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      Elle Bentley lugged her two suitcases down the cement sidewalk in front of the JW Hotel. The hotel manager had pounded on her door this morning, holding her invoice for the hotel room circled in red, and said her credit card had been revoked. She didn’t have any cash, the banks had frozen her accounts, and she’d been escorted out of the hotel room like a criminal. The unpleasant woman told her she had to leave and not come back which meant Elle she was truly stuck.

      The butterfly pendant her mother had given her for her sixteenth birthday banged against her collarbone with each forceful step, and Elle realized that this was now her only real jewelry. The police had seized everything else. They’d come to the house she shared with her family late when she was at a banquet in an afternoon and when she returned home, the police had given her ten minutes to pack a bag—which they’d checked—before locking her out.

      She held her head high and continued walking, though the wheels of the bag bounced and dragged against the sidewalk while her skin soaked her pale blue blouse with sweat. It was almost noon in Miami and the heat was unbearable.

      However, cabs weren’t allowed on Star Island, only residents and their guests could drive the landscaped and luxurious streets. So, Elle had to walk past the gatehouse in her ruined Louboutin heels which now qualified as her former best pair of shoes.

      This was the first time in her life she’d ever been broke and she didn’t like the feeling at all. If she didn’t get this job, she had no place to sleep tonight. She pulled up the address on her phone which matched the house she now stood in front of—the sprawling mansion had to be 20,000 square feet, and overlooked the Intracoastal. The red tile of the driveway was lined on both sides with palm trees. This had to be it.

      Scarlett Hawke, an old friend, had suggested her half-brother's need for a nanny as a temporary solution to Elle’s troubles. Last week Elle had assumed she’d figure it out on her own, but after this morning, she dropped her pride and was now here for an interview.

      Elle steeled her spine and opened the front gate, balancing her suitcases. Drive-by security hadn't kicked her out so she walked past the driveway large enough for a hundred cars and made it to the front door where she stared into the obvious camera. Her pulse quickened but she rang the doorbell.

      A few seconds later an older lady in a gray uniform answered and peered down her nose at Elle. "Who may I say is calling?"

      Great. This woman probably ran the household and from Elle's experience if the maid didn't like a guest, trouble ensued. Her stomach knotted. She was no longer in a position to run staff, so she needed to drop the princess act. She lowered her chin. "I'm Elle Bentley. I'm here about the nanny position."

      "Servants use the side entrance." The woman spoke with her head high, looking over Elle’s shoulder at the two suitcases on the bottom step.

      Elle stepped back. "I’m sorry."

      The woman’s gaze seemed less frigid as she opened the front door to gesture Elle inside. "It's fine this time. Please leave your bags here, in the hallway."

      "Of course." Elle prayed she landed this job. Rooming with the maid was preferable to taking her friend’s hand-outs or couch where she’d be reminded every second that her entire family was now in jail—and for some reason she wasn’t.

      "Are you related to the Bentleys in the news?"

      "Yes." Her heart banged in her chest. Her parents and six brothers had all been arrested for embezzling two hundred fifty billion dollars, which was why all her assets were frozen and everything taken from her ten days ago.

      Most of her friends wanted nothing to do with her. At least Scarlett had mentioned a way out of this mess when Elle had shown up at her bridal shower party last night out of desperation for someone to tell her how to survive.

      The maid asked no more questions and led her to the living room. "You may wait in here."

      Elle took note of the polished white marble floors and plush blue Persian rugs that matched the lighting fixtures exactly. A tall-backed white couch with blue pillows beckoned her but she dared not sit down. It looked comfortable but this was not her home.

      She hugged her waist and tried to rub off the goosebumps that grew on her arms as she waited by the door.

      "You're pretty," a young female voice said.

      Elle glanced all around her but couldn’t see anyone. When Scarlett told her about the nanny position, she’d mentioned one daughter though she hadn’t remembered the age. If the girl could speak then the job would be easier. She called out, "Thank you. I'm applying to be the nanny."

      A girl with striking brown eyes and thick, brown hair came out from beneath the couch. Dressed for summer in pink shorts, a gray t-shirt, and pink sandals, Elle guessed the girl to be about six years old. "Pedar always hires boring women to babysit me." She stared at Elle’s black heels. "You don't seem boring."

      "I try not to be." Elle wished she still had her closet full of clothes, and that she’d packed a button-up white Oxford. Black slacks instead of a knee-length skirt. She could've been plainer to pretend to be boring. Her hand trembled so she kept hugging her waist to hide it. "What's your name?"

      The girl walked closer and held out her hand to shake. "Margo B... Hawke."

      Though she didn’t have much experience with children, she guessed there was more to the story. Why else hesitate over her last name? Elle willed her hands to stop trembling as she accepted the shake. "What's the B stand for?"

      Margo leaned close as if imparting a secret. "My new last name is Hawke. Barampour was my old last name, but Pedar said it was time he honored his own father, so we changed our names."

      "Does pedar mean dad?" Elle kneeled so that she and the girl were at eye level. Growing up in Miami, Elle knew some Spanish but was nowhere near fluent.

      "Yes." Margo smiled and touched Elle’s long blonde hair. "I like you. You can teach me to be American."

      Elle imagined all kinds of ways to take Margo under her wing, but what did she want to know? Elle was about to ask when she heard heavy footsteps echo behind her.

      Elle felt someone stare at her back-side and slowly straightened, then turned around. Oh, my.

      Scarlett's half-brother was nothing like her. This man was dark-haired, tall, imposing, and his muscles strained under a white business shirt, but there was no hiding a great build. His light olive-toned skin could easily pass for Italian, Greek, or maybe even Hispanic though with the name Barampour, he had to be Mid-Eastern. The only thing he had in common with Scarlett were those blue eyes.

      If Elle wasn't here for a job, she'd have flirted. Her cheeks heated from gawking at him. She lowered her lashes and said, "I'm Elle Bentley. I'm here about the nanny position?"

      His gaze briefly met his daughter’s and she saw a flash of emotion before he banked it. "Navid Barampour." Margo hugged her dad’s leg as entered. "Prudence, our maid, told me that you're related to the Bentley family in the news."

      "I thought Scarlett already told you." Elle's face was so hot she was sure to be bright red. "I don’t believe my family stole that money even though they’ve been charged and the FBI swooped in and took everything claiming it was evidence. I don’t know how to help them…"

      Navid stroked his chin and took a seat on the arm chair, gesturing for her to take the chair opposite. "So you don't have any nanny or childcare references."

      "No, I don’t." She sat across from him and tried to hide her shaking hands.

      His keen gaze noticed and he leaned forward. "Did you eat this morning?"

      She’d been too upset for breakfast. "No." Elle realized her legs shook too. "I left the hotel early to get here."

      "Wait here." Navid strolled out of the room.

      Elle closed her eyes embarrassed by her body’s betrayal. Navid’s presence was very powerful.

      Margo whispered from a place Elle couldn't see—the couch again? "Pedar isn't mean. Don't be scared."

      "Thanks." Elle scanned the room, pausing at an over-sized blue chair near the window. She saw pink shoes but decided not to reveal Margo’s hiding spot.

      Navid came back with a tray of fluffy biscuits, strawberry jam and two clear cups of tea which he placed on the low table between their chairs. "So, your family is…and you don't have any other family?"

      "No." Her stomach growled at the sight of the soft bread. "After the news blasts claiming the Bentley Corporation had embezzled all that money, most of my friends stopped associating with me—Scarlett had already invited me to her bridal shower, but she was kind enough to tell me about this job."

      He scowled in response. "How much do you know about the Hawke family?"

      "I went to school with Olivia so I saw her every day of my childhood. My parents trusted yours to watch out for me when I went over to visit. They are like my second family." And there was no way she’d bring her bad luck to their doorstep or let them get ridiculed because of her name. With a job, she’d figure out a way to pay for and hire a good lawyer. She blinked. "I've been to your parent’s house countless times growing up, including their big New Year’s gala."

      "Look, I don't know what kind of nanny you'd be..." Navid began.

      Her skin felt jumpy. She needed this and if she had nothing, she wasn’t sure what was next.

      His daughter climbed out beneath the chair and tugged on his pant leg. "Pedar, she can teach me to live in Miami. Please."

      "And then the first time she tells you what to do that you don't want, do I kick her out on the street?" Navid asked his daughter. "A nanny is not a pet you get to boss around."

      "It's important that Margo at least like who she'll spend her days with," Elle piped in—it was her only argument for the job. She probably shouldn't have come. Her mouth watered as she imagined a bite of the fluffy biscuit and sweet jam.

      Navid tugged his daughter’s ponytail. "Margo, I need you to go to your room now and let me talk to Miss Bentley, alone."

      Alone with Navid? She suddenly craved more than biscuits.

      "Please don't send her away," Margo said, but she walked out the door and closed it behind her.

      Elle’s heart beat a mile a minute and she feared if she didn't speak, she'd lose this opportunity.

      Navid spoke first. "Eat. I can't have you starve on my account."

      "I'm not hungry." Elle’s lie hovered between them.

      He studied her with intense blue eyes, then picked up a cup of tea. "In my country, it's rude to let someone eat and drink alone."

      She couldn’t offend him. Her fingers trembled as she reached for a biscuit. "Thank you."

      "Now, let me ask you a few questions and try not to be nervous."

      She chewed the last bite and wiped her lips with a paper napkin. She crossed and then uncrossed her legs while she swallowed and finally managed to say, "Okay."

      "Where did you go to college?"

      Simple enough question. She took a breath. "Tulane University in New Orleans."

      He pushed another biscuit at her. "And what did you major in?"

      "Marketing." She accepted the biscuit and recalled a lesson on how first impressions can make or break the deal. "And I can tell from my own classes that I'm not making a good impression."

      "The opposite actually." He sipped his tea. "My daughter has not smiled since we moved here two weeks ago."

      She met his gaze and for the first time didn't jitter with nerves. He’d moved here to make peace and get to know his own biological father and the rest of the Hawke clan.

      "And did you ever work in marketing?" Navid asked, watching her face.

      Heat washed through her. "I worked freelance in my father's company, whenever there was a product that needed a redesign of a launch that wasn’t successful. Do you have a marketing job?"

      "No marketing job." Navid leaned closer and his nearness awakened parts of her she hadn't felt in a long time, if ever. "Years ago, I met my brother Gabe Hawke in the desert and stole something from him that I let a horrible person have."

      "Maddox." She interrupted. "I remember your family going into seclusion."

      At least in the end no harm had come to anyone of her friend’s family and somehow they’d all found a special someone to spend their life with during their troubles.

      He nodded. "If it wasn't for me, Maddox would have had no reason to target my father and his family."

      "Your family, too. Scarlett called you her brother."

      "Half-brother," he corrected. "My father had an affair with my mother, which resulted in me. I grew up in Iran."

      Images of a war-torn country came to mind. "Isn't it dangerous there?"

      "Not really." He shrugged. "Not when you're from there, but moving to the United States has been a difficult transition, especially for Margo."

      "What happened to her mother?" Elle sensed that Navid was single. He might be married and Scarlett never mentioned it, if so, Elle would feel guilty for checking him out.

      He stared into the dark brew of his tea. "She died. Car accident. The driver was a kid himself, on his cell phone, texting."

      "When was this?"

      "In Iran, three years ago now."

      "I'm so sorry." Elle’s words seemed to float in the air.

      Navid's face flushed rose beneath the olive of his skin. "My daughter misses her mother."

      "I can understand that." She picked up her cup of black tea and sniffed, then tasted. No sugar, but a hint of subtle flavor. "I don't know any girl who wouldn't."

      "So here is my proposal to you."

      Her ears perked up. Proposal had her head spinning, but she ignored the craving her body had for him. "Yes?"

      "You are not qualified to be a nanny."

      No.

      She had no backup plan. Oh goodness. Her skin felt clammy and cold but before she lost control, she focused on his words… proposal. What could he mean?

      "My daughter likes you," Navid said. "And you have a background in marketing so there are two possible ways I could use your help, for which I'd pay you."

      She stilled, waiting. "I'm all ears."

      "After 7 PM, I make a habit of spending time with my daughter before she goes to bed."

      "That sounds nice," she said. What would her role be?

      "I’d like you to get Margo ready for school and then drive her in the morning—this would give me time to get to my office earlier than I have been, so that I can leave early, or at least on time, to be home for dinner."

      He was giving her a job. She told herself to stay calm as she agreed. "I can do that."

      Navid clasped his hands over his knee and leaned closer. He smelled delicious, like almonds and nutmeg mixed together. "After you drop Margo off, then I'd like for you to join me in the office from nine to twelve to work on my marketing project."

      "What’s the product?"

      "Video games mostly but other products have emerged from the successful ones."

      "I see."

      "It's part time, but your skills are needed there. Once I find a suitable nanny for Margo, then we can discuss a full time job in marketing."

      "Okay." She gulped the last of her tea and set the clear glass cup down on the tray.

      He rattled off a schedule. "At noon, take your lunch—then pick up Margo from school. You're with her until I get home. At seven, you're off the clock."

      She nodded and took in her new day-to-day. "Okay, so that's Monday to Friday."

      "Weekends we'll have to see what I need, but if I require assistance, I will pay overtime. I think we should both agree to an initial trial period."

      "How long?"

      "Two weeks and then we’ll see."

      "Fair enough." For now any job that provided a roof over her head and food in her belly was great. And perhaps she could pay for her old cell phone to get turned on, but she’d take one step at a time. She let out a small sigh of relief. "Can I ask a question?"

      "Yes."

      She’d like to be delicate about the subject of where to sleep, but finally just asked, "Will this be a live-in position?"

      He moved to stand. "Yes, it's preferable. I'll ensure Prudence makes you the bed across the hall from Margo."

      "One more question."

      He stayed in his seat. "What's that?"

      Despite the fact that he’d hired her, and the fact she secretly wanted to see him naked, she was missing lots of vital information about him. She took a deep breath and held out her hand to shake. "What do you want me to call you?"

      He stood and shook her hand. "Navid. It's David but with an 'n' on the front instead."

      "Got it." He helped her stand and his nearness had her body tingling. She looked at his hand as he released hers. "Navid. And thank you."

      He took a step, then looked over his shoulder at her. She leaped forward to join him and they walked deeper into his mansion. "I might pick your brain about my dad and his wife at some point, so don't be surprised."

      "Of course." She'd help him with anything he needed.

      He motioned for them to climb a flight of stairs and she walked in synch with him. "I'll show you to your room."

      Hopefully his room was far, far away from hers. If it wasn't she'd be in trouble. Thankfully he wasn't interested in her. She'd respect the grieving widower and help with his daughter. Elle had her own issues to figure out, but at least a job was a start to more. She could keep her attraction to him at bay. She brushed her hand against his and felt a zap of electricity rush through her.

      She'd have to keep her distance, but that shouldn't be too hard.
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      Elle was dangerous. The way she walked woke up something primal within Navid that he needed to ignore. The last thing his daughter needed was her father seducing the help.

      Too bad Elle was the epitome of his perfect dream woman.

      He scolded himself. His deceased wife had been a good woman who cared for their family. She had taught him to forgive, especially when it came to his mother raising him alone in Iran, and his biological father, here in Miami. Because of her influence he'd moved his daughter to Miami to be near his father's family. All of this should matter more than how Elle, the beautiful blonde with those enchanting hazel eyes, moved her hips.

      Despite this thought, he felt a stirring in his manhood. He opened the bedroom door and said, "This is your room for now. Margo is across the hall. Here is a hundred dollars." He pulled his wallet from his pocket and peeled off a crisp bill. "Why don’t the two of you go do something together? I'll be back at seven."

      "Okay." She accepted the cash with an easy smile. She needed this job, and she’d grown up in this world. His daughter’s smile was a good enough reason to let Elle stay. "Thank you."

      Navid backed out of the room before he did something he'd regret later. He marched down the hall and out the front door fast. There were things at work to do that would quell the lust he felt right now.

      He called for his car to be brought from the garage to the front. Navid didn’t deserve Elle’s sweet smile—he was a bad guy. As the black town car came for him, his phone rang. Leila Razi, the dark-haired Persian who had accompanied him to an art gala last week. His lustful thoughts should be on her, not his half-sister's friend that he’d met twenty minutes ago.

      He answered the call on the third ring. "Salam."

      "Salam. I didn't think you were available." Leila spoke in a soft tone. "Glad I got you."

      "I’m on my way to work," he told her. "What's going on?"

      "Norooz is tomorrow and I wanted to invite you and your daughter to the Cultural Association Gala."

      He hadn't celebrated New Year’s since his wife, Zara, died. No one decorated. His daughter was too young to set a proper sofreh for the family and his mother had done all of it before he’d married—he wasn’t even sure how it went. "It might be nice this year to bring my daughter. Please send me the info."

      "I insist you sit with my family and honor us," Leila said.

      If he sat with her family, they'd assume he was interested and he wasn't ready to make that commitment yet. It was his culture. He scooted into the backseat of his car, nodding to his driver. "Leila, my daughter and I will visit and have a tea that night, I can’t promise more."

      "Fair enough," she answered. "I'll enjoy seeing you and teasing you to dance with me. I must go. A work client is calling."

      "Khoda hafez," he said.

      She repeated the Persian parting and ended the call.

      Again the image of Elle floated in his head as he made his way to work. She would never fit in his world and wouldn't be interested in someone like him, not when she discovered just how much anger had driven him for so long.

      His phone rang again and this time it was a number he didn't recognize. His well-trained driver put the screen up so he couldn't hear any of the conversation. Navid almost hit the ignore button, but something inside him told him not to. He answered, "Hello?"

      "Navid."

      The voice from his past was unmistakable. Maddox, the man who’d tried to kill his brother Gabe, was in prison but Paul Laguerre was still very much free, and now calling him. Navid felt tingles in his stomach. Paul had always been the cold mercenary who never hesitated when it came to getting what he wanted. "Paul. It's been a long time."

      Paul said, "Maddox was a loose cannon. You and I are not."

      "True." Navid glanced out the window at the passing palm trees as they headed off Star Island. Paul had taken his brother's computer virus they’d stolen that day in the desert and used it to commit various cybercrimes. Companies never talked about the money they lost, as investors might lose trust. Navid had tried to destroy the USB but he had been a stupid kid at the time. "We've not talked in twelve years. Why is this changing?"

      "I need your help, Navid."

      Paid thug was no longer his job description and hadn't been in years. "I'm not in that line of work anymore."

      Paul’s deep cough sounded like a scoff of disbelief. "I read Fortune 500, Navid. I know you own a computer company that caters to the gaming industry to make their streaming less data and higher quality. With the venture capitalists, you're sitting on billions in your personal account."

      The last person he needed in his life was Paul. He shifted in his seat. "What do you want?"

      "I need you to update the virus we stole," Paul answered. "More and more companies now have a block."

      Navid leaned back. There was nothing he could offer Paul, even if he’d wanted to. At least he had an excuse to just get off the phone. "I don't work in coding. That's a different field and not my specialty."

      Paul said, "I know you told your new family who you are and that you were there that day. Your dad and brother have forgiven you."

      He’d decided that full disclosure would be the best way to start over—it also meant Paul had no leverage on anything he'd ever done to use against him now. "My father and brother are generous."

      "You love your daughter, Margo Barampour. If I don't find a way to get a billion dollars out of Google, then I'll have to revert to my old life and your child will be a memory if you don't help me."

      "You're threatening her life?" Navid sat up straight, his mind spinning. The driver parked in front of his work building, but Navid stayed in the car. "You can’t do that."

      "I'm saying I want the virus to work one more time. If I don't get the money, your daughter will pay for your betrayal."

      The phone clicked before Navid could say anything else.

      Navid's heart beat but his body was cold and clammy. The driver opened his door for him to get out. Navid shook his head. "Take me home. Now."

      "Yes, sir." The driver closed the door, no questions asked.

      Right now he had to see his daughter, and then figure out how to protect her.

      Again his phone rang. He glanced at the screen and saw that it was Gabe. He had only spoken to his half-brother three times since his move to Miami. He answered, "Hello?"

      "Navid, I'm having a small engagement party tonight at the parent’s house and you never RSVP’d. I'd like for you to be there. Please bring your daughter as my parents want to meet her."

      He swallowed. It was Gabe's virus and Navid’s antidote that Paul wanted to abuse again. Cold as ice he asked, "Do you remember the desert and how there were three of us who jumped you for the virus?"

      "Yeah." Gabe spoke gruffly. "Navid, you helped me out of there too."

      Clearly his half-brother saw things differently. "I helped Maddox and Paul steal from you. You’ve forgiven me, but I can’t take that back." Navid closed his eyes and continued, "And now Paul has threatened to kill my daughter..."

      "Paul Leguerre? Called you just now? But Margo’s only six!" Gabe cursed. "That's sick. What can we do?"

      Navid said, "I don't know the police system in America other than they love to check me for extra security at every airport. If you know the best security company, please let me know."

      "No offense, but my company is very good. I'll install my computer system in your home security today. And we'll all come over to help you. You're not alone."

      "Thank you." He ended the call and took a small breath. Gabe Hawke had recently been threatened by Maddox so they at least knew security. Navid swallowed. His little girl was innocent and sweet and he'd take the offered help.

      The car stopped in front of his house again and he jumped out because he couldn't wait for the driver to open his door for him. He rushed inside and physically ran right into Elle and his daughter at the door. With Elle's breasts pushed against him he became aware of every part of her. He stepped back and said, "You're not going anywhere."

      Elle blinked wide hazel eyes and took Margo's hand. "You told me to show her what it's like to be American. We were going for ice cream."

      Navid walked forward. "Party is cancelled. We'll cater the ice cream. Let's get away from the door."

      "Did I do something wrong?" Elle asked. "I still have the money you left. We haven't had time to do anything but plan the outing."

      He placed his hand on her back to lead her away from the door too. "I'm changing a few plans. Please come. We'll get ice cream for Margo in the kitchen while you and I talk."

      "Pedar, please don't fire Elle." Margo tugged on his arm. "I like her."

      "I hope she stays, but I need to work out a few details," Navid answered. "Let's get you to the kitchen for that ice cream."

      "Elle told me about sundaes and sprinkles and hot chocolate on top, Pedar." Margo’s voice was on the verge of tears. "I wanted to try."

      The sugar rush after wasn't going to be pretty, but he'd deal with it. He looked down at his daughter and wanted her to have the best. "I'll send Prudence out to get us supplies. Can you give her an hour?"

      His daughter said, "Yes, Pedar. I'll go to my room while you talk to Elle and I'll be down when we can all eat our sundaes together."

      "Thank you." He kissed her cheek. She deserved a full life, and he'd keep her safe. As Margo bounced upstairs to her room, Navid stared at Elle. He’d already ordered an employee background screening, but nothing had popped in the prelim. At least he had Prudence’s full background, and she’d checked out. Right now he'd go with his gut, and ask Elle for help. He guided her to the living room and avoided a glance at her hips. She still wore the blue skirt, black skirt and black heels from her interview. "Please have a seat."

      "You just hired me." She perched on the couch, her long legs crossed daintily at the ankle. "I don't know how I could have messed up anything yet."

      He shook his head. "Did you know a Paul Laguerre?"

      Her nose wrinkled, her long blonde hair falling down her back. "No. Should I?"

      Navid closed his eyes and massaged his temple. "He's threatened to kill my daughter." He stared at Elle again. She couldn’t know how he’d seen Paul searching a man’s pockets right after he’d kill him. Elle had been protected all her life. "Gabe and my father's family are coming over now to help me ensure my house is secure. I can't let someone like that near my Margo. She's the only good thing I've done in my life."

      Elle reached forward. "If you're going into hiding, I want to come. I can help with Margo. I promise."

      "You promise?" She had sounded like his daughter when the thoughts he had about Elle were far from paternal. "Elle, I don't know my plan yet, but I will make sure you have enough for a roof over your head and food."

      Her own family might be guilty or not guilty, but Elle was definitely innocent. She stood and walked over to him, then stroked his arms. "You're a sweet guy, Navid. I want to help you, like you're helping me. I promise I'll be the best nanny for Margo and keep her calm. Distracted."

      He was not sweet. He stood and traced her arms. She trembled but stayed. Then he leaned down and claimed her lips like he had wanted to do earlier. Something about her made him forget everything else.

      She sighed and wrapped her arms around his neck.

      So he deepened the kiss and his hands roamed her clothed body, wanting nothing more to rip her dress off her and possess her.

      She didn't stop him. In fact she pressed her breasts against him, kept her eyes closed and kissed him back.

      His hand reached for the hem of her black dress and Elle release a soft sigh.

      Elle opened her legs for his touch. She tasted divine and he wanted her. Right here. Right now. It might relieve some of the pressure.

      He reached for her underwear and felt the silk in the palm of his hand. She nodded, "Yes."

      No. What was he thinking? He let her go and straightened his pants. He'd not take advantage of her. He had more to offer a woman than a tumble. He stood taller. "This shouldn't have happened. I apologize."

      "Please don't. I wanted you, but I get that you can't." She stepped back, her hand at the pendant at her throat. "Perhaps I should go get the ice cream for your daughter and bring it back for her to share with you."

      "With us. You have to explain it to her, how a sundae goes." Navid wished his body was under more control. "I don't see how your ice cream is different than ours."

      "Maybe it's not, but she'd like it. Tomorrow it’s cheeseburgers and fries. I wanted to bond with Margo."

      She crossed her arms but that only made her breasts seem bigger. He looked away. "I'm glad you two are hitting it off. She needs a female in her life she can trust."

      "You can trust me." She kissed his cheek. He didn’t stop her. Her kiss left him defenseless and he couldn’t let it happen again.
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      Navid's kiss left her tingling for more. Elle paced in her room as she decided how to deal with her attraction. If she left Navid alone, she'd have a job, a roof and a chance to take care of herself and her family.

      If she followed her desires, she might have a man she'd been waiting for all her life. In the past, her brothers' inquisitions always had potential boyfriends running for the hills.

      It would be nice to see how a relationship did or didn't progress without their interference—though she wanted them out of jail, and free from harm. This surreal situation had turned her life upside down.

      Elle squared her shoulders and decided to find Navid for another kiss. Halfway back to the living area, the doorbell rang. She saw Navid as she made her way into the room, and he took her hand. "My father's family is here. Can you go get Margo for me?"

      She nodded and tried to ignore the energy that coursed through her from his touch. He let her go once they heard footsteps in the hall and she walked away, reeling. This attraction she had for him was intense, and that wasn't good at all.

      She knocked on Margo's door.

      "Come in!" Margo put a hardcover book down on her bed and asked, "Elle, is it time for the ice cream sundaes finally?"

      "Come." Elle motioned with her hand for Margo to join her. "Your grandparents have come to visit you."

      Elle hid how her stomachs were in knots. The Hawkes had known her parents and brothers. If their friends believed them guilty, everyone else might too.

      Margo climbed off her bed, but lowered her head. "I'm scared."

      "Of Mr. and Mrs. Hawke?" Elle walked into Margo’s spotless pink and white bedroom. Her own parents had always screamed that she and her brothers should be this clean. Elle was impressed.

      Margo reached for her hand. "I don't know them. Pedar moved us here to get to know them and we only went to their house, once. In my country, people visit family every day so I don't know if they like us."

      Elle knelt down in front of Margo, keeping her hand, and smiled. "That's not how it is in America. They are probably giving you and your dad space. Can we talk to them about visiting more?"

      Margo shook her head furiously as her face went white. "Please don't. The last time we went to their house, Pedar was sad for the rest of the evening." She hugged Elle tight. "I don't want to see him sad."

      Margo was such a caring girl. Elle fixed her shiny brown hair behind her small ear. "Well, I'm here now and in your corner. I know them very well." Margo nodded and squeezed her hand. Elle stood and straightened her skirt, wishing she’d had time to wash the few things in her suitcases so she wasn’t overdressed. "So, let's go."

      "Okay." Margo swung her hand like they were in a game.

      Elle walked past a picture of a pretty dark-haired woman in her room and stopped. "Is this your mom?"

      "Yes." Margo sighed. "Wasn't she beautiful?"

      Elle looked at the woman with wise, deep brown soulful eyes and yes, she was gorgeous. She touched Margo’s head. "You have her eyes."

      Margo smiled, but tugged Elle’s arm to leave. They walked down the stairs and heard talking. Margo tensed.

      Elle might not have a degree in childhood psychology, but she understood being nervous. Elle whispered, "I'll announce you so you can make a grand entrance, okay?"

      "Yes, please." Margo stayed near the wall in the hall outside the living room.

      Elle turned and cleared her throat until everyone quieted down. She had seen Scarlett's expression of surprise that she was here, but she'd talk to her friend in a minute and thank her. Right now she put her hand on her heart and said, "Navid, Mr. Tom Hawke, Mrs. Andrada Hawke, Aunt Scarlett, Uncle Gabe, soon to be Aunt Megan and new Uncle James, I'm here to present Ms. Margo Hawke."

      Margo proceeded in like a princess who wore a tiara and ball gown instead of pink sandals and a t-shirt while she waved to her subjects though she had far too genuine of a smile.

      Mrs. Hawke waved at the girl and held out a gift, wrapped in gold with a pink bow. "Come here my grandchild, we have something for you."

      Elle watched carefully, ready to intercede if needed, as Margo passed her slowly and went to Andrada Hawke. Once Margo settled on her lap and talked about the present, Elle breathed a sigh of relief. Somehow she felt connected to this little girl, like Margo needed her as a mother and she’d do whatever she could to protect her.

      Navid, Gabe, Mr. Hawke and James all sat on the couch and arm chairs while they discussed firepower, police and security. They reminded her for a second of her own family. The power words were enough for Elle to stay far away from them as the last time she saw the police she’d been afraid she’d be arrested too.

      Scarlett waved her over to the long window seat she and Megan sat on. "Elle? Let the men talk a minute." Elle joined the women and wondered if in Navid's culture this was normal that everyone was in the same room. She'd have to ask later, mostly because she was curious and the news about his country always sounded scary. She took a seat and Scarlett immediately asked, "How is it going? Obviously, you got the job."

      Elle's heart beat a little faster and she crossed her legs. The blonde, blue-eyed and feisty as ever Scarlett had mentioned the job last night at the dark-haired, quieter Megan’s bridal shower. "Navid hired me—part time nanny, part time in his office doing the marketing—thank you."

      "I’d have called and helped if I knew you were coming today, but I’m glad Navid was smart and hired you." Scarlett and Megan shared a look, but then Scarlett asked, "So, will you be living here, with them?"

      Elle tugged the hem of her blue blouse, self-conscious. "Yes. Why? Do you not want me to..."

      "That's not it." Scarlett reached out and brushed her arm. Elle stopped trembling. Scarlett whispered, "I saw the way Navid looked at you."

      Elle's gaze narrowed on Navid who was in deep conversation with the men. He wasn't paying any attention to her. "What are you talking about?"

      Now his kiss had been passionate and demanding and she’d wanted more of him, even with his hand up her skirt, but her friend had no idea.

      Scarlett sat back. "You saw it, Megan?"

      Megan, Gabe’s fiancée, scooted closer. "Absolutely. Navid definitely wants you."

      Elle had known Scarlett forever and expected this ‘who was hot, who liked who’ behavior regarding men. Megan was newer to the group of friends, but she was usually more reserved and thoughtful. Elle glanced at Navid again and a hunger grew inside her. Men normally didn't have those solid muscles without hard work at the gym. Her lips tingled for another kiss and so she looked away.

      Scarlett laughed. "Just be gentle with my new brother." She then became more somber. "He's been through a lot and you've never taken to relationships well."

      "I rarely had the chance!" Olivia, Scarlett's sister, had always been more Elle's confidant, but she lived in Europe now with her prince. The Hawke girls had been the closest thing to sisters Elle ever had—and Scarlett was now the married matchmaker. The seriousness was the new part, but Elle put her hands on her lap and fixed her skirt. "I never found the right guy and with six older brothers, it was always hard for any boy, or man, to get to know me. I promise I'm not here to hurt anyone."

      Scarlett winked and took her hand for a second. "Okay—because the crazy thing is, I think you two might be great for each other. You’re a dreamer like my sister Olivia but generally sweet and Navid needs a kind and sweet woman."

      "Don't even start." Scarlett acted as if she knew everyone best. "Scarlett, you've been matchmaking since you were a teenager. You talked Bobby into asking me to prom and that was a disaster."

      Scarlett's mouth opened but then snapped closed. "I didn't know your brothers would scare him off."

      The memory rushed her. Seventeen, in her pink silk gown, she’d floated down the stairs and saw her corsage waiting on the couch—no date. Bobby had showed up to take her to prom, but before she’d made it downstairs to meet him, her brothers had chased him off. Every one of her brothers had acted like they’d done her a huge favor over a whiskey bottle they claimed Bobby had in his tuxedo. They didn’t tell her this until years later. If her brothers were here now, she’d probably cry and hug them tight.

      Her heart ached for her family. They were all in jail, including her mother. None of it made sense and it felt like a part of her was ripped out and no scab would ever form, again. Her eyes welled, but she’d not cry. "I miss them so much. My family is innocent. My father is always going on and on about honesty. Someone set them up, and I don’t know why I’m not there too."

      Megan didn’t know her family, or how her father had invested in much of what became the Internet boom. She changed the subject back. "Well, if the topic is Navid and Elle, I think he needs some light and happiness in his life. You'd both get along well."

      Elle wiped the tears from her eyes and smiled. Gabe’s bride-to-be was sweet. "Thanks Megan." She then felt better and turned and met the brown eyes of Gabe Hawke's fiancée. "I'm excited to go to your wedding."

      Megan squealed. "It's in two week. The weekend before Easter."

      The men broke their huddle and waved for the women to come over. Scarlett went to James, her new husband and Meg went to sit next to Gabe. Margo was still in animated conversation with Mrs. Hawke, so Elle joined Navid on the far end of the couch, where he moved over as if she belonged at his side. "What's happening?"

      He turned toward her looking like she mattered to him in the reflection of his eyes. "We're moving to the beach."

      "What?" She inhaled and focused on the word we. At least he’d included her so she didn't have to leave now with nowhere to go but moving from his gated and secure mansion seemed extreme—except that she’d walked right onto the island with luggage and no one had stopped her.

      He and his father exchanged a quick look before Navid turned to her again. "I have a condo there and it will be easier to hire men to live on one floor while we live our lives upstairs." He placed his hand on top of hers and she felt a rush of awareness. "I'm going to talk to the police and fill out a report, but I need you both to pack."

      "I never unpacked, so it won’t take me long." She scooted off the couch. "I'll help Margo and we'll be back in a few minutes."

      Mrs. Hawke, who reminded her of her own mother, stood with Margo’s small hand held trustingly in hers. "I'm her grandmother—let me help her. You get your things together, Elle, dear."

      "The limo to move you all will be here in an hour, so you should go too, son," Mr. Hawke said.

      Navid blinked as if shocked his father had just called him son. But he hid any emotion. "That's fine—we’ll be ready." Navid rose and crossed the living room, putting his hand on the small of her back. "Elle, I need to speak to you upstairs for a moment."

      A rush went up her spine and she bowed her head to hide a small smile. Despite the danger, despite the people around them, she was hyper-aware of Navid. And from the way his blue eyes darkened as he’d touched her back, he was affected.

      As they walked down the long hallway, she kept close to him and the scent of a delicious spice mixed with almonds really hit her hard. She spoke in a hushed tone. "Navid, you never told me what this threat is about. If I'm to help, I'd like to know."

      He opened her bedroom door and ushered her inside, following on her heels. "Paul Laguerre stole and used Gabe's virus to steal from corporations around the world. Before that, he killed more than a few people. He's threatened to kill Margo if I don't help him now."

      "Computer virus?"

      "He made it when he was young and in the marines. I was an angry teenage boy who helped steal it." Navid stood taller. "I won’t let him hurt Margo."

      Her entire body went cold. In her heart of hearts she felt someone had set her family up, and now her mother of all people was now sitting in jail. Whoever did this might have targeted her entire family and come back for her, but if someone came after Margo, she'd jump in the line of fire if necessary. There was no way anybody would touch a hair on that innocent young girl's head. She lifted her chin. "Got it. I'll pack."

      Her suitcase was tucked under the bed, the dresser’s top drawer slightly open. Prudence must have unpacked for her. Navid stepped into the bedroom, closed the door and walked toward her. "Wait."

      "You closed the door." She turned toward him. A wave of attraction burst through her as his hand settled on her hip. She gazed into his blue eyes.

      He held her close, his touch so hot it burned. "Elle, you don't have to come to the condo. I can give you money and keep you safe until this over."

      "No." She placed her hand on his heart, which beat fast and strong. His kiss earlier had awakened something in her, but family mattered more than anything. "Navid, I won't let anything happen to Margo or you. Please don't make me leave just because we kissed."

      "You didn’t stop me." He brushed her hair out of her face.

      She felt her cheeks and body warming from his touch. "I didn't want to." She closed her eyes and lifted her mouth.

      A guttural sound come from him, and then he kissed her.

      His five o'clock shadow tickled her skin and excitement thrilled within her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back, offering him everything she had.

      He broke their kiss and stared at her like she was the ice cream sundae he craved but couldn’t have, complete with the cherry on top. He strode toward the door, his long legs reaching it in five paces. "See you downstairs."

      "Absolutely." She sank down on the edge of the bed as he left.

      Her heart stirred. She really knew nothing about Navid other than he was unbelievably hot, kind and he was a good father. She doubted her brothers would be able to scare Navid off if he truly wanted to stay. There was something primal and powerful about him that made her weak at the knees—a brand new experience.

      Elle put her clothes back in her suitcase. She'd help keep his daughter safe, and if they had more one-on-one time, she was sure she could crack open whatever blockaded his heart. Was it grief over his deceased wife? The need to protect his daughter? His uneasiness around the Hawke family? She wanted him more than she’d ever wanted anyone, and that said a lot.
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      Navid planned on running his DreamFix company remotely, which meant staying at the condo until Paul was caught. A few pairs of slacks, t-shirts, polo shirts, underwear and one change of shoes were enough. He had supplies and extra toothbrushes and shampoo stashed there for surprise guests.

      He glanced at his closed bedroom door. None of those details truly mattered. He'd be in close quarters with Elle, the blonde, hazel-eyed temptress. The thought made his body yearn for her, when he knew she was all wrong for him.

      Her ease with his half-sister Scarlett told him plenty. She fit into the all-American world, and women like her never wanted men like him, a novelty in culture and looks, for long-term. In another life, he'd have accepted that with pleasure, but he was a father now and having Margo meant he needed to contain himself near Elle.

      He carried his bag to the hall outside the bedrooms. Most people might think his home secure. The island had a road only accessible to guests and residents, but Gabe was right. First Elle easily breezed through security and second the open air of his mansion on the Intracoastal meant that someone on a ship could see in at all hours to spy on them.

      Margo was safer in a more contained place, so he'd fight off his libido and think rationally.

      Elle came out of her bedroom behind him with her rolling suitcases. Her family better be innocent because Elle should be protected too. She still wore that black skirt over silk underwear. He groaned and managed, "Are you ready?"

      Their stare sizzled between them. Then Margo screamed, "Pedar!"

      He ran downstairs, Elle right on his heels. Where was Prudence? Where was his dad’s wife? The family was supposed to be watching Margo while they packed. He skidded to a stop in the kitchen where Margo was holding her green-like-grass bean sprouts and budding wheat germs that showed the roots. "Please tell Grandmother that I must take these. I told you that I wanted to do a sofreh this year."

      "I told her that the bean sprouts and wheat germs don't fit in her bag," Andrada Hawke said, with a look that tried to be kind and caring while taking the container of sprouts. "And they look too ripe at this point, like they've soaked for weeks."

      Margo gazed at him and put both of her hands together. "Pedar, it's the Sabzeh. Please!"

      He hadn't planned for her to put together a sofreh or to celebrate Norooz at all, other than give her a few presents. "Sweetheart, I told you Americans don't celebrate our New Year."

      "I want to." She took the bean sprouts back from Andrada, her wide brown eyes reminding him of his mother, also dead now. Grief choked him. "Please, Pedar." How could he tell her no?

      "I can Google what we need to do and help Margo," Elle said, breaking the tension in the kitchen. "The holiday seems important to her." To his surprise, Andrada nodded her agreement.

      He stuffed a hand in his pocket. "I was supposed to take her to the Norooz celebration tomorrow so she would meet other children of our culture."

      "A large crowd of people, strangers, doesn't sound like a good idea to me." Elle looked at Margo, who seemed ready to break into tears.

      Navid sucked in his breath—Elle was right, but he hated to make his daughter cry. He shrugged. "We'll have to do that next year, but Elle, if you can help Margo get everything together, we can have a family celebration. I'd really appreciate it."

      "Grandmother can come and celebrate New Year’s!" Margo yelled and jumped, putting the container of sprouts on the counter. "I'll make the prettiest sofreh, Pedar."

      "I would love to come." Andrada put her hand on Margo’s curls. "Is everyone invited?"

      Navid nodded. "You and my father are welcome. I'll call Gabe and Scarlett to invite them and their families as well. We'll cater in the dinner, if Margo can handle the Haft Seen as she is claiming."

      "I will." Margo’s brown eyes shone with happiness. "I promise, and Elle said she will help."

      Navid took his daughter's suitcase and carried it to the front door. He then returned for Elle's. "Say goodbye to your grandmother for now, Margo. Don’t forget your sprouts."

      "Is there anything I can bring?" Andrada asked. "Margo seems so excited."

      "It's because tomorrow she thinks that Haji Firouz, Persian Santa Claus, is going to come out of the fire to give her presents." He tapped his foot at his beaming child, thinking of what to buy online.

      Margo swung Andrada’s hand. "Pedar usually tells me that Haji Firouz is too busy to play his tambourine—but he still left me presents in the living room. I’m hoping he doesn’t forget me because we moved to Miami."

      "Santa? Like Christmas? So we can bring Margo presents?" Andrada looked excited. His father’s wife had been very accepting of him and Margo since they moved here.

      Navid took a deep breath. The last thing he needed was for his father's family to think the wrong thing about him. "It's our New Year’s celebration. It's not religious, but cultural—so it's not like your Christmas."

      "I understand." Andrada gave Elle a wink while she made her way back to the living room, where the rest of the family still waited. "Still, I’m looking forward to it. Take care…"

      "See, Pedar? We can celebrate Norooz here too." Margo balanced the awkward plastic container. "And Elle's going to help me set everything up. I’ll teach her to be Persian while she teaches me to be American."

      "Absolutely." Elle clasped Margo’s hand.

      The way his daughter held Elle's hand made it seem like they were one happy family. His extended family all left before he had a chance to say goodbye, so he took Elle’s wheeled bags so she could walk with his daughter. "Let's go. The limo is here."

      "The beach condo sounds fun." Elle swayed ahead of him, the slender line of her back curving to round hips.

      His unwanted and uncomfortable erection warned him to take care. He'd always had self-control and mastery of his body, whether it was working out at the gym or making love.

      The driver took the bags and packed them in the car. Elle and Margo climbed into the backseat, and he followed, sitting next to Elle. Her hand brushed against his and he turned so she'd not see how she affected him. Once they arrived at the condo, he'd head straight to the gym.

      Elle spoke with his daughter as if they were confidants already. He wanted that for Margo so badly.

      Once they arrived at the condo, he hopped out without waiting for the driver and stood as a silent sentinel as Margo and Elle went inside the secure building. He followed and directed them to the elevator. Elle almost went the wrong way, so he reached out to touch the small of her back.

      Her softness burned through him. He let go instantly and knew he had made a mistake, but he kept silent and led them to the elevator.

      Margo laughed and the second the door opened into their penthouse with one central kitchen and views of the ocean on three sides, she said, "I want to go to my room to get my homework done, Pedar."

      "Good girl." He expected good grades, even in elementary school. "Show Elle around first."

      Then without another word, he marched into the gym and tried to work off frustrated sexual energy.

      He took off all his clothes, found gym shorts, and started with the bars to stretch out his limbs. He needed to forget how Elle swayed her hips. How her silk panties felt against his palm.

      He’d been there a half hour or so when Elle came in, looked up at him and caught her breath. "Ohh."

      She left without another word, but the sight of her made him ache.

      Clearly, he'd gone too long without a woman. Perhaps he should call Leila as she fit more in his lifestyle, but the thought cooled him. The craving he had roared at the sight of Elle.

      He finished with the bars and moved onto mixed martial arts practice to keep his body in harmony.

      Next time he glanced out the window, the sun had set.

      Perhaps Elle had gone to bed. He dared leave the gym, but he didn't get far. Wearing a tank top, yoga pants and bare feet, she was in the living room with plates and supplies for the sofreh. She looked up at him and he swore he saw hunger in her eyes too as she said, "I promised Margo I'd set everything here so tomorrow we put everything together. I'm not quite sure this holds her bean sprouts."

      The sofreh or traditions didn't matter to him. He tried to walk away, to take a shower, but Elle stood and called out to him. "Did I say something wrong? You've not talked to me in hours."

      He turned. "Am I supposed to talk to you?"

      She walked up and placed her hand on his arm. "No, but I'd like your company. Navid, I'd like to know more about you."

      "Don't tease." He swallowed and stared at her soft hazel eyes. "I want you. Right now."

      "I tucked your daughter in bed, and she is sound asleep." A blush pinked her face. "And I want you too."

      Her wide-eyed innocent tone—though they both knew she wasn't—was the final straw. He reached out to her waist and tugged her toward him. "If that's true, come to my bedroom and leave your clothes at the door. If you don't want to, then good night. I'm taking a shower."

      Then he let her go. He knew he shouldn't, but if she was willing to meet him on those terms, he'd have her.

      Navid marched right into the shower and cooled off. As the cold water rushed down his body, he had a little relief.

      It was unlikely she'd come. He'd made her no promises or offers, but the fire inside him reminded him of being a teenager.

      Finished, he turned off the shower and heard no stirring in his bedroom. She hadn't come.

      It was for the best, for both of them.
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      Elle went to her room and stared at herself in the mirror. The gleam in her eyes gave her desire away. She almost took off her butterfly necklace but stopped. The gift from her mother had come at a time of change and she sensed that if she went to Navid, she'd be different. He'd change something in her. She brushed her hair and heard that he turned off his shower.

      It was now or never.

      Her heart stampeded in her chest, but she crossed the quiet hall between them and opened his bedroom door.

      He wore nothing but a green towel draped low around his hips. She swallowed, as she wasn’t normally this forward and felt her cheeks burning, but slipped her black skirt off and placed it on the chair near his bed. Her blouse. Until she stood before him in her silk underwear and heels.

      She lifted her head. "I'm here."

      "You're not naked." He sat on the bed and stared at her. "Take off your bra and panties then come here."

      No one ordered her to do anything, ever. The thought hit her hard and she pressed her lips together. But in the same breath, she reached behind her back and unclasped her bra.

      She dropped the black silk to the carpet, the intake of his breath letting her know that he liked what he saw. She slipped her panties off, standing proud before him. "Is everything good now?"

      His towel didn't hide the large erection as he beckoned her closer with his finger. "Come here."

      Warm goosebumps grew on her body, but she walked in front of him. He reached for her butt and gently squeezed to pull her closer. His mouth claimed her right breast.

      A moan emerged from her throat as he suckled.

      He picked her up to sit on his lap and his lips left her breasts and roved up her body. "Elle, you're the last person I should want."

      "Happy New Year Navid." She dug her fingers through the coarse texture of his hair, ignoring the fact it was the end of winter and almost spring. In Miami those seasonal labels never mattered.

      His touch made her yearn as his fingers brushed her apex. Nothing in her life had prepared her for this, for him.

      She kissed him back with all the passion she’d kept inside.

      His fingers softened her and when his finger entered, all she could do was moan, anticipating pleasure.

      It was like all of her was made for him. Her breasts pushed against his chiseled muscles and welcomed him.

      Elle she was on his lap, on the edge of his bed, yet he pushed her hand over her head and asked, "Are you sure you want this?"

      "Absolutely." Her heart beat so fast, but if he stopped touching her then she'd feel lost again.

      She tried to move her hand, but he held them above her head. "Do you want me to let you go?"

      "No." She didn’t want him to stop. He flipped her around and before she knew what was happening, the biggest, hardest manhood pushed inside her.

      She hadn't known her body could stretch, but each sensation felt sweet.

      "You took all of me." His voice was a surprised rumble at the back of her neck. He deepened their connection.

      

      Elle needed to see his intense blue eyes. She turned over and he pulled out, feeling instantly some loss. Then she relaxed and slid her legs open, he rejoined her, sending her into sweet aching oblivion. This time she saw the awe in his expression as he pushed into her.

      No one ever made her feel this full. Their bodies found a rhythm and he stayed hard as she rode him, over and over again. All she could was moan. She couldn't think. All she did was feel utterly complete and whole.
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      Elle woke up, naked and alone. It was the middle of the night, the moon bright outside the window, and her body had delicious aches. She tugged the sheet higher and then met Navid’s gaze from across the room as he watched her. She sat up. "What are you doing?"

      "You fell asleep." He sat further back on his chair. "I've not slept with anyone."

      Anyone made no sense. He had a daughter. She shook her head. "Surely your wife."

      "She had her own room."

      Now that revelation said plenty about him to her. The empty white walls in here also spoke volumes. She said, "Well you used me pretty good. You should be exhausted too. Come sit with me."

      His blue eyes didn't blink, but he joined her on the white sheets and white blanket on the bed. "I should have controlled myself. I hired you to watch my daughter, not have sex with me."

      "Sex was fun and off the clock, for both of us." She massaged his shoulders and his smooth skin with rough patches of hair made her own skin tingle. "Let me hold you for a while."

      He turned, his profile stark in the shadows of night, and stared into her eyes. Something painful was hidden in the depths of his gaze. "If I come beside you, I'll want you again."

      She felt the tension in his muscles and tried to work it out with a thumb to ease the knots. "Then I say yes, again. With you, there is no pretense." She laughed low. "I never knew I’d be this easy."

      He shook his head. "Or you were hungry and I took advantage of you."

      "I skipped breakfast the other day because I was nervous and upset. I wasn't starving." She didn’t want him to feel guilty at all for any of what happened, which was before they’d met. "I needed a job because all of my accounts are frozen. Once my family proves their innocence, we'll get it all back. I've never been poor in my life."

      "Lucky you. I grew up hungry." Navid caressed her bare thigh. "My mother raised me on her own, and gave me my father's money when I turned eighteen."

      "Oh?" She tried to imagine him as a young man, angry, uncertain.

      "She said it was up to me to use the money he left to start a life for myself."

      She kissed his back near his neck that was smooth and because she could and he tasted yummy. "You certainly did that and more. From what I understand gaming companies depend on your streaming, so you used your brains and inheritance to amass a fortune."

      He tensed again and scooted so their faces were close. "Elle, you are way out of my league. I don't know what I'm supposed to do with someone like you—an American princess. Confident but sweet." He encircled her wrist with his fingers. "I'm afraid I'll break you."

      Her heart beat faster. She'd push her luck right now, and hoped that he would agree. "I'm not fragile, though I'll be sad if you don't join me." She patted the mattress.

      He froze. "I've killed people with my bare hands, Elle. You don't want to lie beside me."

      Oh. At least now she understood what held him back, but her mind screamed for more information, and that she should have known more before stripping. "Do you intend to kill me?"

      "Never." His hand fell on hers. "I would never hurt you."

      She flipped her palm and laced their fingers together. His hand didn't feel dangerous, if anything she sensed his need to protect. "Did you kill anyone in cold blood?"

      His hot skin cooled and he stared at the wall. "No, not without a reason. But every last one haunts me in my sleep." He turned his tortured gaze toward her and she shivered at his pain. "I'm not good next to anyone."

      He moved to get up, but she held his arm. She had to know. She asked quietly, "Why, then?"

      He stilled, and looked at the floor. "I put myself in a situation..." He turned toward her again and she saw so many emotions at war in his blue eyes. "I almost killed Gabe years ago too."

      She winced, but cleared her expression. Gabe was always like an extra brother around her house. "How?" Gabe had been in the military, despite his parent’s opinion on the matter, and she wasn't quite sure of allegiances in the Middle East.

      Navid grabbed the towel from his earlier shower to cover his nakedness. "I took a job to help protect Maddox and Paul." He closed his eyes as if he relived the moment. "I was sixteen and knew my father left me and my mom to defend for ourselves, but when I saw what was happening out there and how Paul stole and Maddox was deranged, I..." He sounded like he choked on his words. Then he opened his eyes and she saw pain that shone in the moonlight. "I almost let Gabe die—I knew he was my half-brother. I knew who he was and I wanted to hate him."

      She reached out and hugged him. It clearly hurt him. He made a scoff sound with his throat. "Your kind and full of regret."

      "I don’t deserve your kindness."

      "What about the others?" she asked. "You said you killed people, but Gabe is alive and coming over for dinner later. He and Megan are getting married in two weeks. Who were the others?"

      He massaged his forehead, as if he could rub away the memories. "I went into a war zone without telling my mother I’d left school. Put myself in situations that were dangerous. Over time, I was seen as a potential threat."

      A sigh escaped her lips as she bent her knees toward him. "So you were defending yourself?"

      "I did things I shouldn't have, like tonight, with you." He picked up her hand and held it close. "I craved having you the moment we met and thought about nothing else. My daughter's life was threatened and I still wanted you."

      Navid held the world on his shoulders. She rested her head on one and hoped he'd let go. "Margo is safe. We moved to keep her safe. Really, the only thing I know for certain about you is that you're a good father. You have a kind heart."

      He tugged the sheet over her lap. "Kind is not a word I'd use to describe me."

      Seriously? He’d just made sure she was warm. She put her hand on his heart. "Then you don't see your true self. I don’t want to kick you out of your own bed, Navid. Do you want me to leave now that we've been together?"

      "No." He held his head higher. "I won't see you homeless because I couldn't control myself."

      A huge smile grew on her face, but she kept it hidden. "See, there is that kind streak of yours." She pushed down the sheet and sat completely naked. His eyes widened, and she liked how she felt beneath his appraisal. "Do you still want me or are you done?"

      His gaze devoured her and his erection tented the towel draped over his hips. "I could have you every day and never be bored."

      "Then take me again." She carefully lifted the towel and tossed it aside.

      He climbed onto the bed, straddling her. "I don't want to hurt you."

      He wouldn’t. She needed him. No matter what happened in his past, he was here and good and trying to protect them all. Elle reached down and traced his long staff with eager fingers. She'd never thought men were this big, except in whispers. Then she nipped his shoulder. "You make me feel—keep doing that."

      "You mean this?" His fingers brushed against her sensitive skin while he positioned himself on top of her. Automatically, her legs went lax and opened. She needed him now.

      The moment he entered her, she couldn't think or talk anymore. She tried to speak, but only said, "Mmm."

      Her mind went numb as her body reached another high. Navid was everything she’d ever wanted.
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      Elle woke up when sunlight beamed into the room. She placed her hands on the sheet next to her and they felt cold, but the pillow still had an indention and the sheets were rumpled. Navid had been there but he was gone. She stood and heard Margo outside in the hall, laughing.

      The last place Margo needed to see her was her father's bed.

      She dressed in last night’s skirt and blouse though she carried her heels in her hand and slipped the door open.

      Margo's laugh was louder now, but then she heard Navid's answering rumble. She let out a breath she hadn't known she held. He was fine. Grinning, satiated, she walked into her room and found her suitcases, which she hadn’t unpacked. They weren't going out today so she chose shorts and a blue fitted t-shirt and placed them on the bed. After quickly showering in her private bathroom, she dressed and put her hair in a ponytail. Done, she went out and followed the laughter to the kitchen.

      Navid was near the stove and flipping an egg in the frying pan like he was a top chef and Margo giggled as she sat on a stool near the counter. Elle asked, "What's going on?"

      "Elle, you look like a teenager," Navid said. Was that a faint blush along his cheekbones?

      She massaged Margo's shoulders and tried not to stare at Navid's cotton pants, but it was hard. They clung to his perfectly shaped body. The simple black t-shirt couldn’t hide all those muscles. "I figured it was a casual, stay at home day."

      Navid fixed a plate of food in front of his daughter. "Elle, can you go to the refrigerator and check the ice cream that was delivered? We have to make sure our lunch treat is up to your standards."

      She brushed past him, and opened the freezer. But then his hand quickly squeezed her butt and she felt a warm tingle everywhere. He was still interested in her, at least physically, and she felt a huge bubble inside her release—she wasn’t done with Navid, and couldn’t imagine not being near him. She checked out the ice cream—vanilla, chocolate and strawberry—and closed the door. Whipped cream in the fridge, sprinkles and syrups on the counter. "This looks great."

      He pushed a plate of eggs and toast next to Margo at the kitchen counter, so Elle sat. A minute later he put a plate out for himself on the other side. "Ladies, after I finish breakfast, I'll be in my office/gym for most of the day. Elle, I'm hoping you can help Margo with her school work, and then you two can play. We'll figure lunch out later."

      Margo held her head high and stopped eating. "Don't forget we're setting up the sofreh for Norooz today."

      "Right." Navid shrugged and it was clear that he wasn't into the holiday. "Well, you and Elle can do that, after you finish your school work."

      Margo complained about her teacher, and a boy she didn’t like in class as Navid finished his breakfast. Elle ate her last bite of eggs when the doorbell rang. Navid met her gaze and she asked, "Are you expecting anyone?"

      He shook his head no. "Can you tell whoever it is that we're not interested and to come back later? I’ve got to catch up on some emails. Nobody can come up without permission."

      "Sure." She stood and answered the buzzer. "Who’s calling?"

      The security officer said, "Leila Rezi is here to meet with Navid Hawke, ma'am."

      He had said he wasn't able to talk to anyone. "Navid can't..."

      Navid interrupted, "Tell her to come up and meet me in my office." He stacked the empty plates in the kitchen sink. "I should talk to her privately for a few minutes."

      Something struck Elle as odd and her hair stood on end. "Please send her up."

      Navid told Margo, "You rinse the dishes."

      "Yes, Pedar." Margo answered and jumped off her stool.

      Navid brushed Elle’s arm as he walked past her and headed toward his office. Her insides quaked with desire, but she quelled her thirst.

      The moment his office door closed, she could breathe, but then the doorbell rang. She went to the door and opened it. A beautiful brown-haired, brown-eyed woman dressed in an elegant gray dress and designer heels said, "I'm here to see Navid. Who are you?"

      "I'm Elle Bentley, the nanny." Her stomach turned. "Navid is in his office."

      "A criminal's daughter as the nanny? I recognize you. I had no idea Navid was that desperate." Leila strode stiffly across the room and into the office, clearly having been here before.

      Elle walked into the kitchen where Margo was on the second dish and picked up the first to dry. "Who is Leila?"

      "Pedar's girlfriend, I think," Margo answered. "He didn’t say that, but he took her to dinner a few times."

      It felt like nails were hammered through her heart to burst through her chest on the other side. Not once had Navid mentioned a girlfriend, not that she’d asked. Her brain yelled that she knew better to sleep with a man too soon, but she ignored that voice—it was too late. Instead she dried the next dish and asked, "Do you think they are serious?"

      "No." Margo handed her another plate as soon as Elle put the last one in the dryer tray. "He's not brought her in to meet me, and I don't think he's gone to meet her family without me."

      Elle paused. "Does that matter in your family?"

      Margo scrubbed the frying pan her dad had flipped eggs in. "Yes. My Mamabazorg searched many families to find Pedar a wife, from a good family."

      "So in your country they do arranged marriages?" Elle leaned against the counter and waited.

      "Not exactly."

      "I don’t understand. Let's switch." Margo handed her the pan, but it still had spots. Elle motioned for Margo to get down and then scooted her step stool over and Margo took the sink. "I'll wash and you dry this one."

      "Okay." Margo waited with the towel. "I can pick my own husband, but my pedar must approve or I risk being kicked out."

      Elle tried to understand Margo as she spoke about her culture. Last night Navid had said his wife slept in another room during their marriage, which she'd not ask Margo about, but the thought made her wonder if all couples did the same. She scrubbed the pan one more time and asked, "So your father chose your mother and then asked your grandmother for permission?"

      "No." Elle handed Margo the pot and she started drying it with a towel. "Pedar was never home and he told my Mamanbazorg, my other grandma, to pick his wife, so she did." She put the pot on the dish rack but still held the towel when Navid's office door opened.

      He walked Leila to the door and she kissed his cheeks goodbye. He returned the gesture, closing the door behind the pretty brunette before going back to his office without one glance at them.

      Elle's chest burned. Navid and Leila? She lowered her lashes and tried not let her emotions rule her.

      Margo put the towel down and whispered, "Leila left without being introduced to me."

      Did that mean their relationship wasn’t serious? Elle wanted to show Navid that she'd be a better fit, but she looked at Margo and offered her hand. "Let's go do your homework and get started on the New Year’s traditions. I want to ask you more, but after school work."

      "Okay." Margo ran toward her room. "I'll pull it up on the computer."

      "Do you know how to print?"

      "Of course," she said, like she knew everything.

      Elle, burning with curiosity, slowed near Navid’s office door. "I'll be right there, Margo. I want to talk to your dad for a minute."

      "Okay." Margo ran ahead down the hall and into her bedroom.

      Elle swallowed her pride and knocked on the door. Navid had hired her to keep Margo safe, but there was no danger in their condo. She hesitated, not wanting to interrupt him.

      "Come," he said.

      She steeled her nerves and opened the door. He sat at a desk with a computer file opened. She took a deep breath, quelled her growing anger and reminded herself to ask questions first, and moment later walked in. "Who was Leila?"

      "A friend." He stood and held up a long white envelope. "She dropped off tickets for the celebration tonight, with an invitation to sit at her family's table."

      So, Leila was a girlfriend. "It's serious with her?"

      "Serious?" Navid walked past her, closed the door, and placed both of his hands around her waist. "Elle, I'm consumed with desire for you."

      Sex wasn't love or respect. He wanted her in his bed, and she’d gone willingly but Leila seemed to have more in common with him and knew his culture, plus she was beautiful and understood him more. She held onto his belt as Margo’s words echoed in her mind about families meeting meant serious relationship. "So you aren't going to meet her family?"

      "No." He answered with such certainty that she believed him.

      She closed her eyes and he reached under her shirt to pull her in for a kiss.

      The feel of his calloused hands on her small waist and back made her weak. No one made her feel this passionate, ever.

      The moment the kiss ended, she was tempted to take her shirt off and back him against the desk while she asked for more with him. However, she’d promised to be with his daughter and she found their culture fascinating. The more she learned the more she wanted to know. "Okay, I should go to Margo."

      "Wait." He traced her shirt, reaching up for her bra.

      If he insisted, she'd stay here. Margo was in no danger inside the condo. Her heart beat faster. "Yes?"

      He rubbed her nipples, and the sensation drove her crazy. "Elle, tonight, after my father's family leaves and my daughter goes to bed, I want to tie you up and play with you, for New Year’s." His daughter's footsteps banged down the hall, so he let her go with a heated whisper, "So think hard if that's what you want."

      "Elle!" Margo swung the office door open, her voice enthusiastic. "There you are. I have my assignment printed."

      Elle straightened her shirt and ensured she was two feet away from Navid. "So, thanks for everything. We have homework to do."

      Margo blinked at the two of them, but then held the door wide. Elle took her hand when she neared and walked out with her. The moment she closed the door behind them, Margo asked, "What were you talking to Pedar about?"

      "Boring stuff," Elle answered quickly. She reached for the papers in Margo's hand. "What's your homework about?"

      "English." Margo drawled the word as if it drained all her energy and it was only 8:30 in the morning. She added fast, "I finished the math already."

      With her father and her uncle both computer genius types, Margo must have never questioned that math was important in her household and did that work first. Elle scanned the papers while they walked to the dining room table. "What do you have to do with English?"

      "That worksheet." Margo pointed and made it sound like the paper might be the death of her.

      Elle stifled her giggle as she glanced at the reading passage and grammar questions. They sat at the table, side by side. Elle glanced at the sheet that wanted Margo to pick nouns, verbs and then draw arrows to what went where. "This looks easy enough, and once we're done, we get to work on the New Year’s project."

      Elle picked up a pencil and began working on the sheet while she said, "Pedar hasn't liked celebrating any holidays, ever, but Mamajoon and I always did and made him. Now she's gone, it's up to me, but he thinks I'm too small."

      "Mamajoon? That’s not Mamanbazorg?"

      Margo’s eyes squinted like she tried to understand Elle and finally said, "Mamajoon is mother dear, that’s my mom. Mamanbazorg is grandmother."

      "It’s sweet you call your mom Mamajoon." Navid’s wife had been beautiful, but Elle remembered how his hand inside her brought more to life in her than any man she'd ever known. Her last boyfriend, Jeffrey, hadn't even turned her on much when they kissed. She tried to remember what Margo said about the noun verb agreement, but couldn't. She concentrated on the paper. Elle said, "Once you finish, I can check it."

      Margo then tapped her hand and stared at her. "Can you make sure my sabzi is watered and green still while I finish?"

      Elle stood, happy to have something to do other than fantasize about Navid or his intentions tonight. She walked into the kitchen and checked on her science project. "Yes, your beans have sprouted nicely and I can see how the roots of your wheat are joined."

      "Okay, I finished, can you read this?" Margo said the moment she sat down.

      "Let me see." Elle studied Margo’s neat work. She’d missed circling one of the subjects, so Elle handed the paper back. "Please check the third line. You missed a noun."

      "Huh..." Margo circled the right answer and then gave it back to her. "Now are we done??"

      "Let's put this in a place where you take it to the teacher," she said.

      "Like my backpack as Pedar makes me?"

      Navid was smart to have her work from home until the threat was done. "Yes, perfect for when you go back to school, but let’s ask your teacher if she wants us to scan it to her."

      "Oh, she mentioned that in the email. I’ll do that now." Margo ran from the table with the paper. "Once I send her the file on the computer, then we can put the sofreh together?

      "Great idea." Elle had about five minutes to Google the ceremony and really be helpful. It would be good to show Navid that she was interested in his culture and wanted to participate. It might make him open up more, which would be good. She was more than just an American princess and she’d find a way to show him that she was open to everything about him.
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      Margo returned to the living area where they’d set everything up last night and Elle held up her phone. She sat on the long beige couch, next to the grand piano and a bookshelf with a paper and pen on the coffee table before her. "I'm not seeing the words sofreh and norooz together except on ancillary websites, Margo. I've tried to Google on my phone but I'm not finding a list."

      "What’s ancillary mean?"

      "Umm, necessary information on how to put things together."

      "Ohh. Here, let's use my iPad and write haft seen." Margo grabbed her tablet and sat next to Elle, her agile fingers typing the letters into the search bar. "We call all of them together sofreh, but this is a haft seen sofreh." She handed the tablet to Elle and pointed to a picture. "Our home has to have these things decorated pretty on the dining room table. Pedar gave me his credit card to get what I wanted."

      Margo handed her the card, and Elle realized that this meant Margo, and Navid, trusted her, despite how her family supposedly stole billions. She'd do right by them. She eyed the display of dishes and flowers on a long table. "If the items are on top, then where do we eat the meal?"

      "The floor," Margo said as if it was completely normal. "We have a nice carpet that we also call a sofreh to sit on."

      Elle glanced at the red Persian rug under her feet, recalling movies where people sat around on the floor to eat from dishes in their laps. Would everybody eat from a communal bowl? Her stomach knotted at the idea.

      Next, she read the page Margo opened for her and nodded at the first thing on the list. "Oh, well you have the sabzeh covered. I didn't know the green sprouts symbolized rebirth."

      Margo’s face was serious and she pressed her lips together while she stared at the small stack of supplies from candelabras to honey. "Everything has meaning. We have to set the sprouts in front of a mirror on a nice tablecloth or carpet. Maman always used one, but I don't think Pedar brought it to America."

      Today was a big holiday for them and Leila had wanted him to go to a public celebration. Instead Navid chose to share his culture with his American family and she’d do everything she could to make this evening perfect and help him build bridges. Elle clutched the plastic credit card in her hand. "Margo, hon, would you get my laptop from my room? If we order online we can have some of these supplies by this afternoon."

      Margo ran off and her feet stomped down the hall. Elle took stock of what they had on their list to order and hoped this impressed Navid. If she and Margo worked on it together, then maybe he’d see that she’d be open to his culture and a relationship. If he wanted one with her at all, besides sex. Despite being a father, Navid had many walls around his heart.

      Margo hurried back with her laptop in both hands, carefully putting it on the coffee table. Elle pulled up a few of her favorite sites to buy accessories. Hundreds of tablecloths, napkins and runners to choose from. The pictures she’d seen had all started with a neutral base. "White?"

      Margo nodded.

      "We can get this one delivered in an hour." Elle held up her finger. "Let's make a list of things we need. Do we have a mirror?"

      Margo pointed to a blue-framed mirror on the wall. Hand-painted, it looked like, with gold trim, blue background and yellow birds. "You can take that one off the wall."

      "It’s beautiful." Blue, yellow and gold would be the colors if that mirror was to be the center. Elle envisioned their display. "We need a way to set it on the ground and hold it up." She found a metal sign holder that looked sturdy. "Is this one good?"

      "Yes." Margo wiped a tear. "I'm so happy. I thought Pedar wasn't going to allow me to do this."

      Elle hugged her like her own mother might have done to her. She’d have to find a way to help her family, but right now she could help Margo. "What else do we need to buy?"

      "We need samanoo."

      "Can you look that up on your tablet?" Elle waited.

      "It is sweet pudding made from those wheat germs I’m growing."

      Elle added whole wheat flour to the cyber shopping cart, looking over Margo’s shoulder to read what samanoo represented. "We'll head to the kitchen once it arrives. We definitely want to celebrate affluence."

      Perhaps making this would help her family get a good lawyer.

      Margo tugged her shoulder. "Maman always used blue dishes that matched."

      "Do they have to be blue?" Elle had been thinking blue, yellow and gold to match the mirror, but if they all needed to be the same, she’d find a way.

      Margo thought about this, then answered. "No. I've seen many tables with different dishes."

      "Got it." Elle wanted to ensure the table was everything Margo remembered. Clearly Iranians judged the beauty of the place setting. She discovered one exclusive set by an up and coming local designer and showed Margo. "How about this venetian glass? See the gold and yellow swirls?"

      Margo clapped her hands and scooted to the edge of the couch. "They look like birds!"

      Elle clicked the set to buy. Luckily the site had fast delivery, for a fee, of course. Margo leaned against Elle. "Do you like Pedar, Elle?"

      Her breath caught in her throat. Had they been seen last night? Did Margo know? Her heart beat wildly but she kept her focus on the computer. "Why would you ask that?"

      Margo wrapped her small hands around her arm. "It would be fun if you were my new mom and stayed with us forever."

      Elle’s heart warmed. Before now, she’d been adrift in her life. Here, with Navid and Margo, she felt like she had a purpose. She then said, "Well I do like your dad and you, but I’ve never been a mom before."

      Margo lifted her head and stared at her like she just offered her Christmas morning. "I can try to convince him."

      She shouldn't have let that slip. The truth was she wanted to know more about Navid and his life, but she shouldn't promise forever to his daughter. She petted her hair. "Don't worry, Margo. What's next?" She read the recipe for sweet pudding. "We can take turns stirring this in the pot if I get you a stool, but let's get back to the list of things we need."

      "Senjeh. Olives," Margo said. "We have them—I packed the jar."

      Elle read the iPad. "Olives symbolize love? Let's put out extra as I would like love too." Margo bounced on the couch. "What's next?"

      Margo ran her small finger down the screen. "Seer. Garlic, but it's not decorated in the picture."

      "Then we'll decorate it anyway!" Elle read the meaning and symbolism on why it was displayed. "Garlic equals health, how cool." She reached forward to pick up the arts and crafts supplies she’d laid out last night. "Can we use these yellow sparkles?"

      "Yes!" Margo said, jumped off the couch and spun around, dropping to the pile to pull out a ball of blue satin. "With this ribbon."

      Elle had no expectations of what being a nanny meant, so arts, crafts and baking, with a little homework added in, was just fine. She gestured for Margo to sit. "We'll do that while we wait for the rest of the supplies. What's next?"

      Margo glanced at the iPad too and then smiled. "Seeb. Apples. We have a whole bag."

      Apples meant beauty, Elle read. "Wow. Guess that might be symbolized in Snow White—when the witch gives her a poisoned apple because she’s so beautiful? I had no idea."

      "Huh?" Margo asked confused. "Snow White goes to a magic sleep and only her true love’s kiss can wake her up."

      Elle couldn’t discuss story tropes with a six-year-old. Snow White was more beautiful than the Queen which was why she was the target, but either way they had more important things to worry about. "Let's move on. What's after that?"

      "Sumac. Fruit of the flower."

      "Is that in the spice rack?" Margo ran to the kitchen as Elle murmured, "I like symbolizing sunrise. It's a pretty time of day."

      Margo returned with the jar of sumac. Elle motioned for her to put it next to the other supplies on the floor. "What's next?"

      Margo looked at the iPad again. "Serkeh. Vinegar."

      Elle read, "Serkeh means patience," which she needed as her parents and brothers were all in jail right now. "I could use some of that. Is that everything we need to set out for the display?"

      Margo shook her head. "Those are the seven requirements, but we add things from other sofrehs—New Years can be all of them. I like the painted eggs."

      "Fertility." Easter had the same symbol. It also explained the egg-painting kits she’d found in the arts and crafts closet. "We're on it. What else?"

      Margo reached for a mesh bag filled with shiny circles. "Gold coins."

      Again, Elle didn't need to look up the symbolism. "That's easy. It means money."

      Margo jiggled the bag and laughed.

      "Anything else?"

      Margo ran to the bookshelf next to the grand piano and pulled out a heavy brown book that looked like it was kept in the corner, to stay out of her hands. "Hafez."

      One of Elle’s self-help gurus had always talked about Hafez and how the reading of the poems was meant to be deep and reflective as she meditated. Her eyes widened. "The poet?"

      Margo nodded. "Pedar has the book. We have to put that in front of the mirror."

      This wasn’t on the website so Elle stared blankly at the book. "Why?"

      Margo shrugged. "It can be the Koran or Rumi, but Pedar always liked this book."

      Rumi was another poet a self-help guru quoted. Elle had no idea they were both from Iran or that they were that important there.

      She quickly checked the page and discovered that the reflection of light in the mirror represents the light of God that people cannot see. Navid said he wasn't religious, but the symbolism of the mirror was cool. "Anything else?"

      "Flowers." Margo nodded. "And candles."

      "We have candles, but which flower? Any kind?"

      Margo opened a tab, typed tall pretty flower into her search engine on the iPad and scrolled. Elle sat next to her and waited, but then Margo pointed and said, "This."

      Elle clicked and read the name. "Hyacinth?"

      "Maman always used this one."

      Elle returned to the laptop and found a florist nearby that could deliver by that afternoon. While she placed the order, she glanced at the iPad and read the symbolism. She laughed. "Wait—this means narcissism?"

      "What's that?" Margo asked.

      "Nothing, sweetie." Well Navid already thought she was a bit of a princess, but flowers were pretty.

      Margo stared at the computer. "What’s your favorite flower, Elle?"

      She sucked in her bottom lip. "Roses. I love roses, actually. Perhaps we can add yellow ones to match the set?"

      Margo stared at her. "Is your place filled with roses then?"

      "No." Elle placed her hand on her back and shook her head. "I never buy myself flowers."

      "Why not?" Margo’s big brown eyes seemed so soulful.

      So she might as well add to the symbolism with her own choices. "It’s old-fashioned in America, but the guy who liked a girl brought her flowers and I sometimes wish that was still true."

      "We’ll make sure your yellow and the blue are mixed." Margo beamed and nodded. "Flowers are pretty."

      Elle shouldn't point out her heart’s desire to a girl, but at least part of her was now in the symbolism too. "Anything else?"

      "Two candles burn on both sides of the mirror."

      That was placement and not anything else to buy. They had quite a list of things to do and Elle hoped Navid appreciated their efforts. She pressed the buy button, choosing expedited delivery, then told Margo, "It’s done. We have to hard boil the eggs before we can paint them, and decorate the garlic and stir that pudding—we’ve only got a few hours to put everything together! And be ready for the party. Is there anything special to wear to the party?"

      "Look pretty in a dress." Margo hugged her. "Thank you, Elle."

      Now she just had to make everything look beautiful, which was a skill her mother valued above all else. "Don't thank me until we're done." Elle stood and turned a vase to let it reflect the light. "Let's head to the kitchen. We have things to do, sweetie."

      Maybe after the sofreh Navid would see that they fit together in more ways than just sex. She'd have to show him she they could be a perfect match, if he opened up his heart at least a little to the possibility.
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      Navid composed an email regarding bandwidth the streaming company paid for and how they were overusing on a daily basis. If they upped their subscription, he'd offer a deal, but they needed to sign the contract.

      The security at the condo was top notch, and he could concentrate on work, knowing his daughter was safe.

      It turned out Paul Laguerre was wanted for a variety of crimes that included a possible murder, and the Feds were after him already. His security team, strengthened by his brother’s company, now worked with the FBI to ensure Margo, and Elle, were out of danger.

      His stomach churned. None of that made him feel better and wouldn't, not until Paul was in prison.

      His phone rang and jogged his concentration. He waited to listen to the voicemail rather than take the call. What could Andrada want? To cancel and break his daughter’s heart?

      Just wanted to let you know that your sister Olivia and her husband are coming tonight too. We all have presents for Margo.

      He tapped a pen against the desk top and tried to ignore the message. His father's wife was why Navid had never met Thomas Hawke, his father, and until recently he’d thought the man had wanted nothing to do with him. So her message felt forced.

      He turned the phone off and dropped the pen back on the desk.

      Growing up in Iran, he’d used his mother’s last name, Barapour. Why honor a man who hadn’t shown up to rear his child? Now in America, it was easier for others to accept his daughter with the surname Hawke.

      Work. He should work. Navid picked up a pen and paper. What did the company spend monthly? What quote could he offer? He wrote two digits down and then stopped.

      A few months ago, he had met his half-sister Scarlett and helped her escape from Maddox’s insane revenge scheme against his father's family. In the process, he’d revealed his own identity. Now it seemed they all wanted to include him as a full-fledged family member and he had no idea what to do.

      Navid held the phone and stared at the screen. He should say something. Finally, he settled on his words. She'll appreciate it. See you at seven.

      After the text, he was hungry and decided to order lunch, calling his favorite restaurant to order kabobs and rice that his security detail would pick up.

      Outside in the kitchen area he heard Margo and Elle laughing. He looked down at his quote but couldn’t focus. Clearly the numbers didn't want to add right now. He put the paper and pen on the desk and stood. Without over-thinking, he opened his office door and saw how his daughter tried to hold an egg in a metal wire, Elle at her side, but the egg wobbled and it dropped in the dye. Margo squealed and Elle laughed. He called out, "Guess it's green."

      "Pedar!" His daughter beamed in excitement shouted, "We're painting eggs for the sofreh. And it's blue."

      So were the tips of her fingers. "I see that." He stepped closer, meeting Elle’s hazel gaze. He owed her for bringing laughter back into their home. Blonde, breathtaking—she shouldn't be anywhere near him and the darkness in his heart. "The dining room looks like it’s a huge arts and crafts project, now. I’m happy if we don’t have the full Haft Seen and we can just have a nice dinner with family."

      Margo lifted her chin. "I want to do this, Pedar. Elle is helping."

      I see that, too. Elle wore a smudge of blue stain on the back of her hand. She truly radiated innocence and light, which were two things he didn’t deserve. He turned toward his daughter. "You only have a few hours left before the family comes."

      His phone beeped and he assumed it was Andrada Hawke again, so he glanced down. His breath caught in his throat. Locking your daughter away won't save her from her fate.

      No. Navid scanned the kitchen, then forced a neutral expression. Neither Margo nor Elle could know. He had to keep them safe and then speak to his security and the FBI. Where was Paul?

      The doorbell rang. His calm fled. "Everyone hide."

      Elle narrowed her eyes as if realizing his concern might be over the top. "It's the delivery for our sofreh. Security is sending up the things I’ve ordered. Are you okay?"

      So much for hiding his fear. He nodded. "Well, let me answer it and you can get back to coloring those eggs."

      "After you’re done, can I talk to you for a minute?" Elle asked.

      She smelled fresh and pure and she had tasted sweeter than anything else he'd ever savored. Not that he should or could say that. He nodded. "I’ll be back." He opened the front door and greeted Hank West and let the delivery in. His security team said, "Everything cleared downstairs."

      With a glance back at the kitchen, he discreetly showed the officer the message from Paul on his phone. "Be on high alert. He's dangerous."

      "I'm calling it in now," the security officer said.

      Good. The FBI needed to be involved. No one was getting to Margo. Navid glanced at the man's name as he put the boxes on the dining room table. Then he said, "Thanks, West."

      "Not a problem." West walked out the door and spoke to his partner.

      Navid started back to his office, but Elle called out, "Don’t forget—one minute. I'm coming."

      The last person he needed to see alone was her, but he didn't say anything. He opened his office door and heard her footsteps behind him. Once she entered the room, she closed the door and asked, "What happened? I saw your face after the text message."

      He had to keep this business and not stare at her rounded breasts pushing against her t-shirt. Her hazel eyes were safer so he looked there. "There was another threat. Neither you or Margo can go outside. I wish you wouldn’t have ordered all of that junk."

      "It’s important to Margo to share this. We're getting ready for the holiday tonight. What did the message say?"

      Family. Guests he might need to keep Margo safe from harm. He showed her the text and she covered her lips. "I'm here to help."

      Every muscle in his body was tight and he wanted to work it off in the gym, but as he stared at her body he felt even more tension. He turned his back on her and walked to the door but she put her hand on his shoulder. "Don't shut me out, Navid."

      Her touch set him on fire. He stopped though his heart beat faster. "Elle, stop. You're everything I shouldn't want."

      Her lips parted slightly with surprise and then she kissed him softly. He wrapped his hands around her waist and held her tight before he deepened their kiss.

      There was nothing light or airy about how much he wanted her.

      Elle was sexy breathless and a little messy, her blonde hair freed from her ponytail. He walked her backward until she pressed her back to the wall and he reached under her snug t-shirt. She pressed her breasts higher and he pushed her a little harder against the wall to feel her soft skin while he sampled her mouth. She tasted better than chocolate and then let his fingers go into her bra and squeeze her nipples.

      "Pedar..." Margo's voice grew closer.

      Right. This was wrong. He let Elle go and jumped back about two feet. Elle had time to adjust her shirt as the door opened. Margo stared at both of them and asked, "Can Elle help me with drawing on the eggs now?"

      "Yes, sorry I kept her."

      Elle's face blushed red, but she joined Margo without a word. Margo then added, "Pedar, Elle likes roses. You should buy her some."

      "She told you that?" Navid stared at Elle's back as she hurried toward the door. Perhaps he should get her flowers. He'd done nothing but maul her since she’d arrived yesterday morning, not that she’d once complained. Eventually she'd hate him though.

      "Margo!" Elle shook her head and took his daughter's hand. "We were talking about the New Year’s celebration. Let's go to the kitchen."

      "Pedar, flowers," Margo demanded as Elle tugged her out of the room.

      He crossed his arms as the door closed. He was a horrible father who left his daughter alone for a minute to paw her temporary nanny. A knot formed in his stomach as he thought about what might have happened. He had security at the door downstairs, as well as in the hall. Nobody came in or out of the property without his staff.

      He called a florist and ordered two dozen red roses. Security could shuffle his flower delivery into his bedroom, where he imagined showering Elle with petals. His daughter was right, and he could offer her flowers.

      Once he was done, his phone rang. He saw it was Leila so he answered. "Hello?"

      "I know you said you can't go out anytime and you're protecting your daughter, but I was wondering if my parents and I might stop by for tea tomorrow, to celebrate Norooz in a small way."

      "Leila, I don't know if that's a good idea." He closed his eyes. Elle had been jealous by her visit, though her jealousy had been cute. "It's not a good time for me."

      "Hold on a second. Someone is pounding on my door!"

      Navid slumped in his chair until he heard muffled sounds of a struggle. Leila? His heart raced and he gripped the seat edge. Then he heard Paul's voice coming from Leila’s phone. "You hid your daughter from me so I'm taking the woman you love. If you don't get me the updated virus in twenty-four hours, your Leila is dead."

      He jumped out of his chair and paced. "Paul, I can't..."

      Paul hung up the phone. At least he hadn't taken Elle, but he felt instantly guilty for the thought. Leila didn't deserve this. It was his fault that she’d been taken.

      Pacing around the desk, he had no idea what to do—Paul wanted something only his brother Gabe could barter, which meant he had to call his father's family and let them know Paul had upped the stakes. Leila shouldn't be in danger because, as usual, he’d failed everyone.
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      Elle stepped away from the elaborate dining room display and hugged herself. It truly was a gorgeous set up, full of beauty and meaning.

      The dishes of herbs and spices propped up in various positions, the placement of the book against the mirror, really captured that the entire holiday was one of symbolism, even if it wasn't religious. She rubbed Margo's back. "So, what do you think?"

      Margo bounced on her tip-toes. "I love it. It's so pretty!" She turned and pulled Elle's arm. "Let's get dressed and take a family picture before everyone else arrives."

      Family. As a girl, she had waited with her mother for what felt like an eternity as her father rounded up her brothers to take a photo together. And now they were all in jail. "I’ll take it for you and your dad."

      Margo tugged her arm again. "I want to remember the first sofreh I did by myself."

      Margo had certainly managed the project like a pro. "I helped," Elle teased as she took one long slow step toward her bedroom.

      "Okay, we did it together." Margo nudged her and Elle walked at a better pace. Near her door, she said, "Now let's look like princesses too."

      Elle fixed her butterfly necklace and then placed her hand on her chest. Emeralds, rubies and diamonds. If she sold it, it might be enough for a retainer. She blinked. "So I'm to dress like a princess?"

      "Yes!" Margo twirled on the toes of one foot. "We're both princesses."

      She knelt down to eye level. "Can I be a fairy princess?"

      "I'm not four anymore." Margo rolled her eyes and shook her head. "There are no such things as fairies."

      Elle stood but had an exaggerated pout on her face. "Okay just regular princesses then."

      "Yes." Margo nodded like Elle was a child who finally understood.

      The door to Navid's office slammed open. An instant later Navid stormed out and headed right for the front door. Worried, Elle called out, "Wait! Navid, where are you going?"

      He turned, his body so pent up his muscles seemed rigid. Navid joined her, his gaze tense. "You and Margo stay here."

      A knock at the door sounded. He held up his finger in a gesture for her to wait and opened the door. Two security guards walked in and Navid said, "This is Hank West and his partner. They are working my security detail right now—West will deal with the food delivery as well as keep you safe. For now, don't go anywhere. Stay away from the windows and don’t answer the phone."

      He made to leave again. Her heart raced. Something had to be wrong. Elle ran forward and took his arm. "Why, what's going on? Why are you leaving?"

      He whispered, "Leila's been kidnapped. I'm going downstairs to talk to the police. Don't let anyone in. If there is any problem, have Margo take you to the safe room."

      "Safe room?" The words spun. She’d only heard of them from the movies. Navid's life was so different than hers. Her heart pounded now, but she glanced at Margo's closed bedroom door. She was getting dressed for the party. She grabbed Navid's shirt. "Your brother and sisters will be here soon."

      Navid took her hands off his chest and popped his head into the hall. "West, if they are in my family, please let me them in, but only family."

      "Okay," West said. "I have the guest list."

      "And give us a minute." Navid turned back toward Elle and she saw in his blue eyes a growing storm.

      "Yes, sir," West's partner answered.

      She immediately grabbed his hands as hers were beginning to shake. "Navid, I'm scared."

      "Don't be." He kissed her knuckles. "I need you to stay with Margo and keep her calm."

      "Okay." Again, she trembled and it got worse. If his girlfriend had been taken, no one was safe. She felt so cold. Her brothers were in jail and so were her parents. Now she and that little girl in there were in danger.

      He brushed his mouth to her forehead and it wasn't enough. She pressed her lips to his and claimed a kiss. A guttural cry came out of his throat and then he kissed her, hard.

      She stopped shaking. He ended the kissed and rubbed her arms for a minute and checked on her. Then he walked away. She stood silent and still until she heard the door close.

      Right. She was the adult in charge. She swallowed and straightened her shirt. Once she felt like she could breathe normally, she rushed into her room and threw on her blue satin dress, fitted and floor-length, that she'd been wearing the afternoon her parents were arrested. She'd been at a charity gala to save the tortoise population.

      While the government seized all her designer dressers, they hadn't gone after what she’d had on her back.

      If she could stay strong for her parents, she could do this too. She left her room and knocked on her charge's door. "Margo? Are you ready? We have to set the plates out for when the food arrives. I don't normally sit on the floor. You’ll have to show me what to do."

      Margo came out in a green and yellow dress that was clearly designed for her. She twirled and asked, "How do I look?"

      Once again Elle put her hand on her chest and mocked a bow. "Better than a princess. Can I call you Queen Margo?"

      "No!" She laughed. "Aunt Olivia is coming tonight and she's a real princess."

      Friends were good. For almost two weeks, she had needed to see someone like Olivia, who would never judge her because they’d been friends all their lives and who wouldn't throw her out because she thought her last name was now horrible. Her head raised. "Olivia is coming? How do you know?"

      "Grandma emailed me." She walked out, posture perfect. At six.

      Officer West stayed near the front door like a Roman statue and never blinked. His partner waited outside, near the elevator. Of the two, she was glad West was inside. The partner’s icy stare didn’t miss a thing.

      Elle followed Margo to the china cabinet. They’d ordered venetian blue serving dishes but decided to use the white china plates. "How many place settings do we need?"

      Margo counted on her fingers as she said, "Me, you, Pedar, Uncle Gabe, Aunt Megan, Aunt Scarlett, Uncle James, Aunt Olivia, Uncle Conner, so that's nine."

      The huge grin on her sweet face was adorable. Elle winked and said, "Grandma and Grandpa too."

      "Eleven!" Margo jumped.

      "Go and get twelve forks, knives and spoons. My mom always said to have an extra plate ready in case we get an extra visitor." Once things were settled, she’d do whatever she could to help get her family out of jail. Elle set twelve dinner, dessert and appetizer plates on a side table near the dining room door as she imagined her mother whispering that Navid was a good choice for her. Margo closed the drawer a second later after making her three piles. Elle then looked at their beautiful sofreh and hoped wherever they ate, people could gaze at it. "Let's set everything up. Where is this fancy eating rug you talked about?"

      Margo pointed to the kitchen cabinet. "In the closet. Pedar put it up high."

      "Up here?" Elle reached for the top shelf. She stretched as she couldn't find a stool to stand on, but she wasn't tall enough. Her fingers latched on to some fringe.

      "Did Pedar kiss you, Elle?" Margo asked.

      Elle tugged the fringe and tumbled with the rug right behind her. She hit the ground and the carpet thumped her on the head. She stilled to get her balance. Heavier footsteps approached, but she scooted up fast before West could offer assistance. "I fell. I'm okay though."

      West nodded and went back to his station near the door. Between them, she and Margo picked up the rug. "That's the one!" Margo said. "You got it."

      "Good." Elle’s tumble hadn’t been that bad, and Navid hadn't seen her lack of grace. She directed Margo to put the carpet where the maximum amount of people could see their hard work. "Let's try it here."

      Margo shook out her end. "Like this?"

      "Yes. That's perfect." Elle leaned down to hug her.

      Margo stared into her eyes. "You didn't answer my question."

      "What question?" Elle blinked, unsure what to say. Wishing Margo would let the subject go.

      Margo repeated, "Did Pedar kiss you?"

      Her pulse quickened. She wasn't a good liar so she walked to the buffet side-table to get the plates. "When was that?"

      Margo followed. "When I was in my room getting dressed. I thought I heard him kiss you."

      This wasn't a good topic. Navid wouldn't... she wouldn't... She should have been more careful! "What does kissing sound like?"

      "Mmchh." Margo croaked out her example.

      Elle hid her smile as she placed the first set of dishes. "That sounds more like a song."

      Margo smacked her lips and said, "Like that?"

      Elle giggled as she couldn't help herself. "Are you imitating a fish? I'm going to get more plates."

      "Did you kiss..." Margo was about to ask again when the doorbell rang.

      Elle grabbed her fingers and squeezed tight. "The food must be here, Margo. But your dad said if anything happens we should run into the safe room."

      Margo's eyes widened but she now clutched her hand and side. "Where is Pedar?"

      West handed someone his badge at the door.

      Elle stayed absolutely still and watched the transaction. She spoke in calm tones. "He went downstairs to talk to the police. He'll be right back up."

      West’s partner gave two paper grocery bags to West, who brought them inside and put them on the counter before returning to his post. Margo released Elle. "It's the food!"

      Elle still felt shaky, but she admired Margo's spirit.

      She then leaned down and whispered in Margo's ear. "Can you show me your safe room?"

      Margo blinked and lowered her shoulders, clearly getting that Elle was nervous, but then she waved at her and marched past the bags of food. "Sure."

      Elle rushed behind Margo down the hall. They needed to celebrate the holiday, but with Leila missing and Navid out of the condo, her heart was heavy. Hopefully Leila was found safe and unharmed.

      Margo opened her bedroom door and then her closet. "It's just past there. You can see the door if you squint."

      "Yes." As Elle stared at the safe room, she wondered why Navid had one. Right now she had to act like everything was normal. She offered her hand to the little girl. "Oh, okay. Let's put the food on the dishes and finish with the plates and silverware."

      Margo swung their hands. "I want Pedar to enjoy Norooz."

      They returned to the kitchen and Elle took the rest of the plates and walked to the dining carpet, her toes against the red fabric. "I'm sure he will. He's with you."

      "And he kissed you!" Margo declared, gathering the spoons.

      The front door opened and West left the condo. Elle's hands shook as she set the next plate down, shook her head and pretended everything was okay. "I never said that."

      "I heard you." Margo insisted. "And it's my New Year’s wish that I get you as my new mom."

      Navid's voice boomed from the foyer. "Enough of that Margo. You'll scare off your nanny."

      Elle jumped—she hadn’t heard the door open again. She’d never been so happy to see anyone, ever. With Navid, she could breathe. Here, with him and Margo, she had a place where she was safe and felt like a home. Her lips tingled for another kiss, but she lowered her lashes and looked away. After this family dinner, he'd promised pleasure. Should she want that still, even with Leila missing? Desire.

      She continued her work to ensure the Persian setting of the sofreh was elegant and that his family might ask what everything meant. She'd dream about Navid, later.
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      Elle stared into Navid’s sexy blue eyes and her heart pounded in a different way. He seemed so tense that he must be worried about something, though he walked into the kitchen and peeked through the paper bags. She placed her hand on his arm. "What's happening?"

      "I'll help with the trays." He washed the first quickly in the sink and didn’t look at her. He scrubbed, rinsed and then set it aside to dry in the rack. "Gabe is talking to the FBI now."

      She sucked in her breath. He’d contacted his half-brother? She squeezed his biceps and scooted closer. "What's happening?" Have they found Leila?"

      Margo came into the kitchen and Elle let go of his arm immediately. Navid washed the third tray. "Let’s work and talk or we won’t be done in time."

      Elle reached into the paper bags. She chose the salad from the deli and poured it in the newly washed ceramic bowl for serving. She handed it to Margo. "Margo, where should this go? You’ve done a wonderful job getting things ready for our guests."

      Margo grinned. "Elle would be a great mama, Pedar."

      Navid smiled at his daughter and winked. "You've told me. Now put that out for our guests. The servers I hired will be up once security clears them."

      Margo walked out of the kitchen as she held the bowl of greens in front of her with her thin arms trembling. Elle felt protective and patted her shoulder. Margo breathed easier and Elle took a step back and opened the next tray which seemed like herbed rice. She poured it into a serving tray and then moved onto the next dish, but once Margo's feet were clear from view, Elle asked, "So?"

      Any second, the doorbell announcing his family would ring, and his shoulders tensed as he washed the last of the serving trays. "The plan right now is that Gabe is going to make the updated virus to trade for Leila."

      She clenched the next bowl for the second salad. "But then Paul gets to steal billions!" Her family was in jail for doing just that, though they never would have, really. "I don’t understand the FBI at all when that’s what they said my father..."

      "We’re going to stop him from doing that, once we get Leila back." He stared at her, his expression unreadable.

      Crime was still a crime and Paul shouldn't get to profit when her family had done nothing wrong but were in federal prison. "Don’t get me wrong. Leila should be with her family and loved ones, but you, Margo, my brothers and my parents are the people I care about. And stealing is wrong. My parents would never…"

      Margo came back in the room. He walked over and took the bowl from Elle and put the salad in it. She used the kitchen counter to steady herself. Navid then gave it to his daughter. "Margo, this one is ready too."

      Margo saw through her attempt to act unaffected. Elle was sure of it when Margo asked, "What are you talking about?"

      Navid pushed the bowl into his daughter's hands. "How she's never had kabob with sumac."

      "Really?" Margo looked at her and Elle swore the girl was psychic, though she said, "Why would you eat it plain?"

      "Oh, and here." Navid put serving utensils in her pocket. "Take this for the rice. Elle and I will carry the rice trays."

      Margo hugged the salad bowl and walked past her.

      They waited in silence for her to be out of sight. Then Navid poured the white rice on a tray. "Elle, just promise me that you won't go out on your own until Paul is behind bars. I have to protect you too."

      "But the FBI is giving him what he wants. Right?" She picked up the herbed rice with a slight smell of dill.

      She stared at him. Finally, he said, "Gabe is putting a tracker on the software so they can also trace it. Once Gabe is done, then I'm leaving to make the trade. I can't have Leila get hurt because of me."

      A tracker meant setting a trap for Paul, away from the condo and Margo. Navid would be in danger by physically bringing Paul the software. She held the rice, but her fingers itched to hold him. "Be careful, Navid."

      They walked out of the kitchen, elbow to elbow. "Why do you care?"

      "Because I do." Navid's belief that he was uncared for made no sense to her. He had a daughter who loved him and he had her feelings too. His grim expression and white face said enough. He didn’t need her emotions on top of everything else. "How I feel is not your issue, and nothing for you to worry about."

      "Elle, what are you saying?" He placed the rice on one side of the carpet.

      Neither of them moved as they stared at one another in heated silence. Margo broke the tension by pointing to the kitchen. "Pedar, we still have the rest of the food in the bags."

      "Fresh radishes to go with the basil. Right?" They needed bowls for serving. "Basil, onion, and radishes are what we eat before kabobs." Elle smiled at Margo and hoped she believed the smile. "Get the tongs, Margo. I'll get the salad bowls and then I need you to make sure every setting has a bowl."

      The doorbell rang. All of his family was about to descend. Elle whispered, "Navid, we'll talk about whatever is happening between us after Paul is captured."

      "Bashe, bashe." Navid brushed her arm where warm goosebumps grew on her skin simply from his touch. "That must be the others."

      Navid stood tall and imposing, like he could kill with his bare hands, though he wasn’t threatening anyone. He quietly walked to the door and spoke with the gangly blond Hank West for a moment. Elle straightened her dress and then followed him to the door. Margo waited by the food, just out of view from the door.

      One at a time the Hawke family entered and took off their shoes at the door. Navid waved them in and kissed everyone's cheek. "Father. Andrada. Everyone, please come in."

      Elle's gaze first locked with Scarlett who came over and hugged her. Then she looked into the kitchen and asked, "Ohh, can we help set everything up?"

      "No-Rooz mobarak!" Olivia called before she kissed Navid's cheek. Elle hid her laugh at how big Navid's eyes grew from his half-sister's greeting. In her pale blue silk pantsuit, Olivia never blinked as she asked, "Where do we put the presents?"

      "Eeyed tud moborak," Navid responded. He then pointed Olivia and her husband Conner to the living room that adjoined the dining area. Her best friend practically glowed with happiness, but Elle expected nothing less. Olivia ended up married to the prince she’d had a crush on since they were both teenagers. Navid pointed toward the grand piano. "You can pile gifts on the couch if you like."

      Olivia stopped next to her sister Scarlett and then turned around to stare at the dining table with the mirror that reflected all the seven herbs, the painted eggs and garlic, the display she and Margo had worked hard to create. "Now this table looks amazing."

      Navid’s eyes gleamed with pride. "Margo, and Elle, set up a proper sofreh that could compete and win at the local competition for best setting."

      Elle walked beside him and brushed her arm against his. "Really, Navid? You like it?"

      He turned toward her. "Haven't I told you?"

      She shook her head. "No, you haven't noticed at all as far as we knew."

      "My mother’s mirror is proudly displayed." He glanced at his daughter and she straightened. "Well, it's great and your mother and Mamanbazord would be proud of you, Margo. I hope my father's family doesn't mind sitting traditional tonight."

      Mr. Hawke added fast. "Not at all." He joined Navid and walked next to him. "Son, I want you to think of us as your family too, all of us."

      Olivia’s bright blue scarf flowed behind her as she headed to the kitchen and called out, "Elle, I'm going to help."

      "I’ll be right there." She watched Navid, who spoke quietly with his father, and then she walked into the kitchen to talk to her friend, with Margo right on her heels.

      Scarlett picked up a serving tray and went to the rice container to pour it out. "What's the rice with all the herbs?"

      "We set the rice already." Scarlett stopped and Margo quickly added, "We eat sabzi polo first once night arrives. It's herbs and fish."

      Scarlett winked at her and picked up the fish tray. "Well, it looks good. Tell me where to put this."

      Margo escorted Scarlett into the dining area. Elle stood with Olivia for a minute. It was good to see her again. It had been almost two weeks and she'd been friendless because her best friend now lived in Europe in a castle as a princess. So her familiar face made everything easier to bear.

      Navid then popped his head in the kitchen and said, "Elle, they need me downstairs. Please make sure my father's... my family stays. Gabe and I will be back in a few minutes."

      She was to serve the bread and pretend nothing was wrong? She prayed they saved Leila from Paul, but Elle broke away from Olivia and reached out for Navid's hand to stop him from running off. He walked with her toward their bedrooms for a quiet spot in the hall. She waited until no one could see them and then asked, "Are you going with the FBI now?"

      "Yes." He held her hands. "I don't know how long this will be, but I have to get Leila back to her family."

      Anything could happen to him while he was gone.

      "I understand." He slipped his hands from her. She reached out and held his waist. "Wait."

      "Elle, Leila's in danger. I need to go."

      "I get it." She licked her lips. "I wanted to tell you to be careful, that’s all."

      He kissed her forehead. "Elle, I'm just glad you and Margo are safe."

      She stood on her tiptoes and changed his kiss to her lips. She needed to tell him without words that she cared. He had to know that they were all waiting for him here at home and his safety mattered.
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      Navid, in the back of the spacious FBI van, stretched to keep his body limber. If, during the trade of the software for Leila a fight broke out, Navid was stronger and faster, so he'd have every advantage. However, he'd have to keep his edge because Paul was unpredictable, which made him dangerous.

      Gabe had the same profile as their father though he had his mother’s clear blue eyes and blond hair. He left the front of the van to stand beside him and patted him on the back. "Remember the plan. Don't be brave."

      Navid rolled his shoulders to ensure he was mobile and light on his feet. "I can take care of myself. It's Leila I'm worried about."

      The FBI agents circled around them as he waited for the signal that they were ready. In a minute he'd go into the address Paul had given. Gabe shook his head. "If you get hurt then I'll have to explain to our father. I'd rather just watch your back than have that conversation."

      Surreal didn't begin to describe how it felt having Gabe stand beside him. His brother acted like all was forgiven between them, but inside, Navid still remembered being that angry kid who lashed out. "Gabe, you didn't have to do this."

      "Someone's threatening my family. Of course, I'm here with you," Gabe said.

      Family. Margo was all he had left—or so he thought until his father's family had been so welcoming. He hadn't expected that of Americans in general, or the Hawke family specifically. He’d let stories about culture and people influence him instead of seeing it for himself.

      He stretched his hands and flexed his feet. In a fight, no one beat him. Training was a lifestyle he'd never changed because it was up to him to protect what was his. "You don't have to pretend that I'm your family, Gabe, but I still want to thank you for creating the update."

      Gabe stepped forward, his gun in hand as he checked the clip. "In the desert..."

      "Stop-" Navid interrupted. Navid had acted out of anger and immaturity. Gabe shouldn't have forgiven him so easily.

      Gabe thumbed the safety and stuck the gun in its holster. "In the desert, I had no idea who you were when you were fighting with James, but when I almost died, you helped me. I'll never forget that."

      After he had helped put his brother in that situation in the first place, because of a stupid revenge he thought he wanted for his mother’s honor. Theft wasn’t honorable, let alone letting Gabe die. Granted he hadn't known the exact plan and when he realized it was just theft, he wanted nothing to do with the money offered as the reward. Guilt weighed him down though this had happened over eighteen years ago.

      The FBI signaled that it was time to leave. Navid left the van, hidden out of sight, and went toward the door of the abandoned factory. In front of the door, he was absolutely sure Paul had a view of them. "Let’s get Leila out."

      Leila was innocent and only here because he had made bad choices.

      Gabe stayed next to him as they crossed the parking lot. "Scarlett told me you helped her escape from Maddox when you were on the island with them. I won’t let you down now."

      "Meeting her at that conference was accidental, but I couldn’t let Maddox hurt her." His half-sister had immediately accepted his story of who he was and never once questioned him—the exact opposite of what he’d expected. "Scarlett has an incredible heart."

      Gabe waved off Navid's comments. "Olivia's the sweet one—easy to get along with and best friends with Elle."

      Elle was the last person they should speak of here. What if Paul could hear them? The man needed no new intel on Navid or what he truly cared about, including a curvy blonde American. At the factory door, Navid reached for the handle. "Okay, let's do this."

      Gabe followed right behind him. Navid's heart pounded. If something happened to Leila it was all on him.

      He took a deep breath and continued forward into the dark factory. Papers flew around from when he'd opened the door a moment ago. His footsteps were light; Gabe walked with a slightly heavier step.

      Navid peered into the darkness and saw something flap near the light of the window. He walked toward the movement and as he neared the glass, he saw Leila tied with her hands in the air, hanging from a rope in the ceiling, and her high heels barely touched the ground. To her right, Paul sat at a small desk with an open iPad. Navid took a step closer and said, "Paul."

      "Stop where you are, Navid." Paul ordered and showed his gun that he had pointed right at Leila. "You brought your brother as backup."

      "He made the virus for you," Navid explained and met Leila’s terrified gaze. Her lips were sealed with duct tape. He held up the USB. "I told you I didn't have the capabilities. Now let her go."

      "The woman you love is very Americanized." Paul made a tsk sound in his voice and then said, "I'll untie her once the money has been transferred. Slide me the USB."

      Navid met Gabe's gaze for a brief second. He took a deep breath and then leaned forward and placed the USB on the desk. Paul snatched it up and put it in his attachment for his iPad. Navid then took a step closer to Leila. She was the goal right now. The FBI wanted to give Paul rope to hang himself, but Navid only cared about getting her away from Paul before she was hurt anymore.

      Paul typed and loaded something on the screen. Navid took another step toward Leila.

      Paul jumped from his seat. "What are you doing?"

      He had his iPad in one hand and a knife in the other. Leila tensed, on the verge of a scream as Paul came behind her and held the knife to her throat. "If I don't get the money, your girlfriend's neck gets cut."

      What was taking so long for the transfer? Leila had sweat pouring down her temple as Gabe yelled, "Don’t do it Paul—she’s an innocent woman."

      The sounds of Leila’s muffled scream rang in the air while they waited. Navid inched toward Leila, but Paul pushed the knife closer. He stopped. Finally Paul smiled and the beep indicated whatever he’d done had finished. He kept the knife at her throat but hit another button, one-handed. A second ring echoed in his ears as Paul said, "One point five billion is now showing in the computer. Let me call and confirm."

      Gabe said encouragingly to Leila, "Don’t move." Paul spoke in codes to a machine as Gabe told her, "We're going to get you out of this."

      Then Paul tossed the device to the table and cut the rope over Leila's head. Navid shifted closer. If he could grab her and pull her to safety he could breathe. Paul held her in his grip while Leila tried to elbow him. "Navid, I have to tell you that your girlfriend here is rather needy and whiny. I don't know how you stand her."

      Navid took a step toward them and he could smell the spicy aftershave Paul wore. "Hold on, Leila. You have the money, Paul, now release her."

      "Right, here you go." Paul trailed her neck with the top of the blade and cut her as he threw her.

      Navid grabbed her. "No!"

      Gabe pulled the duct tape off her lips and she took a deep breath. "I'm okay."

      "He cut you." Gabe jumped up to follow Paul, but Paul had run off in the commotion.

      Leila grabbed his collar and tried to get to her feet, which were still tied at the ankle. "He said he'd kill me." Her hands shook as she reached for the rope that held her ankles. "Get me out of here."

      Navid reached down and untied her legs. She used his strength to stand. Gabe joined them and Navid helped her walk out the door. In silence, the three of them continued cautiously, and they finally made it to the van. Leila clutched his neck tighter as she saw the other three men. "Who…"

      "Leila, these are FBI agents." She let go of him and nodded. He continued, "They will get you to the hospital to be checked out and want to ask you everything you saw with Paul. Have them call your parents to join you. I'll stop by tomorrow to check on you."

      "Thank you." She climbed into the van and took a seat, resting her head back. Leila refused to look at him. "He didn’t believe me when I told him I wasn’t your girlfriend." The door closed and the van drove off.

      Gabe walked with him toward his black Mercedes SUV. Once Navid hit the button to unlock it, Gabe asked, "How long do you think the FBI will let him use that virus? I'll have to update my systems in 24 hours to block the updates I just did."

      Once they arrested Paul as promised then his daughter was safe. He recalled the meeting and said, "They will replace any money stolen in order to get him. Let's go home."

      Navid took the driver's seat and Gabe the passenger. Once Navid started the car, Gabe said, "You and Elle seem tight."

      "She's sweet." Navid hoped to change the subject. In less than two days, Elle had transformed his daughter and him into a family unit again. She made him and Margo light up and brought a sense of happiness.

      Gabe laughed. "You know, if you’d come home to meet our father years ago, she'd have likely been in the house. Elle and Olivia were tight, especially in high school."

      Navid's normal state of anger created a defense mechanism. Yes, Gabe had forgiven Navid, but could Navid forgive his father? "Our father paid my mother to never contact him again."

      Gabe took an audible breath and stared at his profile. Navid kept his gaze on the road. "Do you think so? That doesn’t make sense. Dad could’ve broken it off with her without the hush money. He must have cared."

      "I don't know about that, and it is too late to ask her." None of this was his half-brother’s fault and it wasn't good to second guess. His own mother, Jasmine, had always said that his father was a good, kind man—and she had loved him. He gripped the steering wheel and drove to the condo. "My mother loved me and raised me in the Iranian traditions." He glanced at Gabe then turned toward the road. "When you and I first met I was a teenage brat who had training but no sense."

      His thoughts returned to how his mother always encouraged schoolwork and not fighting. When she’d discovered how deep into his fighting classes he’d gone, his mother had cried for weeks. "As I got older, I realized how lucky I’d been so it's hard for me when I'm near your mother, even though she’s been nothing but kind to Margo. It feels like a betrayal to my mother’s memory."

      "I think there is room for everyone when it comes to family. My father didn't know you were born." Gabe repeated his father's tone almost exactly. "He'd have insisted you knew all of us."

      This was a topic for another day, or maybe never. He shook his head. After meeting and helping Scarlett, he’d come to meet his father and find out the truth. "He's been accepting of me and more importantly, Margo. She deserves a family."

      As he neared the condo on the beach, his pulse raced with anticipation. Elle waited for him, had kissed him with emotion he wasn’t sure he deserved.

      Gabe asked, "Is Margo why you helped Scarlett and finally came to meet us for Christmas?"

      "Yes. Margo is my world. And… Scarlett insisted," Navid answered, which was true. He and his daughter had been a team for three years with no one else in their lives, but near Elle and the Hawke family she became happier.

      Navid drove his SUV to the front of the building where one of his staff came out to park it for him. Gabe quickly said, "Well, don't close yourself off to us. We're all here, to be with you and Margo. It seems Elle Bentley found a home with you—thanks for giving her a job until things are sorted out with her family."

      Navid waved off the staff and locked the door so he could question Gabe. He glanced at his brother. "What do you know about Elle’s family? She insists they are innocent."

      "Her parents were our parent’s friends before any of us were born. Dad’s looking into it but he’s not getting anywhere—which means something strange is going on."

      So, Elle might be right in her defense of them. Navid unlocked the door but didn’t move. "Elle thinks they were set up."

      Gabe reached for his door. "I think so to but I don’t know by who. Elle’s like a sister to me, so seeing that smile on her face near you is good. She’s been through a lot lately."

      They both left the vehicle. Navid handed the security guard his keys and then he and Gabe walked inside. "She deserves better."

      "Her family is in trouble—family means a lot to all of us." Gabe then changed the topic and said, "She deserves to be happy. You make her smile."

      Navid felt his cheeks warm as he hit the elevator button. "I don't know what to say."

      "A piece of brotherly advice? Make sure she knows that it's not Leila you care about."

      Elle was everything he shouldn't want in theory, but she filled in a void he hadn't known existed. As the elevators opened and he stepped inside, all he could think about was that she was waiting for him. It was enough. He needed to see her and touch her and feel her. But he hadn’t been lying to Gabe. Elle deserved far more and far better than him. She deserved the world.
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      Elle's stomach was in knots as she worried over Navid and Gabe. Would they save Leila? The elevator dinged and something inside her immediately knew it was Navid. The basil in her mouth began to have taste again. Her pulse raced and her body accepted that he was close. She turned to Margo. "We've eaten the salad while we wait for your dad. What's next?"

      Margo pointed to the tray of fish and rice, next to the meat strips and the sumac. "Now we eat the fish and then we get the kabobs. This is the best we've found in the area."

      The door finally opened and they saw Navid and Gabe slip off their shoes on the mat. Elle rose in one motion. "Your dad is home."

      "Pedar!" Margo stood and ran to her father.

      "Margo." He hugged her to his side. Elle stayed near the guests. Her heart grew lighter when Navid looked straight into her eyes and nodded. "Elle, what's going on?"

      Margo walked with him and swung his hand. "I'm teaching Grandma and everyone about New Year’s." He came and stood right behind her as Margo continued, "We’re about to start on the Sabzi Polow Mahi, and then we do the kabob."

      "Good. I can skip the salad." He scooted her so she'd go back to her seat. "You haven’t eaten the Sabzi Polow Mahi? We've been gone a while."

      Elle said softly, "Your daughter wanted to celebrate with you here."

      Margo unattached herself. "Grandma said we could keep the food warm and open my presents first."

      "I see." Gabe sat next to his fiancée on the floor, cross-legged. "Well, Gabe and I will cut the fish. The sofreh here looks delicious."

      Elle swallowed though the smell of Navid mixed with the savory food made her hands tremble so she put them behind her back. "I’m confused. I thought that the sofreh was what Margo and I worked on all day."

      Navid made a no sound with his throat. "That's the sofreh norooz. You’re sitting at a sofreh to eat right now."

      Margo pointed to the empty plate. "Sit beside Elle, Pedar, and start your dinner. It’s late."

      He nodded and then took Elle's hand in his as they both sat. Margo spoke to her grandmother and Navid traced the back of her hand. The trembling stilled. "You look happy."

      He searched for her reaction. She felt her face heat and hoped she wasn't bright red. "I'm glad you're home safe. I was worried about you."

      He whispered in her ear. "Don't tremble. Gabe and I are fine. Leila's home with her family."

      The warm breath on her skin made her wish for a kiss, but she knew he wouldn't, not here, not now. She reached for her spoon the moment he let her go. "Now that is good to hear."

      Navid then turned toward Tom Hawke and said the word that still felt awkward for him. "Father?"

      "Yes, son?" Tom's lined face brightened.

      Navid lowered his gaze. "Thank you for accepting us into your family. Margo and I are happy to celebrate our New Year with you all."

      "We'd not be anywhere else," Tom answered.

      Navid cleared his throat. "Enjoy your food."

      They ate in silence for a few minutes, but as Navid finished his last bite of fish and reached for a kabob that he covered in sumac, Scarlett asked Gabe, "Did the FBI put Paul in jail?"

      "No."

      Gabe’s answer rang in Navid’s ear. He turned and his blue eyes blazed as he touched her knee. "You and Margo need to stay indoors until he's out of our lives, forever."

      She nodded. There was no place she'd rather be anyhow. "What happened exactly?"

      He seemed to withdraw. "I don't want to talk about it here. Let me finish eating and I'll go brew the tea."

      "I can have Prudence start." She scooted to stand, but his hand brushed her thigh so she stayed still.

      He shook his head. "Prudence isn't Iranian. I don't trust her to make the tea properly. Last time she set plain water and sprinkled in the tea. It needs to be served with dessert."

      Andrada Hawke, Tom's wife, asked, "Would you mind if we opened a bottle of wine, Navid?"

      "Not at all. We're in the US." He met the gaze of Prudence and nodded at her to bring a bottle.

      Within seconds, guests had wine glasses and Prudence poured. Navid finished his meal.

      Elle waited patiently, content to watch everyone. Tom asked, "Navid, Gabe tells us you're an excellent fighter and you helped save Scarlett's life. She said you practically jumped off the building. Growing up in Iran, did you need these skills? You have the physique of an athlete or soldier."

      She had never seen such a sad expression on Tom Hawke’s face, as if he’d failed his son. He must regret not being there. She swallowed a glass of water and pressed her hand next to Navid's.

      "Yes and no. My mother encouraged me to do my school work and focus on my studies."

      "Good." Tom looked up. "Jasmine was a good woman."

      Elle quickly glanced at Andrada, who didn't flinch. She had to know that Tom was conflicted and curious about this son he hadn’t raised.

      "Yes, thank you." Navid continued, "I always wanted to be strong to protect her. Staying in shape now helps me think. Focus."

      Tom held his glass of wine tight. "I hate to think any child of mine lacked anything I might have been able to offer."

      Elle glanced at Navid who stared at Margo for a second, and then they both looked at the rest of his family.

      "When I finished college, my mother gave me your two million dollars. I used that to start my own company." Navid shifted in his seat and stared at his father. "I wouldn't have made billions without the initial investment. I understand now that you'd have done more than that, because Margo is why I want to earn more. Be more. She needs whatever I can provide."

      Tom gulped his wine and gave an apologetic look to Andrada, who Elle thought seemed understanding—she even comforted Tom with a pat on his hand. Andrada then said, "I'm glad we had this dinner. We should get going, though. Tom needs to take his medication and eight hours of sleep if he’s to work in the morning like he planned."

      Elle wondered if somehow this conversation bothered Andrada. Her husband had cheated on her years ago and here she was, accepting Navid and Margo, the byproducts of what happened. The mood of the party had changed—and everyone, though still polite and cordial, got ready to go.

      Navid was gracious and kissed everyone's cheek as they passed him. She stayed next to him and Margo, who also kissed everyone goodbye.

      Olivia whispered as she passed, "I'll text you. We didn’t get to talk at all about you and Navid and I have eyes."

      Elle’s face heated.

      A few minutes later the three of them were alone. Margo ran to her stack of new toys and Elle said, "You never served the tea!"

      Navid shrugged. "They wanted to go home. I cannot keep them here."

      Elle shook her head and wondered if she should have told Olivia to have the family stay through dessert. "Isn't it considered rude in your culture?"

      "They don't know." He kissed her cheek. "Just relax."

      She followed him back to the dining carpet where the staff was now picking up the dishes. "I should have told them."

      Navid took a honey and powder sugar twist cookie and her hand. Once he swallowed his sugary treat, he smiled at her. "I'm glad to spend the rest of the evening with you."

      "You are?" The look in his eyes was magnetic. Her pulse quickened to be with him and to follow him into the bedroom.

      Margo called out, "Pedar, can you help me get my toys into my room?"

      "Absolutely." The spell was broken as he walked away.

      Elle called out, "I'll talk to Prudence and be right behind the two of you." She had an idea for leftovers.

      Her phone vibrated. She picked it up and read the message. Elle, if you marry Navid then you're my sister for real.

      That's a little fast. Elle’s mind conjured the pretty picture of her standing in a white dress at an altar next to Navid.

      The screen showed that Olivia was typing a reply. Elle held it as she directed Prudence where to wash the dishes and place them once they were done. Her phone dinged and Elle read the message. I saw how you looked at him.

      You didn't see anything. The last thing Navid would want was gossip in his family.

      Again Olivia typed fast. Elle held the phone close and lingered in the kitchen. Finally, the message popped up. Well goodnight. Have fun with my half-brother. I'm sure you'll enjoy alone time.

      Olivia was too much—and she was already a sister. Elle walked into the living area but Navid and Margo were carrying the last of the gifts down the hall. She began to follow them, but then her phone rang, again. She looked at the screen and the prison her brothers were at flashed on screen. Her pulse zipped. One of her brothers had a chance to talk to her, finally. Her heart beat faster—she feared more bad news. "Hello?"

      "At least you still have your cell phone." Doctor Oliver Bentley, her oldest brother, now sat in prison for a crime he'd never commit in his life. "At least you escaped this nightmare."

      At the hotel for those ten days, she'd felt like she’d lived in a nightmare. Now, despite the threats, Navid had offered her sanctuary. She slumped into the living room chair. "Oliver. I miss everyone so much. How are you? Have you heard from the others? I’ve tried to call but they won’t let me through and--"

      Oliver cut over her. "Elle, the six of us are getting out tomorrow."

      "How? That's amazing." Six meant her brothers, and not Mom and Dad, but it was a start. She leaned forward in her chair while her body zipped with adrenaline. In survival mode, she hadn’t scraped together the money for a lawyer, and the family lawyer refused to take her calls. Maybe her brother Roy’s old firm had come through after all. "Were you found innocent?"

      Oliver scoffed with anger. "No. But we were contacted by a group of religious women who want to deliver us from evil. They’ve got bail money."

      Was he joking? "That’s a lot of money times six."

      "Yeah, it is. The guys and I agreed if we get out then we can work on finding who set us up, and then free our parents."

      "What do the women want?"

      "Marriage."

      She batted her eyes against a rush of tears and tried to understand what her brother had just said. "You're getting married?"

      "To a woman who wants to save my soul." She could hear the sarcasm in his tone. But then Oliver went into big brother mode. "It will be fine. How are you holding up?"

      "I'm good." She sat back in her chair. "I'm working for my boyfriend as a temporary nanny."

      "Boyfriend?" Oliver said in a way that reminded her of when she’d been a teenager and her six older brothers all stood in line to meet any guy that came to the door to ask her out. "You must have hid him from us," Oliver said gruffly. "Listen, I’ve got to go. Talk to you soon."

      Part of her was angry her parents were still in that nightmare and that her brothers were selling themselves into marriage. Another part of her was just glad she’d see them again—maybe even tomorrow.

      She looked up to see Navid leaning against the wall. Her face felt hot and she hoped he hadn't heard her. He walked closer to her and once again energy coursed through her that set desire into her veins. "Who was on the phone?"

      She stood and fixed her butterfly necklace. "My brother, Oliver. They are getting out tomorrow."

      "That’s wonderful!" Navid reached out and brushed her cheek. "So, I'm your boyfriend?"

      He’d heard. "I'd like that." She let him push her hair out of her face.

      He leaned so close his breath mixed with her own. "Margo is in bed for the night."

      "Oh, she is?" Elle closed her eyes and lifted her lips.

      He claimed her offer and she felt his hands on the small of her back as he pulled her against his hard muscles. His erection grew, demanding attention.

      He let her go and stepped back. "Why don't you change into something more comfortable while I see Prudence out? If you want, I'll be in my room in under an hour and waiting for my girlfriend."

      Hope grew in her chest. She nodded shyly. "I'll see you there."

      Navid protected her and his daughter like they were presents to cherish. She still needed to show Navid that she’d fit in his world, but this was a better start than she hoped. He was her boyfriend, for real.
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      Navid turned off the shower just as Elle entered his bedroom door, wearing a lacy white slip. She made sure Margo was sound asleep before she crept into Navid's room. He walked out in snug boxer briefs, his eyes wide at the sight of her. "You came?"

      "Was it a question? Of course, I'm here." She walked into his arms. His muscles around her gave her a sense of belonging. She kissed his chin and intended to kiss his lips.

      He straightened her necklace. "Have I told you I like your butterfly necklace?"

      She claimed his lips in hers, his mouth waking passion inside of her. Once the kiss ended, she let her hands rest on his hips. "No, but thank you. My mom gave it to me. In fact, maybe you could help me…later."

      "Now."

      Uncomfortable, she admitted, "You know a lot of people and I was hoping you’d help me find a jeweler so I could sell it."

      She tried to kiss him and change the subject back to desire.

      "Why would you?"

      "My brothers are getting married for bail, the least I can do is sell this for Mom and Dad’s lawyer."

      "I’ll buy it from you if you need so I can give it back when you’re ready."

      Her heart soared. "So, where is this rope?"

      "Rope?" He brought her to sit on the edge of the bed.

      She flirted with a seductive smile. "This morning you promised some 50 Shades if I came to your room tonight."

      He laughed and the sound of that deep-seated joy made her want to hear it again. He stroked her back. "That was before you were my official girlfriend."

      "What does that mean?"

      Without a word, he went to his closet. She tried to see behind him, but couldn't. A moment later, he turned with a bouquet of at least two dozen red roses in his hand. He gave them to her, and she smelled the sweet floral perfume as tears formed in her eyes. "I love the flowers."

      "They are for you." He brought another dozen or so to the bed. "Everything is yours for the taking, Elle."

      He’d remembered about the roses. If he could do all this for her, she'd do whatever he wanted in bed. In fact, she was eager to try because no one had ever really offered and she wondered what the fuss was about. She held out her wrists. "Well I still want the rope and to know what you wanted to do to me."

      He kissed her cheek. "Elle, tonight, I don't want to hurt you. You deserve kindness."

      Last night he'd been hard and fast and unyielding. She wanted to feel that level of intensity again. She lowered her lashes. "Navid, I trust you won't hurt me, but I am curious about being blindfolded and tied to the bed. I thought you could fulfill that wish."

      "Come here." He offered her his lap instead. Once she settled on his muscled thighs, he kissed her neck and shoulders.

      She bent backwards to give him access to any part of her his hands might roam. As he suckled on her neck, she sighed, her skin alive from the touch of his five o’clock shadow. She ran her hands through his hair. "Oh, good. And keep doing that."

      She shifted on his growing erection. "Do you have the blindfold?"

      "You win." He stroked her long hair and didn’t block the huge erection he wielded. He shook his head. "Think of a safe word so I know you want me to stop."

      "Avocado," she quipped a split second later.

      He brushed the shadow of beard along his jaw—he hadn’t shaved after his shower. "Avocado is what came to your mind?"

      She touched the rough skin, following his fingers across his jaw and the scratch made her skin tingle when she kissed him. "It's not what I would think about if we were making love."

      "Okay, avocado then." He kissed her cheek. Then higher on her cheek bone and asked into her ear that he teased and nibbled, "Are you sure I can't look into your eyes and know right away if you like what I do?"

      The image of him on top of her as he peeled away her slip was all she truly needed. She kissed his shoulder until he came away from her ear and she could nibble on his chin and lips. "Well, when you put it like that..."

      His hand slipped the shoulder strap off and kissed the upper portion of her chest that he revealed as he tugged the fabric down. "I'd also like to shower your body with the rose petals and then take them off one at a time."

      His erection was already hard beneath her and growing. She wrapped her arms around his neck. "Won't that take a long time?"

      "Are you in a rush?" He spoke slowly but his hardening shaft told her a different story.

      He slid the other band down and nibbled on her chest as he laid her down.

      He lifted her hands and tugged her slip all the way off. Her body was ready for him. He gently kissed her nipples but then stepped away from the bed. She stayed seated and watched him strip off his boxer briefs. Bare, he went into the closet.

      He brought out a basket of rose petals. He tossed them on her. She laughed at the velvet tickle. "Rose petals sound good."

      He climbed back on the bed and threw more petals in the air. "Then relax and just kiss me."

      "Navid, I like being with you." She claimed his kiss. Her arms wrapped around his strong back.

      As the kiss ended, he stared into her eyes. "I just saw a woman tied up and terrified, it wasn’t sexy. I can't imagine you ever not liking what I do to you."

      That made sense. She would never hurt him. "Navid... I like every feeling I get when you touch me."

      His fingers trailed south and she let out a soft sigh. She arched for him, and needed to feel him inside her. Now.

      His phone rang, but they both ignored it.

      Her hands traveled his body as he kissed her stomach and took off a rose petal.

      Then he repeated the pattern and she laughed. "Seriously?"

      "I get to taste and exam every part of your perfect body." He kissed the skin he revealed under the rose petal. She moved, but he said, "Relax. You trust me, remember?"

      Her head rolled back as her body grew warmer. His lips inched closer to her nipples. One by one he took the petals off her body, but at her nipple he kissed the sensitive bud and her body flamed. "Please?"

      He pushed his finger in and out of her while he licked and flicked her breasts that were now hard and aching for him.

      "Navid..." She brought his face to hers. She needed his kiss.

      His lips were better than any sweet she'd ever tasted and she was absolutely addicted. She curled her legs around him to keep him close.

      His erection was so stiff it had to be painful. She maneuvered her legs so she'd accept all of him. All he had to do was press into her.

      He kissed her forehead as he slid into her.

      He released, and she felt all of him inside. The rhythm he set was that of a man totally in control. She moved and urged him to go faster and more intense as her body blossomed in new and exciting ways.

      Her ability to think left her. Was this heaven?

      Her body no longer felt like her own, and she lost all control as he went faster and faster. She hoped he joined her in feeling this perfect.

      Finally, his weight pressed on her and she clung to him, wishing this night would never end.

      He slipped out of her and maneuvered beside her. She rolled to keep the connection and he kissed her a final time, the taste of nectar, honey and spice.

      If he asked her to stay at his side forever, she'd never leave him. The rest of the world no longer mattered except his hidden kindness.
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      Navid woke up in bed with Elle wrapped around him. He loved the softness of her warm skin on his hard body. She made him feel alive. Slowly he disentangled himself from her and stared out into the morning sun that blazed across the blue ocean.

      He stretched, showered, threw sweatpants and a shirt on, and picked up his phone to head out to make breakfast for Margo and Elle. He turned on the screen and saw a text from Paul. When? He remembered the phone call last night that he’d ignored.

      You tried to trap me, Navid. Your daughter and your blonde will pay for your mistake.

      Navid stopped by the bedroom door, his gut tight. He clenched the phone in his hand and felt every muscle in his body tense. From behind him, Elle called out softly, "Everything okay?"

      Elle and Margo were in danger. His heart sped up and he turned around. "I need to check on Margo."

      "She's probably still asleep." Elle got out of bed, shrugged on her slip, and followed him out into the hall.

      If Paul now knew Elle was in this house, then he had access somehow despite his security. He would find the leak, but first he would lay eyes on Margo. "I need to be sure."

      "You're scaring me." Elle raced behind him.

      He threw open the door and his daughter was lying serene and safe on her bed, fast asleep. Elle caught up with him and held his shoulder. "Look. She's okay."

      He went in anyhow and combed her hair back from her lips and onto her side. Margo had been his precious angel these past few years and it was his job to ensure she had everything she might ever need. If anyone took his daughter, they'd rip out his heart and purpose in life.

      Elle walked softly beside him and whispered, "Come out or you'll wake her."

      Because of his past lifestyle choices, he’d created a safe room and shown Margo how to use it. He followed Elle out the door and checked the entire condo. They were alone. Once he was sure of it, he picked up his phone and stared at the screen. "I have to call the FBI. Now."

      "Why?"

      He dialed the director of last night's operation. The phone rang. He held the speaker and stared into Elle's hazel eyes. "Paul."

      She crossed her arms as he leaned against the wall, slowing his heart from racing by breathing deep. Elle’s brows arched. "What was on your phone?"

      He stood straighter, placed his arm on her shoulder and said, "Someone betrayed me. Don't let anyone in this condo."

      She nodded and looked down to the floor. "The only people were your family."

      "I can't believe it was any of them, but I can't be sure." He listened to the hold music on his phone. Why weren’t they picking up?

      She shook her head. "The Hawke family is like my second one. It wasn't them."

      Yet Paul knew Elle was here with him. He mentioned her though hadn't known her name. That clue might mean it wasn't family, but he wouldn’t bet Elle or Margo’s life. "Someone is helping Paul."

      "It wasn't them." She dropped her arms to her sides. "I can't believe it." She then glanced into his eyes, "What about Prudence?"

      "She’s been helping me for years, even before I moved to Miami." The faces of the people he’d hired all blurred in his memory. He paid well, but she was right. "Even security passed a background check."

      They went into his office while he listened to the music on the phone. She tapped his laptop. "Check again. Your security people are new and papers can be forged. Identities changed."

      He took it from her. "Good point. Once I finish this call, I'm on it."

      She smiled with understanding. "You love your daughter. I get protecting what's yours."

      The phone clicked like someone might finally answer. "Just make sure no one gets in or out when I'm on the phone."

      She nodded. "West is the only security guard I know with a name and he's been in here a lot."

      Henry West was the only one he knew well. It was bad he hadn't memorized his new security staff's entire name and unlike him—he’d been preoccupied. "I'll run his first."

      "I'll get coffee." She headed to the kitchen. He took his laptop and followed her.

      Neither Margo nor Elle should be alone. Finally, he was connected on his call and he launched into what happened. "Hello director, this is Navid B, er, Hawke. Paul texted me last night."

      Elle never moved from the kitchen counter. She stayed close and clearly listened. He stared into her gaze and swallowed as he processed what the director said. Then he repeated, "Paul is in jail?"

      "Well, that's good," Elle said under her breath.

      The director summarized how they’d caught their man and the case was closed. Navid's entire body went numb. "But my family is being threatened still. That means by one of his associates."

      "I can send an officer," the director offered.

      Elle stepped forward and took his hand. "Tell him that's not good enough."

      Navid realized that the only one who could protect them was him. "I understand."

      He hung up and Elle took her hand back. "What happened?"

      He repeated what the director said. "Last night Paul made a second withdrawal and the FBI captured him."

      A huge smile grew on her face. "That's good. He's in jail." She turned into the kitchen toward his Keurig coffee maker and selected a pod. "It’s over."

      He sat on a stool near the kitchen counter. "It’s not—who sent the text, if Paul is in jail?"

      "What if he sent it before going to jail?" She placed her pods on the counter, next to the coffee maker. Making the first cup, she handed the fragrant brew to him.

      "Thanks." While Elle was technically right, and it could have been before, he knew Paul. The threat hadn’t been laced with enough blood and reminders of the past. Navid’s his instincts said it wasn’t over, not yet.

      "I’ll have coffee after my shower. We should act normal when Margo wakes up."

      How she could be so calm at a time like this he didn't understand. He stopped her from leaving. "Elle?"

      "Yes?" She stared up into his eyes. She seemed so pure and innocent. He kissed her cheek.

      Once he felt her soft skin, the full force of his adrenaline rushed in his veins. He stood up. "Don't ever change."

      She walked down the hall, but then turned to look at him again. "What are you going to do?"

      "Go, shower." He showed her his laptop. "I'm going to rerun the background checks and pay attention to anyone whose history is missing details, just in case the FBI is wrong."

      "I trust you, Navid." She slipped down the hall and into her room.

      He waited for the shower to turn on, then fired up his computer and pulled the employement log of everyone on his security team, starting with Henry West.

      He read the file and ordered additional information for the entire security team. The background company would get back to him in under an hour.

      Elle came back out in her shorts and a nameless blue t-shirt. She filed past his seat at the counter, her fingers trailing against his shoulder. "Should I make another cup?"

      "That would be perfect."

      She popped the pod into the machine and took out fresh coffee mugs.

      As she set the first one in place, she picked up her phone as it vibrated. "I'm getting an unknown call."

      If Paul threatened her, Navid was right here. It would be good to know who was behind the text. He nodded. "Answer."

      She took a deep breath and said, "Hello?"

      A huge smile grew on her face and she motioned with her hand she was good, while she said, "Oh hey Oliver..." She looked at him and handed him the first cup. "It's my brother." She popped in a second pod and fixed her coffee mug. "Ollie, don't worry about me. I'm fine. Are you married yet? Out of jail?"

      Her family was important to her and it was time he showed her that he cared too. Navid logged into the secure website he used for deep background checks and said, "Get me the names of the women they married. I'll see what pops on all of them."

      Elle motioned with a thumbs up. "Navid says to get him the name of your bride and all the others. He wants to make sure you don’t get scammed."

      She listened on the phone and sipped her first cup of coffee. "Ollie says he likes you already."

      Then she listened to something her brother said as he read the email about Henry West that came in first.

      She scoffed and said, "No Ollie, I'm not saying that."

      He read everything he could, looking at the black and white facts. Henry lived alone but his salary supported his parents and he kept in touch with his siblings. Nothing seemed off.

      Elle ended the call and sat next to him on a tall chair that overlooked the kitchen. "My brothers are out of jail and headed to their wives’ homes for the night. They intend to meet for lunch and strategize on getting Mom out first."

      He studied her flawless white skin and damp blonde hair. "If they need bail money it's the least I can do for your mom."

      Her lips parted. "Really? You'd get her out for me?"

      Her father supposedly stole 250 billion dollars so he knew the next words were cautionary. "Absolutely and your father, if there is bail. Get me the bank account to wire the money to or your mother’s lawyer’s name."

      She squeezed his hand. "Okay. Let me talk to my brothers this afternoon." The gratitude on her expression told him that whatever the price, it would be worth it if she always looked at him like that. "Well, let's get back to your security detail. What did you find out?"

      Navid showed her his computer screen. "Henry West has a sister, two parents who are retired in St. Pete's, no bankruptcy, military background which I remembered, and his record there is exemplary. If he's been corrupted for money, I'd be shocked. I'd peg him as a boy scout."

      Her eyes widened. "They have those in Iran?"

      He shook his head. "Yes and no. After the revolution, everything changed, and we have people like him there."

      She swiveled the computer back in his direction. "So, what are you going to do?"

      He placed his hand on her thigh. "I am going to question him, but I want you and Margo in the safe room when he comes up."

      She flinched and her hand trembled until she placed it on the counter. "Isn't that extreme?"

      "No." For her safety, nothing was too much and now that he was on the trail of who might be working with Paul, the situation was more dangerous.

      She touched his face with concern. "What about you?"

      "I'll be fine. I can take care of myself." He finished his coffee.

      She brushed her fingers along his cheek. "Okay, but how do we communicate? How do I know if something happens to you?"

      He shifted his head and kissed her fingers. "There’s a computer in the safe room. We'll be linked."

      He stood and closed his laptop. Her hand started to tremble again, but he knew she'd be fine inside the room. "Navid, wait."

      "Yes?" He helped her stand. There was no need for her to fear anything.

      She hugged him. Her arms around his neck made him feel happy on the inside.

      "I'll help get you and Margo in the safe room." He caressed the straight line of her back. For her, he'd do anything. No one would ever harm a hair on her head, not on his watch.
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      Elle followed Navid to Margo's room. She picked out clothes for Margo to wear while Navid walked to her bedside and brushed her hair behind her head instead of spread out all over the pillow.

      "Good morning," he said. Margo's big brown eyes opened and Elle hugged the white shirt and jean outfit she had in her hands to her chest.

      Margo was a pretty girl. Could she be the kind of mother Margo needed? A role model?

      Navid helped her out of her blankets. "Azzizum, take a shower and get dressed."

      "Pedar, I'm tired."

      Elle went back in the closet and packed a backpack full of clothes and underwear as she had no idea how long they were going to be in the safe room and she had no idea what else to do. Her hands would shake uncontrollably if she didn't have something to occupy them.

      Navid helped Margo from the bed. "You can sleep in the safe room."

      "What?" Her eyes bulged and her voice squeaked. Elle stopped packing her bag and turned around as Margo said, "I thought I wasn't allowed to go in there unless there was danger."

      Navid handed her a towel like she needed to shower, right now. "You and Elle are going to spend the morning in there while I interview people."

      Margo shook her head and her face went white. "You have to come too!"

      He knelt down and stared into his daughter's eyes. Elle hugged the backpack and stared at them. Her own father would have done the same with her. Navid brushed his daughter's cheek. "Don't worry about me. I'm tough, remember."

      "Pedar, come." She threw the towel aside and tugged on his hands. Margo looked right at her and said, "Elle tell him to join us."

      "I can't." Elle wished she could.

      "Get ready, Margo."

      "Don't go anywhere." Margo warned as she picked up her towel and ran to the bathroom.

      "We won't," Navid promised.

      Elle walked beside him. The moment the door to the bathroom closed, he took her hand and Navid's touch sent a zap through her that instantly gave her energy and hope. He went through his daughter's drawer, took out a paper and gave it to her. "Elle, please make sure your phone is connected to this secure WIFI."

      She typed the password into her phone with the connection. "Done." She handed it back to him, but he shook his head and made sure she kept the paper. "Anything else?"

      "You have plenty of supplies." He walked her into the closet and pushed back clothes.

      He smelled so good, like almonds and testosterone, and she wanted to hold him tight. He must have understood because he wrapped his arms around her and kissed her.

      His kiss set her off course, and she held onto him, not wanting to ever let go. In all the chaos, he was her pillar of strength.

      "Pedar, stay." Margo's voice pierced the air and Navid broke their kiss a split second before Margo was with them, freshly showered and changed.

      He opened the secret door and shuffled them inside, though he told Margo, "I'll be back as soon as I can."

      She grabbed his arm and hand and stared up at him. "Promise you won't leave me like Maman did and never come back. I need you."

      Elle wiped tears from her eyes.

      "Azzizum, don't worry." He hugged his daughter and then stared up at her. "Elle, take care of her until I get back."

      She placed her hand on her heart. "Absolutely."

      Margo let him go, and Elle stayed still. She fixed her butterfly necklace instead. Navid took her hand and she glanced up. "And Elle?"

      "Yes?" She stared at him.

      He pulled her close and kissed her, fast this time. "We can tell Margo you're my girlfriend."

      Margo laughed with nervous relief.

      Elle traced his scruffy jaw with her fingers. "Take care and get back here soon."

      He pointed her toward a desk. "Plug in your phone to keep it charged so we can video feed."

      "Okay," Elle said and glanced at the small but tidy room with white walls, two beds, a bathroom, a desk and a closet full of supplies. In the movies the safe room didn’t seem this relaxed. There was even a hand-crafted mirror on the back wall.

      Margo took a seat on one of the cots.

      Navid held Elle's hand as he walked to leave. Near the entrance, he stopped and held her tight. "And lock this door. Remember, you're keeping Margo safe."

      Every cell inside her burst and she wanted to tell him that she loved him and needed him. She swallowed and said, "Navid, I..."

      "We'll talk when I get back," he interrupted and then left, closing the door behind him.

      She locked the knob, though it felt wrong to be separated. She had done what she promised, but inside her stomach was in knots.

      Her video phone rang and she picked it up. "Can you see me?" Navid asked.

      "Yes." She plugged in where he’d told her. Margo came and sat beside her.

      Navid placed his phone on his desk so they could see him too. "I'm starting with West. After he checks out, I'll continue down the line. I'll put you on mute so nobody hears you."

      Margo climbed into her lap and Elle said, "Please keep us live so we can see."

      "Got it." He winked. "My two girls are waiting for me."

      Elle hugged Margo, who pressed her face closer to the screen. Elle hit mute so she could talk to Margo but still hear his every sound when he picked up the office phone. "Can you please send Henry West upstairs?"

      "Yes sir." The security agent on the land line answered.

      Elle told Margo, "Don't worry. He'll be fine."

      Margo looked back at her and hugged her tighter. Earlier, when Margo had talked about her mother, it had almost broken Elle's heart. She had no idea how Navid stoically carried on.

      Navid stood. Margo and she had a lovely view of his pants for a few seconds, while he must have shaken hands. "Henry, it's good to see you. Please have a seat."

      "Yes, sir," Henry said.

      Elle prayed Navid was right and that Henry was trustworthy.

      Navid sat back in view and held a pen with both hands. "Paul Laguerre has been arrested."

      "Good," Henry said in a firm manner.

      Elle wished she could see the security guard. If he was the threat, then this next part was dangerous. She held Margo tight.

      Navid said, "However, security has been compromised and I won’t rest until I found out who is threatening my daughter and Elle."

      "Sir, get down." Henry's voice boomed through the speaker even as a loud noise reverberated around the office.

      The room filled with thick smoke and Elle couldn’t see Navid.

      Margo began to cry on her shoulder. Elle reassured her despite her own heart beating fast. Was Navid okay?

      She knew she was on mute, but she took the phone closer to her. The smoke cleared from heavy fog to a thin mist and she called out, "What's happening, Navid?"

      "Navid's out cold, Elle." The blond, blue-eyed security guard, the one with the icy stare, showed up on her screen.

      She stared at him, not recognizing the man though he’d used her name with familiarity.

      She unmuted the phone. "What happened to Navid?"

      He stared into the camera. Because he was security, did he know about the safe room? She tightened her hold on Margo.

      She narrowed her eyes, trying to make out his features. "Who is this?"

      The security guard’s voice deepened. "Why don't you come out and talk to me? Your brothers are no longer here to scare me away."

      Huh? Her brothers had just gotten out of jail, and would have nothing to do with frightening her, or hurting Navid. "My brothers? Who is this? What have you done with Navid?"

      The man sat in Navid's chair and the heel of his boot landed with a thud on Navid’s desk, making a mess of the pens in the holder. "You don't remember prom and how your family humiliated me?"

      Humiliated at prom? Seriously? Elle thought back to high school, searching this man’s face for familiar features. She stared at him. "Wait. Bobby Carr?" She then rubbed her forehead. "Where is Navid?"

      He made a pfft sound with his lips. "I knocked your boyfriend out with China White, but he fought me." He pointed the camera toward the floor where she saw Navid and Henry both sprawled, face-down. She swallowed. Was Bobby Carr behind this from the start? But how did her old high school disaster get in league with Paul? Her heart raced, but her brain needed the adrenaline to think quickly. Margo was the priority.

      Bobby brought the phone back to himself and said, "I'm sure he'll be fine for now, as long as I get what I want."

      She stood so he couldn't see Margo at all. "And what's that? I won't let you hurt this little girl."

      Bobby laughed and it was the same slightly edgy sound that once made her agree to prom. She realized that her brothers had been right to scare him off—it wasn’t thrilling but dangerous. "Despite the money Paul offered, he's in jail now and I don't hurt children." He held the screen closer to his face. "You, however, were supposed to be my wife and now you're sleeping with this immigrant who thinks he can pay me to protect you?"

      Navid was awesome and generous and kind. She met Margo's frightened gaze. She sat on her cot, hugging a teddy bear. Elle straightened, her trembles long gone. "He does pay you, Bobby. Very well. You've cashed the checks."

      "Come out here. Now."

      Margo's eyes watered and she sobbed, "Elle, don't leave me alone."

      She unplugged her phone and blocked Margo so he'd not see. As she hugged the little girl she’d come to care for, her brain fired off a million ways to stop Bobby. If she went out there she might buy time until Navid woke from whatever drug that was used. The most important idea was to stall and pray it had a short life span. "Bobby, what are you going to do with Navid?"

      Bobby looked down with the phone near his eye while he must have examined Navid. "Paul seems to think that your boyfriend is like a ninja. I figured the best way to find out is if I throw him out a window."

      He held the phone so she saw how he reached down and began to drag Navid. Her heart hammered as she recognized the floor in the hall between the kitchen and his office. She finally said, "No windows open in this condo."

      "They break." He continued to pull Navid down the hall.

      Margo took her hand and hugged her teddy bear to her chest. Neither one of them could let anything happen. She finally said, "You haven't thought this through. The windows are shatter proof and hurricane resistant."

      Bobby stopped dragging him, but she swore she saw Navid's thumb twitch. She might have imagined it, but then Bobby stood, picked up his phone and stared at her in the face. "Then I guess I'll have to shoot him unless you come out."

      Margo sobbed against Elle’s waist. She couldn't leave her. She’d sworn it, but she couldn't let anything happen to Navid either. Elle nodded as if she'd agree. "Bobby, can we talk more?"

      "Come out or he's dead." Margo's face drained of all blood and she stopped crying in shock as she stared at her. Elle squeezed Margo’s hand. "What else is there to say?" Bobby asked.

      She said a silent prayer she was right and that Navid's thumb had moved. If so, he'd be up in minutes. She wiped a tear from her own eye and said, "Look. I'm sorry for whatever my brothers did to you that sent you away? I was devastated that you didn't bring me to prom."

      "You never said so before now." His lips pressed together.

      He’d avoided her and talked trash about her. She’d been embarrassed too. She had to stall. She couldn't tell Margo her plan. "I was scared then. I'm not now. What did my brothers say, exactly?"

      Margo squeezed her teddy.

      "I don’t remember." Bobby’s tone lowered. "If you’re really sorry, then come out here."

      The line cut and she couldn't see or hear anything. Margo wiped her tears as Elle explained, "We lost connection."

      Margo sniffled and looked at her teddy bear. Her voice was soft. "Elle, don't leave me."

      The words tore at Elle. Right now it was important that they stay calm. Margo needed something to do as well. "I won’t let anything happen to you, but I need your help."

      Color returned to Margo's face. Elle brushed her hair behind her ear and said, "I was stalling to give him time. We can't let anything happen to your father."

      Margo put her teddy on the cot. "I'll help too. What do you want me to do?"

      Now there was her father's fighting spirit. Elle looked around the bunker. There was no way Navid would have created this without a way to protect himself and those inside. She nodded. "Let's find out what happened to the connection first. Plug this back in and try calling your father over and over again to see if he connects. I want to see if we have any weapons in here."

      Margo made her way to the desk while Elle searched the closet for any guns, knives, Tasers or whatever might be here.

      "Elle, I love you," Margo said. "Please don't leave me."

      Elle gathered Margo close and hugged her tight. These two were now her family and she'd not let anything happen. She kissed her cheek. "Margo, you're the easiest girl to love and I love you too."

      For Navid and Margo, she'd do whatever it took to ensure they were safe. This was all that mattered now.
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      Navid’s mind went blank and he relied on his years of training as someone dragged his feet. The name Bobby Carr played in his mind as the man spoke to Elle.

      He needed to protect her and Margo.

      Without another word he sucked in his breath and bent his knees to stand.

      Carr’s hands fell off his shoulders and Navid swung his arm and left leg forward for a quick one-two kick. Then before Carr fell, Navid grabbed him by the neck and squeezed on the point where he might kill him. It was instantaneous, but at the last second he pushed Carr out of his grip.

      With a thump, Carr fell backwards, hit his head on the side table and kept his eyes closed.

      Navid massaged his temple and stared down at Bobby Carr. He hadn't been prepared for gas. He’d taken him down in seconds, honed from years of training. Navid and stepped back. His response had been automatic.

      No one should be near him. He swallowed and felt his entire body stiffen as he thought about his daughter and Elle. They deserved better than living with a killer. He glanced in the mirror and remembered the faces of those he’d ushered toward death.

      While Bobby was still alive, one more flex of Navid’s finger against his jugular might have changed that. At the last instant, he’d stopped, not wanting another death on his conscience.

      He should send Elle away before she got hurt because of him. He stepped over Bobby's unconscious body, picked up his tossed phone, and answered the incessant ringing. Margo's face appeared on the screen and he felt tears form in his eyes. "Margo? Are you okay?"

      "Pedar!" Margo jumped up and down and screamed, "Elle, it's Pedar!"

      "Can I speak to him?" Elle asked in her sweet voice. Navid collapsed against the wall, avoiding Bobby’s prone form. Could be dead. Navid closed his eyes.

      "Pedar? Here’s Elle." Navid focused on his phone as the vision of an angel appeared on the screen

      He took a deep breath, but couldn't speak.

      Elle asked, "What happened?"

      Right. They probably wanted out of the safe room. He needed to help them. He placed his knuckles on the floor and pushed upward to stand. "Henry and I were ambushed. Bobby's down for the count. I'm checking on Henry now. Stay inside until I get you."

      Elle asked, "But you knocked him out?"

      She innocently assumed he hadn't killed him. His fist was tight at his side. One more flick and he'd be right where he started years ago. He lifted his chin. For Elle and Margo, he'd finish this. "Things are ugly out here. Just stay inside and I'll be back in a few hours."

      "But..."

      "Elle," he interrupted. Elle had put her faith in him that he'd wake up in time—he’d heard her voice calling to him. His voice choked as he said, "Thank you for talking to Bobby. I hadn't received his advanced background check which was why I wanted to start with Henry."

      Elle asked, "Is Henry okay?"

      "He's waking up." If Henry spent his days with Bobby, then maybe he’d have more information. First he had to tie Bobby up. Talking had been too soon. He stared into her beautiful hazel eyes, knowing this was the last time she’d look at him like that. Once she realized he was a monster, those clear bright eyes would turn cold with hate. "Look, I'll talk to you later, after."

      He went to his room and retrieved the handcuffs from his trunk of weapons beneath the bed. On his return, he noticed that Bobby hadn't moved—then again Navid had almost killed him. He put the cuffs on him and tied him to the kitchen counter, where he normally hung heavy pots. If he woke and moved, Navid would hear and be ready.

      Time to check on Henry.

      A knock sounded at the door. Security hadn't stopped anyone! His brother’s security team was unimpressive and Navid had no idea how his father had survived with this group. He looked at the view screen and saw Scarlett’s husband James Clancy-another a man he’d almost killed. He reluctantly opened the door. "Navid, I'm here to talk to you."

      "James, now is not a good time." Navid held the door half closed, and listened for any movement behind him.

      "You look like hell. Where are Elle and Margo?" James pushed on the door and expected entrance.

      Navid let him in. He could at least nominally trust James to help Elle and Margo. James stared at the unconscious man hanging from handcuffs in the kitchen. "In the safe room."

      "What's going on?" James turned and crossed his arms.

      A year ago, James would be the last person he'd ever expect to help him, but Navid relaxed in his presence now. He could breathe easier, which said a lot to him. "Paul's in prison, but one or more of his associates are in my security team and threatening my family."

      Elle was a part of that. He had to shield her from the darkness in his soul that went too deep.

      James dug his phone from his back pocket. "I'm texting Gabe." Once his text was sent, he pointed to Bobby. "What's going on?"

      Navid's morning replayed in his mind of how he'd had Bobby by the throat, but then didn't take his life. A chill raced through him from the memory. "Bobby Carr was Elle's prom date in high school. Guess it ended badly."

      "So you got in a fight over it?" James clarified.

      His explanation hadn't sounded good. Navid's training took over and his mind cleared. "He gassed my office, intending to kill me and the security guard I was about to discuss the situation with. He wanted Elle."

      James nodded and gestured toward the office door that still had the smell of chemicals that was worse than smoke. "You were going to handle this alone?"

      "Yeah." Navid’s shoulders raised.

      James peeked in the office door and then closed it again. "Navid, your sister would kill me if anything happened to you. Let me help."

      This was too much. Navid shook his head. "I tried to kill you once. Why would you help me now?"

      "Two reasons." James patted him on the back. "You were a kid." He shrugged. "And I love your sister. So I'm over it. Are you?"

      The tension in his chest tried to hold the weight that bound him from moving forward. He looked at the ground. "I've always felt guilty."

      "You have to let it go." James nodded. "Well, let's deal with what's going on here until the rest of the cavalry arrive."

      Bobby hadn’t so much as moaned. Navid took the moment to ask, "Why did you come over?"

      James rocked back on his heels in apology. "Scarlett researched Norooz online and read that there is supposed to be a picnic. She wants to help plan it and next time stay for tea. We didn’t realize we should’ve stayed. Scarlett hates to be rude."

      Navid laughed. He couldn't help it. The time spent with his family last night over dinner had made Margo so happy. And himself, too. The Hawke’s had been accepting and kind, and Elle being here made it easier to see that somehow.

      James then nodded at him and he stopped laughing while James said, "Don't tell Henry West that I'm here. I'll take care of Bobby."

      "Mam'noon. I mean, thank you." At least one person had a head on his shoulders. Navid walked into his office and closed the door. Then he knelt down next to Henry West and patted his face. What had his role in this been?

      The guard’s eyes fluttered open. Navid sat back on the floor, his legs outstretched as he waited for the other man to sit, which took a few minutes. When he did, Navid asked slowly, "Henry?"

      "Mr. Hawke," Henry West answered.

      Navid stood and offered his hand to the guard who was either in on the whole thing, or had saved his life by calling out a warning. "Call me Navid. Your partner Bobby Carr tried to kill me, kidnap my girlfriend and who knows what he'd have done to my daughter."

      Navid imagined his daughter dead for that second and he lost the ability to move. He reminded himself to stay in the present.

      Henry dragged himself into the seat at the desk and held on like he was still woozy. "I had no idea."

      "I believe you." Bobby had gassed both of them.

      "You do?" His voice inched higher.

      Navid stared at him. Adrenaline rushed through his veins as he still stood near the guard. "Henry, is there a reason I shouldn't?"

      Henry stayed in his seat with his arms to his sides. "Carr was my partner, yes, but that was an assignment. I didn't choose him."

      Navid finally took his seat on the other side of the desk. Knowing James was outside the door helped while Navid asked, "Did you ever suspect Carr was guilty of leaking information?"

      Henry reached up and massaged his forehead. Sweat poured down the side of his face. "He didn't talk to me much, though our first conversation he mentioned that your girlfriend looked familiar."

      Navid never blinked as he asked, "What did you say?"

      Henry straightened, clearly catching his breath. "That your life is yours and I was hired to protect you, and those in your house."

      He wasn't sure what to make of Henry anymore, but he'd try. His credentials had come back exemplary. His warning had saved Navid’s life. His father’s family all put their trust in him, and Elle’s big trusting eyes meant he needed to at least try to trust others too. "I want to check to see if anyone else downstairs might be a threat and I could use an ally."

      Henry nodded. "I could use a full time job with benefits, Mr. Hawke."

      "Done." The man's record was clean as a whistle. "I'll get my secretary at AMH send you the files within the hour."

      "Thank you, sir." Henry clasped his hands together.

      "Navid." He corrected and opened his laptop to type.

      Henry nodded and leaned forward. "I don't normally ask for a job that way."

      "I respect the honesty," Navid said and that part was true. He had a hard time knowing who he could trust, so honesty made it easier. Where he grew up in Iran, his neighbors might have been double agents working for the government. You wouldn’t know until someone came to arrest you.

      He offered a hand to shake. "You've been downstairs this whole time. Has anyone showed unusual interest in my family or seemed..."

      "Sorry about this." Henry pulled a slim gun from inside his security jacket and pointed it at Navid’s chest.

      Navid couldn’t move, stunned.

      "Paul took my girlfriend hostage," Henry said in rough tones, "and I don't know where she is."

      "What?" Everything slowed down as he stared at the barrel of the gun. In this split second, he had another decision to make. Live, or die?

      Once again, his training took over and he felt like he moved in slow motion. He jumped over his desk and grabbed Henry in a headlock as his other hand grabbed the handle of the gun. All within ten seconds.

      He tossed the gun aside and held Henry's life, and throat, in his hands.

      The door behind him opened. Navid didn't move a muscle as he knew it was James. "Navid, you good?"

      "Henry here just tried to kill me." He applied pressure on the man's throat and Henry collapsed to the ground.

      Navid fell beside him and knelt, the pulse fading beneath his fingertip. Live or die, and he would always live at the cost of another’s death. He was the last person Elle or Margo deserved. They were light.

      James came into the room. "Well, it seems you’ve handled the situation." His tone was calm. Modulated. A man used to war giving a fellow soldier time to get it together. "The rest of your family is here now, Scarlett and your dad, and so are the police."

      Margo? Elle? He dragged himself up and brushed the dirt off his hands, but it didn't rub off.

      He stumbled out and stared into his father's blue eyes. Would his father see the truth? Turn his back? Tom Hawke drew him into a hug.

      Why? Unexpected paternal comfort. At first Navid just stood there, unsure what to do, but then he wrapped his arms around his father, feeling his acceptance. Accepting him, too.

      Gabe patted his shoulder. "Let's straighten this out with the police. Where are Elle and Margo?"

      "In my safe room." Navid sat down to talk to the officers next to the sofreh they had built for New Year. "Let's finish here and I'll get them. Elle might not be happy I left her there for so long now but I don’t want Margo to see the bodies."

      Over the next hour, Gabe and his father sat on either end of him at the table as he described what happened to the police and offered video evidence.

      The officer replayed the video for his family to see and Navid looked down in shame. His father would see that his son was a killer. The hug from a few minutes ago would never happen again.

      The officer tapped the table. "We could all learn some self-defense classes from you, Mr. Hawke. Where did you train?"

      Navid raised his head as his dad squeezed his shoulder in approval. The officer handed his iPad to another officer to watch. "You disarmed two men, one while you were still woozy from being drugged, and you didn't use a weapon or kill either of them. That takes self-control and skill."

      His father chuckled. "My boy knows all about training body and mind." Navid turned around surprised by gleam in his father's gaze. "Have you seen his office/ gym where he hangs from the ceiling while making business decisions?"

      "Father, you don't have to tell the officers that," Navid said.

      The officer then said, "We'll show ourselves out and personally check with the rest of your team downstairs."

      "Thanks."

      His father wiped a tear from his eye and smiled. Navid's stomach knotted.

      "That's the first time you've called me father without sounding like it was a death sentence, son. Since I heard about you, it was all I’ve wanted."

      Navid stood and hugged him again, then told everyone, "I'm going to get Elle and Margo." He needed them, the light to his darkness.

      Andrada, Scarlett and Olivia knocked on the door and let themselves in. They were on the approved list downstairs. "Tell Elle, we're here for tea."

      Navid had no way of explaining what happened to Elle or Margo. The bodies were gone and his family was now complete. It was time he celebrated with all those he loved.

      The thought of holding Elle and Margo again motivated him. Her arms around him stayed at the front of his mind as he pressed the code and unlocked the safe room.
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      The moment Elle's eyes locked on Navid, the rest of the world faded. All she could see was the man she loved who she’d feared was injured. Her heart raced and her pulse zipped with apprehension as she noticed the black and blue mark on his shoulder when he lifted his hand, rolled his t-shirt higher.

      The sun from the window meant it was late morning already.

      Margo dropped Elle’s hand and ran into her father's open arms.

      "Pedar!" Margo shouted as he playfully tossed his daughter in the air. "You’re all right."

      "Yes." He gently put her down. "Your grandmother is here and worried about you."

      "She's here?" Margo turned like she'd take off at sonic speed, but then stopped.

      Navid caressed his daughter’s hair before nodding. "Yes. We are safe, and your family is here."

      Once Margo was out of sight, Navid wrapped his arms around Elle. The world dissipated and all that existed was the two of them. She closed her eyes and felt his warm breath coming closer until finally his lips met hers.

      She wrapped her arms around his waist and could feel how hard he was, everywhere. She shivered with answering desire.

      Navid pulled back and she ached for more. He kept their foreheads together. "Once everyone leaves, we have to talk."

      The air grew chilly as the safe room came back into view. She blinked and saw lines of fatigue near his eyes. He began to let go, but she held him tight. "Wait." She traced his back and shoulder under his shirt with her fingers. "Is everything okay? You look shaken."

      He nodded and stepped out of her embrace. "My father and his... my brother and sister and their spouses are all here."

      Outside the door, she heard the slightest chatter of people. She reached for his hands and once his rough calloused palm held hers, she asked, "Did you call them for help?"

      His face went white and he looked down at their shoes rather than her. "No, but James came to talk and he called the others. Now Henry and Bobby are gone."

      "Both of them—so you won?" She gently squeezed his hand until he finally looked at her again.

      His eyes had a shine in them that to her seemed sad. "I could have killed him, Bobby. Then Henry."

      "What?" She regretted the question, not wanting the details. Elle braced herself to accept them anyway. He hadn't killed anyone today, but his past haunted him. If it helped him heal, she’d listen.

      He swayed but held her close. "I could have killed both of them." He took his hands out of hers and rubbed his temple. "I'm not good enough for you. Or my family out there."

      Wrong. He deserved to be happy. They all deserved to be happy. She clung to his skin that only she could touch and felt the warmth as she chose her words, but couldn't figure out what to say to make things right. "Navid, we'll talk after, but I..."

      He reached out and massaged her shoulder. She stopped shaking when he said, "After."

      "Okay." He opened the door and she heard all of the Hawke family inside. She bolted passed him, straightening her shorts, t-shirt and fixing her ponytail, and finally she ran down the hall. "Please make an excuse for me while I throw some other clothes on."

      Navid blocked her from any potential view and walked to see his family.

      She hurried into her bedroom and grabbed another shirt and a pair of jeans that she threw on the bed, before turning the faucet on in her bathroom. Face washed, teeth brushed. Hair-disaster. A knock, and then she heard Olivia's voice call out, "Elle?"

      She poked her head out. "Olivia, I'm changing."

      "I can see that." Olivia stared at her clean but unfolded laundry though moved her clothes to the side of the bed and sat on the mattress. Elle walked out and Olivia handed over the t-shirt. "I just wanted to ask how things are between you and Navid."

      "We're officially dating." Elle tugged her shirt down and reached for her jeans.

      Olivia smiled brightly. "I'm so happy. It's progressing. You seem happy."

      She slipped into the soft denim and buttoned her jeans. Olivia was now married to a man she’d had a long-term crush on so perhaps she had good advice to offer. How to ask without giving any of Navid's details away he’d consider private?

      She sat next to Olivia. "I am, though, sometimes, I don't know how to help Navid."

      Olivia brushed her shoulder with her own. "Speaking of help, can I do something for you to help your brothers? Your parents?"

      Right. Her own family was a disaster and she should have thought more about that. She quickly fluffed the tangles from her hair. "Olivia, the boys are out of jail as of this morning."

      "That's awesome." Olivia smiled and it seemed genuine. "They were found innocent? What about your parents?"

      "No." Her brothers might have been safer if they stayed in jail. She wasn't sure. "Don’t laugh, but they all decided to get married to women with the bail money, so they could work on finding a way to get Mom's bail."

      Olivia nodded, like what Elle said was normal. "Oliver’s idea, probably."

      Dark thoughts about her brothers’ futures filled her head, but all she wanted was for the six of them to fall in love and be happy. They all had reputations as heart breakers. She would help them, somehow. The Bentleys always stuck. "Then I guess we work on clearing my father's name. Mom is the priority."

      Olivia reached out and took her hand. "How does Navid feel about your family? Is that where the problem is?"

      No. The issues were much more psychological and related to what happened today and Navid’s own past. She couldn't tell her friend, but she held her hand. "He offered the bail, but I haven't spoken to any of my brothers. There’s been quite a lot of excitement this morning—I couldn’t call them from the safe room."

      Olivia leaned closer and giggled. "Who married Oliver? Scarlett and I both had a major crush on him as teenagers."

      Olivia used to write poetry saying Olivia and Oliver were two of the same coin. Elle laughed at the memory. "I remember, though I don't know anything other than she's religious."

      Olivia broke into peals of amusement. "Ollie and a church girl? Didn't he run out of church on his motorcycle one Christmas morning to have sex with Nadia?"

      "He was eighteen." Elle remembered her parents yelling at Oliver that day, but she was never clear on why. "We were ten so we can’t be sure."

      Olivia let her hand go, stood, and nodded. "Either way I'd like to see her, his wife."

      "Me too." Elle smoothed a few wrinkles from her jeans. "Do I look okay? I should go back to Navid. I'm worried about him."

      "You look sweet. Brush your hair though," Olivia advised.

      Elle went to the bathroom, leaving the door open, and wet a brush in the sink to attack her hair. Olivia stared at her with her arms crossed. "Why are you worried? The bad guys are gone. You can go back to his mansion, stay here, or join us on a holiday in my castle, whatever you decide. I’m sorry I didn’t know about the fix you were in earlier—but Scarlett said you wouldn’t take any "charity". My help isn’t that though. You are family and a dear friend."

      "You are my family—thank you."

      "You can talk to me about anything."

      Soon, she'd have a one-on-one conversation with Navid. For now she'd not mention how he couldn’t forget the men he’d killed in the past. Today must have brought back his fears in full force. She couldn't tell Olivia. It felt wrong, so she chose her words carefully. "Something happened to Navid a long time ago that he’s struggling with."

      "I see." Olivia didn't push for more. "So, what are you going to do about it?"

      "I don't know." Elle walked with her to the door.

      Olivia said, "Well if you need help, let me know."

      Near the turn into the living area, Elle tilted her head and suggested, "This time, wait for the tea."

      Olivia nodded. "Scarlett already scolded all of us. She read about that and some picnic coming up."

      Navid, James, Conner and Gabe, were all in deep conversation though Navid held Margo as if he couldn’t let his daughter out of his sight. Olivia said, "I don't think you can escape our family now, Elle."

      Elle's eyes misted. Everything would work out, if Navid forgave himself. In the safe room, she’d wanted to confess her feelings, but the warning in his eyes showed her he cared, but he still held back. She wiped her eyes and stared at Olivia, "Navid and Margo are your family, for real. Take good care of them?"

      As they neared the kitchen where Scarlett and Andrada Hawke hovered by the oven where they warmed leftovers, Olivia quickly whispered, "You are already my best friend, but I hope soon you become my sister-in-law."

      Family was so important to Navid. Could he start with letting her in, to make he and Margo, three? She envisioned them having a picnic somewhere in a green park, blue sky, lots of sunshine. Her face warmed with emotion. "One day at a time."

      She glanced at Navid who put his daughter down and their gazes briefly met. What was he thinking?

      Olivia pressed her hand on her arm and took her out of the moment. "I’m proof that dreams can become reality. Is Navid your dream?"

      "Yes." Elle answered without hesitation as she saw the outline of his half-smile and then he turned and talked to the other men.

      Olivia let her go but craned her neck to see if the pair caught another glance. She then nudged her shoulder. "Then tell him how you feel and don't think you have to be anything other than yourself. Follow your heart."

      Andrada hovered near the pan of boiling water. "Navid, we're ready for this tea now. Should I-"

      "That's just part one. Let me prepare it." Navid walked away from the men and took her hand in his dash for the kitchen. "Elle, can you come here and help me for a moment?"

      "Absolutely." She latched fingers with his. Together they could go and make tea, protect Margo or anything else he might need her to do. She loved him, and soon she'd have to tell him.

      But first it was time to celebrate with friends.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      
      Navid had circles beneath his dark eyes and a haunted expression on his face, Elle decided. What ghosts could she banish for him?

      He sat next to her as his family gathered in the living room drinking tea from glass cups. Elle stifled a yawn. Where had the day gone? Andrada held the cup beneath her nose and breathed in, then sipped the last drop. "This tea is delicious."

      "Would you like more?" Navid picked up the ceramic glass pot from the center table.

      Andrada nodded as he refilled her glass cup. She briefly touched his hand and smiled at him. "This is lovely."

      "I hope you enjoy." Navid picked up the kettle, so she assumed he'd want to make another cup.

      Scarlett finished her cup and stared at the glass she held. "Is there a reason the tea is in a clear glass cup?"

      Navid nodded. "So everyone can see the color that you prefer and how the host serves the tea. I prefer a stronger tea with a darker color to serve. If you want lighter..."

      "No." Scarlett smiled like she’d guessed the million dollar answer on a game show. "I thought there was a reason, Navid."

      At least this time Navid spoke more to his family than he had over dinner. Elle stayed quiet, listening, but then Navid placed his hand on her knee and picked up the kettle. "Elle, come and help me."

      Sure, she could boil water with the best of them. She followed him to the kitchen, took the metal pot and filled it with water while he cleaned out the smaller ceramic one that went on top. "What's going on?"

      He refilled the small one with more tea leaves then washed them in cold water. "I need to go out for a few minutes once everyone is gone."

      "Where?" She put the metal container full of water on the stove and turned the heat to medium.

      He placed his hand on her back and leaned close. "I need to figure something out but I'll be back in an hour. Can you stay with Margo?"

      "Yes, of course. That's my job." She turned around but stayed in his arms. Once she was sure his hands stayed on her hips, she wrapped hers around his neck. "Now, as your girlfriend, I have to say I'll miss you."

      He kissed her. "I'll be back fast."

      "Please, hurry." She closed her eyes and lifted her face.

      The press of his mouth against hers blew her away. His lips made her forget everything else but him.

      The water boiled so he ended the kiss. She stepped away and caught her breath. She needed to tell him that she loved him. It was this huge bubble that wanted to burst out of her, but she held back. She could wait until everyone left.

      He poured the water into the ceramic tea pot and set it on low. Then he took her hand and they left the kitchen. "The next pot will be ready in a few minutes."

      They walked together and Olivia gestured to their joined hands. "Navid, I want to say I think the two of you make an adorable couple..."

      A ring pierced the air, saving her from scrutiny. "My phone." She slipped out of his grasp and went to the table she’d left her phone on and glanced at her brother’s name on the screen. She met Navid's gaze. "It's Oliver." He must have gotten his phone, and number, back. "Please give me one second."

      "Navid, I would love to come to your wedding one day," Scarlett, ever the matchmaker, said.

      Navid's voice deepened as he answered her. "I'm not good husband material."

      The words rolled around in Elle's head. He'd be a perfect husband. He protected what was his. He cared about his daughter more than life itself. He always treated her as important, but none of that could be said at the moment. She walked down the hall and answered the phone before it rang again. "Oliver, how are you?"

      "Settling into a house in Washington for an extra day." Right. His new wife must live there. Eventually he'd migrate back to Florida and his legion of women. "We're splitting into teams. Roy, Logan and I are working on getting Mom out."

      Roy was a lawyer. The thought of her mother in prison hit her hard and she pressed her back against the wall. This was too much. She imagined her mother dressed in an orange jump suit. "Navid said he'd give us the money."

      Oliver asked. "Navid is your boyfriend? What's his last name?"

      She pictured her oldest brother standing with his arms crossed. She crossed her arms in response. "Now it's Hawke, but he grew up as Barampour."

      He made a tick with lips that he always made when judging her life. "Hawke? As in your friends?"

      She explained, "He's their half-brother and runs AMH. It's some computer company. He has the money to get Mom out. Dad too."

      "We'll keep that as a backup plan." His sigh told her plenty. Prison hadn't broken their pride, but at least he’d said yes. She was normally just like them but Navid took away her defenses. "It's too late to bail her out today. If our plan doesn’t work then I'll call you back."

      Good. Someone had clearly set up her family and for them to figure out what happened meant they’d need to adapt to reduced circumstances, working against a muddied name. At least they were out. "What about the others?"

      Oliver said, "Dylan, Jake and Beau are putting the clues together for a trail to follow, and we'll join them once our mom is out. We'll find who did this, sis, don’t worry. How are things are with you?"

      For the first time in her life when a crisis happened, she hadn’t had all her brothers. But Navid was larger than life and now her hero. "Bobby Carr attempted to kidnap me and kill Navid."

      "The idiot with the whiskey you tried to go to prom with?" Oliver's voice pitched higher.

      She pushed against the wall. "The one you scared off. He tried to kill Navid…"

      "What?" Oliver sounded like he'd fly down here and protect her whether she needed him now or not. "You can't just stop talking, sis. Are you okay?"

      "Yes." She'd sort out her feelings for Navid before her family interfered with her life. "Navid was heavily drugged but he still managed to knock him out. We're all fine now."

      Oliver quickly said, "How? As a doctor, sis, that doesn't sound normal."

      Navid's guilt over his past was what held him back. Her heart whispered that she needed to give him time over the horrible husband answer. She blinked and told her brother, "Navid's had special training. He knows how to fight."

      "I can't wait to meet your boyfriend—much better than that idiot Bobby Carr. Who knows? When we find who set us up, we might be able to use someone like him."

      For the first time in her life, her brother sounded as if he might respect a man she chose. Which made her wonder, too. "I can't wait to meet your wife."

      "Well. You’ll know her already, though I’ll let you see for yourself." His voice thinned. "The marriage thing isn’t going so good."

      Her gaze narrowed. Oliver, despite running around with various women he'd never take home, still deserved to fall in love and be happy. He was a good doctor, a good brother and a good guy under all that swagger. "How?"

      "We went home and she picked up her bible to read to me. I closed my eyes and went to sleep. She slammed out of the room."

      "Oh no."

      "But I think Logan's liking his wife."

      "Logan likes normal women." Oliver was the one who chose high maintenance females, over and over again. Logan's previous girlfriends were still a few of her friends, or at least were before she was publicly shamed for crimes her family would never do. "Oliver, the cover models you brought home never made you happy. What's your wife's name?" "

      He rattled off his answer like he'd practiced. "I told you. You’ll see her again, in person. However Logan's wife’s name is Hannah Hughes, the sister to Harrison Hughes, who guarded the Hawke parents a few months back."

      The Hawke family had connections everywhere. She shrugged. "Small world. Call me tomorrow no matter what and have the others call me too. I can't wait for you to get back home."

      "Okay. Don't go running against someone dangerous without checking in with me first. I can't lose any of you, not now."

      Spoken like her big brother. She hung up the phone and closed her eyes to pray that somehow they'd make it through this nightmare. She had to believe that. She opened her eyes and went back to the living area where everyone sipped more tea.

      Olivia immediately asked, "Elle, how was your brother?"

      She slumped in her seat. "He's out of jail, on bail. He and my brothers are working on a plan to help my mother get out next."

      Navid reached out and caressed her knee. "Elle, I already told you. Let me know a number and where to send, and I'll give you the money."

      She nodded her head and stared into his blue eyes. "My brothers are proud and don't want help, not yet."

      Tom added, "As a business, we can't officially help you, but privately Elle, I'll get you whatever you need. There was absolutely no way your parents were thieves. And something is up because none of my inquiries have been answered."

      She turned her head as her eyes misted. "Thanks. It's hard when everyone thinks the worst."

      Andrada stood up, walked over and hugged her. "None of us believe the charges. Your mother volunteered teaching Sunday school, and she'd never tolerate stealing a penny from anyone."

      Tears streamed down her face. Until she’d come here, she'd been so on edge that she hadn't had time to feel sorry or sad. Now she felt herself crying buckets that didn't stop. Andrada didn't seem to mind that her sleeve became wet.

      Eventually Elle heard Scarlett tell Navid, "Take care of Elle. She's been through a lot."

      "She deserves the best," Navid answered.

      The best meant she should choose who to be with, and she loved him. She choked back her tears. "Sorry. I didn't know I'd do that."

      Andrada slowly pulled back. "It's okay sweetheart. We're all glad you're staying with Navid."

      Elle glanced at Navid who said nothing. She wiped her eyes and nose with tissues. He placed his hand on her knee again and it felt like the warm sun after a cold day.

      "We’ve now had multiple cups of tea." Tom stood. "It’s good to know that you are all okay. Call us if you need anything."

      Scarlett added fast, "You seem happy with Elle, Navid. I’m so glad you listened to me. She’s good for you."

      Navid said nothing to Scarlett. His family all followed their father and Navid placed his hand on the lower part of her spine and escorted her to the door. They said goodbye individually to everyone and he closed the door. "This was a long day. Will you be all right if I go?"

      "For an hour? Sure." She pointed to his daughter who was passed out on the sofa. "Should we put Margo to bed?"

      He picked up his daughter and walked down the hall toward her bedroom. "I'll carry her, but please stay up for me. When I get home I want to talk to you."

      She followed him into Margo's bedroom. She needed to look her best when she told him how she felt. It would give her confidence. "Sure, I'll take a long shower."

      "Now that is a good image to have in my head." He slipped his daughter into bed.

      She ensured the blankets covered her properly before leaving, keeping the door ajar.

      Outside the room, Navid grabbed her and kissed her hard. Pressed against the wall her entire body ached for him.

      He let her go, breathing hard, staring down into her eyes. "Wait for me."

      "Okay." He didn’t have to ask twice.

      At the door, he winked at her and left.

      Her heart stirred. Navid was the one she loved. Would he run when she told him?
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      Elle closed Navid's bedroom door, ensuring they were alone. He’d been gone an hour and she’d showered in anticipation of all the places he might kiss. Her heart thundered in her chest. She’d tell him that she loved him.

      He held her in his arms and traced the outline of her body. "Do you want to use the handcuffs tonight?"

      Her eyes widened. "Not really, but a little rough and hard might be nice." She felt heat go to her cheeks, but she gazed into his blue eyes, took a breath and finished, "I loved what you did to me earlier with the rose petals. Maybe a little surprise. Did you want to?"

      His face darkened as he leaned forward. His lips were close to hers. "I want to please you and last time you asked for scarves."

      Her eyelids fluttered closed as he leaned forward and kissed her. Yes. His kiss set a small fire inside her and she wanted him. She wrapped her arms around his waist and held him as close as she could.

      When he ended the kiss, she said, "Well, just tell me what to do."

      He bit his lower lip and then let her go. Her arms were cold from where she’d held him, but he opened a drawer and found a small piece of black fabric. She had no idea what he wished to do, but she nodded.

      His fingers trailed her arm and goosebumps grew in his path, as he slipped her spaghetti strap of her white slip off her shoulder. He went behind her and tied the fabric around her face, covering her eyes.

      Her breath caught in her throat and adrenaline rushed through her as the lights dimmed. No man had ever dared thrill her like this. His slight shadow tickled her skin. He kissed her neck and ears as he said, "Get on the bed."

      "But I can't see." She didn’t move though she took in the delicious manly scent of him all around her.

      He slipped his fingers into her underwear and squeezed her backside. "Arguing?"

      "No sir." She laughed low. She'd never said sir to anyone in real life. She then took a few steps forward and hoped she climbed on the bed classy and not stumbling.

      At least she hadn't kicked anything.

      Navid was right behind her. He gently swatted her behind and she arched. He massaged her skin immediately. "Your ass slightly red is sexy."

      "Mhmm." She offered her butt so he'd do it again.

      He rolled down her underwear. "Say please."

      Again, he swatted her backside, squeezed and then massaged her. Her body ached for more. But then he didn't touch her. "Wh... please."

      After a tantalizing heart beat his hand caressed her flesh and her body revved as if prepping for a marathon.

      She heard a slight buzz. Before she could form the word to ask, she felt a slight vibration near her opening. She swallowed and nodded. He then pushed it inside her and she felt the vibrations of the machine.

      His other hand still gently played with her body, sending a sweet signal, everywhere. She licked her lips and said, "Wh... wow."

      A moment later she felt her silk rip off her body, leaving her naked and exposed.

      She reached out and touched Navid's strong abs as he sat straight up. She began to sit, but he turned the vibrator higher.

      Instead she arched, and he suckled her breast. Her body screamed yes and she lost the ability to think. She was his—heart, body and soul. "Yes."

      The intensity of his lips on her breasts and body combined with the slow buzz inside her began to send her into tremors of need. She somehow said, "Mmhmm."

      As a result he turned up the vibrator until she couldn't do anything but respond. Her entire body became a frenzied pleasure where all she could do was moan.

      Somehow she was aware that he’d turned his attention to her second breast, but she was lost in the crescendo of waves her body rode.

      Without warning, he pulled the vibrator out of her and reached up to take off the silk mask. Their gazes met and she saw desire in his blue eyes. She nodded and he pushed his hard organ deep within her.

      He filled her fully and much deeper than the machine. Again her body ached as he kissed her forehead. "I love you Elle."

      Wow. She never suspected this would happen, ever.

      "I love you too." Her heart swelled and her hands traced his body. "What changed your mind?"

      "I realized I agreed with Scarlett that you make me happy."

      "Don’t tell her that. She’ll be hard to be friends with if she gets smug."

      "I will only confide in you."

      "Me too." Then she was propelled over the edge, again and again while Navid joined her.

      The sound of the ocean in the distance woke her up. Elle had no idea she had even fallen asleep, but last night she'd orgasmed countless times.

      The sun would soon rise as yellow droplets of light appeared on the lightening ocean. She turned and let her body press against the strong shoulder of the man she loved. She sighed to herself and wondered out loud, "Where did you go last night?"

      "Wait. I bought you something. I’ll go get it." Navid jumped out of bed, completely naked. She blinked as she watched him head toward the door.

      Sanity returned to her slowly as she called out, "You don't..." He had closed the door behind him so she said to the empty room, "have to."

      The last thing she truly cared about was presents. Navid mattered more. She loved him and he loved her. A second later, the bedroom door opened and he slipped back inside. She reached out for him and massaged his back as he sat next to her in bed. "Navid, you didn't have to leave our bed."

      "I wanted to." He plopped the bag between her legs.

      She picked up the handle, but instead leaned closer to him. "So what did you get at the jewelry store?"

      He unhooked her hand and then directed her to open the bag. She felt two boxes as he said, "Two things. I know how much your mother's necklace means to you and in my culture jewelry is important."

      She picked both of the boxes up and shook them. Jewelry? "Well that makes me like your culture even more."

      She opened the first box and stared at the beautiful gold and diamond earrings with blue sapphires that helped shape tiny butterflies. "These match my necklace."

      He nodded. "I wasn't sure what to get so that's one. The other I picked out because I thought it would be good for you."

      She opened the black velvet box with the satin lining, in love with the modern cut square diamond surrounded by gold and an intricate rose design. This was clearly an engagement ring. She met his intense gaze. He didn't believe he'd be a good husband…she’d heard him say so. A buzz pulsed in her veins as she dared to hope. "What does this mean?"

      He lifted her hand, kissing the tips of her fingers. "It means I'm yours, Elle. I have been since you walked into my house. You’re going to have to decide what you want from me because I can't live without you. If you want to get married, I'll stand at your side forever."

      "So I decide?" She pointed at her heart while holding the ring.

      He nodded. "You and Margo are the only people in my heart that matter."

      The image of standing at an altar in a white dress beside Navid filled her with longing. She handed him the ring and her finger to put it on. "Yes. Let’s set a date for next June. That's a while away. I think you ought to at least meet my brothers and parents before we make this official, but I would like nothing else than to be your wife."

      He slid the diamond on her ring finger and she realized that with Navid, she had a place and a home that would be filled with love. She hugged him and then he kissed her as the sun dawned over the ocean, making everything bright blue. He traced the sunlight across her skin and said, "You brought light into my life, Elle."
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      Almost two weeks later, Elle sat on a beautiful blanket spun of silk and cotton that could double for a carpet as she set out some food from the basket.

      Next to them, Navid threw the ball with Margo and the sun beat down on the spring day.

      Scarlett's voice was first to pierce the air as she said, "So, you have a basket?"

      Elle looked over to her and waved at Navid's entire family, including his cousin Roxy and her new fiancé. She waved to them and set the next dish in the center. Their blanket was made for twenty people at least. She waved at all of them and said, "Please join us."

      Olivia came and placed four bottles of wine down on the blanket that they brought, along with a few glasses. "This is a gorgeous park. Is everyone here Iranian today?"

      Elle shook her head no and pointed. "I think that's a Girl Scout group in the next tent. The one after that I think is a women's club." They’d chosen this venue because TB Park was next to a lake and Navid liked the view.

      Another voice called Salam from behind. Elle turned around and saw Leila walking toward Navid, who stopped throwing the ball. Leila nodded at all of them. "Navid. Margo. Elle, it's good to see you all here."

      Navid put his arm around Tom’s shoulder. "Hey, Leila. This is my father and my entire family."

      "I'm happy for you. Have a good picnic. My family is a few places down if you want to visit for tea, any of you." Leila continued on the path and walked away.

      Navid winked at Margo who then went to her grandmother. Navid joined Elle in the center. Olivia immediately asked, "So why are we having a picnic, Navid? What's the significance?"

      Navid poured her a glass of wine and then offered it to her and his American family while he answered, "The thirteenth day after New Year’s is considered a very negative day. To combat the negativity and darkness that might come from being inside, we go outside and enjoy nature and the world provided to us."

      "According to my calendar," Scarlett said, "it's a picnic two weeks after Easter?"

      Navid's face paled as he placed more glasses on the tray to offer his guests. "Easter and New Years are not the same thing at all! Though it's argued that my people believed in one God before the Jews, but that's a whole debate I don't want to get into. I'm sure traditions mixed over the millennia. Let's just enjoy the park and the lake."

      Now that every guest had a glass of wine Elle slipped Navid a glass of his Persian chia seed drink made of rosewater, saffron, lemon, peppermint, sugar, water and chia seeds—she poured more for herself and Margo. Once they had their special drink, which was sweet without being overdone, she toasted her glass with her family.

      Olivia offered to clink glasses with her wine and said, "Let's also talk about your wedding! I'm hoping some of that beautiful sofreh you and Margo built are part of the wedding traditions."

      Elle met Navid's gaze and she smiled as she sipped her drink. She then winked at him, and turned to Olivia. "Different, but similar. I'm going to create a handout for my friends to understand the symbolism. I've been researching."

      Scarlett then added, "As long as you two are happy, the rest will fall into place and whatever happens, happens. But I’m glad my instincts about you two were spot on."

      Elle laughed. It was true. Who wouldn’t like having a picnic in the spring for the rest of her life? She sipped from her glass and took Navid's hand. He was her perfect match and she promised to be the best mom she could be as she stood next to a man she loved more than anyone else in the world.

      Thank you for reading. I hope you enjoyed Elle and Navid’s story as I did. The series might be over but you can read all about Elle’s family’s trouble in the Brothers-in-revenge stories. You can get Elle’s cousin Aaden’s story Irresistibly Lost on all retailers or you can get it FREE if you sign up for my newsletter.

      If you loved Tempting Navid, you’ll love the royal series of a small European country next to Italy in the Princes of Avce romances. The first book, Forbidden Crown is available for free in a modern day retelling of Cinderella where an insurance agent says yes to a Prince’s sudden proposal.

      And if you’re looking for a sweet family drama where characters continue to interact in one big family that needs romance to cure their upbringing, where the first book in the series is absolutely free Secret Crush!

      And to find out about new books, sign up for my newsletter: https://victoriapinder.com
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