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      We couldn’t do this without music, our moms, and midnight plotting sessions. Oh, and coffee. All of the coffee.

      

      Thank you, coffee.
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      My assistant was in danger.

      My lover.

      My…Grace. She was mine in so many ways, and I’d wanted her for so long that I scarcely remembered what it was to breathe without her in my head. She’d intoxicated me from the first day I’d laid eyes on her so many years ago.

      Now I had to worry someone wanted to cause her harm. Worse, that her grandmother’s tangled past and my own misdeeds would be the catalyst.

      “It doesn’t make any sense.” She stared at the files from the old thumb drive plugged into my CEO Jack Hollister’s borrowed laptop, scouring them as she had been for hours. Jack had left a while ago, and I’d said Grace and I would be heading to bed.

      But she couldn’t pull herself away. And because I’d intended to get her to sleep only so I could do some digging of my own once she was safely resting, neither could I.

      “Why would she hide diary pages on here? In code, no less? Never mind all the rest of this stuff. It’s going to take forever for us to go through it all.”

      “Who’s to say why anyone does anything?” It was a pat, hollow answer, and I wasn’t at all surprised that Grace narrowed her eyes at me.

      She’d been surrounded by enough liars that she could probably identify them at fifty paces. I didn’t doubt one bit that she far from fully trusted me.

      As she shouldn’t, because I was lying to her too.

      “She lived a long, full life,” I began, shutting up as Grace lowered her head and turned her attention back to the computer screen.

      Longer than some, sure. Long? Not nearly long enough. Annabelle had still been in the prime of her life and vibrant. Indicating she’d had a lot of years had to sting considering she was gone, and her granddaughter missed her every single day.

      The last thing I wanted to do was hurt Grace. Even though I already had, numerous times. And would again. It was unavoidable.

      “She had so much left to do,” Grace said softly, moving her hand over the trackpad. She continued to scroll through the endless documents, searching for what, I didn’t know. A clue. A memory. Answers.

      Some reason why her grandmother had left a video before her death, saying Grace was in danger. Probably that reason had a lot to do with the recent break-ins by supposed “kids” at her grandmother’s house.

      My house now. As hard as it was for Grace to come to grips with that, she wasn’t the only one. I’d forever be the young boy peering longingly through the windows even though all that glass now belonged to me.

      Grace shifted on the stool, locks of her silky blond hair slipping down her back, and all I could see were the parallels between those windows and Grace.

      Both seemed transparent. Both blocked out just as much as they let inside.

      “I know.” I cleared my throat and tried to shove down everything but what mattered now.

      The facts. Only the facts. Muddled and full of what the fuck as they happened to be.

      “The grandmother I knew rarely dated. My grandfather died years ago, and then it was just her and me. But in her diary, she mentioned two younger men. I don’t know when she saw them. When she even had time to see them, since she was so focused on me and my activities. As I grew older, she would’ve had more opportunities, of course. But when I first came to live with her and when I was a pre-teen, then a teenager—well, I thought her life was an open book.”

      “It’s hard for children to see their parents or grandparents as they truly are,” I hedged.

      “What is that supposed to mean? I saw her just fine. Or I thought I did. She just had hidden sides. So many parts I never knew about.” Blowing out a breath, she braced her chin on her hand and stared at the screen. “What the hell is this?”

      I glanced from her to the laptop and couldn’t stop my quick intake of breath. I was on her screen. Oh, the picture was grainy, and she probably wouldn’t recognize me from that long ago. Not right away. I wore my hair longer back then, in a messy style that made me cringe. I’d had on the full complement of denim and leather, and a surly expression dominated my face.

      But it was definitely me, standing outside the Beacon School. With a perfectly coiffed Annabelle at my side, all smiles. We’d been surprised by the picture taker, my teacher. Ms. Phelps had wanted to add some “fun” shots to her classroom wall, and Annabelle was a prime benefactor of the art program, so she was a natural choice to photograph.

      Me, I’d been an unhappy bystander. Caught outside smoking and tugged into conversation with a woman I mostly tolerated because of her granddaughter.

      Grace.

      “Photographs too.” My voice sounded rusty from disuse.

      “Yes, Blake, photographs. There’s a ton here. A bunch of my grandmother with people from town, with me. Some with my parents. But this one.” She closed the one of me and Annabelle and immediately opened it again. “This is at the Beacon School,” she said slowly.

      “Yes.”

      “And this boy—”

      I reached out and gripped her shoulder. “It’s me.”

      She bolted off the stool as if I’d scalded her from the warmth of my hand. “You told me you knew her. You just didn’t tell me when, or how, or why. Goddammit, why?”

      Swallowing hard, I laced my fingers behind my neck and paced around the counter and back again. She gave me a wide berth.

      I suspected she’d be doing a whole lot more than that soon enough.

      “What other photographs are there? Show me.” When she made no move to oblige, I sat at the laptop and slid my fingers over the trackpad, prepared to do the honors myself.

      Instead I just stared into my own angry, mistrustful eyes.

      We’d both been children back in those days, Grace more so than me. I’d been fully a teenager then, shuttled to a summer art program in the hopes I wouldn’t end up bleeding out in a gutter somewhere as my father had. That was the legacy he’d left me, you see. To threaten and cheat people while I smiled in their face and waited for the day a knife appeared between my ribs.

      I’d grown up using my fists. Kids talked, as they always do. They knew my mother raised me alone, and they made comments. Innocent things sometimes, usually not. They called me a bastard and other things, names that I used as fuel later on. At first, I’d ignored them. Then came the day I beat a boy until his mouth was raw with blood and I knocked out his front two teeth.

      After that, I’d been transferred to a school for problem children. An alternative school, they called it. My grades were fine. More than. I was acing all my classes. But I didn’t fit in. I was a potential threat to the other students.

      Me, the one they’d taunted. I was the one who needed to be sent away.

      School let out during the summer, of course, and my mother hadn’t had a clue what to do with me. I didn’t need remedial classes. Far from it. Somehow I’d ended up at an art camp at the Beacon School in Marblehead, miles away from my own district in Lynn. The two towns weren’t far apart geographically, but when it came to money and opportunities—well, they might as well have been at opposite poles of the Earth.

      I’d shown some aptitude for art at my own school, mainly because it was another way to segregate myself. Most of the other kids—especially the boys—wouldn’t have been caught dead with a paintbrush or a ceramic piece, but I’d found the intricacy of creation quieted my mind. When I was involved in a project, I wasn’t thinking about my mother working three jobs to make the rent, or my father breezing in and out with some trinket when it suited him, or the neighborhood criminal types who knew I’d eventually give in and join up with them.

      What did I have to lose? I was so fucking alone.

      Glass work had been my first class at art camp. My mother had signed me up, hoping I’d turn my vague interest in art into a usable skill. At the very least, maybe I’d meet a girl. I was so angry back then that even the opposite sex barely got my attention. When I needed relief, I saw to myself.

      The class in glass design had shown me a whole new avenue in artistic exploration. It had also given me Grace.

      She’d been small for her age, with eyes too big for her face. Eyes she kept riveted on her demo pieces even as she tried to instruct the class in her low, halting voice. I’d had a feeling that she too had been sent there for a reason other than her own desires. Surely not to keep her out of trouble. She’d seemed about as dangerous as a rainbow. A million different colors, diffused by the light. Utterly untouchable.

      Her grandmother came up to me one day as I stood outside smoking and generally being pissed at the world. She’d asked polite questions. Was I enjoying the class? Did I feel like I was learning a lot? What kind of art did I gravitate to?

      I couldn’t figure out what her angle was. Even at that age, I’d known she had one. Everyone did, especially the fucking rich. But even after Grace’s brief time assisting the teacher ended, Annabelle returned and spoke to me. Once or twice, she gave me a ride back to Lynn.

      Eventually she admitted she knew my father, rat bastard that he was. She’d been aware of my existence before I’d ever showed up at camp. In fact, she’d purposely contacted my mother and paid my tuition for the summer, offering to serve as my patron of sorts. My mother hadn’t questioned it. She knew I was a gifted art student, and she’d been eager to get me out of her hair and off her troubled mind.

      I’d known right away Annabelle felt sorry for me. She was obviously a very wealthy, connected woman, and I was the poor wrong-side-of-the-tracks son of her supposed friend.

      Of course I’d suspected that friendship was more than that. But she’d never said, and I’d never asked.

      The following summer, Grace had come back to teach again. She helped teach two different glass classes that time, one basic and one more difficult, and I’d taken both.

      Once, she’d glanced at me with questions in her eyes. How could I be both a beginner and an advanced learner at one time?

      By that point, I wasn’t a beginner by any stretch. What I happened to be was a sixteen-year-old boy who was falling for a girl he could never have.

      The camp was big enough, the amount of students diverse enough, and Grace’s tenure as student teacher brief enough that we barely spoke. A few fractured conversations here and there, the imparting of a technique, a question when I managed to stifle my shyness and actually speak to her. But she was totally engaged in her art, and I was completely immersed in her.

      Like a good little stalker, I found out everything I could about her. I knew she was Annabelle’s granddaughter, obviously, and that she’d been mostly raised by the woman. I knew she had no siblings. I knew she tended to dress young for her age, wearing the kind of knee socks and plaid skirts made famous in porn videos, but in total innocence.

      There was no feigned purity in Grace Copeland. Not then. She’d been truly untainted.

      Once, I saw her grandmother push her on the swings at the playground beside the school. She was far too old for it, of course, and had protested heavily until her grandmother’s teasing encouragement had quashed her resistance. When Grace hadn’t been able to go high enough on her own, she’d begged her grandmother to help push.

      Watching them laugh together, their joy palpable, had been like another kind of knife. Except this one had been fashioned from want.

      I had little family. My mother loved me, in a distant, tolerant way. She was far too occupied with basic survival to think about the warm, fuzzy stuff she probably thought I didn’t need.

      What I needed was Grace.

      For years, I banked that need. In the summers, I took her classes. Anything she offered, I signed up for. If she recognized me from one year to the next, she never indicated so. Plenty of the students returned to the program, and she was entirely immersed in sharing her gift.

      But even in the off-season, I kept tabs on her. She was a pampered Marblehead townie, and I wasn’t good enough to shine her shoes. The car I’d scrimped to save for hadn’t been used only as transportation to my part-time job. It had also been about Grace. To say she became my obsession would be like saying glass could be used to shield as much as to reveal.

      All along, I’d planned for the day I would stop watching Grace and we would be together. Until that door was closed to me forever.

      I’d never expected Grace herself to be the one to blow it wide open again.

      “Blake?”

      Her voice forcibly ripped me out of the past. “Yeah, sorry.” I jerked my fingers over the trackpad, closing the photo of me and a dead woman. And inadvertently clicked on something so much worse.

      The picture was as clear as the other one was grainy. This one showed a man in a dark suit moving up a driveway to a house. Beside him was a black Range Rover. His entire bearing betrayed his irritation. From the length of his stride and his pinched brow, he wasn’t pleased at being interrupted it what likely the middle of the day from the amount of sunlight.

      The man was me, the driveway belonged to Grace’s grandmother’s beach house, and the date imprinted in the corner was the day before Annabelle Stuart died.
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      “You.” Grace’s voice wobbled. “Another picture of you.”

      There was no denying it. How could I? I was in living color, filling the damn screen.

      That was Annabelle, always fucking me over. This time she’d even managed it from beyond the grave.

      “I can explain.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you can. I don’t doubt that for a moment. The great Blake Carson always has a reasonable explanation for the ridiculous.” Grace gripped the edge of the counter and stared off into the distance. “The bigger question is will you even bother, or will you just fob me off with some morsel as you have every other time I’ve tried to dig at the truth?”

      I hated that she was right. Hated more that I’d have to do it again this time, if I intended to keep her close. And I had to, because her safety was paramount.

      That I’d wanted her for so long I couldn’t imagine my life without her now that I’d finally, finally gotten a taste…well, that was secondary.

      I sure as hell hoped it was secondary.

      “You won’t believe me, but I can assure you that I never intended for things to go like this.”

      “Like what? Me squatting in your house, demanding my job back after you fired me? Or maybe you mean you never expected to get involved with me after you were clearly somehow involved with my grandmother. Something you refuse to elaborate on.”

      “Refuse is a bit strong.”

      “You know what’s strong? My willpower, or else I’d probably grab the lapels of your fancy shirt and demand some damn answers.” She slapped her hand down on the counter beside the laptop and it jumped, displacing my hand.

      “Did it ever occur to you that I might not just be trying to hide things from you? That I could have genuine reasons for not elaborating? Ones that have nothing to do with keeping you in the dark, and everything to do with—”

      Just keeping you, period.

      She stared at me, not speaking. Her eyes were bluer than I’d ever seen them, her hair somehow wild in its delicacy.

      For an instant, I saw Annabelle in her face. Their features were more different than alike, their coloring closer to opposite than the same, but that knowing, shrewd expression was all her grandmother’s.

      “I first met your grandmother as a teenager. After I met you, actually.”

      “Met me? What are you talking about? You never met me back then.”

      I moved my fingers over the trackpad, hoping that Annabelle would have more evidence to the contrary. More pictures had been taken that day at the Beacon school, and I hoped she’d kept them. But as I scrolled through the list of photos on the thumb drive, my eagerness dimmed.

      Until I clicked on the third from the last one and saw a thirteen-year-old Grace holding up a shard of glass refracting a prism of light. The students sat in front of her, many of them not paying attention since she wasn’t the real teacher, so she couldn’t get them in trouble. But one boy was riveted. Fourth row, fourth seat back. Shaggy dark hair hiding most of his face, and his oversized glasses obscuring some of the rest.

      “Take a look.” I pushed away from the counter and paced across the kitchen. I didn’t want to see her expression as she realized I’d been in her purview back then and she’d never so much as given me a second glance.

      On the other hand, I’d built an entire fantasy life around her. And when Annabelle had reminded me of my proper place—far away from her granddaughter—I’d stuffed her memory and my thoughts of her into a box.

      “It’s my class at the Beacon school,” Grace began slowly, taking my seat. “I used to help the teacher with art classes in the summer.”

      “I know, Grace. I was in that class. Just like I’m in that picture.”

      Definitely not my best day, and I couldn’t deny the spurt of embarrassment at her seeing me that way. But of course, she already had back then. She simply hadn’t been aware of me.

      At the time, I’d been bitter about that too. I’d figured she had rich boyfriends lined up around the block, so naturally she wouldn’t notice the awkward, angry, borderline nerd who clung to the corners.

      After a while, I realized Grace wasn’t interested in boys. She cared about her art, and only her art. So I nurtured my obsession like a lover, waiting for the day that would change.

      “What?” Pulling her bottom lip between her teeth, she grabbed the edges of the laptop screen and dragged it closer. “Where? I don’t see anyone who resembles—” Then she broke off, torturing that small bit of flesh even more. “No. That can’t be you.”

      In the picture outside with her grandmother, I’d tamed my hair and I wore no glasses. I’d also managed a tight smile in spite of the fury that burned in my gaze. But in the classroom shot, I was in full geek mode—hair wild from my hands, huge, thick lenses, white shirt with the collar shot up as if that made me cool.

      Yeah, not my finest moment for sure.

      “Compare it to the other one you just saw with your grandmother. I’m afraid you’ll see it’s very much me.”

      Her head came up, her eyes narrowing. She knew it was. I was fairly certain her shock came more from seeing me in the same room as herself rather than true surprise. The boy photographed with her grandmother just happened to be the edgier, street-wise version of the nerd who lived inside me still.

      “How?” she whispered. “How could this be you? How long did you know who I was?”

      My first instinct was to cover my tracks. I’d been doing it for so long that I scarcely knew how to be truthful anymore. But this woman deserved more than easy lies from me. She deserved everything.

      “I was sixteen the first summer I took one of the glass classes you assisted with. I took my final one when I was eighteen and you were fifteen.”

      “You took them for three years?”

      Nodding was easier than replying when my throat had tightened to the point of pain. Even thinking of those days of lack and want brought forth a physical response.

      “Three summers you sat in my classroom. Never spoke to me. Never identified yourself.” She returned her gaze to the screen. “How did you go from this to…” She gestured wildly at me and I had to laugh, because sometimes I still wondered that myself.

      My transformation had been inner as much as outer. Over time, I’d hardened until no one could pry away the pieces that held me together or see inside past the slick veneer. The opacity went much farther than the surface.

      Much like the glass I—we—loved.

      “I had to. I was born dirt poor. The kind of poor you couldn’t imagine until your grandmother died and left you penniless. I didn’t know,” I continued, sensing she was winding up to blast me. “I had no idea the state of your grandmother’s finances.”

      “Oh really? Then why were you at her house the day before she was found dead?”

      “Because she invited me. She called me, quite out of the blue, and commanded I make room in my schedule to see her. Immediately. And I was to come to her, of course, since her time was more valuable than mine.” Despite the difficulty of the subject matter, thinking of Annabelle’s absolute imperviousness made me smile. She was a hell of a woman. Life had never knocked her down for long.

      She was more apt to do the knocking. I should know. And I did, all too well.

      “I did as she asked. She’d helped me at a time when no one was taking my calls. Hell, I might as well have been a ghost for all the recognition I got in architecture circles. Your grandmother’s connections and money helped pave the way for me.” I kept my voice level as if I didn’t notice Grace’s spine stiffening degree by degree. “If not for her early assistance, Carson Covenant would probably still be struggling. I would’ve gotten there eventually. But it would’ve taken a lot longer.”

      “And since you’ve already denied being lovers, I’m to believe she helped you out of the goodness of her heart.” Suspicion threaded through Grace’s words, thick and hot. “Just her way of giving back to the community. Or perhaps she…saw something in you.”

      From Grace’s tone, I could tell she was still tangled up in the notion Annabelle and I had been intimate—or had at least circled around some kind of flirtation. Which was wrong on a million levels.

      “Not quite.” The corner of my mouth ticked up. “She knew my father. I believe I mentioned that to you before.”

      “Knew or knew-knew?”

      Again, I smiled. That was Grace, my Nancy Drew in-training. “She never clarified that for me, and I’ll admit to not wanting to think too hard on it. But I have my suspicions. She acted as my benefactor to send me to art camp at Beacon school because she knew Robert. She claimed to have known him for many years. That she was extremely fond of him.”

      “But if you were sixteen, I was thirteen, and that means my grandfather had only died seven years before. She wouldn’t do that. Not to my grandpop. He was the love of her life, Blake.”

      “Whatever that means,” I mused, and watched her eyes flash hot like a summer storm.

      “I don’t know what her relationship with Robert entailed,” I continued, keeping my voice low and soothing. “I’m not sure it matters. Everyone who would’ve been involved is dead now.”

      But God, it was so refreshing to see Grace’s cheeks stain pink with indignation over possible slings and arrows against her long-dead grandfather. We had nothing but supposition, nothing but the scantiest information, and she was ready to leap to his defense.

      “It matters. Honor isn’t something to throw on and off like a pair of pants.”

      “Oh, Ms. Copeland.”

      “Don’t.” She wagged her finger at me and shoved off the stool to start walking around the counter again. “I know you think I’m a naïve fool.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Then what else am I? I was in a class with you for years, and I never even knew. I walked into your office one day to try to get you to see reason about my house, and you knew who I was right away. You always knew, and I just blithely ignored every clue you gave.”

      “Not knowing what to do with a piece of information isn’t the same as ignoring.” When she would’ve sputtered at me, I pressed on. “Your grandmother called me to her house, as I said. And she asked me to promise that if something happened to her, I would buy it. No, she begged me. Flat-out begged.”

      “Why? Why would she do that?”

      I had my theories, and maybe someday I’d share them with Grace. In the meantime, I went with my old standby—deflection.

      “It’s late.” I moved forward and closed the files on the laptop. “This can all wait until the morning.”

      “No, dammit, you’re not shutting me down like that. Not tonight.” She slammed down the lid on the laptop, nearly slamming my fingers in the process. “She left behind a video saying I might be in danger, for fuck’s sake. You can’t put me in a glass box and keep me from the truth.”

      “You’re not in danger.”

      “How can you say that with such steel in your voice? How can you fucking know?” She started to whirl away, but I grabbed her arm, curling my fingers into her pale skin. Sometimes a little precisely applied force was necessary to make a point.

      Like right now.

      “No one is getting near you. No one. Do you understand me? Not while there’s breath in my body.” I dragged her against me, using my height advantage to remind her that I was a worthy foe. Not toward her. Never toward her.

      But anyone else—I’d like to see them fucking try.

      “You’re mine.” She tried to shove me back, but I didn’t move. “I protect what’s mine.” I bent to press my mouth to her ear, well aware of her quickened breaths pushing her chest against mine. Those full breasts straining, trying to pull my focus from where it needed to be. “Anyone who comes near you is taking a very large risk.”

      “Oh yeah? Gonna chain me up somewhere?”

      “I just might. But I guarantee you’d enjoy it.” Slowly, I let my gaze roam her face as I trailed my fingertip along her cheek. “It’s late,” I said again. “It’ll still be here tomorrow.”

      “So what, we’ll just fuck it out and make it all better?” But she was already breathless, her lips already parted and wet. She wanted to do exactly that.

      We might be reckless and insane, but it was a mutual affliction.

      “You tell me.”

      “No, dammit, it won’t be better. I want to know why you took my class for three years. Why you knew my grandmother—why she was your benefactor—” She said the word as if it were poison, “yet I never once met you. You never even said hello to me.”

      “That’s not true. I asked you about a particular technique with copper and glass, and you explained it to me in detail.”

      She brushed it off, shaking her head. “Three years, Blake. A man like you wouldn’t have bothered with a class like mine, even back then.”

      “I learned from you. You were the one who introduced me to glass, who made me see it was so much more than a pretty object.”

      She reeled back as if I’d slapped her. “Stop it. Was it just a lark for you? Just a free class you took because my grandmother footed the bill?”

      “I told you.” I gripped her shoulders and shook her lightly until she finally met my gaze. “You’re the one who taught me how to fall in love. With glass,” I said as she went still, hating that I had to divert to safe territory once again.

      Even in the truth, only lies could protect me. And protect Grace, because I’d be damned if anyone harmed her—or the memories she held dear of the grandmother she loved so much.
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      I kissed her.

      It wasn’t fair to deflect her questions or worse, to distract her from them. I’d done that far too often. But I hadn’t been lying about keeping her safe, and the idea that someone could be invading our privacy, watching too closely, when I’d finally made her mine…

      Fuck, I had to have her. I needed to feel her pulse around me while she shattered in orgasm. My name on her lips and our memories no more important than the sweat cooling between us.

      Her lips opened and her tongue came out to battle with mine. Slick and hot, her mouth tempted me like no other. Just like the rest of her. Before I’d ever touched her, before I’d fully understood what true want was, I’d understood this woman would be my decimation.

      She fisted a hand in my shirt, pulling until I was sure the buttons would pop. Then she shoved me back, her eyes wild. “You think my grandmother might’ve had an affair with your father and you’re just—just going to maul me?”

      “Ms. Copeland, I’d maul you if your grandmother and my father were having an affair in this very room.” I took advantage of the smile that twitched on her face and stepped forward to slip a hand under her slouchy top. We’d changed after Jack left, and she’d picked something that doubled as pajamas and lounge wear. Soft, soft shirt, fuzzy pants with dancing sheep. About the most unsexy things known to man, and yet.

      “I can’t compartmentalize you can, obviously.”

      “I’d say this is a very large compartment, wouldn’t you?” Not caring if it was crude, I grabbed her hand and brought it to the steel pole tenting my pants. My idea of clothes to wear around the house and hers differed, but since we would soon be naked, I didn’t care.

      Her fingers curled in and held even as she continued to try to get me to see reason. “We’re caught up in something so much bigger than us,” she said, and that hint of uncertainty swayed me more than any demands to be logical.

      Fuck logic. What had it ever gotten me? Yes, I’d made more money than I ever dreamed, but I’d also spent too many years alone. Grace had pushed me past my limits over and over, and all I wanted was more.

      Nothing with her would ever be enough.

      “You wanted to know why I kept coming back to your classes. Year after year. You refuse to believe it’s because of your skill at teaching, and the joy you share every time you immerse yourself in your art. It’s your gift. You make people want to experience that happiness too.” I reached back to undo her messy braid. Half of her hair had come out of it, and she didn’t seem to notice or care. “But there was more.”

      She’d begun to relax under my hands, but then she stiffened. “I knew it.”

      “I know it’s hard to imagine it looking at my photos back then, but I didn’t exactly have my pick of the girls.”

      She made a sound in her throat and ducked her head.

      “Weird thing was, I didn’t care. I wasn’t looking for a girlfriend. Maybe I was too angry, too used to fending for myself to even think that someone would be able to deal with me. Besides, I had two hands.”

      Her head came up, her gaze sharpening. I knew she was thinking about that night in my bathroom, just as I was. The night she’d asked me to jerk off for her pleasure, using my tie.

      “Then I saw you. There was absolutely no reason for you to grab me the way you did. You seemed to have even less interest in the opposite sex than I did. All you cared about was what you built with your hands and your heart.”

      Her lips trembled. “I was practically a child.”

      “So was I, all things considered. You also loved your grandmother. I didn’t trust her, and I definitely wasn’t sure I liked her. But watching you with her, hearing you laugh, it did something to me.” I clamped my fingers around the end of her mostly deconstructed braid, using it to tug back her head so that her sea-colored eyes were on mine. “You want one of my secrets, Ms. Copeland?”

      “You know I do. I want all of them.”

      I couldn’t give her all. But I could give her this.

      “Sure about that? You’re not going to like me very much afterward.” I brushed my fingers through her hair, spreading it over her shoulders.

      “Who says I like you now?”

      “Touché. I followed you. I tracked you, and I learned everything about you. You fascinated me on levels I’d never experienced before. Imagining you with another boy, thinking of him touching you,” I parted her full, pink lips and slid my finger inside, “of him having this, it made me crazy. And then when I discovered you didn’t care about boys, I became obsessed with being the one. The one who would have you first.”

      She took a shuddery breath. “You’re right. I’m not liking you a lot right now.”

      “Told you.”

      “Is that how it always is with you? You have to plant a flag and claim everything? Can’t anything be easy with you?”

      “With my company, no. With you, absolutely not.” I bent to nip the indentation I’d made in her lip. “I never did get to have this pretty, perfect mouth first. But I’ll have it now.”

      She bit my lip, and damn if I didn’t groan like a teenager in heat. She’d made me that from the first, and sometimes it felt like I hadn’t progressed much past that point.

      Her small fist plowed into my gut, and the sound I made was far from sexual. Jesus, she had some power for such a little thing. “You stalked me. Did recon on me, searched into my past?”

      Were those questions or statements? I nodded.

      She hit me again, nudging me back. My spine hit the counter and she hooked her fingers in the loops of my pants. “Contrary to what some woman might do after hearing all that, I’m not dropping to my knees for you. I’m supposed to get all weak-kneed because you followed me around and pried into my personal life instead of, I don’t know, coming up to say hi? You know, what’s your phone number, want to get a burger?”

      I must’ve made a face at that because she shook her head. “Oh no, God forbid the almighty Blake Carson go on an actual date. A meal, a movie, some getting-to-know-you conversation.”

      “Is that what you want?” I grasped her wrist. “The banal and ordinary?”

      It annoyed me I’d never considered it. Why would she want that when we could take helicopter rides and fuck in secret locations atop my building? Or hell, right in the front vestibule.

      In the office washroom, in the gallery across from the clock I’d created for—

      No. I wasn’t going there now. There was baring my soul and then there was ripping it open for sport.

      “It’s not banal. You truly are clueless, aren’t you?”

      When she lifted her hands, probably to push me one more time, I grabbed them and laced our fingers together. “The next time you touch me that roughly, your hand better be on my dick.”

      Instead of dropping to her knees, she arched an eyebrow. “Maybe you should be the one on your knees, since you were the one with the stalkery crush, Mr. Carson.”

      Oh, this woman.

      I let her go and had a moment to enjoy the smile of satisfaction that slid across her face before I wiped it away by hauling her off her feet. I turned her toward the counter and swept things out of my way with my arm before I laid her down beside the laptop where our lives were being blown apart. My haste had pushed the computer to the very edge and her eyes widened before I yanked down her sheep pants and reminded her of who was in charge.

      On my knees. Fuck that. I could do this just as well standing up.

      She wore no panties beneath. Damn tease. She never slept naked like I did, but she went without underwear at unexpected times. Like this one, where her scent was like fresh lavender set to bloom under a heat lamp. Spicy and tangy, I could taste her even before I took the first lick.

      Bending my head, I arrowed my tongue along her slit, flattening it over her clit as she tried to wriggle away. I pressed my hand low on her belly and nipped, pleased when she spread her thighs and kicked out, either to nail me once more to loosen her pants. I tugged them down with one hand and used the other to open her up for my mouth, plunging deep in one long stroke. She cried out and speared her fingers into my hair, again making me wonder if she was going to draw me closer or push me away.

      She dragged me into her warmth, and I was glad to oblige. I buried my face in her folds, kissing her in a way I’d barely gotten to do tonight with her mouth. Then, she’d ended things too quickly. Now, her thighs were inching farther apart, the pants dangling off her foot as she curled her leg around my back. She arched, nails digging into my scalp, toes scraping along my spine.

      Pussy wide open and pink, and so, so wet.

      I rubbed her clit with the flat of my thumb, circling, circling. Lapping up everything she gave me and demanding more, burrowing into her sexy flesh until her dampness soaked my chin. I slid my fingers lower and slipped them inside, unwilling to miss even a second of her orgasm.

      That was mine too. Just like the rest of her. I might take a long time to decide I wanted something, but once I did, there was no going back.

      I didn’t share. I might’ve had siblings in reality, but I’d been raised alone. Classic only child syndrome, and one I would never apologize for.

      “Tell me again,” she whispered, rocking her pelvis restlessly against my mouth. I didn’t know what she meant, so I lifted my head in question.

      And licked my lips.

      She moaned and dropped her head back off the edge of the counter, probably giving herself one hell of a blood rush. “Tell me you’re mine,” she breathed, the words barely audible over the throbbing need that had my cock surging against my zipper.

      Even in the midst of my own sexual turmoil, I frowned. “I never—” She raised her head and gazed challengingly into my eyes, and somehow I said something I’d never planned to say.

      To even think. In my world, belonging was a one-way street.

      Not in hers. And if I wanted her to come—and holy Christ, I did—I’d get her there in whatever method she required.

      One more truth in the center of a million lies and misdirections.

      “I’m yours,” I said against her flesh, absorbing her shudder as if the energy pouring off of her powered my own heart. I flicked her stiff clit, wanting nothing more than to watch her go off before me. She was so unconsciously beautiful, so unstudied in her reactions. “Now show me you’re mine. That you’ve always been mine, even before you knew.”

      A long, slow lick and she combusted beneath me, her hands fisting in my hair as she bowed off the counter. I hated that I hadn’t stripped her of her top, simply so I could watch her perfect tits bounce while she lost herself.

      All I wanted was to be in that same place, lost with her. Hopelessly. Inexorably.

      She sat up and grabbed my face, dragging it up to hers. Her mouth was on mine before I’d caught my breath, and definitely before she’d had a chance to catch hers. She wound her legs around my waist and pressed her soaked core against the front of my pants, taunting me with all the wetness I could have if I just ditched the pants.

      And found a condom. Jesus, I couldn’t forget that part, though it was getting harder and harder to remember when we were intimate. In the crazy thrum of passion, it was hard to remember the life preserver. That little piece of latex that turned everything from a madcap moment to a life-changing decision.

      Hell, who was I kidding? She’d changed my life a million years ago. I’d been trying to survive her ever since.

      I tugged out my wallet and flipped it open to the condom I never left home without nowadays. In a few flicks of my fingers, the wallet was back in my pocket and the packet was open. Grace pried down my zipper, not about to wait for me. She never did. That was one of the many things I lo—

      Her fingers slicked up my length as she rolled on the rubber. With one touch, I was a goner. Even after these last couple of months, her hands on me were like a miracle. I was a planner in every sense.

      I couldn’t have foreseen this. Not after the day I’d gone to Annabelle’s and been turned away. So many fucking years ago.

      Yet Grace was here, her eyes so big, her hands so steady as she wrecked me. Pieces of me fell at her feet and she kept right on destroying, her callused skin rubbing against mine a thrill of its own.

      Once the condom was in place, she went back on her elbows and braced her heels on the edge of the counter, inviting me to take when I was on the verge of begging. With her, my veneer dropped away, and she left me stripped. I became simply a man who needed so much more than was fucking wise. Always had, when it came to her.

      “Not on my knees,” she said silkily, and my gaze flashed to hers. Her chin came up. “But I’m willing to try to let you make that annoyingly arrogant comment to me. Oh, and the stalking. And the lies. And the—”

      I was half on top of her with my mouth crushed to hers before she could verbalize the rest. There was no doubt in my mind that I was far in her debt.

      Snapping my hips back, I drove forward without checking my thrust. I knew she could take. Her scream proved me a liar, until the blissful relief of her nails raking down my back took away my momentary concern.

      As did the madness in her eyes. I wasn’t the only one riding the edge. She was right there with me, her body revving under mine. Insisting on more.

      Pushing up her top, I slid my hands beneath to cup her breasts. Gripping them tight, so tight, I stroked into her again and again, watching as the hunger in her gaze flared into desperation. She reached down to touch herself, probably thoughtlessly, and I was riveted by the sight of her pale fingers moving between us. She skated their damp tips up my belly and I swallowed a roar, focusing only on the flush of pleasure coloring her cheeks while I struggled to hold on.

      Just another moment. Two.

      For her, I’d wait a lifetime.

      Almost as long as had passed before I’d had her.

      She cried out and squeezed around me, her walls fluttering up and down my length. I would’ve encouraged her with the dirty words that sprang up so often when I was balls-deep inside her, but I couldn’t find my voice. Could do nothing but hold on while she reared up and clamped her arms around my neck, bringing us forehead to forehead.

      Trapped in her fever-bright blue gaze, I surged forward one last time. And clasped her soft, giving breasts that much harder while I exploded deep within her pussy.

      Even before it was over, she fumbled to take my lips with her own. Our kiss was rough, artless. Sloppy. So goddamn desperate, still.

      Sex couldn’t sate what we’d gone way beyond.

      She drew back enough to trace shaky fingers over my damp, well-used mouth. “Though I’m a feminist, if you wanted to carry me to bed just now, I might not say no.”

      Recognizing the concession for what it was, I gave her back one of my own.

      “After that, Ms. Copeland, you just might have to carry me.”
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      I stared at the ceiling. My body was still crackling in response to his touch.

      Blake.

      My…something.

      Lover seemed to tame a word, even if the L-word twined around it in distracting shades of intense reds and hues of blue. That’s what he was. Passionate rage and cool blue.

      I was somewhere in the middle.

      An amalgam of us both. A steadier version for sure, but that seemed almost boring compared to Blake on either end of the spectrum.

      Tonight had been red.

      Cool hadn’t even been on the surface of us. I wasn’t sure what to think, to be truthful.

      I almost laughed out loud. Truth.

      Such a stingy word used in our relationship. My lies, his lies, our lies—and somewhere in there was a truth buried under lines of code—both in computer language and my grandmother’s flowery, dramatic prose—add in worry, and an endless need for Blake to control something…

      Well, then you had me, the limp noodle who’d barely survived the aftermath.

      And yet I couldn’t turn my brain off.

      He could.

      As focused as he could be about work, about making me insane both in and out of a bed—when we actually used a bed that is—dear God, what he could do with a &&&&&. My nipples beaded up and my breath hitched in muscle memory.

      God, I wished I could turn things off like he did.

      I turned my face to him in the dark. His chest rose and fell in that deep sleep he could magically summon.

      Usually he turned away from me in the dark. As if he still needed to block me from his world even when he was unconscious. But not tonight.

      Tonight he faced me, and his fingers had crossed our tentative thresholds to slip under my pillow. One more piece of him that he’d finally shared with me.

      Part of me wanted to slip under the cool sateen fabric and curl my fingers around his. Maybe then I could soak up some of his restful mojo and follow him into blissful oblivion.

      But my too busy brain just wouldn’t let things go.

      Especially not the memory of my grandmother’s panicked gaze burning through the screen in that twenty-second message.

      Annabelle Stuart could be as dramatic as an actress trying out for a Broadway play sometimes, but that was often done for fun. She loved messing with the blue bloods of Lady’s Cove. To use their taste for power against them with pieces of spicy gossip.

      Sometimes made up by her, sometimes a whisper in her ear.

      But this was no game.

      And the people who’d broken into my home—okay, Blake’s home, but it would always be mine in my head—weren’t scheming harpies at a dinner party. No, these men had guns and a desperation that didn’t fit in my world.

      I reached across the invisible line between us and danced my fingers through the lock of his hair that had fallen forward. The only time he was slightly ruffled was in sleep or in passion.

      I trailed the back of my fingers over the hollows of his cheek to the beard that he’d grown in recently before I slid out of our bed.

      My chest constricted at the idea of our anything. Lies stretched between us with tendrils of love trying to bridge the gap. I saw it in the fierceness of his gaze on me, felt it in the possessive nature of his touch. I recognized it because it echoed in my own.

      I just wasn’t sure if the love would win, or the lies.

      I swiped his dress shirt off the chair by the door and shrugged it on over my nakedness. Downstairs, moonlight crept through the shadows via the skylights and wide windows done in his signature glass.

      Protection in the light.

      I clicked on the lamp next to the oversized leather chair beside the fireplace. I was tempted to light the gas to chase away the chill, but I was afraid I’d fall asleep thanks to its warm glow.

      Instead I pulled one of my many sketchbooks out of the end table drawer. I used the cool moonlight and crisp white light of the lamp to sketch by memory. The stained glass of the back of my home came to life under my hands.

      Of my grandmother’s home.

      Now Blake’s.

      The panel where I’d found her journal had been a nearly flawless replica of the frosted glass I’d chosen for the original design.

      Now it had been replaced with his glass. Blake’s glass.

      Had he chosen it for her?

      Hidden the journal for her?

      How had they been in contact this whole time and I’d been so freaking oblivious? Nothing made sense.

      Were there other places with hidden nooks in the home that I’d lived in for so much of my life? How many more facets of my grandmother had I been blind to?

      I set the sketchpad aside and stood. Jack’s network-secure MacBook sat on the kitchen island. I crossed to it and smoothed my hand over the chilly casing. The only way I was going to find answers was to dig. I opened it and logged in with the passcode he’d given me.

      I scrolled through the pages of spreadsheets to open the diary pages with Annabelle’s scrawling script. Where were the originals?

      Had she burned them?

      Buried them?

      None of this made sense. Yes, my grandmother had a knack for electronics that few of her contemporaries could rival, but to create a code like this?

      It seemed unlikely.

      And yet here it was—nearly hacker-proof.

      Had she really wanted to keep it such a secret? Or was she creating her very own DiVinci Code to screw with us all?

      Were there more answers in the house?

      Sure we’d had moments of fun and intrigue with our trips to the cove to bury treasure for the mermaids, but nothing on this scale.

      Nothing that would make her personal version of hide and seek any more decipherable.

      I skimmed the pages filled with more codenames and her biting humor. Even here, she’d filled the pages with gossip.

      

      Kitty and the Tomcat were on the prowl again. Could they be more obvious? Tomcat wasn’t exactly a genius when it came to keeping his gentleman in his pants. The problem for both of them was that it required far too much money to keep their respective sidepieces. So much so that Kitty came looking for play money again. Just a touch too expensive to keep her boytoy in Boston. Even with the interest rising, she still wants more, the fool.

      

      I wasn’t sure why she hid this journal entry. She hadn’t bothered to bury her distaste for Catherine Bishop in any of her other entries. Then again, she rarely held herself in check when they’d been face-to-face, so it really wasn’t a surprise she’d only give Cat a perfunctory codename.

      Husbands were about as faithful as tomcats in my grandmother’s social circle. The rich liked to play a little to much as far as I was concerned. My own circle didn’t fare much better, but then again I didn’t really keep track of those that I’d gone to school with. I didn’t care about social standings. I’d cared even less for their one-upmanship at parties.

      Art was all I cared about for so long.

      My grandmother had even tried to get me involved with other children from surrounding towns in the summers. As I’d gotten older she’d encouraged me to teach, and though I’d obliged her for a while, I didn’t have the head for it.

      All I wanted to do was create, not help others find their way into art.

      That made the fact that I’d met Blake all those years ago even more damning. Was I truly that in my own head?

      Evidently so.

      I wanted other children to understand and love it like I did, I just didn’t want to be the one doing the teaching. That required patience, and I’d been sleeping off an artistic fugue state when the gods had been handing out that particular virtue. My own projects? I could sit for hours with shards of glass and find my way into a design.

      As long as people left me the hell alone to do it.

      When glass was on the table, that’s where my focus stayed. Eventually my grandmother had left me to my own devices in college. My internships had been wretched, but I’d endured them to find new techniques and test new materials.

      In the end I’d returned to the antiques, and the broken. I found that I liked to restore just as much as I loved creating new.

      Philomena had understood that. She’d used that fire to get me into the gallery, and showed me how to channel it into money. How to let go of the pieces I hoarded and believe they were worth something to other people.

      She’d helped me sell my first piece. Oh, I’d had my first showing in college, with a few prospective buyers, but I’d gotten caught up in a typical college romance and had slacked off on coming up with more items to sell right when I was on the cusp of breaking through. That she’d given me another chance later, and that she’d been at my side when I finally first sold, meant more than I could ever say.

      I owed her a debt that I’d never be able to repay. But instead of working my ass off on another piece to sell, I was hip-deep in gossip and spreadsheets that didn’t make any sense.

      I toggled to the spreadsheets and lowered to lean on my forearms as I scrolled through names of companies I didn’t recognize. It was obviously a ledger of some sort, but for what?

      The companies had nothing to do with Marblehead—hell, nothing to do with Massachusetts for most of them.

      A hand slipped over my hip and I screeched.

      “What are you doing, Ms. Copeland?”

      I whirled around and punched Blake in the arm. “Do. Not. Do. That.” Each word was a hit.

      Instead of wincing, he simply stood there and took it, one eyebrow raised. His hair was disheveled and he was only wearing a low-slung pair of sleep pants, his feet bare.

      I should be used to his body by now.

      I should be used to every part of him after the last few months, but I’m not. The moonlight from the skylight tripped down the wide plane of his chest, down the rigid muscles of his torso. If that wasn’t bad enough, his tattoo was on complete display.

      It swirled over one half of his chest and down his left arm. So intricate, just like the man himself.

      “Continue to look at me like that, and you’ll end up on the counter.”

      I swallowed. “Again?”

      “Don’t test me, Ms. Copeland.”

      We’d gone at each other desperately only hours before, but it didn’t seem to matter. The want was always there. It was the only constant between us.

      He reached around me to the laptop, but instead of pushing me out of the way, he urged me to turn around. “Did you find something?”

      I tried to concentrate, but the problem with Blake was that he didn’t invade my space unless he had an ulterior motive. I tapped the screen to life. “I’m not familiar with any of these names.”

      His breath fanned along my neck and ruffled the little curls around my ear. “They have New York addresses, but the streets don’t make sense.” He reached under my arm. “See here?”

      I tried to read where he was pointing, but all I could concentrate on was the fact that his arm was brushing against the side of my breast, and his chest crowded along my back.

      I didn’t even want to go into what else was crowding me.

      Focus, Grace.

      I bent closer to the small screen. “Brooklyn?”

      “Right. But that address is about two blocks from the park.”

      I looked over my shoulder. “You know that off the top of your head?”

      He brushed his bearded cheek against my jaw. It never took long for his five o’clock shadow to get dense. “I used to sneak into the city to watch movies.”

      “I thought you were from around here?”

      “When I was in college, I’d work the fishing boats during the summer.” His voice was low. Just above a rumble in his chest.

      “You did?”

      “I did. But at the Brooklyn Bridge Park they would play free movies a few times a year back then.” He rested his chin on my shoulder as he scanned the screen.

      He’d said it like it was just a passing factoid, not a bomb of information that skewed my entire view of him. There was only Blake in a suit in my head.

      It wasn’t the first time he mentioned vague things about his past, but they were just that…vague as hell.

      Wait. He’d said something about the park. That was important, Grace. Wake up.

      I frowned and looked closer. “This spreadsheet says it’s a warehouse.”

      “Exactly. And that address is smack dab in the middle of the park.”

      I skimmed my fingertip down the track pad. “Do you have your phone?”

      “Where exactly would I be keeping it, Ms. Copeland?”

      I cleared my throat. “Um, right.”

      He stepped back and opened a drawer, pulling out an iPad. “Will this do?”

      Though I expected him to stand next to me like he usually did when we were in work mode, he returned to his spot behind me. “Yes. Jack’s computer is a closed circuit system.” I turned on the tablet and stilled as he used his thumb to unlock the screen. He rested his hands on either side of me, on the countertop.

      I wasn’t about to let him know that he was crowding me. He’d only do it more. His citrus scent was stronger and less spicy since the smell of his aftershave had worn off.

      “Smart,” he murmured.

      I tried not to flush, but I couldn’t help the small smile as I plugged in the addresses of the companies into the maps app. A few of them matched buildings, but for the most part they were half addresses that didn’t make sense, or were businesses sitting in the middle of rural neighborhoods.

      Frustration curled in my belly and transferred out to my fingertips. My nails bit into my palms. “What the hell is this list?”

      “My guess?”

      I really didn’t want to know. I’d watched enough movies, and heard enough stories over the years. “Yeah,” I said softly.

      “Tax shelters or shell companies most likely. Emphasis on the latter.”

      “What the hell was my grandmother into?”

      “We’re going to figure that out.” He closed the laptop and turned me around. “Tomorrow.”

      I sighed. “It’s already tomorrow.”

      He settled his hands on my shoulders. “Even more reason that we should get a few hours of sleep, preferably in a row. I’m going to hack at this in the morning.”

      I frowned up at him. “And what the hell am I going to do?”

      “Keep my business running.”

      “Oh, now I’m good enough to be back at work?”

      “You always were.” He tipped up my chin. “Too good—more than I’m comfortable with, Ms. Copeland.”

      “I think that was a compliment.” I squinted at him. “Sort of.”

      “Bed, Ms. Copeland.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”
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      I flipped stations on the television as I waited for Blake to finish his shower. Cranky didn’t even cover my mood that morning. Three hours of sleep was worse than no sleep at all as far as I was concerned.

      I perched on the end of the bed as annoying, chirpy morning show voices drove me closer to the edge. Finally I got so deep into the channels I found syndicated television. Six in the morning was made for kickass monsters evidently.

      I paused when Cordelia Chase shrieked. Yeah, I could do with some Angel to start the day. “Come on, Cordie, I know you’re more kickass than that.”

      “Are you talking to an inanimate object?”

      I twisted to look at Blake. “I talk to you all day, don’t I?”

      “I suppose I walked into that. Though to be honest, I’m rarely sitting still.”

      “That’s true.” I climbed off the massive bed and padded across to him. His hair was slicked back and wet, and a towel was tucked low on his hip.

      So domestic.

      I’d been getting used to the sleeping-in-the-same-bed thing, but he was rarely there when I woke up. “What’s so special today? You’re usually gone well before five.”

      “Evidently I’m missing out on vampires and screams for my trouble.”

      “Don’t knock it. Vampire detectives are very sexy.”

      “Is that so?” He glanced at the television. “I suppose. If you go for the cro-magnon, Neanderthal type.”

      I swiveled back to the wide screen television. “I suppose his forehead is a little prominent. Or it could be the vampire makeup.”

      “Hmm.”

      I shrugged. “Better than a chirpy talkshow host.”

      “We can agree in that regard.”

      I sighed. Blake, of course, usually tuned the TV to the news or a financial show. Boring. I handed him the remote. “I suppose you want CNN or something.”

      He took the remote and tossed it on the bed. His gaze drifted to the twisted sheets. I would’ve liked to think it was because he wanted to toss me onto the mattress, but it was probably because the bed was unmade. The dude had some serious issues with keeping a place tidy.

      Was it wrong that I got off on leaving things slightly askew? His tie, his bed, my clothes on a chair?

      Most likely.

      A psychologist would probably enjoy the hell out of a couch session with me.

      “I’d like to change our schedules a little.”

      “Oh?”

      “I need you to cover more of my west coast dealings for the rest of the calendar year. So we’ll be going in a little later.”

      The rest of the calendar year, so under two weeks. Not exactly a huge stretch of time.

      “All right.” I tilted my head. “Wait…we?”

      He nodded.

      “It’s not like we work a nine-to-five shift. I seem to remember a few dashes for the door well past the witching hour.”

      He sighed. “Yes, but we need to keep up appearances. If Annabelle is to be believed—”

      “Why would she lie?”

      Blake simply raised a brow. Hell. Yeah, it wasn’t exactly like my grandmother was keen on keeping things low-key. She enjoyed dramatics when it suited her.

      Okay, so it suited her more than I preferred to own up to.

      Whatever.

      “If Annabelle is to be believed, you are in danger. And that means we need to work smart. We’ll go in later so that we can work a little later, but not too late. I want to be able to monitor the comings and goings of the office and here at the house, as well as the beach house.”

      I frowned. “Monitor?”

      He moved away and slipped off the towel, tossing it over his shoulder as he walked to his armoire. Effortlessly beautiful, and more than comfortable with his body, he didn’t pay attention to my slack-jawed reaction in the mirror.

      Not sure I was ever going to get used to this whole other side of Blake. I know I sounded a little crazy—even to myself—but getting used to the intimacy of us when we weren’t skin to skin was a little nerve-racking.

      No matter how long we were together, I was never going to saunter around the house naked. In the dark was one thing, but with the gray wash of dawn creeping over the sky and through every blessed window of his master bedroom…yeah, that was a no.

      He snapped out a pair of boxer briefs and stepped into them. I tried not to stare, but truthfully, they hugged his ridiculously fine form.

      Click back into gear, Grace.

      “Monitor?” I asked again when my brain behaved.

      “Yes. I’ve wired all of the houses with a closed circuit system.”

      I swiveled around and stared into the corners. “I don’t see any cameras.”

      “It’s a relatively new set-up. I’m in the beta program. Max Chapel is a genius when it comes to finding ways to improve security.”

      I frowned. I knew that name. We—he—did a lot of business with Chapel Enterprises. I usually had to send them a weekly invoice.

      I tried to bring the information up in my well-stuffed memory banks. As antisocial as Blake was, he was extremely successful at building his brand and his repertoire of associates and clients.

      “Filament,” I said quietly.

      “Correct. One of the places it is being tested is in the vestibule.”

      I swallowed. The vestibule that we’d been intimate in that first time.

      I tried not to think about the fact that the entire security team probably saw my body.

      Blake came over to me. He’d slipped on a pale blue dress shirt over his smooth skin, but it was still unbuttoned. He cupped my face. “No one saw us.”

      I flushed and looked away. Relief threatened to drown me. I couldn’t speak. He’d protected me. Again.

      Just when I was ready to write him off as a world-class asshole—and after last night’s stalking revelations, I’d been sorely tempted—he did things like this that made me rethink every-damn-thing.

      I forced myself to meet his gaze. “How does it work?”

      “The filaments are in the frame of my glass in that particular set-up. Same as in this house, and at Annabelle’s house. The systems aren’t fully operational yet, but close.”

      “So no one would know.”

      “If anyone knows me, they are aware of my penchant for security, but no, it’s not obvious. However, I have placed some cameras in certain areas to throw people off. The police in the Cove and Marblehead are beyond useless. They don’t want to believe the break-ins were anything other than a home invasion or prank.”

      I sighed and stepped out of his hold. “We know it wasn’t. Not when they were so focused on finding something in the bookcases. Obviously they were looking for something small.”

      He caught my hand. “The drive.”

      I looked up at him. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      “Which is why I will not risk you, Ms. Copeland.”

      I squeezed his fingers. “I’m a big girl—”

      “No.” The fierceness in his eyes gave me pause. And seriously tight nipples. What was it about that side of him that woke everything up inside me? Because high-handed possessive guys had never been my thing.

      Until him.

      “Whomever frightened Annabelle had to know she had some sort of information. And obviously they want said information. So, you’re officially on lockdown.”

      I bristled. He wanted me to. The tic in his jaw and stony glare spoke volumes. What did it say about us that we were always a little better when we were on edge?

      How could I love a man who never allowed me restful moments?

      Even worse, how could I love someone who lied to me at every turn?

      Could I even call that love?

      Complete trust was number one on the checkmark guide to love and forever. Of course our list had been edited so many times it didn’t even resemble the first one.

      Starting with a picture of a boy who barely dented my memory banks even though the proof was in technicolor for me to pore over. And I would, probably for hours. Anything to jog my recollection. Still, I couldn’t grasp those little whispers of memory.

      And now, I had this hulking, intense version of that boy living in the epicenter of my world.

      I looked down to see my fingers grasping the edges of his shirt.

      His chest was expanding with tension and the air between us crackled. How could I not remember this between us?

      It feels like it had to have always been there. From that first day in his office with his glasses between his teeth and his gaze zeroing in on me—almost a foregone conclusion.

      Why didn’t it register before?

      Was I that oblivious?

      The fact that I had to ask myself that question was frustrating and pathetic. And not the point of this conversation. As usual, the heavy tension and anger superseded my focus on the matter at hand.

      I’d resisted voicing my fears, but I couldn’t ignore them anymore. “Do you think my grandmother was into something illegal?”

      “I think you know the answer to that already.”

      “I just don’t understand why. She wasn’t that kind of person when I was a child. I’m certain of it. What changed?”

      He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “I wish I could give you an answer.”

      “Me too.” I released the edges of his shirt and smoothed them down as I slowly buttoned it closed. His nostrils flared and that jaw tic started up again.

      Awareness bloomed to life. The tie thing was a kink I hadn’t known I had before I met him.

      So many things he’d awakened in me.

      I got to the bottom of his shirt and the back of my fingers brushed over his increasing hardness.

      I ached to curl my fingers around his shaft, to drag my thumb over and around his head until he finally groaned, but I didn’t. The need to button him up was more important than touching his skin right now.

      I skirted around him to his walk in closet and selected a cranberry-colored tie with a thin navy line. When I turned back to him, he was standing in the same spot, his hands fisted at his sides.

      I wasn’t sure if he was indulging me, or preparing to strike. Cordelia and Gunn were arguing in the background on the TV, but I had one focus.

      Him. Always him.

      I circled him, trailing my fingertips over the wide plane of his back, the hard curve of shoulder and pecs, to the buttons again. I walked up the placket of buttons to his collar and flipped it up.

      He lifted his chin and looked down at me through his lashes. My nipples beaded up until they showed under the heavy material. I was wearing a matching shirt, mine in snowy white. He seemed to like me in his clothes.

      He wouldn’t say it, but his body language was the only way I could figure him out anyway.

      Just like now.

      Yet again I was teetering on a precipice, and it was labeled Blake Carson. I was either going to plummet to a fiery crash, or fall harder for this man. I still wasn’t sure which was preferable.

      I raised my arms to drape the tie around his neck. He didn’t bend to help me. Oh, no there was no giving an inch when it came to this man. Not now.

      Not last. Last night had been a storm without end.

      He’d demanded participation and my submission. And I’d given it. Lord, I’d given it over and over again.

      But at the oddest times, he conceded too. It wasn’t all just his way or the highway. Just most of the time.

      Here and now I wanted to put my mark on him. Even if that mark was an intricately knotted tie. Memories of our night in the vestibule intruded as silk whispered against silk between us.

      That night there’d been no words either.

      I tucked, twisted, tugged, and finally the Eldridge knot took form. I tightened it until it was just under his Adam’s apple. His citrus scent seeped through the silk and cotton. His soap had become my soap.

      The spicy component to him wasn’t evident yet. The layer of scent from his cologne that transferred to my skin with each stroke of his hands.

      The press of his flesh on mine.

      The way he covered me so completely.

      “Grace.” His voice was barely a husky rumble.

      Part of me wanted to reach under the tails of his shirt. I knew what I’d find.

      He would be as turned on as me.

      Hard.

      The tip of his cock would be tight and dark, slicked with his salty pre-cum.

      His fisted hands went to the braid I wore for sleep and tugged my head back. My lips parted and he swore.

      “You’re not going to ruin that perfect knot I created for a quick fuck, are you, Blake?”

      He swung me around and kicked out my ankles. His fingers twisted in my hair. I grinned as he pushed my cheek into the mattress.

      I took perverse pleasure in making him lose control.

      He shoved up the shirt I was wearing. He swore ripely once more. I wasn’t wearing any panties and I was dripping.

      There was no shame inside me. I was used to my body’s reaction to him, even if I hated it some days.

      His hand spanned my lower back as he angled me just how he wanted me. I looked up, and the mirror of his armoire was right there.

      So close.

      He flipped his tie over his shoulder and tugged up his shirt. Already his boxers were bunched around his thighs. He angled that magnificent cock toward me.

      “Yes.”

      His brows snapped down as he studied us in the glass. I saw the anger and lust warring in his gaze.

      “Look at me. Look at us.” God, was that my voice?

      He straightened as he stared at us in the mirror. He gripped my braid again, slightly arching me back. “Is this what you want?”

      I gripped the sheets for purchase. There was danger in his eyes. And I wanted all of it. The darker side of Blake lured me like nothing else. “Yes.”

      He released my hair and shoved at his shirt, lifting it out of the way. I rose onto my forearms to watch.

      God, he was stupidly beautiful. His stomach muscles quivered with each breath as he took himself in hand.

      The angle in the mirror wasn’t good for me. I couldn’t see enough. I twisted to look over my shoulder and he adjusted my hips to line us up. I was too short, and his bed too tall. He swiped the head of his cock along my slit. I rose onto my toes to urge him inside me, but that wasn’t in his plan.

      Why couldn’t he be like any other guy and just go at me? Moments like the counter explosion the night before were so rare. It was so unusual for him to lose all control.

      Normally, he had to make sure everything was just so. Just his way.

      The fitted sheet popped and sprang toward me thanks to my frustrated grip.

      He leaned over me. “Impatient, Ms. Copeland?”

      “Get on with it. We’re going to be late.”

      “As you wish.” He growled and thrust inside me.

      I went onto my toes as his teasing dissolved into a relentless slam of hips against my ass. I swear to god he was going to rip me apart.

      But I loved it. I pushed back against him and moaned as my body fisted around each inch of him. Overwhelming and intense—the way he owned my body never failed to unnerve me, even as it thrilled me.

      I cried out as the orgasm hit me out of nowhere. My thighs shook and I groaned as spots floated in my vision.

      He made an inhuman sound and suddenly he was gone. Warmth spread across my lower back followed by his shuddering breath finally dented my blissed out state.

      No condom.

      Sweet Jesus, I hadn’t even paid attention. I looked up at the mirror and noticed his shoulders heave in reaction. His hair had tumbled forward and shock bloomed across his boyish face.

      “Stay still, Grace.”

      “It’s fine. I’m on the pill.”

      Disheveled and quiet, he finally backed away and disappeared into the bathroom. He came back out with a warm washcloth and the usual Blake in place.

      I rather liked when he was out of control, but I also understood how much it cost him to open up in any way.

      He gently cleaned me up and curved a hand around my hip. The withdrawal was coming, but letting him get away with it was exhausting. I straightened and turned into his chest.

      His arms were like iron bars at his sides.

      Nope, not today.

      I slid my arms under the tails of his shirt to the skin of his back and held on until he finally relented and held me too. He pressed his cheek to the top of my head. I peered up at him. His eyes were wary, but not as shattered. The possessive gleam was returning actually. Enough that I backed up. He caught me by my elbows and lifted me onto my toes.

      Heaven forbid that he would actually lean down to kiss me. Nope, he has to bring me up to him. We stared at each other as he nipped my lower lip before sweeping in for a full on taste.

      My eyes fluttered closed as I fell into the rare bit of connection. We didn’t really do well with the actual relationship portion of things.

      It was either business or pleasure to the extreme with a hint of barbarian high-handedness. What did it say about me that it was the latter that usually soaked my panties?

      He lowered me to my feet. “We have much to accomplish today, Ms. Copeland.”

      “I’ll be ready in ten.”

      “Make it eight,” he said and left me to go to the bureau to finish dressing.

      I curled my fingers around the doorjamb. What was that I said about liking his high-handedness? “You don’t want to come into the shower with me?”

      He glanced over his shoulder. “No, I think I’ll wear your scent on me today.”

      Well, hell. That was going to be in my head the rest of the day. He was such a bastard.
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      The ride into Boston was quiet. Blake seemed to be lost in his thoughts even more so than usual. And for once, I didn’t mind the silence. I needed to get my head in the game. It was stuffed full of random pieces of information.

      My grandmother’s secrets.

      Numbers which made my head spin, and I was good at numbers, dammit. I practically ran Blake’s business when he was too wrapped up in individual projects. But here and now, I was marching into overwhelmed status.

      We parked and spent the elevator ride going over the high points for the day. Instead of coming up to the executive floor with me, he stopped off in RnD.

      “I’m going to use my workshop to go through some of the data. Easier to use multiple screens to do side-by-side comparisons.”

      I nodded. “Good idea.”

      He curled his hand over the open doors. It was early enough that no one was around. I frowned as he hovered at the threshold, one booted foot over, the other still in the elevator.

      “Blake? Did you forget something?”

      His jaw flexed.

      I frowned. “What’s wrong?”

      He stepped back into the elevator and pushed me up against the back rail, lifting me onto my toes. His mouth covered mine in a hot and hard kiss.

      Distantly, my work brain whispered a warning about cameras, but the lusty side was way louder.

      Lusty for the win.

      I grasped his shoulder with one hand and slid the other under his coat, suit jacket, and into the silky back of his vest. So much heat and power trapped under classy wool.

      He’d always been very dominant in how he kissed and touched me. Oh, there were moments of sweetness, but overall, it always seemed like when he touched me it was as if a padlock had been snapped open and his passion came roaring out.

      This was no different—except this was at work.

      His hardness dug into my middle. Part of me wanted to palm him again. Another part ached to drop to my knees and take him in hand.

      Had the air around us been peppered with some hormone-inducing crazy gas?

      Finally he drew hard on my lower lip and stepped back. “I’ll see you for lunch.” His chest was heaving and his impeccable hair had been mauled by my hand…somehow.

      I didn’t even remember doing it.

      “Yes, Mr. Carson.”

      His fingers fisted around his messenger bag. “Ms. Copeland.” His voice was thick and deep and then he was gone, striding down the hall and disappearing into the huge office he kept there.

      An office I’d never actually been in.

      The doors slid shut silently and the glass-enclosed elevator rose to the executive floor. When the door opened, Jack met me in the hallway.

      “You’re late, Blondie.” His eyebrow hiked up into his shaggy blond hair. “And disheveled.”

      “Shut up, Jack.” I stalked down the hallway to the bathrooms and he followed me. “Do you mind?”

      “Unisex,” he said with a shrug.

      “What is it with you men today?”

      “I’d figure you’d be in a better mood with the messed-up do and all.”

      I turned to the mirror and bit back a groan. I’d started out the day with a smooth ponytail. Somehow Blake had jerked it askew and my blouse was untucked.

      Awesome.

      Violet had probably caught that little grope and tickle on the video feed. Did I mention awesome?

      “Unless you want a show, Jack, I suggest you tell me what you need to say and get the hell out of here.”

      Jack leaned against the doorway. “Not that I wouldn’t enjoy the show, but I do value my balls. Blake’s not above snipping them off for being in your dance space.”

      I met his gaze in the mirror. “Get to the point.”

      “Right, Thorny.”

      I tugged out my makeup case and gave him a bland look.

      He cleared his throat. “One of the names of the companies was niggling at me, so I did some digging.”

      I paused as I slicked on a fresh coat of lipstick. “How much digging?”

      “I may be in the private sector these days, but I do have some friends left in the Alphabet Soup of agencies.”

      I recapped my Poppin’ Pink and threw it into my bag. “Any particular branch of the military?”

      “More like FBI.”

      I sighed. Of course Jack knew people in the FBI. Why not? “Am I going to like this tidbit of info?”

      “Depends.”

      “Yeah, that means no.”

      “Well, it certainly gives us some insight. How much remains to be seen.”

      I stuffed my blouse down into my trousers and buttoned my cinnamon-colored blazer. Evidently I wasn’t going to get the chance to do a full reboot of my outfit. I moved to the door, but he held his arm across the threshold.

      “I don’t really need this info under the watchful eye of our security cameras.”

      I frowned. “That’s not ominous.”

      Jack’s mouth tipped up in his usual smirk, but the spark was missing from his eyes. “It could mean nothing.”

      “By your reaction, I’m voting for something.”

      “Two of the companies listed are in Brooklyn.”

      “All right,” I hedged.

      He sighed. “I can’t be sure. And these two companies are legit.”

      Unlike some of the ones that we researched. “But…” When he drummed his fingers on the doorjamb, I tipped my head back. “Spit it out.”

      “Mob ties, Blondie. One definitely, the other all but verified.”

      I laughed. “What are we in a movie?”

      “I wish. And while the movies make them sound pretty bad, the reality of organized crime in New York City is even worse. No horse heads in bed. Instead, people just go missing. Not floating in the river in three days, just gone.”

      I swallowed. “And you think my grandmother was involved with these people?” My voice was little more than a whisper.

      “I don’t know what the hell Annabelle Stuart was into, but if she’s even on the outskirts of these dealings then we’re…” Jack dropped his gaze. His nails went white with the pressure of his hold on the doorjamb.

      “We’re fucked?”

      His gaze snapped to mine. “Let’s just say I’m worried.” He dropped his hand. “Where’s Blake? And why isn’t he with you?”

      “He’s on the fifth floor.”

      His brows snapped down over his bright blue eyes. “He’s got a wild hair for a design now?”

      “Well, that’s what he wants everyone to think. He’s combing through the data on his system.”

      “Gotta hand it to that guy. Not an idiot.”

      “No.” I twisted my keys on my bag. “Should we tell him what you found?”

      “On lunch. We’ll see if he finds the same things I did.”

      “Okay. Good idea.”

      Jack opened the door. “Ready?”

      I smoothed my hand over my middle. “Yeah. Let’s get this charade over with.”

      We both moved into the corridor. Jack’s assistant, Derek, waved on his way into Jack’s wing of the top floor.

      “I have three calls this morning I can’t miss. And you’re covering for Blake on the Los Angeles call with Lila?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, it’s just a check in so the assistants are all that’s necessary.”

      “Okay, good. Let me know if you need anything.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “You always are. We were lost when you were gone for those few weeks.”

      I grinned as I dumped my bag into my drawer. “Thanks. Blake would rather saw off his tongue than say that.”

      “You know him all too well.”

      “Yeah, I do.” I dropped into my seat and booted up my system. “I think nutty chicken should be on the menu for later.”

      “I think that can be arranged.” Jack gave me a little salute.

      The morning went into fast forward after that. Lila Shawcross—now Crandall—and I met via vid conference at eleven. Otherwise the entire morning was filled with administrative duties that left me far too much time to think.

      How on Earth was my grandmother involved with something so nefarious? The biggest conversation piece we had around the dinner table was which family was throwing the bigger summer bash. Who was sleeping with who, and who got the bigger divorce settlement.

      I rarely cared about the goings on of the Marblehead rich, but I listened to my grandmother because that’s what you did when you loved your family. And she always seemed to get such a kick out of the gossip.

      But now it looked like she was stirring half of it.

      My lips twitched as the messenger box blinked, dragging me out of my overactive mind.

      BC: Have you crumbled my empire this morning?

      GC: Only a quarter crumbled. I think we’ll be able to fix everything over nutty chicken this afternoon.

      BC: Nutty chicken is not the correct name.

      GC: Sure it is. You knew exactly what I was talking about.

      BC: Regardless, the lunch will be welcome. Are there any fires to put out?

      GC: I have everything well in hand.

      BC: Of this, I have no doubt.

      The warm glow hit me low and I curled my fingers away from the keyboard. This was the second time he actually gave me a compliment—well, sort of. A Blake compliment.

      When there were no other messages forthcoming, I lost myself in the piles of work that had somehow multiplied like gremlins. Handholding with engineers on job sites, a new order for a skyscraper in Seattle under the Chapel Enterprises purview, and another client thanks to Donovan Lewis.

      I was hip-deep in spreadsheets and another bottle of Pepsi Max when Jack dropped the bag of Thai on my desk and took three months off my life. “Geeze. Warn a girl, would you?”

      “I’ve been calling your name for five minutes, Blondie.”

      “Oh.” I pushed my seat back. Somehow I’d crept up until the screen was about six inches from my nose. “Sorry. What time is it?”

      “Half past starving.”

      I swiveled to face him and stretched my fingers before I laid them against my growling stomach. “Yeah, no kidding.” I pulled the edge of the bag open. “What did you get me?”

      “What else?”

      My mouth watered. “Any appetizers?”

      “Everything is buried.”

      “Damn.”

      Jack held out a sleeve of spring rolls. “Like I wouldn’t give you your candy.”

      I snatched it out of his hand and took a bite. “Oh, yeah. That’s the stuff.”

      “Should we go feed the bear?”

      I finished off the spring roll and licked my thumb. “Probably. Though he doesn’t seem to be feeling very bear-ish.”

      “Are we talking about the same guy?”

      I stood and grabbed my blazer off the back of my chair. “This was a few hours ago.”

      “Sounds more like it.”

      We took the elevator down to the darkened hallways of Research and Development. We got to the doors and Jack tried his card, but they didn’t unlock.

      Hmm. That was new and different.

      I knocked on the door, but there was no reply. I moved over to the control panel and pressed my card to the reader and it buzzed open.

      “Really?” Jack asked.

      “I…” What the hell was I going to say? Blake’s CEO didn’t have the code to his lair, but the girlfriend did? That probably wasn’t going to go over well.

      Jack swung open the door. “What the hell, Carson?”

      Blake looked up from a huge steel table with four thirty-inch screens making up a massive curving work station. Three more wide screens were bolted on the wall behind him and some sort of search was being done on two of them with another running code.

      I didn’t even know Blake knew code.

      He slapped a few keys and all the screens went dark.

      Jack’s eyes went arctic as he pushed the food into my arms. “Are you fucking kidding me with this? I put my neck out for you and now you’re locking me out?”

      Blake came around the desk. His jacket was gone and he was just in his vest with rolled-up sleeves and his glasses perched on his nose. The tie I’d fashioned was hanging on the edge of one of the screens, my knot still in place.

      Now was definitely not the right time to be getting the swoons about that, and yet…there they were.

      “These aren’t my secrets to share.” Blake’s voice was cool and dismissive.

      Yeah, that wasn’t good. I put down our bag of Thai takeout and lunged after Jack.

      The two men faced off, both of them similar in height and stature. And for once, Jack was the one in full business armor. His affable nature was gone, and I was pretty sure that I never wanted to be on Jack’s bad side.

      Like ever.

      Holy crap.

      “Okay, separate corners, you two.” I waded in between them, resisting the urge to shut my eyes. Could laser beams actually come out of eyeballs? They were doing a good job of practicing, that was for damn sure.

      Jack was immovable, so I went with Blake. His anger was far cooler, more of a slow burn. Jack was more like that fire guy from Inside Out. Good thing he had a thick head of hair or flames were going to shoot out the top.

      I pressed both of my hands on his chest. “Blake.”

      He broke the dead man’s stare and swiped his hand over my hip before drawing me next to him. “It’s sensitive information.”

      I looked between him and Jack and frowned. I trusted Jack, but there was definitely an air of caution blowing off Blake.

      And I really didn’t know why. Sure, there had been that cufflink thing Blake had told me about, though Jack had just been trying to look out for me by following me to the beach house. Besides, I thought they’d talked about that and put it to rest.

      Apparently not.

      I’d once believed Jack was the only man Blake trusted on this planet, but now it didn’t even seem like he trusted him.

      “It’s all right,” I said. “Jack is on my short list.”

      Blake glanced down at me with a small nod. He moved to the bank of monitors and flipped them back to life.

      Jack was still stiff as he rounded the edge of the desk and stood before the ones on the wall. “What the hell kind of algorithms are you running?”

      “First screen is to the Massachusetts registry of businesses.”

      Jack shot a look over his shoulder. “Do I want to know how you got into that kind of proprietary information?”

      Blake lifted a shoulder. “Public record for that one.”

      He snorted. “Right.” Jack motioned for the second screen. “And that one?”

      “New York.”

      I scooped up one of Blake’s fountain pens. Ignoring his frown, I fiddled with the cap as I glanced at the information on the desk screens. Columns of numbers and websites were stacked in some pattern that only made sense to Blake.

      Blake came over to me and closed his big hands around mine. He took his pen. I lifted an eyebrow and laughed when he handed me a disposable Bic.

      “Not allowed to play with your toys?”

      He hooked his glasses into the small pocket of his vest. “I prefer to keep your blouse white.”

      “You do, huh?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you think I’m going to make your precious pen explode?”

      “You have a habit of chewing on pens.”

      My lips twitched as I glanced down at his lips, then lower to the edge of his vest and belt. “Are you saying I have an oral fixation?”

      That jaw thingie was back. Man, I had a deep and abiding love for that muscle. I really hoped he didn’t figure out that was his tell. I did love to exploit it.

      “Save it for the chopsticks.”

      “Damn.”

      He brushed by me. “For now,” he said low against my ear as he moved beside Jack.

      I swallowed and glanced at Jack. Luckily he seemed engrossed in the screen. Like I should be. I dropped into Blake’s chair, which of course was not set for someone my size—you know, normal.

      I could feel him staring a few holes into my back for daring to touch his set-up, but scrolled through a few of the different sites anyway.

      Instead of sitting down to lunch, we all brainstormed over the data and ate from cartons near the worktable. Not on the worktable, of course—Blake would have a mild coronary if there was food near his computers—but I was allowed to hover from three feet away.

      Jack was quiet most of the lunch hour, but eventually seemed to get over his snit. A reminder alarm beeped from the corner of the screen and I stuck my chopsticks back into my carton of noodles.

      “Jack, we have that conference call in thirty minutes.”

      He scooped the last of his carton into his mouth and pitched it into the garbage in the corner of the room. “Right. If I look at any more of this, my eyes are going to cross anyway.” Jack glanced at Blake. “You hiding out the rest of the day down here?”

      Blake glanced from Jack to me. “Unless you need me?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. All is copacetic upstairs.”

      “Then, yes. I’ve only dug into the surface of the data. I’ll need all the time I can manage.”

      Jack nodded. “We’ll make sure you get it.” He nodded at me. “I’ll head up and meet you in his office in twenty.”

      He still seemed stiff, so I clasped my fingers around his wrist before he could pass us by. “Thank you, Jack. We really appreciate all your help.”

      He sighed. “Anything for you, Blondie.”

      “I’ll be right up.”

      He nodded.

      When we were alone, I grasped Blake’s collar and dragged him down to me. “What was that all about?”

      He tried to pull back, but I pushed him into his chair instead and pressed my knee between his legs, grazing his precious manhood. His dark brows beetled. “Grace.”

      Ah, so he could say it when I wasn’t naked. “Since when don’t you trust Jack?”

      “I believe that I mentioned it wasn’t personal.”

      “Bullshit.” His lips thinned. Taking that as an answer I tilted my head. “There’s a reason for it. And I want to know.”

      “No you don’t.”

      “Dammit, Blake.”

      “I don’t trust anyone with you. No one.” His voice was nearly a growl. “Not even my best friend.”

      I lowered my forehead to his. The reassuring citrus and spice scent of him soothed me. “What the hell am I going to do with you?”

      His fingers curled over my hip to cup my ass. His other hand teased the lock of hair that had fallen forward before he tucked it behind my ear. Instead of answering me, he sealed his lips over mine and kissed me breathless.

      He tasted of peanuts and warmth, of all the things I’d come to cherish and long for. I wanted to curl into his lap and fall into this rare bit of easy affection, but I was on a schedule.

      Always a schedule when it came to this man.

      Wrong time, wrong place.

      I gripped his wrist, then trailed my fingers down the swirls of ink to the rolled cuff of his shirt. I leaned back before he could deepen the kiss even more.

      I’d be toast.

      Was he wearing an extra layer of hormones or something today? What the hell was going on with me?

      “You need to work.” I swallowed down a moan and braced myself on his shoulders. I scooped his glasses out of his pocket and set them on his nose. “Work hard, I have plans for you tonight.”

      He searched my face, then nodded. “I could be amenable to that.”

      I laughed. “Good to know.” I brushed my knee against his hardness before setting my foot back on the floor.

      “I’ll remember this little maneuver, Ms. Copeland.”

      I brushed my thumb across his lower lip to get the last of my lipstick smear.

      He grasped my wrist to scrape his teeth along the sensitive heel of my hand before leaving a wisp of a kiss at my wrist. “I’ll check in this afternoon.”

      He so wasn’t playing fair.

      Like I should be surprised. “Sounds good.”

      There, my voice didn’t sound too much like Demi Moore’s.

      Maybe.

      I gathered my containers and his, dropping them in the trash before I left. There was no way I could look back at him.

      Not right now.

      Vest, ink, hard-on, and glasses? I was only human.

      Work, Grace. I had a multi-million dollar deal to smooth out with an old guy who required my sweet side, not the hormonally driven, lusty Grace that wanted to drop to my knees and take Blake’s impressive cock into my mouth.

      Nope.

      Not that Grace.

      It was going to be a very long day.
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      I stared at the photos on my screen, pulled from more diary pages on the thumb drive. These had been scanned so the original text was in Annabelle’s looping script, with notes in the margins flowing around the photos.

      This particular one contained Annabelle, Philomena and my father.

      They were laughing, arms around each other’s waists. Clearly it had been taken some time ago, as they were all much younger. But even with their smiles, tension lurked in their eyes. In Annabelle’s, especially. The undercurrents in the photo were much stronger than the feigned friendship.

      Coincidentally, the diary pages in this section had a symbol sprinkled every few lines. There was talk about investments “overseas” so maybe someone with an untrained eye might not be aware of the deeper meaning of that cute little dolphin drawn in the margins. Except it wasn’t a dolphin, it was a whale, and that meant they likely had a very big one on the hook.

      My father had used the same term in some of his dealings. I’d paid attention to the wisps of conversation I’d overheard during our infrequent outings during my childhood when he was talking to one of his associates, because at first I’d been naïve enough to think a mammal was just a mammal. Whales in their parlance weren’t just something to save. They indicated someone, usually a very wealthy someone, who’d been earmarked to either take the fall for a crime or who would soon be their cash cow. Whether or not the “whale” was willing mattered very little to those who set the marks.

      Another small drawing in the corner of the page caught my eye. Just a doodle or was it more? A tall building. Nothing stood out about it. Just a high-rise, lots of windows. The typical steel and chrome empire—

      The word clicked in my brain, and I crosschecked against the list of shell companies and tax shelters we’d unearthed in Brooklyn. Empire Design Company. Coincidentally, it had an address both in Brooklyn and an equally phony address in Marblehead, listed on the same street as the gallery. Except the block’s numbers didn’t go that high.

      So many coincidences. Too bad I didn’t believe in them. Ever.

      Before I could question the impulse, I called someone I’d never thought I would—Silas, my father’s right hand man.

      The conversation was about as terse as expected. As was the admission that Vincente Costas, my father’s best friend, had been killed not long ago. Shot by his own son.

      I should’ve been horrified, and yet in the world I’d lived in, it wasn’t all that surprising. The breech of loyalty was, of course. But that a son would go that far—not so much. That he’d killed his own father to protect his brother’s woman intrigued me, however. Perhaps it was time I meet with Dante Costas again. It had been so long since I’d seen that watchful, mistrustful-eyed boy. I’d never wanted to see any of them again, but now there were things happening in Brooklyn, things that had involved by father and potentially the mob—because where Robert went, his cronies were never far behind. I needed intel.

      So it looked like I might need Dante as well.

      Silas gave me Dante’s number, albeit not willingly, and I called to make an appointment to see him through his personal assistant. Made men had more layers between them and the public than I had layers of glass surrounding me, and that was saying plenty.

      When the assistant asked my relationship to Dante and I mentioned my father’s name, I was immediately put on hold. Darlene sounded a lot friendlier when she returned.

      “Mr. Costas is available to see you in Brooklyn this evening, if you are able to meet him at his place of business. He’s traveling back to the west coast tomorrow, so time is of the essence.”

      My eyebrow rose. Dante’s family had sidelines in commerce and casinos and more recently, in mixed martial arts fighting. I had no desire to meet him at a gym or worse, some warehouse.

      “What exactly is his place of business?”

      I didn’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t what Darlene offered. “He would like to book you a private table for two at La Cucina. Are you familiar with his restaurant?”

      My eyebrow was in danger of vaulting up my forehead at this rate. “No, I am not. Is this a new thing?”

      “Just the past few months. It’s been getting rave reviews. You will enjoy your meal.” She clucked and named a few times, and I took the latest reservation offered, then thanked her and hung up.

      Only afterward did I realize that I couldn’t just up and go to New York, not anymore. I had to tell Grace what was going on.

      Yeah, tell her your father was hooked up with the mob, and you’re beginning to think her grandmother and possibly Philomena are too. She’ll love that.

      I flipped a pen through my fingers and contemplated the rows of screens before me. Some running financials, some searching for certain words and codes in the text on the thumb drive. Still others contained maps, as I tried to peg connections where all I could see were more dead ends. A lot of roads to nowhere.

      Mostly, I was running on a bunch of wild goose chases, led by a woman with a flair from the dramatic who just happened to be dead.

      I pulled up my instant messaging window.

      

      BC: Busy tonight?

      

      She took an inordinately long time to reply. In the meantime, I made arrangements for my helicopter. We’d need fast, discreet transportation to the city, and Grace loved to fly. Assuming I convinced her to join me.

      Assuming she ever answered.

      At the same time, I didn’t want to have the helicopter arrive until the building was nearly cleared out. The last thing I wanted was attention on us. She was still my assistant and I was still her employer. Just because more people knew about us now wasn’t a reason to get sloppy. There were still protocols and boundaries, even if it was my own company.

      I’d arranged the appropriate flight clearances and ascertained where I’d be touching down in Brooklyn when Grace finally deigned to respond.

      

      GC: Depends. I’m waiting to hear if Chris Evans will buy me that pizza he promised.

      

      The fist of anger that seized my gut was instantaneous. The jealousy twined within it was so much worse.

      

      BC: Who exactly is Chris Evans? Is he one of our clients? And why is he offering you Italian food?

      

      Again with the slow response. I tapped my pen on the keys until I pitched it aside and gave in to the need to demand more answers.

      

      BC: Furthermore, perhaps I was under the mistaken impression that this was an exclusive relationship, but pizza dates should be cleared first.

      

      Nothing.

      

      I was about to send another likely-to-be unanswered message when a picture formed on my screen of a guy in a tight blue and silver super hero outfit, brandishing a red, blue and white shield. What the hell? Did she think this was the time for jokes?

      

      GC: Meet Chris Evans. No, he’s not one of our clients. You wish. This fine sir is Captain America, and he’s far beyond your paygrade, Mr. Carson.

      

      Irritation had me snapping back before logic descended.

      

      BC: No one is beyond my paygrade, Ms. Copeland.

      

      Some movie actor, for God’s sake. She thought she was funny, and I was—

      Not funny at all. Actually a little pathetic.

      Clearly I needed to bone up on pop culture, once I finished with all this cloak and dagger nonsense.

      

      GC: To return to your original question, my plans tonight may be subject to change.

      

      BC: May be?

      

      GC: Depends what you’re offering.

      

      I debated the best way to phrase my request. Of course I could’ve been one hundred percent honest, and I did have a momentary qualm that I should take that route. But the part of me that wasn’t sure what puzzle pieces I even had on the table warned me to tread carefully.

      Not because I couldn’t trust Grace, but because I didn’t want her to be hurt. Not by what I might discover about myself…or about her and her grandmother.

      

      BC: I’d like to take you on a date.

      

      I rolled my chair closer to the screen of names and addresses in a quarter mile area of the suspect ones in Brooklyn. I fully expected a deluge of IMs the likes I’d never seen. If you waved the promise of romance in front of a woman, she nearly always swooned and offered you whatever you want. At least that’s what Jack had always insisted, that romance was the way to a woman’s heart.

      A path to Grace’s heart would be nice, but tonight I also wanted a roadmap to her brain. She knew more than she was letting on, perhaps even more than she realized. Somewhere along the way Annabelle had let something slip or Grace had seen an unusual visitor or an odd piece of art. Something.

      One way or another I needed to trigger those lost memories without her discovering that I’d been digging into her as much as her grandmother’s files.

      So…romance. That it would be taking place in a restaurant owned by a man in the mob was incidental.

      I would never let any of that touch her. I’d vowed to protect her, and I would. No cost would be too steep.

      Too bad she wasn’t responding to me again. So much for that flurry of messages.

      Clearly she was working too hard. I would’ve been tempted to fire her for that, but she’d definitely have a worker’s comp case for that one. Besides, I needed her far too much.

      Professionally and personally. The damn woman.

      Tired of playing message tag, I picked up the phone and dialed her extension. She answered on the fourth ring.

      “Carson Covenant Inc. This is Grace Copeland, taking your call from the afterlife.”

      Despite my irritation, I laughed. “Dare I ask why?”

      “You should know. You said the words ‘date’ and ‘you’ aka me in the same sentence. I figured this must be what heaven was like, assuming I believed what I was reading.”

      “What do you mean if you believed it? I asked you on a date.”

      “No, you did not. You said you’d like to take me on one. There was no question. But that’s okay, since I immediately slid to the floor. Right now I’m wearing Jack’s giant footprint on my cheek since I faceplanted right on the dirty floor.”

      “His feet aren’t any bigger than mine,” I muttered. “Fine. Will you go out with me on a date?”

      “Where?”

      I shook my head, though I was well aware she couldn’t see me. “Does it matter?”

      “Yes. I don’t want to go to a museum or on a walking historical tour or something equally significant and cold. A date should be a date, Blake.”

      “How about dinner at an Italian restaurant and a movie?” As soon as the question was out, my guilt reared its head again.

      Tell her the truth. She’ll still accompany you. You know she loves her Nancy Drew stuff.

      But that was just the thing. I was campaigning to take her on a date, but I was lying about my true motivations. I always was.

      Lying for what I saw as her own good didn’t make it the truth.

      “And a cupcake,” I added, well aware the guilt now had control of both my wallet and my evening. “There’s a shop near the Italian restaurant I have in mind that has great ones. Killer Cupcakes.”

      “Hmm. You’re getting warmer. What movie?”

      “I don’t know. What’s playing? And don’t say Captain America, Ms. Copeland.”

      “Not for a few months yet, unfortunately.” Her giggle made my shoulders relax. We’d have a date and I’d talk to Dante and we’d get closer to some answers.

      “Our reservations are at nine-thirty. So we’ll take off about eight.”

      “Nine-thirty? What are we, in Europe?”

      “I’d like not to advertise our personal relationship. Taking off from the roof in the helicopter with my assistant before the building is sufficiently empty is advertising.”

      “Wait, what? Helicopter? Why?”

      “The restaurant is in Brooklyn. Work up an appetite for me, Ms. Copeland.”

      I hung up on her sputtering and went back to my tedious data collection. That I rolled up my sleeves even more before I dug in was only to keep the material clean.

      Certainly not because I relished getting to the bottom of this conundrum wrapped in glass and barbed wire.

      When I stopped by the executive floor to collect Grace at just before eight p.m., everything was locked up tight. Grace’s computer was sleeping, her desk was tidy, and her chair was tucked in. She was nowhere in sight.

      I tried to shove down the immediate panic and instead returned to the elevator to head toward the roof. The instant I stepped outside, a gust of wind nearly blew me back a step—or maybe that was seeing Grace seated in my helicopter, her long blond hair tied back with a scarf as if she were doing her best Grace Kelly impression.

      She didn’t need to. There was no one who could impress me like she could.

      Like she had since I was practically a child.

      I climbed into the cockpit and wordlessly handed her my briefcase. She set it between her knees, and her lips moved, as if she were speaking.

      It didn’t matter. I had to have her mouth under mine.

      Hooking my hand around the back of her neck, I tugged her close. And spoke against her lips.

      “You worried me.”

      The flash in her eyes nearly took me under. They sparked with challenge, with denial. Finally softening as my words sank in. “I’m sorry,” she said finally.

      “It’s okay. I’ll overlook it seeing as I don’t think a spanking sets the right tone for our first real date.”

      This time her eyes went wide. “Says who?” she asked breathlessly.

      Chuckling, I slipped back and went through my pre-flight routine. She was already revving in place beside me.

      My girl loved to fly. And I wasn’t even questioning the my girl part anymore, because she was as mine as my own heart.

      A short while later, we took off, and as always I delighted in the sounds of her squeals competing with the sounds of the rotors. I didn’t take her up often enough. I would need to rectify that. Soon.

      Once all of this was behind us, I’d take her up every damn month. Rain, snow or shine.

      The trip didn’t take long. Just a little over an hour, and the conditions for December were surprisingly hospitable. No snow, and the sky was crisp and clear. Pinpricks of stars dotted our way, a map right up to Grace’s promised heavens.

      Jesus, it was December. Almost the holidays. The office would have our annual party in a few days, and close for Christmas shortly after that. Grace and I would have to put all of this aside for a little while even if we hadn’t resolved everything by then. Chances were it wouldn’t be. Obviously all of this—whatever exactly this was—had been going on for years, and our bungling attempts at investigation wouldn’t unknot a lifetime of secrets held close by an old woman in a few hours.

      Maybe not even a few weeks.

      I touched down on the helipad cleared with the flight agency and reduced all power in preparation to disembark. Then I turned to Grace, expecting her usual exuberance from the flight.

      Instead I found her sitting with her head bowed and her shoulders shaking.

      “Grace?”

      She looked up, and even in the dim light I saw the smears of dampness under her eyes. “She doesn’t get to experience any of this anymore, you know? I was just thinking that it’s so beautiful for December, cold but not too cold, and then I realized she’s cold all the time. She’s all alone in that cemetery while I’m up amongst the stars.” She rubbed her thumbs over her cheeks and took a shuddering breath. “Most of the time, I’m good. Not tonight. I don’t know why it hit me so hard just now.”

      But I knew. Unearthing the thumb drive had reminded Grace of everything she didn’t know about the grandmother she loved, likely way more than she ever had. That was the way of parents and grandparents and children, though some more than others, of course. Adding in all the markers that seemed to point to Annabelle’s possible illegal activities and Grace knew not only her grandmother would be dead at the end of this.

      Her view of her as an angel, as her savior, would be dead too.

      I cupped her head and brought her as close to my chest as the tight confines would allow. “You know I’d do anything for you.”

      The words rumbled out of me, and I wasn’t sure she even heard them because they were based more on pure emotion than actual sound.

      But she nodded and clung tighter.

      “Whatever we find, I’ll be with you.”

      Again, she nodded and pressed her wet face into the space created by the opening of my coat. Right near my throat, where my pulse was jackhammering way too fast.

      She was like a shot of adrenaline straight to my veins. The need to protect, to shelter, to shield was as overwhelming as the desire that sprang up between us like lava at the slightest opportunity. Instant and overwhelming.

      I stroked her hair and straightened her scarf. “Do you like lasagna?”

      She was still crying softly, something I felt more than could see clearly in the dark. But she still laughed and nodded, bumping my chin with the top of her head. “Only if it has extra ricotta.”

      I reared back and tipped up her head. “Did you just pronounce that ree-cot-a?” I sounded out her version of the word and shook my head in mock disapproval.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “Because that is laughably far from the correct Italian pronunciation.” I sounded out the proper Italian pronunciation and waited for her to repeat after me. But she just snorted out a laugh.

      “You call it what you want, Mr. Authentic Italian, I just call it good eating.” She started to slip back but I gripped her wrist.

      “Where we’re eating tonight, proper pronunciation is a religion.” I didn’t doubt Dante’s restaurant was as authentic as they came. His mother, God rest her soul, had been a cook to beat the ages. I’d only eaten with the Costas family a few times, but Anna had made every meal an event. She’d cooked at my father’s house when she was in town, taking over the kitchen as if it were her own. Robert had let her, because she’d had a way.

      Now her son owned a restaurant. So many circles, begun and completed. So many goddamn links that overlapped, more than I feared I’d ever fully connect.

      “Maybe you could learn to cook lasagna,” I mused, pleased beyond measure when Grace thwapped her hand against my midsection.

      “You wish, pal. In the meantime, show me to this supposed real Italian food joint. You told me to work up an appetite.” She licked her lips and a growl thundered through my chest, one that had nothing to do with a longing for food. “I always do as you ask, Sir.”

      Then she hopped out of the helicopter and left me sitting alone, straining dick, turbulent thoughts, grin and all.
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      “Tesora mia, I have to say, meeting you tonight has been a real pleasure.” Dante Costas bent at the waist to kiss Grace’s hand, and she blinked up at him as if judging his authenticity as an actual human.

      Though I was not a member of the fairer sex, I could acknowledge the man cut an imposing figure in his all black suit, save a spring green tie. Gone was the awkward, narrowed-eyed, skinny boy I’d once known. In his place was a tall, muscular man with a keen gaze that could rake a person to the bone in ten seconds flat. I knew, because he’d done that to me before even saying hello.

      I appreciated his sharp wits and his inability to trust. Right now, I also trusted no one. Luckily he remembered our fathers close relationship and had enough appreciation for the past and family ties to show me the courtesy of a meeting.

      Of course it had been a challenge actually having it with Grace present. I was already fairly certain it wouldn’t happen tonight, but the endeavor wasn’t wasted. Grace had seemed to enjoy every moment of the meal, from the crisp, dry white wine to the leafy green salad to the lasagna we’d both had to try. Then there was the strong black espresso and thick slice of tiramisu she was currently avidly scooping up, now that Dante had finally released her from his thrall. I’d almost reminded her of the cupcakes, but had decided we could take them to go.

      I was spoiling her and myself. I figured I was probably overdue, as I’d never had anyone to spoil before. Not even a pet.

      Speaking of…

      “Jinx, come here, baby.” Dante turned his attention the slinky black cat who wound around his ankles and waited for him to pick her up. He did without compunction, apparently unconcerned with the cat hair he would soon be wearing all over his fine designer suit.

      The cat eyed me balefully, her green eyes matching Dante’s tie and the tiny bell that hung from a collar around her neck. When I extended a hand, she hissed and jumped down. She streaked away before I could so much as draw back my hand.

      Okay then.

      “She’s persnickety.” But Dante smiled, as if he liked that his cat hated most people. “Now then, your meal has been to your satisfaction? I’m sorry I wasn’t able to make it down here before now. The bar level takes most of my attention at this busy time of year.”

      “It’s delicious.” Grace licked her fork. “I wish you were in Boston. This is a bit far to go for takeout.”

      “Anytime you wish it, we will make it happen. Anything for you, Grace.”

      Her lashes fluttered and I simultaneously resisted a growl and rolling my eyes.

      Couldn’t she see through his act? Or did swarthy good looks trump all?

      Who was I kidding? Of course they did.

      “As to our mutual acquaintances,” Dante said smoothly, “I’m afraid I probably don’t have the information you’re looking for. In the months before my father’s…unfortunate passing, we weren’t as close as we once were.”

      I didn’t look at Grace, but I was quite aware of her setting down her fork. Information meant one thing to her, and that was something to do with her grandmother’s case.

      So much for our fun, lighthearted date.

      Even so, I couldn’t say I was that disappointed Dante had revealed my hand. I didn’t want to lie to her more than I had to. Yes, I wanted to shield her, but I also didn’t want to cause her irreparable damage with my unnecessary coddling. As well as cause us damage. What I was hiding couldn’t harm us any more than the fact I was hiding it at all.

      “Unfortunate passing?” I repeated, picking up my napkin from my lap and setting it beside my empty plate. “You murdered him in cold blood.”

      Grace didn’t make a peep. Nor did she glance at Dante. Her attention was riveted on me.

      “Come now, Blake, that’s hardly nice dinner conversation.” Dante gave us a wide smile and sat in the seat beside Grace and opposite me. “Your man, he plays hardball, I see.”

      Grace fumbled for her napkin. “All his balls are in danger the more you both keep talking.”

      Dante chuckled. “You have a feisty one on your hands, Blake.”

      Didn’t I know it.

      “Our fathers were best friends,” I said evenly to Grace. “Unfortunately, they also ended up dying the same way, via gunshot.”

      Grace reached for her wine and took a fortifying sip, the largest I’d seen her take all evening. “But you didn’t kill your father,” she said, darting a glance at me as if she wasn’t certain she could make that assertion.

      “Hardly. He was dead before I had the chance.”

      Dante chuckled again. “You see, tesoro mia, things operate differently in our world. We value loyalty above all else.”

      “Loyalty? Who is more loyal than family?”

      “Well, now, that depends on the family in question, does it not?” Dante leaned forward and spoke conspiratorially. At this time of night, the restaurant had mostly cleared out, and we were tucked away at a “table of honor” in the back for privacy’s sake. “In my case, my father had kidnapped the woman who is now my sister-in-law and the mother to my niece. He intended to murder her in cold blood. I saved her life.” He smiled thinly. “One might even call me a hero.”

      “One might, if the story told wasn’t slanted in your favor.”

      Dante’s thick dark brows knitted. “Oh, and I suppose you know the circumstances?”

      “No. I don’t. I’ve been quite unconcerned with the families and what they’re doing since my father died and I cut all ties with the lot of them.” I absorbed Grace’s shock without acknowledging it.

      Since I’d just basically admitted I’d been with the mob—albeit in a very distant way—I couldn’t say I blamed her.

      “You cut ties. Completely,” Grace said shakily.

      “Yes.”

      “When, exactly?”

      “I was twenty.”

      “And your father’s death prompted you to?”

      “More like gave me the option.” My father hadn’t died at that time. Close enough. I could move the timeline around a bit to suit my narrative, but it wouldn’t change facts.

      The main reason I’d been able to walk away was that I’d found a new way of bankrolling my fledgling company, one I’d started to construct even before I finished college. Without that source of funding, I never would have been able to make the break. Not if I wanted to keep my dream too.

      But, of course, I’d lost another dream by agreeing. Since at that time it had seemed as nebulous and impossible as the chance I could take my glass and build it into an empire, I hadn’t considered it a fair trade.

      I’d grieved, though. The years had softened the loss, erased the edges until they were indistinct.

      All it had taken to bring every jagged corner back to life was for Grace Copeland to walk into the office of the company I’d built with money that wasn’t mine.

      “And you,” Grace said, shifting her attention to Dante. “You never left. Not before your father…passed. Not now.”

      Dante’s smile was lethally charming. “I’m not sure what you’re referring to, tesoro mia. I’ve referenced loyalty and family. Bonds that can’t be severed by simply strolling away.” He glanced at me. “You realize that all debts come due. You might not pay today. Maybe not tomorrow. But as they say, there is no escaping the sins of the father.” His smile dimmed. “To our detriment, no?”

      His words didn’t send a chill through me. I knew they were likely a way to put me off from asking probing questions about my father’s associates. Questions he probably didn’t have the answers to anyway, unless he wanted to dig at no benefit to himself along with risking possible harm.

      The people who made up the family we were supposed to be “loyal” to didn’t appreciate snoops. Or friendly inquiries.

      Friends were just enemies who hadn’t yet woken up on the wrong side of the bed.

      “I’m not concerned. I’m my father’s son in a lot of ways. When the end comes, it’ll likely be fitting for me as it was for him.” I offered Dante a smile of my own, pretending I hadn’t heard Grace gasp.

      I didn’t know if she’d be coming home with me tonight. If she’d want to sleep in my bed.

      If everything we’d been building in fits and starts would have been crushed in the reality I’d lived with since I was a boy.

      I was tainted goods, born to someone on the wrong side of the law. And when it had suited me, I’d escaped one death sentence to trade on my chance at a life in the light.

      “And you came here to talk to Dante now,” she said, curling pale fingers around the stem of her wineglass. “Out of the blue, you called him up for a meeting that was to take place during our supposed date.”

      I smothered my grimace and slid a hand along my tie. The knot from this morning that she’d given me was wilting a bit, but she’d seen to it outside the door of La Cucina.

      I had a feeling it was the last seeing to she’d be doing to any part of me for a while.

      “No.” I was tempted to take a drink of my own wine, but it would’ve been the coward’s way out.

      Maybe I could take that route when it was only my life on the line. Not when Grace’s was at stake as well.

      “I came here to talk to Dante because I told you my father was acquainted with…Annabelle Stuart.” It would be Grace’s choice if she decided to out Annabelle as her grandmother. Without the last name in common, their connection wouldn’t be instantly recognizable to Dante, even if he did happen to know the Stuart name. “I have reason to think he was acquainted with Philomena Stanwick too.”

      Dante leaned back in his chair and looped an arm around the back of the chair beside him. “So you think I kept track of my father’s social calendar, as well as your father’s. Sorry to disappoint you, but I have other things to attend to.”

      “I’m well aware of that. I also know that you know everyone in this town. Being based in Las Vegas hasn’t mitigated your family’s reach at all.” I lowered my voice, though the chances of us being overheard were almost nil. Only a few scattered diners remained, and none of them were close to our table. “If Robert and Annabelle and Philomena were involved in something based in Brooklyn, something involving the Empire Design Company on Trawley Street in Flatbush, you’re saying you wouldn’t know about it.”

      Something flickered through Dante’s dark eyes. “You really want to get into this in front of the missus?”

      “I’m not a missus. I’m a grown woman who is entitled to be part of conversations. And I’d say he does want to get into it, since he started this line of inquiry.” Grace crossed her arms. “So?”

      “I don’t know the name Annabelle. But as you know, there’s a lot of women in the world.” His shrug and charming smile fooled me not even a little. “Philomena, however, now that may ring a few bells. She’s older. Older than Pop, older than your father.”

      I nodded, not chancing a glance at Grace.

      He tapped his fingers on the table then smiled again, tighter now. “Since we’re old friends, let me do some digging for you. See if I come up with any buried treasure.”

      The brief hope I’d had that maybe we’d start to get some real answers deflated faster than it had come. I started to reply, but before I could, Dante’s gaze flicked behind me and I shifted in my chair.

      Violet’s brother Danny and his wife Marina were on their way toward us. Where had they come from? I’d thought the place was nearly deserted. I had my back to part of the room but I was sure I’d kept an eye on our surroundings.

      “Blake, Grace.” Danny smiled and glanced between us, barely sparing a look at Dante. “This is a surprise. What brings you to the city?”

      “No more a surprise for you than it is for us, I assure you.” I rose and extended a hand to him, then offered a quick smile to his wife. She stood behind him, her eyes shuttered, her mouth pursed. Had they been arguing? “Hi Marina. You look lovely.”

      She glanced down at her navy wrap dress as if she didn’t remember what she wore. “Oh, this. Thank you, Blake. Hi again, Grace,” she added, leaning around her husband to smile at Grace.

      Grace nodded and gave her a little finger wiggle. Then she knocked back the rest of her wine.

      I understood the sentiment.

      “So you two are just out for a romantic meal, is it? This is certainly the place for it.” Danny gestured around us. “Best food in Brooklyn, though I have to say I’m surprised the local secret reached all the way to Marblehead.”

      “It reached you,” I said shortly. “Yes, the food was delicious. The company even better.”

      And if my hackles went up any higher, I’d start splitting the seams of my jacket.

      “Wonderful. Ours was as well.” Danny cocked his head. “How long have you both been coming here?”

      “First visit.” I didn’t bother with a smile this time. Danny’s interrogation was starting to feel like way more than friendly conversation. “And you?”

      “We’ve been here a few times.” Danny waved a hand, dismissing it as he appeared to notice Dante at the table. “Dante Costas, is it? I recognize your photo from the lobby.”

      Sure he did.

      “Guilty as charged.” Dante rose, slow and slinky as a dark snake winding through a glade. “I’m so pleased to hear you’re a fan of our cuisine. And you would be?”

      “Daniel Donnelly, and this is my wife, Marina.” They made a show of shaking hands, and I arched a brow at Grace.

      I half expected to see the side of her face while she stared off anywhere else, but she was already staring back at me. So she’d picked up on the ripe scent of bullshit in the air too.

      Which meant it was time to retreat and regroup.

      I made a show of looking at my watch. “I hate to eat and run, but we’re due to a late movie.”

      “Oh really? I love movies. They’re a guilty pleasure of mine, actually.” Dante shot his cuffs as he walked around the table. “Which flick are you going to see?”

      Grace rose. “Betty bangs Brooklyn,” she said, grabbing her purse.

      Dante chuckled. “Feisty indeed. You have your hands full with this one.” He tipped his head at me. “I’ll have your coats brought to you. And I’ll be in touch.”

      I nodded, though I could bet the quality of intel I’d be getting from Dante would be near to worthless.

      He knew about the Philomena, Annabelle and Robert connection, no matter what he said about being too busy to involve himself with social agendas. I could also guarantee he was well aware that Trawley Avenue was a street that didn’t exist in Flatbush.

      “Thanks for getting us in on short notice. I imagine dinner reservations are hard to procure here.” I tilted my head at Danny. “You must have an in.”

      He didn’t so much as blink. “Me? No. Just lucky.” He laughed and clapped my shoulder. “You’re the big man around here, Blake.”

      I’d never been overly close to Violet’s brother, but then again, I’d never paid him much mind. He seemed nice enough, and again, Vi’s brother so he was inner circle—to a point.

      At the moment, I was more glad than ever that my personal relationship policy hovered between guarded and outright paranoia.

      A hostess appeared with our coats. Grace snatched hers and pulled it on before I could move. Then she directed a frosty smile at Dante. “The food was wonderful. The bullshit that came afterward, however? I could’ve done without that.”

      Dante’s unflappable expression never altered. “Tesoro mia, that was your date’s choice, not mine. I prefer to wine and romance a lovely lady if I am lucky enough to have her presence, not speak of unpleasant things.”

      “Yeah, murder is damn unpleasant.”

      Beside me, Danny stiffened. Marina reached out to stroke his arm, quietly soothing.

      “Grace, let’s go.” I didn’t bother to temper my tone. The air in the restaurant was too cloying and close, and I needed to be outside.

      Away from everyone but her.

      She didn’t argue, surprising me yet again. “Danny, Marina, nice to see you again.” She brushed past them and across the room, weaving through tables as if she’d been there a million times before.

      After offering my hasty goodbyes, I managed to reach the exit a step before her. I held open the door. She sailed through it without glancing my way or offering a thank you.

      That was fine. We were beyond the point of meaningless manners anyway.

      She started down the street in the direction we’d come, but I reached out and grabbed her arm, turning her without a word. She glared at me, but she walked with me up the block in the other direction.

      At the corner, we turned and walked past a few more storefronts, finally stopping beneath a handpainted sign that said Killer Cupcakes in girly script with an arrow pointing upstairs. I gestured her ahead of me and she went up the narrow flight of steps along the side of the building that led to the second level. She didn’t wait for me again, pushing her way inside with a tinkle of bells over the door.

      It was only when I glanced at my watch that I realized exactly how late it was. I was amazed Grace hadn’t picked up on the unlikelihood of a bakery having these kind of night hours.

      Probably too torqued at me to care at the moment.

      Good thing I’d paid handsomely for the chance for Grace to pick out exactly which sweet treats she wanted to take home. To mitigate her fury with me, I’d better buy out the whole shop.

      Oh, wait, already did that, minus the stock.

      Grace was studying the miles of frosted glass cases still full of cupcakes and other gooey confections when I crossed the glossy black and white tiles. She made no move to acknowledge me.

      “Anything look good to you?”

      She didn’t reply. Okay then.

      I glanced up as a gorgeous young blond woman came out from a back room, wiping her hands on a towel hooked to her waist. She gave me a big smile. “Mr. Carson, you made it.”

      “I did.”

      “I’m so glad. It’s good to see you again.” She beamed widely, and while I returned her smile, I was acutely aware of Grace’s piercing stare drilling into my left earlobe.

      “Yes. I really appreciate you doing this for us. I realize it’s an imposition.”

      “Oh no, no imposition. I was a tourist once too.” Carly let go of my hand and turned her bright smile on Grace. “Hi. I’m Carly Costas. Let me help you pick out something yummy.”

      I wasn’t oblivious to the way Grace bristled at Carly’s last name, but I also wasn’t going to deal with it right now. She could just add it to the list of things to yell at me about, since I wasn’t about to make a scene in Carly’s shop.

      The first time I’d met Carly, I liked her. She was the exact opposite of the people we’d just left. Guileless, open. And the little tow-headed girl with huge dark eyes who toddled out and clung to her ankles didn’t hurt the image either.

      “Oh, Gianna. What are you doing? I thought you were playing in back. Can’t leave you for a moment.” She scooped up her daughter and set her on her hip, then walked around the glass-fronted case to join Grace and I in front of the sweets. “I know what you’ve chosen in the past, Blake, but what else are you looking for tonight? Something new perhaps?” Her eyes sparkled as she looked between us. “I have a new line of treats with aphrodisiac properties, if you’re feeling adventurous.”

      I wondered if Carly noticed Grace hadn’t so much as even smiled at me since we stepped into the shop. She was a married woman. Maybe she figured that was the usual way of things.

      Hell, maybe it was, though I was reasonably certain mob tie reveals weren’t a usual part of dinner festivities.

      So much for our romantic date.

      “I think we’ll just stick to something usual, if it’s all the same to you.”

      “Dealer’s choice,” Carly said cheerfully, juggling her daughter so she could tap the case near a platter of red and white cupcakes drizzled with some kind of rich chocolate sauce. “These are obviously decorated for the holidays, with a topper of chocolate ganache. Always ups the decadence. They’re my favorite.”

      Grace made a noncommittal sound.

      Undeterred, Carly moved on to the next case. “Over here, we have some chocolate-filleds, plus some eclair cupcakes.” She glanced back and let out a delighted laugh at Grace’s cocked head. “I know, as if eclairs needed any more help, right? These are great. The best part is they’re mini-sized so you can convince yourself eating two is like eating half of a regular one. Do you mind for a sec?” She held out her daughter toward Grace, who shrank back as if she’d been presented with a ticking explosive.

      I coughed into my fist.

      “I just want to grab the platter.” When Grace made no move to take the baby, Carly slid her gaze to me and offered her child. I was pretty sure I managed not to give the wide-eyed tot the same look of sheer panic that Grace had, but it wasn’t easy. “Just for a sec. C’mon, Mr. Carson, you’ve held her before. She won’t bite you. She’s already been fed like twenty times tonight.”

      “You’ve held her before?” Grace frowned as if Carly had just announced I’d had a wild sexual romp with her between the bakery cases. “When?”

      “Last time Mr. Carson came in. A month or two ago, wasn’t it?”

      “Closer to three,” I said smoothly, reaching for the baby. “And please, call me Blake.” I’d told her that several times, but it never stuck for long.

      Gianna went willingly into my arms, curling into me as if she remembered me. Of course that wasn’t possible. She tipped back her head and nailed me with those big dark doe eyes, studying me and probably finding me hopelessly lacking.

      “Hi there,” I said weakly.

      She gave me a smile, heavy on the drool.

      “Oh jeez, Gianna, not the way to present yourself to a handsome man.” Carly hustled forward to clean up her daughter’s mouth and then returned to the counter to tug out the tray for Grace and my inspection.

      Since I currently had a chubby blond vixen-in-training pulling on my tie with chubby fingers, it was hard to concentrate on buttercream frosting and chocolate fondant.

      “They all look really good.” Apparently the sight of me cuddling a baby—sort of cuddling awkwardly—was so shocking to Grace that she forgot to be angry long enough to actually look at Carly’s offerings.

      I was glad I couldn’t see exactly how I looked with Gianna now trying to suck on my tie. Big gummy lips sliding up and down, even bigger eyes flashing up at me as if she was daring me to tell her no.

      Like anyone could. She was ridiculously cute, and I wasn’t one to be struck dumb by babies or small animals. Then again, I usually didn’t have to hold every warm, sweet-smelling ounce of them in my arms either.

      “Why don’t I make you up a sampler platter to go? You can try a little bit of everything, see which you favor. Then just call in to the shop and I’ll make sure you get some more out there in Marblehead without having to make the trip in.” She winked and set the platter on the counter, then walked behind it to gather a few white baker’s boxes.

      “You’re the sister-in-law he saved. Dante, I mean. He killed his father to save you,” Grace said.

      It probably wasn’t manly to duck my head behind Gianna’s, but I figured I was overdue for a lapse or two.

      Carly barely hesitated. “You know Dante? Why, of course you do. Mr. Carson mentioned his father was friends with Gio’s father. Giovanni, my husband. Dante’s brother.”

      “Call me Blake,” I said automatically.

      No one was listening, not even Gianna who was now stuffing a fistful of my tie into her surprisingly large mouth.

      I’d managed to save Grace’s perfect knot through a long workday. Unfortunately, I didn’t think the night would survive Gianna Costas’s busy baby teeth.

      “Yes, I just met him at dinner. He saved you,” Grace repeated.

      Efficiently, Carly put together the boxes. “Yes, he did. Their father had me kidnapped and would’ve killed me if not for Dante. Killed both of us, as I was pregnant with Gianna at the time.”

      Grace gasped and glanced at the clearly hungry baby. Either that or my tie just tasted really good. “Her own grandfather tried to kill her?”

      Carly shrugged. “He didn’t know I was pregnant, but still. That’s the way of things in their world.”

      “And you tolerate it?”

      Carly glanced up from her boxes, the first surprise registering on her pretty face. “I love my husband, so of course I tolerate where he comes from. I supported him until he was able to break away, and now we’ve made our own family.” She turned her attention to the platter. “So, four mini eclair-cupcakes it is. What else would you like to try?”

      Grace gripped her throat in her white-knuckled hand and gestured with the other. “We’ll take two of everything there. To go. Please.”

      I glanced at Gianna, who was still chowing down. She had no help to offer.

      No one did.

      Most likely I’d lost a tie tonight, and probably my girlfriend too.
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      She was quiet on the trip home. I didn’t expect otherwise, in light of everything she’d learned about me in a short evening meant for purported “feels” of a romantic nature.

      Feels was a ridiculous word, but Grace used it so I was trying to expand my vocabulary.

      To recap:

      That our date was a cover for a meeting with old mob buddies.

      That I even had old mob buddies.

      Because my father had old mob buddies, which showed a legacy of life on the other side of the law.

      That my father’s mob buddies might be Annabelle and Philomena’s old buddies, and it probably wasn’t a coincidence.

      And one of my favorite ties had threads missing and a giant drool puddle in the middle.

      The bright spot was that we had approximately six boxes of cupcakes. They’d probably fill up my refrigerator. When Grace dumped me and refused to speak to me, I’d be forced to take them to work and leave them shamefully in the break room.

      At least no one would know how utterly incapable I was at the whole romance thing. I wasn’t much better at being a sleuth.

      For fuck’s sake, I was an architect. A builder. Not someone who sat around composing poetry and strumming a guitar to serenade his lady love.

      As soon as we landed and I powered down the helicopter, I turned to her. “Look, I get that you’re angry.”

      She stared resolutely out the windshield.

      “I also get that you have reason to be. I invited you out under false purposes and I had no intention of telling you what they were. The plan was to discreetly slip away from the table and speak to Dante while you were occupied with your meal. Instead he chose his moment, just like his goddamn father.”

      She bent to pick up her purse. And hopped out of the helicopter.

      I stared after her, watching the gold silk of her hair waft around her shoulders in the night wind. She opened the door and went inside without another glance back.

      Shutting my eyes, I tipped back my head. I’d tried to be honest with her. I was starting to learn that no matter what my first inclination was, I couldn’t hold back things from her. Even if I thought it was for her own good. Even if I wasn’t sure what the outcome would be.

      Yet she’d just walked away, right in the middle of me bearing my soul.

      Or revealing the extent of my lies, which probably made up most of my soul at this point anyway.

      Now fucking what?

      I followed her into the building, a half dozen bakery boxes in my arms along with my briefcase. I’d struggled with the door, but hell, that was the least of my concerns.

      Grace wasn’t on the executive floor.

      The same panic that had seized me earlier took hold of my chest and gut. For a second, I couldn’t breathe through it. There was just the blinding reality that she could be gone, out there and unprotected. In danger.

      I’d had one fucking job—to keep her safe—and I’d failed. And all I’d needed to do was just be honest with her. To treat her as an equal.

      Swallowing the acrid taste at the back of my throat, I stepped back onto the elevator and rode it to the lobby. I went out to the parking garage, ready to rip the town apart from the steel beams of his building to the concrete supports that held up the streets if necessary. Whatever it took to find her, I would do.

      This time, I wouldn’t let her go.

      I’d tell her the truth—all of it—and I’d beg her to stay.

      I emerged on the level where I’d parked, hoping like hell she’d be standing beside my SUV. Instead she was inside.

      Thank fucking God, she was inside.

      My heart started beating again, faster than before. So fast I had to catch my breath before I began walking again.

      Wait a second. How had she gotten inside?

      I jockeyed boxes and my briefcase to pat my pocket for my keys. They weren’t there.

      Fucking hell.

      I’d unlocked the building and used the elevator via retinal scan so I hadn’t realized she’d picked my pocket. Damn little thief.

      I walked up to the vehicle and arched a brow. She unlocked the doors without looking at me.

      Exhaling, I managed to get the back door open so I could dump the boxes and my briefcase inside. Then I sat behind the wheel and wrapped my fingers around the comfortingly broken-in leather.

      “Were you planning on grand theft auto?”

      “If I was, you wouldn’t be sitting there right now.” She slid the car key on my ring into the ignition, but she didn’t start it. “My ass would be gone.”

      “So why didn’t you leave?”

      “Other than I didn’t want to risk a charge? Mainly because I’m tired of fighting. It’s all we do. We gripe at each other and snark and poke at soft spots, only to find a dozen more underneath.” She rubbed her forehead, her movements revealing her utter fatigue. “And for what? What are we doing all this for, Blake? You’ll have to tell me, because I honestly don’t think I know.”

      “We’re not just about fighting.”

      “No? What else, then? Oh, I know.” She snapped her fingers. “I also occasionally get to try to guilt-trip you into telling me the truth, since you won’t do it voluntarily about anything. Call me crazy, but to me that means you’re not only lying to me, you’re lying to yourself. And I’m lying too, pretending we have anything real between us.”

      “No.” My voice whipped out, and it took everything I possessed not to close the distance between us. To take her beautiful face in my hands and kiss all the doubts out of her head.

      But that was an easy out, one we chose too often.

      I had to give her more. She deserved that.

      “I told you my father was shot to death. He was killed by a guy in another family, after a decades-old rivalry finally boiled over.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Fourteen.”

      “I’m sorry.” She reached out to grip my hand on the wheel, and I let her. For once, it didn’t feel like weakness to accept the compassion someone offered.

      Because it was Grace, and everything was different with her.

      “He had another family, other children. I saw him sporadically, and that was a good thing. You’ve already figured out that he wasn’t the best influence. I met Dante as a child. I haven’t seen him since not long after my father died.”

      “So you didn’t go into that life willingly. You were dragged into it.”

      “Is it easier for you to look at me, to stomach what you know now if you believe I was blameless?” My voice was soft, and I didn’t look at her. “I made my own choices. Some were questionable at best. Some were criminal.”

      “You’re not in that lifestyle now. You haven’t been for years.” Her statement held steel. She was willing it to be true.

      Luckily, it was.

      “No. I’ve run things legit for years.” Or I’d thought I was anyway. But not saying that wasn’t a lie. I didn’t know what the truth was with her grandmother.

      Oh, I had my strong suspicions. I could connect the dots and come up with a far from pretty picture. But there was a difference between honesty and casting aspersions on someone she’d loved with all her heart until I knew more.

      Fuck, I needed to know more.

      “You’re not like Dante. He made the decision to live that life.”

      “You pieced that together from one meeting?”

      “It wasn’t too tough. He’s open about who he is. So slick and charming, so casual about murdering his own father. You couldn’t be like that.” Her tone held a vehemence I was tempted to refute.

      I didn’t know if I could’ve killed my father. God knows in those days, I’d been angry enough to. But someone else had gotten there before me.

      “You heard his sister-in-law. Her life was on the line. It was a mitigating circumstance—”

      “It was, you’re right. I don’t know the story behind why Dante’s father wanted Carly and her baby dead. She seemed nice enough, and the baby was cute, but I don’t care about the backstory because I’m hoping we’ll never see them again.”

      I gave a disparaging glance at the backseat. “So we’re trying out a bunch of cupcakes we can never have again?”

      She surprised me by letting out a dry laugh. “God, Blake. Are you men all wired differently? Is that how it’s so easy for you to slot murder and death and betrayal into a neat compartment and just go on living your life?”

      “It’s not easy. None of this is goddamn easy. But I have a business to run. I have a girl—” I broke off as she removed her hand from mine. “I have you. If I still have you.”

      She didn’t answer long enough to make my pulse thud into high gear once again. Then she huffed out a breath and pulled off her scarf, balling it in her lap. “I’m still here, aren’t I?”

      “Yes. You’re still here.” I shut my eyes. “Every time I can’t find you, I go crazy. The idea of anything happening to you—I couldn’t survive it, Grace.”

      But if I didn’t, whomever responsible would pay first. Even if it was the last thing I ever did.

      “Nothing is going to happen to me.” She cupped my hand again, this time bringing it to her cheek. “I’m right here.”

      My only response was a nod. I wasn’t sure my voice wouldn’t betray me, so I didn’t try to speak.

      “Hey, we even made it through the worst first date in the history of them.”

      “It wasn’t that bad.” A glance at her showed her eyebrows were climbing for her hairline. “Okay, yes it was.”

      “Only if you consider talk of patricide at the dinner table off-putting. Otherwise, no big.”

      I couldn’t help laughing. “You forgot the ruined tie.” I lifted it and sighed. The drool spot had dried, but it wasn’t vanishing anytime soon.

      So much for silk.

      “Your fault for being so completely chewable. Besides, we have cupcakes.” Grace shot a look at the backseat. “So many cupcakes.”

      “I made sure the bakery would be open after dinner because I wanted to stop there after a movie.”

      “You made sure…” She trailed off. “Christ, I’m an idiot. Bakeries are never open that late. And there were no other customers. You made sure, as in paid for the place to stay open?”

      I shifted on my seat. “She’s a friend of the family by association.”

      “Yeah, and I heard tonight how valuable that was.” Grace rolled her eyes. “You shelled out money just so I could have my pick of cupcakes.”

      Put that way, it sounded very date-like. Albeit in a high-handed, king of the world type way.

      But still romantic, if viewed through the right rose-colored lens.

      “There was guilt involved. Significant guilt. I knew I had other motives.”

      “Don’t you always? And do you think I don’t know that about you already?”

      “Hmm. Good point. So you do know about my tendency to multi-task, yet you expect me to change. Is this an Oprah teaching moment?”

      “I don’t even know what that means, but it annoys me anyway. Consider this brief detente over.” But she was smiling as she clicked on her seatbelt.

      Figuring that was my signal to head home, I started the SUV.

      Traffic was fairly light, and we arrived home in under half an hour. Noticing Grace was drifting off beside me—as she seemed to do often whenever the car was in gear—I gassed it more than I usually would. I presented an image to her of a reasonable man, not prone to fits of impulse.

      Except when it came to her, and driving too fast on a clear, cold night.

      I pulled into the driveway and turned off the ignition. She didn’t stir.

      “Grace.” I shook her shoulder.

      She mumbled something that sounded like “need to change over the laundry.”

      Smiling to myself, I opened my door. I guess I could carry her if necessary. It might even be worth her clawing my eyes open when she woke up.

      At the noise of the door, she sat straight up. “Where are we?”

      I had to chuckle. “Home, baby. Grab some of the cupcakes while I get the mail.”

      She rubbed her eyes. “Yes, Sir. Whatever you say, Sir.”

      Damn if her snarky form of address didn’t get me as hard as the frame of the vehicle.

      I went to the street to grab the mail from the box and returned to find a still sleepy Grace trying to balance way too many boxes. Shaking my head, I took three of them and my briefcase and led the way up the walk. After unlocking the door, I nudged open the door wider so she could go inside ahead of me.

      At the last second, I shot out my arm and barred her from entering. “Wait.”

      “What the hell—” She bobbled her boxes and grabbed one of the lids just before it popped off. “A little warning, please?”

      But I wasn’t listening. My gaze was focused solely inside my home.

      A light was on in the living room and in the kitchen, as per the timers I’d set. From the doorway, nothing appeared out of place. But there’d been an extra beep on the alarm system as I disarmed it.

      Either I was imagining things or it had been reset within the last hour. And that was impossible.

      I was tired. It had been a long day and an even longer night. That beep might not have occurred at all.

      But if I had, and I risked Grace…

      I set down my briefcase and boxes. I might not use my fists as much as I once had, but I’d be ready for whatever—or whomever—came at me.

      At us.

      “Wait here,” I commanded.
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      Grace huffed out a sigh. “Seriously? Blake, the house looks fine.” She started to slip past me but I blocked her with my body.

      “My house, my rules.” I met her stony gaze with one of my own. “Wait here.”

      “Such an only child,” she muttered. “Mine, mine, mine.”

      Any other time, it would’ve made me smile. Not now.

      “Okay,” she conceded finally. “I’ll wait here, but be quick. These cupcakes are calling my name.”

      I moved to the sideboard table in the foyer and moved it aside enough to reach the narrow safe disguised by the crown moulding. After a quick nudge of the panel, I flipped the combination dial and withdrew my gun.

      That’s what I got for not carrying on a supposed date. That would teach me.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Grace let out a hiss as I turned, pistol in hand. “Is that thing loaded?”

      Officially one of the dumbest questions ever, but an oft repeated one.

      I spared her a quelling glance. “Wait here,” I said again, though I was fairly certain whomever had invaded my home had done so to spy and not to catch us unguarded. But you could never be too careful, especially when guarding precious valuables.

      And Grace. She was the most precious of all.

      She made a noise in her throat and I took one last glimpse of her, cradling the cupcakes as if they were her firstborn children. The image made me want to smile, but I had to focus on the cold steel in my hand. It matched the coldness in my chest, seeping outward to encase every vital organ.

      I didn’t want to kill anyone. Unless I had no choice. If the option meant protecting Grace, then no other option existed.

      I moved into the living room and scanned every corner. Being fastidious allowed me to easily see what was out of place, even when others did not. Moving into the dining room, I did the same, and on into the other rooms on the first floor. Always cataloging.

      After circling back around, I glanced at Grace, still rolling her eyes in the front hall. I held up a finger and inclined my head upstairs before taking the stairs two at a time.

      At the top, I stopped and listened. Utter silence, other than the purr of the furnace.

      Still, I checked every room from top to bottom. Up here, there were fewer tells. The phone on the nightstand in the master bedroom had been moved, likely during the search for a safe. Too bad I didn’t have a safe in the master bedroom. That was about as smart as freezing your valuables.

      Thieves had a playbook, and many of them seemed to read from the same page.

      I returned to the foyer and put away my gun in the safe. Grace sighed as if she’d known exactly what would happen.

      “See, I told you. No one’s been in here.”

      I locked the safe again and slipped the panel that disguised it back into place. Then I turned and lifted a brow. “Oh, someone’s been in here. Of that I have no doubt.”

      Her lower lip trembled. “You’re serious?”

      “I’m serious. Exhibit A.” I moved to the notepad on the side table in the living room. “This was to the left of the phone earlier. Now it’s been placed on the right.”

      Grace frowned and set down her perilously balanced stack of bakery boxes on the sideboard. She walked over to join me, then pulled out the drawer and started rooting through the stash of pens and pencils that had multiplied there.

      Part and parcel of living with a woman, it seemed. One day you were simply overrun with their stuff. Grace’s just happened to be more of the art supply variety than mascara wands and fluffy slippers.

      “Charcoal,” she explained, as if I didn’t recognize the pencil she held up. She snatched the notepad, flipped to the top page and started scratching.

      “What the hell are you—”

      Then I remembered. Freaking vampire TV show.

      I peered over her shoulder. All I saw was a big smudge from the pencil on the page. “Well?”

      “Nothing. They didn’t write on the pad, or they took a couple pages off the top as a cushion.” She blew out a breath and handed the pad back to me. “You’re sure it was moved?”

      Before I could reply, she nodded. “Of course you’re sure, Mr. Anal Retentive.”

      “That’s not all.” I strode away from her and moved to the coffee table. Grace had stacked magazines there and right away, I’d noticed the one on top wasn’t the same as this morning when we’d left. “Architectural Digest is missing.”

      After setting down the notepad, she crossed to me and grabbed the stack, checking them herself as I’d known she would do. “You don’t even read these,” she said finally. “How can you know if one of them is missing?”

      “Easily enough. AD had a feature on me this month. I’d forgotten until I saw the mention on the bottom of the cover.”

      She flushed. “I hadn’t gotten a chance to read that one yet. Normally I would have, but—”

      I waved it off. I certainly wasn’t the sort who needed stroking from my lover. Not that kind anyway. “Point is, I saw it on top this morning. Now it’s gone.”

      “But why? Why would someone sneak in here to mess around with your notepad and to steal a cheap magazine?”

      “Hardly cheap.” I sniffed. “I’m not profiled in cheap publications.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You get my point, Moneybags. I’m just saying that they aren’t the usual items for a break-in.” Her gaze sharpened as she glanced around the room. “What else? There has to be more. You checked out the whole house.”

      “A few minor things. The phone in the master bedroom was moved. A pillow askew. Nothing that would immediately arouse suspicion.”

      “Except for a man like you.” She returned her focus to my face, and for once, something other than derision, amusement or lust transformed her finely-boned features. If I wasn’t mistaken, this time it was closer to.. admiration. “Clearly, they underestimated you, Blake Carson.”

      “Not the first,” I said quietly, stepping to her and giving in to the urge to clasp her elbows to haul her close.

      It wasn’t the time for this. It never was. Everything between us had been inappropriate from day one, all the way back to when I’d had a secret crush on a girl barely more than a child. Now she was my employee and lived in my house and slept in my bed and I still couldn’t stop crossing every line that separated us.

      Soon, there wouldn’t be any left that I hadn’t breached.

      “Blake,” she said again, her voice huskier. “Shouldn’t we call the police? Or...or someone?” she pressed when I made a dubious sound in my throat. “You can’t just ignore this.”

      “No. I can’t. And believe me, I won’t.” I gentled my grip, circling my thumb along her inner arm. Even through her coat, I knew she could feel my touch. She was trembling, and it wasn’t just because our home—my home—had been invaded.

      Again.

      “I’ll up my security.”

      There was no toning down my fury, because how many times had I done this? Made concessions to block out those who chose to betray us. And I was becoming more and more certain that these weren’t distant enemies. This might not be a personal enmity, but it was personal. The people involved were closer than we thought, and they were taking advantage while I was standing here like a moron making googly-eyes at my assistant.

      “Let’s call Jack,” she suggested, and that only made me turn away to rake a hand through my hair. Because Jack. Jesus, could I even trust my best friend?

      Was anyone safe?

      She headed back into the foyer to snatch her purse and pull out her phone. I was at her side in three strides to grab it. “No. Let’s just think for a few minutes.”

      “I am thinking, thank you very much, and I know we need to bring someone else in on this. He’s already involved, and he’s the closest to you—”

      “No, he’s not.” I snagged her hand and pulled her against me. “You’re the closest to me, and you keep asking me to take risks with your safety.”

      She sighed. “God, not this again.”

      I pressed a hard kiss against her forehead. “Tell me why I shouldn’t just book you on a first class flight out of here to the farthest, most exclusive corner of the earth, where no one can find you and touch you.”

      Not even me.

      She drew back, her brows pinched low over her eyes. “I’m not going to go into shrew mode because I know you’re worried. That’s why you’re acting like I’m a brainless twit who is incapable of making her own decisions. Not because you, you know, actually think I’m a brainless twit who just happens to be really good in the sack.”

      My lips twitched in spite of the situation. “I don’t recall commenting on your skills there.”

      She shrugged. “Hello, given.”

      The doorbell rang and I reached for her without thought, pushing her behind me. Her response? A grumble and a kidney punch that could’ve laid Muhammed Ali low.

      “Seriously, Carson? Thieves don’t ring the bell. Get a grip.” She stalked forward and yanked open the door to Benedict Arnold Hollister.

      Because...of course.

      I didn’t know he was a Benedict Arnold. There was still that nagging itch that had started with his cuff links that had been mostly banished, but every now and then, my doubts reared their heads.

      Like right this instant.

      Instead, I glared at Grace. “Do you have a button on your phone that summons him?”

      “Asshole,” she muttered, turning away before she could see my raised eyebrow. Not that she would’ve minded getting a rise out of me. She did often enough that it was standard operating procedure now.

      “Tension, girls and boys?” Jack asked, gliding between us and into the living room.

      “Why are you here?”

      “Better question.” He turned and smoothed a hand over his shirt. His tie was dangling out of his jacket pocket. “Why were you at a known mob hangout this evening?”

      The front door slammed shut.

      “A known mob hangout. That makes sense,” Grace said as she moved around me to join Jack in the living room. “Where else would we have our first date?”

      “Your first date?” Jack looked between us. “Not to be indelicate, but usually office trysts and living together comes after those. But Blake was always backasswards.”

      “How do you know where we were tonight?” I stepped into Jack’s space, not stopping until we were toe to toe.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because I was having a late dinner with Vi when her brother called to ask if you were in trouble again.” Jack shook his head and walked away, deftly putting space between us. “I know why you were there tonight, but other people don’t, Blake. And they talk. With your background,” he cast a quick glance at Grace, “you have to be careful.”

      “She knows,” I said, making him snap his gaze back to mine. Shock tightened his jaw.

      “He told me under duress.” Grace sat on the couch and pushed her hands through her already windblown hair. “But yeah, I know about his father and how he could’ve taken a different road. But it sounds like Vi’s brother is thinking he’s going right back to his roots.” She cocked her head. “Why was he even there? If he knows it’s a mob hangout...”

      “A very good question.” Jack removed the tie from his pocket and pulled it through his hands. To say he seemed on edge didn’t begin to touch the tension radiating from him. “He says that he and Marina have gone there for years. Interesting, since La Cucina has only been around for months.”

      “Another restaurant in that space, maybe.”

      “Doubtful. What are the odds of Danny and you being in New York on the same night, same place?”

      I cracked my knuckles. “You tell me, since apparently it’s as odd as you showing up here when Grace was about to call you.”

      Jack was involved with the security at the house. Maybe he knew exactly why it wasn’t standing up to the intruders who were so determined to get inside.

      Perhaps he even had heard Grace summon him. How could I be sure what measures he’d resorted to in order to monitor my activities?

      I couldn’t be sure of anything right now, except the need to send Grace far away.

      “I just told you why I’m here. Between Danny asking too many questions about what you were doing in New York, and those goddamn dummy corporations in Brooklyn, along with Annabelle and Philomena’s names all over those damn files—”

      Grace jerked to her feet. “Phil? What are you saying?”

      “Gracie, you knew Phil was involved.” Jack reached out to rub Grace’s arm and I swear, it was all I could do not to strike out.

      I knew my possessiveness had more to do with the break-in than Jack, but Christ, she was mine.

      She was finally mine.

      Absently, Grace brushed off Jack’s hand. “No, I didn’t. All I knew was that her acquaintance with my grandmother. They ran in the same circles, knew the same people. Now you’re saying another one of the people I trusted is a complete fraud?”

      Her accusing gaze swung to me. In another moment, her fists would likely follow suit. “And were you ever planning on sharing any of that with me? Or were you just going to hide that like you’ve hidden everything else from me, you bastard?”
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      No.

      Not Philomena. I blazed past both men to the large picture window at the back of the house.

      “Blondie…”

      “Leave her,” Blake said softly.

      At least this was one thing that made sense between us. I needed a second to assimilate all the information that had been thrown at me. He understood that about me. Probably because all he did was live in Thinkyville. Or was that Protectionlandia? Maybe Overbearing Park?

      Right now I couldn’t look at either of them. Every time I thought we were finally starting to make sense, that something was growing between us that could last—boom, I discovered there was yet another lie eating away at us like rampant Spanish moss.

      Could we do anything that didn’t start on a lie?

      Everything I thought I knew was shifting and shattering with each lie that came to light. Phil had been my rock even before my grandmother had died. She’d sold my first piece. She’d held my hand when I’d been too afraid to put something on one of those marble pedestals.

      The picture with Grandmother and her still rankled. They’d barely stayed in a room together unless it was absolutely necessary. And even then it was mostly hate-laced compliments buffered with moments of civility only because both women loved me.

      At least I’d thought both women loved me.

      Now I didn’t know what to think. I didn’t know who I could count on. I’d trusted Jack instinctively the very first day I’d met him. A friendly face that felt like a brother I’d never had. Someone who could help me navigate the choppy waters of this crazy relationship with Blake.

      I thought Jack was in my corner.

      But he’d been loyal to Blake. He fell into the protector role way too easily. Both of them were ready to pat me on the head like I was an idiot that needed coddling. I didn’t want to be the damsel—I sucked at it. I wanted to know the truth.

      Even if that truth was as ugly and roiling as a winter storm off the coast.  These two men who I’d thought were pieces of a new bedrock that I could maybe, just maybe build on—all of it was crumbling like sand.

      I knew there were too many mentions of Philomena in the diary. I knew the picture was hinky. How many times had I picked it up and stared at it since we’d found the diary pages?

      How could I complain about Blake lying to me when all I did was lie to myself?

      And now my brain was exploding with all this new information. How the hell did both women know Blake’s father? Now everything made sense when Blake had closed off as I looked through the pictures.

      The cast of characters was starting to make sense—even if it was terrifying.

      The coincidences were too much for anyone to ignore.

      Blind trust only went so far. How could I not question everything? I didn’t think my grandmother could possibly have been involved and yet here we were.

      Hands settled on my shoulders. His scent surged around me like a wave. As always, anticipation warred with an odd sense of peace. I wasn’t quite sure how he did that, but right now I couldn’t question it.

      It was one of the few things which did make sense.

      He brushed his cheek against my hair. “This has been a less than ideal night.”

      “Understatement, pal.” But I curled my fingers over his hand. “I’m tired of the lies.”

      “No one wants to hurt you.”

      “And yet you all keep doing so.”

      He turned me around and cupped my cheeks. “I would do anything to keep you from harm. I’m not sure you understand that.”

      “I don’t want a protector. I want a partner. I want you to treat me like an equal. Is that so hard to ask?”

      His hazel eyes were more green than gold in the diffused light of the moon. “I’m trying, Ms. Co—Grace.”

      My shoulders eased a little. There were no games behind his words when he actually called me by my given name. All too often he saved it for moments of skin-on-skin intimacy. But there was a world of secrets between us. I was tired of swimming through them to get to him.

      He stepped closer until his warmth was as encompassing as his scent. “Be patient with me.”

      “You’re asking a lot.”

      “I know.” His voice was whisper soft against my lips. “But the thought of losing you…” His eyes narrowed. “It can’t happen.”

      Then his mouth was on mine. The heat explosive and intense.

      Was Jack still there?

      Did I care?

      My nails curled into the short hairs at the nape of his neck. He bent me back with the force of his kiss, his tongue swirling into my mouth like the tide. Each pass eroding all my anger and hurt.

      I knew he felt something for me. I even dared to hope it was as intense as the love I had for him. But could a real, lasting love be built on the lies we kept telling each other?

      Or did how we truly felt cancel out our lies?

      As quickly as the lust threatened to drown me, he stepped back and it was gone.

      Jack’s over the top clearing of his throat dented even my lust-addled brain. Blake’s as well, if the flush of red up his neck was any indication.

      He twisted his fingers around mine as he drew me back into the kitchen where Jack stood in front of his trusty laptop.

      “I’m sorry, Blondie. I don’t want to lie to you. I won’t lie to you. I know what it’s like to be in the dark all too well.”

      I nodded. Jack didn’t talk about his past much, but I knew that he’d worked in the darker pockets of government thanks to his time with the Rangers. “Just tell me what you found.”

      By the time Jack filled me in on all the things he’d learned, my head was swimming. Fatigue and sadness dragged at me until I was numb.

      This woman, who had been like a second mother to me, was supposed to be a criminal mastermind? Phil could barely hold a show together without me lining up all the pieces.

      “All right, Blondie. I think that’s enough.” Jack closed the laptop and the scrolling spreadsheet with so many damn names on it. Names of business, names of clients, names of people she knew in Marblehead for most of her life.

      Bishop, Stanwick, Gregory, and of course, Stuart. The damning proof was literally in black and white. Even if it was buried under corporate shell companies that belonged in a Grisham novel rather than my life.

      My home.

      Marblehead, for fuck’s sake.

      “Do you really think it’s possible someone broke in for this? That they could possibly know what kind of information we have?”

      Jack shrugged. “I think that this is a town full of rich people who wouldn’t want this kind of information made public. And not just because of fines or jail time.”

      “No.”

      My little corner of the cove was filled with people who valued their public persona, their reputations, even their yards more than living within the boundaries of the law. And still this information was even more damning because my family had perpetuated it.

      And I’d perpetuated it by proxy.

      The chipped polish at the corner of my nail blurred. The shell pink color I’d started wearing because I didn’t have time for manicures, or even time for my workroom.

      Even I was wearing a veneer these days. The corporate assistant who thrived on building something within the confines of another’s dream.

      Did that make me an even bigger liar?

      I glanced over at the tall, austere man with his dark hair, brows, and impeccable suit even this late at night. Ever the controlled center of the room. The man I was trying valiantly not to let deeper inside my heart.

      Trying and failing by the way.

      And his counterpoint—the gilded Jack, disheveled and straining at the confines of his suit. The man who exuded capability with an air of relaxation most of the time. The undercurrent of danger was hidden from most, but I saw it in his eyes sometimes.

      I’d seen pieces of it tonight.

      Vigilant to save me, protect me, fight for me.

      I understood it in Blake. There was a relationship building between us. It wasn’t tenuous any longer, but the edges weren’t quite defined yet.

      The fact that Jack was so quick to jump in could be just part of his genetic make up, but it felt like more. Like I’d finally found a friend and confidante.

      Save for the lies. The lies tripped me up every damn time.

      “Don’t look so dour, Blondie.”

      I gave him a half smile.

      “Better.” Jack shoved his laptop into his bag. “This is just the beginning. I need more. This is an impressive array of details, but we don’t have a trail back to anything. There’s no proof here.”

      I goggled at him.

      “I just mean, there’s no paper trail. I need you to dig harder into the diary pages. The information is here, but going to the police will be difficult. It would create a pretty amazing case against a lot of people, but how did your grandmother get all this info? That’s what I need.”

      “I’ll dig deeper.”

      “Not just the diary.”

      My gaze dropped to my chipped nails again. “I know.”

      Jack patted my shoulder. I could feel Blake stiffening beside me, but thankfully there wasn’t another altercation in him tonight.

      “Next time you’re tempted to do some recon in the city, maybe bring along a friend. One who’ll tell Danny where to go if he starts sticking his nose where it doesn’t belong.”

      “I didn’t exactly offer him a roadmap of my itinerary,” Blake said drily. “Besides, Danny is Vi’s brother.”

      Jack didn’t reply to that, and yet another undercurrent I didn’t understand passed between the two men.

      Brothers didn’t seem to count for a whole lot when it came to turning a jaundiced eye on someone, it seemed. Then again, neither did best friends and CEOs.

      On the walk to the door, Blake and Jack spoke in murmurs. I was too tired to get riled up again so I didn’t even try to eavesdrop.

      Blake came back into the kitchen and slid his arm around my back to grip my hip.

      “Upstairs?” I asked.

      He seemed to search my face for something, his hazel eyes wary.

      “What?”

      He shook his head. “It’s late.”

      I sighed. “Something’s going on in that head of yours. Just spit it out.”

      “I don’t spit anything out.”

      “Luckily for you, I don’t either.”

      His nostrils flared. “Ms. Copeland.”

      I slid my hand along his rock-hard belly. “It’s a joke, Blake.”

      “Come with me.”

      “Are you going to show me your etchings? Because I’m kind of tired. And I still didn’t get my cupcake.”

      His lips actually twitched. What did it say about me that those little things got me far too excited? Even when I was aggravated, tired, and defensive. I was a bitchy trifecta and still I wanted a smile out of him.

      Yep.

      Certifiable.

      “I promise you’ll get a cupcake.”

      “There needs to be copious amounts of chocolate after the crap you pulled tonight.”

      “Understood.” He gave me a sideways glance.

      “What?”

      “Will chocolate always work?”

      This time it was my lips that twitched. The moments of earnest Blake almost always made up for the jackass jacket he wore like skin. “More than it doesn’t.”

      “Good to know.”

      He drew me through a door I’d assumed was a closet. It was narrow and he had to turn his shoulders to fit through it. In all the weeks I’d explored his house, I’d rarely traversed the back of the house. The backyard was heavily canopied thanks to ancient evergreens.

      Since there was no ocean, I confessed to very little interest. It was the only view that settled me completely.

      And I missed it desperately.

      But this was no simple patio. It wasn’t even on the back of the house, but a bonus room off the side. If you could call it a room. It seemed too tame of a word for the pure wonder of it.

      Moonlight and shadows striped the hardwood floor until we crossed a threshold made of glass. My mouth dropped open. Colorless glass encased a four season room with a forest backdrop. He’d left it wild, only clearing enough space for his design.

      It was fairytale perfect with lead channeled frames around each massive glass panel. Echoes of the atrium we’d spent the night in were everywhere. Until the ceiling. It was no simple domed view up into the sky.

      No, it was a huge clock face instead. Very much like the one in the gallery at Carson Covenant. Instead of hands to tell the time, he’d created a sun dial effect that stole my breath. This wasn’t the in-your-face style from his lobby. This was art.

      The truest form of Blake. Form and function creating a masterpiece out of glass.

      I spun around to face him, but before I could try to tell him how beautiful everything was, I was struck mute for a whole different reason.

      “My glass.”

      He moved to my side. “Yes.”

      The fallen angel I’d designed was on a simple pedestal at the far side of the room. That was was enough to steal my breath. That he’d actually put it in such a place of honor in this beautiful… Well, church was the only thing I could come up with.

      A four-season room didn’t quite the fit the bill with this much attention to detail.

      The angel with smoky glass and copper wings was breathtaking in this setting, but the stained glass he’d made part of his design was what shocked me to the core.

      My glass.

      The first stained glass piece I’d ever created.
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      “Why do you have this?”

      Was that my voice? It sounded desperately far away. So quiet when it seemed so loud in my head.

      “I bought it.”

      I whirled to face him. “You did not.”

      He folded his arms. “I can assure you I did.”

      I invaded his space, forcing him to lean back. “No, you didn’t. I never sold this piece. Ever.”

      Blake’s eyebrows snapped down. “I bought this piece before I had any money. In fact, I ate ramen noodles for a month because I had to have it.”

      Shock set me back a few paces. “No.” I turned back to the piece. I hadn’t seen it in eight years. It had been one of the last stained glass panels I’d created before going off to college. In fact, the piece had been the center of my portfolio to get into the glass program. “Phil told me she’d never been able to sell it.” I laughed humorlessly. “She said she’d put it in her beach house in the Caymans because it was too beautiful to be boxed up.”

      “It was the center piece of the first room I designed when I built this house. It took me five years to do the room justice, but your piece was in every apartment and house I’ve lived in since I bought it.”

      I staggered back a few steps and my hip bumped into a table. A very familiar table. I frowned down at it. My box of tools.

      “What is this room? And why is it hidden away?”

      “It’s for me. It’s always been for me. When I need space to think, this is where I go. Except lately.”

      “What?” I dragged my focus away from my worktable from the beach house. The boxes of glass that had been packed in the corners of my workshop had been meticulously packed up.

      He’d taken it all.

      “It’s been hard to be in this place. Facing all the feelings I’ve put aside for years is not something I’m comfortable with. Especially when I’ve made so many mistakes when it comes to us.”

      He crossed to me and I rounded the table to put space between us. I couldn’t even pinpoint a single emotion right now. They were stacking up on each other until it was a jumbled mosaic of glass that couldn’t quite come clear in my head.

      Love kicked hard, followed directly with confusion and rage. He’d kept me in a secret room all this time.

      Well, not me, but this version of me he had. I was laid bare in that glass behind my angel.

      His angel now.

      “Grace. I wanted you to be a part of this room. This place. A part of me.” He swallowed hard enough that his Adam’s apple bobbed. His eyes were bleak in this nightscape of silvery light and shadow. “I’m tired of the secrets.”

      “Me too,” I whispered.

      Was he actually asking me to be part of his world? I wanted to believe him. Enough that my heels clicked over the tiled floor before I realized I was walking toward him.

      He met me halfway. Shadows had lengthened and the clouds had dampened some of the moonlight. It didn’t stop me from climbing up onto him, wrapping my legs around him instinctively. I loved how big he was. Especially in these moments where he made me feel strong and fragile at the same time.

      When his huge hands clasped me so firmly and yet gently. These were the nights that I craved to push him past the gentle and into the crazed. Sometimes he allowed it. Most of the time he held a part of himself back.

      Here in the clarity of moonlight and glass I hoped for the for the wild. There was no reason to hold back here. Not now. Not if he truly wanted to share every part of him with me.

      It was a gamble I was willing to take.

      His fingers raked through the curls I’d painstakingly created. I groaned as his grip tightened on my ass.

      I rose up, bracing myself on his shoulders. I looked down at him, my hair creating a curtain around us. “I need you. All the parts you hold back. No more secrets here.”

      “None.” His voice was harsh and his eyes flashed obsidian in the shadows.

      His mouth was harsh and carnal. Everything I longed to taste was here for the taking. My nails bit into his neck, as I pushed at the collar. I wanted skin.

      Needed his skin against mine.

      He seemed to know that. He pushed and pulled at my blouse. Frustration bloomed until he finally swung around and set me on my worktable. A box skittered across the sturdy planks.

      I shifted it to the side so I had room to maneuver. I went at his buttons from the bottom, my nails tripping over the ridges of muscle and fine hairs of his belly up to the curve of his chest and nipple.

      He hissed and pushed at my blouse.

      Buttons skittered across tile.

      Mine, his…I wasn’t sure.

      I didn’t care.

      Silk whispered against silk as his tie slithered over my hand to the floor. He pushed me back, his hand sliding down my breast to my ribs before he flipped my bra up. I sucked in air at the blast of coolness kissing my skin.

      The night sky above me, Blake hovering over me. My heart rate kicked and white noise fuzzed between my ears as my breaths came faster.

      He hooked my knee up around his shoulder as he crowded over me. Widening me, pressing down on me, covering me until there was nothing but his skin, nothing but his shoulders blocking my view. He lifted my ass, rucking up my skirt to grind against my panties.

      He turned his face into my stocking-clad thigh. A growl wound through his chest and up into his throat. He tugged at my garter strap until he found the clasp and the silk receded without the elastic help.

      He sucked at the skin there, leaving teeth marks and the wake of a bruise from the pressure. The cool air crashed into his hot breath as he pushed my skirt higher.

      “Off.”

      “No time for that,” he said against my thigh.

      I nodded. Okay, I could work with that.

      He lifted my other leg higher until the winter tinged air kissed my backside. He dragged me to the edge of the table, folding me in half to rock against me.

      “God.”

      “God better not be witnessing this,” Blake said as he jerked at his buckle.

      I laughed through a groan. “Then why build a skylight like this?”

      His face was in shadow, but there was a strange glitter in the darkness. Eyes the color of forest were now just glassy obsidian here and now. Dangerously intent. “I never hoped to have you here.”

      I gripped his arm. “I am here.”

      “Why do you think I’m so ready for you? That I’m hard as the lead-lined frames of this room? You, here in this moment…” He widened my legs so he could get to my mouth.

      The kiss was open and messy. Tongues and teeth lost any hope of a graceful connection. There was only combustion.

      I pushed at his suit jacket. I wanted that ink. The compass and maps of the waterways that made my mouth dry and wet at the same time.

      “Skin,” I said breathlessly.

      He looked down at me. His jaw was granite and his gaze intense, but he took the time to shrug off his jacket and shirt.

      I sat up to help him, but he pushed me back.

      “Bra,” he said darkly.

      I reached around to release the clasp. His hungry eyes zeroed in on me as midnight wool and his white dress shirt whispered to the floor.

      My lavender bra followed suit. I cupped my breasts against the cold. He pushed my hands away to lower his mouth to the tight tip of one nipple. I elbowed away my torch and tray of chisels then held him tight to me.

      His hair sifted through my fingers as he drew on me. There was no gentleness. His mouth was hot and wild against me, moving from one breast to the other.

      He cupped them together and watched me as he gave both equal attention. The abrasion of his beard and teeth shot me closer to an orgasm than it should have.

      He rocked against me, but the lace of my panties and wool of his slacks halted his entrance.

      The control that was always such a part of him was crumbling. I wanted the edgier parts of him he tried to hide from me. I didn’t want the perfect corporate Blake right now. I wanted the guy who knew the dark pockets of New York. Who could stand toe-to-toe with someone like Dante and not back down.

      I arched under him, bumping my pelvis up against him. He bracelet my wrist and pinned it to the table. I wanted to touch. I wanted him to split me open.

      I didn’t want to be a passive participant to his carefully engineered seduction. I loved that he wanted to make sure it was good for me. He never left me unsatisfied, but the more I knew, the more I wanted from him.

      Every moment, every feeling that arced between us had a past and a present that had never quite met in the middle.

      I dragged his mouth up to mine and curled my legs around his waist. We had a perfectly good bed upstairs. Even closer—the counter in the kitchen was meticulously clean and clear. God knew we’d made good use of that counter in the recent past.

      But here, in the midst of my tools and glass, my metal shavings and burn scarred wood under my back—this was the perfect moment.

      The truth we’d been itching and scraping to find.

      The elemental piece we’d been missing was hiding here under the forest-framed sky, in a glass box of secrets and half truths. His art, my art—all of it was a calamity of love and insanity creating a perfect moment I couldn’t have imagined at the start of this night.

      I hated him.

      I loved him.

      I was in awe of him and the emotions I didn’t even know I was capable of.

      I twisted my wrist until I broke away from his dominating grip. Instead of allowing him to back up—I could see it in his posture, in the tension that suddenly infused his shoulders—I wrapped my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist.

      “Inside me, Blake.” I dragged my teeth over his bottom lip. “Stop treating me like glass.”

      He cupped my face. “But you are.”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m not. I’m as strong as you are.”

      He pressed his forehead to mine. “Stronger.”

      “Then treat me like I am.”

      “Just because I want to be careful with you doesn’t mean I don’t think you’re strong. You know that, right? I’m careful because I couldn’t live with bringing you any more pain.”

      “I want all the pieces of you. Even the ones you don’t trust.”

      He frowned. “No, I—”

      I cut him off with my mouth. “All of them,” I said against his lips. He breathed hard against my mouth. The hint of mint and intimate flavors of Blake melted on my tongue as I urged him to believe me. “All,” I said with an open-mouthed kiss.

      He jerked at his belt and clasp of his suit pants. Instead of crowding me, and covering me, he eased back, dragging me off the table as his pants snaked down his legs. “You want all of me? Even the parts that want to slam into you until I don’t know where you end and I begin?”

      “God yes.”

      He turned me around and peeled down my panties. His lips and tongue trailed down the backs of my legs, stripping my stockings with the panties. When he got to my ankles, he lifted my foot out of my shoe, removing the hose before settling my foot back into my skyscraper heel.

      I could wear them with him. He still towered over me, but not so much when I wore my four-inch Dior’s. And here and now, it helped for what he wanted.

      I shivered as he did the same with the other leg. He gripped my hips, his fingers massaging my thigh and ass before he opened me for his mouth. I gasped at the thorough taste he took. Endlessly patient where I was not.

      I bashed my knuckle on a tool case and shoved it out of the way to grip the edges of the table. My hips moved restlessly and still, he stayed back there. His clever tongue searching out every blessed inch of me.

      “Blake,” I growled.

      “You asked for this.”

      “The time for patience is gone. Just fuck me already.”

      “You need to be ready.”

      My nipples scraped over the burn scars of my table. “I’m ready.” I was dripping, for God’s sake.

      He lifted my knee onto the table. “Not even close.” He drew me wider and farther apart until I was on tiptoe.

      The moonlight intensified as the clouds moved and the trees rustled in the breeze. The shadows of the clockface striped over my table and my arms.

      As exposed to the night and the endless vistas beyond his glass house as I was, I hoped like hell he’d used that special opaque Carson glass in his design. Sweet Jesus, he’d created a 360 degree view of me.

      He dragged his thumb over my slit and up to between my cheeks then my hips were jammed into the table with the force of his first thrust. I screamed.

      I was ready for him, but there’d been no warming. The endless sweet touches and whisper kisses were a pale comparison to the length of him stripping me inside and out. I could feel each curve and vein of his shaft and flared head. He hollowed me out with each long, sure stroke.

      I gloved every inch of him and ached for more with each bone jarring thrust. He coasted up my back to my hair and dragged my head back. My name was a feral groan as his grip intensified.

      Pleasure spiked through me as he nailed me to my table. I became the hands of his clock in this silver streaked night. I reveled in every pass, accepted each frustrated and longing filled pump of his hips into my thighs.

      He lifted my knee higher, pulling me taut so there was no space between us. My mind was an incoherent mess and the rush to the finish line felt like I was swimming through an underwater current.

      So close.

      The rocks were battering me with every thrust, and the pleasure came with each reach for the surface. His hold tightened in my hair and I arched back to him.

      “Right there,” I gasped.

      “No. Not yet.” He pulled out and I screamed his name as my thighs shuddered and spasmed. I needed him inside me, that fullness only he could provide.

      He whirled me around and sat me on the edge. I wrapped my legs around his hips, reaching between us to get him inside my greedy body again.

      I’d never been this wild for any man in my life.

      It had to be this man who held the ultimate release for me time and again.

      He gripped the back of my neck and our foreheads touched as he drove into me.

      My nails dug into his flanks as the spike of pressure returned. The racing heat up my spine melted my brain and I tried to tip my head back to get lost in it, but he didn’t allow it.

      He used the angle of the table to reach into every corner of me. My scream was swallowed by his hungry mouth. Sweat slicked between us as the friction grew.

      Suddenly I was airborne again. He fumbled once before he crossed the room to the gilded stained glass. His cool grays and silvers should have clashed with my golden and green tones but they didn’t.

      They merged and made something new.

      Very much like us.

      I gripped his shoulder and hips as he crashed me into the wall of glass. Memories disconnected in my mind. Of the first time we’d been like this, how different we’d been.

      Only a couple of months ago in reality, but far more than a lifetime in the distance we’d come.

      I reached above us and he met my hand with his own, lacing our fingers as tightly as our bodies. The rushing tide of my mind, the storms of my heart, the love I’d never expected to find—all of it was here.

      Now.

      He buried his face in my neck as I shook around him. As he trembled with me until there was nothing left but our breathing and the cool stillness of the night.

      I ached to tell him, but the words lodged in my throat even as they filled my chest with light.
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      I wasn’t really sure how we ended up in his bedroom after our interlude in his atrium—our atrium. He’d actually combined the space to include me.

      It was as confusing as it was inspiring.

      It relayed a permanence that he’d all but ignored since I stepped foot into his house. I’d simply taken over. It truly was the only way to make the glacial man move in any way.

      But he’d created that room and included my belongings on purpose. He wasn’t just letting me ghost my way into his life as I had been doing for the last few months.

      I wasn’t even sure when he’d done it, but it hadn’t been in one day. Even his power and money could only make so much happen.

      Blake came out of the bathroom, flicking the light off as he left. He wore only a pair of navy sleep pants, leaving his distracting torso bare, as well as his feet.

      The light trapped inside me threatened my tongue again. Why it was so hard to spit out the words to him, I just didn’t know. I love you’s sprinkled with lies felt wrong in some way I couldn’t define.

      I sat up on our bed, one of his T-shirts slipping off my shoulder. “When did you add my workshop to that room?”

      “Why?” His fingers paused on the lamp beside the bed.

      “Because I want to know.”

      He sighed. “The day after we got the pages from Annabelle.”

      I hadn’t had time to get back to the beach house to work because I’d actually been doing the brunt of Blake’s work while he went through the endless pages of data we had.

      “So, you really did want to bring things out in the open?”

      He sat on the side of the bed, flicking a twisting curl of hair over my shoulder. “Regardless of what you think, I do hate the secrets between us. I just didn’t know how to go about explaining myself.”

      In his defense, it was a pretty incredible tale. My own selfishness was a core component of the maddening story. I’d lost time with so many people because I’d lived in my head so much.

      How could I blame Blake for being so mistrustful when I wasn’t much different? He kept his own counsel, I simply shut people out by living in my art.

      “I’m not quite sure I conveyed how much I loved it.”

      “I believe I have the teeth and nail marks to prove it.”

      I grinned up at him and rolled onto my knees before him. “Not just the sex part. Though that was particularly impressive.” I held up my fingers in a frame. “Blake Carson, sex god can be added to your door.”

      “I believe we can leave that off for now.”

      “It has a ring to it, doesn’t it?”

      “No.”

      “Hater.”

      He laughed and curled his arm around my hips in a rare gesture of affection. I slipped my fingers into his hair as he leaned against my chest. We seemed to only get our fix of skin contact when we were all the way naked.

      “That glass—the stained panel…”

      He sighed. “It’s late, Ms. Copeland.”

      “It’s important, Blake.”

      “I told you I purchased it.”

      “Why?”

      He eased back, though his fingers weren’t exactly gentle on my hips. “What do you mean, why? I saw it in the gallery and I wanted it. I wanted a piece of the past to remind me—”

      He stopped himself for some reason. The easy smile was gone now. I curled my fingers into his shoulder. “Remind you of what?”

      “Remind me that I had to work hard to get out of my shithole life. That as beautiful as glass work was, I had to find my own way.”

      And it was my work that would do that? I didn’t know how that made me feel. “Phil never paid me for that work.”

      “Makes you wonder what else she’s been up to.”

      “How many more artists were never paid?”

      Blake’s shrewd eyes bore into mine. “We might just have the missing puzzle piece to link these accounts.”

      “Could she be using the gallery to…” I wiggled my fingers. The word was right there, but it sounded like it should be part of some Tuesday night procedural, not my life. “It sounds so unbelievable.”

      “To launder money? It’s a time-honored tradition.”

      How many other artists had been duped? Believing they’d never sold a piece only to have Phil use them to move money around.

      Art was subjective. A stupid little bust could go for tens of thousands of dollars just because a curator said so. I needed to get into the computers.

      There was a wealth of information that could be found if I could just get my hands on one of the iPads in the gallery.

      “Christmas.” I slapped Blake’s arm. “Christmas!”

      “Pardon?” Blake’s eyebrows snapped together. “It’s nearly four in the morning, Ms. Copeland. I can’t begin to follow the trail from laundering to Christmas at this hour.”

      I inched back and rolled off the bed to the drawers on my side. I fished through the mail I kept in there and spotted the white and red envelope. I waved it at him. “Lady’s Cove Gallery is having its annual Christmas party for patrons and artists. That would be me and you, pal.”

      “Again…you’re going to need to connect the dots.”

      I crawled across his lake-sized bed and knelt in front of him. “Sorry. My inner dialogue is not playing nice with my mouth.”

      “I don’t even have a response to that.”

      “Phil’s entire network is based on an iPad network. If I could just smuggle one of those suckers out maybe Jack and Lucy could do that hoodoo stuff and find a connection.”

      His brow smoothed, then beetled again. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “This is the least dangerous move we’ve got, Blake. The party is Friday night. We go, we schmooze, we dance a little. I have this amazing red wool cape that has pockets that could fit a small child. Or in this case, an iPad.”

      “And there’s no security built into them? I find that hard to believe.”

      “I can’t tell you how many times I brought one of them home to work on files. The network isn’t really in Phil’s purview. She’s the schmooze, and I was the one who kept all the behind the scenes mechanics working.”

      My fault.

      Oh, God.

      My butt lowered to cover my feet. “I should have seen it.”

      He cupped my face, bringing me back up onto my knees. “No.”

      I curled my fingers around his wrist. I wanted to believe him, but my head had been firmly in the sand on way too many different issues.

      “You would have seen pieces sold, but did you really have anything to do with the accounting?”

      “No. In fact, she made sure to have a separate person who took care of the books.”

      “You couldn’t have known. That’s why she and Annabelle got away with this for as long as they did.”

      I leaned into his hand. “Why would my grandmother have been in on this? That’s what I don’t understand. They barely tolerated each other.”

      “Annabelle had a flair for the dramatic. Don’t you think this kind of thing would have been perfect for her? At least in the beginning. A way to be involved in all the gossip.”

      There had to be more to it, and I didn’t doubt he was still sugarcoating. That was just Blake’s way of protecting me, and much as I railed against it, I knew deep down he cared.

      Perhaps I mattered to him just as much as he mattered to me.

      My eyes misted. “You knew her pretty well.”

      He leaned in and kissed me softly. “I did. Enough to know how she could have gotten trapped in something like this.”

      “Because she didn’t think it through,” I said sadly.

      “The danger would have been addictive. Add in the fact that she knew my father and it makes me think he might have had something to do with it. He was a charming man. Just connected enough to be thrilling.”

      He did know Annabelle too well. “It’s still wrong.”

      “And why I’ve been killing myself to figure out the how and who. Something had to have happened to make your grandmother compile all this detailed information. A reason why she would have been so afraid for your life.”

      A flash of my grandmother’s body sprawled across the carpet made my eyes burn again. He let me go and stood to flip the bedclothes back. I crossed my arms over my middle at the loss of his warmth.

      “And now we have a way inside.”

      I rolled back on my side and slid under the covers, suddenly cold. “We’ll need to talk to Jack tomorrow.”

      Blake’s jaw flexed as he slid in beside me. “We both have to be up in a few hours.” He reached for the lamp, throwing the room into shadow.

      “What is it about you and Jack lately?”

      “It’s late, Grace.”

      “Then hurry up and tell me why you get so spastic when I bring up Jack.”

      “I do not get spastic.”

      It was dark so he could see me roll my eyes. Seriously, rolling them hard. As if I couldn’t see what was going on between them more than half the time. “He’s my friend too, you know.”

      “I’m well aware.”

      I slammed my head into my pillow. “You’re ridiculous.”

      He reached across the bed and pulled me against him, my back to his front. There were many a morning we ended up in this position, but it was rare for him to instigate it when we were actually awake. I curled my fingers around his forearm and smoothed my way up and down the sinewy length of muscles.

      He didn’t say anything for so long that I was afraid he may have fallen asleep. “It may sound ridiculous, but I don’t trust anyone with you.”

      I turned my face to him in the dark. “Not even Jack?”

      “No one.”

      I curled into him and pushed my cheek into the pillow. “You’re right, it sounds ridiculous.”

      “I’d rather sound paranoid than lose you.”

      Not much I could say to that. Especially when all the things inside me that could flutter went a little mad with stupid girly vibrations. Damn him.

      “We have two days to get ready for the party. I suggest we sleep and get to planning tomorrow.”

      He sounded so calm and so Blake. Part of me wanted to turn around and shake him. Maybe even slug him for good measure, but I had to admit I was tired. The adrenaline I’d been feeding off was fading.

      Tomorrow was soon enough to figure out the best way to fix things.
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      I hung up the phone and spun around in Blake’s comfortable-enough-to-sleep in chair. In fact, the urge to do just that was overwhelming. Sleep had been a commodity that neither of us could afford. Between getting clients settled before everyone disappeared for the holiday and finalizing bonuses for the end of the year I’d lost track of time.

      Blake hid in his workshop to pick apart the endless tangle of data from my grandmother. If we had a fleet of forensic accountants it would still take weeks. I didn’t know what he thought he was going to accomplish, but the man was worse than a terrier with a porterhouse steak.

      “Ms. Copeland.”

      I looked up from my boss’s desk. Actually, it was pretty much mine at the moment. More and more I’d been hiding inside Blake’s inner sanctum to get things done. I fumbled out of his chair. “Hi. Um, sorry. Was I supposed to meet you?” I looked down at my watch. God, how was it six already?

      He closed the door and crossed the room to hang two garment bags.

      “Oh, shit. It’s Friday.”

      “It most certainly is.”

      I crossed to him and opened the smaller bag. A garnet red dress that I’d never seen before was inside. I blinked up at him. “What’s this?”

      “I realized this morning we didn’t have anything ready for you to wear at this party.”

      “I have dresses,” I sputtered.

      “Of course you do, but I doubt you had time to get one dry cleaned or pressed for our outing.”

      No, but I could have made do. I was almost sure of it.

      Blake came up behind me and reached around to pull out the dress. “It’s just easier.”

      A little black bag was tied to the hanger. I unhooked it and peeked inside. Lingerie—high end stuff. How the hell had he managed to get LaPerla on such short notice?

      “Since I’m your assistant, who did you have doing the shopping, buddy?”

      “I have quite capable fingers and contacts, Ms. Copeland.”

      I tossed the silk bag on his desk. We so weren’t going there with the fingers.

      He gathered both garment bags and the small bag of unmentionables as he crossed to his secret room. He leaned into an almost imperceptible panel and suddenly the door slid open.

      So that was how it worked.

      “How very Bond of you, Blake.”

      “The room has a shower and a bed. It’s very handy when I have to work late at night. I seem to remember mentioning it to you prior to our night of being locked into the vestibule.”

      I sailed in after him. “I remember.”

      The room was small, but small in the way that an apartment is in New York City. Another secret room.

      The view from the room was incredible. The infinity edge from his office space ran in here as well. An unparalleled view of Boston Harbor stretched out before us. White twinkle lights had been added to the arbors along the inlet.

      Various boats were decked out for Christmas as well. We were experiencing a ridiculously warm winter and people seemed to be combating that by increasing their decorations.

      I actually didn’t mind. It was my first Christmas without my grandmother and it helped to see that life was going on, even if my own felt like it had been in stasis and fast forward at the same time.

      I pressed my fingertips to the window and let myself soak in the cheer. A little bit of normalcy in my less than ideal world.

      Blake came up behind me. “Are you all right?”

      I reached behind me with my other hand to link our fingers. “We’ve been so busy and focused I didn’t have time to realize this would be my first Christmas alone.”

      “You’re not alone.” His voice was low and barely above a whisper.

      “No. I didn’t know this was how my year would end up when I walked into this office a few months ago.”

      He brushed his lips over my temple. “You’re a miracle I never thought I’d be worthy of. I still don’t.”

      My fingertips went white as I pressed them harder into the glass. What the hell could I say when he came up with stuff like that? Just when I was prepared to write him off as the least romantic soul on the planet, he came back with a comment like that.

      His fingertips slipped across the band of my skirt to just above my navel. “Late at night, I’d look out on this waterway.”

      “King of his castle style?”

      “I never looked at it that way.”

      My breath hitched when his fingers coasted lower over the silk of my blouse to the edge of my panties. “You should have.”

      “By the time I had a view to be proud of, I was more alone than I’d ever been in my life. Until you.”

      My skirt loosened and pooled around my ankles.

      “Now, I have this view and finally someone to share it with.”

      My pulse shot up. “Aren’t there cameras all over?”

      “Not here. This is my one sanctuary.”

      He undid the buttons of my blouse until that too hit the floor in a pile. A flood of goosebumps washed over my skin. I was in wool socks under my knee-high boots. I’d dressed in the dark and was pretty sure my bra and panties were the oldest in my stash.

      I was a fail at this being a girlfriend thing. A truly sexy moment and he was getting rainbow boy short panties and a utilitarian bra. Oh yeah, all of the perfection here.

      “Christ, you are beautiful.”

      “You caught the mismatch college level outfit I’ve got going on right?”

      I could feel the smile as he dropped a kiss on my nape. “I never got to have college aged Grace.” He cupped the cotton bra, dragging it over my breasts until my nipples were uncovered. He tweaked them lightly as the bra strap rode up my back. “Is this what you did in the dorms?”

      I groaned. “I wasn’t much for hookups in school.”

      “Good. Because the idea that anyone else has touched this perfect skin drives me mad. You were made for me. You fill my hands perfectly.” He cupped my breasts and rolled my nipples with just enough pressure to make me gasp. He brushed his wool clad erection across my ass. “Your pussy clasps my cock as if every inch was created to take only me.”

      I let out a shaky breath and was actually thankful for the cotton panties at the moment. Because if he kept talking like that I was going to need a towel and a mop.

      Just when I thought I had a handle on him, he threw me a curve ball. But then I didn’t have time to think about anything. His mouth and lips danced up my neck as he dispensed with my bra. Instead of taking off my panties, he simply moved them aside.

      I went up on my toes as he tunneled two fingers inside of me. I tipped forward and my stomach plummeted at the view. Just air, water, and Blake curling his fingers across my g-spot was not how I’d seen this day going.

      He blew me past foreplay into orgasm so fast that I had trouble hanging on. My lungs felt more like bellows as he ripped me from one peak to another. I didn’t know if it was from his words, or his touch, or the view.

      I didn’t care.

      I just let myself ride the careening train of pleasure. He replaced his fingers with his cock and my nerve endings went from burn to full on conflagration.

      His breath on my neck, his hands on the glass beside mine, and the bay around us was enough to make my heart burst, but when he covered my hands and thrust inside me again and again, I careened into a tailspin of lust and love so confusing I could have been on a tilt-a-whirl.

      I screamed out my release and sagged as he groaned into my neck. Just my name.

      Simply my name in that ragged voice that I lived to hear.

      Longing, pleasure, and pain that echoed my own.

      Blake slowly moved back and the loss of our connection had me sagging against the window. Instead of leaving me alone, he swung me up into his arms.

      The shower stall was little more than a closet, but he washed me thoroughly and snapped a towel out from a thin cupboard beside the stall.

      He dried me off and left me with my clothes to get dressed.

      I was actually thankful that he’d left me in peace. I needed a second after our little interlude.

      We’d been so busy all week that he hadn’t touched me since the night in the atrium. That had been just as intense. I was pretty sure our batting average was in the minus column for actually making love in a bed.

      I didn’t have much choice in hairstyles for the evening, so I clipped most of it back and let the curls go where they may down my back. I unearthed the stockings and scraps of lace he called panties and a bra. When I got a good look at the dress I realized why they were so sparse.

      It was a simple dress on the hanger, but when I stepped into it, I realized that the lace bralette might be too much. The bodice of the dress hugged me and a fine cord of silver criss crossed over the center panel over my chest. It wasn’t quite see-through, but it was damn close.

      It reminded me of dresses from medieval times with a bit more sex appeal.

      “Are you ready?”

      I turned around and my breath caught. The last time I’d seen Blake in a tux he’d been saving me from drowning in a cove. The fine black material was cut for his body only. No off the rack for this man.

      Sweet Jesus.

      Impeccably cut with a classic one button style, the tux was enough to make my tongue get trapped at the roof of my mouth. “Wow.”

      “I believe that should be my line, Ms. Copeland. You’re stunning.”

      I looked down at the garnet fire of the material as it swished around my calves in a deceptively modest style. Garnets winked at his wrists as he shot his cuffs out. “I hoped to leave people with this as their memory of us, not sneaking away to procure an iPad for nefarious reasons.”

      I grinned up at him. “Are you sure you haven’t been watching Bond flicks?”

      “Quite sure.” He set a simple clutch on the couch. “I found this.”

      “You found a clutch that’s the same size as a tablet?”

      He shrugged. “Have credit card will find in the city. It was made to hold an iPad.”

      I frowned at the stiffness of the clutch. “What’s in there?”

      “Open it.”

      I slid out the padded envelope with a frown. Inside was a beveled piece of Carson glass. Alone it was stunning, but the intricate etching at the center stole my breath. I’d seen plenty of monograms in my life, but nothing like this.

      “It’s like the glass we used for Jimmy Calagnino.”

      I lightly traced the lines of Phil’s initials. “She doesn’t deserve this.”

      “No, but I figure it manufactures a way for us to distract her with a gift. It would call to her sense of vanity.”

      “It does. And you’re right.”

      “I had my people make it.”

      I held it up to the window and shook my head at the ghostly blue hue of the etching. “When this is over we’re going to discuss the artistry angle that you’re missing in most of your jobs.”

      “My company does just fine as it is, Ms. Copeland.”

      “It can do better.” I slid the glass back into the envelope and into the clutch.

      “As you endlessly remind me.”

      He held up a black wool jacket. “Shall we go?”

      I nodded. “Let’s get this done.”

      The trip into the city was uneventful. Marblehead wasn’t exactly the mecca of parties for Christmas. Most people were traveling into Boston instead.

      But the gallery’s parking lot and two of the adjoining lots were full to bursting with cars. Philomena had outdone herself as usual. White twinkle lights and holly circled the columns out front. Both of the windows had Christmas trees in them with discrete holiday themed paintings in the setup.

      Always something to sell.

      I used to think she was a genius at marketing. Now, I had to wonder if she’d destroyed as many artists as she’d created. How many of my own pieces were sold to gangsters to launder their money?

      Did they just say in boxes at the back of their closets?

      Blake slid a hand around my hip and gathered me in close. “Bring the rage down to a manageable level. You’re going to start breathing fire before we even get through the vestibule.”

      “Right. You’re right.” I threw my shoulders back. The fact that she’d duped me for so many years made my head pound and anger bubble in my gut.

      No one at the party would know it though. I’d learned from my grandmother just how important outward appearances were. I smiled and drank and made it a point to talk to nearly everyone at the party.

      The closer I got to the queen of the hour, the more tense I became. Before I could interrupt Cat Bishop and steal Phil away to talk to her, Blake swirled me into the small crowd of dancers.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Saving you from yourself.” Blake gave a regal nod to an elderly patron dancing stiffly with his much younger wife. He glanced down at me. “You need to calm down.”

      “I am calm?”

      “You’re actually making me nervous. I’m not dressed for hiding a body tonight, Ms. Copeland.”

      I sighed and pressed my face to his neck. I breathed in his citrus scent and beat back the dark anger until it was a manageable level. “I loved this woman like a mother. ”

      He cupped the back of my neck, burrowing under the curls. “I know, baby.”

      My fingers tightened on the shoulders of his jacket. I really wasn’t sure if I could take any more betrayal. I just needed to get through this night and get more proof for Jack so I could move on with my life.

      Because the thought of the alternative was enough to drive me mad. I took a calming breath, but my line of sight dissolved the ounce of composure I’d managed.

      A man with dark hair met my gaze a little too intensely. Enough that I trampled Blake’s lead in our dance.

      He stumbled a little before swinging me around. “What’s wrong.”

      “I think Danny’s here.”

      “Where?”

      I slowly box stepped my way around so he could see what I had. “That’s Marina and Danny right?”

      Blake’s shoulders tensed.

      “Right?”

      “Yes,” he said darkly.

      “Marina’s from a very old family in Marblehead. It’s not like it’s out of the ordinary for her to be here.” Mostly, I wanted to finish out loud. The fact that Marina rarely moved in the art circles had to just be coincidence.

      “There you are, Grace. Come over here please.” Phil’s voice cut through our conversation.

      Blake led me to the sidelines of the dance floor, until we were well away from the others. “It’s nice to see you Mrs. Stanwick.”

      “Merry Christmas, darling.” Phil enveloped me in a Chanel scented hug. “I’m so glad you brought your beau.”

      What exactly was I supposed to say about that? The last time Phil had seen us we’d been sneaking out of the frame room. “We’ve been so busy, we figured it was the best way to see you before the holidays completely got away from us.”

      “Me too, darling. It’s been a whirlwind year. I can’t believe we’re almost to New Year’s.”

      I smiled. “I know. I agree. When I got your invite I knew it was the perfect way to see you.”

      “I know it’s a hard time right now. The first holiday without a loved one is always the worst. I want you to come to my house for Christmas. I don’t want you to be alone.”

      I gave her smile and curled my arm through Blake’s. “I’m not. Don’t worry.”

      “So I see.”

      Was I seeing things that simply weren’t there, or had Phil’s lips pursed at my news?

      “Nothing against you, Mr. Carson, but I was hoping that my honorary granddaughter was holed up in a studio working on more pieces for my gallery. Not working for you.”

      “It’s quite all right. I admit that I’ve been monopolizing Grace’s time, but don’t worry she’s still working on fresh pieces. In fact, we have one right now for you.”

      “Now?”

      I cleared my throat. “Yes. It’s something special I wanted to show you. Can we go in the back so I can show it to you?”

      “Of course. I can leave my own party for a few moments, especially if there’s something in it for me.” Her gold ringed fingers fluttered over the beaded bodice of her jet black dress.

      “I know how you love presents.”

      “I don’t have yours here though. I was hoping to have you out to the house with us for Christmas.”

      “I couldn’t wait to give it to you.”

      She lead them back to her office and swept in. “Come in. My space is your space.”

      I spotted the charging station full of iPads and my belly tightened. Perfect. I opened my clutch and pulled out the slim envelope. “It’s not wrapped, but I think you’ll forgive my little faux pas when you see it.”

      Blake eased the glass out of the wrapper and flipped it around for Phil to look at.

      She gasped and held the piece up before crossing the room to her true light stand. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Blake’s speciality is security glass. He let me take a stab at an etching on it.” I backed up to her desk and unplugged one of the iPads before I leaned against the mahogany with an indulgent smile.

      Blake explained the glass and brought Phil to her window to show her the way the etching changed in different lights. I slid the iPad off the station and into my purse before turning around to follow them.

      “I can’t wait to work with it. I thought I’d tease you with a Christmas gift. You know, to whet your appetite for more.”

      “Well, you certainly did. This is gorgeous. You’ll be able to make amazing things with it. I can’t wait to sell them all. You’re going to make me a mint!”

      I laughed. “Always the bottom line.”

      Philomena shrugged. “It is a business, but you are my favorite artist. That has to count for something.”

      “Oh, it does.”

      Blake rested his hand at the small of my back. “Shall we get back? We don’t want the natives to get restless because we stole away their hostess.”

      “I don’t really care. I can’t wait to put this up. I’m going to create something special at the front of the gallery.”

      “I’d be honored.” The words stuck in my jaw, but I managed to spit them out.

      “I simply love it. Merry Christmas, darling.” She swooped in and hugged me tight. It took everything inside me not to push her back. To rail at her for lying to me since the beginning of my career.

      She drew us back into the room and dragged us to the nearest waiter with a tray of champagne. “To your amazing talent!”

      Blake smiled and locked his fingers with mine. It was the only way I could choke down my drink.

      Lies everywhere.

      I had to get out of there.

      “It’s been a very long week. Would you mind if we begged off the rest of the night.”

      “Oh, but you haven’t even eaten yet.”

      “I know, but you know me. I’m not for the finger food stuff.”

      She turned to Blake with a shake of her head. “Annabelle and I tried to raise her right, but she still loves junk over the finer foods.”

      He brushed a kiss to my temple. “I keep her well stocked with pizza and Thai food.”

      “That he does.”

      Out.

      Now.

      Please.

      “All right. You go home and get some rest. Christmas day at my house though. No arguments.”

      I nodded. I’d say anything now. I’d never go to her house and spend time with her after what I knew now. Never.

      Blake gathered me in and steered me to where we’d checked our coats. The clutch practically burning in my hands as we waited for the attendant.

      “A few minutes more.”

      I nodded.

      He held my coat up for me and took my clutch so I could put my other arm in. “We’re out of here. You did amazing.”

      “Oscar winning performance,” I muttered as we swung through the doors and outside. I turned back to look at the lights and laughing people and caught Danny Donnelly talking to Philomena.

      God, I hoped it was Oscar worthy.

      “Can we go home?”

      “Yes. We can go home.”

      “No, to my home.” Okay, technically it was Blake’s but right now I couldn’t handle anything else. I needed the familiar and the water to even me out.

      “Grace…”

      “I know, but I need my grandmother’s house right now. I need the ocean.”

      He nodded. “All right.”

      “Thank you.”

      The trip to my house was silent. Tension flowed off of Blake, but he was willing to do what I needed. When we got inside I noticed the changes to the house right away. Security had been increased and there was electricity, praise be.

      I climbed the stairs to my old room and found a few steamer trunks there. He hadn’t taken all of my belongings out yet. I shed the dress and the sexy lingerie in favor of my old overalls and a stain splattered T-shirt.

      Little pieces of Blake had infused the house with the unfamiliar. A large bookcase, furniture, and other manly items didn’t fit in with the ultra-feminine memories I had of my home.

      He’d had the broken window panes fixed and my eyes misted when the stained glass had been replaced exactly as I’d made them.

      I moved out to the porch, lured by the sound of the ocean. The white crests of the waves soothed me like nothing else. The insides of my home might be changing, but this one thing never would.

      The view that I’d grown up with. Even as a small child this had been my safe place. My parents had moved everywhere and didn’t think twice about leaving me behind with Annabelle when it suited them.

      And finally they just left me here for good. Instead of feeling abandoned, I’d felt found for the first time in my life. Now it seemed like the same thing was happening.

      Blake came up behind me. “It’s cold out here.”

      “I know, but just a few minutes more.”

      “As long as you want, Grace.”

      He stood behind me until the tide roared up the beach and drifted over the eroded rocks at the edge of our property. Then I led him inside and brought him to my grandmother’s room.

      The four poster bed was the only thing I hadn’t been able to remove from the house. It was simply too big. I gathered up a few quilts and he held me through the night.

      When the early gray of morning swept in over the water, he finally stirred. “I need to go into the office.”

      “Now you have the iPad for Jack.”

      “I do. And I’ll make sure he gets it right away.”

      I nodded. “Good.”

      “Are you coming in?”

      “I need a little time.”

      “I don’t like leaving you alone.”

      “I know. I see you’ve got the security all set up. And if I know you—and I do—you’ve got it rigged up with cameras.”

      He sighed. “I do.”

      “Then you know I’ll be safe. I saw the Chapel boxes in the entryway. There’s not a corner you left to chance I’m sure.”

      “I still don’t like it.”

      “I’ll come in before lunch, I promise.”

      “If you don’t I’ll be at the door to drag you in.”

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      He leaned in and kissed me softly. “I called a car for me, so you can take the Rover in.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I’ll see you soon.”

      I dozed as I heard him moving around. I hadn’t slept much through the night and when I was conscious again it was closer to ten in the morning.

      I looked around the room. Most of the furniture had been removed and the paintings that had been here forever had left rings on the walls. I slipped out of the nest of quilts I’d created and went over to the large built in that surrounded my grandmother’s picture window.

      I traced the little mermaid that I’d carved for her during my woodworking phase in college. I never strayed far from the glass and lead that I loved, but I did have to learn other mediums. I slid my thumb along the scales of her tail and felt a click.

      I frowned.

      It had never done that before.

      I pressed harder and a spring popped. More secrets. I shook my head and opened the little door. There was another hinge hidden inside. I flipped that open and found a sheaf of papers and something wrapped in oil cloth.

      I opened the papers, but they were filled with legal jargon and lost my interest immediately. There was a smaller envelope, but the golden edge of the object in the oil cloth captured my attention.

      I flipped it back and gasped.

      Recognition was instantaneous. There was no way that I couldn’t recognize it. I stared at it a few times a week when I walked the wharf during my lunches.

      The clock.

      Blake’s clock. The cornerstone of his empire was in my grandmother’s home.

      With shaking fingers I made myself read the papers. The contracts, and the legalese blurred as tears coasted down my cheeks.

      His name.

      Blake Carson scribbled at the end of the contract for money.

      My grandmother’s money.

      One million dollars of my grandmother’s money. Rage spiraled through my bones and shook through my fingers. The clock rattled in my hands as I blindly tore through the house and out the door.
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      “So you’re not coming for Christmas. Even though this is the first holiday you’ve actually had someone in your life, you won’t spare some time for your mother.”

      I tipped back at the desk in my home office and searched for patience. “Mom, I don’t know what our plans are yet. Since this is our first holiday together, I don’t want to put pressure on her.”

      “You mean put pressure on you, to actually be part of a family and do regular family things?”

      I sat up straight. “Right, that’s me. Incapable of being part of a family. We’ll just forget all those years I wanted nothing but.”

      She sighed. “I’m sorry, sweetie. It’s just all the time on the cruise gave me a chance to think, and I want you and Grace to be a bigger part of our lives. I made some mistakes with you, but we can fix them now. I want to fix them.”

      My gaze sharpened as I stared at the watercolor of the Boston Harbor over my desk. Though it was my office, I rarely used it, especially now that Grace lived with me. I enjoyed sitting on the couch with her so much more than shutting myself away in this austere place.

      But after the night we’d spent at the beach house after the gallery party, she was sorting through some of her grandmother’s possessions. Not out of sentimentality. No, as always she was on the hunt for answers. Meanwhile I was doing my level best not to study the security app that linked into the Stuart place to make sure she was okay.

      The app was a concession, one Grace had allowed me simply because I think she found my over the top protectiveness endearing. When she wasn’t finding it stifling or annoying as hell.

      I’d take what I could get.

      Speaking of taking, taking my mother’s phone call had not been the smartest move. I still had miles of data from the thumb drive to sort through and didn’t have time to waste on the phone.

      Except for one salient point.

      “You just came back from a cruise? Alone?”

      She sighed again. “You haven’t heard a word I’ve said, have you? No, Brant and I took a week cruise to the Mediterranean. We’re barely off the boat, but I wanted to talk to you. We need to heal this rift, sweetie.”

      It probably made me a bad son, and I’d be sure to buy her an extra lavish gift to make up for it, but I wasn’t thinking about rifts or healing or anything beyond what it meant that Brant had been on a boat in the middle of the ocean for the past week.

      Specifically, he couldn’t have been the one who had broken into our home.

      “I have been listening. Mostly,” I admitted. “There’s been a lot going on, and I’m preoccupied.”

      “I knew it! You’re going to propose! Does this mean I can finally look forward to grandbabies?”

      I nearly upended my chair. “Say what? No. Dear God. No.”

      “To which part?”

      “Any of it. All of it.” I tried not to sound as aghast as I felt.

      We were in the middle of a possible murder investigation. A suspicious death at the very least, if Annabelle had died due to natural causes. I was seriously starting to doubt that. The timing of her passing had been a little too convenient, and conveniences only came at the value price of twice the going rate at corner stores.

      Marriage and children were not on the agenda. Sweet Jesus.

      “We’ve only been dating for a short time,” I managed once I’d recovered.

      Actually, we hadn’t even had a real date yet. Our one attempt had ended in a break-in and truly spectacular sex in my four-seasons room.

      That probably counted as our version of romance, all things considered.

      “I’m just saying it’s a consideration down the line. I’m not getting any younger, Blake. Give an old woman something to look forward to in her declining years.”

      I fumbled in my desk drawer for my ubiquitous bottle of aspirin. “And that consists of my engaging in a marital union and reproducing?”

      “I didn’t get to spend much time with you when you were little. You remember how much I had to work back then.”

      “Yes, I do.” I popped the top on the bottle and shook out three pills. On second thought, four would be good.

      This headache wouldn’t be vanquished easily, I could just bet.

      “So I’d like a chance to do better with the next generation. Maybe do a bit of spoiling. Brant has some money put aside, and we can live as we choose to now.”

      “You don’t need his money. You have mine.” There was no keeping the hard edge out of my voice, even if Brant had been on a ship and not sorting through my personal belongings.

      Someone had been.

      That he hadn’t physically been on the premises knocked down his possibilities of being involved, assuming he wasn’t working with a partner. Two people working together could always accomplish more than one, though of course then you had to trust them not to spill the beans through malice or sheer ineptitude.

      I dry-swallowed the pills and replaced the bottle in the drawer. Hmm. Two people was an option we hadn’t really considered. We’d always imagined a lone wolf working alone, but two people could definitely go places where one on his own could not.

      That was an angle we’d definitely have to pursue, if I ever got off the phone.

      “I don’t want to rely on my son, and I don’t want to rely on Brant either. I was a careful saver, and I do have a little of my own. But I like that girl, Blake. She’s good for you. And she’d make beautiful babies, so don’t chase her away with your growling and snarling.”

      “She happens to like my growling and snarling, and babies are not a concern of either of ours. I’ll let you know about Christmas.” After a moment, I gripped the phone tighter. “We’ll try to stop by, at least for dinner and gifts.”

      Gifts. I needed a gift. Lavish or not, right now I had nothing for her. Or Grace, dammit. And Grace for sure wouldn’t be interested in the jelly of the month club I’d bought my mother three years running, along with other assorted things I’d boxed up and sent over.

      Truthfully, my assistant at the time had boxed them up and sent them over, but there had been no time for that this year.

      So much for me being prepared.

      My mother tut-tutted and made noises about being so excited to see us, and about wanting to have a “girls’ night” with Grace to do their hair and makeup and trash men. I guess that meant I wasn’t to chase the beautiful baby maker Grace away, so that my mother could do the honors for me.

      Whatever. I had bigger concerns at the moment.

      As soon as I hung up, I called the Hawthorne Hotel in nearby Salem to book their best room for New Year’s Eve. Shockingly, this was not available until I offered to up my compensation dramatically, and suddenly within a few moments, a cancellation had been found. I figured that would do in a pinch as far as holiday gifts went. I’d tell Grace I’d booked us a romantic hotel suite and we could dance the night away with a bunch of other besotted drunken fools.

      Revelers. I meant revelers.

      My next step was to go on Amazon, where I bought my mother a bunch of the things she had on her wishlist. I had them gift-wrapped and sent via Prime, then added in a few more things for Grace as well. Some artist’s tools she might enjoy, and a scarf in the exact blue-green shade as her eyes. I’d failed on the lavish score this year, but I still had a day or two left to shop. At least this way I wouldn’t be empty-handed. What online shopping lacked in personality it made up for in convenience, and I took advantage of it gladly.

      Especially since a metric ton of data was still waiting for me.

      I was wading through more of it, cross-checking with the list of addresses I had running on my second screen, when the door behind me banged open. Instead of jumping to my feet to face the threat, I calmly eased open the keyboard tray where I’d stashed my gun that morning.

      And turned to find Grace cradling my clock with murder in her eyes.

      Her gaze dropped to my hand and she huffed out a breath. “Is that how you greet people now, Blake? Gun in hand?”

      “Obviously, I didn’t know it was you.”

      As discreetly as possible, I tucked the gun into the back of my waistband. I had a feeling opening a drawer would incense her even more.

      To be honest, I wasn’t certain I possessed enough strength to turn back to the desk. Just slipping the gun into my waistband had taken untold effort. My limbs felt frozen, disconnected. White noise buzzed in my ears.

      Grace had my clock. The one I’d assumed gone so many years ago. I’d grieved for it as I’d grieved for so much else.

      “But we’ve fallen so far that if a door bangs open, someone has to be trying to kill you. That’s where we’re at now. Buried in secrets and lies and deceptions. Like this.” She slammed the delicate clock down on a table, and I felt more than heard the glass break. It was if something had been ripped to shreds inside my chest.

      But the pieces left behind still ached. That clock represented her more than it did me, and that made its value immeasurable.

      I jerked to my feet and rushed forward to still her hands. I was afraid she intended to rip the glass and copper apart. “Don’t. Wait. I can explain.”

      “Explain what, Blake? That you built this clock and sold it to my grandmother, then replicated it in your office? That I can believe. Artist Blake finds a good design and makes it his trademark. Hard to imagine something so delicate being so strong, but that’s your specialty, isn’t it?” She traced the hairline fracture in the glass that protected the fragile hands of the clock, and I knew some part of her had to hurt at the damage. She was more of an artist than I would ever be.

      But that didn’t mean I was sure she wouldn’t dismantle the rest while I watched. And I wouldn’t stop her, because I loved her.

      Good Christ, I loved her, and she was looking at me like I was worthless. This Grace would never feel anything for me but disgust.

      Our past, present and future had converged, and I was seeing what was to come. There were emotions far worse than hatred. She would soon reach the point where she felt nothing at all for me. I’d tried to stave off that moment, but it had arrived just the same.

      Because of this. The testament I’d built to her of how I felt had made her despise me.

      I didn’t understand, but it didn’t really matter. She’d found it and if she destroyed it, I would go on as I had for all these years assuming it was gone. I certainly hadn’t believed her grandmother would keep it. Why would she? Back then, its worth had been in materials. I had been a nobody. Less than.

      She couldn’t have known what I would become. I certainly hadn’t. And funny, wasn’t it, that standing here while Grace dismantled me with little more than a look, I’d been tossed right back to that same place.

      “Yeah, your silence is about the explanation I expected from you. That’s okay. I don’t need it.” She tapped a folded piece of white paper against the side of the clock.

      It didn’t work anymore, but I could still hear the hands ticking off the time.

      One second became another as what mattered most to me detonated before my eyes.

      “I wondered why you’d lost your supposed fascination with me as a teenager. You were fixated. It seemed to me that if you’d really gone so far as to stalk me for years, to even buy my first piece at the gallery, that you wouldn’t have just ghosted without making a move. Not really your style.” She angled her head and a piece of her hair slipped across her cheek. She flicked it away without a thought.

      I hadn’t even had a chance to ascertain she was okay at the house. I’d wanted to give her time. To not crowd her. To trust she could handle herself for the few hours we’d be apart.

      Few would become many, and my stupid app wouldn’t be able to cover the miles she traversed to escape me.

      “But I didn’t ask you. I guess I didn’t want the answer. Whether you’d just been distracted by another woman, or simply focused on building your empire, it didn’t really matter, right? We’d found our way to this place. Sure, I’d lied to get to you, and you’d lied to keep me around, but none of that was important. The most important thing was that I loved you. I loved you,” she whispered, her voice breaking as she slapped the folded paper against my chest. “And you sold me off like I was a business transaction.”

      Her words echoed in my head as I focused on what she held. I didn’t need to read it to know the contents.

      All at once, I knew.

      “The contract your grandmother asked me to sign,” I said hollowly.
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      Her grandmother had kept the clock, so of course she’d kept the contract I’d signed too.

      More nails in my coffin of glass.

      Grace rolled her eyes. “Right. The contract she asked you to sign. Make her the bad guy. She paid you off to keep your distance from me, and you did it. You told me yourself you needed money to start your company.”

      “I did.” It took everything I possessed to keep my voice even. I wanted to grab her shoulders and force her to see things the way they’d been for me, but I couldn’t.

      The cards had already been laid on the table. Now I had to play where they landed.

      “I told you what I came from. What I had to break ties with.”

      “So what, Blake, you figured it counted as legit if you took money from an old woman rather than the mob? Except we both know the truth there. If my grandmother was paying you to stay away from me, that meant she feared what kind of person you are. She wouldn’t let you near me.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from fisting a hand in her hair and jerking her up to her toes until our gazes were closer to even. It always surprised me she wasn’t as tall as me, since I’d never been with someone whose presence more filled up a room.

      “I’ve been near you. I’ve been all over you.” I lowered my head until our noses were nearly touching. “You smell like me right now.”

      She shoved me back with the hand still gripping the proof of my betrayal. That I hadn’t even known her then, not for real, didn’t seem to matter.

      Because she’d loved me, past tense, and somehow, I should have known to fight for that love even before we’d ever had a conversation.

      Worst of all, she was right.

      “I cleaned myself up for you.” Saying it aloud felt like telling a joke with no punchline. Correction—the punchline was me, and my stupidity.

      As if someone who’d come from what I had could’ve made myself clean enough to be worthy of a Boston blue blood like Grace Copeland. Rich, poor, she carried herself with a class I’d never have.

      Fucking her hadn’t given it to me. Becoming a millionaire before thirty definitely hadn’t. Nothing would, because the dirt from my father was permanently scored into my veins.

      “Right. Sure you did.” She pushed me again with the paper crumpled in her fist. It was damp now, from her sweat or her tears. Those wet blue eyes tore me open in ways that words never could.

      “I made this clock for you. Every piece of it, I put together in the hopes of impressing you into giving me a chance. It’s a clock, Grace. You know why? Because every day I was waiting for you.”

      This time when she shoved me back, I didn’t resist. I made myself return to the computer and pulled the gun out of my waistband. The thud of the barrel as I laid it on the desk seemed as final as if I’d cocked the trigger and placed it against my own temple.

      I’d already lost her. How many times could I expect to win her back? I’d need my half brother’s sorcery to accomplish that again, and I didn’t believe in magic. So I’d give her the one thing I had left.

      The truth.

      I reached up and took the picture of Harbor off the wall. Behind it was another safe. I’d gone closer to traditional in here, because what I kept in that safe wasn’t something a thief would want.

      I could’ve just recited it to her from memory, but she needed proof. She needed to hold something with more weight than the burden of my lies.

      After undoing the combination, I pulled out the single item the safe contained. The paper was as yellowed as the one she held was pristine.

      Even my paper didn’t hold up to the test of time.

      I turned back to her and held out the letter. “I sent this to you three days before your grandmother made me sign that contract.”

      She gripped it in fingers that shook, reading it silently. I started to speak again before she’d finished.

      I couldn’t wait. Not any longer.

      “She got the letter and she invited me to the house when you were out with your friends. I brought the clock I’d made for you, foolishly hoping you’d be there.”

      Lips trembling, she lifted her head. And said nothing.

      “You weren’t.”

      I took a breath and grazed my fingertip along the crack in the glass. The fragility of the piece was all the more poignant for its flaw.

      “She promised me if I truly cared about you, the best thing I could do was to stay far away. She’d been in love with my father, and he was no good, just like me. Everyone knew I was a thug, just like him. A street criminal. But she’d help me, since she’d once cared about someone she shouldn’t too. She’d slummed with my father, but she wanted more for you. If I loved you, I would leave you to the world you belonged in.”

      “You couldn’t love me,” she breathed, shuddering so hard that she barely remained standing. “You didn’t even know me.”

      “I loved you from the first moment I set eyes on you.” Saying it aloud seemed like coming full circle. Like I been razed by fire, scorched to the marrow and burned clean.

      Her eyes brimmed and overflowed. “You took a million dollars to pretend you’d never even seen me.”

      “And I built a company where every piece of it was a testament to you. Every goddamn pane of glass. Every clock on the wall. I’m still fucking waiting, Grace. I would’ve waited until the end of time for you even if you’d never stepped foot into the shrine I’d built.” I gripped her shoulders, but I didn’t shake her. I didn’t need to, since I was shaking hard enough to rock us both. “But you did. You walked in and your first words to me were lies. And I didn’t care, because even a lie from you was more than I’d ever hoped for.”

      She yanked back from me and took a step away. Two. Then she bowed her head, and it was all the opening I needed. I enfolded her in my arms and spoke against her cheek, barely conscious of the thud of my racing heart. It filled my head, pulsed through my body. She probably could feel it right through her back.

      I hoped she did. Maybe then she’d believe me.

      “I love you. I’ve always loved you. If I’d known then that this was even a possibility, that you could’ve needed me, I never would have signed. But I thought I was doing what was best for you.”

      She reared out of my arms and whirled to face me. Words, I would’ve been prepared for. Even screams.

      For her to swing at me—not so much.

      Her fist glanced off the corner of my mouth and the sting caught me by surprise. She had more power in those knuckles than I’d given her credit for. When matched with the overpowering fury in her gorgeous eyes, she was beautiful in a way I couldn’t comprehend.

      And fuck, my lip was throbbing.

      “You have no right, absolutely no right to decide what’s best for me. You got that, Blake Carson? You didn’t back then, and you sure as hell don’t now.” She gripped the lapels of my shirt and dragged me down until my bloody lips were on hers.

      Jesus, she’d hit me hard enough to make me bleed, and she was still kissing me. Still raking her nails down my chest as she pulled me down into the madness of her, so far down I’d never be able to see my way clear again.

      I didn’t want to.

      Just as abruptly, she pushed me back and wiped her mouth. “You’re bleeding.”

      There was no reason I should’ve found that funny. Especially now. But Christ if I didn’t drop my head back and roar with laughter.

      “I did that?”

      “You did that,” I affirmed, wiping away the evidence.

      “Oh.” Her brow furrowed then smoothed. “Well…good. Now you know I mean business.” She went toe to toe with me. “This is the last time. If you ever tell me another lie, I’m gone. I don’t care if you reimagine the Taj Mahal for me out of glass and slap my name on it in neon pink lights, I’m finished. I won’t be with someone who doesn’t treat me as an equal or keeps me in the dark. My grandmother hid things from me for years, and now I don’t think there’s a single thing that happened between us I can trust.”

      “You can. There’s one you never have to doubt. She loved you with all her heart.”

      Grace started to turn away but I cupped her cheek. “She asked me to stay away from you because she believed you were better off without me. I truly believe that.”

      “And then she died and left me all alone. If there hadn’t been you…” She shook her head, shaking off the tears that had formed in her eyes again as if she could make them disappear just as easily. “I can’t forgive her for that.”

      Her stubborn tone brooked no arguments. In time, I thought she’d change her mind.

      Time was the one thing we had now.

      “But wait.” Her throat rippled as she looked back at me. “You said she begged you to buy her house. Why would she do that if she wanted you to stay far away from me? She knew how I felt about that house. I wouldn’t just forget about it.”

      Of everything I’d said aloud, this was the most difficult.

      I cupped her damp cheek, rubbing my thumb over the tears she’d cried over us.

      Me and her grandmother, illicit conspirators in a war I’d never known I was fighting.

      I did now. Now I knew what was at stake.

      “Because she knew she’d be leaving you alone, and she was giving us back the chance she’d stolen from us.”
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      My head was full of cotton. There were far too many realizations in one day to comprehend. There was no way I could stay in the office when I looked like I’d been hit by a bulldozer. Not to mention that I was still wearing my work overalls.

      Christ, I hadn’t even put a bra on.

      I was a mess.

      “Did you talk to Jack? Did he find anything in the iPad?”

      “He’s still trying to crack it. Lucy found a back way into the network mainframe, but she has to figure out which is actual data and which is the fake.”

      “All right. I’m going to head back to the house and get cleaned up. We’ll go over everything he’s found.”

      Blake nodded. “Are we okay?”

      “We will be.”

      I wrapped the clock back up into the oil cloth. “I’m going to fix this. How handy that you gave me a workshop to do it in.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “Of course I do.” Anger laced my voice. I smoothed it out. “My memoir is going to read like a damn thriller. And this clock is going on the front cover.”

      He laughed. “You are one of a kind, Ms. Copeland.”

      “And don’t you forget it.” I leaned over his desk and dragged his mouth to mine. “You are mine and I’m not going to lose what we’ve built. No way, no how.”

      The kiss was ragged around the edges, just like him. I loved all of him, not just the polished pieces he thought he needed to show the world.

      “I’ll see you at home,” I said.

      “Definitely. Jack’s coming down with the information and I’ll be right behind you.”

      I pushed through the doors of the research floor and took the elevator down. I passed Vi on my way out and waved to her.

      The ride home was on autopilot. The days were shorter now and full dark had already come by the time I got home. When I pulled up the driveway, I frowned at the car waiting there.

      Danny Donnelly got out and met me on the porch. “Hey, Grace. I just got a call from Vi to meet you guys here.”

      I frowned and looked down at my phone. “I don’t have a text.”

      “Vi said that she had something she needed to ask me to help her with. Something that had to do with Philomena Stanwick. Which I can’t figure out for the life of me, but she said you guys would explain everything.”

      Wouldn’t Blake have told me? I frowned and opened the front door. “All right. Come on in.” I hugged the clock against me as I plugged in my code at the door. I flicked on the switch as soon as we crossed the threshold. “Blake’s on his way.”

      Danny gripped my arms and pushed me inside. “That’s fine.”

      “I believe you have something that doesn’t belong to you, Grace,” came a voice behind me. A voice that usually made me smile for as long as I could remember.

      I struggled against Danny, but his grip was unrelenting. “Get inside.” He shoved me into the living room and down into the chair.

      Philomena came in after him. “No need to be so rough, Daniel. She’s not going anywhere.”

      “Did you really think I wouldn’t notice that iPad was missing?”

      My heart raced and climbed into my throat. “Kind of. You made me handle all your affairs at the gallery.”

      “Sure, the simple ones. Besides, if I looked inept then you would come save me. That’s what you do, darling. You save people. Always a fixer. You wanted so badly to fix Annabelle, too. Do anything to make her happy.”

      “Because I loved you both.”

      “And I love you. Obviously I love you or Daniel would have killed you weeks ago. I’d hoped that I could get all of Annabelle’s paperwork, but she had to go and play her Nancy Drew games. For God’s sake who hides a thumb drive in a cove? It’s ridiculous.”

      “It was our special spot.”

      “Yes, well she was always a sentimental old fool. Just wanted to spend the money and stir up trouble. She didn’t see the bigger picture. Do you realize how much money we laundered? I’d be gone with the money by now if she hadn’t pulled this stupid stunt.”

      “She wanted to come clean?”

      “Yes. And go to jail? God, no. But she wanted to stop and I couldn’t just stop. You don’t stop working with these people. And now I have to clean up after her.”

      What the hell did that mean?

      “What did you do to her?”

      “To Annabelle? Nothing. I didn’t have to. I thought everything was going to be all right when she died. I thought I was home free.”

      “Then why are you still here?”

      “I need that iPad. It’s the only thing that links back to me. All the other garbage I can get around, but that iPad. I need it.”

      “I don’t have it.”

      “What do you mean you don’t have it? You just took it last night.”

      “It’s with Blake.”

      Phil stalked around the room. Her face red and splotchy. “God, you ruin everything.” She whirled at Danny. “You’re going to have to kill her.”

      Danny opened his arms wide. “Are you out of your mind, lady? I didn’t sign up to kill her. We’re going to the Caymans and we’re getting out of here. That’s the deal.”

      The front door slammed open and Danny stumbled into the middle of the living room. I screamed and we both toppled to the floor.

      I was under him so I couldn’t see what was going on around me. I  heard footfalls and voices.

      “No!” Danny’s voice was in my ear as he pushed off me. His huge gun digging into my side.

      The shot was deafening. When I looked up Jack was over me with a gun smoking. Danny slumped over me and there was nothing but blood.

      So much blood.

      And screams.

      Vi collapsed beside me, her huge eyes filled with tears.
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        Blake

      

      

      “A walk on a winter beach just after sunrise. Who are you?”

      With our hands loosely linked, I helped her over the outcropping of rocks. Perhaps this hadn’t been the best idea. She was still a little worse for wear after the previous week and limped when she didn’t think I was paying attention.

      By now, she should’ve known when it came to her, I always was.

      “You told me once that dates and romance mattered to you. So the sunrise near our house should qualify.”

      “Cheap date,” she teased, curling her fingers more tightly around mine. “But I am too, since I have a special clock to fix. Materials nowadays are expensive. Plus, it’s an intricate job to get it just right.”

      “That you do.” I squeezed her hand. “I have faith in you.”

      I turned back to grip her waist and lift her over one of the biggest rocks. She growled at me a little, but since her newly reinjured ankle was acting up again, she’d just have to deal.

      I pulled her down to the sand in front of me. It had to be this particular spot, wet sand and all. I was damned lucky we were having a warm stretch, because snow and any colder temperatures than this would’ve seriously fucked up my plans.

      Good thing I had no intention of setting up this kind of scenario more than once in my life, because I sucked at it.

      Damn romance.

      Once she’d settled between my sprawled legs, I looped my arms around her shoulders and kissed the side of her neck. “My mother said you’d make pretty babies.”

      “What?” It pleased me immeasurably that she shot half out of my arms. She wrenched around to stare at me. “Did you just ask me to have a baby with you?” Before I could answer, she slapped a hand against my forehead. “You need medical attention.”

      I had to laugh as I grasped her hand and kissed the center of her palm. “I need Grace attention. That’s all, I swear.”

      “But you mentioned babies.”

      “No, my mother mentioned babies. Trust me, I had no plans of bringing them up. Probably ever.”

      “Oh. Thank God. Because I’m really not sure if I’ll ever want to go down that road.” She shivered and turned back around to face the water.  “Actually, pretty sure I won’t.”

      “Another thing we’re in agreement on. Just testing the waters,” I said, resting my chin on her shoulder. The water was wild this morning, the waves crashing onto the sand with an abandon I bet Grace would try to capture in her glass later on. The bite of the winter wind just made the scent of the water more intense. More crisp. The pink and gold of sunrise tipped everything in a soft glow, and even a jaded sort like myself had to admit that as far as perfect backdrops went, we couldn’t get much better than this.

      Our gorgeous house loomed behind us, standing sentinel to the ocean and beyond. The woman I loved was safe and nestled in my arms.

      This was my heaven, and I wasn’t letting go no matter what.

      Never again.

      “Water testing, huh? Does that have to do with oh, a certain near-death experience we had recently?”

      “It’s not a joke. I could’ve lost you.”

      “You could have. Just like I could’ve lost you.” She wrenched around to face me and cupped my cold cheeks in her warm hands. I didn’t know how they could be warm right now, but somehow they were. “Gotta think someone upstairs is watching out for us after all we’ve been through to get to this place. All we’ve lost.”

      “I know.” I tipped my forehead against hers and covered her hands with mine. Giving her my warmth was the least of what I planned on giving her for the rest of my life.

      “I miss her,” she whispered. “I wish she’d made another choice.”

      We were both reeling from the note we’d found. Annabelle hadn’t just kept the contract I’d signed in my clock. She’d also kept her suicide note there. Her money debts had mounted to the point she didn’t think she could find her way out, and she’d refused to risk Grace. Even though in the end, the choices she’d made had risked Grace even more.

      “Me too,” I murmured. “She loved you to the end, but that doesn’t mean she didn’t make mistakes.”

      “Damn straight.” She stared off up the beach at a man and his dog scampering along the shore. She rubbed her thumb over the wetness gathering under her eyes. “Like not knowing you were the absolute perfect man for me. You jackass.”

      I laughed. “Probably the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me. Well, other than your promise to always swallow. That was right up there.”

      For a second, she didn’t move. Then she whacked my arm. “I never promised that. See, jackass. Romantic moment and you throw in sex.”

      “True. That was uncalled for. I need to make it up to you.”

      She sniffed haughtily, in full Stuart-Copeland heiress mode. “Yes, you do.”

      “You’re absolutely right.” I flicked aside the pile of sand near my hip and unearthed my crudely made present.

      Thank God it was still there, or else we would’ve been renting a crew of excavators to dig up the beach. Leave it to us. We’d just moved in, and already ruining the neighborhood.

      But luckily, no need for that, because my gift was right where it should be. I picked it up and held it out with fingers that only shook a little.

      Fine, I was lying again, and I’d promised to stop doing that.

      They were shaking a hell of a lot.

      “What is—” She frowned and touched the box. “My stained glass. You took more from my worktable.”

      “Yes. And I built this stupid box myself while you were asleep. So try to laugh too hard.”

      She traced her finger over the hinged lid. “Laugh? This is the most beautiful gift I’ve ever been given.”

      “You’re far too kind.” But hey, this romance stuff wasn’t too bad if it inclined one’s loved one to offer unnecessary praise. I was just shameless enough to accept it too. “Now look inside.”

      “There’s more? This box is already so much. Especially after those lovely mud-brown hiking boots in size twelve that arrived for Christmas from Amazon.”

      Her eyeroll made me laugh into her hair. “I told you those were for my mother.”

      “Her feet can’t possibly be that big. Can they?”

      I shrugged. “Hate to brag, but we run large in my family.”

      “I have a feeling there’s a penis reference buried in there, so moving on.” She edged a nail under the lip of the lid and eased it open.

      And said absolutely nothing at all.

      “This is me, making it up to you.” I set my chin on her shoulder and took the ring out of the bed of pale blue tissue paper, since she’d made no move to do so herself. “Let’s see if it fits.”

      She dropped the box to her lap then immediately picked it up again and cradled it to her chest. “That’s a solitaire cut ring.”

      “It is.”

      “With a white gold band.”

      “Right again.”

      “An aquamarine, like the heart of the sea,” she whispered. “Surrounded by eight diamonds.”

      “Nine. But yes to all the rest.”

      She sneaked another look at the ring I still held. “That stone must be twelve carats.”

      “Fourteen,” I corrected.

      “You expect me to walk around with that on every day? I’m going to be doing more shows with my art, ones with pieces you’re not allowed to buy.”

      My lips twitched. “Duly noted, Ms. Copeland.”

      “How am I supposed to work on my pieces with that honker getting in my way?”

      “You’re not.” I slipped my other hand into my pocket and produced a small black box. “The big one is for special occasions.” I thumbed open the lid. “This is for every day.”

      “Oh, Blake.” She stared at the woven band of white gold, studded with diamonds and aquamarines. “You know I’m going to have to wear both.”

      I was afraid to hope. To even breathe. “Does that mean you’re saying yes?”

      She lifted her steady gaze to mine. “You haven’t asked me anything yet.”

      “Always a ballbreaker.”

      A sneaky smile tipped up the corners of her mouth. “Don’t forget the kneeling thing. I’m only doing this once, so I want the full treatment.” She held out her left hand and waited.

      Shaking my head, I untangled our legs and kneeled at her side. “You’re supposed to be standing, you know.”

      “No. I want us on the same level.” She rolled to her knees and clutched her box between her breasts with one hand while extending the other. “Always.”

      Impossibly moved, I swallowed hard and set down the black box on the sand. “This usually isn’t done with two rings either.”

      “So improvise, Carson. Don’t be so damn traditional.”

      The amusement in her tone made me shut my eyes and say a quick prayer of thanks.

      God, I loved this girl. I intended to spend the rest of my life proving it, again and again.

      “Will you marry me, Grace Copeland?”

      She smiled into my eyes and impatiently wiggled her finger. “Yes, I will. Twice over, Blake Carson.”

      I slipped on the more demure ring first, then the showstopper. And crushed my mouth to hers.

      Her arm came around my neck and I glanced down at the pointy corner of glass digging into my chest. “It’s both of us,” she murmured. “My glass, your artistry. We made a glass baby.”

      For probably the first time in my life, I snorted. “Only baby we’ll be making for a good long while, Ms. Copeland.”

      “Hmm. You’ll have to call me Mrs. Carson now.” She tipped her forehead against mine and flicked her tongue against my lips. “Except when we play boss and secretary and you throw me over the desk, you gotta promise to call me Ms. Copeland, k?”

      “Oh yeah. That’s a given.” I rubbed her newly damp cheek. She was crying again, but there was no doubt these tears were happy.

      I kissed her again, slower and deeper this time. Because she was going to be my wife, and goddamn it, that meant I should take my time learning every millimeter of her soft, silken mouth.

      After a while, we wandered back up the beach, hand in hand. I clutched her left one in mine, and the press of her rings made me want to swing her around and shout that she was mine. Finally mine.

      Just like I was hers.

      But there was someone I had to thank first.

      I bent to pick up a tiny purple wildflower that was stretching around a rock, searching for the sun.

      Gently, Grace touched the petals. “Purple was Gram’s favorite color.”

      “I know.” I kissed the flower and lifted it toward the house on the cliff. “I’ll take good care of your girl, Annabelle. I promise.”

      Without looking at Grace, I tossed the tiny flower into the ocean.

      She leaned against my chest and pressed a kiss against my throat. “I’m going to take care of you too.”

      “Oh, I expect so.”

      She laughed and glanced up at me, her eyes full of the ocean and the sun and more happiness than I’d ever hoped to find. “I love you, Blake.”

      “Almost as much as I love you, Grace.” I touched her lips. “Love remains. Don’t ever forget that.”

      Eyes glistening, she shook her head. “I won’t.”

      I slid my arm around her waist and lowered my head to hers. “Let’s go home.”
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