I grew slick, evident when he shifted so his erection slid against my folds. He repeated the motion, sending jolts of pleasure over my clit until I could no longer stand it. I pivoted my hips, hoping to guide him inside me. He grasped his erection, teasing the tip against my opening. I bit back a frustrated moan. The man loved to tease. Then, his focus riveted on the intimate place where we joined, he pressed into me slowly.


  “Christ, you’re beautiful.”


  He caught me by the knee, holding me open as he pushed in. I gasped for breath. The sensation of him filling me, of my body stretching for him, unraveled me every time. I pressed my fingernails into his forearm, a silent plea for him to claim me deeper.


  “Watching my cock slide into you . . . it’s almost too much. Makes me want to lose it every time.”


  I arched against him. “I want you deep.”


  Palming my breast, he groaned and covered my body with the heat of his own. The hair on his chest teased my nipples, now hardened and hypersensitive. He kissed me, thrusting deeply. Then he gave me exactly what I asked for, as he had every night since I’d become his wife.


  Nothing had ever felt so completely right.


  I sank my head into the pillows behind me and pulled him down to me. I wanted us as close as we could be. Nothing but the sound of the waves and my cries as he made love to me filled the air. I closed my eyes tight, waiting for the rush of sensation to take me over.


  “Erica . . . look at me.”


  I opened my eyes, and the face of the only man I’d ever loved filled the frame of my vision. His lips parted with ragged breath. Each muscle flexing with effort. The vision was intoxicating . . . breathtaking.


  We were all too human then, the vast ocean surrounding us and the tiny island we inhabited. We were two small beating hearts in this world, yet what we sought now seemed enormous. What we wanted and what could be created between us, a spark of life, so small and fragile, was too overwhelming to fully comprehend. My heart beat heavily in my chest with the weight of what we were trying for.


  Energy radiated between us, heightened when he closed his hand tightly over my hip, the other threading possessively with my own. His gaze held me, too intense to break away, except I was unraveling a little more each second. Possessed by his potent stare and the fierce way he claimed me, I clung to him in every way I could. Like a thread growing taut and tense, my body strained toward release.


  “I’ve never wanted anything more than I’ve wanted you. Nothing in my entire life has ever possessed me the way you have,” he said.


  “I’m yours.”


  “Forever,” he rasped, meeting my lips with a bruising kiss. He banded an arm around my hips, leveraging his weight and changing the angle of his thrusts.


  “Blake!” His name was a plea on my lips, a desperate kind of praise for the perfect way he felt inside me.


  His expression weakened. An almost painful vulnerability swept his gorgeous features as he took us closer to that heaven we found in each other.


  “Now, baby. Let go. Come apart, just for me.”


  That quickly, the thread snapped. He was incredibly deep. In my heart. In my body. Lips crashing, skin afire, bodies one, we came together. Together we fell into that perfect place, landing safely in each other’s arms. The sensation rippled over me, vibrating between us until we were both still.


  We lay tangled in each other, the air perfectly warm around us. The low rolling of the waves against the beach was the only sound against our steadying breaths.


  Closing his eyes, Blake exhaled heavily. “God, do I love you.”


  I sighed, surrendering to the warm weightless comfort of being in his arms. I danced my fingers lazily over his skin, over his broad shoulders, replaying what had just happened between us.


  Tonight had been different. Tonight we’d shared something I couldn’t name. Hope, or maybe faith. Grasping for a dream only we could make together, and believing that somehow it might come true.


  A rush of emotion hit me, maybe harder than it normally would have in this vulnerable postcoital state. I closed my eyes to calm the burning behind them. Drawing in a deep breath, I slowed my caresses.


  “I should go clean up,” I said quickly, hoping to buy a few minutes to pull myself together. I didn’t want to ruin this moment with my tears.


  “No,” Blake said, his body still nestled above me, inside me. “We need to let my little guys do their work in there. Stay put for a while.”


  I laughed quietly, trying not to consider the possibility that it could be a lost cause. I pushed the hair back from his face. His gorgeous eyes twinkled in the moonlight.


  I shook my head. “You’re determined, aren’t you?”


  He smiled under a tender kiss and laced our fingers together. “Oh, Erica, you have no idea.”


  “Oh, I think I do.” I arched against him, all too aware of how determined he could be. So determined that ever since I’d met the man, my nights were long, and the mornings always came too soon.


  He hummed, his eyes darkening anew. “You’re making me hard again.”


  I trailed my toes up his calves until my heels met the backs of his strong thighs. I lifted my hips and drew him into me fully again. His erection hadn’t flagged at all since he’d come. He met the motion with a small thrust of his own, solid proof of his lingering desire. I tightened around him and relished the delicious friction that I’d tasted so recently.


  “Then let’s try again,” I murmured.


  CHAPTER THREE


  ERICA


  The honeymoon had been an escape. A beautiful, decadent escape. Then real life called us back home.


  A week later, bronzed from the sun and restored from the last leg of our trip on an island that was beginning to feel like ours, we touched down in Boston.


  Thin gray clouds obscured the sun and the threat of the impending winter greeted us. I shivered when a gust of chilled air whipped across the tarmac. A reminder of the inevitable passing of time.


  As Blake and I disembarked, I spotted a black Escalade parked in the distance. We approached, and a tall thickly built man circled the vehicle. Clad in all black, he was a forbidding figure, but one I knew well.


  “Clay!” I lifted high on my toes to hug the beast of a man who’d made it his job to protect us for the past several months. “We missed you.”


  He cracked a shy smile. “How was your trip?”


  “Incredible, but we’re glad to be home.” Paradise couldn’t last forever, after all.


  “It’s good to have you back.” He looked to Blake. “Home?”


  Blake nodded once. “Home.”


  Clay drove us north, putting the skyline of the city behind us. The highway gave way to the one-lane roads curving along the coast through smaller towns. I took it all in. The steady flow of traffic, the familiar signs, rows of seaside homes overlooking the deep blue sea. Everything was home, yet somehow foreign. Even the destination, a house we’d yet to make a home, would seem strange after such a time away.


  Here and there campaign signs still dotted yards as we passed them, some bearing the Fitzgerald name and slogan. Daniel was maybe the last person I wanted to greet me on my first day back, but he was everywhere. As our new reality set in, memories flooded me in an unwelcome rush.


  After years of not knowing who my real father was, I’d found an old photograph of Daniel with my mother. I could still remember my anxiety about reaching out to him. I’d been a mix of scared and hopeful as I sat across from his desk and told him who my mother was. As intimidating as that experience had been, truly knowing the man behind the expensive suit, the high-rise offices, and the political machine driving his campaign had proven far more frightening. And yet fear wasn’t all I felt when I saw his name and remembered his face.


  There was disappointment, too, and beneath that, anger. After all those years, I had expected more. I’d hoped for so much more. A knot formed in my throat, and I suddenly wanted to rip the signs out of every yard we passed.


  Blake reached across the space between us and caught my hand. “What are you thinking about?”


  I stared blankly ahead. “Nothing.” Nothing that he wanted to talk about. I didn’t hate Daniel, as much as maybe I should have. But I knew that Blake did. He’d understand my anger, but commiserating with Blake about it wouldn’t bring me any closer to peace.


  “He won, you know,” he muttered.


  Daniel had won. I rolled that news around in my mind a few times, imagining all the pomp and glory, streamers and symbols of patriotism, and the false pride. And then I thought about the darkness under the celebration, where all the things he’d done to secure his victory were hiding.


  I wasn’t sure how I felt about any of it. What could I really say? That’s good? That’s too bad?


  Blake and I rode the rest of the way in silence as I contemplated whether to mourn or celebrate Daniel’s news.


  Clay deposited our luggage in the foyer, and a quick exchange with Blake guaranteed he’d be back to collect us for work in the morning. We meandered upstairs to the bedroom, where we quickly collapsed.


  * * *


  I woke to the bright morning sky and an empty bed. According to the note left on Blake’s pillow, he’d left for work early. I groaned and contemplated sleeping more, but the thought of catching up with Alli and the rest of the people at the new office spurred me to action. I took my time getting ready, switching on the news to lure me away from the bed, where I could have easily slept for another eight hours. I poured my coffee, pausing at the mention of Daniel’s name. The newscaster was reporting a recap from the election that had taken place the previous week.


  Even though I hadn’t spoken to Daniel in months, he’d surfaced in my thoughts often enough. We’d parted ways. Well, he’d decided to remove himself from my life. Mercifully? Perhaps. Sometimes I wondered what he would say if I tried to reach him again. Would he insist on keeping his distance?


  Now that he’d won the governor’s race, maybe he wouldn’t say anything at all. Winning the election was everything he’d been working toward since before he’d loved my mother. I was certain that any importance I’d held in his life had faded well into the background of current events.


  I switched off the television, determined not to devote any more thought to it. Despite my serious jet lag and mourning the end of our blissful honeymoon, I was looking forward to throwing myself into work—something I hadn’t been able to do since selling the company.


  The caffeine hit, and I took that as my cue to head in. Clay drove me into the city and dropped me at Mocha, the cafe that I’d often frequented at the old office. I hadn’t been back since Blake’s ex, Sophia, had fired Alli and I walked out, but I couldn’t stay away forever. I scanned the sidewalks, half expecting to see Sophia, but I didn’t recognize any faces.


  Inside though, I immediately spotted Simone. While she served a nearby table, I found my usual spot empty and sat down. My phone buzzed as I waited and I read a text from Marie welcoming me home. I wrote her back, making tentative plans to catch up in the next week. I knew she’d want to hear all about the honeymoon and I couldn’t wait to tell her. I’d missed her more than she knew.


  Simone came up to me, her eyes wide. “Holy shit, who are you and what are you doing in my cafe?”


  I laughed. “I came for my caffeine fix. And to see you, of course.”


  “Damn right.” She joined me, sidling up on the opposite stool. “So what’s up? I haven’t seen you since the wedding.”


  “Nothing yet, really. Just catching up at work today, probably. How about you?”


  “Same old scene here,” she said, gesturing to the bustling cafe.


  “How are the new neighbors?” I couldn’t help but ask, since Mocha was steps away from the Clozpin office, but I braced myself for an answer that would hurt. Good or bad, any news would be salt on the wound.


  Simone shrugged. “From what I can tell, the big boss, Perry, is in only a couple times a month. I haven’t seen the girl at all. They hired some new programmers. Can’t complain about that, though. They’ve turned into excellent caffeine-dependent customers.”


  “I guess they’re still up and running, then.” I wanted to be unaffected, but I couldn’t hide the listlessness in my tone.


  “Seems that way. I’m glad James didn’t stick around. He’s a lot happier working with the old crew.”


  James had been the last to jump ship after the change in ownership. The last news I’d heard was that Clozpin had been hacked and damaging information had been leaked about Isaac and Sophia that could spell the end of the venture. Apparently they had recovered and moved on. Maybe it was time I did the same.


  “What’s this?” I asked, pointing to the artfully designed heart drawn in fresh black ink down Simone’s inner forearm.


  “Oh, just some new ink.” She touched one of the ornate details that curved around a black keyhole in the heart’s center.


  “It’s beautiful. The detail is incredible.”


  Her cheeks suffused with pink. “James designed it. He’s an amazing artist. He got one too. A key.”


  I dropped my jaw, blown away by the unmistakable meaning behind the two symbols. “Wow. That’s permanent, you know.”


  She laughed. “Well, it’s supposed to be. That’s kind of the point.”


  “I’m so happy for you both.” After everything I’d been through with James, I was incredibly grateful that he and Simone had found something real that I hoped made them as deeply happy as Blake made me.


  Her eyes went soft as she traced the design back and forth. “I honestly had no idea if we could have a future when we first started hanging out, but that man has worked his way into my heart so deep that if something ever broke us apart, I’d want this memory anyway.”


  “He’s lucky to have you, Simone.”


  She released a sigh, sounding as hopelessly in love as I often felt.


  “He’s been through a lot. So much that he probably never told you, Erica. But I’ve never met a man in my life who opened his whole heart up the way he has. It’s like, when we stopped dancing around the friendship thing and just committed to giving the relationship a chance, nothing could come between us. No games, no bullshit. It’s just us.”


  I swallowed over the emotion thick in my throat. “Jesus, you’re making me cry. Knock it off.”


  She smiled, blinking away what seemed to be the beginnings of happy tears too. Stepping off the stool, she came around to hug me.


  “I missed you,” I said. The words threatened to set off the waterworks for real. I’d loved my great escape with Blake, but I’d missed my friends too, more than I realized until this moment.


  She gave me a squeeze. “I missed you too. You and all your fucking drama.”


  I laughed when she pulled away. “Sorry about that.”


  “No worries. Keeps things interesting in my otherwise tedious life of coffee and croissants. No more getting shot and all that, though, okay? I kind of need you alive. Business suffers when you’re not around feeding your habit.”


  I rubbed my fingertips under my eyes, catching any remnant moisture from my mini breakdown. “I’ll do what I can.”


  She brushed her hand down my arm. “You’d better. All right. I have to get back to work.”


  “Me too. I have a ton to catch up on.”


  “No doubt. Hey, do me a favor. Slap James on the ass while you’re there. Tell him it’s from me.”


  I rolled my eyes with a smirk. “I’ll save that one for you, Simone.”


  She laughed and waved me off.


  I walked the few blocks to the new office in the building that Blake and I now shared. I climbed the stairs to the second floor and paused a few seconds in front of the frosted door that read E. Landon, Inc. I smiled inwardly.


  Mrs. Erica Landon. I was enjoying the ring of it. I’d taken Blake’s name with no objections, but professionally he hadn’t made an effort to bring my projects under the umbrella of his company. And in a time when I was fast losing hope, he’d arranged for the office space that would allow me to work on new projects to fill the void.


  Determined to keep the past in the past and embrace this next chapter in my life, I opened the door to it. Inside, the team—a mix of old and new—worked at their desks.


  Alli squealed loudly when she saw me. “You’re back!” She rushed to me and hugged me tightly. “And so tan!”


  I laughed as we separated. “A week on an island will do that.”


  “I’m insanely jealous. But what are you doing here? I thought you’d take a couple days to settle in first.”


  I shrugged. “I couldn’t wait.”


  Geoff and Sid caught my attention from their workstations nearby.


  “How is everything going? What did I miss?” I asked. Geoff’s eyes lit up. “Tons. Where do you want to start?”


  “Wherever you want. Bring me up to speed.” A giddy feeling bubbled through me—a familiar eagerness to speak the language of business and technology, and being thrown into the flurry of details surrounding a cutting-edge project.


  Sid rose and leaned against his desk. “We’ve got two new apps you can test out.”


  “Awesome.”


  “Hey, stranger.” A deep voice rang out from behind me. James appeared through the door. His nearly black wavy hair was disheveled and matched his long black T-shirt and jeans. He leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. “Glad you decided to come back.”


  “Well, I couldn’t stay away forever. Anyway, I’m not sure I’d know what to do with myself without you guys keeping me busy.”


  “Happy looks good on you,” he said, playfully tapping the tip of my nose.


  His deep blue eyes seemed to see right into my soul, the way they always had. My friendship with James had morphed into something far more meaningful than anything I might have expected when I hired him to join the original Clozpin team. Our brush with romance had been brief and misguided, but I was grateful we hadn’t lost the connection that had brought us there to begin with.


  “Thanks,” I said, giving him a little shove. “You too.”


  He brushed his hand through his hair, revealing the underside of his forearm and the fresh ink that matched Simone’s so perfectly—an ornate vintage key, designed in black and white.


  “Nice ink.” I winked.


  “Thanks.” His slanted smirk broke into a wide grin. He nodded toward the back of the office. “Come on, let’s meet in your swanky office. We’ve been dying to break it in.”


  “Sure.”


  The five of us spent the rest of the morning going over the progress that had been made. Geoff, the brainchild behind the wearable technology venture that I had decided to fund months ago, led me through the latest builds. True enough, the team had covered a lot of ground in my absence, but gaps needed to be addressed and improvements had to be made before we could bring the apps to market. Hours passed, and I lost myself in the details.


  When we broke for lunch, I tinkered around my office, the space that I hadn’t had a chance to settle into yet. But for the first time since I’d come back, I felt like this was truly what I was meant to do. Despite everything that had happened to throw me off course, I was as ready as ever to dive back into work and try again.


  “Happy to be back?”


  I swiveled in my chair to find Alli leaning against the doorframe.


  “I am,” I admitted.


  “We’re happy to have you back. The family too, of course. Catherine and Greg are having a welcome-home dinner for you guys tonight.”


  “That’s sweet of them.”


  Alli’s lips quirked up as she twisted a strand of her straight brown hair.


  “What’s up? You look like you want to tell me something.”


  “Well, there will be an extra seat at the table tonight.”


  “Oh? Who’s that?”


  She dropped down into the chair across from my desk and lowered her voice. “Do you remember that hot bartender from the club, the one who you sent back to Sophia with those awful drinks?”


  “Vaguely.” The passing of time along with my slightly inebriated state that night had made the details foggy. I distinctly remembered Sophia’s brief appearance the night of my bachelorette party, however.


  “That’s Fiona’s new man.”


  I lifted my eyebrows. “Wow. Him?”


  “I guess they’ve been seeing each other for a while, but now she wants to introduce him to the family.”


  “That’s a big step.” Considering I hadn’t met or known of any of Fiona’s boyfriends, I couldn’t imagine how her new beau might be received. Then again, her family had been nothing but welcoming and kind to me.


  “I know. I can’t wait to see how it goes down.”


  I leaned back in my chair. “I feel like I’ve missed a lot.”


  “That’s bound to happen when you leave the country for weeks and don’t read any of your emails.”


  “No kidding. It’ll take me a month to weed through everything. Even if it does, though, it’ll have been worth it.”


  My thoughts skipped through any number of the incredible memories that Blake and I had shared on our trip. A part of me wanted to tell Alli about our baby discussion, but I wasn’t completely ready to share all my hopes and fears around that topic yet. Time would tell, and no matter what happened, I knew she’d be there for me when I needed her.


  “Maybe you can give me the highlights over lunch.”


  “Sure.” Alli fidgeted with the hem of her shirt. “What’s up?”


  “Um, well . . .”


  “Alli . . .”


  “You just got back. I don’t want to bombard you.”


  “I came to work prepared to be bombarded. Fire away.”


  Her pretty brown eyes dimmed slightly. “It’s about Max.”


  I waited for her to continue.


  “He had his sentencing . . . for the assault.”


  “Oh.” I’d made my statement months ago, and with everything else that had happened between the time he attacked me and now, I’d put the trial out of my mind. I’d said my piece and could only hope for justice now. “So what did they decide?”


  “They found him guilty.”


  “Wow. I never realized how good it would feel to hear those words.”


  Relief washed over me, but the peaceful sentiment quickly mixed with the hundred other emotions that I’d attached to Max and what he’d done to me. Anger and uneasiness that so many people in our worlds knew what a compromising position he’d put me in. The smallest recognition of guilt even, that Max was facing justice because of my cooperation. His life would be changed forever by this. And yet, I reminded myself that I’d done nothing to instigate his attack. He’d drugged me and cornered me alone. If Blake hadn’t intervened, Max could have raped me. Even though he hadn’t, I believe that he would have.


  “He got two and a half years.”


  My throat went tight, and I closed my eyes. My body seemed to react to the news before my head had a chance to really comprehend it. A minute passed and I found my voice. “That’s half the maximum sentence.”


  “I know,” she said quietly.


  Nodding slowly, I straightened the papers on my desk that were already neatly ordered. “Well, that’s justice for you.”


  “At least they’re going to put him away. Even if it’s not as long as he deserves.”


  Max was losing his freedom, at least for a little while. I wanted to celebrate that small victory, but a part of me couldn’t trust that it would be enough to atone for what he’d done.


  * * *


  BLAKE


  “Oh, I’ve missed you two!”


  My mother clapped and went in for a hug. I bent to accommodate her shorter stature. One would think I’d just come home from war, but I could never blame her for loving too much. That was her way, and when she switched her attention to Erica, I was all the more grateful for it. The two women swayed side to side a bit, and any last-minute regrets I might have had about buying our forever home a few houses down from my parents’ disappeared.


  Erica deserved a family, and I couldn’t ask for a better one than mine. I hadn’t always appreciated them, but that was rapidly changing with Erica in my life.


  My mother glanced between the two of us, up and down, giving us the full assessment. “Erica, you look better than I’ve ever seen you. Truly. All that travel must have been good for your soul.”


  Erica glanced up at me. “I think it was.”


  My mother smiled, her eyes wrinkling in the corners. She was an attractive woman, full of a contagious kind of energy, even more so with my father at her side. My father joined us, wearing his favorite apron. He wore the house chef title proudly since retiring. I used to see my parents and take their easy manner together for granted. Now I saw a familiar version of Erica and me. I saw forever with a woman I wanted to grow old with.


  Dad slapped my arm and hugged Erica. “How are the lovebirds?”


  “We’re great, Dad.”


  He nodded toward the dining room, where my sister, Fiona, sat next to an unfamiliar man. “You came back just in time to meet the new guy.”


  “Oh! Yes, you have to meet Parker.” A second later, Catherine was pulling us into the room and introducing us to the apparent guest of honor.


  He stood. “Blake, pleasure to meet you.”


  “Likewise.”


  We shook hands, and Erica and I sat down across from the couple. I sized up the man whose arm was draped around the back of my sister’s chair. Parker appeared to be my age, maybe slightly younger. Dark blond hair stylishly cut. He was dressed casually, in jeans and a button-down. He didn’t look particularly expensive, but like he’d put an appropriate amount of time into his appearance.


  His and Fiona’s fingers hooked loosely together as my mother served up Dad’s famous homemade meatloaf. I would have been a little more excited about a home-cooked meal and catching up with everyone, but found myself distracted by Parker. He turned and murmured something in Fiona’s ear. She grinned and leaned into his touch.


  I cleared my throat loudly, interrupting their moment. “So how did you two meet?”


  Fiona’s eyes widened. The question had come out with less finesse than I’d intended, but I was eager to know more about this stranger who meant enough to her to introduce to the family. I was also hoping to get him to stop nuzzling her at the table.


  “Um,” she started.


  “We met at your wife’s bachelorette party,” Parker said, never taking his eyes off Fiona.


  “Is that so?” I hadn’t been wild about Erica going out on the town in the very tight, very short dress she wore that night, but naively I hadn’t really considered Fiona being approached. My jaw tightened, a reflex to the unwelcome thought of Parker or anyone else getting physical with her after she’d been drinking.


  “He was bartending, and he got my number before we left,” Fiona said, her voice sweet and light.


  I relaxed a little, her words having amended the vision my mind had conjured. Fiona was my sister first, but she had also been a good business partner, always focused and on point when she was dealing with my properties. I wasn’t used to seeing her distracted, and while I’d always protect her as her big brother, she hadn’t given me too many opportunities to. Perhaps because our brother Heath had required so much attention for so long. Now her new love interest was sitting across from me, not nearly as uncomfortable as I wanted him to be considering he was very likely fucking my sister.


  “So that’s what you do? Bartend?” I’d never been an elitist, but for some reason I couldn’t resist the temptation to knock him down a peg.


  “Blake . . .” Fiona’s voice lowered.


  “I’m in grad school,” he continued, leveling a steady stare my way. “I bartend to make ends meet. My parents aren’t putting me through school, so I’m paying my own way.”


  My father chimed in then. “That’s very commendable, Parker. There’s nothing quite like owning your successes. We’re not strangers to hard work, are we, Blake?”


  “I’m certainly not,” I replied. “I can’t speak for Heath, of course.”


  Heath smiled and made an offensive gesture, which thankfully our mother didn’t notice. We chuckled, and the tension was broken for the time being. Dad had made his point. My wealth had changed our circumstances, but we’d come from a blue-collar family. Maybe I’d give Parker the benefit of the doubt, but not until I knew more about him.


  “Erica, will you tell us about the new project you all are working on?” my mother asked. “Greg and I have been wanting to hear about it.”


  Apparently I was the only one interested in grilling the new guy, so I let Erica and Alli take over the conversation and talk about their work.


  As dinner progressed, Parker made small talk with my parents and the others. If he’d been put off by my interrogation, he made no sign of it. By my side, Erica had barely touched her food. Her fork trailed through her potatoes.


  “You okay, baby?”


  She glanced up at me with a small smile. “I’m fine. I think I’m just exhausted. It was a long first day back.”


  Her words reminded me of my own fatigue. We’d hit the ground running as soon as we got back, which I was regretting about now. “Do you want to go rest?”


  Eyes closed, she exhaled heavily. “I think so. I’m sorry, Greg. Dinner was amazing. Can I take some home with me?”


  My mother got up from her chair. “Of course! Let me make you a plate.”


  Erica moved to leave, and I rose with her.


  “I’ll walk you home,” I said.


  “You don’t have to.”


  I tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, grazing her cheek with the backs of my fingers. “I’d feel better if I did.”


  She placed a hand on my chest and smiled. “I’m fine. Enjoy time with your family. I’ll see you when you get back. You don’t have to rush.”


  I placed my hand over hers, rolling the pads of my fingertips over the diamond bands on her ring finger. Damnit, I hadn’t seen her all day, and sharing her with my family tonight wasn’t the same. I’d grown addicted to having her all to myself. As much as I’d neglected matters at work this past month, at a few points today I had entertained the idea of taking off with her again as soon as we could.


  I relented. “All right, but call me if you need anything.”


  “I’ll be fine.” She brushed a kiss against my lips and left us for the night.


  We finished dinner, and while my parents busied themselves with packing up the leftovers, Heath, Parker, and I had lingered around the table.


  “So how’s married life treating you?” Heath said, leaning way back in his chair.


  “Very well.” I reached for my beer, tipping the bottle to my lips. The past month had contained some of the best days of my life, and I was looking forward to many more.


  “I still can’t fucking believe you’re married.”


  I lifted my hand, examining the thin platinum band I’d chosen. “Believe it.”


  Parker cleared his throat. “How about you, Heath? Are you and Alli looking to tie the knot?”


  Heath lifted his eyebrows and let out a short laugh. “Not sure that’s any of your business just yet.”


  Parker shrugged. “Just curious. I’m new here. I mean, when you find the right person . . .” He looked past us, to where Alli and Fiona sat chatting together in the living room.


  I straightened in my seat, my muscles flinching under my sleeves, preparing to knock Parker into next week. “You’ve been seeing my sister all of a month.”


  He took a swig of his beer. “Closer to three, but who’s counting?”


  Heath shook his head with a laugh. “Can’t argue with that, Blake. You locked Erica down with a ring after a few months.”


  “She’s different,” I muttered.


  Parker cocked an eyebrow. “How so?”


  “She doesn’t have any big brothers, for one,” I said, the threat in my voice unmistakable.


  He pursed his lips with a nod. “Fair enough. Do you have some hoops you want me to jump through? Bank statements or something?”


  I smiled. He had no idea, but I’d know more about his life than any employer would in a few hours. Bank statements would be the least of my findings. I shook my head. “Not necessary. If I have a problem with you, you’ll know it. In the meantime, be good to her. Very good. She probably won’t tell one of us if you break her heart, but I’ll make a point to find out if you do.”


  “And what makes you think I’m going to break her heart?”


  “Grabbing girls’ phone numbers at nightclubs isn’t a great testimonial.”


  He relaxed back in his chair. “Why do I get the feeling I’m going to be guilty until proven innocent when it comes to you?”


  Parker’s cool demeanor reminded me too much of my own. I wasn’t sure if I liked that about him, or if Fiona should be running for the fucking hills. Either way, I wasn’t going to waste any time scrounging up every last shred of information I could on him.


  “Dessert, boys!” my mother called out from the kitchen.


  “Thank Christ,” Heath muttered.


  I smiled inwardly, all too aware of Heath’s general disinterest in dealing with conflict. He was the fun-loving one. He’d have better luck getting information out of Parker over drinks and a game of pool. Unfortunately, Parker would probably get more out of Heath, walk away with an ally, and then I’d have two skulls to crack. Such was my life as the eldest child and one I’d grown to accept.


  I entertained a flurry of questions from Alli about the trip over dessert and took the first chance to excuse myself. The sky had grown dark. Erica was probably sleeping, but I didn’t want to be away from her any longer than I had to. We’d spent nearly every minute together for the past month, and as much as I’d craved her presence before the honeymoon, I was downright dependent on it now.


  I crept into our bedroom. The lamp at her bedside table cast a warm glow across her features, peaceful in sleep. My mother was right. Erica looked better, a thousand times better, than when we’d left. She never seemed to attach any great importance to her beauty, but that didn’t diminish it. She took my breath away. In simple moments like this, wearing nothing but one of my T-shirts, she was a goddess, made just for me. Her chest moved with her steady breaths. I wanted to touch her, kiss her breathless, and make her mine.


  Instead I switched off the light and left the room without a sound.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  ERICA


  I poked at my eggs and toast, no less exhausted than I’d been the night before. I wanted to blame the time difference for my restless sleep, but my thoughts had been a jumble all day and likely had carried over into the night.


  I’d wanted to talk to Blake about Max’s sentencing, but a part of me was still coming to terms with it on my own. With all the money and influence behind the Pope family, I should have been grateful that he would serve any time at all. Men like him usually got a slap on the wrist for having their way with unwilling pretty girls. Mark hadn’t been any different. A young man of privilege who had skirted past consequence for years.


  Max too had grown up in the lap of luxury, with an incredibly successful family behind him. Now he’d be spending every day behind bars in the company of criminals. Would his hatred for Blake and me only amplify in that time? Or could he possibly change for the better? It was all too much to comprehend.


  Blake stood silently in front of the coffeemaker, mug in hand, while the pot filled.


  “Eager, are we?”


  He made an unintelligible sound and rubbed his forehead.


  “Were you up late?”


  “Later than I expected.” Unwilling to wait any longer, he filled his mug, placing the pot back in the cradle with a sizzle.


  “Catching up with Heath?”


  He turned toward me, his eyes tired. “No, something else.”


  “What did you think of Parker? You were giving him the third degree.”


  He sighed and slid a hand through his disheveled hair. “Yeah. I don’t know. Something about him put me on edge, I guess. But he checked out fine.”


  I frowned. “What do you mean?”


  Before he could answer, a loud knock startled me.


  “I’ll get it.” He set his mug down and moved for the door. Beyond the threshold stood a man dressed in a brown suit.


  “Blake Landon?”


  Blake’s stance in front of the stranger was wide and defensive. “That’s me. Who the hell are you?”


  The man narrowed his eyes at Blake, and my stomach burst into a flurry of nerves. Blake’s cockiness had no bounds at times.


  “I’m Agent Evans. I’m with the FBI.” He flipped open his wallet, revealing his ID. “Can I come in?”


  “No, but you can tell me what the fuck you’re here for.”


  “Blake,” I hissed.


  He ignored me, staring the man down in the way he so often did when it came to people he didn’t care for.


  “I’m here to discuss the very curious results of the Massachusetts governor’s election.”


  “What business is that of the FBI?”


  The detective paused, a tight smile pulling at his lips. “When the results indicate voter machine tampering, it becomes the FBI’s business. We’d appreciate your cooperation.”


  Blake’s jaw locked, resulting in a twitch. He glowered a moment, and my heart dropped into my stomach, threatening the meager amount of breakfast I’d managed this morning.


  The man’s stare passed between us. “Mind if I come in?”


  Blake didn’t respond, but stood away from the door enough for the other man to enter. Evans looked to be in his early forties. He was taller than I was, but short next to Blake. His eyes were shrewdly narrow as he scanned our yet-to-be decorated home.


  “Can I get you coffee?” I twisted my fingers together, unable to hide my anxiety about his presence. Voter tampering? What the hell had Daniel gotten himself into now?


  Evans offered a smile that did little to ease my nerves. “That’d be great. You’re Erica Hathaway?”


  “Erica Landon,” Blake corrected. “She’s my wife.”


  “Right. Congratulations.”


  “Can we cut the shit? Why are you here?”


  Evans casually tucked his hands into his pockets. “Is there a reason why you’re being so contentious, Mr. Landon? I’m simply here to ask questions.”


  “I haven’t had overwhelmingly positive experiences with the FBI.”


  “I’m aware.” Evans’s tone was low and full of meaning.


  Blake cocked his head. “Are you?”


  “I wouldn’t be here otherwise, and I think you know that.”


  Blake exhaled. “So much for sealing the records.”


  “Your reputation precedes you.”


  “All I know is that you’re in my house, and you still haven’t given me a good reason why.”


  “Do you mind if I sit?”


  Again, Blake didn’t reply, and Evans made his way to the couch. I brought him his coffee and perched at the edge of the adjacent chair.


  He took a sip from his cup and looked over at me. “I understand you just returned from your honeymoon. I assume you are aware of the election results?”


  “Fitzgerald won . . . by a landslide,” I said.


  “That’s true.”


  “What’s so curious about the results?” I asked.


  “Well . . . up until a few hours before the polling places closed, he was falling behind.”


  “That’s not especially unusual,” Blake said.


  “It is when his votes in several districts exceeded the number of registered voters in those areas and pushed the election in his favor.”


  “Why would he do that?” The words fell out of my mouth, my disbelief obliterating any filter I should have had around this man who clearly wasn’t here to make friends.


  Evans shifted his stony stare from Blake to me, warming slightly. “That’s what we’re trying to find out. What’s clear is that if Fitzgerald is behind this, he most certainly had help. Expert help.”


  He glanced up at Blake, the look in his eye communicating something that perhaps only he and Blake knew now. No doubt it had to do with Blake’s rumored history as a computer hacker. He’d gotten into hot water years ago. But why would Evans be bringing this to him? Did he think Blake helped Daniel pull off election fraud?


  My stomach roiled. I gripped the edge of the couch cushion as the blood drained from my face.


  “Are you okay, Mrs. Landon? You don’t look well.”


  I stood weakly. “I’m fine.”


  “You should go.” Blake took a quick step toward Evans.


  Evans rose on cue. “Sure. But you’ll be coming with me. Mrs. Landon, you as well.”


  “Like hell. You can leave her out of this,” Blake shot back, anger brewing behind his eyes.


  Evans took a step toward him. “Mr. Landon, you’re suspected of rigging the governor’s election to tip in the favor of your wife’s estranged father. We have questions, and we’d appreciate your cooperation.”


  Oh my God, no. I couldn’t breathe. Bile rose in my throat. This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t possibly be happening . . .


  “On what grounds?”


  “You have motive. You have the resources to pull this off. And last, but certainly not least, you have the skills to do so.”


  Blake folded his arms across his chest. “You’re going to need more than that to bring me in.”


  “And chances are we’ll find it. We have a search warrant for your office downtown. They’re confiscating your machines this morning.”


  “What the—” Blake took a menacing step toward Evans.


  Evans brought his hand under his blazer to where his firearm was holstered. I moved quickly, standing between the two men.


  “Blake, please. Let’s just go talk to them and clear this up.”


  I rested my hand on Blake’s chest. His heart thundered under my touch. An intense energy rolled off him.


  Evans sidestepped us and moved toward the door. “Let’s do this the easy way. It’s just questions. Let’s get on with it.”


  * * *


  ERICA


  I waited for a long time in the interrogation room, staring down at the cold brushed metal of the table. I was cold too. From my fingers down to my toes, but that wasn’t why I felt so numb. The initial panic had worn off on the drive into the city, and now a fog had settled over my thoughts, making everything slow and surreal. How could this be happening?


  A sick feeling brewed in me. If the feds linked Blake to the voting fraud . . . I couldn’t even fathom it. This wasn’t a brush with the law like when he had pummeled the hell out of Max. He could be facing real time behind bars, for something he didn’t do. My head fell into my hands.


  The door opened, and through it walked Detective Carmody, a man whose face I wished I didn’t know. He closed the door, shutting out the noisy office outside. He wasn’t striking, but he wasn’t a bad-looking man either. His eyes were tired.


  He folded his thin frame into the chair across from me. “Erica. We meet again.”


  The first time we’d spoken, he’d asked about Mark’s death. The case was closed now, but he was one of the first people to learn that I was Daniel’s illegitimate daughter—a fact I’d failed to volunteer at the time. He already knew far more about me than I wanted him to.


  “You know why we’re here?”


  “Blake didn’t do this.” As I said it, I was willing it to be true. I knew Blake. He wouldn’t do this to me.


  Carmody responded with an almost sympathetic smile. “How can you know that?”


  “I just know. He’d never do anything to hurt me, and ruining Daniel’s chances of winning would hurt me.”


  “By that measure, ensuring that Daniel won the race would be doing a service to you.”


  “It was obviously rigged. How does that serve anyone?”


  Carmody sat back in his chair and paused. “How well do you know your husband, Erica?”


  “A lot better than you do.”


  He nodded, a ghost of smile on his lips. “He has a past, you know.”


  “Are you saying that you’re singling him out because of something he did when he was a kid?”


  He leaned in. “Has Landon ever spoken to you about accessing information illegally?”


  Before I could tell him to shove it, a middle-aged man pushed open the door and strode into the room. His nearly black hair was slicked back neatly and matched a simple black suit. His skin was pale, almost translucent, in stark contrast to his suit and hair. He regarded me with an impassive look before shifting his focus to Carmody.


  “I’m Dean Gove, Blake’s attorney. You were supposed to wait until I arrived to question her.”


  “We were just chatting,” Carmody replied, his tone matter-of-fact. He rose. “I’m Detective Carmody.”


  The two men shook hands.


  Gove frowned. “You’re with the Boston police? I understood this was an FBI matter.”


  “There seems to be some question as to whose jurisdiction this falls under. Clearly state laws have been broken, so for now, we’re all looking for answers.”


  So much for presenting a united front. I could only hope that any rift between his department and Evans worked in our favor.


  Not bothering with introductions beyond a brief nod, Gove sat down beside me and pulled out a notebook and an expensive-looking pen. “All right. Tell us why we’re here.”


  Carmody kept his attention on me.


  “Let’s start with Daniel Fitzgerald’s campaign. His campaign manager confirmed that you were involved intermittently over the past several months. Is that correct?”


  That sick feeling swept over me again. Goddamn Daniel. “Yes, that’s true.”


  “Can you elaborate on that?”


  “I’ve been running my own startup, so I didn’t really have time to invest all my efforts into his campaign when he asked me to. I agreed to consult as needed with his marketing team to increase his social reach.”


  “You were previously estranged until this year, correct?”


  I closed my eyes a moment. “Yes.”


  “Why would you participate in his campaign if you barely knew him?”


  Good question. Blake would want to know that answer too.


  “He’s my father. When I found that out, I wanted to help.”


  He glanced down at his notes, scribbling something. “Okay. So you helped with marketing. Anything else?”


  “No.”


  “What about Blake? He has even more resources than you do. How was he involved?”


  I sent a tired look in his direction. I knew what he was doing, and I was sick over it. “He wasn’t involved at all. He didn’t even want me involved.”


  Carmody lifted an eyebrow. “Really. Why is that?”


  Gove cleared his throat. “I think we’re getting off topic here. Let’s stick to the facts. Mr. Landon’s feelings toward her involvement in the campaign have no bearing in this meeting.”


  “I’m not sure about that.”


  “Then you can take it up with him. Erica, you don’t need to answer that. Move on, Detective.”


  Carmody scribbled more in his notebook. “Were you involved with the campaign work leading up to election day?”


  “I just got back from my honeymoon. We’ve been out of the country for a month, so no.”


  “What about Blake? What was he working on?”


  Nothing was the answer on the tip of my tongue. He wouldn’t do this. He couldn’t do this to me.


  “Nothing that I know of. We agreed to unplug and pick up with work when we got back home.”


  “Are you certain of that?”


  Was I certain? No.


  “I’m certain,” I lied. “We were together all day every day. If he was working on something, I would have known it.”


  Carmody stared at me. His eyes were an odd color. Dark blue with amber around the irises. My heartbeat quickened. I didn’t know what any of this could mean, but at least to the FBI, it pointed to Blake’s suspected guilt. Something inside told me that Carmody knew I was lying. But I’d lie all day long for Blake, if it kept him out of harm’s way. There wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do for him now.


  “When was the last time you spoke with your father?”


  “It’s been a couple months.”


  “Any reason for the gap in communications?”


  I released a heavy sigh. I’d never feel comfortable discussing my relationship with Daniel with the authorities after what he’d done. This situation was no different.


  “He didn’t want to see me anymore.”


  “Why is that?”


  I closed my eyes, remembering the last time we’d spoken.


  You’re my daughter. My only child. I love you, but it’s time for me to go now.


  My heart broke when he’d said the words. The same empty kind of pain seared through me now as it had then. Pain that I’d kept under the surface, believing it didn’t deserve oxygen. But everything about his rejection still hurt.


  “After I was shot . . . he thought it would be better if he kept a distance.”


  “He shot the man who tried to kill you.”


  I nodded. “I know.”


  “How does that make you feel?”


  Gove cleared his throat. “Is this all you have, Carmody? We didn’t come here to discuss Erica’s feelings about her father.”


  Carmody finally turned to acknowledge Gove. “Seems relevant to me.”


  “It might be, if you had any evidence against my clients, which you apparently don’t.” Gove tucked his notebook away and stood. “Where’s Mr. Landon now?”


  “He’s speaking with Agent Evans.”


  Gove pointed at him with a glare. “If this was a ploy to get him alone with the FBI, I’m going to have your ass.”


  Carmody winced. “I’m not working with Evans.”


  Gove cursed under his breath. “What a fucking circus. Show me to Landon, and let’s move on.”


  The detective’s jaw tightened and he rubbed the stubble on his jaw. “Fine. You’re free to go, Erica.”


  I stood, no less numb than I’d been moments ago. The fog had only thickened. I was sinking under the weight of everything being said. Gove caught my elbow and led me out of the room, through a few hallways, until we were in the busy lobby of the police station.


  “I can wait here,” I said.


  “You should go home. Blake let me know Clay would take you. I’ll swing Blake back home as soon as we’re done here.”


  I glanced past him, as if I’d see Blake at any moment. I didn’t want to be here, but I didn’t want to leave him here either. “I’d rather wait.”


  Gove’s eyes softened. “This could be a while, Erica. He wants you to go home.”


  My heart fell. “You take orders from him too, huh?”


  He laughed softly. “For what he pays me, you’re absolutely right.”


  “It’ll be a small price if you can get him out of this mess.”


  “That’s what I’m here for. Don’t worry, all right? We’re taking care of this.” He nodded toward the automatic doors opening and closing in front of me, bringing gusts of crisp air into the lobby.


  “Fine, but please have him call me as soon as he can.”


  “I’ll give him the message. We won’t be here a minute longer than we need to be. I need to get back there before they try to pull any stunts with him though.”


  Reluctantly I made for the doors. I caught sight of the black Escalade at the end of the block. Clay would take me back home, where I’d wait and wonder. I wanted more answers than I had, and I wouldn’t know any more until they let Blake leave.


  I pulled out my phone, went to my contacts, and pulled up Daniel’s number. We hadn’t spoken in ages, but if anyone could shine some light on this shit storm it might be him. After a minute, the ringing switched over to his voicemail. I hung up and sent off a short text, hoping somehow he’d help me get closer to the truth.


  E: We need to talk. Please call me.


  If Daniel had made arrangements to tip the votes in his favor, after everything he’d done to try to win, I wouldn’t be surprised. If the loss of his stepson had once made him sympathetic to voters, an advantage he’d been well aware of when he’d put the hit out on Mark, I’d put nothing past him now.


  But if Daniel didn’t rig it . . . who did? The police clearly thought they had their man.


  A few seconds later my phone chimed with a text.


  D: Don’t call. Don’t text. Stay far away from all of this.


  I cursed under my breath. He’d seen my call and ignored it. Bastard.


  E: The FBI is talking to Blake. I need answers.


  When he didn’t respond, a truly hopeless feeling washed over me. Suddenly, more than anything, I needed Blake’s reassurance that we were going to find our way out of this, but he was at the center of it, and I had no idea how long they’d keep him.


  I’d started toward Clay when I heard my name. Something about the male voice that uttered it sent a shiver down my spine. I turned and my heart seized.


  We were face-to-face, inches apart. Not yards, which is what the restraining order had dictated after he’d attacked me. This close, Max looked haggard. His usually cropped blond hair was unkempt and stubble lined his jaw. Always clean-cut, he was as worn down as I’d ever seen him.


  A sickening mix of panic and revulsion spread through me. What was he doing here? The question caught in my throat but never passed my lips. I swallowed hard and took an unsteady step back.


  “You’re supposed to be—”


  “The judge gave me some time to get my business affairs in order. I’m being processed today.” He shook his head, and his lips drew back in a bitter smile. “Can you imagine it, Erica? Having your freedom ticking down by the minute?”


  My adrenaline surged. We were in public, but it didn’t make me feel any safer. My lips trembled as I found my voice. “I have a restraining order. You can’t be here,” I insisted, praying he’d turn around and leave.


  He took a step toward me, regaining the distance between us. “Won’t matter soon.”


  I took another step back, blood thundering in my ears. “I have to go.” I had to get the hell out of here, and fast.


  “Wait.” He caught my arm, keeping me from fleeing.


  I struggled for air, fear shooting through my veins. “Let me go!”


  He grimaced and tightened his hold, painfully pinching my skin. “He’ll ruin you. All of you.” He spoke the words through gritted teeth.


  I twisted away and stumbled backward, nearly falling to the pavement. I caught myself when he let me go. As I put a few steps between us, he stood stock-still, his eyes devoid of emotion.


  “He’ll ruin you . . . the same way he ruined me.” There was something final and hopeless in his tone.


  In a flash, Clay was between us, obscuring Max’s figure with his broad frame. “Sir, back away.”


  “We were just talking.”


  “I’m not going to have any choice but to physically move you if you don’t start walking in the other direction right now.”


  “She’ll never see me again. Trust me.”


  Clay stood his ground and Max turned. Hands stuffed in his pockets, eyes cast to the ground, he climbed the stairs to the police station and disappeared into the building I’d just left.


  “Are you okay?” Clay turned to me.


  “I’m fine . . . I’m fine.” But other than the violent tremors coursing through me, somehow I was frozen in place, unable to take the next steps toward the car that would take me home.


  “Mrs. Landon?”


  Worry filled Clay’s eyes. My own brimmed with a rush of tears that spilled down my cheeks. Without thinking, I reached for him. I felt like a child hugging an oversize stuffed animal. Clay’s enormous arms enveloped me with an embrace that seemed too gentle for his strength. I buried my face in his T-shirt and sobbed. He hushed me, and after several moments, I caught my breath.


  “I’m sorry.” I wiped at my tears feebly.


  “It’s okay. You’re upset.”


  “I . . . I guess I wasn’t expecting to come home to all of this.”


  “I understand.”


  I released an uneven breath. If anyone understood, maybe Clay did. He was paid to be on alert, to protect us from all those who would try to hurt us. Maybe he could fathom a fraction of what I now felt. “Thank you, Clay. For everything.”


  “You never need to thank me for doing my job.”


  “I know, but I want to.”


  He rested his palm on my shoulder. “Let’s take you home.”


  “I want to wait for Blake.” Oh, how I wished they would let him go. I hated knowing that he was in that building, and that I had to walk away from him right now.


  “He’ll be home soon. And I’ll stay there as long as either of you need me.”


  I stood firm, unwilling to leave. His countenance was pinched. “You should rest, Erica.”


  Hearing him say my name almost threatened to unleash another wave of tears. Another minute passed and my shoulders sagged.


  “Okay,” I finally said, and let him take me home.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  BLAKE


  The interrogation room was cold, lit by harsh fluorescents. Nothing about it was designed to make a person feel comfortable, yet I was decidedly far from seeking comfort, unless it was in the form of physically removing the smug look from Evans’s face. I hadn’t liked him the moment I saw him. Instinct immediately warned that he was going to cause me nothing but trouble. Rarely were my instincts far off, and now we were several hours into him giving me trouble.


  Dean Gove—my attorney and, for all intents and purposes, my longtime friend—sat beside me, looking both bored and unsettled. We hadn’t had a chance to speak freely yet, but nothing substantial had materialized in the time I’d been here. At Evans’s request, I’d detailed the timeline of the honeymoon and travel schedule. I had nothing to hide there. We discussed business, mine and Erica’s. That was straightforward enough. We discussed my history with Fitzgerald, which was carefully edited to omit the laundry list of felonies I knew he’d committed, not the least of which was homicide. For all Evans knew, Daniel was simply the biological father of my wife, though no doubt Evans suspected more. I was hoping he would steer the conversation toward the actual election soon, the details of which would explain why we were having this conversation at all.


  After a brief break, Evans returned with two Styrofoam cups of coffee and a manila envelope tucked under his arm. He set one cup in front of me. Out of sheer boredom, I accepted it. The dark liquid was scalding hot and tasted like it had been on the burner for hours. I set it back down with a grimace.


  “This isn’t your first brush with computer fraud, is it, Blake?”


  Dean leaned in. “Don’t answer that.”


  No shit. I glared into Evans’s small eyes. He already knew about my past, I had little doubt.


  I’d been nabbed for hacking as a teenager. Back then when the feds brought me in, I’d cooperated. The charges were dropped, and the records were sealed because I was a minor. Rumors lingered, though, especially when a year later I produced the most sophisticated banking software on the market, thanks to my extensive experience in compromising what was already out there at the time.


  Whatever Evans knew had to be the result of the FBI’s desire to come back and get their pound of flesh. I’d gotten away with my freedom, while others had lost so much more. Still, he wasn’t supposed to know about any of it, and I certainly wasn’t going to offer it up.


  “Fuck you,” I said.


  He laughed, shaking his head. He spun the folder on the table in front of him. My curiosity piqued, but the folder couldn’t contain any actual evidence against me. He was taunting me.


  “Let’s try this again. You wrote the earliest software created for Banksoft, right?”


  I paused. “Yes.”


  “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you had what one would call ‘specialized knowledge’ of banking software at that point, isn’t that right?”


  The asshole was persistent, but I was willing to bet only one person in the room had a genius IQ. “Get to the point.”


  “Interestingly enough, there is shared code between certain types of banking software and the software that’s used to run voting machines.”


  “I’m well aware of that.” Any programmer worth his salt knew that. Evans was clearly enjoying this foray into technical jargon, but I was quickly becoming bored with it and hoped he’d get to the fucking point.


  He smirked. “I’m sure you are.”


  I willed my fists not to clench under the table.


  “Blake, we’ve been looking at the binaries that were installed onto the voting machines, and we found something interesting. The encryption routine used is the same one you designed ten years ago . . . for Banksoft.”


  That would certainly explain why I was here.


  “Show me the rest of it,” I said in a controlled tone.


  He drummed his fingers on the envelope, glancing down at it. “It’s being carefully reviewed by our team.”


  I ground my teeth down and registered the twitch in my jaw as I did. Something about the past few minutes had become all too familiar. Assumptions made, accusations thrown, and a bunch of men in suits trying their damnedest to back me into a corner. Fear knotted in my stomach. But I wasn’t a kid anymore, and I wasn’t going to be intimidated into a bad situation, especially for something I had no part in.


  Evans spun the folder methodically and waited, as if he was expecting me to crack.


  I leaned in, increasingly pissed now that he was withholding information that would clear this up for me. “Listen to me. It’s a small miracle your team was able to identify the encryption and match it to my code. Let me see the rest of it, and I’ll show you what you’re not finding.”


  Evans bared his teeth with a sneer. “Wouldn’t that be convenient?”


  “For both of us, it would seem.” I stifled a growl. I wanted to wring this guy’s neck.


  “How about you tell me who rigged the machines?”


  I sat back and let out a short laugh.


  “Did you have help?”


  “I have no fucking idea what you’re even asking right now.”


  Evans’s expression grew less mocking and more serious. “It’s pretty simple. If you didn’t do this, who did?”


  I had a few ideas. Someone who did sloppy work and had retribution on the mind. Someone who’d love to know I was sitting here, getting grilled by the FBI. But still, I couldn’t be sure.


  I couldn’t take credit for the skewed election results, but I hadn’t always been so innocent. And Evans wasn’t the only one who knew it.


  I’d been a troubled adolescent—aimless, angry, and too intellectual for my own good. When I’d joined the hacker group M89, the few members in its ranks had been wreaking havoc on small websites with minimal impact. Brian Cooper was the group’s leader, and together we came up with a plan that I had the expertise to put into action. A group of Wall Street executives were trying to ruin the whistle-blowers threatening to expose their Ponzi scheme. It was a small story in the news, buried under hundreds of other stories of injustice in the world, and together we’d decided to do something about it . . . something big.


  The code I’d ultimately write would deplete the bank accounts of those executives and fund our group to do more, to punish the people who deserved to lose everything they’d stolen. Except weeks before we were ready to act, the plan changed. Brian wanted to broaden the net and use the code to skim small amounts from other accounts, accounts held by people who hadn’t done anything wrong other than trust those execs with their retirement money.


  I was young and bent on a misguided kind of justice, but what Brian wanted wasn’t justice. I refused to go through with it, so we parted ways. When Brian released the code, the feds caught us both. Scared as I’d been, I’d told the truth, and when they turned to Brian for answers, he didn’t last long. He’d taken his own life days after we were taken into custody, an outcome that I’d spent too many hours since wondering if I could have prevented.


  Trevor was Brian’s younger brother. Not unlike Brian, he’d turned into an amateur miscreant, fueled more by vengeance than skill. He’d dedicated his life to ruining me because of Brian’s death. His stunts aimed at fucking with my businesses, or Erica’s, had grown in scope over time, but this might be beyond even him.


  “Show me the code, Evans, and I can probably figure it out for you.”


  He was still a moment and finally stood, his chair screaming along the concrete floor. “We’ve got you on this, Blake. One way or the other, you’re going down. You should figure out now how you want to play it. Let me know when you want to talk.”


  “If you had anything on me, I’d be in handcuffs.”


  “You’re one of the only people with access to the original source code.”


  “Banksoft has more than ten thousand employees. I’m sure a few of them have access. Why don’t you start there?”


  He bent and placed his hands on the table. “Because they don’t have a motive. An election is rigged right in your backyard, guaranteeing your father-in-law the governor’s seat. All signs point to you, a known hacker.”


  “Rumored,” I clarified. “And you’re overlooking one minor detail. I wasn’t in the fucking country when it happened.”


  “You have a whole team working for you, trained by you, paid to do your bidding. I wouldn’t be surprised if a man of your means decided not to handle a matter of this nature personally.”


  He was dead wrong there. If I had done it, I sure as hell would have taken care of it personally. But I hadn’t, and the fact that they could turn their focus on any of the people who worked for me only spiked my growing irritation.


  “If you’re so convinced I’m behind this, prove it. Open up that little envelope of yours and let’s see it.”


  Picking up the envelope, he straightened. “Trust me, I plan to prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that you’re behind this.”


  Dean rose beside me. “Sounds like you haven’t yet, so I think we’re finished here.”


  * * *


  The drive home from the station was long, but somehow not long enough. Not enough road to settle the thoughts blasting through my brain. Dean drove me home in silence. I had no desire to talk after hours of questioning.


  My first impression of Agent Evans had proven accurate. He was a pissant of a human, and cocky to boot. He thought a shiny badge and a cheap suit gave him authority. He wielded whatever information he had with nauseating swagger, his only real power built on a foundation of inefficient bureaucracy and a sliver of information that he shouldn’t even have access to. He’d damned me before he’d stepped through the front door.


  I remembered men like him, droves of them who’d been brought in to intimidate me and the others in the original M89 group. Now they were demanding that I supply them with a lie that would damn myself. I’d harnessed every ounce of willpower I possessed not to give him an answer that would physically shut him up.


  If not for Dean’s reassurances and the fact that I trusted him more than I trusted almost anyone, I would have told Evans to fuck himself, gone home to Erica, and waited for my name to clear on its own.


  “They’ll want to talk to your family tomorrow to establish a timeline.”


  Dean broke my internal tirade as I stared out the window. They’d involved Erica, and now the rest of my family would be subjected to this goddamn odyssey.


  “They’ll cooperate.”


  “I figured as much. I’m more concerned with what the feds are going to find on your machines at the office.”


  I stared at the man beside me. He was older than me, but had a youthful look about him. It was almost disarming, until you learned firsthand how shrewd he could be.


  “Is this time for my confession?”


  He let out a short laugh. “Might be a good time for it, so I can be prepared for whatever they throw at us. I would have liked to have talked to you before Evans pounced, but you did well in there. They definitely don’t have anything on you yet, which is promising. He seems determined, however.”


  “They’re not going to find anything. I’m always careful.”


  We never discussed it at length, but Dean understood. I’d even helped him through a few tough cases by accessing files that he’d never have been able to uncover on his own—legally, anyway. I paid him well, but he owed me. Whatever went down here, he wouldn’t sleep until it was resolved. That much I knew.


  “They won’t just be looking for a tie to the voting machines, Blake. They’ll be looking for anything. Any instance of wrongdoing to hold you. Do you understand that?”


  I fisted my hand on my lap. Fucking FBI. Even though I’d been creative with my fact-finding on occasion, I’d never truly believed that I would have to face them again. Not like this.


  “I guess they’ll find what they find then.”


  Dean slowed to a stop behind the Escalade already parked in the driveway. “I need to know if they’re going to find anything that we need to take care of.”


  “I’m careful, Dean, all right? I’ve been doing this all my life, and I know how to cover my tracks. Whatever they find will be bullshit. Easy to brush away.”


  “I hope you’re right, because if they find a pinch of evidence, they’re going to turn it into a lot more than you might expect.”


  I clamped my jaw tight. What a fucking mess this could turn into . . . and for what? Someone who either wanted Daniel to win, or to ultimately lose over all of this.


  “What is Fitzgerald saying?” I asked.


  “I’ll find out soon. I’m guessing he had a long day at the station too. I plan to get more information from his camp tomorrow and gauge his position. Do you think he’ll try to implicate you?”


  “If it saves his ass, he would.” I’d have liked to think he wouldn’t for Erica’s sake, but the man had no soul. I couldn’t take anything for granted.


  “I guess we’ll find out in the morning. Let’s meet at my office early and start running through everything.”


  I sighed and stepped out of the car, eager for a breath of fresh air. Hours in a cage with a steady diet of subpar coffee. I was edgy and needed to get away from all of it. Before I shut the door, Dean called out.


  “Blake?”


  I leaned down and peered into the car. “What?”


  “Don’t lose any sleep over this, okay? You know me. I’m just trying to be thorough. We’ll figure it out.”


  CHAPTER SIX


  BLAKE


  Inside the silence was broken only by the low rumble of the waves crashing against the seawall. A storm was coming in. Upstairs I found Erica sleeping in our bed. I went into the adjoining bathroom and turned on the shower, wanting to wash away the shittiest day on recent record.


  Under the water, I tried to take Dean’s parting advice and let everything go, at least for tonight. But there was no way. Evans’s questions and his condescending fucking face filled up my thoughts. Every contingency plan spun through my head. I replayed every hack I’d executed that could possibly trace back to me. Sure, a part of me took for granted that I was good enough never to get caught again. But here I was . . . under the microscope of the authorities . . . again.


  The feds had come after me and Brian Cooper years ago, and when it was all said and done, he had taken his own life. Ours had been a friendship gone wrong, and the day he died, everything changed. I changed.


  When the FBI let me go all those years ago, I didn’t register relief. Only guilt, frustration, and, eventually, renewed determination. I hadn’t sworn off hacking, but I’d sworn I’d never get caught again. And I’d sworn no one would ever meet the same fate Brian had because of me. When I meddled, I worked alone, and when it came to the business, my team played it straight with no exceptions.


  My reputation had already been tainted, so I held myself to a different standard. Some might call what I did cheating, but I wasn’t above circumventing the systems that society put in place to keep the truth beyond reach. It wasn’t my fault the people building the systems weren’t smart enough to keep them from being vulnerable.


  When I met Michael Pope, he took that philosophy and turned it into purpose. He’d seen an opportunity that someone with my particular talents could take advantage of. I didn’t care about his money, and he knew it. I’d had no interest in spending my life building software for corporations, but he made me realize that doing it once, the right way, would give me freedom . . . the kind of freedom I’d been thirsting for. Now, out of nowhere, my freedom was in question again. And I had a hell of a lot more to lose.


  I toweled off and returned to the bedroom. I had no chance for sleep, but seeing Erica curled up in our bed reminded me that even a few seconds beside her might bring me down. I slid behind her quietly, breathing her in. A mix of shampoo and her natural scent. I wasn’t sure what it was about the way she smelled, but as soon as she was in my lungs, something in my muscles released. I held her closer, wanting more of that magic only she could wield over me. She moaned quietly, a sound that went directly to my groin.


  She turned to me with tired eyes. “Blake.” Her voice was hoarse from sleep.


  She was stretched out on her back, wearing only a black tank and a pair of black lace panties that I wanted to peel off with my teeth.


  “You’re back.” She slid her hand up my bare chest.


  I brushed a soft kiss against her lips. “I’m back.”


  “Is everything okay? What happened?” Her eyes were wider now, more alert.


  The concern in her voice was evident, and as much I wanted to calm my own fears, I wanted to obliterate hers.


  “Everything’s fine. Go back to sleep, baby. We can talk tomorrow.”


  I skimmed down her bare arms, unsuccessful in my attempts not to take in every curve. God, she was beautiful. More than that, she was my salvation.


  “I missed you,” she whispered.


  She guided me back down to her lips, which I fully welcomed. I want to let her rest, but my body wasn’t going to allow it. She wasn’t making it easy either, sliding the tip of her silky tongue over my bottom lip before biting it gently. I groaned and took her mouth in a long and hard kiss, channeling all the day’s frustrations into our connection.


  Fuck. I was hard as stone against her. There was no hiding how badly I wanted her. She lifted her leg over my hip, arching into me, transforming my longing into a rock solid need.


  “Erica . . . I’m not going to be able to stop myself if you keep doing that.”


  “I don’t want you to . . .” she murmured.


  I inched my hand between her legs and cupped her firmly, as if I were staking a flag that told the world she was mine, and the warm heaven under my palm was also mine. She whimpered, lifting into my touch.


  Maneuvering past the barrier of her panties, I dipped into her wet heat. I groaned and kissed her neck, inhaling the musk of her skin. A fragrance heaven made just for me. I resisted the urge to take my tongue all over her body right now—a journey I’d made many times, every time more delicious than the last.


  I withdrew my hand, sucking the flavor of her from the tip of each finger. I craved her more than she’d ever know. My heartbeat raced and my mind ran rampant with all the devious things I could do to her. If her scent bewitched me, the taste of her body—the salty sweetness of her skin, the honey between her thighs—made me downright feral.


  I couldn’t make love to her tonight. I had to have her my way.


  Her lips parted as she grabbed at me, caressing and tugging us closer. I rocked into her, adding the pressure of my thigh between her legs. She whimpered.


  I tasted her lips, sucking and nibbling. “I can’t be gentle. Not tonight.” It was a warning, and a promise.


  Her gaze flickered to mine, a silent understanding in the darkness. “Then don’t be.” She softened beneath me. “I’ve been waiting for you . . .”


  That’s all I needed. I silenced her with another fierce kiss. All-consuming, all taste and need. She was so fucking sweet. The line of her torso moved like a wave against me, enflaming my skin everywhere we touched. She loved me, I knew, but I never tired of the evidence that no matter where her mind was, with very few exceptions, her body wanted what I wanted. I could only hope that tonight I could walk that fine line and give us what we both needed.


  She made a small sound of protest when I finally tore myself away.


  “Come here,” I said, standing beside the bed. My stance was wide, every muscle coiled tight. My cock throbbed for the touch I’d be demanding soon.


  She slid across the sheets and stood before me wordlessly, a hair’s breadth away. Close enough that I could feel her heat and smell her arousal. Finding the edge of her tank top, I guided it up slowly, prolonging the moment until I’d see all of her. I tossed the garment aside and withdrew my touch, a small torture in itself. She swayed toward me, but I caught her wrists, holding her safely away.


  Something came over me then—a calm reassurance that didn’t diminish but only quieted the fierce longing raging through my veins. The promise of controlling her pleasure now, of drawing out every last second of it, leashed the animal inside me that wanted to gorge on every inch of flesh before me.


  “Panties off. And then I want you on your knees.” My tone was sharp and unforgiving.


  In an instant, I could sense her heat multiply. Her breathing turned shallow. The rapid beat of her heart drummed at her wrists where I held her. Without a word, she slipped from my grasp and slid her panties down. Lowered to her knees, she gazed up at me, smoke and fire in her eyes. Lust powered through me, and the line of desire shooting straight to my cock threatened my plan. I stepped away to grab a few items from a nearby drawer. Returning, I crouched in front of her, binding her wrists together with a pair of leather cuffs she knew well.


  “You know your safe word.”


  She swallowed. “Yes.”


  Whenever I mentioned the safe word, I had the feeling it gave her equal measures of anxiety and reassurance. I imagined the fighter in her never wanted to have to use it. The irony was that between the two of us, I was the only one who had.


  I lifted to my feet, anticipation rattling through me. The sight of Erica bound before me, peering up at me, was almost more than I could handle. Reaching down to her, I traced her lower lip, over the curve of her cheek and along her jaw, until I sifted my fingers in her hair. She gasped at the firm tug, her eyes going liquid. I grasped my cock with my other hand, stroking from root to tip.


  “I want to taste you . . . please.” She licked her lips as she spoke.


  She clasped and released her fingers in her lap. Her fear, it seemed, had transformed into desire, and I reveled in the transformation every time. Blood surged to my cock. My thighs bunched with renewed restraint. I drew in a steeling breath, one that would hopefully keep me from losing all my resolve and coming the second she wrapped her sweet lips around me. I teased the tip of my cock against her lips.


  “Slow,” I ordered. I was going to draw this out until we were both mad with the need to fuck.


  She sighed, a sound full of relief and wanting, and lifted on her heels. Flicking her tongue lightly over the crown, she claimed her ground, a centimeter at a time. I would have closed my eyes, but I didn’t want to miss a second of her submission. I cursed inwardly at the painstaking pace I’d demanded. My instinct was to control her, tighten my grip on her hair, and move her over me in a series of firm thrusts that would take me over the edge. Fighting it, I loosened my hold and let her set the pace—one that was slowly driving me insane as I disappeared inside her warm, welcoming mouth.


  Fuck. If it was possible to show tenderness this way, she was, with every tantalizing stroke of her tongue. Then she took me to the back of her throat, a blunt pause between the careful sheathing of my cock into her mouth. The sensation was electric, dizzying, and ignited a change in my own need—the need for something far from tender. Unable to hold back anymore, I gripped her hair, angling her, opening her farther so I could thrust. She moaned and I went deeper, quicker, until I was close. Too close for what I wanted tonight.


  Today wouldn’t be erased this way. Simple release would only leave me hungry. I wanted to shatter her and let her tight little body shatter me too. Maybe somewhere in this fucked-up dance we could find some peace and sleep dreamless through the night. I needed to take her over the edge . . . with me . . . together.


  I withdrew from her mouth. Her lips glistened, full and swollen. Her eyes were misty and heavy-lidded. Suddenly I was lost. Lost in the perfection of the woman before me. She was everything to me. Then a new and unwelcome thought began to haunt me.


  God . . . what if they find a way to take me from her?


  No—fuck no.


  “Stand up,” I ordered softly.


  She rose and I walked her to the bedpost at the foot of the bed.


  “Lift your arms . . . higher.”


  I helped her, hooking the small length of leather strap between her wrists to an obscured piece of hardware hidden at the top of the bedpost disguised as decoration. We were face-to-face, a breath apart. She lifted to her toes, her body stretched out beautifully in front me. I molded my palm to the ample curve of her breast. I skimmed down her rib cage, over her hip, and down her thigh. Admiring. Craving.


  “It’s like someone carved your body out of my dreams. These . . .” Lowering my head, I took her nipple between my lips, flicking over the hard rosy tip with my tongue. I released her with a pop. “These are divine.”


  With a breathy sigh, she bowed into the intimate kiss as much as her bonds would allow. I took more, sucking her harder, massaging the other until her sighs turned to moans. The hook that bound her above clanked. My little fighter . . . I loved her fight. Almost as much I loved breaking her down. Looping my arm around her waist, I drew her to me tightly. My teeth came down around her nipple while I twisted my fingertips firmly around the other.


  She let out a small yelp, pressing her hips forward. The tortured groan that followed was an intoxicating mix. Pleasure and pain. I’d give her both tonight.


  “I’m going to punish you now, sweetheart.”


  She widened her eyes, her breathing growing rapid again. Her anxiety came in a flush of red across her cheeks.


  “Not because you deserve it.” I paused, wondering how I could explain it—this game between us and what it really meant for me. I reached around her to the bed, picked up the blindfold I’d retrieved earlier, and positioned it over her eyes. “I can’t explain why, except that I need it.”


  “Blake, it’s okay . . .”


  She trapped her trembling lip between her teeth. My heart sped up at the sight. My sweetest gift, always so ready to accept this darkness inside me, to shine light on it until it became something different, something that was only ours. I thumbed her lip loose, covering her mouth with mine, taking her next breath for my own.


  “How could I ever live without you?” I whispered against her.


  “Blake.” Her voice was unsteady.


  I squeezed my eyes shut, grateful she couldn’t see the pain inside me then. Fuck, I was losing control. That quickly, she’d brought the dominant in me to heel. Her willingness, her love.


  I swallowed hard, backing away before I took her right then. Spinning her to face the post, I pulled her hard against me. She lifted, rubbing her ass against my cock. The smallest of touches made me crazy for her. I stifled a groan and returned to the drawer. Decisions had to be made, and I was hardly in a state to make a good one. Impulsively, I grabbed a flogger. The tails of this one were long and moderately heavy, designed to give her the pressure she’d been used to, which had never been especially light. We hadn’t toyed with this one yet, but I knew she could take it.


  Standing behind her, I admired the writhing body before me, bound and alive with want for the pleasure I was going to give her.


  I whirled it once, so the tails struck her thighs and ass. Once more across her shoulders and upper back.


  She sucked in a breath and shivered, the muscles in her shoulders tensing before releasing again. I waited, a silent question.


  Faint pink lines formed on her skin where the tails had struck. I repeated the motion. A figure eight of measured contact, across her shoulders, ass, and thighs.


  She flinched, and then hummed softly. I could almost see the adrenaline sliding through her veins, the endorphins taking over, making this so much more than pain.


  By some miracle, she loved taking it as much as I loved giving it. I wanted to feel guilty for making her this way, but she’d begged for it. She’d demanded that I take her to the darkest, dirtiest places of my mind, and I wasn’t strong enough to say no.


  With a flick of my wrist, the flogger made contact again. Back and forth, up and down; careful to avoid the middle of her torso, I painted her the loveliest shade of pink.


  Her small cries and gasps turned into moans. Slowly she gave up her fight. Fists loose, she let her head rest against her arm. My own desire became nearly unbearable. My head buzzed with it. My cock ached for it.


  I let the leather handle slip from my grasp and went to her, winding my arm around her front. She trembled in my arms, her skin slick with sweat. Electricity rolled off her in waves. On the edge, she was exactly where I wanted her.


  “You still with me, baby?”


  “I can take more.” Her voice was raw with emotion and adrenaline.


  I hushed her. “No, sweetheart. You’ve had enough. You were so beautiful . . . so willing. I can’t tell you . . .”


  The words caught in my throat. I rested my forehead against her shoulder, the heat of her punished skin matching the searing heat of my body. “Let me show you what it means to me.”


  “Kiss me. Touch me,” she begged.


  I skimmed over her shoulder, following the trails of pink with my mouth. Down her back, over the round curves of her ass, I rained kisses on her tender flesh. A thousand tiny apologies for the satisfaction it had given me to test her this way. I rose and made my way to her neck, flicking my tongue against her racing pulse.


  “I love you, Erica. You’re everything. Goddamn, you undo me.”


  She mewled, a quick lift of her toes creating more friction between us. I slid my hand to her front to the apex between her thighs. She cried out, shaking. She was drenched, and so close.


  I withdrew and turned her slowly to face me. Her skin was flushed as much from her excitement as her punishment. I resisted the urge to kiss her everywhere, to feel every inch of her energy under my lips. This was exactly where we needed to be.


  She tugged feebly at her bonds. “I can’t see you.”


  I clenched my jaw, already feeling more vulnerable than I wanted to. “Not tonight. I want you to feel me, and you’re about to feel all of me. Now wrap your legs around me.”


  I caught her by the knee, helping her. The swift motion opened her to me, revealing the moisture of her arousal slick down her inner thigh.


  “Christ.” The sight robbed me of the last shred of control. If she weren’t so primed, I’d worry about beating her to the orgasm we both hungered for now. I took her other leg and wrapped her around me. Easing the tension in her arms still stretched high, I positioned myself inside her by the tip.


  I growled, parting with my last ounce of restraint. Then I speared into her, joining us suddenly and completely. Her body gave no resistance, as if we were always meant to be this way.


  “Blake!”


  The wail that came from her lips shattered me. Heat licked down my spine as her inner walls tightened around me. The furious need to fuck took over, and instinct spurred me into a rapid string of thrusts. Her cries came unfettered, unfiltered, between her breathless gasps. I was unhinged. Nothing could slow me down. The slap of skin and the creak of the bed sustaining the pressure as I pounded into her echoed through the air. She rolled toward her orgasm, her pussy pulsing tightly around my cock. Her cries became deeper and louder.


  “Wait for me, Erica.”


  Pulling against her restraints, she cried out again. “I can’t.”


  “You can. Wait. I need to be there with you.” I fucked her harder, losing myself inside of her. The race for release my only aim. The tension of her body, clinging to me everywhere in every way, consumed me. She became every thought, the single point in a sea of things that didn’t matter. And for all the thrills of waiting, of drawing out her desire, I couldn’t stop now.


  “Fuck . . . Erica, come now for me.”


  A current of energy shot down my spine, drawing my balls up painfully.


  “Now!”


  She screamed, every muscle in her body binding hers to mine for a few breathless moments. I burst inside of her, thrusting through the waves of pleasure crashing over me. Empty . . . complete. I held her tightly, weakened and reeling. My fingers ached when I loosened my hold on her thighs and lowered her back to the floor. She’d wear my marks by the morning.


  I unbound her hands, my own unsteady. Immediately she tore off the blindfold and wrapped her arms around me. Her small frame, slick from our heat, crashed into me.


  My knees buckled, and I brought us to the bed before I took us both down. She held me so tightly, as if she’d never let go. The longer we lay that way, the more I believed that nothing could ever tear us apart. Raw emotion hit my heart. I drew in a shaky breath and held her close.


  She whispered my name, pulling away enough to look me in the eyes. I blinked, bringing her into focus through the blur. Caressing her palm down my cheek, she kissed me.


  “Are you okay?” she whispered.


  Was I?


  “I’m here with you. That’s all I need.”


  She took a small breath, relaxing against me. “We’ll get through this. I promise.”


  I closed my eyes, wanting to believe her.


  “I know,” I lied.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  ERICA


  I blinked away sleep, assuring myself that last night hadn’t been a dream. That the whole damn day hadn’t been one surreal, heart-wrenching, earth-shattering dream. I lifted to my elbows and eyed the clothes strewn across the floor. The black leather flogger tossed on top of them was proof that I hadn’t imagined any of it.


  I sat up and swung my legs over the edge of the bed, wincing at the ache in my muscles. Most of our best nights came at a price, with physical discomforts that I’d feel after. Yet last night I’d needed Blake’s intensity in a way I couldn’t completely explain.


  Even in my half-awake state, nothing could have kept me from him when he came home. I’d drifted off to sleep early, haunted by nightmares that he was never coming back to me. That when I’d walked away from the station, it was the last time I’d ever see him. Having him back home, in the flesh, made me want to possess him as passionately as he wanted to possess me.


  I closed my eyes and remembered the sting of the leather. A new sensation that bit my skin. The shock of it, and then the heat. The electricity that brought everything alive in a new way. A thousand tiny points of contact, each screaming with the pain I felt . . . the pain between us that had no other place to go.


  I rose and assessed myself in the mirror. Twisting to examine my backside, I was surprised that the punishments of the night hadn’t produced any evidence. Not that I minded the marks. I tended to relish them, cherish them as tiny memories of some of our most unforgettable encounters.


  I fingered the small bruises decorating my thighs from where Blake had held me too tightly. A flush of pink worked its way from my cheeks to my chest. I’d felt none of it in the heat of the moment, yet the evidence of his passion had the ability to warm me through.


  I’d never be able to make sense of it, but somehow Blake had completely taken over my mind, overwritten any preconceptions I’d had about sex and pain, and brought me to heights no one had ever come close to. We’d found peace with it. We’d made an island between the two of us. Our bodies, our love, and the fierce way we came together made sense when the rest of the world failed us.


  If only we could live on that island and never have to leave . . .


  Reality quickly tempered the fantasy when the low hum of the television downstairs reminded me that Blake was home. He hadn’t told me yet about how the interrogation with Evans went.


  Showered and dressed casually for work, I meandered downstairs. Blake sat on one of the linen-covered couches, his focus trained on the morning news. Daniel’s face flashed across the screen. Recent footage showed him sidestepping reporters as he left the same police station Blake and I had visited yesterday. Daniel’s stolid expression reminded me of the darker side I knew, the side that was revealed only when he’d been wronged and thirsted for revenge at any cost. Was it aimed at Blake?


  I reached for the remote and turned down the sound. Blake’s focus was unflinching.


  I sat beside him and tugged gently at the hem of his collared shirt, hoping to break him out of his trace. “Blake.”


  His chest expanded with a deep breath and he glanced over at me. His eyes were distant, as if he was deep in thought.


  “Are you okay?” he asked.


  I frowned. “Of course.”


  “Clay told me that Max approached you.”


  I exhaled a breath and nestled against his side. “Alli told me he was sentenced when I got back. He was on his way to the station to get booked.”


  “What did he say to you?” Tension laced his words.


  “Nothing,” I lied.


  “Erica.”


  “Nothing important.”


  Max was gone now. A closed chapter. At least until they let him go again. I couldn’t think about that, though. He’d promised Clay he’d never see me again. I could only hope that might be true.


  Blake was silent, yet somehow I could hear him demanding that I give him what he wanted. His muscles tensed beside me.


  I sighed. “He said, ‘He’ll ruin you.’ ”


  “Me?”


  I drew circles over his jeans where the muscles in his legs bunched. “Assuming he meant you, yeah.”


  I lifted my head to gauge his reaction and try to read his thoughts. He closed his eyes and looked away, effectively blocking me out.


  “Talk to me, Blake,” I pleaded.


  “What do you want to talk about?”


  There was an edge to his voice that gave me pause.


  “How about we start with yesterday? What happened?”


  “The FBI and the police took turns interrogating me for nine hours. That’s what happened.”


  I hesitated over what I wanted to ask. He seemed wound tight already, and we’d barely spent five minutes together. But I needed to clear the air. Above all, I needed to get him talking so we could get to the bottom of this.


  “What did you tell them?”


  “I told them whatever I felt they needed to know.”


  I didn’t like the ambiguity in his tone. We’d been incredibly close last night, and now we felt a million miles apart again. Was he hiding something from me? I twisted the diamond bands on my finger, contemplating all the things he might not be telling me.


  “Is there anything you didn’t tell them that you want to tell me?”


  Then our gazes locked. I searched his eyes but found nothing.


  “What are you talking about, Erica?”


  “I mean . . . What happened with the election?”


  He laughed lightly but there was no humor in his voice. “Are you asking me if I did it?”


  I left the warmth of his side and stood. I paced a small circle in the room, suddenly needing some space. I swallowed over my next words, not wanting to admit that’s what had been burning in the back of my mind ever since he walked out of sight with Evans yesterday. “I guess I am.”


  He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “You think I took time away from a month-long honeymoon with my bride to rig Daniel’s election, ruin his career, and risk mine? No. The answer is no. I did not do that.”


  My shoulders softened, tension releasing. “I’m sorry, Blake, I—”


  “Me too, Erica. I thought that would go without saying, but maybe I haven’t given you enough reason to give me the benefit of the doubt.”


  “It’s not like it’s beyond your capabilities.”


  He grimaced. “So everyone keeps reminding me.”


  “I just thought—”


  “I would never hurt you, Erica. I fucking hate Daniel.” His jaw tightened, as if he were biting down on a thousand things he wanted to say. “I won’t deny that I despise the man, and I’ll be the first to admit that I relish the thought of ruining him. But I don’t hate him enough to put you and me in harm’s way again.”


  A few minutes passed between us. He sat back into the couch, arms crossed, his gaze landing everywhere but on me.


  “What did the police say? They couldn’t have found anything linking you to it, right?”


  “They consider my connection to you motive.”


  According to Carmody, that could play out against us either way, depending on whether Blake intended to hurt or help Daniel. But the way Gove shut down that line of questioning assured me that it wasn’t nearly enough to hold Blake on.


  “That’s not enough.”


  He was silent, yet somehow the silence told me there was more.


  “What else do they have?”


  “The voting machines were rigged using my code.”


  Ice hit my veins. I stilled my aimless pacing. “What code?”


  “Code I wrote years ago when I was developing the banking software. There are unique encryption routines that were used, and the feds have spent the past two weeks studying them, linking them to me.”


  “You can’t be the only one who could have done that.”


  “It’s banking, Erica. With billions of dollars on the line, there are only a few people with access to the source code.”


  The wheels in my head spun, and gradually I began piecing together the possibilities. “Okay. So who has it?”


  “Me, of course. Michael Pope, and a select few at the company we sold it to.”


  “Why aren’t the police talking to them?”


  He sighed heavily. “I’m assuming they are, but all of this is so close to me that they aren’t looking much further. I’m their best bet. Beyond that, it seems like Evans is on some sort of mission. Wants to nail me for what I did a decade ago with some fresh charges.”


  I’d gotten the same impression from my brief time around Evans. Carmody didn’t inspire trust either, but between the two of them, Carmody didn’t act like he already knew the absolute truth. He was still looking for it, and it remained to be seen what either of them would find in an effort to paint Blake as the guilty party.


  My mind spun over this new information. Banksoft was a multibillion-dollar company. That they’d have a leak, one with any interest in the Massachusetts governor’s election, seemed unlikely. If Blake was telling the truth, and I believed he was, the breach had to be rooted from Michael’s copy. Michael would never hurt Blake, but his son Max certainly would.


  “Do you think Max could have given Trevor access to it?”


  Blake nodded slowly. “I’m assuming that’s the case.”


  “Did you tell the police that?”


  “No.” The simple answer was clipped.


  “Why?”


  “Because fuck them.”


  I gasped. “Fuck them? They’re trying to send you to prison, Blake. You’re not even going to try to point them in the right direction?”


  “They have nothing on me, Erica. I was out of the country. They’re going to waste weeks looking for some shred of actual evidence linking me to the election, and they won’t find it, because I didn’t goddamn do it.”


  My breath was ragged in my chest. All of this new information had my adrenaline spiking. “That’s it? You’re going to wait for them to clear your name?”


  “What do you want me to do?” He threw his hands up.


  I walked closer, my hands fisted tightly by my sides. “I want you to work with them to get to the bottom of this. You and I both know this wasn’t random. Trevor has targeted both of us. He’s been trying to infiltrate your work for years, but this is different. This is your freedom we’re talking about, not some website that we’re working on.”


  “They aren’t going to work with me. I don’t have access to the code. If I did, I could find what they aren’t finding.”


  “Then let’s find it. You know how to get information.”


  “I’m under a fucking microscope. They’re going through my computers with a fine-tooth comb. You think they aren’t going to be watching what I do like a hawk now?”


  He looked away, his gaze fixed on some point on the distant horizon. I didn’t know where he was, but I needed him back with me. We needed to get to the bottom of this, and quickly.


  “Why do I feel like you don’t want to fight back even if you could?” I sat down beside him and took his hand. “It’s because of what happened to Brian, isn’t it?”


  Silence filled the room as he held his ground. Finally he turned, his eyes tired and devoid of the fierce determination that I had grown to love about him.


  “This has nothing to do with Brian.”


  “I think you’re wrong. I think it has everything to do with him. Whatever happened between you two back then, the guilt has stayed with you. You haven’t let it go, and neither has Trevor. And now history is repeating itself, and that’s exactly what Trevor wants. He wants to see you suffer for what happened to his brother. And while you’re getting interrogated and our lives are being ripped apart, he’s out there somewhere planning his next move. He’ll never stop until he takes you down.”


  “Enough!”


  I startled at the tone.


  He rose quickly. Cursing under his breath, he grabbed his jacket and moved for the door.


  I hurried after him, unwilling to accept him leaving again so soon. “Where are you going?”


  “I have to meet with the attorney and figure out a game plan. We need to be ready for whatever they come at us with.”


  “Does he know about Trevor?”


  He turned to face me. “Let it go, Erica. I’m taking care of this. It’s going to blow over. Trust me.”


  “How is that you ‘taking care of it’?”


  “Just . . . trust me, okay?”


  “No.”


  His eyes widened. “No?”


  “Not until you tell me how you’re going to find Trevor.”


  His jaw tightened as he shrugged into his jacket. “Fucking drop it, Erica.”


  Anger rushed in over the tears that threatened. “I’m not going to stand by and watch you ruin your life.”


  “I’m not ruining my life,” he muttered.


  “No, you’re ruining our life. Remember every decision we make affects the other. Or does that only apply to me when I don’t do what you want?”


  He winced and reached for the door handle. “This conversation is over.”


  Before I could find a way to make him stay, he was out the door.


  Emotion burned thick in my throat. I wouldn’t let him give up this time. Every time Trevor threatened us, Blake had turned the other cheek. Not this time. Never again.


  Blake’s Tesla sped down the street, and I retreated into the empty house. I sat at the island in the kitchen contemplating what to do next. I couldn’t shift gears and focus on work right now. I was too angry. Too scared that contrary to what Blake said, this situation would not simply blow over.


  “Damnit.” I slammed my hand on the counter, curling my fingers around the pain. My throat tightened and tears burned behind my eyes, but something in me refused to let go. Crying right now felt like somehow I would be giving up. I wouldn’t—I couldn’t. Instead, that sick feeling came over me again. Except this time it didn’t pass. I ran to the bathroom and emptied my stomach into the toilet.


  A fever rushed over me, and then my damp skin cooled. I stood shakily and wiped my mouth. The person I saw in the mirror didn’t look so good, but after several minutes, my wan complexion finally gave way to some color.


  My clothes hugged my body. I’d gained weight on the trip. Weight that had replaced what I’d lost after the shooting. I traced the band of my jeans and the soft skin above.


  A flicker of hope lit inside of me. An irrational and ill-timed hope.


  It wasn’t possible . . .


  I brushed my teeth. I tried to push the thought away, but a hundred possibilities swarmed my mind. Our love, this life we were building, Blake’s freedom, and maybe more was at stake. If he wasn’t going to protect it, who would?


  Suddenly the chaos of my thoughts stilled, and I knew what I needed to do. I went upstairs into the closet and found my suitcase, ignoring the tangle of sheets and the reminder of our night of passion. Then I started to pack.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  BLAKE


  I’d spent the day at Dean’s office. Fitzgerald’s people were claiming ignorance about the whole affair, which might have been true. We ran through the timeline of the honeymoon in more detail. According to the time stamps the FBI supplied, I would have had to rig the elections on the flight from Cape Town to Malé, which would have been completely impossible since the code had been loaded by USB to the various machines, and I was thousands of miles away from those.


  Beyond that, Erica had been the center of my world for weeks. Nothing had broken my focus on making the trip a memorable one for the both of us.


  My mind wandered back to that simpler time. So much had changed in the space of a few days. This was anything but paradise. The honeymoon was over, and our life had begun. I refused to believe this was the beginning our future together.


  Perhaps they’d turn the attention to Fitzgerald, but if he went down, he wouldn’t go alone. He’d implicate me just to spite me. He’d always believe I was behind it until someone told him otherwise.


  And then there was Trevor.


  If I’d ever had a desire to bring justice to his door—wherever that might be—I would have told Dean about him in the years past. But I hadn’t. And today wouldn’t be the day to bring it to light. Dean had spent a lot of time today explaining away any of my suspected guilt. Good practice for him, but I could see the wheels turning¸ the question burning in his mind. If I didn’t do it, who did?


  I could hear Erica’s voice in my head, telling me to do the right thing. Tell him. Put them on the right path. But something inside me hesitated, and I stayed true to the path I’d always walked. No need to complicate matters anyway. Pointing fingers would probably only further convince Evans of my guilt. He didn’t strike me as the type of person who’d go on a hunt for someone like Trevor to save someone like me. Waste of time.


  Dean searched for possible scenarios, and we agreed that the use of my code alone wasn’t a smoking gun for the case. Too many other people had access to it. Even if all signs pointed to me, it simply wasn’t enough. We had to wait to see if they could come up with anything more. That was the looming question mark. What would they find, if anything? And how long would we have to wait until all this went away?


  The day was coming to a close and I scrolled through the email on my phone, eager for anything to take my mind off this mess.


  “You should go home.” Dean circled his desk and tossed my coat on my lap.


  “You’re kicking me out?”


  “It’s been a long day. Go home and be with Erica. I’m sure she’s still pretty rattled over this.”


  “You’d be right,” I muttered.


  “She didn’t want to leave the station until they were done with you yesterday. I tried to put her mind at ease, but I knew she wasn’t having it.”


  “Doesn’t surprise me.”


  I worked my jaw, battling with my empathy and the person in me who’d never bent on this matter. I’d go home to Erica and we’d pick up where we left off this morning, which wasn’t a moment I was exactly proud of. Leaving her before we could talk things through. She’d cornered me, stood up to me. Not that any of that surprised me. She’d always had her own mind. I had seen that fire in her when she walked into my boardroom months ago. I never wanted to put out that flame. I wanted her to burn for me, fight for us, and that’s exactly what she was doing.


  Dean dropped back down into his chair and cocked his head. “I have to say, I was curious to finally meet the woman who meant enough to you to skip the pre-nup, despite all my best advice. I only wish it had been under different circumstances.”


  “Me too.”


  Dean’s half joke reminded me that I’d agreed to share everything with Erica. I’d demanded it, despite her misgivings. Not just the wealth, but the joys and burdens too. A voice of reason reminded me that as much as we tried to battle our demons in private, it never worked out that way in the end. As determined as I was to go to war with Evans on my own, Erica and I had bound ourselves too tightly for that.


  With our earlier argument still weighing on me, I left Dean’s office and made my way down to the street. The sun had gone down. The days were shorter, the nights colder. Except my nights were never cold when Erica was with me. God, I couldn’t get her out of my head. We were on two sides of a line and she kept calling me over. I wanted to relent, but something held me back. I walked the streets of downtown Boston until I was in front of my office. The windows were dark.


  I pushed through the doors and let myself into the empty bullpen. I flipped on the lights, revealing the wasteland of our office. Every desk was a mess. Wires had been pulled and were strewn around the floor. Cady had called earlier, confirming that the authorities had confiscated all the machines in our office. But somehow seeing it in person stirred up a new kind of rage. Toward Evans. Toward all those faces I’d grown to hate when I was a teenager. It hadn’t seemed fair then and it sure as hell didn’t feel fair now, when I hadn’t done a goddamn thing to warrant it.


  “You okay?”


  I turned, and James was standing in the doorway.


  “What the fuck do you think?”


  He shook his head and backed away. “Sorry, man. I’ll leave you alone.”


  I released the tension in my fists. “It’s all right. It’s just been a rough day. Sorry.”


  He nodded and took a step closer, surveying the damage. “Alli told us what went down. It’s fucked up.” He hesitated, his focus landing on me. “You look like you could use a drink.”


  That much was true. Though it wouldn’t get me any closer to resolution on the matters at hand. “Thanks, but I should get back home. It’s getting late. Erica’s probably wondering where I’ve been.”


  He frowned.


  “What?”


  “Well . . . she left this afternoon,” he said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “She came in this morning with a bag, she and Alli met in her office for a bit, and then they took off for the airport together. Alli said they’d be back in a day or two. Said to email if anything came up with work.”


  I balled my hands into tight fists again. This day just kept getting better. “Do you have any idea where they went?”


  His eyes were wide then. “No idea. She didn’t stick around long enough for me to ask her about it.”


  “Fuck.” My vision turned white with anger.


  “Have you called her?”


  “I have to go,” I said, pushing past him.


  I sped home, calling her phone repeatedly only to hear her voicemail time after time. I barreled through the front door, half expecting to find Erica there. But the house was quiet and dark. I went to the kitchen, explored every room on the first floor, and then went to our bedroom. She was gone. The bed was how we’d left it, except for a piece of paper on my pillow.


  I picked it up, adrenaline racing through me as I read it.


  You promised you would always deserve my trust . . . my happiness . . . my love.


  * * *


  ERICA


  I promised him I’d never run away from him again, but he’d broken promises too. And right now, I was doing what I needed to do. I was doing what he wouldn’t.


  Alli and I stepped off the plane and into the warm Texas air. Twenty minutes later, we’d arrived at our hotel in the heart of Dallas. The bellhop dropped our bags inside the room. I tipped him and walked to where Alli was gazing out the big picture window overlooking the sprawling city’s skyline.


  I’d never been to Dallas, and I wished I had a better reason for coming now. I didn’t relish the idea of going anywhere without Blake, but after this morning’s fight, I knew that I couldn’t rely on him right now.


  “Pretty,” Alli said, before dropping into a nearby lounge chair. Her purse vibrated at her feet. “It’s Heath.” She glanced up at me without bothering to retrieve her phone.


  “Not yet,” I said.


  She rolled her eyes. “I feel like a freaking fugitive, Erica. If I don’t talk to him soon, he’s likely to file a missing-person’s report.”


  “I don’t want anyone knowing where I am right now. Not until I have a chance to talk to Michael alone.”


  “I can’t imagine what kind of hell Blake is going to put Heath through when he finds out I’m with you.”


  Blake was so far away, and he didn’t even know it. I regretted leaving him the way I had. But I was angry too. Angry that he wouldn’t fight for us. That after everything we’d been through together, he could still shut me down so quickly.


  “You said you’d help me, Alli. I’m meeting with Michael first thing in the morning. You can talk to Heath then.”


  I’d explained the situation to her at the office, ready to take off on my own if I had to. But I’d gone on enough wild goose chases to know that it was always better to have company. Danger had a way of finding me, and I was more than a little shell-shocked from the consequences. But I couldn’t get to the bottom of this from the safety of our home.


  “I wanted to come with you, Erica, but I don’t like keeping secrets from Heath. It’s something we don’t do anymore, under any circumstances, and you’re asking me to go against that.”


  “Whatever you tell Heath will go right to Blake, and you know it. Blake won’t have it any other way. I’m positive that Max gave Trevor access to Blake’s code, and this is the only chance I have of making that connection. Michael isn’t the type to have a heart-to-heart with me over the phone, and I don’t want Blake getting in the way.”


  Alli hesitated a moment before speaking. “Do you really think you’re going to win him over? Michael Pope . . . shipping magnate, billionaire, and arguably one of the most intelligent and successful businessmen in the world?”


  When she said it like that, I had my doubts. But even with my doubts, he was the best chance I had. “I don’t know. He seems to like me. I know he cares a lot about Blake. I mean, he disowned Max after what he did to me. If I can make Michael realize what’s at stake, maybe he’ll help me.” I sat down in the chair opposite her. “This is important, Alli. If Blake won’t act to clear his name, I will. I won’t lose him. I can’t.”


  Her phone vibrated again with an incoming call. She shot me a pleading look. “He hasn’t stopped calling since we landed. What do you want me to do?”


  I sighed. “Fine. Just don’t tell him where we are.”


  She answered quickly and put the phone to her ear. “Hey, baby . . . Yeah, sorry. Last minute girls’ trip.” She stood and walked around the room. “Everything is fine. There’s something Erica needs to take care of and she wanted me with her . . . Heath, please, just don’t ask questions right now. It’s complicated. But we’re fine. I promise.” She cast a sideways glance at me. “Yeah, something like that. I’ll talk to you later, okay, when things settle down . . . Love you too.”


  She hung up and shot me a pointed stare. “You owe me.”


  “I know. Thank you.”


  She rested a hand on her hip. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. Let’s change and grab some dinner.”


  I forced myself up, pushing through the fatigue that had settled into my bones over the course of the long, emotionally taxing day. I could have gone to bed and slept for days, but Alli was right. We needed food, even though my stomach hadn’t stopped turning since this morning.


  I opened my bag to look for something comfortable to change into.


  “What is this?”


  Alli gasped as she picked up a pink box that I’d shoved into my bag at the last minute. In it were two pregnancy tests that I’d picked up earlier, convincing myself that I was completely insane for doing so.


  I resisted the urge to snatch them back from her.


  “What does it look like?” I tried to sound nonchalant, but I was already on edge that she’d discovered them.


  Her eyes were wide. “Are you pregnant?”


  I drew in an uneven breath. “I have no idea.” Was I completely foolish for even suspecting it?


  “Are you kidding? You think you might be, but you haven’t taken a test yet?” Her voice had risen at least four octaves.


  “I haven’t gotten around to it.” That was mostly true.


  “Well, for God’s sake, go take it. I’m freaking out here!”


  Glowing with anticipation, she started to open one end of the box. I grabbed it from her, my anxiety ratcheting to new levels. I cursed myself for not hiding the box better.


  “I thought we were getting dinner,” I said in a desperate attempt to veer her off topic.


  “As if I could eat knowing you might be knocked up. Don’t be crazy.”


  “Alli, stop,” I snapped.


  She leveled an incredulous stare at me.


  My heart thumped wildly in my chest. I wasn’t ready for whatever reality came after the test. I couldn’t . . . “I can’t do this right now.”


  “Jesus, why?”


  I tossed the box back into the bag and walked toward the window. The sun had set, and Dallas was lit up with a million city lights. How could I do this now? I was in the middle of a tornado. No way could the sun shine through this storm.


  “I’m not sure I’m ready to know, either way.”


  Alli came closer and stood by my side. “Have you been trying?”


  I closed my eyes and thought of Blake.


  “Kind of.” My voice was barely a whisper.


  “Okay, stupid question. You’re off birth control and you’ve been honeymooning for a month. Of course you have been. When was your last period?”


  “I stopped keeping track after the shooting. It’s been erratic ever since. I don’t know. If it’s positive, I’m going to freak out and worry. I’ll worry if it’s even going to be viable. And if it’s negative, I’m not sure I want to know that after all that time together . . . after trying the way we have been, that it still couldn’t happen.”


  “Erica, people try for years and can have success. Give yourself a chance. If it’s meant to be, it’ll happen. But not knowing either way can’t be anything but torture. At least for me. I can’t imagine it’s any different for you.”


  True, the status of my uterus was a persistent thought in my mind. Imagining that I was pregnant was a happy thought, if a little terrifying. But imagining that I wasn’t and that I’d just dreamed up the possibility was the real torture. Having that play out in real life would be even worse.


  “I don’t know if I can handle it right now with everything else that’s happening,” I finally admitted.


  Alli went back to the box and brought it to me, holding out one of the tests. “I’m not going to be able to even function until I know. Call it a favor for me going on this crazy mission with you. And whatever it is, we’ll deal with it. I’m here for you, either way. I promise.”


  I shook my head slightly, but she stood firm, her jaw set with a determined look I knew well.


  “I’m not taking no for an answer. Seriously, go in there and take it.”


  After a long moment, I plucked the test from her hand and went into the bathroom. I shut the door, sat down on the lid of the toilet, and stared at the unopened package.


  This wasn’t happening. I can’t do this. I don’t even want to know. I cycled through the mantra until Alli spoke up.


  “Are you doing it?”


  I heard the question clearly enough to know that she was directly outside the door.


  “Not yet.”


  “Do it,” she ordered.


  I opened the package and inspected the test. Seemed straight forward enough.


  “Erica!”


  I paused, knowing she didn’t really want to hear what I had to say. Not right now. Maybe tomorrow. It can wait. No . . . none of that would be acceptable.


  “Damnit it, Erica. I’m your best friend, and I’m demanding you pee on the stick.”


  I rolled my eyes. I wondered how low long it would take before she barreled through the door.


  “I’m getting to it. Give me a minute for shit’s sake.”


  I cursed again under my breath. I didn’t bother with directions and carried on with it. The little windows of the test darkened and I waited.


  I waited and waited, my mind a whirlwind of what ifs. Would I even tell Blake if it was negative? That all that trying, all that love and faith between us, had been for nothing?


  I stood up and busied myself in the mirror, trying to fluff my flattened hair, needing anything to occupy my mind right now. As the test did its work, I convinced myself that it was negative. That all hope was lost. When I let myself believe it, the devastation hit my gut, right where the nausea had been twisting for the past two days.


  That was a sign, right? The way I’d been feeling . . .


  What if I was pregnant? What if we were actually going to have a baby?


  I struggled for a breath when I imagined what that might feel like. Then panic gripped me when I thought of Blake and what he’d say. But that’s what we wanted, right? We’d danced around it, maybe because neither of us was entirely sure it was possible. But we’d tried . . . We’d flown into the possibility with the blind determination we brought to any other endeavor, yet here I was doubting and scared.


  Memories of our last night in the Maldives flitted through my mind. Blake making love to me under the stars. The curtains around the cabana billowing in the wind, the only barrier between us and the night. The sliver of the moon and a thousand tiny pinpricks of light shining through as we came together with one purpose in mind.


  My hand rested over my belly, the scar that I’d traced more times now than I could count. My wound . . . and now, maybe a life. My breath rushed out of me at that overwhelming thought.


  “What does it say?” The tone of Alli’s voice bordered on hysterical.


  I was about to yell something back at her when I glanced at the test again. I blinked twice at the extra line that had formed.


  Seconds passed, rushing by with the quickened beat of my heart. Oh my God. Oh shit. Wow. Oh my God.


  “I’m coming in there. I don’t care if you’re decent.”


  She barged in and took the test out of my hands. “What does it say?”


  “I think it says I’m pregnant.”


  CHAPTER NINE


  BLAKE


  “Where the fuck is she?”


  Heath groaned, stretching under his duvet. “Man, I told you last night, I don’t know.”


  “Like hell you don’t. Alli’s with her, isn’t she?”


  “Yeah, but she won’t tell me where they are. I talked to her again late last night, and she said everything’s fine. She said not to worry.”


  The lack of sleep combined with a new rush of adrenaline spiking my blood had me wild with frustration. “Not to worry? Are you fucking kidding me? My wife has disappeared into thin air and no one’s telling me anything. I think you know me well enough to know that I’m more than fucking worried.”


  Heath scratched his head and rose from the bed. “Dude, you need to breathe. I’m going to take a piss, and when I come back, we’ll talk. Do some yoga while I’m gone.”


  I left the bedroom, slamming the door behind me. I sank back against the smooth dark leather of the living-room couch. The coffee table was covered with bridal magazines, which sent visions of my own wedding through my mind. Erica smiling, happier than I’d ever seen her.


  I closed my eyes, letting some of my anger ebb away. Suddenly I wanted a way to go back to that day, one of the best days of my life.


  Steps away from our home, we’d said our vows. As content as I would have been to share them in private, saying them in front of our friends and family in that moment had meant more to me than I’d expected. I’d written mine the night before. Finding the words to express what she meant to me had been difficult, but somehow I’d found them and committed them to memory. And when she walked down the aisle toward me, I was lost. Speechless.


  I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her. She was a vision—hair done up but some strands loose around her face, light makeup making her blue eyes glow as they peered into mine. Her dress, made of soft white lace, fit perfectly to her body. The justice spoke, but the only words I heard were hers as she began to say her vows. Her voice was soft but strong as she locked me in with her eyes.


  “When I imagined this day, I could never have imagined how deeply and completely I would love the person standing here with me. I thought love like ours happened only in books. I thought men like you lived only in fairy tales. But here you are, my dream come true, my happily ever after. And every day we’ve been together has been a gift, bringing me closer to you. For that, I’ll always be grateful. I promise to love you, stand by you, and cherish all of our days together.” She swallowed, her blue eyes shimmering with emotion. “Blake, you’ll always have my heart. You’ll always have my trust.”


  The autumn ocean breeze whispered between us, seeming to steal the air from my lungs.


  “Erica,” I whispered. I brushed my hand over her flawless cheek.


  She gazed up at me through her dark lashes and leaned into my gentle touch. I fought the urge to kiss her. Not yet, a little voice reminded me.


  My grand speech had flown out the window, into the wind somewhere. Suddenly nothing had ever been as important as the words I was about to say to her. They had to be real. From the deepest place in my heart, they had to speak directly to hers.


  “I promise to be deserving of your love and your trust. You’ll never want for love or comfort or happiness. I promise that you’ll always have a safe place in my arms and in our home. I’ll love you completely, with every ounce of my being, every day, for the rest of my life.”


  The justice began to speak. As soon as I heard the word kiss, I beat him to the finish and brought her to me. She came willingly, her arms like silk winding at my nape, as if she’d been waiting too. I brushed my lips over hers and kissed her tenderly.


  “You want some coffee?” Heath asked when he came into the room, tearing me from the memory.


  My eye twitched. I’d already had enough coffee to fuel a college campus. All it had done was make me edgier. “You have anything stronger?”


  He paused. “It’s nine in the morning, and you know I’m done with the strong stuff.”


  I sighed. “I know. Sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”


  You’ll always have my trust.


  I leaned forward, burying my face in my hands. Her words were a tattoo on my heart, indelible in my mind. We’d made promises. Were those simply the words of a couple hopelessly in love on day one of marriage? Was her trust in me so easily shaken? Maybe other people slacked on their vows from time to time, but she sure as hell wasn’t letting me forget mine.


  Had she given up on me so soon? Had I given her a good reason to?


  If she’d only come home . . .


  Where was she? We’d fought, and I was being a stubborn bastard, but I figured she was used to that by now. I thought her days of running away were over too. We were married now. We had to fight our way through these things—together. She couldn’t just walk out on me. Not like this. Not when everything else was falling apart.


  Something cold tapped my shoulder. I opened my eyes to Heath holding out a beer. I took it, grateful. He sat on the opposite couch, still in his boxers, holding a cup of coffee.


  “You look like shit you know,” he said, peering at me over the rim of the cup.


  I ran a hand over the coarse hair on my chin. I’d pulled on the closest thing within reach this morning, which was the wrinkled shirt I’d worn yesterday. With Erica gone, the last thing I cared about were my looks. I leveled a desperate look at my brother. “Where is she?”


  He shook his head, his eyes tentative. “Alli said there was something Erica had to do. She wouldn’t tell me anything else, except that I shouldn’t worry.”


  Un-fucking-acceptable my mind shouted, but I forced myself to stay calm. “Did you ask about her?”


  “Of course I did.”


  “And?”


  Heath looked past me, working his tense jaw.


  I gripped my fingers around the bottle I held. “Heath. Talk to me, or I swear to God . . .”


  “She’s upset, Blake. She’s your wife, so I figure you knew that already. What happened before she left?”


  “We fought.”


  “About?”


  I lifted the bottle to my lips and took a deep swallow. “She wants me to track down Trevor, or at least let the feds know who they should be looking for.”


  “And you won’t?”


  “He’s not worth our time. Hers or mine. He’s—”


  “He’s what, exactly?”


  “Not the answer. The authorities can’t pin this on me. Sending them after him is a waste of time.”


  Heath set his coffee down on the table and clasped his hands together. “You know I’m not big on confrontation, but this fucker has been after you for years. Maybe I’ve been too busy making a mess out of my own life to speak up about it until now. But he needs to be stopped. The fact that someone as smart you hasn’t put an end to it is ridiculous.”


  I didn’t respond for a moment, tempering the verbal lashing I wanted to dole out. Maybe he was right. Maybe he and Erica both were. I cursed under my breath. I rubbed my eyes to soothe the stinging from lack of sleep.


  “Erica thinks it’s because I feel guilty about Brian.”


  “Do you?”


  I swallowed down more of my beer. “Maybe,” I confessed, almost too quietly to be heard.


  “You were young. And this kid isn’t Brian. He’s just as fucked up, but he’s never been a friend. You don’t owe him anything.”


  “I know that.”


  “Do you? Because sometimes it really doesn’t seem that way.”


  I’d never met Trevor face-to-face, but somehow he was always Brian in my mind. I’d never admit it, but I couldn’t separate the two. He was a shadow, a ghost no one could catch. But to me, he was a ghost who carried around the blackest memory I had. Brian had been as misguided as me, but he’d taken things too far. I’d devised the whole plan with him, but he was the one who had followed through, far beyond the original intent. Because he’d taken the fall, I was free.


  The threat of prison had been lifted, but the guilt that he’d taken his own life haunted me. For months. When I started working for Michael, I thought I’d moved past it. But maybe I hadn’t.


  “I can’t change what happened.”


  “None of us can. But you can stop letting this . . . menace . . . vandalize your life. If you don’t stop him, the feds are going to put you away, Blake. You don’t need me to tell you, but you’re not a minor anymore. This is a fucking felony. You’ve got a wife, a family who cares about you, hundreds of people who rely on you. And you’re going to mail it in because you can’t stomach turning the tables and making sure Trevor lands his ass in jail for all of this?”


  “He’s not doing anything that I don’t do.”


  “Maybe that’s true, but you do a lot more than he does. You’ve built dozens of companies that are putting good things into the world. You’ve helped Mom and Dad. You’ve helped me, when I’ve given you no good reason to. You’re Erica’s rock, and right now you’re failing her by being too blind to see the difference. Why won’t you face him?”


  “If he ever showed his goddamn face, I would,” I snapped.


  “You know what I mean.”


  “I’m not going to be bullied by a shadow.”


  “Well, that’s what is happening.”


  I stood and paced around the room, Heath’s words rattling through my brain.


  “Facing off . . . I guess it makes Brian real again. Trevor wants to draw me back into this nightmare. That’s what this is all about. He wants to turn me into the person the FBI already thinks I am.”


  “You’re not that person. You’re so far from the kid you were, Blake. You’re an adult. You’ve had a million experiences. You’re married. You have people who need you and give you purpose.”


  “Exactly. I don’t want my purpose to be giving him ammunition.”


  “All you have to do is draw breath and you’re giving him all the ammunition he needs to keep coming back at you. Protect the life you’ve built. That should be your purpose. And if that means taking this little fucker out of the picture, that’s what you need to do.”


  I leaned against the couch and let out a tired breath. “When did you get so fucking focused?”


  “I have only you to blame for that. Alli had to fall in love with a completely different guy after I cleaned up.”


  I nodded. “You’re lucky.”


  “So are you. You just need to realize that you’ve got this all wrong, and that’s why Erica’s not here. Work it out in your head, and she’ll come back. I have no doubt about that.”


  I shot him an imploring look. “Sounds like you have inside information that I don’t.”


  He shook his head. “Nah, just a gut feeling. If Alli left me without a word, I can guarantee I’d be looking long and hard at what the fuck I did wrong. And no amount of pride would keep me from trying to make it right so I could get her back.”


  “You’re starting to sound like the older brother.”


  He smirked. “You’ve saved my ass enough. I owe you a few.”


  * * *


  ERICA


  When I woke up the next morning, the reality that I was pregnant didn’t seem any less surreal. A part of me wanted to run back home to Blake and bask in the news, but another part of me was glad for our distance now. Life had thrown me some hard lessons, and I needed a chance to temper this wave of excitement until I could make sense of it. So much was uncertain.


  My first priority was getting Michael’s help. I rose early and took a cab to his office while Alli stayed at the hotel. The driver pulled up to an impressive high rise situated in the heart of the city, and I took the elevator to the top floor. I’d reached out to his assistant the day before, letting him know that Blake was going to be in town and wanted to meet with him. She’d put it in his calendar without hesitation. When I arrived, after a little explaining that I was Blake’s wife and I intended to meet with Michael regardless, his receptionist showed me into his office.


  Michael sat at a large desk in the middle of an enormous room. For a man who had the world at his fingertips, he seemed to have nothing around him. The surface of his desk was almost entirely free of clutter, save a notebook, laptop, and pen. Every surface gleamed. Every decoration was perfectly positioned.


  Michael came to his feet. His eyes regarded me almost cautiously as I walked toward him. “Erica. I wasn’t expecting you.”


  “I know. I’m sorry for that. It was important.”


  “Of course. Have a seat.” He showed me to the sitting area in what appeared to be the west wing of his spacious office. He took a chair opposite a matching sleek black leather couch where I sat. “What brings you to Dallas?”


  “I wanted to talk to you about Blake. I imagine you already know about the trouble he’s in.”


  He nodded slowly. “Yes, the police came to me, so I know some of the details. I haven’t spoken to Blake about it, though.”


  I was reassured that the police were at least doing their due diligence with Michael, even if their first suspect was Blake.


  “They asked you about the Banksoft source code?”


  “Yes.”


  “What did you tell them?”


  He eyed me for a moment, his lips an unmoving line.


  “I told them that to my knowledge, outside of a very select few trusted staff members, no one else had access to my copy of it.”


  “Is that the truth?”


  “Erica, I’m not one for games. What are you getting at?”


  I steeled myself to say what I’d flown halfway across the country to say. “I want to know if Max had access to it.”


  Michael smiled tightly and clasped his hands together. “It’s feasible. Max has been involved in many of my business dealings.”


  “I believe he gave the code to a man named Trevor Cooper. He’s a hacker—”


  “I know who he is.”


  I was stunned silent a moment. “You do?”


  “He’s a programmer who’d been working for Max for a while, helping him with some side projects. We funded his work through one of the investment companies that Max and I once jointly held.”


  “All that money was used to try to take down several of Blake’s ventures, my company among them.”


  Michael held my gaze steadily. “If that’s true, I’m very sorry to hear it. As you may already know, Max and I no longer have financial ties. And when we did, he was rarely involved in my daily business activities. I helped fund several of his projects, if only to keep him from wanting to be too involved with mine. I knew Trevor in name only because the company had cut checks to him.”


  “Do you know where Trevor is now?”


  “No. The investment company was dissolved and all its accounts were closed shortly after your engagement party. I don’t know what became of Trevor.”


  Damnit. I felt like I was climbing a mountain and the top of it kept eluding me.


  “Michael, I need you to help me find him. He used Blake’s Banksoft code to rig the governor’s election knowing that it would implicate Blake. If anyone wants to see Blake suffer more than Max, it’s Trevor. He’s held a grudge against him since before you took Blake into the fold.”


  “I’m not sure how I could possibly help.”


  “Reach out to him. Draw him out. Or tell the FBI what you really know. That Max very likely gave him the code. If the FBI knew it, they would at least start looking for the right person and stop investigating Blake for a crime he didn’t commit.”


  “You’re asking me to implicate my own son, Erica.”


  “I’m asking you to help me bring Trevor in. Whether you like it or not, Max was a part of this, and he’s been systematically trying to take Blake out of the game for years. I thought you cared about Blake. Are you willing to watch him go to prison for this?”


  His countenance was tight, betraying his discomfort. This was why I hadn’t called. Face-to-face he couldn’t deny the truth. And the truth was that his son, his flesh and blood, had a hand in this.


  “There has to be another way,” he finally said, casting his gaze to the floor.


  “There is no other way. Michael, please, I’m begging you. Help me find him. I can’t—” I can’t do this alone. I struggled for words. I tried to push down the overwhelming emotions bubbling to the surface. Maybe I could explain to Michael just how desperate I was, but I didn’t want to lose his respect by breaking down the way I wanted to right now.


  Before I could find the right words, he moved to sit beside me. He took my hand in his. His hand was warm and dry, tanned by the sun. His eyes were soft and almost sad.


  “Erica, I know this is hard for you. And I know that what you went through when Max attacked you must have been tremendously difficult. No one deserves to go through something like that. I’m ashamed of him, more than I ever have been in my life. But when you have children of your own, you’ll learn that no matter how they fail you, no matter how they hurt you and shame you, they will always be your children. I love Blake like a son . . . but he’s not my son. Max is my flesh and blood. I will do whatever I can to help Blake, but not at Max’s expense. I’ve never stood between them, and I won’t start now.”


  A single tear escaped, sliding down my cheek.


  He squeezed my hand. “Erica, you just have to find a different way. Blake’s smart—one of the smartest people I know. That’s why he’s not here, because he knows how I feel.”


  I ripped my hand away from his touch that now felt more condescending than anything. “He’s not here because he won’t defend himself.”


  I stood and moved for the door. I curved my hand around the doorknob and hesitated. Across the room, Michael stood. His stance was casual, his face lined with appropriate concern. I’d always thought of him as different, because Blake seemed to think he was. Had I been so wrong?


  “Sometimes I think about the men in my life. I think about how so many of them march around like gods, wielding their power and ego like a weapon with no regard for who they hurt or whose lives they destroy. And the rest of us are left picking up the pieces. For some reason, I always thought you were different. I guess I was wrong.”


  His silence confirmed the hard truth of it. I left his office and hailed a cab back to the hotel, resigned in my defeat.


  For the first time since I’d landed in Dallas, I turned on my phone. I waited, preparing myself for the deluge of communications that I must have missed. A dozen texts came through at once, one from James and the rest from Blake. All wanting to know where I was, if I was safe, to call soon.


  One voicemail message waited for me. I began to listen to it, bracing myself for whatever Blake had to say. I didn’t expect it to be even-toned.


  “Erica, it’s me.”


  My heart twisted at the first sound of his voice.


  “I don’t know where you are, and it’s killing me. I’m not saying I don’t deserve this, but . . . please, just call me so I can hear your voice and know that you’re okay. I know Alli is with you, but I can’t help but worry about you. I want to be with you wherever you are, to protect you from whatever trouble you’re getting into. And I already know what you’re thinking right now. That I won’t protect myself, so how can I protect you? And you’re right. I’m too stubborn for my own good, and you shouldn’t have to put up with me. You promised you would, though. Please . . . just call me.”


  The sadness in his voice gutted me. I missed him more than I’d let myself believe.


  I walked into the hotel room and found Alli working on her laptop.


  “How did it go?”


  I simply shook my head, and her shoulders sagged with the defeat I felt.


  “He won’t help?”


  “Not if it means implicating Max.” I slumped onto the bed beside her.


  “I’m sorry.” She hooked an arm around my shoulders. “What do we do now, chica?”


  I leaned against her, willing myself to believe that I could find another way to the truth. But I was tired, and all I wanted right now was the comfort of Blake’s arms. If I could get him to change his mind and fight for us, maybe there was still hope.


  I closed my eyes with a sigh. “I want to go home.”


  CHAPTER TEN


  BLAKE


  I must have called her a hundred times. No answer, every time. I’d called Heath a dozen more times. No updates. All I knew was that she was gone, and I had no idea when she’d be back or if she would be at all.


  I sat at the dining-room table, lost in my own thoughts. The last swallow of scotch slid down my throat. Nothing could numb the pain of knowing she wasn’t with me though. She’d chosen to leave, and maybe I’d given her every good reason to.


  I rubbed my eyes. One sleepless night had turned into two. I’d dozed off a few times, but woke in a panic. I’d go through the house again, check my phone and email. Call Heath with no regard for his own need to sleep. I’d realize she was gone all over again and worry until my eyelids wouldn’t stay open any longer.


  I heard the front door click shut. Clay had been checking in on me. If he hadn’t worked for me, I had a feeling he would have been more vocal about how terrible I must have looked. How insane I was being. But nothing anyone could say would fix this. Nothing would be right until she was home. If she gave me a chance to explain myself, I’d make it right.


  Then she was there.


  Standing at the edge of the table, in jeans and a loose sweater, looking tentative. She was closer than she’d been in days, but somehow she felt a million miles away from me. I pushed out of my chair and went to her. She took a step back like she was scared.


  I stopped short in front of her. Clenching my fists to keep from touching her, I tried to pull myself together, but the look in her clear blue eyes was ripping my heart out.


  “Baby, I’m not going to hurt you.”


  She swallowed, her lips parting slightly. “Aren’t you angry with me?”


  “No. I’m—God, just come here.”


  I hauled her to me, lifting her off her feet as soon as I could get my arms around her. I nuzzled her neck and breathed her in. She was more potent than any drink. I said her name, over and over. She was home. And safe. Thank God.


  I sought her mouth, gliding my lips over hers reverently. The kiss reminded me of the one that had sealed us as husband and wife. Until her tongue touched mine. Tender at first, and then seeking more. I groaned when she slid her fingers through my hair, gripping by the roots. I caught a breath and pulled away enough to see the new fire gleaming in her eyes. She wrapped her legs around me, and I walked us into the living room.


  I laid her down on the couch and covered her body with mine. The feeling of her warm little body under me was like heaven. Desire prickled my skin, but simply having her with me again overwhelmed me. I didn’t have words for it. I caressed her cheek, thumbing over her parted lips.


  “God, I missed you.”


  Something like sadness passed behind her eyes. Before she could explain why, I kissed her again. I swallowed all the things I knew she wanted to tell me. I kissed her, deeply and passionately, until she broke the contact. I wanted to make love to her and forget the past two days had happened. I wanted to start over, but I knew it wouldn’t be that easy. Reluctantly, I lifted my body from her, enough to look into her eyes.


  “We need to talk,” she said breathlessly.


  My muscles coiled with tension. I wasn’t going to let her leave me. Maybe she’d be better off with someone who was less fucked in the head, but I didn’t care. Selfishly, I’d fight like hell to keep her any way I could.


  Mentally preparing myself for the deluge of thoughts that she’d no doubt collected over the past two days, I gradually moved to a sitting position. She did the same, lifting her knees onto the couch on the far end from me.


  “Do we have to talk this far apart?”


  “I can’t—I can’t think straight when you’re touching me, Blake. And I need you to hear me.”


  My mouth went dry, but I wanted to know right away. I didn’t want the torture of hearing her dance around it.


  “Are you going to leave me?”


  Her eyes misted. “Blake . . .”


  An unseen force punched me in the gut. I rubbed my hands against my knees, preparing myself to do whatever I needed to do in this moment. “You were right. I made you a promise and I broke it. I’m not perfect, and I know that’s not an excuse, but you have to believe that I love you, Erica. More than anything, and I’ll do whatever I need to do to keep you—”


  “You don’t have to worry about keeping me, Blake, but . . .”


  A glimmer of hope took the edge off my fear. But . . . “But what?”


  “Blake . . .”


  Her lip trembled and she tugged anxiously at the rip in her jeans. I started to worry again that something was terribly wrong. I wanted to have her close again, to assure her that whatever it was we could get through. We’d been through enough hell together already.


  “Blake, I’m pregnant.”


  All the air left the room. Everything went black and white, blurry around the edges, except for the woman sitting beside me. Erica. My wife. In color, in focus, the words that she’d just spoken echoing clear as a bell.


  Pregnant.


  Several empty seconds passed as I tried to wrap my head around what she’d just told me. I sucked in a breath that brought much-needed air to my lungs and oxygen to my stuttering brain.


  “How long have you known?”


  “I just found out. I took a pregnancy test when I was in Texas. Well, Alli made me take a few, but they were all positive.”


  I shook my head, hoping to shake some clarity into it. “Wait, Texas?”


  New sadness met her eyes. “I went to talk to Michael. I was hoping that he would help us.”


  Inwardly, I cursed myself up and down for making her believe she had to do that. “Baby . . . why would you do that?”


  “Because I knew you wouldn’t.”


  I closed my eyes. She was right, but none of that mattered now. I opened them and pulled her to me. We didn’t need this distance. She came willingly, straddling my lap.


  I touched her cheek and held her, dragging my mouth from hers, along the curve of her jaw, to her pulse rushing under my lips. I wanted to touch her everywhere, as if somehow that would make this all seem real. This crazy thing that we couldn’t see. Nothing was different on the outside, but the words she’d uttered had suddenly changed everything. Everything.


  “You’re really pregnant?”


  I needed to hear the words again. She worried her lip until I thumbed it loose.


  “I wanted to wait to tell you . . .”


  “Why?”


  She glanced down, fidgeting with the collar of my shirt. “I don’t know. Just in case, you know, it didn’t last. I figured it would be better if you didn’t have to go through that too.”


  My determination flared, and I shoved the possibility of a failed pregnancy out of my mind. The fact that she was pregnant was too new, too amazing, to dim with those fears. I tipped her chin, lifting her gaze to mine.


  “Everything is going to be okay. I promise. And whatever happens, I’m here. I want to feel all of it right beside you.”


  Her lip started trembling vigorously again. “I need you with me, Blake. That’s what you don’t understand. I can’t do this alone. I don’t want to raise a child alone, without a father. I know what it’s like to have that piece of your life missing, and I won’t sit by and let them take you from us.”


  The way she said us sent my heart speeding.


  “I won’t let that happen. We’re going to be a family.” The words were foreign in my mouth, but instinctively I knew they were true. In the blink of an eye, our future meant more than it ever had.


  “We can’t leave this to chance. We have to find Trevor and end this. Promise me.”


  “I promise.” I said it before I could think twice. The fact that I’d ever fought Erica over this suddenly seemed absurd. What the fuck was I doing?


  Her eyes lit up, glowing with the tears that glistened. “Do you mean it?”


  “I’ve never meant anything more.”


  “Then how do we find him? If Michael can’t help us, I don’t know who else we can go to.”


  Even though I’d had no intention of following through with the plan, I’d already mapped one out. “I need the code that was used to the rig the machines. Trevor does shoddy work. He’s bound to have left something behind, something that points back to him.”


  “Don’t you think the feds would have found something by now if he did?”


  “Not necessarily. It’s my code. It’s been a decade, but I know it inside and out. And they’re the good guys. They’re not looking for tricky shit the way I will. Trevor is a hacker. Takes one to know one, I guess.”


  “How can we get it?”


  I rubbed my hands up and down her legs, wishing I had the power to do more. “They’ve all got eyes on me, Erica. Otherwise I have no doubt I could get it.”


  “What about Sid?”


  I shrugged. “Maybe. Depends on whether that’s a risk he would take.”


  “He’s done some creative research for me before.”


  I smiled, the sensation oddly strange. Had it been so long since I’d smiled? It had been days since she’d left. “Creative research? Is that what we’re calling it now?”


  “I don’t judge you for what you do, Blake. I may not always agree with it, but I know that your heart is in the right place. Sid’s is too. His ethical baseline is probably a little more in line with what I’m comfortable with, though.”


  “Okay. We’ll see what he says.” I took a lock of her blond hair and rolled the silky strands between my fingers. Would our baby have blond hair? Blue eyes that mesmerized me like hers did every day?


  “Does Gove know about Trevor?”


  I shook my head, torn from happier musings. Guilt settled over me all over again.


  “Will you at least tell him and see what he thinks? Evans may not believe you, but it could be enough to get him to back off a little.”


  That tightness in my stomach returned, but faded just as quickly. I wasn’t positive, but I was pretty sure that was the feeling of learning my lesson.


  “I’ll talk to him tomorrow.”


  Her lips curved into a smile and the worry in the endless oceans of her eyes lifted. “I missed you,” she whispered, kissing me softly.


  I circled my arms around her torso and held her to me as if she might disappear. Her tongue slipped past my lips, delving and teasing. She was sweet. So soft. I met her passion, reveling in the singular pleasure that was her taste, her touch, her exquisite aroma in my lungs.


  I could tell from her body language and the sensual way she moved over me that she was waiting. Waiting for me to take what was mine—her body, her pleasure. God, did I want to, but something held me back. The woman I held in my arms wasn’t the same.


  * * *


  ERICA


  The sound of the shower door closing stirred me from my nap. I twisted in the sheets. The fatigue from earlier lifted gradually as I got my bearings. The clock read 10:00, which meant I’d crashed for only a few hours. I lay back on the pillow and stared at the ceiling. More importantly, Blake had finally come to his senses, and for the first time in days, I felt relief.


  I was grateful to be home too. Back in the bed we shared and back in Blake’s arms. Except that’s all Blake had allowed. Ever since I’d told him about the pregnancy, he’d seemed guarded, like I might break if he let the slightest bit of passion slip into his touch.


  Maybe the hormones had taken hold. Maybe I simply wanted that closeness with my husband, no differently than I ever had. Maybe the way I loved Blake had transformed, knowing that I was carrying our child, knowing that we’d made a life between us. Whatever it was, I wanted him badly, and I wasn’t going to let him deprive himself, or me.


  The water stopped and a second later Blake emerged, a towel around his waist. His chest was gloriously bare, save the tiny lines of water trailing down from his still wet hair. The man had the body of a god. The fact was doing little to tame my now raging libido. I lifted up on my elbows to boldly drink him in.


  “Did I wake you up?”


  I shook my head, lifting the corner of my mouth in a suggestive smile. “Come to bed.”


  “You’ve been traveling all day. You should rest.”


  “I’m all rested up. Come here.” I bent my knee. The friction between my thighs and the vision of him creating more of it there sent my temperature rising.


  His tongue passed slowly over his lower lip. “I will in a bit. I’m going to do some work.”


  Bullshit.


  I rose from the bed and walked to him. I didn’t wait for an invitation. I slowed in front of him, gazing up into his beautiful eyes, now a heart-melting shade of green.


  I glided my hands down the broad planes of his chest. “I love you.”


  “I love you too.” His eyes were shadowed with emotion. “I wish words were enough to show you how I feel, Erica. I’ve said it a hundred times, but every day I love you more, and the words stay the same.”


  Something in my heart twisted. I hated that he’d been hurting so badly. He was clean and shaven now, fresh and alert, but he’d been a wreck when I came home. I’d never seen him so devastated.


  I shouldn’t have left him so coldly. I knew he’d forgiven me, but a part of me wanted to atone for it. I wanted us together. I ached for our bodies together.


  “I shouldn’t have left you the way I did. I was angry and so scared.”


  “I know,” he said quietly.


  After leaving Blake with a reminder of the commitments we’d made, I’d thought a lot about our vows and what they meant—their symbolism and the words themselves. They were promises to build on, not laws waiting to be broken. We were human. Imperfect. Still young in many ways even though we’d been well acquainted with the ways of the world.


  We’d hurt each other. We’d landed some powerful blows and somehow found our way back to understanding and love. We’d changed. We’d grown. And every hard lesson had woven us closer together through the journey.


  Nothing could shake my love for Blake, and tonight my vow was to fight for that love. I tangled my fingers in his hair with one hand and drew a line down his chiseled jaw with the other. My beautiful lover.


  “Even if we fight and fuck up, we’ll always find a way through things. I promise.”


  “You have no idea how badly I wanted to believe that was true.” He tucked my hair behind my ear. “It would have been easier to believe if you’d returned my calls though.”


  I closed my eyes. “I’m sorry.”


  His hurt echoed inside me.


  I’d said the words, but now I needed to show him. And the magnitude of what I felt couldn’t be said with a gentle touch. Love and lust were two highly combustible ingredients, stoking the small inferno already burning inside me.


  I pressed my lips to his chest. Tracing my fingers down over the hard ridges of his abs, I found the knot of his towel and tugged.


  “Erica . . .”


  I hushed him and let the towel fall to the floor. I flicked my tongue over the silky disk of his nipple until it pebbled under a puff of air. I gave the other the same treatment. I kissed my way along his collarbone. Then his neck, where I sucked him boldly until he let out a tortured groan. He palmed my ass, forcing us tightly together. His arousal was unmistakable, hot against my skin.


  Pure female satisfaction roared through me. I wanted to please him. I wanted to give him everything tonight.


  I tugged off my shirt and he reached for me, caressing me until I shivered. Gazing into his eyes, I slowly lowered to my knees.


  I slid my hands down his firm legs, worshipping the lines of his impressively toned body. From his etched lips to his feet, he was a remarkable physical specimen. Lucky for me that his heart was just as beautiful as every other part of him.


  I dropped my hands to my thighs. I closed my eyes and leaned forward, letting my forehead rest against him. I sighed, never so content to be here, now. Outside of the thrill and the pleasure that always followed, a part of me had always riled a little bit in this pose. But something was different tonight.


  I never believed that I was naturally submissive, despite what Blake might have wanted or needed me to be for him. I would always be there when there was a fight worth fighting.


  I wasn’t submissive . . . but I was in love. Deeply and irrevocably in love. And I was Blake’s now in a way I never had been before. And he was mine. I had no doubt of that.


  Now all I wanted was the strength of his hands on me, his strong body giving me the pleasure that only he could. I wanted to feel the dominance in his touch, and with my submission, to give him what he needed and what I craved.


  “Not tonight, Erica.”


  I lifted my head, peering up at him. “I put you through hell, remember?”


  He dropped down, his knees hitting the floor in front of me. His gaze riveted to mine. “It doesn’t matter. I’ve already forgiven you. You deserved more than me walking away from you the other day.” He kissed me tenderly. “Forgive me.”


  “Only if you make love to me,” I whispered.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  BLAKE


  Goddamn, I wanted her. I wanted everything she was offering to me. I claimed her mouth now with deep strokes, the way I wanted to claim the depths of her body, so unapologetically deep she’d feel me there tomorrow. Our hands roamed. Our mouths melded hotly together. I rose to my feet and carried her to the bed. Taking the space between her thighs, I climbed over her.


  Our limbs wove around each other, holding and demanding. I closed my eyes and felt her all around me. Her soft touch became impatient. My hips snapped bluntly against hers at the sensation of her nails dragging down my back.


  “Fucking hell.” I dropped my forehead to the pillow beside her.


  “What’s wrong?”


  What the hell was wrong? I couldn’t get the fact that she was pregnant out of my head. That’s what was wrong. Visually nothing had changed, but knowing she was pregnant, carrying what might be our only chance for a child together, brought all my fervent desires to a screeching halt. Suddenly nothing was as important as that, and fucking her like a feral beast wasn’t something I was going to risk if it could hurt her in any way.


  She stared at me expectantly. “What is it?”


  “I’m afraid I’m going to hurt you,” I finally admitted.


  She winced. “Hurt me?”


  “Fuck you too hard. I don’t know . . . hurt the baby, I guess.”


  She smiled. “You’re well-endowed, Blake, and it’s glorious, but I promise, you’re not going to hurt the baby.”


  I stared down at her, wishing I could believe it. “I take nothing for granted.”


  “You’ve been making love to me for weeks, and I’ve been fine.”


  “I can’t control myself. You know that as well as I do.”


  My thoughts wandered as I skimmed down her chest, around the curve of her breast. When I imagined wrapping my teeth around that tight rosy nub, a rush of blood surged to my already throbbing cock.


  She pressured me to my back and straddled me. As appealing as the vantage was, I still wasn’t in the right headspace. My focus and hands went to her luscious tits. If only I could take her the way I wanted to . . .


  She swiveled her hips over me, dragging the damp cotton of her panties over me. A frustrated groan escaped me. The panties had to go . . .


  “That’s seriously not helping.” All I wanted to do was slam her down on my dick.


  Her eyes twinkled as her lower lip disappeared into her mouth. “Why do I get the feeling you want to fuck me like a wild animal right now?”


  Those were tame words for what I wanted to do her. I wanted to bend her over my knee and slap her ass until she screamed. I wanted to drag my teeth over her skin and feel her shudder under the edge of pain. I wanted to spread her wide and fuck her deep. Her mouth, her sweet little pussy, and anyplace else she’d let me in. Wild animals weren’t nearly as depraved as I was.


  “That’s exactly the problem. I don’t trust myself, and you shouldn’t either.”


  She lowered over me, bringing us chest to chest. Soft, sweet, heavenly skin.


  “I trust you to give me exactly what I need. You know my heart and my body better than anyone else. That’s what makes you my husband and not some wild beast.”


  I held my breath, repeating what she’d said in my mind. Blood thundered loudly in my ears, firing heat and desire straight from my heart down every limb.


  She laced our fingers together and brushed her lips against mine. “I like you a little wild too. I know what you need, Blake. Now, give me what I want.”


  I’d wanted to make love to her the second I saw her again. Damn, this was a hopeless fight.


  Without another thought, I flipped her to her back again and didn’t waste a second tugging her panties down. I focused on the tuft of curls above her smooth pussy. My mouth watered, and I imagined running my tongue all over that soft skin, delving into the luscious honey just beyond. As much as I wanted that . . .


  My hungry gaze flickered to hers. Her chest rose under labored breaths. She moved restlessly, and I knew exactly what she wanted.


  I caught her hip and positioned her beneath me. I couldn’t wait to be inside her. I pressed my cock against the mouth of her pussy and sank into her.


  She dug her fingernails into my forearm and arched with a gasp. I clenched my jaw tightly. A far away voice told me to be gentle when I wanted to slam her up the bed. I obeyed, determined to treasure her tonight and lock up the animal that wanted things hard and rough. I’d let him loose another day.


  When she came back down, I captured her lips.


  “Perfect,” I whispered against her.


  She trembled slightly, her eyes hazy and liquid. I loved the abandon that swept her features when the last barriers between us disappeared—when I was a part of her, and when she’d taken hold of me. I withdrew only to reclaim her, slowly, taking my time, dragging my cock over the sensitive bundle of nerves just inside. The firm way her body clutched me told me she’d been right. I knew her body. I knew all its secrets.


  I loved her that way, inch by inch. Thrust by thrust. So steady and measured, I nearly lost my damn mind.


  Our hands clasped tightly. She clung to me, holding on through the orgasm that I could feel building with every helpless whimper, every shuddery clench. Flushed skin, my name on her lips . . . she was close. I could have gone with her, but somehow through the blur of my desire, I held back. I wanted to give her a night of pleasure, not a quick high.


  I lifted her hips, meeting her movements, hitting that hidden spot inside her over and over. Her pussy rippled with spasms that matched her cries.


  “Let go, Erica,” I said, so intent on her climb that I nearly forgot about my own.


  “I want to come with you.”


  My chest constricted and my aching cock reminded me how badly I wanted to let go too. Too much time had passed between us. Too many emotions had ripped through me in her absence that suddenly everything was barreling down on me.


  “Erica.”


  I strained to rein in the nearly violent need to ram her hard and fast. I could almost taste the promise of release.


  Her walls came down around me. Her nails scored down my chest. Everything went red and the sound that tore from me echoed off the walls, punctuated by Erica’s thready, broken cry.


  * * *


  ERICA


  I woke to Blake’s warmth all around me. I stretched, curving against the line of his body. I turned to find him already dressed. The scent of coffee lingered on him.


  “Good morning,” he said.


  I smiled. He looked better. And I sure as hell felt better. I toyed with his hair, rumpling it just the way I liked.


  “Last night was amazing.”


  A concerned wrinkle formed between his brows. “How do you feel?”


  I mentally cataloged my body’s physical feedback. Every day seemed to be a little different, and now that I knew I was pregnant, I understood why.


  “Other than being epically tired, which seems to be my new reality, I feel great.”


  He rested his hand on my ribs, grazing his fingertips down over my navel. He couldn’t have broadcast his thoughts any more clearly. I stilled his hand.


  “Blake, seriously. I’m fine.”


  “I’m just asking.”


  His tone was innocent but I knew better.


  “Am I going to have to tie you down every time I want to have my wicked way with you?”


  He flashed me a dark look. “I’m sure that won’t be necessary.”


  I smirked, a tiny idea forming in my mind.


  “I don’t know. If you’re so worried about hurting me, maybe the only choice is to let me take the reins until you aren’t.”


  “Funny,” he muttered dryly.


  “I wasn’t trying to be funny.” I pretended to be serious, but he was doing so well for the both of us.


  “I think you know I can’t do that.” His tone was deceivingly calm, the words unmistakably clear.


  “You can’t or you won’t,” I challenged.


  He lifted an eyebrow. “Both. I’m pretty sure we’ve established that restraints are a hard limit for me.”


  I rolled to my side and slid my hand under his shirt, appreciating the toned ridges that led to a slight bulge in his jeans. “Being dominated isn’t so bad, Blake. It could be fun, in small doses.”


  “All my instincts scream ‘no’ when you say things like that. Sounds like a recipe for disaster.”


  I smiled, clucking my tongue teasingly. “Whatever are we going to do with you, Blake?”


  He pursed his lips and hoisted me on top of him possessively. “I could think of a few things.”


  I warmed under his heated gaze. “Me too. Now it’s just a matter of convincing you.” I peppered tiny kisses along his jaw, tugging his earlobe into my mouth with a soft bite. He groaned, lifting his hips so his growing erection connected with my clit just so. I was still bare and extremely sensitive. If he wasn’t careful, he’d need a new pair of jeans.


  Heat bloomed across my skin, and memories of last night slowly seduced me. Maybe convincing him he didn’t need to hold back wouldn’t be so difficult. We were already seconds from tearing each other’s clothes off.


  Except the last time I’d gotten bold in the bedroom, Blake had undeniably been rattled. Then again, he hadn’t expected me to tie him up in the middle of night.


  “I blindsided you last time. Give me another chance.”


  He dismissed me with a short laugh, which only made me want to make my case stronger.


  “Listen, you’re always controlling my pleasure.”


  “And you love it,” he said bluntly.


  “I do. But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think about giving that to you too. It’s not all about being on a power trip, you know. The things we do . . . You give more than you take.”


  “So what? Are you saying you want to switch?”


  I sat straighter and shrugged. “Maybe.”


  The directness of his question sent heat to my cheeks. I liked the sound of taking control more than I’d expected to.


  “And what would this . . . domination . . . entail?” He brought his arms behind his head with a disarming smile.


  A little thrill fluttered through me. “Well, you’re not exactly what I would call obedient. So we’d have to undergo some vigorous training for you to learn your place.”


  “And where is that?” His tone was low, his voice vibrating through me.


  I hummed and lowered over him again. “Under me.” I whispered against his lips, sliding my hand over his now very hard cock. “Unless I want you someplace else, that is.”


  He groaned and lifted his hips into my eager grasp. “I’m under you right now. Seems like a reward is in order.”


  “Don’t be greedy.”


  I smiled to myself, knowing how many times he’d accused me of the same thing. He was patient only when it came to teasing me. When his own desire was on the line, his position might very well change.


  He narrowed his eyes. “I’ve created a monster.”


  “You can call me Master,” I joked with a coy smile.


  He laughed again. “I think Mistress is more appropriate in these matters.”


  “I might like the ring of that.”


  A part of me couldn’t believe we were having this conversation, even if he was only humoring me. Then again, I’d been home less than twenty-four hours after my hormone-fueled mission to speak to Michael and teach Blake what would become a painful lesson. Who knew what he was really thinking right now?


  His wandering gaze betrayed him though. “I’m intrigued. When’s the first lesson?”


  “Maybe tonight, but only if you’re on your best behavior,” I said in a light voice. I had no idea what I was doing, but this could be fun if he let it go anywhere.


  He released his hands and stroked up and then down to my thighs lazily. “You mean you’re going to send me to work with visions in my head of you riding me all night?”


  I frowned. “You’re working today?”


  We’d had a successful track record of keeping the weekends for ourselves. Especially after the insane week we’d had, I figured we deserved some downtime now more than ever.


  “I was going to meet with Gove and discuss the Trevor situation.”


  “Oh,” I said quietly. I couldn’t argue with that. Any lingering stress started to melt off when I felt like we were moving in the right direction. Finally.


  Reluctantly, I lifted off Blake and got ready for my day. We meandered downstairs, and I started to make myself a cup of tea. Blake came up behind me and kissed my neck before taking over the task.


  “I’ve got this. Go sit.”


  “You’re spoiling me,” I muttered and took a seat at the island.


  “You should get used to that. What do you want for breakfast?”


  I wrinkled my nose. My stomach was still on the fritz. “Not hungry.”


  He pressed his lips together in a way that told me he wasn’t thrilled with that answer.


  He cleared his throat, went through the fridge, and pulled out some already diced fruit and a tub of yogurt. “While you were sleeping, I scheduled a doctor’s appointment for you.”


  “You picked a doctor without me?”


  “Dr. Henneman is the best obstetrician in the city, and you’ll have only the best when it comes to this. There’ll be no arguing that.”


  Any vulnerability I’d seen in his eyes before had been swiftly replaced. I wasn’t quite sure when the shift in power had occurred, but it definitely had.


  I rolled my eyes. “I see you’re right back in the driver’s seat.”


  “When it comes to your health, I always will be. With everything your body has been through, I want you and the baby to have the best care.”


  The baby. The way he said it sounded so certain. With the odds stacked against us, I’d had a hard time convincing myself that somehow in nine months, I’d have a baby in my arms. Still, I reached for that faith I’d promised Blake back on the islands. I’d believe it, until someone told us otherwise.


  “Okay.”


  “The appointment is Monday. I had her after-hours staff call her to confirm it.”


  I took a sip of my tea. “Are you coming with me?”


  “I’m going to be with you every step of the way. I promise you that.” He placed a small bowl of sliced berries and melon topped with a dollop of yogurt in front of me. “Now try to eat a little, please.”


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  ERICA


  I was contemplating how I would spend the morning without Blake when Alli called.


  “Hey. I wanted to check in and make sure everything was okay.”


  I smiled. “Yeah, we’re good.”


  She released a sigh. “Thank goodness. I can’t handle it when you two are on the outs.”


  I registered renewed guilt now that I was on the other side of it and had seen how upset Blake was. I can’t imagine what he put Heath through not knowing where I was.


  “I’m sorry, Alli. I shouldn’t have pulled you into it.”


  “It’s okay. You needed my support, and that’s what I’m here for. I’m just glad that things worked out.”


  “They did. We’re better.”


  “Good. Well, I’ll let you get back to your making up.”


  “Actually Blake’s in the city meeting with the attorney. I’m just killing time.”


  She hummed. “Are you up for a little retail therapy? I need to replenish my closet now that it’s getting chilly.”


  “Sure,” I said, liking the sound of that.


  An hour later I was on Newbury Street, perusing the shops with Alli. We talked and laughed, consulting each other on what to buy when we couldn’t decide between two things. I bought more than I expected to, considering we’d gone out to replenish Alli’s wardrobe, not mine. But after a month abroad with Blake sparing no expense along the way, I was slowly acclimating to Blake’s much higher standard of living. Knowing that I was spending my own money and not Blake’s helped in my current situation, however. The payoff from the Clozpin sale afforded me as much financial freedom as I could hope for without dipping into our joint account for anything outside of necessities. Blake could argue about it, but I’d argue right back. I still valued my financial independence and the fact that I’d earned it.


  After Alli and I had wasted a few hours shopping, we ducked into a little Mediterranean restaurant for lunch. My earlier queasiness had subsided and now my appetite was back with a vengeance. We tore through a couple appetizers that took the edge off.


  Alli sipped her wine. The light danced off the liquid and caught on a sparkling red gem that dangled from the short thick chain around her neck.


  “That’s pretty. Is it new?”


  She feathered her fingertips over it. “Thanks. Heath gave it to me a little while ago. I feel like it’s too fancy to wear to work though, which is why you probably haven’t seen it before.”


  Good taste, I thought, but then wondered if he’d given it to her to make up for anything else. Their relationship hadn’t always been on solid ground, but since he’d returned from rehab they’d been incredibly solid. They’d been inseparable at the wedding. I couldn’t mistake the stars in her eyes when they danced, and a little part of me hoped that the magic of our day might inspire Heath to want to take the next step with Alli. I knew she was ready. Maybe he was too.


  “How have things been between you two?”


  “We’re good. Things were a little rocky after you and I left Clozpin, but we’re good now. Better than ever.”


  I looked down at my napkin and wondered if Sophia had anything to do with that. I’d been the one to tip Alli off that Heath had a possibly not-so-innocent history with Sophia. I genuinely hoped that hadn’t caused a rift between them, but after everything Sophia had put us both through, I thought she should know the truth—at least to the extent that I did. Only Heath and Sophia knew the whole truth.


  “Did you two ever talk about Sophia?”


  She nodded, taking a bite of her salad in silence.


  I immediately felt like a jerk for voicing my thoughts out loud. “Sorry, Alli. I didn’t mean to pry. It’s between you two.”


  She shrugged. “It’s okay. I’m not trying to keep it from you really. It’s just . . . If Blake knew, I think it would make things uncomfortable between them. I don’t want that any more than you do.”


  I was angry at Sophia then, for Alli’s sake. Not only had she lost her job to that evil witch, but she very likely had to face the truth that she’d slept with Heath. If Alli felt anything the way I felt knowing that Sophia had loved Blake, and likely still did, I knew that it hurt like hell.


  “You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to, but you can trust that I’m done letting Sophia fuck with our lives. She’s caused enough damage. Somehow she always finds a way to get to me, but I’m done letting her. I swore it the day we left Clozpin for the last time.”


  Alli let out a heavy sigh. “Well, the truth is after she booted me from the business, I confronted Heath about her. I hinted—well, maybe I did more than hint—that I knew there might have been more than friendship between them. I told him I wanted to know the truth, even if it would hurt to hear it.” Her brows drew closer as she stared out the window.


  “What did he say?”


  She turned back and met my gaze. “He didn’t deny it. I have to give him credit for that.”


  “They slept together?”


  She nodded, unable to mask the disgust. “Once. They’d been partying with their mutual friends at the time. High, of course. Blake was traveling so he never knew.”


  Suddenly, I hated Sophia all over again. “For all her claiming to love him . . .”


  “Supposedly their relationship was on the rocks. One thing led to another. Drugs and alcohol. Bad decisions ensued. He never admitted it to Blake because he didn’t want to hurt him, especially after everything Blake had done for him. I guess he always felt like Sophia used their friendship to stay close to Blake.”


  “I wouldn’t put it past her. She’d stop at nothing to have Blake back.” She’d proven as much with her despicable behavior toward me.


  “Even at his lowest, Heath has a tender heart. I think he was too nice to call her on it. But of course he hasn’t heard from her since Blake severed ties from her business. No love lost, I suppose.”


  Thankfully Sophia had been mercifully absent from our lives for months. I could only hope she’d given up trying to get him back. Blake and I were married, with a baby on the way now. I hated that she owned a part of his past, but at least I had his future. Of that I was certain.


  Alli fidgeted with her necklace absently.


  “Do you wish you didn’t know?” I asked.


  “At first I wished I didn’t. I was upset of course. We’ve been through enough. I didn’t want to think about him with other women, especially the one who abruptly fired me. I was furious and just as devastated as you were. But that’s life. There’s no point living in the past when we have an amazing future to look forward to.”


  I agreed, and a warm feeling floated over me. Their happiness always had that effect on me. Her cheeks flushed and she stared past me.


  “What?”


  “Nothing,” she said.


  A few seconds passed and the secretive smile never left her lips.


  “Alli, what the hell. Spill it.”


  She shook her head. “God, I can’t believe I’m telling you this.” She drew in a deep breath and exhaled in a rush. “We’ve been talking about eloping.”


  My jaw fell. “Are you serious?”


  “I haven’t exactly been making my marriage dreams a secret, you know. We’ve been talking about taking the next step, and that’s kind of how we’re leaning.”


  “I figured you’d talked about it, but I had no idea that you’d take off and do it without telling anyone. That’s crazy!”


  She shrugged with a smile. “I don’t know. The more I thought about it, the more romantic I imagined it would be. Plus I sort of got a lot of my wedding planning out of my system with yours. You were so easygoing, I ended up using half my ideas on you.”


  I pouted a little. “Oh, I’m sorry.”


  She laughed. “Don’t be. I had an incredible time. It was a beautiful wedding. I’ll never forget it and I have absolutely no regrets. You deserved an amazing day, and I was thrilled to be a part of it any way I could.”


  She smiled warmly, and I knew that she was being genuine. Blake and I had toyed with the idea of eloping too, but I knew his family wanted the wedding and would be sad to miss it. And when the day came, I was glad for our choice too. Alli and Fiona had done an impressive job planning everything while I was on the mend. No detail was missed, and the day was filled with a hundred special moments and thoughtful touches thanks to them. For all my bemoaning the prospect of a big family wedding in the months prior, a little part of me wanted that for Alli now too. But, ultimately, I wanted what she wanted. My job as her best friend was to support her the same way she supported me, whatever she decided to do.


  “Is Heath really on board with this too?”


  “Yeah. I mean, he’s so easygoing about everything. Eloping is so much more his style. At first I was kind of upset when he brought up the idea. I wanted him to propose, you know? I wanted the surprise, the fancy diamond, the white dress, and the big reception. All those little things I’d dreamed about forever.” She shook her head. “I don’t know. I think I finally realized that life doesn’t always have to go in order. I spent half my life planning the perfect wedding around a person I hadn’t met yet. It’s a little silly to think that we’d automatically want the same things.”


  “I’m sure he’d give you the big white wedding if that’s what you wanted.”


  “I know he would. But, honestly, the more I think about it, the more it feels right to have it just be us.”


  Any doubts I had about their possible elopement swiftly melted. They loved each other, hopefully with the same singular passion that Blake and I shared. Suddenly nothing seemed more romantic than binding that love between them, with only them, the two most important people in the room.


  “Sounds really romantic. Alli. Selfishly, I’ll be sad to miss it, but I know it’ll be wonderful.”


  She smiled. “We’ll take pictures. Lots of pictures.”


  I caught her hand across the table, all the more grateful to have her in my life. When she’d left for New York months ago, I worried that our friendship would wane with distance. Circumstances brought us back together, and now falling in love would keep us in each other’s lives forever. “We’ll be sisters. Can you believe that?”


  She squeezed my hand, light in her eyes. “You’ve always felt like a sister to me, so I can only say that having it official will be an added bonus.”


  “You’ve always been my family, Alli. Even when I haven’t made it so easy for you.”


  She pursed her lips. “You are very temperamental, but I kind of love you for it.”


  I sat back and contemplated that assessment. Was I temperamental? I preferred strong-willed, but maybe the hormones taking over my body had shortened my fuse and altered my decision-making. I wasn’t entirely convinced, but I was certain Blake would probably have a lot to say about that, in light of recent events.


  “I’m sure Blake would agree, but thankfully he’s as forgiving as you are.”


  Her soft expression became more serious. “How did things go when you got home?”


  I thought back to the night before. I’d known that coming home and explaining my absence to Blake wasn’t going to be easy, but I’d missed him terribly. We had so much to talk about, so much to work through. My heart broke when I saw him sitting alone at the table. Listless, staring into nothing. Then suddenly he’d come back to life when I came into his view. Remembering him so hurt and tired made my chest ache all over again, and I rubbed at the hurt there.


  “Things were intense, as usual. Sometimes it’s not always easy for us to get on the same page, especially when it comes to matters that we both feel strongly about. He’s very stubborn, and, frankly, so am I.”


  “Well I’m sure you figured it out, one way or the other. You look like you barely slept.” She winked.


  A smile hinted at my lips. “We’re better. We talked the way we should have before I’d left. We . . . made up.”


  “And?” She lifted an eyebrow.


  I’d never really talked to Alli about my sex life with Blake, especially after she’d started hooking up with his brother. It seemed . . . weird. We’d discussed flings in the past, but I’d always been too swept up in my relationship with Blake to really get into the details. Not to mention a lot of the details were probably illegal in some states. I couldn’t take for granted that half the things we did in the bedroom wouldn’t completely terrify my best friend. Maybe today was a day for confidences though.


  “I think the whole pregnancy thing has him unnerved. He doesn’t know what to do with me,” I said, hoping to keep it simple.


  She hummed and tapped her lips. Mischief sparkled in her eyes. “Maybe he needs motivation.”


  “Call me crazy, but you look inspired.” I couldn’t imagine what she was thinking.


  “I could be. I think we have a few more stores to hit.”


  * * *


  BLAKE


  I walked into the sports bar a few blocks outside of Fenway and looked around. Dean was at the bar, staring up at the televisions. He’d dressed casually, in jeans and a jersey. A well-worn baseball cap shaded his eyes. I took the stool beside him.


  “No suit?”


  He glanced over at me. “Casual Saturday. Plus, I’m heading to a game this afternoon with the kids.”


  “Sorry. I didn’t mean to cut into your family time.” For probably the first time in my life, I meant it. I’d been notoriously work-driven, especially with any matters that required the expertise of an attorney. But in a few short months, I’d be spending every spare minute with our new little family.


  That reality hit me hard. Everything was going to change.


  Dean cleared his throat, derailing my thoughts. “I know I’m one of your favorite people and all, but to what do I owe this pleasure?”


  I stared up at the televisions broadcasting another game. I wasn’t ready to dive right into the confession I’d kept from him for the past several years. It seemed strange to think, but Dean was one of the closest friends I had. Though we almost never interacted outside of business-related matters, he knew me better than most. Circumstances had demanded it.


  “You know something funny? Every time I see you, it’s because something has gone haywire in my life. You’re lucky I don’t hold it against you.”


  He laughed. “You’re the one always getting into trouble. Not me.”


  “Not this time.”


  He glanced down at the bar and spun his coaster in a small circle. “So what’s up? What’s gone haywire now?”


  “Is there anything new with Evans?”


  I cared about the answer, but I was still buying some time. I hadn’t heard from Dean during Erica’s excursion, not that I would have cared about anything he had to say.


  “Not that I can tell. Hopefully between him and the police, they’re stalling out with whatever they’ve found. The Election Commission did a recount though. The governorship is going to Fitzgerald’s opponent. Fitzgerald didn’t make any statements on Friday after they announced it, though. We’ll see what he has to say, if anything, next week.”


  Satisfaction coursed through me. I knew Erica would have mixed emotions about the news, but nothing was mixed about my wanting Daniel to feel the weight of that loss. I wanted him to feel it completely and for as long as possible. He didn’t strike me as someone who handled failure well, not unlike myself.


  “Probably could use the weekend to let that news settle in,” I finally said.


  “No doubt. I’m sure it’s turning his world upside down. Hopefully that doesn’t complicate things for us.”


  I couldn’t imagine what Daniel’s next move would be after such an extremely public letdown, but Dean was right to wonder if it would bleed into my current situation.


  “I wanted to talk to you about the election actually.”


  He responded with a short nod, waiting for another kind of confession, no doubt.


  “I know who tampered with the voting machines.”


  He shot me a stony look. “Say that again?”


  “I can’t exactly prove it’s him, and that’s why I never mentioned it to you earlier.”


  He spun on his stool and glowered. “You know the actual person who’s behind this and you never fucking mentioned it?”


  I bypassed his reaction and proceeded to detail all of it. From my first brush with the authorities as a kid, most of which he already knew or had heard, through the years of Trevor’s persistent bullshit stunts, to his all-around damaging partnership with Max.


  Dean’s expression had turned from agitated to skeptical, a quality I valued and paid him well for.


  “Sounds like he has a steady track record of meddling with your software ventures. You really think this kid rigged a state election?”


  “When he got bored of messing around with my sites and Erica’s, he partnered up with Max and one of Erica’s former colleagues to create a competing site. Shoddy work, of course. I took it down pretty easily and then he disappeared again. Off the map. Until now. He’s upped his game, it would seem, and he’s making it damn hard for me to look too hard for him because now the feds have their eyes on me.”


  “So you’ve been dealing with him for years, for nearly as long as I’ve known you, and you never told me?”


  When I’d laid it all out, I couldn’t believe how long I’d really let this go on. Heath was right. Erica too. Trevor needed to be stopped, one way or the other.


  “I guess it wasn’t worth the fight until now.”


  “Damnit.” He lifted his cap and scrubbed his forehead. “All right. So how do we find him and get Evans off your scent?”


  “First I need to prove he did it. Second, I need to find him. He’s anonymous, in every sense of the word.”


  “What does that mean? Everyone has a trail.”


  “For all intents and purposes, he’s untraceable. Erica found him once, and then he disappeared again.”


  His eyebrows lifted. “Erica found him?”


  I rolled my eyes. “I wasn’t looking for him. She was. I’m sure if I’d given it a little more effort, I could have tracked him down.”


  He did a poor job of masking a smirk. “Sure. Anyway, how did she do it?”


  “She found out his mother was living in the area. She confronted him—without my permission, I might add—and things got heated. She left, and next thing we know Trevor and his mother up and move with no forwarding address.”


  “If we know her identity, that’s something. A start anyway.”


  “True. I just need to do some digging.”


  Dean’s eyes went wide. “No. No digging, Blake.”


  “I have people who might be willing to help. It won’t trace back to me.”


  “It better fucking not.” He shook his head. “Christ, you’re going to give me an ulcer.”


  “If you don’t already have one, you’re not working hard enough.”


  He let out a short laugh, his anxiety fading a bit. “Thrilled to hear my quality of life means that much to you, after a decade of being at your beck and call.” He grabbed his phone and typed in a few notes. “All right. Do your digging, very very carefully. I’ll do mine as well. Let me know what you find, and we can decide how to approach Evans with it. I don’t think that throwing out the name of a virtually unknown assailant is going to do anything more than grind his gears.”


  “My thoughts exactly.”


  My phone dinged with a text.


  E: When can I expect you?

  B: Finishing up now. Be home in about an hour.

  E: Wait for me in the living room.


  I hesitated, spinning over what she could possibly be cooking up for tonight. I hadn’t taken this morning’s teasing banter too seriously. Erica had a reputation for wanting to take charge until I had her begging to be dominated again.


  But maybe there was more than play behind her proposition. Maybe she shared my concerns. Maybe she was right to. I was uneasy and aroused all at once.


  B: Should I be worried?


  I hovered over the send button a minute, not sure if I wanted her to answer that. Finally I sent it. By the time Dean had finished his beer, her reply had come in.


  E: Terrified.


  Little fucking minx.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  ERICA


  Blake’s voice echoed through the large foyer. “I’m home!”


  My heart beat a dizzying pace. I stretched the second black stocking up my thigh and stepped into my favorite black heels. I fluffed my hair, spread a deep shade of red over my lips, and made a popping sound. Hands on my slanted hips, I assessed my look in the mirror.


  Alli had helped me pick out the perfect corset—after she’d chosen another for herself, which should have shocked me until I realized that Heath was likely just as capable as Blake was in the kink department.


  The corset’s shiny black leather molded perfectly to my torso, pushing the upper swells of my breasts out of the already low-cut garment that barely covered my nipples. A few popped buttons would bare all, and I was already fantasizing about the ways Blake could do that. I paired the garment with a pair of tiny black panties and sheer black thigh-highs.


  As usual, I had no idea what I was doing, but chances were good that I looked the part. Blake would either laugh me out of the room or try to devour me. I picked up the tiny crop that I’d chosen earlier for that very scenario. I felt much better going into this dominant situation with a weapon to reinforce my position.


  Heat suffused my cheeks, matching them to the deep red on my lips. I’d known Blake long enough and engaged in all manner of debauchery with him. He knew my body intimately, every part of it. Why this suddenly embarrassed me I couldn’t understand. I took a deep breath and called out to him.


  “Coming!”


  If all went to plan, I would be . . . soon.


  The first floor of the house was growing dark. Candles that I’d lit earlier flickered from several small tables surrounding the couches. Blake was sprawled out on one, his focus on some invisible point on the ceiling.


  “Welcome home.” I sashayed into the room, hoping I sounded more sultry than silly. I was one part insecure, two parts raging with hormone-fueled desire.


  Our gazes met in the dusky light. His tracked me as I came closer. I slowed in front of him. My heart raced with anticipation and my head swam with a thousand wild thoughts, but it was the hunger glowing in his eyes that stole my breath.


  “You’re taking this dominant thing pretty seriously.” His voice was a dangerously low murmur.


  “Would you rather I go change . . . maybe into something a little more . . . demure?” I canted my head, taunting him.


  “Not a chance.” He reached for me. “Come here.”


  Oh, I wanted to, but a little voice spoke up and a surge of courage took over. “I’m in charge tonight, Blake.” I took the edge of the crop to the hem of his T-shirt and lifted. “Take this off.”


  A devilish smile crept over his lips. He sat up and removed his shirt slowly. He tossed it to the floor before resting back into his casual pose on the couch. “And I’m supposed to be able to play nice like this for nine months?”


  Feeling a little more empowered, I took the space between his knees. “Being in control all the time is hard work. You deserve a break.”


  He lifted an eyebrow, trailing a lazy caress along the inside of my thigh. “Is that right?”


  My breath caught when the back of his hand came closer to the very tiny patch of fabric covering my sex. I was already wet and envisioning all the amazing ways he could make me feel if the tables were turned. I hoped he wouldn’t notice, but the predatory look in his eye promised that he wasn’t missing any of the signals my body was sending right now. He journeyed higher, tracing the hem of my panties.


  I moved his hand and traced the crop along the outline of the insistent erection pressing against his jeans. “I think these need to go, too.”


  He stood slowly, inches from me. He shucked his jeans, revealing his tented boxer briefs. I licked my lips. What I wouldn’t do to drop to my knees and paint him red with this ridiculous lipstick. My fingers itched to touch him, tease him. I’d do that later.


  I grazed the tip of the crop against the head of his cock through the briefs. “These too.”


  “Seems a little one-sided,” he said. Pushing them down, he sprang free.


  My gaze was transfixed there. “As it should be.”


  He hooked a finger under the thin strap of my panties. “These, I think, we could do without.”


  “No touching,” I ordered, not sounding nearly as confident as I should have.


  “That’s no fun.” He smirked and released the strap with a snap.


  “Your hands can’t be trusted. You can use your mouth, but only when I tell you.”


  Dark desire shaded his eyes. “Interesting game.”


  I shoved him back down on the couch and waited a moment before straddling his lap. His thick cock was already straining north, all too ready for me. I lowered and brushed my sex against it. A rush of desire arrowed straight to my clit, making me dizzy with want. If my panties went anywhere, he’d be inside me in seconds, and I knew he wasn’t opposed to tearing them off either. Before I convinced myself that was entirely okay, a desirable outcome even, I harnessed my derailed thoughts.


  I reached for the top snap that held the corset tight over my breasts and popped it open. My chest swelled against the leather, creating pressure I was eager to relieve. I wanted the girls free as much as I wanted Blake’s mouth on them.


  “Open your mouth,” I said.


  He smirked. “Only if you promise to put something delicious in it.”


  “You talk too much.”


  I lifted on my knees and held out the open flap of the corset. He licked his lips before taking the shiny leather with his teeth. He gazed up at me, and I swore in that moment something in his eyes told me I was going to pay for this later. My breasts heaved under uneven breaths. Yeah . . . I was in way over my head.


  “Pull.”


  Without a moment’s delay, he twisted and yanked, releasing five snaps at once. Relief and desire met when he leaned in, licking the soft skin between my breasts. I sighed and resisted the urge to lower and grind against his erection. That wouldn’t do much for anyone’s willpower.


  “Blake . . . stop.”


  Instead he planted his lips on the inside of my breast, licked and nibbled. I grabbed him by the hair and pushed him back. His eyes went molten. His hands strained in tight fists on either side of us.


  “Can we get to the part where I use my tongue, sweetheart . . . before I tear this corset clean off your body?” He spoke through gritted teeth.


  A little too thrilled with his growing frustration, I released him and went for my snaps, freeing them one by one, until I was all but revealed. His focus riveted there.


  I smiled and let the garment fall, baring me to him completely.


  “You can use your tongue now. Gentl—”


  He didn’t waste another second claiming my nipple with an open-mouthed kiss. I whimpered when he drew my peak into his mouth with an ardent suck. The sensation was both pleasure and a bite of a pain.


  “Careful, Blake. They’re tender.”


  “Sorry,” he rasped, easing up just enough. “Mmm, swollen too. They had me seduced from across the room.”


  He pulled my nipple into his mouth. His tongue was like velvet over the hardened tip. I never felt his teeth. Instead he began to tease the skin around my nipple with hard sucks, decorating my breasts with a dozen tiny pink marks. Jolts of intense pleasure shot through me.


  I sifted my hands through his dark brown locks, gentler than before, guiding him to the other breast, which he lavished with the same dedicated attention as he’d given the first. Fire burned under my skin where we touched and everywhere I wanted to be touched. I was soaked. And needy. I threw my head back, giving myself over to the electric sensation of his mouth so wonderfully tormenting me.


  His willpower must have crumbled as quickly as mine. His hands crept from his sides to cup my ass, shoving me tightly against his erection. I moaned, and my hips seemed to move on their own accord. He roved over my hipbones, testing the thin black straps again.


  “No touching,” I admonished gently, gripping his forearm to still his wandering hand.


  “But it’s mine,” he ground out, sliding past the boundary of panties and deep into my wetness.


  “Ahh,” I whimpered. He massaged my clit, trailing magical circles around it before delving deeper, breaching my pussy with his fingertips. I clenched around him, wanting that . . . needing that.


  Yet as wonderful as that felt, a little voice reminded me of the rules I meant to enforce. I was already losing control when I’d been so determined to keep it.


  Without thinking it through, I flicked the tip of the crop against his upper chest. A flash of irritation quickly replaced the hazy lust that had regarded me seconds ago. His mood now seemed as red as the tiny trail I’d left on his pectoral. I dropped my jaw, an apology working its way from my lips when . . .


  “Fuck that,” he growled. Curling his fingers, he removed my panties with an unapologetic snap.


  I gasped. In a second he had me on my back. My legs spread around his unyielding frame. His hands locked my wrists tightly to my sides.


  “Blake!” I groaned in protest.


  His gaze traveled the length of me, his jaw tense. I squirmed beneath him to no avail. He was in charge. I was like someone whose firearm had been turned against him in a moment of weakness or confusion. My heart sped up at the thought of the crop being used on me, smarting my skin. I wasn’t sure if I wanted that. I was as sensitive as I was wanton.


  Shit. This plan had been shot all to hell. While I wrestled with my inability to keep Blake’s controlling tendencies in check, his mouth came over my breast again. He delivered a gentle stroke with more painstaking restraint than I would have expected, considering the significant shift in his mood. He moved to the other, and then trailed his tongue down my belly, dipping briefly into my navel. He paused to kiss my scar, as he was now prone to do every chance he got. Then he was positioned between my legs, kissing and nibbling my inner thigh just above where the stocking ended.


  I closed my eyes. Oh, I loved that . . .


  I exhaled with a sigh.


  “I’m going to fuck you with my mouth, Erica. And you’re either going to tell me exactly how you want it, or you’re going to be begging for me make you come any way I see fit.”


  “This was not the plan, Blake.”


  “You made the rules. I’m just bending them a little bit.” He drew my clit into his mouth, flicking his tongue mercilessly over the sensitive nub. He retreated enough to blow a puff of cool air against my sensitive flesh.


  Molten heat shot through me. I tensed and struggled against his hold.


  “Tell me what to do, boss.”


  I shifted my hips, frustrated but wanting relief. “Goddamnit.”


  “That’s not too descriptive. I’m waiting for my orders.”


  I lifted my head enough to glare. “Fuck you.”


  He grinned deviously and placed the lightest kiss over the flesh that throbbed for more pressure. “We’ll get to that. How about we start with what you want me to do with my tongue.”


  I dropped my head back with an exhale. “I’m not going to beg.”


  “If you want it badly enough, you’ll need to at least ask for it. Say the words, and my mouth is yours to wield.” He punctuated his statement with a lick up the seam of my pussy.


  I twisted helplessly and arched to get closer, but he pulled back. “Trust me, I can’t fucking wait to bury my face in your sweet little cunt. Talk to me, baby.”


  Fucking hell.


  “Lick me.”


  “Hmm, that’s a start,” he murmured. Then he obliged, bathing my most intimate parts in the warmth of his talented mouth. Blood pounded through my veins. At my wrists, where he held me. In my belly, where desire gnawed and grew. My thighs tightened around him, need pulsing in all the places where our skin met. Except his touch wasn’t keeping up with my need. I bucked my hips, a silent request for more.


  “Blake, just do it,” I begged. Was I begging? Goddamn.


  “Do what?”


  I threw my head to the side. “Harder.”


  He came at me with more pressure, taking me right to the edge of where I most wanted to be. But I needed just a little more.


  “Blake!”


  “You’ve got a vocabulary worthy of an Ivy League education. Fucking use it.”


  A tortured groan left me. “Touch me with your fingers.”


  He released one of my hands to drag his thumb over my clit. Pleasure slid like molasses through my veins when he repeated the journey with his tongue.


  “Inside. Push inside me.”


  “Like this?” The low hum of his words vibrated against my sex as he slid two fingers deep into my sensitive tissues. “Ahh,” I cried. I arched into his touch, stars forming on the edges of my vision. “Deeper,” I said breathily.


  Deeper he went, over and over, massaging the sensitive spot inside. All the while, eating me like I was his last meal. I began to tremble uncontrollably. Tensing and trying to draw him to me tighter, my whole body begged for more.


  “Oh, God . . . just like that.”


  His taunting brand of pleasure had given way to an all-consuming onslaught of sensations. For that I praised everything holy with the cry that tore from my lips. I struggled against his hold, but he was firm, keeping up the restraint that would only bring me higher.


  “Don’t stop.” I couldn’t hide the desperation in my voice as he coaxed me closer.


  Then I flew. Vibrant colors danced behind my eyes. Every thought channeled to the erotic way he touched me. Overcome by the blinding sensations, I came with a sharp cry. Every muscle tensed, and my body quaked beneath his ministrations.


  Breathless and shuddering from the powerful release, I tried to regain some control over my brain. Blake never moved. Instead, he continued to lap at me. A series of soft, reverent licks sent tiny shockwaves through me. With my free hand, I put pressure on his shoulder, a silent plea for relief.


  He glanced up at me. The wicked look in his eyes matched his devilishly handsome mouth, now glistening with evidence of the mind-bending pleasure only he could deliver.


  “I could feast on you for hours. If I didn’t want to fuck you so badly, I probably would. But I’m selfish and want to come in your tight little cunt now. Would you like that?”


  “Yes,” I breathed, wondering how I ended up married to such a dirty-mouthed sex god.


  He released me and slid up my body. The brush of his skin against mine sent my nerve endings dancing again. All that talk of wanting him under me had been hogwash. Nothing in the world felt as divine as the press of him over me, his powerful frame pushing me down or up against whatever surface—hard or soft—that he was determined to screw me on.


  “Tell me how you want it.”


  The low timbre of his request vibrated through me. I tossed my head to the side, swallowing hard. I couldn’t think. I wasn’t sure I wanted to.


  “Behind you?” he asked. “It’s deeper that way, if you can handle it.”


  I blinked, piecing together the possibilities, all of them promising a handful of earth-shattering orgasms.


  “Or do you want to ride me, my tasty little Dominatrix?” He licked along my collarbone, nipping along the slope of my shoulder.


  With a breathy sigh, I melted into the couch like the worn-out rag doll I’d become. My head was still buzzing from the delicious orgasm he’d coaxed out of me.


  I heard him chuckle. “Damn, baby. Are you giving up already? You had me all twisted up with your Dom gear.”


  “Shut up before I get my second wind,” I muttered, turning my focus back to his gorgeous face.


  “Hmm, let’s see if we can revive you.”


  He came down and took my mouth. I tasted myself on the intimate kiss that left me tingling all over again. When he broke away, the haze of my desire lifted slightly at the sight before me. I grinned, rubbing my thumb under his lower lip.


  “Your lips are all red.”


  He responded with a broad smile. “I can handle that. Unless you want me to go out like this. I’m not into public humiliation.”


  I wrinkled my brow, confused.


  “Never mind. I should stop giving you ideas. Now, if you’ve found that second wind you were looking for, turn over and put that lovely ass in the air.”


  Inside I railed at the command. Just enough to say, “No.”


  He regarded me for a moment. “I can’t tell if you’re being a good Dom or a bad sub.”


  “The feeling is mutual.”


  He laughed, a lighthearted sound that quickly morphed into a gasp when I took his cock in my hand. I stroked him to the tip, down to the base, and back again. I cupped his sac with my other hand, grazing my nails lightly over the smooth skin.


  His eyes closed, vulnerability sweeping his taut features. “I need to be inside you, Erica. Right fucking now.”


  “I’m not going to have to spell it all out for you, am I?” I slid my grasp all the way up, milking a tiny bead of moisture from the head of his cock. I swept my thumb over the slit and brought the taste of him to my lips with a lazy lick. The breathy moan that left me wasn’t all show. Having proof of his desire on my tongue inspired all sorts of new ideas on how to tease out his pleasure. “That could really draw this whole thing out.”


  His jaw fell open a fraction. “You’re a real piece of work, you know that?”


  I licked my lips, imagining the soft crown of his cock between them. “Takes one to know one.”


  “You still looking for high ground, sweetheart?”


  “Oh, I’m on it,” I countered, feeling empowered. His erection thickened and flinched in my grasp.


  All well and good, except the dangerous look in his eyes had my heart racing.


  “Not for long,” he said huskily.


  Without another word, he grabbed my wrist mid-stroke, circled my torso, and flipped me to my stomach. He nudged me higher, so my elbows rested on the arm of the couch.


  His calves were on either side of mine, the rough hair tickling my skin. And, as previously requested, my backside was high and available for whatever he had planned. He skated his palm over the curve of my ass. He gave it a squeeze before coming down on me with a quick slap.


  “I want to tie you up tight and spank you raw for that little show.”


  Fever prickled my skin when I imagined him following through on that threat. I moaned and pushed back against him. Now that I’d been stripped of my power, I wouldn’t mind a little more of that. After all, I had been a very bad girl.


  He pressed his body against me, bringing his mouth to my neck.


  “But I won’t. I’ll just watch you come undone around me.”


  His hot breath sent a violent shiver over me. Empty promises, I thought vaguely. Then everything tensed when I felt his fingers and then his cock pushing into me. He was careful but reached the deepest part of me in a matter of seconds.


  The pleasure cut through me, razor-sharp. “Oh, fuck.”


  He gripped me firmly, withdrew, and sank deep again. “I think I will.”


  With that, he began to fuck, tearing me apart one thrust at a time. I dug my nails into the fabric of the couch, hanging on through the storm brewing inside.


  Nothing was dominant about my position now. I was exposed, held firm by his strength, trapped by the craving of our bodies coming together this way. Every cell was more alive. Every nerve ending seemed to reach for more delicious stimulation.


  My thighs were pressed together. I rubbed one stocking-covered foot over the other. My toes tingled and curled. I felt powerless to do anything but take his fierce drives.


  And the more he gave, the more I wanted.


  “Oh God, it’s so good.”


  “You feel fucking incredible.” His hold on my hips tightened, and he pumped faster.


  I was right at the edge, ready to fly off the cliff, when he suddenly withdrew. He tossed me to my back again. I was panting, trembling with need.


  “Blake!” If this was his last play in an effort to tease me to tears, I was going to . . .


  His mouth crashing to mine robbed me of that angry thought. I opened to him, wanting his taste on my tongue like I wanted my next breath. He settled between my thighs, hiked my thigh over his hip, and swiftly joined us again. I whimpered with relief and pleasure.


  When I connected with his hooded gaze, my chest tightened.


  “I want to see your eyes when you come,” he whispered.


  There it was. He’d taken me from lightheartedness to lust, to a soul-branding kind of intimacy that brought everything higher. His reach went beyond the body and straight to my heart. The carnal fever ripping through me became something more potent still.


  I anchored his mouth to mine, and we kissed until we were both breathless. Every passionate thrust was a proclamation. Every possessive touch was a promise. Waves of rapture crashed over me, one after the next, until I was boneless and trembling.


  The muscles of his shoulders bunched under my touch. He lengthened, hitting me someplace even deeper. The orgasm that I thought impossible after the string he’d just given shattered through me.


  His hips slammed against me, and my name tore from his lips with a hoarse cry. His body jerked and spasmed as he filled me.


  Collapsing over me with his mouth on my shoulder, he worked to catch his breath. “Damn,” he muttered.


  “Yeah” was the only word I could manage. I melted around him, relishing the contact. Even after being so intimately connected, I didn’t want to be far from his touch.


  He lifted to his elbows, his chest still heaving. With a satisfied smile, he was the picture of sated. Flushed. Gorgeous. And possibly a little too pleased with himself.


  I ran my finger over his etched lips. “Don’t look so smug.”


  He lifted an amused brow. “Smug?”


  “You look like you just took home a trophy.”


  He laughed and I fought my own smile.


  “I did. Your orgasms are like trophies. I’m collecting as many as I can.”


  I rolled my eyes. Another few points for Blake.


  He skimmed his hand over my torso, up and down my leg, and snapped the elastic that held the stockings tight to my thighs.


  “I love these. Wear that corset again though, and I won’t be held responsible for my actions.”


  I pushed at his chest. “You’re a bad sub.”


  He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me closer. “Yeah, well, so are you.”


  I failed to mask a pout. I was more than a little annoyed that my attempt to dominate had gone well off course, but undeniably satisfied with the results. “You’re not in charge, you know.”


  Instead of a cocky remark, Blake regarded me silently, brushing a damp strand of hair from my forehead.


  “I know,” he muttered. “There’s something a lot bigger than you and me taking charge right now.”


  He cradled my cheek, looking deeply into my eyes. Then he settled his touch over my abdomen. His hand splayed there with a light caress.


  “Our baby. The crazy way I love you. Everything I feel right now that I couldn’t control even if I wanted to.”


  I closed my eyes, covering his hand with my own. My heart beat stronger at the vision that emerged. My belly, no longer flat, but full and round with our baby. Tiny kicks under our hands, anticipation in our hearts. I wanted that more than anything.


  And he was right. Nothing was more important.


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  BLAKE


  We’d had an intense weekend of making up and reconnecting after an absence that had rocked us both. But Monday afternoon came quickly. I wasn’t the nervous type, but a part of me felt like a fish out of water as we sat in Dr. Henneman’s waiting room.


  I waited by Erica’s side, her hand safe in mine, to be called in for our appointment. I wasn’t a fan of waiting, but watching Erica scan the room, wide-eyed with anticipation, was almost worth it. A young mother sat across from us, her belly stretching the material of her maternity top. The weight there limited her range of motion as she tried to keep her small child from distributing the magazines on the table all over the floor. She scolded him gently, shooting apologetic looks our way when he shouted in protest.


  I still couldn’t wrap my head around it. I’d seen pregnant women in passing all the time—I’d even employed some. I’d just never associated it with anything that I would personally experience, as a father, a husband. But here I was, and if all went well, we could be there too, trying to keep a toddler from destroying everything we owned.


  Powerless as I was to control the outcome, I was silently determined to move heaven and earth to make sure Erica had a healthy pregnancy that resulted in the child we both now fervently wanted. I’d be there to support her through everything. Months of pregnancy. Morning sickness and discomfort. Labor . . .


  Before my thoughts could take another spin through the “oh fuck” cycle, Erica’s name was called. I rose and followed her into the white examining room where the nurse took her vitals. A few minutes later, the doctor joined us. She was a pretty woman—thin and tall, with pixie-cut white hair.


  “Erica?”


  Erica took her outstretched hand from the examining table where she sat. “Yes, and this is my husband, Blake.”


  “Wonderful to meet you, Blake. Congratulations to you both. You must be thrilled.”


  She smiled warmly, but concern lodged in my gut. I nodded quickly, my jaw tight. All my uneducated fantasies about parenthood were swiftly placed on pause when I remembered the risks, the dangers, and the very real possibility that all those dreams could be crushed by the woman standing in front of me. Erica was legitimately pregnant. Keeping it that way was another matter, and though I’d never voiced my doubt before, Erica’s concerns echoed my own.


  Life hung in the balance, and my powerlessness over that fact had me instantly uneasy.


  “I’m not sure if you’ve had a chance to review Erica’s records—” I began.


  The doctor sat on her stool and glanced over at me. “I have actually. They were faxed over this morning.”


  “So you’re aware of the injuries she sustained.”


  “Yes.” Her chipper expression dimmed a bit. Her attention slid to Erica, whose expression mirrored hers. “I imagine what you’ve been through was nothing short of devastating. I’ll be honest. I’m actually quite surprised that you’ve been able to conceive so quickly.”


  “So were we,” Erica said, her voice quiet.


  “But here you are.” Dr. Henneman brightened again. “And I can tell you that the labs that came back look great. Your hormone levels are where they should be, so my plan today is to do an ultrasound and hopefully we can get you a due date.”


  Before I could pepper the doctor with more questions, she had Erica lay back on the table. She dimmed the lights and a couple minutes later, the fuzzy gray screen on the ultrasound machine came to life. I held Erica’s hand, sharing the comfort of someone else who was experiencing this for the first time and having no idea what to expect. Math, science, the technical details of anything were always well within my grasp. But there was nothing technical about the little orb on the screen and the tiny flicker at its center.


  “That’s your baby,” the doctor said, pointing to the fuzzy oval.


  Erica’s hand tightened in mine. I brought it to my lips, kissing it, never taking my eyes from the screen. A torrent of strange emotions swept over me, feelings that had no name, no frame of reference. All I knew was that everything was changing. Right before our eyes, the whole world had taken on new meaning. The doctor carried on with her examination, zeroing in on the tiny heartbeat. My own heart thumped loudly in my ears when she gave the rhythm sound.


  After a few more overwhelming minutes, the doctor gave us a due date for early July. Erica was seven weeks along, and I quickly calculated the date of conception back to our wedding night.


  Wow. I smiled and silently patted myself on the back. But I still couldn’t shake my worry.


  The doctor printed out some ultrasound photos and handed them to me while Erica cleaned up.


  “Is that it, then?” I hesitated, not sure how to broach any one of the hundred questions running through my head, all surrounding Erica’s health and history.


  The doctor smiled warmly. “For now, yes. Everything looks great.”


  “You’re optimistic.”


  She laughed. “Would you rather I not be?”


  “I prefer realistic over anything. What happened to Erica was very serious. It’s been weighing on us.”


  She offered a sympathetic smile. “I understand, more than you know. I specialize in high-risk pregnancies, so I meet a lot of parents who are expecting the worst. Your concerns are valid, but Erica is healthy and I’m hopeful.”


  I paused, brushing my thumb over the edge of the picture. I wanted to believe all of it. I truly did. “Have you treated anyone with comparable . . . issues?”


  She nodded. “I have treated couples facing some very discouraging odds when it comes to conception. I’ve seen many overcome those odds, and I’ve seen some who haven’t been able to. You’re very lucky.”


  “What would you say the chances are that she’ll have a normal pregnancy?”


  One glance at Erica and I wanted to flog myself for asking when I read the trepidation in her eyes.


  I shifted my attention back to the doctor and her expression was no longer sympathetic, but more serious. “Right now, I would say they are one hundred percent until I see something of concern.”


  Somewhere tension released.


  The doctor tilted her head. “Have faith, Blake. Don’t fret away this special time with worry. Everything looks wonderful so far. Come see me in a month and I hope to put your concerns to rest all over again. We’ll do this every month, and toward the end, every couple weeks. And I will be here every step of the way to answer questions and alleviate any concerns you may have.”


  I blew out a breath and glanced at Erica, who seemed to share my relief. I should have carried a more confident facade for her sake, but the doctors had the answers in this situation, not me, and Erica was the patient. This was my chance to get as much information as I could, because Googling this shit only horrified me. In this case, my limited access to technology did me no favors.


  “And sex is fine, just in case that might be something you were worrying about too.”


  I lifted my eyebrow. This woman had no idea how I fucked, and I wasn’t about to run the details by her.


  “Completely fine,” she reassured with a wink.


  We stood and the doctor helped Erica off the table.


  “You have a very protective father-to-be on your hands, Erica.”


  Erica rolled her eyes with a smile. “Trust me, I know.”


  * * *


  ERICA


  We drove back toward home. Autumn leaves flew across the road in windy gusts, scattering across the grassy yards that were dulling from the vibrant green of summer. The earth was dying, yet I held life, a tiny fragile promise.


  I hadn’t been sure what to expect from today’s appointment, but I couldn’t have been happier. I wanted to shout our news off the rooftops but knew that we should wait a little longer. Still, I couldn’t believe how incredibly lucky we were.


  “You all right?” Blake caught my hand and held it in his lap.


  I met his gaze and smiled. “Yeah. Just happy.”


  “Good.” His concern softened into a look full of warmth, full of love that I felt in my heart all the way to my fingertips. “I’m sorry if I freaked you out in there.”


  “It’s okay. You asked a lot of the questions I wanted to. It’s hard to feel like I don’t fully understand what my own body is capable of.”


  “If you don’t understand, I’m completely in the dark.”


  I laughed. At least when it came to pregnancy, I suppose that was true. Beyond that, he seemed to know all too well what my body was capable of. Heat flooded my cheeks at the small reminder of that fact.


  Hello, hormones. That quickly, I wanted to be home. I wanted to be in his arms. I wanted to celebrate and revel in our good news over and over.


  Blake’s phone ringing from the Tesla’s dashboard broke the fantasies my brain was stitching together. The caller ID read Remy. Blake’s eyebrows knitted.


  “Are you going to answer it?”


  Assuming the man calling was the same one who owned and operated the sex club to which I’d very naively gained entrance months ago, my curiosity burned. As far as I knew, Blake wasn’t in regular contact with Remy. What could he want to speak to Blake about now?


  “Not right now. I’ll call him later,” Blake said quickly. He released my hand and hovered over the end call button.


  “Just talk to him now.” Before he could stop me, I accepted the call from the console.


  He shot me a glare when Remy’s accented voice filled the car.


  “Blake, hello. Do you have a minute?”


  “I have exactly one minute. What do you want?” The tension in Blake’s tone was unmistakable.


  “It’s about Sophia.”


  A knot began to form in my stomach, filled with immediate regret and worry. I’d wanted to know Remy’s reason for calling, but now suddenly I didn’t. I didn’t want her presence anywhere near us.


  Blake’s tension grew, too, evident in the tick in his jaw. “What about her?”


  “She’s been hurt.”


  Blake paused, his focus fixed on the road ahead. “What happened?” he asked calmly.


  “It was at the club. A patron, he was fairly new. I suppose she and I both underestimated him. But you know how she is. She . . .” He cleared his throat. “You know her demands. She challenged him, and he took the bait. Unfortunately he took it too far.”


  “Fucking hell. I could have predicted that. Is she okay?”


  “She’s at the hospital.”


  I pretended to look away, as if I could give him any privacy now. Even as I pretended to want to, I watched out of the corner of my eye as Blake’s grip tightened on the wheel.


  “You should go see her. She’ll want to see you. No one will understand. You’re the only one she has,” Remy said, a touch of pleading in his request.


  My mind shouted a string of heartless protests. Maybe this wasn’t one of Sophia’s dark plans orchestrated to lure Blake back into her life, but that is what she would hope for from it. I knew her well enough to know that.


  “I’m not the only one she has. Call her parents.”


  “They won’t understand this, Blake.” Remy’s voice lowered. “You know that.”


  “Then maybe she should start talking about it. I couldn’t be what she wanted then, and I’m not what she needs now. Going to see her now . . . that’s not the answer. She’s a fucking prize-winning masochist, and you knew it. You left her alone with some sick fuck, Remy.”


  “I don’t deny that I failed her. Don’t you fail her now too.”


  Blake took a breath and spoke evenly. “The answer is no. Call her parents.”


  “I don’t know—”


  “I’m on the road right now. I’ll text you their info when I get home.”


  Blake ended the call without another word. A sick feeling settled over me with the reminder of how Blake had loved her once. Maybe that couldn’t compete with how we felt for each other now, but the reality of it still hurt.


  “I’m sorry, baby.”


  I stared out the window, reaching for the happiness I’d felt before Remy called. “You don’t have to be sorry.”


  “She upsets you, and I swore I wouldn’t let her do that to you anymore. Of all days . . . Christ. I’m sorry.”


  “It’s fine,” I lied.


  I hadn’t let Sophia get under my skin for months, but somehow she’d managed to drive herself into our world again, whether she meant to or not. I scolded myself for caring, for cursing the woman who was hurt enough to be in the hospital. For Blake’s sake, I tried to feel sorry for her. I couldn’t imagine what could have gone wrong though. Within the walls of the club, where the most depraved acts could be acceptable, maybe even commonplace, the possibilities were many.


  “What do you think happened to her?” I asked.


  “Let’s not talk about it, okay?”


  “Do you think she’s really hurt?”


  His shoulders sagged. “It’s entirely possible. If the guy beat her badly enough that she landed in the hospital, it’s probably not good. The things you and I do . . . it’s nothing next to the things that happen at the club, Erica. The threshold for pain and acceptable behavior goes much higher than yours. For someone to take it over the line, to injure her . . .”


  “Maybe you should go see her.” I forced the words out. But maybe she needed Blake more than I realized.


  He pulled into the driveway, parked, and turned to me. “No.”


  Relief and the inexplicable need to be sympathetic battled within me.


  “It’s okay, Blake. I won’t deny that I completely despise Sophia, but you loved her once. This is an unusual situation, and I understand if you want to see her.”


  He lifted his eyebrows. “But I don’t.”


  “If you feel like you should . . .”


  “You’re my priority. You’re my whole life. You and our baby, and protecting our future . . . That’s the only thing I’m worried about now. Sophia has problems that run deeper than I could ever fix. That’s why I left, and if she has any chance of getting better, she needs to face them. Me being there for her now does nothing to help her in the long run. Maybe now she’ll come clean with her family.”


  “What if she doesn’t?”


  He hesitated. “Remy will be there for her.”


  “How do you know?”


  He rested back into his seat. “Because he’s in love with her.”


  In love? Though my interaction with Remy had been only mere minutes, he had left an impression. The man who owned the sex club Blake used to frequent was both intense and intimidating. But also handsome and charismatic in a way I didn’t have words for. Sophia had attended the club with Blake in the past, but somehow associating her with Remy seemed odd. He was a dominant creature, no doubt, perhaps equally or more so than Blake. But I couldn’t imagine Blake sharing a woman, even one as awful as Sophia, with anyone.


  “How . . . if you were with Sophia?”


  “He was honest with me about his attraction to her. Something about her fascinated him. He wanted to share her, at least physically. Suffice it to say, I don’t share. I refused, and he didn’t press the issue after that. After she and I split up, I gave him my blessing.”


  “Were they together?”


  Blake’s jaw tightened. “A few months later. Sophia made sure to let me know it, too. Last-ditch effort to stir my jealousy and try to get me back, I suppose. But as far as I know, nothing ever materialized between them.”


  “Because she still wanted you.”


  “I guess you could say they weren’t compatible.”


  “But he’s a Dom.”


  “Not all Doms are the same, as evidenced by the one who put her in the hospital. Let’s just say on the scale of intensity, Remy’s proclivities align a little more closely to mine. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I’m sorry she’s hurt. I truly am, but I’m not letting her steal another minute of time away from us.”


  I took his hand and held it in my own. I traced the lines in his palm. I was overwhelmed and grateful that he felt that way. That no matter what, our future meant more to him than a woman who’d done nothing but try to tear us apart. I would have loved him and understood either way, but I felt his fervency and loyalty in the deepest places of my heart.


  “Thank you,” I murmured.


  “I mean it,” he said softly, tipping my chin to meet his warm gaze. His tightened expression had relaxed. Love replaced the concern and unease that had swept in over our moment.


  “I know, and I’m grateful. I want you to know that if you change your mind—”


  “I won’t.”


  I simply nodded, sensing something final in the way he said it.


  “You’re a better person than I am, Erica. I’m not sure if I could ever let you go to the side of another man who ever had your heart.”


  I laced our fingers together. “You’re the only man who’s ever had my heart, Blake.”


  “Thank God for that.” He kissed me. “Come on. Let’s go inside.”


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  BLAKE


  Erica had skipped work for the appointment on Monday, and the day had ended in bed. Just her and me, between the sheets.


  I couldn’t keep my hands off her, which was par for the course. But Erica was changing. She was fiery and more sensitive at once. Responsive in new ways. Tender in others. Physically, I felt like I was discovering her all over again. There was something magical and terrifying about all of it, but I wouldn’t want to be on that roller coaster of emotion with anyone else.


  I woke up in the morning entranced by the woman lying beside me. Her light hair was a tangle on the pillow. Her lips parted as she slept soundly.


  I’d been with plenty of other women, but all the shameless nights I’d spent at The Perle couldn’t measure up to one night with Erica. No one had ever ruled my heart like this. No one.


  My thoughts floated to Sophia, the only one I’d confused the word love with. I lay back on the bed, trying to ignore the visions my imagination was conjuring of her in the hospital. She was hurt. To what extent, I wasn’t sure. I wanted to know and I didn’t. I’d cut her out of my life completely, but my conscience nagged me. This morning, my conscience spoke in a voice that was too reminiscent of Sophia’s, insisting that she needed me.


  Sophia had often walked a dangerous line when it came to the lifestyle. I’d struggled over that line many times. With Sophia. With others. But I’d never battled so hard with it until Erica. Realizing early in our relationship that she’d had a violent sexual past, I made the decision to walk away from anything that could bring her back to those memories. I wasn’t sure how successful I would be at the time, but Erica hadn’t given me the chance to try. She’d never questioned my basest desires when it came to sex. Even this weekend, her second failed attempt at dominance, was proof of her openness. The fighter in her seemed intent to try those limits and push past boundaries, some of which I wanted her to heed more carefully, for her own sake. Not to mention mine.


  But every time, somehow, we found pleasure. We found each other.


  Nothing so profound had materialized with my ex. My dominant appetites had tailored to Sophia’s submissive tendencies easily, but I soon realized that her needs went far beyond simple submission. She’d beg for pain—the kind that left marks for days, the kind that threatened to scar.


  If my desires had grown dark, they’d been inspired by something far darker in her. Despite all her begging to have me back, Sophia didn’t want a Master. She wanted a monster, and I couldn’t be that for her.


  I’d come unhinged only once. I’d flown to New York City on a red-eye from the West Coast, exhausted and ready to see her. What I found instead was her and Heath passed out in bed, semi-clothed. I didn’t bother to ask whether or not they’d fucked. Half a dozen other people I’d never met were in similar states of post-bender undress all over the condo. I’d sent Heath and his cohorts packing.


  When I came for her, seeing twelve shades of rage, she’d never flinched. Satisfaction simmered in her eyes, as if she’d orchestrated the whole damn thing to stir my jealousy and bring out a side of me that I’d always regret. Nothing about the punishment she took at the end of my belt had brought me solace, though. The way she always did, she’d begged for more when she’d already taken more than I could stomach. She wanted me to fuck her after, to take what was mine. But she wasn’t mine anymore. Something in me always knew that whatever I’d had with her had been tainted. And whatever she and I had was already fucked from the start.


  Regardless of whatever lies she’d have liked the people around us to believe, I never slept with her again. Doing so would have been dangerous. Emotionally and physically. Ultimately Sophia had never given me real control. Somewhere deep down I had known, even if the controlling bastard in me never wanted to admit it out loud.


  Maybe she did need me now, but I had let her into my head for the last time. I sure as hell wasn’t inviting her into any circle of my world that overlapped with Erica’s. It was over.


  Erica stirred, and I turned to take in her still-sleeping form. Sophia was in the past. So far in the past that one look at Erica rendered her almost invisible to me.


  Whatever had been empty became whole again at the mere sight of her. She was home. Together, we were complete.


  Determined to let her rest, I went downstairs to make her a small breakfast for when she woke. Her appetite had been off in the mornings, but having a little bit of food in her stomach seemed to ease the nausea that waned by later in the day. Thank God the morning sickness came in waves, because I wasn’t sure how I would keep my hands off her. Then again, this was only the beginning. I had no idea what to expect over the next eight months. I made a mental note to hit the bookstore this week and study up on everything I didn’t know, which I was guessing was a hell of a lot.


  A loud knock on the door broke the quiet of the morning. My parents had kept their promise of not dropping by unexpectedly, but I still expected my mom on the other side of the door when I opened it.


  Instead I came face to face with Agent Evans and Detective Carmody.


  “What are you doing here?”


  Carmody gave me a quick once-over. “Better go get dressed.”


  “Give me one good reason.”


  Evans’s jaw tightened. Carmody’s eyes gave him away, and somehow I could hear everything they weren’t saying clear as day.


  “Give me a minute,” I said.


  Without another word, I went upstairs. Erica was still asleep, and I wrestled with whether to wake her. No. She didn’t need to see this.


  I pulled on some clothes. As I was about to leave, she sat up.


  “Hey.” She had a sweet, tired look about her. Her hair was an adorable mess.


  “Hey, baby. Just stay here, okay? Evans is downstairs. I’m sure it’s nothing. Take your time getting dressed.”


  She frowned, all the sleepiness gone from her features.


  * * *


  ERICA


  Ignoring all of Blake’s requests, I wrapped myself in my robe and followed him downstairs in my bare feet. He muttered curses under his breath all the way down. At me or Evans, I wasn’t sure. I couldn’t think straight. The cobwebs hadn’t yet cleared, and now we had the police and the FBI at our door.


  Evans was in the foyer, Carmody a few feet away. Evans’s face twisted with a self-satisfied smile that sent my insides writhing. Something was wrong. I could feel it.


  “What’s going on?” I asked.


  Carmody pulled out a pair of handcuffs and took a tentative step toward Blake.


  “Blake Landon, you’re under arrest. You have the right to remain silent.”


  Something in his posture almost seemed apologetic next to Evans, whose entire being reeked of hatred toward Blake.


  “No. You can’t do this.” The sound was broken as it left my trembling lips.


  “We can and we are. Here’s the warrant.” Evans shoved a folded piece of paper at me.


  I looked at it, unable to read any of the words. The paper shook in my hands. This wasn’t happening. This had to be a dream. Except I knew it wasn’t. They were arresting Blake before my eyes. My whole body hummed and heated with adrenaline. My palms prickled and the usual sickness I felt this early in the morning had multiplied. I held my stomach, trying to suppress the urge to retch.


  Carmody twisted Blake’s arms behind him and finished reading his Miranda rights. Blake winced when the cuffs clicked loudly, cinching his wrists.


  Tears burned and brimmed in my eyes, blurring my vision. “He didn’t do this.”


  “Tell it to the judge.” A grim smile curled Evans’s lips.


  I strode past him toward Blake. They couldn’t take him. Not today, not ever. Before I could reach them, Evans caught my arm and yanked me back.


  Fire ignited behind Blake’s eyes. “Do not touch her.”


  “Then tell her to calm down,” Evans shouted, more at me than to Blake.


  “Blake,” I sobbed, twisting helplessly away.


  Evans tightened his grip, tugging me back. I yelped, scratching at him with my nails to free myself.


  Blake’s voice bellowed, ricocheting through the room. “She’s pregnant, you bastard. Get your goddamn hands off her!”


  Carmody placed a firm hand on Blake’s chest, his eyes large and alert. Evans released his hold, narrowing his eyes as he gradually positioned himself between Blake and me.


  I was trembling from head to toe. From the adrenaline, from the sheer panic of watching the man I loved being taken away from me. Tears fell unbidden down my cheeks. “Blake . . . don’t leave me. Please, you can’t. Tell them the truth.”


  His lips parted, but no words came.


  “Let’s move.” Carmody pushed him toward the door.


  Jaw tight, eyes vacant, Blake followed without a word.


  The door closed and I dropped to my knees, no longer able to hold back the agonizing sob tearing from my chest.


  * * *


  BLAKE


  The vision of Erica, tears streaming down her face, was burned into my mind. She was all I could see. And over the slamming and voices and commotion, I could still hear her desperate cry after the door closed behind us. I pressed the heels of my palms against my eyes, unable to rid myself of the pain that lanced through me every time the scene played out in my mind. I took several deep breaths and reached for hope—hope that this nightmare would soon end and I could get back to my wife.


  I’d been booked and was waiting for Dean to show up after bailing me out. But the hours bled together with no word from him. Night fell and sleep never came. Not because of the sorry excuse for a bed I was lying on. Not because of the noise of the station and people being shuffled in and out of holding cells through the night. But because my brain was firing through every scenario and every possible solution.


  Anyone would have been on edge here, but I’d been here before, and with every second that ticked by, I remembered what that experience had been like. I’d been young and full of confused emotions—not the least of which was the fear that I was going to spend the rest of my adult life behind bars. They’d held me for days while I wrestled with that very plausible reality.


  Assuming they’d found enough evidence to charge me with rigging Daniel’s election, I’d be facing the same fears all over again.


  Exhausted but no less overwhelmed, I was moved to the courthouse for the bail hearing in the morning. They placed me in a small room where I waited for Dean. I tapped my fingers on the table rhythmically, waiting for him, waiting for answers.


  He finally showed up in his suit, his typical put-together self. Not a slicked back hair was out of place, but the tension rolled off him in waves. Nothing about his body language was reassuring.


  “Thanks for coming out,” I muttered.


  His expression was tight. “I tried to arrange for bail yesterday. No dice.”


  “You want to explain to me why the fuck I’m here to begin with?”


  He sat down, unbuttoning his coat as he did. “Who’s Parker Benson?”


  I frowned. “What?”


  “Parker Benson. The guy you did some research on the night before they confiscated everything in your office. Ring a bell?”


  “He’s dating my sister. I wanted to know who he was.”


  “Okay, well, some people might just use Google or pay for a legitimate background check. Apparently you accessed his bank records and hacked his university email account. None of that was legal.”


  I leaned in. “Are you fucking kidding me? That’s why I’m here?”


  “I told you they would look for anything, no matter how small or irrelevant to the matter at hand. And you said you were careful with these kinds of things.”


  “I was.” I replayed the late night in my mind, assured that I had been.


  “So how did they find out?”


  For the first time in a while I was speechless.


  “They must have tampered with my computer while I was gone, so they could trace my activity after I came back from the honeymoon. I had no idea they could be watching me at that point. Fucking hell.”


  “The good news is they still don’t have anything on the election. They’re holding you for this and hoping to get more. But this, technically, is enough to get you into some deep shit.”


  I sat back, sinking deeper into my denial. “It’s not enough.”


  “It would be nice if that were true, but I think we both know better. They aren’t going to make this neat and tidy for you.”


  A knock on the door signaled that we had to move on.


  Dean stood. “You’re up. Let’s get your bail set and get you out of here.”


  Twenty minutes later, we were facing the judge.


  “We are requesting bail,” Dean said.


  The prosecutor looked to be in her fifties. She was petite with short blond spiral curls framing her face. As soon as she opened her mouth, though, I knew she was here to nail me to the wall.


  “We’re asking that Mr. Landon’s bail be denied.”


  Dean shook his head, seeming perplexed. “This is a nonviolent crime, Your Honor.”


  The prosecutor continued. “This man is a walking weapon. All he needs is a computer to commit his next crime and compromise sensitive information.”


  “My client has a clean record,” Dean argued.


  “Not three months ago he was brought in on assault charges.”


  “Which were promptly dismissed.”


  “Not surprising for a man with his reach,” she countered.


  The judge peered at her above her glasses. “Are you questioning the integrity of the court, Counselor?”


  “Of course not. All I’m saying is that this man is under investigation for rigging a state-wide election. None of us can know what he’s capable of.”


  “The accusations made against him with regard to the election are as yet unfounded and have no bearing here,” Dean argued.


  “I disagree. Mr. Landon is a known hacker, and we are only beginning to uncover what could be a host of fraudulent activity. In one evening he was able to hack into the mainframes of a major banking institution and a state university. He has vast informational and financial resources. He is not a man to be underestimated.”


  “All of this is speculation,” Dean noted.


  “Considering the charges being brought against him today, anyone’s identity and personal information is at risk, including yours, Your Honor.”


  “Bail is denied.”


  “Your Honor—” Dean began.


  He was cut off by the short bang of the gavel. “This court is dismissed.”


  Dread swam in my veins, punctuated by a sob that I immediately recognized as my mother’s. I turned and she was several rows back. My father’s arm was around her shoulders, tucking her to him. Fiona was tearful, and I guessed she probably didn’t know the half of it. Fucking Parker.


  I wanted to blame him, but the truth was I only had myself to blame. Other than a few unanswered messages from what appeared to be one-night stands from many months prior, Parker had checked out fine. And here I was because I’d let my concerns get the best of me.


  The rest of my family looked like they were at my goddamn funeral. Then there was Erica. Stoic. Her jaw set firmly. Her eyes were tired and swollen. Under that strong facade I knew she was as devastated as I felt. The knot in my gut grew, bringing a kind of numb rage with it.


  Turning to Dean, I glared at the man who rarely flinched but had the decency now to look apprehensive.


  “Fix this.”


  “That’s what you pay me for.” He sounded confident, but his eyes told another story. They darted away from me, roaming over the bustling of the courtroom.


  My attention shifted back to Erica, who was moving out of the courtroom with the rest of my family. Her back was to me, and everything inside me wanted to go to her. I wanted to hold her through this storm, knowing we’d get through it together somehow. But we weren’t going to be together. We were going to be miles apart, spending every night wondering about the other.


  I swallowed hard and watched her walk away, feeling completely gutted.


  The bailiff approached, and I leveled a cold look at Dean.


  “Move accounts to Heath. Do whatever you need to do. I need to know Erica’s going to be taken care of if this goes sideways.”


  “Consider it done. I’m going to work on getting you out of this mess first though.”


  “I’ll be fine. She’s your priority.”


  “You’re the priority, Blake. If Erica can handle you, she’s strong enough to get through this. She’ll be all right.”


  The bailiff cinched the cuffs around my wrists. As the cold metal circled my skin, my heartbeat spiked and my body grew uncomfortably warm. I’d go willingly, but this was the third time in two days I had to wrap my head around the restraints, and I harnessed all my willpower not to fight against them.


  Something about this time felt final. Like the rapid clicks sliding into place was a sound I should get used to.


  Dean’s mouth kept moving, but the part of me that might have cared about what other assurances he could give was dying. Erica was a fighter. I wasn’t sure that I was anymore.


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  ERICA


  I stepped out of the flow of people and retrieved my phone from my purse. Blake’s family was huddled outside the courtroom, speaking with the lawyer. I would have been with them if I’d had any faith in the legal system to fix this injustice.


  With trembling hands, I pulled up Daniel’s number, dialed, and let it ring. His voicemail picked up. I ended the call and dialed again. When he didn’t pick up again I listened to his voicemail all the way through. Brief, cold. Like the man behind it.


  “Daniel, it’s me, Erica. I know you don’t want to talk to me.” I closed my eyes, fighting the turmoil that threatened to compound on the nearly excruciating pain I now felt. “But I really need to talk to you. It’s important. And if you don’t call me back, I’m just going to keep calling. If you know me—and despite everything, I think you know me pretty well now—you know that I don’t exactly give up easily. Thanks.”


  I hung up, and with one last glance toward Gove and the somber faces of our family, I turned to leave.


  The heavy wooden doors of the courthouse gave way with a push. Outside a handful of reporters rushed at me. Their questions came at me all at once. Their voices carried over one another. Daniel—Blake—the election—my involvement.


  “Do these new charges against your husband have anything to do with the governor’s election?”


  “Do you have any comment on Fitzgerald being stripped of the win?”


  My already foggy brain couldn’t process what had just happened inside the courtroom, let alone formulate answers to fill their news reports. I tried to bypass them, and the only thing that broke through the mayhem was the sound of my name. Then I saw Marie maneuvering between two men. Her eyes were wide, expressing a mix of frustration and concern.


  She reached out to me. “Come with me.”


  I caught her hand, and we walked quickly toward her car. The reporters finally gave up after we got several paces away. I sat in the passenger seat of her sedan, closing out the cold and noise with the door behind me.


  One look at my mother’s best friend and my tears began to fall. She reached across the front seat to hug me tightly. I buried my face in her coat and squeezed her thin frame, trying to keep myself from falling apart completely.


  “I saw the news this morning and I came as soon as I could.”


  I sniffled and sat back. “Thank you.”


  “I knew things weren’t looking good for Daniel. The man would sell his soul for a win, but I had no idea Blake could be involved.”


  I wiped my eyes. “He wasn’t. He didn’t have anything to do with the election. He’s the only suspect they’re looking at though, so they’re making his life hell and holding him for this charge.”


  Anger flooded my veins. I hated the woman who’d stood between Blake and getting bail. For all her determination, she had no idea how much pain she was inflicting by keeping us apart. I balled my fists, trying to hold on to the anger, if only to ease the devastating pain that lingered just beyond.


  “Why didn’t you call me?”


  I shook my head and stared down at my lap. “It’s all been too much. It’s too much for anyone to fix.”


  Alli had been at the house most of the night, trying to comfort me into a place that more closely resembled emotionally stable. The last thing I wanted to do was start spreading the news when I was still short on answers.


  We’d talked through as much as we could and we both agreed to meet with Sid after the hearing to see if he might be able to find the code. I didn’t want to ask him to put his own freedom in jeopardy, but my desperation was growing by the minute. Beyond that small sliver of hope that Sid might be able to help, I was struggling to see any light at the end of this dreadful tunnel. We were no closer to finding Trevor than we had been when I’d come home from Dallas.


  Arguably, I was still in shock that Blake had been led away in handcuffs only a day ago. And now this . . . Now he wasn’t even going to be able to come home to me.


  “They denied his bail, Marie. I can’t even see him. I don’t know what I’m going to do now. We were going to try to get to the bottom of this together, and now he’s not even here.”


  Marie brushed away the tears that kept coming, hushing me softly. She did that until my sobs slowed. I hiccupped, trying to catch a full breath through my misery.


  “Baby girl, look at me. It’s going to be all right,” she whispered.


  I stared into the beautiful caramel irises of her eyes. Her hair fell in long twists around her face. She was a beautiful woman with a beautiful heart. But when it came to the hard realities of the world, she could be naïve. I’d seen her heart break too many times to believe she could stop this freight train of hurt that I was riding right now.


  “I see fear in your eyes, but I see your fire too. I know you want Blake to be the strong one. When it comes to protecting you, I believe he always will be. But he needs you now. He needs you to be strong.”


  Strong. What did that even mean in the context of what was going down now? I considered myself strong. Flawed, sensitive, sure. But when times got hard, when life served up its worst, I’d always found a way to pick myself back up.


  I’d been a strong person all my life, but somehow going it alone was different now. I took responsibility for my own pain, my own struggles and circumstances. Now I shared those with Blake. As much as we’d like to battle our demons alone, when one of us was hurting, so was the other. We’d joined our joys and our burdens.


  And nothing could release us from the ways we were bound together now . . .


  “I’m pregnant, Marie.”


  A mix of joy and concern filled her eyes. “Oh my God. Oh my God. Erica, why didn’t you tell me?”


  “I only found out a few days ago. We had an appointment on Monday, and everything looks good. We weren’t going to start telling people yet.”


  More tears came, raining over that remembered happiness. How could this all have fallen apart so fast? When it seemed like Blake and I couldn’t be any stronger or happier, circumstances had come in and threatened to take it all away.


  Marie was silent for a long time. When she spoke, her eyes glistened. “I can’t imagine what you’re feeling right now, honey.”


  I pressed my fingers against my eyelids, trying to stem the tears that simply kept coming.


  “I can feel Patricia looking down on us right now.”


  I looked up, Marie’s face blurry through my tears. Through all of this, I hadn’t thought about my mother, but suddenly I could feel her too . . . through Marie’s love.


  “And I know that she’s happy, beaming with joy. What you’re going through isn’t easy, and my heart is breaking for you, Erica, but this is a blessing you’ve been given for a reason. Hold on to it. Fight for it. Let this be your reason to stay strong for all of you.”


  A spark of hope lit inside me. I reached for it, but I was so far from any kind of comfort. My tears had slowed and I sucked in an unsteady breath. “I’d like to believe that having her here right now could make things better somehow. I just don’t see how it could get any worse.”


  She brushed away an errant tear and tucked my hair back. “Why don’t you come back home with me for a little bit?”


  I looked down and twisted my wedding bands around my finger over and over again without answering her.


  “You shouldn’t be in that big house all by yourself. Come stay with me. Even if it’s only for a day or two. A change of scenery can’t hurt.”


  I’d only just come back home. But she was right. Every second in the house reminded me that Blake wasn’t in it.


  “I should go back. Blake’s parents are close by if I need anything,” I muttered.


  “I know, but they’re dealing with their own grief over this. Let me take care of you for a little bit until Blake can come home. You’re tired and overwhelmed. I know how you are. You’ll sit with this and make yourself sick over it. Stay with me and we can talk it out.”


  Maybe she was right. I nodded, surrendered to the idea. “Okay. Let me go home and pack a bag.”


  “Want me to drive you?”


  “No, that’s okay. I’ll go with Clay and have him give me a ride to your place a little later. I want to talk to Blake’s parents and see what the attorney said.”


  I still had to swing by the office, too. As hopeless as I felt, I couldn’t go hide out at Marie’s, convalescing until this blew over. I had to pursue every lead I could until it brought me closer to the truth.


  “Okay. Call me when you’re on your way or if anything comes up.”


  “I will. Thank you.” I sighed heavily, unburdened of some tears, but feeling no lighter.


  Marie caught my hand and held it tight. “I’m always here for you. No matter what.”


  I thanked her again, stepped from the car, and let her drive away. I found Clay on the other side of the parking lot. He drove me back to Marblehead and dropped me at Blake’s parents’ house. I paused at their door, wondering if I should knock, but decided to just go in.


  Fiona, Catherine, Alli, and Heath were in the kitchen.


  “What’s Parker going to say?” Heath asked.


  Fiona pinched the bridge of her nose. “I honestly don’t know what to say to him. I can try to explain that Blake was just trying to protect me, but obviously this is a huge invasion of privacy.”


  The door clicked shut behind me and I walked in.


  “Erica, honey. Come in.” Catherine motioned me over.


  She hugged me when I was close enough. My whole body tensed. I couldn’t cry anymore. I’d decided last night that I was done crying, yet I’d already broken down today.


  She released me with a shaky breath. “Come on. Let’s go sit down.”


  She ushered us to the living room, where we all sat. Greg’s figure caught my attention. He was on the deck, leaning against the railing, his back to us.


  The water was angry today, blending into an unfeeling gray sky. Sometimes I would wonder what it might be like to be out there, stranded in the midst of the waves and the cold, at the mercy of a merciless Mother Nature. That’s how I felt in this moment. Maybe I wasn’t alone in that either.


  My heart ached for Catherine and Greg. Today had been devastating for me. I couldn’t imagine what this was doing to them. And they didn’t know about the baby yet. Alli and Heath knew, but I was glad now that we hadn’t told the rest of the family. Knowing Blake’s freedom was in jeopardy, I couldn’t share the news with them now.


  “What did the lawyer say?” I asked.


  “He’s got his work cut out for him,” Heath said. “The police traced Blake’s computer activity when you all got back from the honeymoon. We all know he hacked Parker’s accounts. Obviously he wasn’t trying to be malicious, but they’re going to try to nail him on it.”


  Fiona’s phone rang. “That’s Parker.” She shook her head and set the phone to vibrate. “I can’t believe Blake would do this. What the hell was he thinking?”


  “He was only looking out for you, Fiona,” Catherine said.


  “He should know better. My God, how many times does he need to learn his lesson?” She threw her hands up, as angry as I’d ever seen her.


  “This is what he does, Fiona. You know he doesn’t always follow the rules,” Heath said.


  “He invests in real estate and software development. I didn’t realize he made a habit of illegally hacking into people’s affairs.”


  Catherine shook her head, her eyes glistening again. “All these years, and I can’t believe we’re right back here again. It’s a nightmare. A living nightmare.”


  Alli was silent beside me. My hand rested on my stomach. I wasn’t sure if I was reassuring the baby that everything was going to work out, or if I was silently asking it for reassurance. In this room surrounded by family, I felt like we were a team of two.


  “This is who he is,” I finally said. “I don’t like it any better than any of you do, but frankly he can’t help that it’s so easy for him to do these things. It’s a talent—an unethical one, maybe. But it’s who he is. It’s why none of us will ever want for anything. You can’t vilify him for that.”


  Silence fell on the room. Catherine blew her nose into a tissue and left the room without a word. She returned with a bottle of wine under her arm and both hands full of wineglasses.


  Heath gave her a concerned look. “Mom, it’s not even eleven o’clock.”


  “I couldn’t care less,” she muttered.


  I heard the front door open and close again, and a few seconds later, Parker was joining us in the living room.


  Fiona’s eyes lit up. “Parker . . . What are you doing here?”


  His lips were tight. “You’re not answering my calls. I was worried.”


  She tucked her short brown hair behind her ears and avoided his stare. “I guess we need to talk.”


  He winced. “I already know about all of it. Your brother is a nosy bastard.” He shot a knowing look among all of us. “And I don’t give a shit. I care more that I haven’t seen you or spoken to you with all this going on.”


  As her gaze fluttered to his, her lower lip trembled. “I’m sorry. I thought you’d be angry.”


  His eyes fixed on her, as if she were the only person in the room. “Fiona . . . this doesn’t change anything.”


  She exhaled audibly and stood up. He reached for her. She took his hand, and he pulled her into a tight embrace. They stood that way a moment before a flushed Fiona led him swiftly away from the room and us.


  Catherine sighed and shook her head. “Thank goodness,” she muttered under her breath as she began to pour the wine into glasses.


  “I’m going to go make myself some tea, if you don’t mind,” I said when she set a glass in front of me.


  “Let me make it for you, dear,” Catherine said.


  “I can get it,” I insisted and disappeared into the kitchen.


  A minute later, Heath came up beside me and took a mug from the cabinet for himself. Catherine’s and the other’s voices were a mere murmur. Fiona and Parker were nowhere to be seen.


  “You okay?” he asked, helping himself to the tea bags.


  “What do you think?”


  His light hazel eyes were filled with the concern I shared. “Gove will get him out of this, Erica. Blake isn’t the first wealthy guy to get out of a legal bind.”


  I closed my eyes and rested my hands on the counter. “I’m tired of people telling me that everything is going to be okay. I’m tired of walking through life with this blind faith that everything will magically work out. That somehow I can trust everyone to care as much as I do, to do their jobs, to find the truth that no one seems to want to find as badly as I do.”


  His jaw tightened. “Gove wants to start moving some of Blake’s assets over to me and you, in case things get worse.”


  “No,” I said simply.


  His lips thinned. “Do you want to have faith, or do you want to start planning for the worst-case scenario?”


  “Neither. I want to fix this.” I paused and faced him. “And I will.”


  “Let Gove do what he needs to—”


  “You want to motivate me, Heath?” I looked up at him, my jaw resolute. “Then tell me no. Tell me I can’t, or that I shouldn’t.”


  “All I’m saying is that I know that more than anything Blake wants you safe and taken care of.”


  “If he wants me taken care of, he can come home and do it himself. Otherwise, I’m taking care of myself, and I’m going to get to the bottom of this if it’s the last thing I do.”


  Before he could respond, my phone dinged from my pocket. I pulled it out. A text came in from a local number I didn’t recognize.


  I have what you’re looking for. Park Street station.


  I read the text over, my heart racing. Was it Daniel?


  Heath finished making our tea, while I contemplated what to write back.


  E: When?


  One hour. I’ll find you.


  I checked my watch. As long as we didn’t hit traffic, Clay could get me there on time.


  “I have to go,” I said suddenly.


  Heath frowned. “Where are you going?”


  I ignored his question and went toward the door. “Tell Catherine I’m sorry. I had to run.”


  I hurried home, packed an overnight bag for Marie’s, and directed Clay to drive us into the city. He pulled us up to the Park Street station with five minutes to spare.


  “Wait for me here,” I said.


  We made eye contact in the rearview.


  “You need me to go in with you?”


  “No, I’ll be fine.” This wouldn’t work with Clay hovering.


  He turned in his seat, eyeing me cautiously. “I’ve known you long enough to know the look you get when you’re doing something Blake wouldn’t want you doing.”


  “If it were up to Blake, I’d never leave the damn house. I’m just going to meet someone quick. I’ll be fine. I promise.”


  He hesitated. “It’s my job to keep you safe, Erica.”


  That was the second time he’d used my name. Both times had gotten my attention. I appreciated his concern but I couldn’t let it get in my way right now. “It’s a busy station, Clay. If I’m not back in ten minutes, you can start worrying, okay?”


  He turned back and dropped a hand on the steering wheel. “Five minutes.”


  I rolled my eyes but didn’t waste another second booking it down to the trains. Park Street was a busy station, even busier at the lunch hour. How would this stranger find me in the crowd?


  I stood awkwardly, trying to seem natural, which was impossible when two trains came and went without me. More people crowded on the platform, waiting for the next train. I scanned faces and froze when I landed on one I recognized.


  Shit. I turned and started walking toward the stairs that would bring me back out of the station. I wanted to run but moved slowly enough to seem natural. This could not have been a worse time. I silently prayed that he hadn’t seen me and I could escape unnoticed.


  “Erica!”


  The man’s voice was barely audible over the screaming of the approaching train.


  I kept walking, until a hand came around my wrist and kept me from going any farther. I looked up into Detective Carmody’s eyes, shaded under a baseball cap. He was in street clothes, but there was no mistaking his face. My heart pounded wildly. I yanked my hand back, feeling something small and hard against it. Opening my palm revealed a tiny black thumb drive. I shot my gaze back up to the detective, but that quickly he was gone.


  A rush of warm air blew through my hair as the train pulled away.


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  BLAKE


  They’d moved me to a county jail that afternoon. The almost ritualistic process of moving me from place to place and room to room helped keep my thoughts off this morning’s events. The vision of Erica’s face, so hurt, was imprinted on my mind. But now all I had was time and I couldn’t get her out of my head. I felt like someone had ripped out half my insides and told me I could live without them.


  Except I couldn’t fathom how I’d live without Erica for any extended period of time. I could live without money, possessions, or success. But I couldn’t live without that woman.


  At lunchtime I sat down at an empty table and moved my food around the tray. It wasn’t so much disgusting as completely inedible. I dropped my fork and opened the small carton of milk that reminded me of a hundred school lunches I’d endured.


  I guzzled it down and glanced around me at the offenders who sat at other tables. I couldn’t help but draw parallels. This was far from the school cafeteria, but I wasn’t going to fit in any better here than I had as an angsty adolescent. I convinced myself that I had nothing in common with these people. I had every intention of keeping to myself. Who knew how long I’d have to call this place home?


  “Hey.”


  Max sat down across from me, wearing the same uniform as I was. He set his tray down, as if meaning to stay.


  I sat back and glared. A fine pale line branched across his cheek and instantly I knew it was from the beating I’d given him. The last time I’d seen his face, no one would have recognized him. I balled my fists, reliving the memory and seriously contemplating putting it into action all over again.


  “What the fuck do you want?”


  He wrinkled his brow. “I don’t want a damn thing from you. We’re both in here. I figured you might want to see a friendly face.”


  “Just because we both happen to be here doesn’t mean we’re anywhere close to friendly.”


  “Yeah, well, it doesn’t hurt to have allies.” He glanced around the room before looking back to his food.


  “If you want allies, keep looking. I’m fine on my own.”


  “Whatever,” he muttered.


  We were silent for a while. Unable to ignore the roar in my stomach, I took a bite of my cardboard lasagna and chewed over the hatred I felt for Max. People at the other tables spoke among themselves, ignoring us. True enough, Max didn’t seem like he belonged here any more than I did. He didn’t look like the pretty boy he once was though. His blond hair was overgrown slightly. The pallor of his skin was not its usual unnatural glow.


  “You’re looking pretty rough. No spa in here, huh?”


  He squinted. “You’re one to talk.”


  “Yeah, well, I never cared too much about appearances.” I scrubbed my hand over the stubble on my jaw. I hadn’t shaved yet. Didn’t figure that mattered much now.


  “It showed.”


  A hollow laugh escaped me, at the irony of us here, at how I could feel the fight slipping from me with each passing day. I pushed the tray away, unable to stomach another bite.


  There we sat. A billionaire and an heir to one, clad in shapeless blue uniforms that relegated us to the lowest rung of society. Money helped, but we couldn’t buy our freedom.


  I’d known this. I learned the very real lesson years ago, and as a result, I’d always been exceedingly careful. I found the information I needed, but I was cautious with whom and how I meddled when I skirted the law. The irony was that I sat here now, in front of a man I detested who deserved nothing more than four cement walls around him for the rest of time.


  That empty defeated feeling crept over me all over again.


  “If Michael could only see us now.”


  Max’s lips grew thin, all signs of his desired camaraderie gone. “He cares a lot less than you think he does, you know.”


  “You’re saying that because he cut you off. Giving you what you deserve doesn’t mean he doesn’t give a shit about anyone else.”


  “You don’t know him,” he bit out.


  “I’ve known him half my life. I know him pretty damn well.”


  “You had a glimpse. You’ve only seen the good.”


  Michael was more than good. In fact, good wasn’t a word I’d use to describe him. Focused, shrewd, discriminating in his actions and choices. He couldn’t choose his children, clearly, and Max would never be able to forgive him for choosing me over him when it came to business.


  “You’re his child, and you act like one. I’m sure he’d show a different side of himself to you. One I probably wouldn’t like either.”


  He let out a weak laugh. “You look at me and all you see is a fuckup because that’s what he wanted you to see. I would have done anything for him, for a chance to learn from him and be a part of something more. He purposefully kept me away from opportunities that would have helped me excel, and then he handed those same opportunities to you. He threw it in my face.”


  “Maybe he did, but that doesn’t excuse the mistakes you’ve made.”


  “The only mistake I made was turning my hatred onto you. It should have been him. It should have been him all along.”


  “You turn your hatred onto anyone who gets in your way, lest you forget.”


  He dropped his fork and pushed his tray away. “Listen . . . I’m sorry about Erica.”


  The words hung in the air between us. Ridiculous, small words. “You’re sorry?”


  “What do you want me to say? I barely touched her. I’m doing time here for nothing.”


  I saw red. Every muscle coiled, ready to fight.


  “You used her to get to me. And my fist was the only reason you didn’t get any further with her. You know that as well as I do, you sick piece of shit. You have no fucking idea what she’s been through.”


  “She slept around, Blake. Mark even fucked her. Just because she’s your wife doesn’t mean she doesn’t have a past. I mean, she was asking for it the whole time she was dealing with Angelcom. What kind of woman pitches a room full of men and—”


  I lunged across the table. Gaining a grip on his hair, I slammed his head down onto the table between us. I held him down by the neck. Rage coursed through me.


  A gurgled cry left his throat. “Let me go!”


  “Mark raped her, you stupid son of a bitch.”


  He struggled against my hold. The noise in the room fell, though never went completely silent. Still, I felt the eyes of onlookers nearby on us. But something wild and reckless had taken hold of me. Where else, if not in this hell of a place, could a man like Max face the kind of wrath he deserved? If it came at my hand, so be it. The measly time he’d serve wouldn’t be enough. A lifetime wouldn’t be enough.


  He struggled and I loosened my hold only to slam him down harder, feeling the tendons in his neck bend under my grip. I bent, hovering over his ear.


  “Do you have any idea what it’s like for me to not be able to touch my wife because she thinks I could be you? Or him?” I paused, letting my ragged breath feed the surge of adrenaline pumping through me. “I should have finished you that day. I should have ended you and your pathetic existence. You’re goddamn lucky Michael pulled me off.”


  He grimaced. “He didn’t want to.”


  “Because you’re a worthless piece of shit, and even Michael can’t deny it now.”


  “You! Hands the fuck off!”


  I snapped up, eyes narrowed at the approaching guard. Much as I may have wanted to give him and any number of others the same treatment I’d given Max, the guard was twice my size with a billy club in his hand that I could only assume he used with some regularity.


  “Don’t fuckin’ look at me that way, rich boy.”


  I released Max and stood back from the table. Max retreated to the bench, hands to his throat as he gasped for breath. Whatever consequences might come, I’d face them and I’d do it again. If being here afforded me nothing more, it might be the chance to give Erica justice from this side of the wall. That was a purpose I could get behind.


  The guard took Max by the back of the neck, matching the hold I’d had on him.


  “What the hell!” Max yelled, his arms flailing helplessly until he tumbled to the floor.


  “Get up,” he barked.


  “I didn’t do anything. He jumped me!”


  The guard leaned down, hoisting the stick high in the air. Max flinched back about a foot.


  “First thing, you don’t know what the fuck it’s like to be jumped. Second, you’re in here for attempted rape, so you should get your pussy ass up or you’re going to find out.”


  Terror flashed behind Max’s eyes as he scrambled to his feet. A quick scan around the surrounding tables revealed a host of menacing glares eating up Max’s present vulnerability.


  “Get the fuck up before someone makes a lesson of you.”


  Max took his tray, got rid of it quickly, and retreated to an empty table at the far end of the room.


  The guard leveled a dead stare my way. “Watch yourself,” he warned.


  * * *


  ERICA


  One step into the office and the concerned looks on everyone’s faces told me that they already knew something was very wrong.


  James’s blue eyes peered up at me from behind his computer before he rose. “Erica, I heard about Blake. Are you okay?”


  I stepped past him and set the thumb drive on Sid’s desk. Sid tugged his headphones down around his neck.


  “I have a new project for you,” I said.


  “What’s this?” He glanced between the drive and me.


  “I’m not one-hundred-percent sure, but I’m guessing it’s the code that was loaded onto the machines that tallied false votes in Fitzgerald’s favor.”


  He pursed his lips. “Do I want to know how you got this?”


  “No. Your job is to look at it and find a way to prove Blake didn’t write it.”


  He blew out a slow breath. “That’s all, huh?”


  When I didn’t respond, he put the drive into his computer and started tapping keys. His eyes darted back and forth over the screen while Geoff, Alli, and I stared expectantly.


  “Yes, looks like these are the binaries.” He looked up. “Give me a few hours to sift through this. I’ll let you know what I find.”


  I pulled up a chair across from his desk and sat down, crossing my legs at the knee. I eyed the mess on Sid’s desk. The surface was decorated with no less than a dozen energy drink empties and a few stacks of paperwork. He lifted an eyebrow when we made eye contact.


  “Blake’s in jail, Sid. I’m not leaving here until you find something.”


  Geoff spoke up. “Can I take a look?”


  “Let me make a copy, one sec.” Sid tapped a few more keys and removed the drive. “Here,” he said, handing it to him.


  A few eternal minutes passed when Sid spoke again.


  “Well, this is a good sign.”


  “What?” I asked, sitting up straighter.


  “Looks like the code that originally ran on the machines was modified by an outside program.”


  “What does that mean exactly?”


  “Basically, someone attached a virus by using a zero-day exploit to Blake’s code to inflate Fitzgerald’s votes on the day of the election. If Blake had written this himself, I seriously doubt he’d use this method.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “Why attach a program to your own code when you’re capable of writing one comprehensive piece of code that does the job?”


  Hearing that made me loathe Evans all over again. If he’d had people looking at this, they should have suspected the same. Maybe that was why Carmody had given me the drive. I wanted to ask him why he’d given it to me, but I figured there was a good reason he hadn’t stuck around long enough for me to ask.


  “Okay. That’s a start, but we need a way to prove Trevor did this.”


  “Um”—Geoff’s expression was tight with concentration as his fingers flew over the keyboard—“maybe we can’t put Trevor’s name right on this code. But Blake’s is already on it, right?”


  “Yes, the encryption routines are his. Everyone including the authorities know this,” I said.


  “Okay. Then theoretically we should be able to prove that two different people wrote the two pieces of code. It’s kind of like handwriting analysis, or distinguishing fingerprints. Code patterns can be analyzed the same way.”


  “You can do that?” I asked.


  “There are legit programs out there, but since this is, uh, sensitive, I have a friend who’s got a homebrew version of his own written. I can have him run this through his program, compare the two versions and highlight the discrepancies.”


  “Let’s do it,” I said without hesitation. That’s what I needed, something concrete. Everything outside of the charges they were holding Blake on now was based on conjecture.


  “If I had something else that Trevor and Blake wrote, that would help so I could compare the two,” Geoff added.


  “There are logs from when Trevor started attacking Clozpin,” Sid said. “If we can prove the virus isn’t Blake’s code, we should also be able to prove that whoever hacked our site and any number of the others in Blake’s fleet were the same person,” Sid said. “I don’t have the Clozpin server logins anymore though, unfortunately.”


  James spoke up. “Mine still work. I’ve been snooping on their progress since I left. Hang on, I’ll send them over.”


  Sid chuckled. “Amateurs.”


  I was about to ask how long all this would take when my phone rang. Daniel was calling me.


  “I’ll be right back.” I went to my office and closed the door behind me. “Daniel, hi.”


  “I got your message,” he said.


  “Thank you for calling me back.”


  “I told you not to call.” His tone was less than warm.


  “Well, I don’t listen very well.”


  “Obviously. There’s too much heat right now. The election aside, the feds are up my ass thinking I’m behind all of this along with Blake. You don’t want to get mixed up in this any more than you already are.”


  “They arrested Blake.”


  He cleared his throat gruffly. “I’m aware.”


  “He didn’t do this.”


  “You’d better hope to God he didn’t, Erica. I’m not going to bother telling you how much money I’ve sunk into this campaign. This isn’t just money. This is a life’s work, and if he came between me and—”


  “I know who did this, and I need your help to find him.”


  For all the hurt Daniel had caused, all I wanted to do was smack him in the head for how single-minded he was being. Finally, finally, I was making progress and he was still hung up on Blake’s supposed guilt.


  “Erica, I don’t have time for this.”


  “I don’t care if you have time for this or not. I’ll never ask you for anything ever again. I’ll stay out of your life forever if that’s what you really want. I’m just asking for this one thing.” The words came out in a rush, before I had a chance to realize what I was promising. But the truth was that I’d say anything and do anything to get Blake out of this, and Daniel could be my last hope to find Trevor.


  He paused. “We shouldn’t be talking like this. It’s not safe.”


  “Fine. Then let’s meet.”


  He sighed. “Where?”


  I thought for a minute, spinning over the best options. Daniel was probably right to be paranoid, but I was grateful he was agreeing to meet me. Seeing him face-to-face required more than privacy, though. I needed him to really hear me. I needed to say things to him that I’d bottled up for weeks, and this might be the last time for that.


  “Let’s meet outside the city. I’ll text you the address.”


  “Fine.”


  An hour later, Marie and I were standing in her kitchen. Her hands were curled over the edge of the counter. I shifted my weight between my feet and checked my watch again.


  “Why here?”


  The distress in her voice made me regret the decision to invite Daniel over to her place to talk. It was a crazy idea, yet something told me this could be the perfect place to really get through to him in a way that I never had been able to before. I hoped too that having Marie nearby would give me the strength I needed to face him again.


  “Right now he thinks Blake ruined his chances to be governor. I need to convince him otherwise, and we needed a safe place to talk.”


  She released her grip on the counter and crossed her arms over her chest. “Erica, I warned you about him. He’s dangerous and you’ll never be able to trust him.”


  “Yes, you warned me. In my defense, I had no idea what to expect from inviting him into my life. Saying ‘I told you so’ at this point doesn’t help. He’s here and right now, I need to get through to him if I’m going to have any chance of getting Blake out of this mess. You told me to fight, and that’s exactly what I’m doing.”


  She sighed. “I just worry about you. Richard . . .” Her throat moved with a swallow. “He died getting tangled up with Daniel’s affairs.”


  True enough, Marie’s ex-lover had met an untimely end by getting too close to the investigation around Daniel and his stepson’s supposed suicide. I still remembered the determined look in his eyes moments before his life ended and mine irrevocably changed at the end of a gun.


  Maybe in a way Richard had been as headstrong as I am. He was a reporter and that was his job. He wasn’t Daniel’s daughter, though. I pitied the man who crossed Daniel, but deep down, I believed he cared about me, if only because he’d once loved my mother.


  A knock sounded at Marie’s front door and she jolted.


  “That’s him.”


  She stared toward the door and hesitated. “Are you sure you want to do this?”


  “I need to talk to him, Marie, and I need him to trust me.”


  She nodded quickly and walked to the door, opening it to Daniel.


  He blinked rapidly, looking her up and down. He was dressed casually in khakis and a blue shirt.


  “Hi, Daniel.”


  His shocked look morphed into a wince. “Marie?”


  A small smile tugged at her lips. “You remembered.”


  “Of course. How could I forget?”


  He seemed different suddenly. Uncomfortable, almost vulnerable. Not the Daniel I knew. Any version of him.


  “It’s good to see you again,” he said.


  I knew she wasn’t happy to be seeing him again, and I hated to put her in this situation. My mother had made her promise not to tell me about the identity of my father, and yet here he was, knocking on her door. And she had every right to be protective. Daniel was not a man to be trusted.


  She stepped to the side and gestured for him to enter. “Come on in. She’s waiting for you.”


  He came inside and our eyes met. “Erica.” His tone was serious, but not as aggressive as it might have been if we’d been alone.


  “Hi. Have a seat.”


  We sat down across from each other in Marie’s living room while she went upstairs to give us privacy.


  “Interesting choice for a meeting place,” he said, once she’d left.


  “Call it a show of trust.”


  Letting him know that Marie was still in my life was a risk, but a little part of me believed it could be a reminder too—an important one. This election debacle would be a turning point for him, no doubt, but it wouldn’t be the first. He’d made a choice a long time ago. He’d chosen to turn away from the woman he loved and the child she carried. He’d made the choice, or maybe the choice had been made for him, all for the opportunity that had so recently slipped through his fingers. He’d made a choice that would lead to this place and time, yet despite all his dreams and grand ambition, nothing had gone according to plan.


  “I trust you. I don’t trust your husband.” He offered a tight smile.


  “Do you really believe Blake did this?” I asked him the question without anger or persuasion. I genuinely wanted to know if he could believe what I knew to be untrue.


  “I’m not ruling it out. He’s never been a big fan of mine.”


  “And the same is true for you. Why would he incite your anger when he already knows how much you distrust him? How would that benefit him or me?”


  He shook his head. “You can’t deny that he wants me out of your life.”


  “You were out of my life.”


  “Blake is an extremely wealthy man. I’m sure you know this by now. I may not have the kind of money he does, but I have power. What this has done is not only sabotage the powerful position I had won, but it’s threatening everything I’ve built outside of this election. My reputation at the head of the firm. As a community member. I’m on boards. I have sway that has taken me this far, and that foundation has been shaken.” He gestured, pressing his fingertips to the coffee table between us. “That foundation, Erica, is my value, and every day that goes by, it’s being stripped away. That puts me under people I’ve never had to answer to before so they can get what they want from me, and your husband would be among them.”


  My earlier patience had grown perilously thin. I groaned, halting his ridiculous tirade. “Goddamnit, Daniel. He didn’t do this,” I insisted, trying to keep my anger in check. “Beyond that, whoever believes their value comes from their political power seriously needs a vacation. Is that really how you see yourself? That’s what you bring to the world?”


  His jaw tightened and he regarded me coolly. “All I can tell you is that whoever is behind this will pay for it. One way or the other. I’m not the only one who had an interest in me winning. And I’m not the only one who wants answers.”


  “If you want answers so badly, help me find them. I know who did this. I found him once, and I need your help to track him down again so the FBI can bring him in. As long as they believe Blake did this, they’ll think you were involved in some way. Helping him helps you too.”


  He was silent a moment. “Who are you looking for?”


  “His name is Trevor Cooper. He’s someone from Blake’s past—a hacker who used Blake’s code from an old project to rig the machines. I honestly don’t think any of this has anything to do with you. All he wanted was vengeance on Blake, and unfortunately you paid the price.”


  “If all this is true, why aren’t the police looking for him?”


  “Because they don’t know he exists. At least not until I find him. That’s why I need you.”


  “This sounds like an elaborate story, Erica. Is Blake spinning this? I didn’t think you could be this gullible, but maybe being in love has blinded you.”


  My anger flared again, and I struggled to keep from yelling. “Love hasn’t blinded me. It’s made me see more clearly than ever before. And yes, I will do whatever I need to do to clear his name. And you’re going to help me.”


  He muttered a curse and rubbed his neck.


  I wasn’t going to win this by berating him. I wanted to. It felt good to. But I needed him invested. I needed him to feel a fraction of the desperation that I now felt. I wasn’t sure if he was capable of it, but I had to at least try. There were still so many things I’d never said to him.


  “Daniel.” I waited until he looked up, meeting his blue-eyed gaze with mine. I took a breath and hoped to draw in some courage with it. “Blake is going to be the father of my child. You said once that wouldn’t matter to you . . . Is that still true?”


  He grew pale and stared at some invisible point on the floor. In his silence, I carried on. I struggled to keep my voice steady as my heart skipped.


  “I’ll admit that I brought you here because I wanted you to see Marie again. It scares me a little bit to bring you into her world, however briefly, because I can’t ever know what you’ll do. But somewhere in your cold, power-mongering heart, I know you care about something other than this goddamn election. I hoped that for a minute you could open your eyes and see that she’s been like a mother to me since Mom died.”


  “I’m grateful she’s been here for you,” he said quietly, still avoiding my gaze.


  “Me too.” I closed my eyes a moment, trying to speak over the knot in my throat. “After the shooting . . . I was scared to death that I’d never have a chance to be a mother. I thought about it so much. More than anyone would ever know. I wished for it, and then, by some miracle, I was given that chance. And the most incredible part is that I was given a chance to share that experience with a man that I love deeply, with every piece of my soul.” My voice broke, but I pushed on in a whisper. “And I want to do better. I want to give this child more than I had. More than this.”


  My turned-up palm moved between us, a small gesture that meant to encapsulate the emptiness that had existed between us, over the years of his estrangement and the emptiness that still remained.


  “You will. I have little doubt.”


  “Then this child needs a father, because I know what it’s like to have to live without one. There will never be anyone else to fill that place but Blake. I had to grow into someone else’s heart. I’m grateful for my stepfather, but you were supposed to be the one. He knew that, and so did I.”


  My heart ached in my chest and my eyes brimmed with tears. Everything that I’d held back for so long, from before I’d even known who Daniel was, threatened to spill out of me. How could I despise him and still want him so much was a mystery I’d never understand. I could only hope the sentiment resonated someplace within him too. If this connection was worth anything, I prayed it could mean something to him now.


  His head fell into his hands. He ran his fingers through his graying hair. I wanted to see his eyes. I imagined them dim with regret. At least a part of me wanted them to be. Did he regret it, all of this?


  “I am sorry, Erica. You’ll never know how much.”


  His quiet words hit my heart.


  “I can’t do this alone, Daniel. I’m strong enough . . . maybe I could, I don’t know. But I can’t fathom it. I’ve been given a chance to have something I thought had been taken away. And now the love of my life could be taken away too. I need your help, please.”


  He sighed. “Okay.”


  My heavy heart fluttered back to life. “You’ll help?”


  “If I can. I’m not sure what you expect me to do. I’m under a microscope too.”


  I pulled a piece of paper from my pocket and handed it to him. “You can start with Margaret Cooper. She’s Trevor’s mother. She’s how I found him last time, but they’re off the grid again. That’s their last known address and anything else that might help. If I can find her, or if you can, maybe I can find Trevor or convince her to lead me to him.”


  He stared at the paper, his face expressionless. “You’re asking for information.”


  “Yes.”


  His face went tight. “Information comes at a price.”


  I parted my lips as I imagined what he might want. “I have money—”


  “I don’t want your money. I’m telling you that I’m not like you. The people who find information for me don’t walk into a room and ask nicely. People could get hurt.”


  I rolled that thought over in my mind a few times. I remembered Trevor’s mother, the way she came at me. If she hadn’t been so drunk, maybe she would have made it far enough to hurt me. I’d been stupid to go to their home alone, and maybe I was being stupid again now to ask this of Daniel, but I was running out of options.


  “I don’t care what you do as long as it gets me Trevor’s location. Find him, and you won’t ever have to hear from me again.”


  He nodded and stared back at the paper. He moved it rhythmically back and forth between his finger and thumb. “Is that what you want?”


  My breath caught in my chest. “What are you saying?”


  He shook his head and moved to stand. “I don’t know. I should go.”


  “Daniel—”


  Stuffing the paper in his pants pocket, he rose. “I’ll see what I can find. I’ll be in touch.”


  “You just got here.” I followed him to the door.


  “Margo started packing her things this morning. I need to get back and try to talk some sense into her. The fact that I left to see you won’t help my case.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  Regret swam in his eyes. “Me too.”


  * * *


  Early the next morning, the sound of my phone ringing woke me. I picked it up, rubbing the sleep from my eyes.


  “Hello?”


  The reception was scratchy, and then an operator asked if I would accept a collect call from the county jail where I knew they’d been holding Blake. My heart pounded loudly in my chest, both in anticipation of hearing Blake’s voice and with the unwelcome reminder that he was still being held there. I accepted the charges and heard a click.


  “Erica?” Blake’s voice seemed far away.


  “It’s me.” I closed my eyes, struggling for words when all I wanted was to feel him with me. I wanted to speed to wherever he was and take him back home where he belonged. “How are you doing?”


  “I’m okay.” There was no life in his answer, and I fought the sudden urge to cry. I didn’t want him to hear me breaking down. I had to be strong . . .


  “I miss you so much. When can I come visit you?”


  He was silent for a long time. “I’d rather you didn’t,” he finally said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I don’t want you here, okay? I miss you. Jesus . . .” He released a shaky breath. “I miss you more than you can possibly imagine, but I don’t want you to set foot in this place. Do you understand me?”


  I sat up in bed as fresh worry sobered me. “Is everything okay? You’re scaring me, Blake.”


  “I’m fine. It’s nothing to worry about. Being here . . . you seeing me this way . . . That isn’t a memory I want for either of us.”


  “But what if—”


  “How are Mom and Dad?”


  What if you can’t come home? was the question neither of us wanted to contemplate. I took an unsteady breath, decided to respect his wish, and mercifully changed the subject.


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  BLAKE


  “What the fuck is this?” I sifted through the stack of papers Evans had dropped in front of me.


  “Looks like it’s a detailed analysis of the code.”


  Evans was on the other side of one of the small round tables reserved for inmates and their visitors. I’d secretly hoped for another visitor, but I was glad that Erica had respected my wishes and not come. I wanted to see her, if only for a few minutes. I wanted the chance to comfort her in any way that I could, even if it was on the other side of a piece of glass, but I also didn’t want her to see me this way.


  Max had been right about one thing. I’d never paid much attention to my looks, at least not the way he did. I had a decent collection of vintage T-shirts that I could easily replace with a closet full of three-piece suits to wear to work every day, but I didn’t care about putting on airs the way others did. I never had. I knew who I was, and I didn’t need glamour to back up the wealth I’d accumulated or the success I’d earned without all that superficial crap.


  Still, with the wealth, I’d grown used to the finer things. Spending my days in a concrete box with access to only the bare necessities was a far cry from my real life. Real life, or old life? Damn, I’d fallen too far, and I didn’t want Erica to know it.


  I looked like hell, and I felt even worse. I couldn’t protect my family from in here. I couldn’t take care of everything and everyone who needed me. And I sure as hell wasn’t winning any beauty contests.


  I shoved away those thoughts and tried to concentrate on the details annotated between the lines of code, some of which I recognized as my own. Some was clearly not. What it amounted to was a fairly solid evaluation that I had not, in fact, written the entirety of the code used to manipulate the votes.


  I slid the papers back to Evans. “Took your techies long enough to put that together.”


  “They didn’t.”


  I lifted an eyebrow.


  “Someone ‘anonymously’ sent it in. Any ideas?”


  I shrugged. “You’re the experts. You tell me.”


  “You’re in jail and you’re on your way to doing some time, so why don’t we cut the shit. Who’s Trevor Cooper?”


  I stared. I assumed the notes I’d just skimmed through were enough to convince the police that I wasn’t guilty, but I could tell Evans wasn’t giving up the fight that easily. I was going to have to draw this out with crayon for him to believe I wasn’t at the center of this.


  He went on. “Gove is telling us he’s some sort of cyber-rival of yours? From where I stand, it seems like you coordinated this effort with someone else and now you’re trying to toss the blame onto him.”


  I let out a dry laugh but otherwise held my silence.


  “Damnit, Blake, start talking.”


  “I can’t get a word in edgewise. And why bother when you think you’ve got it all figured out already? I’d hate to burst your bubble by filling you in on the details, otherwise known as the truth.”


  He sat back in his chair and worked his jaw. “I don’t like you, Landon.”


  “The feeling is mutual.”


  “I don’t underestimate your intelligence, however.”


  “I can’t say the same about you.”


  He grimaced, and I knew his patience was wearing thin.


  Now was the time. I wasn’t holding on to any hope that Evans would hear reason, but at least he was asking questions. Dean had told him about Trevor, and there was enough proof distinguishing his code from mine in front of me that Evans might have to follow some new leads if he had any chance of making a case out of this.


  Beyond all that, things couldn’t get much worse. Every day I spent in jail was a day without Erica, and I wasn’t ready to martyr myself for Brian’s kid brother, no matter what had happened in the past.


  I drew in a steeling breath, preparing to tell him the whole story. “Fine. What do you want to know?”


  “Let’s start with Trevor. How do you know him?”


  “It’s safe to assume that you are aware of all the details surrounding M89, correct?”


  Evans relaxed back, that shit-eating smile back on his face. “For the sake of conversation, let’s assume that.”


  “Fine. When Brian Cooper committed suicide, he was survived by his mother and one brother, Trevor.”


  Evan’s smile slipped a bit. “Continue.”


  “I don’t have to tell you my story. I developed Banksoft, and I’ve invested in a number of my own projects since then. A few years ago, I noticed a few of my sites being targeted by a hacker or possibly a group of hackers. Nothing serious. Nothing that my team couldn’t work around. Mainly a nuisance.”


  “And you think that was Trevor.”


  “I know it was him. He credited this new generation of M89 every chance he got. I never spent much time trying to track him down. It seemed like more effort than it was worth, but Erica found him through his mother and confronted him about everything. He all but admitted it, but promptly went off the grid again. He’s a shitty programmer, but he’s good at staying under the radar.”


  “Okay. Say this is all true. Why would he get involved in rigging an election? Is he tied to Fitzgerald in some way?”


  “His only connection to Fitzgerald is through me and Erica. He doesn’t care about money or prestige. He’s built his life around avenging Brian. And what better way to avenge his dead brother than to see his former cohort behind bars for the very same thing that made Brian hang himself? Fitzgerald’s election was just the vehicle to implicate me.”


  Several empty minutes passed while I tried not to think about the life that both Evans and Trevor had been wishing for me. A life behind bars, maybe not forever, but long enough to miss a thousand precious moments I’d never get back. Moments with Erica and our child, the family that we were so close to having. That Trevor might be able see this plan through made me sick.


  I curled my hands into tight fists, pressing them into the tops of my thighs. Evans’s voice cut the silence.


  “How do I know you’re not just feeding me a load of shit?”


  I leaned in with a glare, more irate than ever that after holding all of that back until now, his immediate response was skepticism.


  “Let’s get something straight, Evans. If I rigged this fucking election, which I didn’t, you’d have never known it. Second, if by some miracle your band of geniuses found a way to tie it to me, I’d own it.”


  He snorted. “You’re prideful, I’ll give you that.”


  “Call it what you want, but having my name associated with any part of this bullshit is insulting. I brought a dozen of the most powerful Wall Street scumbags to their fucking knees when I was thirteen years old. You think I can’t rig a voting machine undetected? Give me a fucking break.”


  Red seeped into Evans’s cheeks, and he adjusted his shirt collar around his neck. “So if you’re telling me the truth, and Trevor is behind all of this, where would I find him?”


  I shrugged. “Figure it out.”


  “You want out of here, Landon? Or do you want your kid visiting you behind bars?”


  I bit down hard on all the things I wanted say to Evans. “I wouldn’t be behind bars if it wasn’t for you. Now you’re trying to squeeze me to do your fucking job for you, is that right?”


  His nostrils flared. “You think about it. Think long and hard about it.”


  His phone rang then, a shrill annoying sound. He answered and held the phone to his ear. “Evans.” He stared past me. “You did? Where?” A second later he stood and the chair scraped loudly against the concrete floor. “I’ll be there in ten.”


  He shot me an inscrutable look and left.


  * * *


  ERICA


  I’d spent the next couple nights at Marie’s house, and I was glad for it. Even though I was still distraught with missing Blake and worrying about our future, I appreciated having her near. The same kind of carefree spirit and tender heart that made her love quickly and bruise easily made her a person who was comfortable and natural to be with. Warm and unassuming, she never judged, never let her worries compound mine.


  I was a long way from relief, but the progress I’d made with Sid had given me hope. We had anonymously sent Evans the analysis compiled thanks to Geoff’s contact. While I waited for any word on that, I also waited for Daniel to reach out to me.


  I’d run our brief conversation over and over again in my head. He’d seemed genuine. Genuinely pissed about his situation, and also genuinely sorry that he’d failed me so miserably. Hopefully he’d be genuine in wanting to find Trevor, because he was the key. He was the shadow who’d haunted our lives for too long. Sometimes I couldn’t believe that I’d managed to find him once. I cursed myself over and over for letting him slip away. I’d been rash going to him on my own. I should have waited for Blake’s help. Maybe we wouldn’t be here now, facing the prospect of a future divided.


  In the mornings, I went to the office. Having the simple routine and the company of the people at work was a small comfort. I spent most of the day trying to learn more about other computer fraud cases and comparing our situation to others. Most of the time, doing so only left me more anxious.


  Alli knocked on my door in the midst of one of those moments. “Hey, you okay?”


  I spun in my chair and faced her as she lowered into the seat across from me. “Sure. Just going through emails.”


  “How are you feeling?”


  I slid my finger along the edge of the desk. “That’s a loaded question, Alli.”


  “Sorry. I meant physically.”


  I shrugged. “Nothing I can’t handle.”


  She nodded and didn’t speak for a while. “Have you been to see Blake?”


  I shook my head wordlessly.


  “Any particular reason?”


  I couldn’t go an hour without thinking about Blake. We’d spent a month together, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and it hadn’t been nearly enough. I longed for his presence more than anyone else’s, and still I couldn’t bring myself to have Clay drive me to visit him when he’d specifically asked me to stay away.


  “He doesn’t want me to.”


  “When has that ever stopped you?”


  Ignoring his wish had crossed my mind. Sometimes Blake didn’t know what was good for him, but a part of me was scared to see him so vulnerable too.


  “I think I’m waiting,” I finally admitted.


  “What are you waiting for?”


  “It’s like I’m waiting for him to just come home. And when I realize that he’s not, I feel like I’m waiting until I can fix all of this somehow.”


  “I understand why you feel that way, but we have no idea how long this process is going to take. No matter what’s happening in his case, you’re still married and in love. He needs you.”


  “I know he does, and believe me, it’s killing me. The day of the hearing, he looked so hopeless. The only time I’ve ever seen that look in his eyes was after I was shot. He’s always so strong, so incredibly determined. But he couldn’t hide the fact that he thought I might die right there in front of him that day. If that’s how he feels, like there’s no hope, I don’t want to go see him until I can give him hope. And I don’t feel like I can do that yet.”


  Sadness swept her features. “Any word from the police?”


  I shook my head. “Gove called me and said they were ‘looking into it,’ but no word yet.”


  She released a tired sigh. “Let me take you out to lunch.”


  “I’m not really hungry.”


  “Listen, I’d love to take you out and kill a few martinis, but you’re out of commission for a while. You should at least be able to indulge in some amazing food from time to time. I found this great little Indian place a few blocks away. Their naan is absolutely mouth-watering.”


  My stomach offered a little rumble of assent. “Okay.”


  A little over an hour later, thanks to a tasty lunch rich in carbohydrates, I was carrying a food baby along with our actual baby. I patted my stomach, which seemed silly and natural all at once. No one would know that I was pregnant, but I looked forward to the day when that wasn’t the case.


  We were walking back toward our office when I ran into Risa walking out of a deli with another familiar face, my old friend Liz. Liz and I had been roommates my first year at Harvard, but after I’d moved, we’d grown apart. She’d been the one to refer Risa to me when I was looking to hire for Clozpin, but we hadn’t kept in touch since then.


  Now the two women were standing in front of us, dressed in dark slacks and dressy tops. Bags that no doubt contained their lunches hung from their hands. Liz was the first to speak.


  “Erica, how are you?” She came up to me and gave me an awkward hug.


  “Fine, and you?”


  “I’m great. Still crunching numbers at the investment firm, but whatever. At least I have company now.” She grinned and gestured to Risa, who stood tensely beside her.


  I wasn’t sure how much Risa had briefed her on our falling out, but apparently it wasn’t enough. Risa had betrayed my trust and threatened my business, two offenses that were nearly unforgivable in my book. She’d attempted to make amends months ago, and a small part of me pitied her for making such terrible decisions when it came to inviting Max into her life, but she’d brought them on herself. I’d never be able to trust her again.


  She seemed to be reading my thoughts when she spoke up. “I heard about Blake. How are you holding up?”


  I shrugged, not quite knowing how to answer that. How I was holding up wasn’t much of her business. Also, I wasn’t holding up as well as I wanted to, especially when tears burned behind my eyes at the mere mention of Blake. “Well, it was great seeing you. We’re late for a meeting, though.” Alli glanced at her oversize watch and hooked her arm in mine, coaxing me away.


  “Um, Erica. I was hoping we could catch up sometime.” Risa set her bag down to look through her purse. She retrieved a business card, confirming that she too was employed at the same firm that had hired Liz right out of school.


  With Liz among us, I didn’t know what to say. Polite convention told me to say sure, but I had no desire to speak to Risa. She was incredibly far outside the circle of trust, and there was no way in hell I was letting her back in.


  Alli plucked the card from her hand. “Cool. We’ll see you two around then. Have to run!”


  We hurried down the street to our pretend meeting.


  “Sorry, I went deer in headlights for a minute. Thanks for rescuing me,” I said as we approached the office.


  “Not a problem. I was rescuing the both of us. I have nothing to say to that woman after what she did to you. I don’t imagine you do either.”


  “Nothing good anyway.” I slid her card into my jeans and tried to ignore the fact that she now worked a few blocks away, and it was only a matter of time before our paths crossed again.


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  ERICA


  Clay drove me to Marie’s again that night. When I walked through her front door, my gaze immediately landed on the figure sitting on the couch across from my dear friend. Daniel stood and walked slowly toward me.


  “Is everything okay?” I asked.


  “Here.” He withdrew a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to me.


  “What’s this?” I asked as I unfolded it.


  “That’s where you’ll find him.”


  “Trevor?” Relief washed over me, along with a potent rush of adrenaline. Could it be possible that Daniel had really found him?


  “He’s holed up in an apartment in Roxbury above a convenience store. It’s a rough area, so proceed with caution.”


  “How did you find him?”


  “The same way you did. Through his mother.”


  “She just told you?”


  His lips thinned into a grim line. “No. Not exactly.”


  I felt the blood drain from my face. Oh, God. What had he done?


  “Everyone has a price . . . Hers was much lower than I would have expected.”


  “Do I want to know what you really mean by that?”


  He cracked a smile. “If the little prick hadn’t cost me the governor’s seat, I might take pity on him. A few grand and couple bottles of Vicodin was all it took. Seems like he was neglecting her habits, so she wasn’t feeling too maternal when my friends came to chat with her.”


  “Oh.”


  Sadly, nothing about that scenario surprised me. The woman had looked like a train wreck the first and only time I’d seen her. Like Daniel, if Trevor hadn’t single-handedly threatened to ruin everything I held dear, I might feel sorry for him, knowing that was the woman who’d raised him.


  “How do you know he’s really there?”


  “I had someone watch his apartment to make sure he was there. Short kid, black hair?”


  “Yeah, that’s him.”


  “We hung around long enough to make sure the address was legit, but I didn’t want him to get spooked and disappear again. I figured I’d let you take it from there.”


  “Thank you.”


  The paper shook in my trembling hands. Before I could think better of it, I threw my arms around Daniel and buried my face against his shoulder, stifling the tears that wanted to burst free—tears of overwhelming relief. His arms came around me. His chest expanded with a deep breath before he tightened his embrace the smallest amount.


  “Thank you so much,” I whispered.


  We broke apart, and he avoided my eyes.


  “I better go,” he said quietly. He glanced back at Marie with a nod.


  “Bye, Daniel,” she said.


  “Goodbye.”


  Then he left, down to the street to where Connor was waiting for him by the black Lincoln that used to fill me with dread every time I saw it.


  See you around, I thought to myself. But I wasn’t sure if I would. I’d promised him he’d never seen me again. Is that what he really wanted? Is that what I wanted?


  I knew the answer, but I didn’t have time to dwell on it. Not now, when we were so close to ending this.


  As soon as Daniel’s car disappeared down the street and I got my emotions under control, I dialed the number that had anonymously texted me a few days before, hoping to hear Detective Carmody’s voice on the other end.


  “Carmody,” he answered abruptly.


  “Hi, this is Erica Landon.”


  He hesitated. “What can I do for you?”


  “I found Trevor. He’s in the city. I want you to bring him in.”


  “Where is he?”


  I swallowed and glanced down at the paper in my hands. I held it tightly, like it was a precious thing. If Trevor was really there, and if the police could apprehend him, it truly was.


  “Erica, are you still there?”


  “Yes. I have the address in front of me. I just need you to promise me something first.”


  “What?”


  So much hung in the balance. We couldn’t mess this up. If Trevor caught on and disappeared again, I might never find him again. Not until it was too late . . .


  “I have to know that you’re going to do this right, Carmody. I’m scared he’s going to slip away and I’ll never find him again.”


  “If he’s there, I’ll bring him in.”


  I wanted to trust him. He had the authority to take Trevor down, and he was my best and possibly only chance to achieve that. The fact that he’d gone out of his way to help me find Trevor made me trust him more than anyone else, but it also made me suspicious of his motivations for doing so.


  “Why did you help me?”


  He was silent for a long time. “Listen, it’s nothing to get sentimental about. I’m not on anyone’s side here but the truth. The way Evans was going with this, I knew we weren’t anywhere near it. Obviously he’s on a vendetta for the agency, and I had a feeling you could get us closer.”


  I closed my eyes, grateful he’d done what he had. If he hadn’t . . . I couldn’t even think about it.


  “Just promise me.”


  He released a noisy breath. “Erica, if Trevor is wherever you say he is, and we can find evidence that points to him being behind this whole operation, I’m not going to let him out of my sight. You have my word.”


  “Okay,” I finally relented. I rattled off the address, willing my heart to slow. I heard rustling on his end of the phone followed by silence.


  “Are you going today?” I asked.


  “I’m getting in my car right now.”


  “Thank you.”


  The phone clicked, and I waited.


  * * *


  BLAKE


  “Today is your lucky day.”


  I took a seat across from my attorney, wanting to smack the optimism off his face. Nothing was lucky about my current predicament. “I highly doubt that.”


  “They found Trevor.”


  I stilled. “How the hell did they manage that?”


  Dean shot me a slanted smile. “Another anonymous tip. Between that and the code, I think Evans’s curiosity was piqued. Regardless, Carmody was the one who got the tip and brought him in. Wasn’t easy either. I guess he tried to run. He got banged up a little when Carmody took him down.”


  “Wow. I can’t believe they really have him.”


  They’d managed to catch a ghost. A shadow. But I couldn’t give them all the credit, or even the lion’s share of it. Erica had to have tipped them off.


  Damn, how did she do it? First the code and now this. I couldn’t imagine anyone else could have pulled it all off so quickly. Anyone who underestimated my wife was a damn fool.


  My face split with wide grin.


  “Needless to say, he’s not cooperating,” Dean continued. “But it doesn’t really matter, because they found a mountain of incriminating evidence on his machines. Source code galore. For the voting machines, a bunch of your sites and Erica’s. It’s all there and more. They’re still wading through it all now.”


  “I guess that means I’m off the hook now.”


  “For the election tampering, yes. But they don’t want to budge on the fraud charges with Parker unless you deal.”


  “Deal?”


  “They want your cooperation to help prosecute Cooper. They want a full statement and any supporting evidence you can provide about his activities with your business. And they may want you to testify.”


  “Fuck,” I muttered. I could handle the statement and providing evidence, but I didn’t want to face that little prick in court. Something about it felt beneath me.


  “We’ve come this far, Blake. You should count your lucky stars that we have, and not without risk. God knows what Erica had to do to track down that code, and Trevor. If you don’t do this . . .”


  He dropped his pen and pinched the bridge of his nose. He didn’t have to say it. If I didn’t do this, I was a self-destructive, self-absorbed idiot.


  “What are they offering?”


  He gave me a tired look. “A reduced sentence.”


  Any relief I felt was quickly replaced with fresh dread. “You mean I’ll still have to do time. No fucking way. No deal.”


  “Probation, Blake. I can get you out of here tomorrow. Stay out of trouble for a few months and other than your record, it’s like this never happened.” He shoved a hand through his hair, mussing its careful placement. “You think I’d let you do time? Give me little fucking credit.”


  I released a frustrated sigh. “Fine.”


  He stilled. “You’ll do it?”


  “I’ll do it. Where do I sign?”


  * * *


  As unaffected as I wanted to be, my heart damn near sang when I was able to put my own clothes on after out-processing. I assessed myself in the small mirror hanging on the wall where I changed. Even though I knew I wasn’t, at least I appeared to be the same man Erica had last seen.


  My glasses rested on my nose. I tossed my hand through my hair, which was due for another cut. I hadn’t seen Erica all week, and while I wanted to race home to her as fast as humanly possible, I was also apprehensive about what she would say when I finally walked through the door again.


  She was the one who’d set me free. But even if she was the same warm Erica welcoming me into her arms, I knew I wasn’t the same man she’d last seen. This latest brush with the law had been painfully eye-opening. I could be prideful at times, but knowing that I wasn’t the only one whose future was at stake had humbled me.


  I passed through the last security door and entered the sterile entryway of the jail. Before me, Michael Pope emerged from the waiting area. He was dressed in an expensive pinstriped suit. He was sporting a nice tan and his graying blond hair was trimmed neatly. For the first time in my life, I felt a little inferior in my current condition.


  I walked toward him. “What are you doing here?”


  “Thought I might give you a ride.”


  “I wasn’t expecting you.” Dean had agreed to meet me and drive me home, but he was nowhere in sight.


  “I know. I spoke with your attorney already. I let him know I’d take you home.” Michael nodded toward the doors. “Ready?”


  “Never been readier.”


  The cold air outside hit me and I inhaled deeply, more grateful than ever for freedom.


  Then it occurred to me that Max was also here, locked up, breathing the stale air that I’d been breathing for the past several days. “Did you see Max?”


  “He didn’t want to see me.” Michael’s face was calm, expressionless. “Maybe next time.”


  We climbed into the back of the only black town car parked in the lot. I gave his driver my address, and we drove away from the hell I solemnly swore I would never know again.


  I sank back against the seat. Leather, a hint of scotch, and Michael’s subtle cologne, a scent that I’d always associated with him for as long as I’d known him, permeated the cool air of the car. For me, they were the smells of a civilization, luxury, and a life I’d worked hard for and wanted back. Yet as Michael naturally represented all those things, he was ominously silent.


  “I appreciate you being here, Michael, but I can’t imagine you flew all the way from Texas to drive me home. What’s going on?”


  “No, I came to town to speak to Trevor, actually.”


  I frowned. “Why the hell would you waste your time with him?”


  He folded his hands on his lap and held my stare. “When the police got hold of him, I thought I might need to intervene.”


  I scanned his face, searching for clues. Something wasn’t right. My gut knew it. He shouldn’t be here, and he shouldn’t be wasting a minute of his day on someone like Trevor.


  “Why would you need to intervene?”


  “When things went south with Max, I hired Trevor.” He cleared his throat. “I took him off the books and closed down Max’s operations first. Then I put him to work.”


  What in the ever-loving fuck? “You hired him?”


  His eyes lit up a little. “I saw promise in him, an opportunity to turn him into something more. There was something about him that reminded me of you, and I took a chance. The same way I took a chance with you once upon a time.”


  “I’m nothing like Trevor.”


  He cocked his head and made a small sound of dissent. “A younger you, perhaps. You and Cooper have more in common than you might think . . . Angry, confused, driven toward a mission that had no focus. I could have tried for retribution after learning what a nuisance he’d become of yours. But how do you discipline a rogue like him? You don’t. You can’t. So instead I tried to change him. I tried to make him what I made you. I gave him a project. New focus.”


  My thoughts reeled at a million miles an hour. Erica’s first instinct to go to Michael had been right. She just didn’t know it. Still, I couldn’t believe Michael would go to the effort of hiring Trevor. Michael had been a great mentor, but I had no idea he was looking for new recruits.


  “The things you did for M89 a decade ago were remarkable,” he continued, clasping his hands in front of him. “Cutting edge, really. If you hadn’t gotten caught, banking software wouldn’t be what it is today. You identified the shortcomings in what was out on the market. Maybe you didn’t realize it at the time because you were still so young—not quite the capitalist you are today—but because of what you did, everyone with money to protect had an interest in solving this problem. Bankers’ phones were ringing off the hook. People wanted to know how their money was going to be protected. You created fear. And people respond to fear.”


  “Banksoft was an easy sell for you.”


  “Absolutely. In a way, it was priceless. Banksoft was the most expensive software acquisition in history up to that point. That wasn’t a fluke. Because how much would you pay to protect your wealth?”


  He glanced my way, but I was silent and still, sensing there was more that he wasn’t telling me.


  “Let me ask you another question. Can you put a price on the integrity of the vote that determines the men and women who will run our country, at any level of government?”


  And there it was. A bitter smile twisted at my lips.


  “By your math, the price goes up considerably after someone compromises a faulty system. Is that your new business model?”


  He nodded slowly. “It was. I figured the same principal would apply to the voting software I wanted Trevor to build out for me. And when the time came, I’d have the solution ready to sell to the highest bidder. But instead of waiting for demand, I created it. I wanted scandal. Some news.”


  “Glad I could help you out.” I ground my teeth, already seething from what Michael had revealed. The way he perceived Trevor made me question everything I’d ever respected about Michael. How could he see promise in a person who’d done nothing but vandalize my efforts?


  He sighed. “Blake, I didn’t want to send you to prison.” I let out a caustic laugh and shoved a hand through my already messed-up hair. “He used my fucking code. That didn’t concern you?”


  “I didn’t know the first thing about encryption routines until the FBI came calling. I’d given Trevor access to whatever he needed. Whether that was code or money. I brought him into the fold, the same way I did you. People like you respond to trust when no one else believes you deserve it.”


  I worked my jaw. “People like me, huh?”


  “Don’t be so sensitive, Blake. That’s how I won you over all those years ago. I trusted you . . . implicitly.”


  “I trusted you too.”


  A flicker of emotion passed behind his eyes. “I know, and perhaps I failed you there. But I needed your trust to teach you all the other things first.”


  “Why the governor’s election? Why Fitzgerald?”


  “That was an easy choice. His attorneys turned their backs on Max when we went to them for representation. Do you have any idea how many hundreds of thousands I’ve dumped into Fitzgerald’s firm?”


  “So this was about vengeance.”


  “Not at all. This was about creating an opportunity first. Vengeance was an unexpected benefit. A bonus, if you will.”


  “And when I was implicated and the FBI came to you, you still wouldn’t give him up?”


  “If it had been simply a matter of protecting you, I would have. But I was concerned Trevor might turn and try to implicate Max to get back at me. The last thing I want is my only son doing more jail time. He’s a goddamn fool, but he’s my son. It was easier to keep Trevor in the shadows than expose him for what he’d done.”


  I shook my head and stared listlessly out the window. “Unbelievable.”


  “You know as well as I do that when you start letting emotions get in the way, you lose control of the situation. It’s a weakness and a vulnerability that will catch up to you, sooner or later.”


  Michael had taught me that, and at the time, it was a principle that made sense. I was all emotion when he’d met me. I needed hard lines. He’d simplified everything with the laws of business and showed me how to use my talents within a framework that was both legal and lucrative. Don’t fight the problem from the bottom, he’d say. That’s a waste of time, not to mention dangerous. Find their weaknesses and root out the solution from the inside.


  And that’s what I’d done with the payoff from Banksoft. Instead of punishing the people responsible for the injustices I saw all around me, I built companies that answered those problems with solutions that didn’t exist yet.


  Ironic, when my mentor was paying a hacker who’d done everything in his power to disrupt all my efforts. I curled my fists tightly, counting down the seconds until I’d be home and this fucked-up conversation would come to an end.


  “I can see that you’re taking this personally, Blake. But you have to understand that after a certain point, this was damage control. Something I’ve had to do a lot of when it came to Max. I’m disgusted with what he did to Erica. I really am. But I wasn’t about to lead this investigation to him.”


  “I thought you didn’t let emotions get in the way.”


  “I don’t. Max and I are different that way. Every business decision Max has ever made has been emotional. Fueled by vengeance or pride. Trying to get my attention or tear you down because you’d always gotten so much of it. Max never understood why I brought you into the fold . . . why it couldn’t have been him instead. He was too young, of course, but it was never a matter of having faith in his abilities. There was nothing he could do to change the fact that he was my son, so he had to be sidelined.”


  “He hates you now. You know that?” I remembered our brief interaction in the cafeteria. Before I’d wanted to rip Max’s throat out, I’d registered the smallest inkling of sympathy for him. Without Michael’s protection, he seemed so lost. I’d never forgive him for what he did to Erica, but an unmistakable feeling of shared betrayal tugged at me. Max had betrayed me a hundred times. I’d expected it, and half of the time, I’d seen it coming. But Michael had always had my respect and my trust. His betrayal cut deeper. It cut right through me.


  “Regardless, he’ll inherit the empire I’ve built, and he’ll thank me. Maybe not right away, but eventually he’ll understand that in order for me to have come this far, I couldn’t allow my emotional attachments to rule my business decisions. There’s no greater attachment than a parent to his child.”


  Michael seemed older in that moment. No longer the young, ambitious mentor I’d always known. But someone who had changed before my eyes. And suddenly I wasn’t the young man he’d coaxed out of a troublesome period. I had grown, and I had lived. More than anything, I’d learned. In this very moment, I was still learning.


  I pushed at my forehead, the beginnings of a headache emerging.


  “You seem surprised, but if you strip away all the emotion you’re feeling right now, this is what you would expect or even do.”


  “It’s never something I would do.”


  “This isn’t betrayal. This is business. If you look at your life, you’ve done the same thing. The way you handled Heath, for example. You marginalized him from your affairs. You’ve always exercised a level of control over your world that impressed me.” He paused. “With Erica . . . she’s good for you, I think, but she’s a weakness. You’re changing for her.”


  I riled at the mention of her name. How dare he even presume to know what she was to me?


  “She’s worth changing for.”


  He nodded. “It’s normal to feel that way. Love and passion will do that. Clearly you have both with her, and I’m happy for you. It does pass, though. You’re married now. She’s pregnant. She’ll focus on your family, and this obsession you have for each other will settle. You’ll find your way back to yourself.”


  No. Nothing could temper what I felt for her. That she carried our child now only added fuel to that flame. “The last thing I want to do is find my way back to myself when I’ve already found the best part of myself in her.”


  “I have faith that you will. I’ve invested in you more than anyone else in my life. I have a pretty good track record of making sound investments.” His satisfied smile dimmed a bit. “Except for this whole situation with Cooper . . . Too much pride, I think.”


  “Him or you?”


  “Maybe both. I wanted to cheat and jump ahead a few spaces. Of course you know all about that.”


  “Do I?”


  “Moonlighting as a hacker? You don’t consider that cheating?”


  “I’m not hurting anyone.”


  “You’ve never sought out information to position yourself more favorably in a business deal? You’ve never used that information to discredit or eliminate competition? You can dress it up in whatever white-collar terms you’d like, but we both know it’s cheating. And that’s fine, because anyone who isn’t cheating at least a little bit isn’t making it very far.”


  “You didn’t make it too far with this one.”


  He glanced out the window. “No. Unfortunately, Trevor had more of Max in him than you. All emotion and no control.”


  “And what makes you think your new prodigy isn’t going to tell the FBI that you put him up to this?”


  “He won’t be telling anyone.” He shifted his gaze back to me. “I’m sad to say they found him hanging in his cell this morning.”


  My blood went cold, stilling like ice in my veins. Michael’s confessions had rattled me to the core. But the vision of Trevor, a boy I’d never met, hanging in a cell not unlike the one I’d just left, was incredibly vivid in my mind. My stomach writhed and I couldn’t shake the sick feeling that swept over me no matter how hard I tried. We were less than a mile from the house and I’d had more than I could take.


  “Let me out here,” I said to the driver. He pulled to the side of the road and I stepped out. A light rain had begun to drizzle down but I didn’t care. I carried forward.


  Michael got out and circled the vehicle. “Blake, wait.”


  “Enough!” I shouted and doubled back to face him. “Call it business. Call it keeping everything under control. Whatever the hell you want to call it that makes sense in your warped fucking version of reality. It’s nothing but a goddamn game. And you’re deluding yourself if you think you own the board and can move all the pieces however you like.”


  His lips drew back in a bitter smile. “I do own the board, Blake.”


  I took off my water-stained glasses and stared at him. Resentment and pity for the man in front of me mingled with my anger, creating a potent brew.


  “Maybe you do, Michael. And if that’s the case, consider this my final act of forfeiture. We’re through. I’m not playing anymore.”


  “You’re willing to throw away our entire relationship over this? Is that what you’re telling me?” There was a hint of challenge in his voice and I didn’t like it.


  “That’s what I’m telling you.”


  His jaw tightened. The mirage of warmth and kindness had vanished. “Do not cross me, Blake. If I taught you anything, I taught you that.” His voice was low and edgy, laced with threat.


  Maybe at a different time in my life, I would have heeded it, but not today. Not when I’d been so close to losing everything. I’d been turned inside out. Everything I knew to be true, every tenet of wisdom Michael had instilled in me had to be questioned.


  “I’m not crossing you, Michael. But I am walking away. If you think that because you took me under your wing ten years ago I’m going to worship you for the rest of my fucking life, you’re wrong. I’m not pandering to you the way everyone else does. I made my money, and I’m using it to work on things I believe in. I’m making a life with the woman I love. And I don’t need to find my way back to myself. This is it, right here. This is who I am, and I don’t need to play God with people’s lives and count my money all day long to feel like my life is worth something. So get in your goddamn car and go back home.”


  With that, I turned and made strides toward home. After a few moments, the black Lincoln drove past me. I walked faster, fueled with relief that Michael had left and a powerful urge to get home to Erica.


  The rain came down heavier. Cold driving rain that saturated my clothing and seeped into my skin. It couldn’t numb the chaos inside me. And it couldn’t wash away the blood on my hands.


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  ERICA


  I paced the living room. What was taking so damn long? Rain pelted against the window, obscuring the clear view of the ocean. Gove had called me this morning, letting me know to expect Blake soon. I’d wanted to pick him up myself when they let him go, but he insisted I wait. He wanted to be the one to break the news to him about Trevor.


  Leave it to Trevor to take matters into his own hands.


  My heart broke for Blake when I thought about what he must be feeling. Relief to be free, but now the guilt he’d harbored for Brian would double if he let it. I wanted him home so I could talk him out of that way of thinking. But it wouldn’t be easy. I was up against Blake’s darkest memories, and history had just repeated itself.


  I’m not sure what we could have done differently. Carmody had said he wouldn’t let Trevor out of his sight, but I couldn’t take that literally. None of us could know that he’d seriously consider suicide as a way out. The police barely had a chance to question him before he’d taken his life.


  It was almost as if Blake had seen this coming from miles away, and turning away from any path that would lead to Trevor’s incarceration was his way of avoiding the inevitable. Yet, he couldn’t have known. And here we were still . . .


  I’d wanted truth and I’d wanted justice, but Trevor’s death was still tragic. Like Mark’s, his life meant no less than anyone else’s despite his transgressions.


  The sound of rain falling filled the room when Blake came through the door. He was soaked through. I stood, frozen in place. He shut the door and leaned against it, his chest heaving under his breaths.


  “Erica.”


  The pleading in his voice made me run to him then. Our bodies crashed, and I wrapped my arms around him. I slid my hands through his damp hair, curving over the nape of his neck and down his chest where his shirt clung to him. My heart raced and swelled. I whispered his name, like a dream. He was home. Thank God, he was home.


  He held me so tightly around my ribs it almost hurt, but I didn’t care. I held him back. When I finally pulled away, my heart twisted at the sight of those incredible green eyes boring into me, brewing with emotion. I feathered my fingers over his lips, over the prickly hair along his jaw. My love . . .


  Seeing him had sent a rush of adrenaline through my body, warming me, but Blake was still cold. The moisture from his clothes had started to seep into mine.


  “You’re soaking wet.”


  I pushed back a little, separating us enough to unbutton his shirt. I skated my palms down his chest and back up, pushing the wet garment over his shoulders. He wrenched it off the rest of the way and pulled me back to him roughly, capturing my mouth in a savage kiss. He was all taste and need, and I was engulfed in it, unable to feel or see anything but his urgency, his all-consuming presence. My pulse hammered in my veins, but he still trembled against me.


  I broke the contact, breathless but scared for him. “Blake, you’re shaking.”


  “Doesn’t matter,” he murmured, moving his hands all over me.


  I put my hands over his, trying to slow him down.


  “You’re going to get sick, Blake. Let’s get you warm and dry.”


  He stilled, and the fire in his eyes blazed. “I need you . . . please.”


  The desperation in his voice destroyed me, and I wondered if the cold was making him tremble against me. Whatever it was, I wanted to take that look away, and whatever pain had caused it.


  I nodded quickly, and then his mouth was at my neck, sucking and biting. I felt the edge in every touch as liquid desire snaked through me. He pushed my shirt up and over my shoulders. Tugging at my jeans, he got them past my hips before I stopped him.


  “Let’s go upstairs,” I said.


  I led him toward the stairs. My breath caught when he came at me again. Tangled in each other’s embrace, we almost made it.


  “Here,” he rasped.


  We stumbled at the first step, and he took us both down to the floor. His hands were everywhere.


  “Now.” He yanked my jeans and panties off and hauled me over to him so I straddled his hips.


  He pulled me down against his chest, anchored me to his mouth, and ravaged me with one breathless kiss after the next. A knot of heat grew within me, starting low in my belly and weaving down my limbs and to the throb between my legs. Desire was thick in my veins.


  “Tell me what you need, Blake.” My body was soaring under his touch and I was racing for more.


  Raw emotion flashed behind his eyes. “You. You’re the only one I need. You’re the only one in this whole goddamn world I need.”


  Ripping open his fly, he shoved his jeans down just past his hips. He grasped his firm length and lowered me down onto him. My head fell back at the sweet pleasure. Lifting his hips, he rooted deeply, joining us completely.


  A hoarse cry tore from him. One that brought tears to the corners of my eyes. I could feel his pain, his struggle.


  Eyes closed, jaw tight, he began to move me over his cock. I clenched against his penetration, overwrought and aroused. Pain hit my knees with every thrust, but I didn’t care. I only cared that we were connected, loving one another, giving each other what we needed.


  He worked me over him in urgent glides. I met his pace, churning my hips to feel him everywhere. He bucked up and held me firmly, fusing us together with vigorous, shattering drives. Every one struck at the heart of me, and I cried out. The sound echoed off the walls and melted into the next desperate cry that left my lips as he claimed me over and over.


  I trembled, mindless in this rapture.


  “Erica . . .” He wet his lips.


  His hands left my hips and trailed down my arms. Our fingers threaded hotly together, and I leaned down, bringing us chest to chest. A searing kind of energy radiated there and everywhere our bodies touched.


  I’d never experienced anything this intense in my entire life. And I was lost in it, fully submerged.


  Our gazes locked, and the intensity in his eyes seized my heart.


  “I love you, Blake,” I whimpered against his lips, a tear escaping down my cheek.


  I could live in this moment forever, I thought. Painful as it was, Blake was showing me a part of himself I’d never seen. This raw vulnerability. And I was as grateful for that as I was to have him here with me, taking his pleasure and giving me so much more.


  His expression was taut, almost pained. He tightened his grasp and his biceps tensed along with the rest of his powerful body. Heat licked down my spine, and I cried out as he did. We crashed over, together.


  * * *


  Little by little, life returned to normal. Over the next few months, Blake and I threw ourselves into work. He let me into his projects and I let him into mine. Blake turned most of his focus to a voting software project that would undoubtedly fill an unmet need. I could appreciate too that every line of code was an unspoken victory over Michael’s foiled plan.


  He hadn’t heard from Michael again since their long ride home, and even though Blake didn’t say much about it, Michael’s betrayal weighed on him. It had broken something inside of Blake—maybe something that needed to be broken so it could heal the right way.


  Despite all the hurt we were working through, we had a bright future to look forward to. I was growing and glowing, and every day was a step closer toward having our family complete.


  I found myself falling in love with him all over again. I fell in love with the broken parts and the parts that had healed and changed for the better.


  Ours was a hard love. We’d fallen hard into it, and we’d fought hard to keep it. Our kind of love didn’t ask nicely. It took. It ravaged. It consumed the heart whole and asked questions later. The rewards were soul-deep and all-consuming, sweeping through like a wildfire.


  I sat alone in a little bistro near the office. Light danced off my rings as I ruminated over the journey life had led us on these many months. We’d been hurt, threatened, and betrayed. We’d found love, forgiveness, and hope. We’d run the gamut of emotions and experiences, and we were still holding strong, ready for the next adventure.


  Risa pulled a chair from the table and settled into it across from me.


  “Hi,” she said with a tentative smile.


  She wore fitted black pants and a matching blazer over a simple white shell blouse. She’d always been the picture of style when she worked for Clozpin, but she had adopted a decidedly more corporate look the past couple times I’d seen her.


  My thoughts returned to why I’d finally accepted her invitation to meet. “How are you doing?”


  “Okay, I guess.”


  “How’s work?”


  She shrugged. “Um, it’s fine. I guess I never thought I’d be working at an investment firm. But life is full of surprises.”


  “I can attest to that.”


  Her deep blue eyes softened a little. “You’ve been through a lot. I’m sure it’s been difficult, but I admire you all the more for it.”


  She sounded genuine, except she’d caused a significant amount of the drama I’d endured.


  “So why did you want to see me?” I asked, drinking from my water glass.


  She hesitated before responding. “Sorry, I never thought you’d really agree to meet with me again. I’m a little off balance I guess.”


  I hadn’t wanted to see her for a long time either, but after stumbling upon her card one day, a thought had occurred to me—one I hadn’t been able to shake since.


  “Well, here we are. Indulge me.”


  She drew in a steeling breath. “Okay. I want something that you probably will never give me, I know that. I want another chance to work for you.”


  “Clozpin is gone. If I trusted you enough to work with you again, your love of fashion would be wasted on anything I have going on at the moment.”


  She worried her bottom lip a second before releasing it. “Listen, I made a huge mistake. I know I lost your trust, and I may never get it back. I can make excuses all day long. I could try to explain that in the end, I realized how completely Max had manipulated me. I could try to explain the things he had me do . . . to prove my loyalty to him.” She looked down at the table, avoiding my eyes. “I think all it would do is convince you of my lack of mental strength against someone like him, and that’s hardly a job qualification. But what I want to tell you, more than all of that, was that I was really happy working for you. We clashed sometimes, I know, but I felt alive for the first time in a long time while I was there, and I haven’t felt like that since. Every day I wake up and drag myself to a job I don’t hate, but one that I don’t love either. I regret everything I did to mess things up for you.”


  I was silent for a long time, taking in all that she’d said. “Do you really mean all that?”


  “I have nothing to gain by lying. I know you’re too smart to bring me anywhere near another venture of yours. I guess I’m just getting it off my chest. It’s been weighing on me. If nothing else, I wanted to clear the air and tell you how I felt. I can’t change how you feel, but it hurts to think you will always hate me for the mistakes I made.”


  “I agree that you made some really poor choices. And some of those were because you were misguided, but I don’t hate you, Risa.”


  Her gaze flickered up to mine.


  “You look good,” I said.


  “Oh . . . thanks.” She looked confused, tucking her sleek hair back nervously behind her ear.


  “When we met, after Max attacked me, you didn’t seem like yourself. You looked like he had put you through the ringer.”


  Her face fell. “You have no idea.”


  “What did he do to you?”


  She sat back and fumbled with her napkin. “I don’t know if I can talk about it,” she murmured.


  “You can’t, or you don’t want to?”


  She shook her head. “I guess I want to believe that he can’t hurt me now, but two years can go by and that could all change.”


  “You’re afraid of him?”


  “Even if I weren’t, I’m not sure I’d want to talk about what happened between us. It’s . . . embarrassing . . . shameful.”


  “Was he violent with you?”


  Pink painted her cheeks, and her eyes seemed to glow against the flush of color sweeping over her skin. “Sometimes. Never in a way that anyone could tell. He was . . . careful. He never left marks anywhere that people could see.”


  “Why didn’t you tell anyone?”


  “I—I don’t know. I didn’t think anyone would believe me, I guess. He’s rich, good-looking. Charming. Who wants to believe a man like that beats his girlfriend?”


  I closed my eyes and didn’t like the vision I saw there. No one, not even Risa, deserved to be treated that way. I knew firsthand what it was like to fall prey to his violent streak. I didn’t think I could despise him any more than I already did, but Risa’s admission had done that. I didn’t want to ask, but I had to know more.


  “You seemed taken aback when I told you what he did to me,” I said, pushing her to tell me more.


  Lips thin, she drew tiny circles into the tablecloth. “I was, I guess. Sounds strange to say, but a small part of me was jealous. Even though things were crumbling between us, that he wanted you sexually was really hurtful. I had fallen for him. Loved him. How else could I have stayed as long as I did? I knew things were fucked up, but I was still under his spell in a lot of ways.”


  “Did it surprise you that he wanted to rape me?”


  Her eyes were serious before her gaze dropped to her lap. “No,” she said barely above a whisper.


  I swallowed over a fresh wave of emotion. “What did he do to you?”


  She squeezed her eyes tight. “I can’t talk about this, Erica.”


  “Why not?” I knew why, but I had to press her.


  “You don’t understand—”


  “I understand perfectly.”


  She opened her eyes and the fear I saw there inspired me to say the words that she struggled to say now. She wasn’t alone, and that was how I’d felt for so long. No matter what she’d done to me, I could never really shake the thought that Max had carried out his plans for me on her, possibly more than once, and disguised the wrongdoing under a promise of love.


  “When Max attacked me at the engagement party, it wasn’t the first time I’d been through something like that. His friend Mark MacLeod raped me my first year at college. He took my virginity on the dirty ground behind a frat house while my friends partied without me inside. Liz was there. You can ask her.”


  Her eyes brimmed with tears. “I had no idea.”


  The memory worked its way through me, like a small earthquake that eventually faded into the distance. Every day it had a little less power over me.


  “You wouldn’t, because it’s a hard story to tell. I felt the way you feel. Embarrassed. Ashamed. I spent the rest of my college career looking over my shoulder, waiting for the day when I’d see him again. I never knew who he was until I recognized him one night at a bar. And Blake was the first lover I ever told about the whole experience. When Max attacked me, it all came back. Years of pretending like I’d healed and had moved on came crashing down on me. The only real solace came when I made my statement to the police. That was one of the hardest things I’d ever done.”


  “I can’t imagine.”


  She wiped at her eyes, and I took a deep breath, remembering how difficult that choice had been for me. But because I’d done it, Risa and the rest of the world were safe from him. At least for a little while.


  “Do you really want to work with me again?”


  Her eyes brightened. “Yes.” She said the word emphatically, hope lighting up her face.


  “Okay.”


  “Okay?”


  “Yes.”


  Her jaw fell. “Wait. Are you serious?”


  “I’ve thought about it a lot. I can see that you made a mistake. I want to protect myself from people who would do what you did to me, but I also want to believe that people can change and be better.”


  “I will, and I am. I promise you.”


  “I hope that’s true and that my instincts on this aren’t completely wrong. I want to hire you back at your original pay. I have only one condition.”


  “Absolutely. Whatever you want.”


  I drummed my fingers on the table a couple times, wondering if she would really do it. If she had the strength to, I knew I was making the right decision.


  “Risa, I want you to go to the police and tell them what Max did to you.”


  The earlier flush of color left her cheeks. “I—I can’t do that.”


  I leaned in, holding her gaze. “You can.”


  Her lip quivered.


  “Risa . . . You can do this. And I’ll be there to help.”


  “Okay,” she said, with a whisper.


  EPILOGUE


  Crisp cool water washed up on my feet. I scanned the sand below for something that would catch my eye. Any little treasure she would like. The pull of the tide made a divot around a shell. I bent and captured it. Finding it unbroken, I washed it clean with the next wave.


  “Mommy! Look what I found!”


  Tricia ran toward me, breaking her stride with playful, excited leaps. Her swimsuit was a shock of neon colors among the otherwise muted tones of the ocean side. Her fine blond hair fell long down her back, bright against her sun-kissed skin.


  “What did you find, honey?”


  She stopped abruptly in front of me, holding up a long, slightly mangled feather, no doubt once belonging to a seagull.


  “Wow, that’s beautiful. Can I clean it for you?”


  She hesitated a moment before handing it to me. “Okay.”


  I washed it in the water, smoothing the gray and white fronds until they more closely resembled their original form. As soon as I finished, Tricia reached for it eagerly and ran back to where Blake sat several feet away in the sand. I followed behind, sizing up the sand castle progress that had been made.


  “Daddy, this can be our flag.”


  The excitement in her voice was contagious. I reached for a distant memory on the beach at the lake with my mother and Elliot, when such small triumphs could fill my young heart. Witnessing her wonder was a gift, one I was grateful for each day.


  A concentrated frown left Blake’s features as he gazed upon our daughter and her new treasure.


  “Perfect.” He reached for the small feather.


  She held it back. “No, I wanna.”


  He sighed. “All right. Where do you want it?”


  She sat on her knees and shimmied closer, sending an avalanche of sand into Blake’s carefully constructed moat. “Here,” she said, planting the quill into the soft sand at the top of the castle Blake had spent the better part of an hour crafting.


  She sat back, eyes bright. Blake’s mouth lifted into a small smile, admiration and love plain on his features.


  “Perfect.”


  He reached an arm around her, tugging her close to his side. They admired their handiwork when the sound of a car door closing interrupted them. In the distance, a man walked toward us.


  Tricia’s eyes widened, and she scrambled to her feet and out of Blake’s arms. “Poppy!” she squealed.


  She ran toward Daniel with the same leaps and bounds as before. He caught her little frame and tossed her into the air before catching her and holding her up on his hip. A smile tugged at my lips, but all signs of the love in Blake’s eyes had vanished.


  I rose as they approached.


  “Hey,” Daniel said, his voice low but jovial. He leaned in, kissing me on the cheek.


  “How was the trip?” I asked.


  He smiled fondly, his gaze falling on Tricia. “Ah, not bad. Well worth it to see my princess.”


  “Poppy, I want to show you something.” Her pale green eyes widened with excitement, and she wriggled free from his embrace.


  “What do you want to show me, sweetheart?”


  She caught his hand in her small one and tugged him down onto the sand. He laughed, and she began cataloging the pile of shells and debris she’d accumulated over the afternoon.


  Blake stared off into the horizon, and I searched for a way to break the tension that always came between them.


  “Are you hungry, Dad?” Food was the cure-all, surely.


  “Sure, I could eat in a little bit. No rush though.”


  “I’ll go fix us something,” I said quickly.


  Blake stood and brushed the sand off his board shorts. “I’ll help you.” He shot Daniel a questioning stare, eyes cold and jaw tight. “You okay with her?”


  “We’re fine,” he answered mildly without making eye contact. “Aren’t we, sweetheart?” His voice softened when he spoke to Tricia. Carefully, he pushed a strand of hair back from her sandy face.


  Tricia began burying Daniel’s now bare feet in the sand and decorating them with shells. Seemingly content leaving her in Daniel’s care, Blake took me by the hand, and we headed back up to the beach house.


  “You should try to be nicer to him, Blake,” I chided softly.


  “I’m plenty nice,” he mumbled, the impassive expression on his face communicating just how it pained him.


  We’d made so many memories here on the Vineyard. I knew Blake would never forgive Daniel for the things he’d done, but letting myself forgive him, finally, had allowed me to appreciate the memories Tricia was sharing with him now. She’d always have Blake’s family, who so lovingly and regularly spoiled her and her cousins. Alli and Heath had two little boys close in age now, and on the surface I couldn’t ask for anything more than the love they brought to our little family.


  Marie, now a year into a new and promising romance, was never far and always eager to dote on Tricia too. But selfishly, with my mother gone and Elliot so far away, seeing Tricia experiencing a small part of my family meant more to me than Blake could realize.


  Daniel wasn’t the father I’d always imagined. He was deeply flawed, but he’d come a long way from when we’d first met. Many would claim behind closed doors that he’d fallen from grace, but I knew better. He was better off than he’d ever been.


  Not long after losing the governor’s seat, he’d also lost Margo. The death of her son combined with the humiliation of Daniel’s loss had proved too much for her to take. They divorced within the year. Then the controversy around Daniel’s rumored involvement in the botched election had put strain on the law firm he ran. Reluctantly, he let go of it all and opted for an early retirement.


  All his lofty aspirations, the grand plan, reduced to a simple life in a quiet coastal town in Maine where he’d started spending most of his time. The political machine of his life had come to a screeching halt, and with that supposed failure, he was able to live the way he’d never been allowed to live before. Finally, he was free of the life that had made all his decisions for him, ever since he’d been my age. Success was only a word, something that meant less next to the promise of some simple happiness. Now he at least had a chance for that.


  Tricia seemed to make him happy, happier than I’d ever seen him. His eyes would light up at the sight of her, or glisten with emotion when she nestled up beside him after she’d tired herself out with her boundless energy.


  I glanced back. His and Tricia’s outlines were small in the distance now. Maybe he didn’t deserve her, or us. Maybe his transgressions were too great, but I wouldn’t stop believing that he could be worthy of forgiveness, worthy of a second chance.


  Blake and I rounded the corner of the wraparound deck. He twisted on the outdoor shower that started a waterfall of cool water cascading down over him. I stared, appreciating the rivulets gliding over his gorgeous body. Five years hadn’t changed an inch of him. He was still mouth-watering, breathtaking in every way.


  He paused, catching my stare. He held out his hand. I took it, and he pulled me under with him. I sucked in a quick breath at the shock of cool water. But then Blake’s lips were on me, melding our mouths in a slow, passionate kiss. I lifted on my toes, giving myself over to it.


  He groaned, the vibration tingling my lips. “Let’s go inside.”


  I couldn’t miss the suggestion in his tone, or his arousal pressed against me. I tensed, recognizing the hesitation I’d never have wrestled with before becoming a mother. “What about Tricia?”


  “She’ll keep him busy out there for a while.”


  “A while?” I glanced back toward the beach even though they were out of sight where we stood.


  A small touch guided my focus back to him, mischief and lust twinkling in his eyes. “Long enough for me to thoroughly devour you.”


  I fought a smile. “Tempting.”


  He shot up his eyebrows with pretend shock. “Tempting? That’s all?”


  “Quit.” I laughed and pushed his chest.


  He didn’t budge an inch, his arm firmly banded around my waist. “Nonsense. We’ve got at least twenty minutes, and nothing’s going to stop me from making you mine.”


  “That’s not a lot of time,” I teased.


  He traced his tongue over his lower lip. “I can work quickly.”


  My breath rushed out as he grabbed the hem of my now drenched white linen cover-up. Lifting it over my head, he exposed the less modest bikini I wore beneath. He tossed it to the ground, the wet fabric slopping against the wood deck with a thud. His hands roamed over my wet skin, down my sides to my hips.


  “God, you’re beautiful. Why do you wear that thing anyway?”


  “I don’t know,” I lied. I cast my eyes down, trailing my fingertips down the rigid columns of his abs.


  Between the scar and the pregnancy, unlike Blake’s, my body wasn’t what it had been years ago. To anyone on the outside, under the thin garment, I was the same girl with the same body. In private, the scars had become reminders of what I’d been through. The trauma that had threatened to take away my dreams, and then, ultimately, the pregnancy—the gift that we’d been given with our daughter. I should have worn those scars with pride, but couldn’t bring myself to.


  Being able to have a child was a gift we’d receive only once. We’d tried again, to no avail. She was our miracle. The sunshine that lit up any dark day. A beautiful, perfect reflection of the love that we’d fought so hard for.


  Brushing the backs of his fingers across my cheek, he tipped my chin up. “Don’t cover yourself up, baby. I love your body. I don’t want to see you hiding it.”


  “I’ll try,” I promised.


  He skimmed up and down my arms, down my chest, lingering at the edges of the fabric that covered my breasts. “Then again, I’m not sure if I’d be able to control myself seeing you this way all summer. I’ve hardly any willpower as it is.”


  A second later, he’d pushed one triangle of my bikini top to the side. My breast was heavy and tight in his grasp.


  “Blake.” His name left me like a mixed warning. Anxiety mingled with the prickle of desire humming under my skin.


  He hushed me, erasing my objection with another deep kiss. I wrapped my arms around his neck as he moved us out of the water and against the wall of the house. I was pinned by his hard body, my thigh hitched high over his hip so I was open to him. His tantalizing touch trailed down the length of my body, over my belly, and farther down. I gasped when he slid into the front of my bikini, cupping me firmly. His mouth left mine and found my breast. Sucking and laving, he teased the tight peak while his fingers coaxed the arousal between my thighs.


  I bit my lip, holding back a moan.


  “I want to hear you,” he whispered between breaths, sucking me harder, nibbling my tender nipples until I couldn’t hold back any longer.


  Arching with a whimper, I sifted my hands through the wet strands of his hair. I held him to me, held on as the waves of pleasure washed over me, growing in intensity by the second, like the steady rising tide. Gradually, my sense of the time slipped. The sounds of the beach fell away, and Blake took over my senses, playing me like a song he knew well, one he’d never forgotten.


  “Oh, God.” The stuttering cry left my lips as I shuddered violently against his ministrations.


  “Ah, there you are,” he murmured.


  My head fell back as I caught my breath, my heart racing in my chest. I relaxed my grip on his shoulders. My nails had left white and then red marks on his tanned skin.


  “Wow,” I uttered between jagged breaths.


  The warm salty air filled my lungs and settled on my damp skin. Every sensation pulsed through me. The brush of his legs against mine, his palms curving around me from behind, drawing us closer. Our hips rocking together, his lips soft against my neck. When he drew back, his greeneyed gaze was filled with wanting and something else, something deeper that never failed to rob me of breath. A kind of shattering love that he was capable of sharing only with me.


  “Blake . . . I love you so much.” The words spilled out of me, an easy and automatic proclamation, but one that never lost its meaning as time wore on between us. The words meant nothing less than they had when we’d first uttered them. They only ever meant more.


  “I love you too.” His gaze flickered over me. “And I’ll never get tired of putting that look on your face. I love seeing you that way, all pink and flushed, with stars in your eyes when you let go. Makes me feel like I’m the center of your world, if only for a minute.”


  With a shaky hand I traced the dark wing of his eyebrow, down his beautiful nose and across his full etched lips. The work of art that I shared my life with . . . one I would never tire of, one I refused take for granted.


  “I’m not sure if there’s such a thing, but if there is, the center of my world is our love, Blake. Every joy . . . everything beautiful in my life I have is because of our love.”


  He closed his eyes, drawing me closer until our foreheads touched. He slowly lifted his, capturing me in a deep, soulful gaze. “You’ll always have it.”


  BONUS SCENE


  Go back to where it all started . . . Now we get a special chance to see exactly what Blake was thinking when Erica first walked into the Angelcom boardroom.


  BLAKE


  I leaned against the wall of the elevator and watched the numbers change as I approached the top floor of the Angelcom offices. I closed my eyes, wishing I had a few extra hours to keep them closed.


  The doors opened with a ding, and, a few steps beyond, Greta sat behind the large reception desk that bore the Angelcom name and logo. A home away from home, this office was where some of my best ventures began.


  Greta smiled warmly as I approached. “Good morning, Mr. Landon. The other investors are meeting in conference room B this morning.”


  I nodded and checked my watch. I was already five minutes late. I enjoyed the smallest satisfaction knowing we were meeting with one of Max’s recruits today and my tardiness was no doubt pissing him off right now.


  “You look tired. Can I get you anything?” Greta’s brows knit together.


  “Thanks, I’m good.”


  I shoved a hand through my hair. I’d been up half the night thwarting a cyber attack on a platform we’d launched only a few days ago. Whoever was targeting this one was goddamn persistent but ultimately unsuccessful in taking us offline. I took another sip of my jumbo iced coffee and made my way toward the conference room down the hall.


  The other investors were in place already, seated around a large conference table that faced Boston’s skyline. I dropped into the empty seat next to Max and locked in on the beautiful blonde sitting across from me.


  “This is Blake Landon,” Max said to her. “Blake, Erica Hathaway. She’s here to present on her fashion social network, Clozpin.”


  “Clever name. You brought her in?” I asked without breaking my focus on her.


  “Yes, we have a mutual friend at Harvard,” he replied. I nodded slowly. Prior to this meeting, I’d had the pleasure of a much more physical introduction to the girl, who looked all woman now in her suit and a soft teal blouse that played off her mesmerizing blue eyes. Eyes that I couldn’t tear my attention from now. Something in that moment of recognition made the long night and the rough morning fade into the background.


  Erica Hathaway.


  I licked my lips and watched her follow the movement with her eyes. A small flush worked its way across her chest and up to her cheeks. This was the second time in a row I delighted in her visible physical response to me.


  The spark went both ways, and I almost cursed myself for not following through on my attraction to her. By the hazy look in her eyes when she’d stumbled and I’d caught her against me at the restaurant the other night, I could have asked her out for a drink, which could have turned into more. But Michael had been in town, and I couldn’t blow off dinner with him for a quick fuck.


  At least now I had a second chance.


  She fidgeted with her jacket, avoiding my stare, and stuttered into her presentation.


  Meanwhile, I let myself dwell on all the ways the night could have ended. Then I redirected my wandering thoughts to the present and all the ways I could make good on those missed opportunities by spreading her out on the rather sturdy table separating us now. I ran my tongue along my lower lip, wondering what she might taste like. The memory of her body, warm under my palms, pressed tightly against me, just got a little more potent now.


  I couldn’t help smirking every time we made eye contact and she hesitated over her words. She looked uncomfortable, definitely nervous. Not unusual for a first pitch, or any pitch for that matter. I should have wanted to make her feel more at ease, but all I could think about was how she’d respond under pressure. I interrupted her mid-sentence and hammered her with rapid-fire questions about her business model, which she answered with more grace than I’d expected.


  So Erica wasn’t just a pretty girl. She was smart, and the fact that she’d made it to my boardroom meant she was determined too.


  Satisfied, I waved her on to continue.


  As Erica spoke, I debated which I wanted more—a slice of her business or the memory of her under me, screaming my name.


  Too bad I preferred simple. Uncomplicated. Otherwise I could have had both. I wasn’t in the market for breaking hearts, and mixing business with pleasure was a fast track to that end.


  My phone lit up with a text, interrupting my laser focus on Erica and her presentation. My ex Sophia was coming into town in a few days. The emoticons appending the text made it clear she wanted to do more than see me. I smiled inwardly at her persistence. I should have wanted everything she offered, but I couldn’t bring myself to take her to bed again. After everything we’d been through, we were better as friends.


  And not when I had a tasty morsel like Erica Hathaway right in front of me.


  I shot a text off to Sophia, letting her know I’d be in Vegas and would miss her visit. I dropped my phone back to the table as Erica wrapped up. I couldn’t miss the mix of relief and fear that flashed behind her eyes. Vulnerability, with a little flash of fire.


  When she concluded, I asked, “Are you seeing anyone?”


  I knew I was going to hell as soon as I uttered the words. The shock of pink that hit Erica’s cheeks confirmed it.


  “Excuse me?” Her voice was unsteady. “Relationships can be distracting. If you were to get the funds you need from this group, it could be a factor that affects your ability to grow.”


  I could have majored in bullshit, if I’d found college worth the effort. Except she wasn’t buying it. All her vulnerability had vanished. Now she was all fire, a reality that sent a rush of blood south. Unfortunately for her, or perhaps fortunately, the promise of taking her to bed was winning out in my internal battle.


  “I can assure you, Mr. Landon, that I am one hundred percent committed to this project.” Her eyes narrowed as she gazed steadily at me. She tilted her head a fraction. “Do you have any other questions pertaining to my personal life that will influence your decision today?”


  I had all kinds of questions pertaining to her personal life that I intended to get to the bottom of as soon as this meeting was over.


  “No, I don’t think so. Max?”


  I turned to Max, who quickly prompted the rest of the investors to voice their interest either way. Erica drew an unsteady breath and clasped her hands in front her, so tightly her knuckles went bloodless.


  Then, one by one, the others passed.


  She swallowed hard, and I could sense her preparing for the very real possibility that she’d leave this room unilaterally rejected. What Erica didn’t know was that Max had stacked the room with men who rarely invested in web-based startups. This alone told me he wanted her for himself.


  Then all eyes were on me and the room fell silent. I leveled a steady stare in Erica’s direction.


  In that moment, I decided I wanted her for myself too.


  “I’ll pass,” I said.
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