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        “You can put that man in a suit, but he’ll never be tame.”

        One look at Jericho Forge, and I knew the rumors were true. He was a predator, and he had set his sights on me.

        I knew better than to bet more than I could afford to lose that night. I knew better than to bet myself. But desperation leads to bad decisions, and I thought there was no way I could lose.

        I was wrong. 

        Now I have no choice but to make a deal with the devil.

      

        

      
        Deal with the Devil is the first book in the Forge Trilogy. India and Jericho’s story continues in Luck of the Devil and concludes in Heart of the Devil, both available for preorder now by tapping on the titles.
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      When a billionaire walks into a room, you feel it. Especially if you’re the billionaire.

      I didn’t intend to be here tonight, but heads turn as I stride across the casino floor and try to block out the scent of tropical-perfumed air Jean Phillippe pumps into his jewel, La Reina de Ibiza.

      They know my name. Know my profile. They think they know everything about me, but they don’t.

      No one does.

      They don’t know I’d rather be on the deck of one of my ships, at the mercy of the open ocean, instead of surrounded by flashing lights and grating chimes indicating someone just won or lost a fortune.

      They’re here to gamble, and I’m here . . . I don’t know why the fuck I’m here. Call it curiosity. Call it a sixth sense. It doesn’t matter. All I know is that I don’t like it when someone tries to hide something from me.

      Like this high-stakes game tonight.

      Regardless of whether I’m in residence on my island, less than a mile away from Ibiza, Jean Phillippe sends me an invite to the private games. Always. He never misses an opportunity to bring more money into the casino’s bank. So why, of all the games played at these tables, would my old acquaintance neglect to invite me to this particular one?

      Because somebody doesn’t want me here.

      It won’t be the first time I’ve shown up where I wasn’t wanted. Luckily, I don’t give a fuck what people want.

      Jean Phillippe isn’t stupid, and he knows he’s risking more than my money at his casino if he’s deliberately hiding something from me. My displeasure has made more than one man wish he were dead.

      Ahead of me, the door to the private poker room closes an inch at a time. Once it’s closed, no more players can join the game.

      I pick up my pace and the crowd parts, making way for me. I walk without seeing any of them. They’re merely a blur of dark suit jackets and snowy-white shirts, interspersed with splashes of color from the women and more daring men.

      The slice of light spilling from the doorway narrows, and I clock the exact moment Jean Phillippe sees me. His grip tightens on the knob as his dark eyebrows shoot up toward his silvering hairline.

      In a moment, he recovers his composure, pulling his shoulders back and stepping around the door. It continues inching closed behind him as he pastes a smile on his face like he’s happy to see the biggest whale ever to step foot in this casino.

      The smile’s a lie, and we both know it.

      “My friend! I didn’t think you were in town tonight. I would’ve—”

      “Bullshit. You don’t want me here, and that tells me I need to be here. Don’t even think about closing that door.”

      Jean Phillippe’s movements still, but he can’t control the emotions playing out across his features. His brown eyes widen as he drops the French accent he intensifies around new marks. “It’s not like that, Forge. You know I wouldn’t—”

      “I’m playing tonight whether you want me here or not.”

      Jean Phillippe inhales sharply, and then exhales like a terminal patient accepting his fate. “This game isn’t one you—”

      “Move, or I’ll move you myself.”

      His chin drops toward his chest. “It wasn’t personal, mon ami,” he says as he steps away from the opening.

      I walk through the doorway and stop dead.

      What the fuck is he doing here?

      Bastien de Vere. The entitled trust-fund prick who got away with murder. Literally.

      The hot burn of rage blazes from the pit of my gut until I shut it down. Stone cold. That’s the only way I can keep myself from killing him with my bare hands.

      Death by a thousand cuts. That’s how I’ve made him suffer for fifteen years, and I’ll do it until the day I finally end him. That day is coming, I promise myself. The de Veres’ money and influence won’t last forever. I’m draining it away one penny at a time.

      When de Vere catches sight of me at the door, his shoulders brace and his mouth flattens into a hard line. “Invitation-only game, Forge. And you weren’t invited.”

      The blonde next to him stiffens as de Vere says my name. Even with her head down and no glimpse of her face, she’s stunning. Honey-gold curls lay over her bare, tanned shoulders, leading a man right to her generous tits.

      Fuck. Me.

      She can’t be one of de Vere’s regulars, or I would have already stolen her from him. Unless . . . no, he couldn’t have managed to hide a piece that fine. He’d be showing her off right and left. That means she has to be a new conquest. Maybe someone he’s trying to impress at the table . . .

      Which gives me one more reason to stay and take every penny of his trust fund he’s willing to wager tonight.

      “I don’t need an invitation.” I look to Jean Phillippe. “Do I?”

      “No. No, sir. Of course not. You’re always welcome at La Reina’s tables.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      De Vere glares at me, and I look away from him to scan the rest of the players standing in the room, giving them each a nod. What I see tells me my gut instinct was 100 percent right.

      Something big is going down here.

      Sheikh Ahmed Al Jabal, the oil billionaire whose superyacht I’ve docked next to in Monte Carlo before, nods back at me. He’s a decent enough player, but one with more money than skill, which makes him my favorite kind.

      “Mr. Forge, I hope you brought the money of mine you took in Monaco.”

      “All that and more, sir.”

      “Very good.”

      I shift my attention to the next man—Alejandro Cruz, the American tech billionaire who fancies himself a poker player of the highest order, but mostly just bluffs because he knows more about coding than he does about cards.

      Cruz sits straighter in his chair. “It’s been a while, Forge. Thought you’d decided never to come back to land.”

      “The company is better out to sea.”

      Cruz guffaws. “I wouldn’t doubt that. Good to see you, and it’ll be even better to win some of your money.”

      “Jericho Forge. My old . . . what to call you? Not a friend,” says Dmitri Belevich, a Russian whose ties to the Bratva keep the police from asking too many questions about his luxe playboy lifestyle on Ibiza.

      “Always a pleasure, Belevich.”

      The net worth of these men would add up to more than the GDP of a few small countries combined, which means that my failure to get an invitation to this game is entirely by design. De Vere’s design.

      That fuck.

      I’m happy to ruin his plans for the night.

      “I trust there are no objections to me joining the game, gentlemen.” It’s a statement, not a question.

      “I have no problem taking your money, Forge.” This comes from Belevich.

      Cruz and the sheikh both shake their heads, which brings my attention back to de Vere and the woman. He moves in front of her as if trying to shield her from me.

      And he should. Because when it comes to Bastien de Vere, I have no qualms about taking everything he cares about. But who the hell is she? If she were just arm candy, she wouldn’t be allowed a seat at the table, and the stack of chips in front of her says she’s here to play.

      She could be a party favor he planned to use to distract the other men to give himself an advantage. He wouldn’t be the first to employ such a basic tactic.

      “I ob—” de Vere tries to speak, but I cut him off.

      “No one gives a shit what you want, de Vere, especially me.” I step around him to get a better look at the woman.

      I stop beside Cruz, who stands behind the seat next to her. Finally, she looks up, and her vivid purple-blue eyes deliver a punch to my gut—along with a tidal wave of recognition.

      India Baptiste. The former darling of the poker circuit, and the woman who is almost as famous for her royal flush over full house win as she is for telling Bastien de Vere to go fuck himself in front of a roomful of poker royalty.

      When I heard the story, I was amused and intrigued, but not enough to care beyond the entertainment value of de Vere being humiliated. After seeing her in the flesh? Intrigued is only the beginning.

      I nod at the chair in front of Cruz. “You don’t mind sitting on the other side of the table, do you?”

      The dark-haired man smirks. “You want to sit next to Queen Midas? Go right ahead. I’ll probably play better if I don’t.”

      Queen Midas. An apt nickname for a woman who turns her seemingly shitty poker hands to gold with almost legendary regularity.

      A ruthless smile tugs at my lips, but I quash it in favor of studying her the way I would anything else I plan to acquire—like it’s already mine.

      Her gold dress wraps around curves that make a man want to revert to the days when pirates pillaged enemy ships and took what and who they wanted. Because I would definitely fucking take her. Lock her in my cabin. Eradicate every single thought of Bastien de Vere from her brain. She’ll be another trophy I will take from him. Just like I’ve taken everything else that matters to him, one piece at a time.

      “Unless you have an objection, Ms. Baptiste, I’m joining the game.”

      Her indigo eyes flash with heat at my dare, and the fire behind her sharp stare intensifies.

      As a rule, women don’t challenge me. Ever. My billion-dollar portfolio wipes away all pretense of playing hard to get. India Baptiste’s refusal to look away while she considers how to respond will be her downfall.

      Tonight just got a hell of a lot more interesting, and I know exactly how it’s going to end. With the woman Bastien de Vere wants in my bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            India

          

        

      

    

    
      No. No. No. This can’t be happening. He can’t be here.

      As I stare into Forge’s endless dark gaze, I want to squeeze my eyes shut or at least look away, but I can’t. Instead, I plaster a bored smile on my face as I take a measured breath that’s supposed to be steadying, pretending to consider whether I want him in the game, let alone sitting beside me.

      Instead of calming me, the cloying sweet-scented air of La Reina casino nauseates me. Or maybe that’s because it’s taking everything I have to keep my composure, and I’m already on the verge of losing my shit. I can’t let anyone see how much effort it takes for me to keep myself together, especially Forge.

      I’m the professional here. The only professional here.

      With that reminder, I take another slow breath as I study the man who could ruin all my carefully orchestrated plans.

      “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced, Mr. . . .” I trail off, pretending I don’t know his name. Total bullshit, and a ploy to take him down a peg. It probably won’t work, but at least it buys me a few moments of time.

      Unless he knows I’m already bluffing. There can’t be many people in Ibiza who don’t know exactly who Jericho Forge is, which is exactly why I didn’t want him here.

      I’ve watched him play before. Actually, I’m pretty sure everyone on the poker circuit has, because although he’s not a professional card player, he’s a professional victor. I’ve seen him strip every chip from the stacks in front of men at the table with him like a vulture picking clean the bones of a carcass alongside the road.

      Not tonight, though. That’s my job.

      “Jericho Forge,” he says as he holds out a hand. Next to me, I feel Bastien stiffen with fury as I reach to take it. “It’s a pleasure.”

      Bastien’s animosity escalates to rage as Forge lifts my hand to his lips. But he doesn’t kiss it. Instead, he turns my hand over to glance at my palm.

      Shivers emanate from every shred of contact, to the point where my arm threatens to tremble in his hold. My lungs burn with the breath I’m holding, waiting for him to release me.

      “I don’t see any magic here. How do you manage to turn everything to gold?”

      I tug my fingers out of his grip, desperate to escape his charged touch, and retract my arm. Discreetly, I exhale and roll my eyes.

      “I see my reputation precedes me.” I keep my tone even.

      One of his dark eyebrows quirks up. “And I don’t believe mine doesn’t.”

      A cold knot tightens into my gut, but I don’t let a single flicker of emotion cross my face.

      He’s already calling me on a bluff, and we haven’t even started playing the game.

      This is why I didn’t want him here. People have claimed Forge has an uncanny ability for sensing the truth, an ability that borders on eerie. I didn’t believe them until now.

      Doesn’t matter. I have to play. Have to win.

      I promised myself I’d never gamble out of desperation again. Which means I lied to myself. Again. Never before has a poker game been more important. Never before have I had more on the line.

      Ten million dollars in ten days.

      That’s the ultimatum I was given three days ago, and if I don’t meet the terms . . . That knot in my stomach twists at the horrific consequences.

      I will win. I have to. I don’t have a choice.

      Normally, I steer clear of Bastien in the same way I steer clear of every entitled British douchebag on this island, but I needed him to use his connections to assemble the players I personally handpicked. Men with deep pockets. Men who won’t think twice about throwing down the cash I need. Men whose playing I’ve studied for hours, learning their tells and exactly how to beat them.

      And then Jericho Forge shows up like a goddamned wild card, blowing up all my perfectly laid plans.

      Because of Bastien.

      “Sorry to disappoint you, Mr. Forge. Apparently, your reputation isn’t as pervasive as you thought.”

      “No disappointment, Ms. Baptiste. If anything, it makes you even more intriguing.”

      Great. Just what I don’t want to hear.

      “I have no problem with you joining the game, sir, but I am ready to start. Take your seat if you’re playing.” As I sit, I nod at the chair Cruz vacated for him, in an attempt to kill the conversation.

      To my right, Bastien’s hand grazes my knee, and I brush him off. The last thing I need is for these two sworn enemies to be tugging at me like well-dressed junkyard dogs fighting over a bone.

      No one in Ibiza could possibly be unaware of their bad blood, although the cause of it is only whispered about in hushed tones and the story constantly changes. It’s become something of an urban legend on this island. Because I’ve done my best to avoid Bastien and everything related to him after the first time he made a fool of me, I didn’t listen very closely.

      From the way Jericho Forge stares at me as he decides how to reply, I wish I had.

      I’m used to the looks I get from men, especially when I put on a dress like this—formfitting, shiny, and 100 percent designed to distract them from their cards and wagers. But that’s not the kind of look I get from Forge. It’s like he doesn’t even see the gold dress. His ruthless stare strips me bare. Like he knows all my secrets and everything I have on the line tonight, which is impossible. No one can know how desperate I am.

      Confidence is my most valuable asset, and I won’t let him take that from me. I won’t let anyone take that from me.

      “Indeed, let’s get started. I’m more than ready.”

      The rumble of his voice ripples through me like an aftershock of an earthquake.

      I can’t let him affect me like this. I can’t let him affect me at all.

      But still, I can’t help but think of the stories I’ve heard about how ruthless he is at the negotiating table, and even more so on the deck of one of his legion of cargo ships. More pirate than CEO. That’s how people describe him, and he looks the part. His shiny black hair brushes his white collar, and a thick gold hoop pierces one of his ears.

      I turn my attention away from Forge, but I still feel the intensity of his examination as he pulls out the chair and lowers his broad-shouldered form into it. Heat radiates through the fabric of his perfectly-tailored suit jacket, like he’s more beast than man.

      I swing my hair over my left shoulder as if it’s going to create some kind of buffer. A girl can hope. Maybe looking away from a predator isn’t the smartest thing I could do, but right now, I have no choice. I have to center myself and prepare for the game ahead.

      I’m not here to play. I’m here to win.

      “Million-dollar buy-in, Forge. But that’s pocket change to you, right?” Bastien’s drawl has a mocking edge to it as he reaches out to rest his arm along the back of my chair.

      I keep my shoulders straight, trying not to make it obvious that I’m avoiding his touch, but Forge misses nothing.

      “Mummy and Daddy give you a big enough allowance to cover yours, de Vere?” Forge asks, his deep voice turning into a growl.

      The other men at the table chuckle at the jab, no doubt sending Bastien’s temper into dangerous territory.

      “Excellent! We shall begin.” Jean Phillippe, who I’m pretty sure has been holding his breath this whole time, claps and waves the dealer over to the table.

      Before she can sit, Forge waves her off. “Fernando or Armand. Your choice, but the game doesn’t happen without one of them dealing.”

      “Not your call, Forge,” Bastien snaps.

      I lean back in my chair, wishing I could move to any other seat at the table, because I feel like a stupid fish caught between the snapping jaws of two sharks.

      Forge looks around the table. “Any objections, gentlemen?” His flinty gaze finally lands on me. “Ms. Baptiste?” The edge in his voice challenges someone to contradict him, but no one, not even the sheikh, dares.

      Anka was my choice for dealer, because she’s one of the few I can be assured won’t get flustered by the men in the room and somehow screw up the cards.

      Pick your battles, Indy. Just focus on taking his money.

      Jean Phillippe motions for Anka to leave the room. “Get Armand. He’s at table twelve.”

      Forge leans back into the chair beside me, his broad shoulders covering every inch of it. At first, I thought it was a show of dominance to have Cruz move, but now I think it’s because he wanted a clear view of the door rather than having his back to it.

      Habit? Afraid someone’s going to slide a stiletto between his shoulder blades? Probably a viable threat, although I can’t imagine anyone having the audacity to try.

      Armand enters the room moments later with sealed decks of cards and holds them out for inspection. Everyone at the table nods, but Armand’s attention is solely on the pirate of a man beside me.

      Forge doesn’t have to say a single thing to own the room. He’s already taken control of it, and every man within these walls looks to him for direction.

      My confident mask threatens to slip in the face of his commanding presence, but I force it back into place.

      I give all of them a dazzling smile. A smile that has come before relieving plenty of other men of their fortunes.

      Which is exactly what I’m going to do tonight. Including Jericho Forge’s.

      I have no other choice.

      Except, I should have known this game wouldn’t be like any other I’ve ever played.
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      India Baptiste can wrap that decadent body in gold, but she’s not as good at hiding her desperation as she wants to be. Or maybe she can from every other man in the room, but not from me—and not from Bastien de Vere.

      He senses it, and that’s why he’s finally gotten up the balls to go in for the kill. She doesn’t realize it, though. She thinks she’s playing him just like she’s playing all the men at this table who can’t stop staring at her tits.

      De Vere’s downfall? As always—me.

      If he wants her, I’m taking her. That’s the way we operate. That’s the only reason he didn’t want me here tonight. He knew I’d see through him and revel in ripping her straight from his clutches.

      One mystery solved. One more way to make him suffer.

      He may never fully know the intense pain of loss like he inflicted on me, but I won’t stop until I’ve exhausted every possible avenue for making his life miserable.

      And now he’s introduced a new variable to the table. It’s unfortunate for India Baptiste, but she should have known better than to keep company with a murderer.

      I shut down my thoughts about de Vere as Jean Phillippe sets a tray of chips in front of me. It takes me only a few seconds to count them and nod at him.

      Cruz claps his hands. “Let’s do this.”

      “Blinds, please.”

      The sheikh and Cruz ante up as Armand shuffles and deals the cards. I watch his movements carefully, even though he’s one of the two dealers I trust in this place. Then again, no one is completely trustworthy.

      He slides each of us two cards across the green baize, and the atmosphere of the room charges as everyone surveys their hand. “Bets please.”

      Cruz glances at me, but I keep my head lowered. From the way his gaze darts around the table, he’s already nervous. Perfect.

      One by one, we all throw our chips in. The woman beside me plays smart, and everything I’ve heard about her skills tells me that she’s not using even a quarter of them yet, despite her single-minded intensity.

      Did de Vere organize the game for her? It would make sense. I don’t believe for a moment that she didn’t know who I am. Which makes me wonder if she was the one who didn’t want me here.

      As if on my command, India looks up, taking stock of the rest of the table, but her blue eyes don’t make it all the way to me. She cuts back to her cards like I don’t exist.

      I watch her through the flop, the turn, and the river.

      She’s not easy to read, but then again, I wouldn’t expect a pro to have tells you can spot from the minute play begins.

      We all show our cards, and I win the first hand. Only then does she meet my gaze.

      “Congratulations, Mr. Forge.” Her tone is cool and even, and you’d think she was the dealer and had no skin in the game.

      What an excellent little actress. I file the information away as we venture into the next few rounds.

      De Vere rakes a small pot on the second hand, and India takes the third and fourth, winning just enough to lead the other men into deeper play out of sheer competitive natures. She loses the fifth to de Vere and leans forward on her elbows, finally using that dress and her tits to distract.

      Cruz and the sheikh are fucked. It’s like they haven’t seen a woman in a decade. The Russian isn’t immune either. His pale blue eyes keep shifting to her when he should be paying attention to the other men.

      Two hours pass like minutes, and she’s flexing her wings, playing the men at the table like the well-skilled competitor she is.

      She doesn’t look at me anymore, purposely staying out of the hands I play. She also doesn’t direct my way any of her flirty banter that she wields like a weapon. If she’s purposely trying to ignore me, she’s doing an excellent job.

      It won’t last long.

      Her disinterest only piques my curiosity further. She should know better, but then again, she doesn’t know me.

      No one knows me. No one ever will.

      That’s how I like it.

      “You’re on quite the streak, aren’t you, Ms. Baptiste?”

      Her chin tilts in my direction as de Vere glares at me for daring to address her.

      Did you really think she’d stay yours after you brought her here tonight, de Vere? I don’t voice the question aloud, because I already know the answer.

      He planned out exactly how he thought this night would go, but he didn’t plan on me. You’d think he’d learn. But then again, it makes my mission easier when he continues to underestimate me due to my lack of blue-blooded pedigree.

      “I’m enjoying the game, Mr. Forge. Just like everyone else at the table,” India replies with an emotionless smile.

      “I’m not sure everyone’s enjoying it quite so much as you.” I nod to the stack of chips growing in front of her, trying to unsettle her again. I’ve been looking for her tell since the first hand, but I’ve yet to spot it.

      She leans back in her chair, a confident mask settling over her features. She’s managed to blunt the desperation from earlier, and I can only assume it’s because she’s gaining ground.

      She has to have a tell. Digging into my memories, I vaguely recall someone saying she almost won the World Series of Poker, but someone outbluffed her. That someone had to have figured her out.

      The play turns even deeper. Piles of chips rise and fall around the green baize table, most of them finding a home in front of either me or her. Cruz salivates over India, even as she takes his chips from him, stack by stack. She has to be up a few million by now.

      She leans back in her chair again, and this time, her lips purse as she watches the sheikh place his bet. As soon as he does, her mouth firms into a thin line.

      “Two million,” de Vere says, pushing his stacks of chips into the middle of the table, and once again, Indy’s pursed lips flatten.

      Belevich drags his gaze from her tits to his cards and she stills, schooling her expression.

      “I’m out,” he says with a shake of his head, and her pout relaxes.

      It can’t be that easy.

      The sheikh and Cruz follow suit, tossing in their cards as I keep my posture rigid, not letting on what I’ve just discovered about our resident cardsharp.

      The sheikh rises from his seat. “I’ve lost enough tonight. I’ll leave you to finish your game.” He nods to Jean Phillippe. “Thank you for your hospitality. I think it’s time I return to tables that don’t drain my resources so effectively.”

      India watches him leave, and a brief flash of panic skates across her expression. She needed his money. But why? It’s a mystery I’ll solve sooner rather than later.

      De Vere isn’t watching me as I eye my chips. He’s not watching anyone but India. He wants her with almost as much desperation as she wants to win. It’s going to make taking her from him all the sweeter.

      “I’m calling your bluff, Bastien,” she says as she pushes her stacks of chips into the center of the table.

      Bastien’s gaze narrows on his cards and his fingers flex.

      Idiot.

      India’s right. He’s bluffing.

      And I know exactly how this game is going to end.
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      I’m almost there. The chips are on the table in front of me, and with this last pot, I’ll have a solid portion of what I need.

      Only two men stand in my way, and Bastien is full of shit. Which leaves Forge, the only one I can’t read.

      He has the power to destroy everything, and I’m praying to anyone who will listen that he doesn’t. It’s a naive thought at best, and a stupid one at worst. But right now, all I have are hopes and prayers to help me bring this home.

      I purposely slow my breathing, trying to keep myself focused and calm. I’m so close.

      “Action is to you, Mr. Forge,” Armand says, and I keep those prayers rolling.

      I need this money more than any of them. It’s the only way I can save her. Please, please don’t let me fail.

      I should have known better than to think any divine power would listen.

      Forge looks at the chips in front of me, and I swear I see the glimmer of victory reflected in his gaze before he goes in for the kill, pushing every stack of chips in front of him to the center of the table.

      “Raise.”

      No. No. No.

      My heart tumbles in my chest as my stomach drops to the floor.

      “Ms. Baptiste, back to you.”

      I flatten my cards out on the table and look to the corner where Jean Phillippe sits.

      “Jean Phillippe, a word?”

      He rises and comes toward me. “Yes, Ms. Baptiste?”

      “I seem to need a line of credit this evening,” I say, my voice low.

      “We’re only playing what’s on the table tonight, Indy,” Bastien says, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms over his chest. “You made the rule.”

      Goddamn you, Bastien, I curse silently. You’re going to cost me everything, all because I refuse to sleep with you.

      My chin dips. I do another mental tally of my chips, but it’s pointless. I don’t have enough, and the side pot won’t even come close to what I need to win.

      “Then I guess that means . . .” My heart clogs my throat, and I can barely get out the words I need to speak. The words of defeat.

      “You’re not done yet,” Forge says.

      After an entire night of purposely avoiding the man, I turn to face him. “What do you mean?”

      “We’re not playing by casino rules . . . only our own, correct?”

      I have no idea what the hell Forge is getting at, but I can’t imagine it’s going to help me.

      “Correct,” I reply, caution underlying my tone.

      His gaze drops to the space in front of me. “Then you can play whatever’s on the table.”

      I look down to see the condensation dripping from my untouched champagne flute . . . and the keycard beside it. The keycard for the suite Jean Phillippe comped me for tonight.

      Oh, fuck no. Just no.

      Silently, I meet Forge’s dark gaze without blinking. He doesn’t even bother to try to hide the hunger in it. There’s no question what he wants.

      Me.

      “You can’t be serious,” I say, but we both know it’s a waste of breath. Forge has probably never joked in his entire life. And now he wants to put a monetary value on my room key and have me toss it in the pot?

      “You fucking bastard,” Bastien says with hatred practically incinerating his words.

      Forge’s attention cuts to Bastien, and the triumph in his gaze tells me exactly what his goal has been all night. Destroy Bastien through any means necessary, including taking away the one thing he wants more in this room than money—me.

      “I’m not a whore.” I force out the words from between clenched teeth.

      Forge’s gaze shifts to me. “Whores don’t get millions for a night with me.”

      Chills shoot down my spine, and they have nothing to do with the air-conditioning being on full blast. No, they have everything to do with my all-too-vivid imagination conjuring images of a night with the untamable Jericho Forge. Him slipping this dress off my body. Gripping my hair. Taking my lips. Sliding between my legs. Moving over me as I dig my nails into his shoulders.

      My nipples peak, and I slam my eyes shut. It doesn’t help. The scene plays like a movie in my head.

      I knew when he walked in the room that he was dangerous on every level, and I wasn’t wrong. Everything about Jericho Forge screams to me to run in the other direction.

      I shouldn’t be affected by him. But there’s no arguing the truth.

      I open my eyes and stare the man down before making the only real choice I have left. I lift my hand from the edge of the table, and like I’m moving through quicksand, my fingers hover over the keycard.

      There’s no going back if I do this.

      I have to win.

      I don’t have to look down at my cards to see the full house I’m holding. I haven’t been bluffing.

      I will win.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            Forge

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as her pink-tipped finger touches the keycard, a surge of something primal charges through my veins.

      Victory. Need. Possession.

      I’m an unapologetically acquisitive man. If India Baptiste had stayed off my radar, I never would have known I wanted her. But she didn’t, and now she’s going to be mine.

      I can already feel her smooth skin under my fingertips. Taste the salt from the sea air as my tongue traces the thundering pulse at her neck. Hear her voice break as she begs me for more . . .

      With every bit of self-control I have, I push those thoughts from my mind.

      I watch for the tell as she pushes the card into the center of the table.

      “Fine. I call.”

      Nothing.

      She’s not bluffing.

      The three of us turn over our cards.

      De Vere chokes as he leans forward, his jaw practically hitting the space in front of him.

      “No fucking way,” Cruz says softly.

      The Russian chuckles.

      But I don’t give a single fuck about any of them. I’m waiting for her response. That’s the only thing that matters right now.

      A shocked exhalation escapes India’s lips. “No. No. That can’t be possible.”

      I rise from the table where my straight flush crushes India’s full house.

      I won.

      She’s mine.

      “Jean Phillippe, collect my chips. I have more important things to worry about for the rest of the evening.”

      I retrieve the keycard from the center of the table and step toward the door, then hold out my arm.

      “Ms. Baptiste. After you.”
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      I lost.

      I lost.

      I lost.

      The realization hammers through me as I stare at Jericho Forge’s jacket sleeve and tanned hand. My mouth goes as dry as the Sahara, and my knees shake as I rise from my seat.

      I bet myself and I lost.

      I’ve done a million reckless things in my life. BASE jumping in Italy. Skydiving in Dubai. Sneaking into a royal wedding, just to prove that I could.

      But never something so reckless as this.

      Above all, I know my self-worth. And now I’ve whored myself out to a man who only pushed me to bet myself because he knows that Bastien wants me.

      I shake my head. As soon as Forge walked into the room, I went from a player to a pawn at the poker table. All over bad blood that has nothing to do with me.

      I want to tell them both to fuck off and run out the door. But I can’t.

      I lost, and I never renege on a bet. Not paying my losses to Jericho Forge would mean kissing my entire career good-bye. No one would ever let me sit a game again.

      One night. It’s only one night, I remind myself. Surely, I can survive it.

      But my reputation may not. If this gets out . . .

      Who would ever take playing poker seriously with the girl who bet herself and lost?

      I’m damned either way.

      I look at Bastien, the person I desperately want to blame for all of this, but I can’t. I asked for his help. That was my choice. I brought this on myself.

      I meet the gazes of every man in the room but Forge. “Gentlemen, I trust that none of you will speak a word about what happened in this room tonight.”

      Cruz nods solemnly.

      “Of course. You insult me to think otherwise,” Belevich says.

      Bastien’s scowl darkens before his expression turns mocking. “You’d like to think that, wouldn’t you?”

      I open my mouth, but before I can speak, heat hits my back in the form of a body.

      “You won’t say a fucking word.” Forge’s commanding tone raises goose bumps along my bare shoulders and arms.

      “Is that right?” Bastien asks, and I want to slap him for trying to taunt Forge.

      “Try me, de Vere. I dare you.”

      New chills ripple down my limbs at the threat Forge delivers so easily—and yet there’s no question of its gravity. I wouldn’t put anything past someone rumored to be as ruthless as Forge.

      And now I have to spend the night with him.

      Bastien’s lips curl up into a sardonic grin. “Enjoy your toy for the night, Forge. Try not to break her. I’ll be ready to remind her what a real man is like as soon as you’re done.”

      That fucking asshole. He sits with his ankle crossed over a knee, talking shit while someone’s life hangs in the balance. Not that he knows what hangs in the balance. Because I would never trust him enough.

      I should have known better than to ask Bastien for help.

      I shouldn’t have been so cocky at the table.

      I should have called off the game as soon as Forge showed up and upset my carefully constructed plan.

      But I didn’t. Now I have to live with the consequences.

      Ten million in seven days or else . . .

      Forge’s massive hand curves around my hip and splays across my belly, cutting off any semblance I have of rational thought. With a single move, he pulls me back against his chest, and it feels like every inch of his body has been carved from granite.

      “There won’t be anything left for you when I’m done, de Vere.”

      My brain is a scattered mess as Forge guides me out of the room. Shock. Disbelief. Overwhelming despair. They all rip through me as his hand slides from my belly to my hip as he walks me toward the elevator.

      The elevator.

      That will take us up to my room.

      The room that opens with the key that he won.

      I freeze a dozen feet away from the double doors, and he immediately stops beside me.

      For the first time since we left the card room, Forge looks down, those stormy eyes scanning my face as if he’s trying to see inside my head.

      From all the rumors floating around about this man, one might almost be convinced that he can read minds.

      My mind goes blank as my body absorbs his presence. His intoxicating scent. It’s too much.

      “Second thoughts?” Forge asks, the bass-toned pitch of his voice cutting through the din of the crowded casino.

      Second thoughts? That comment disproves the mind-reading rumor. I passed second thoughts before we stepped out of the card room.

      I knew what I was doing. I was so damn sure I would win tonight. I considered all the angles.

      Except him.

      I fucked up. Big time. And it might cost my sister her life.

      “I don’t think second thoughts quite describes what I’m thinking,” I tell him, keeping my tone calm, even as my brain spirals downward to the potential consequences of my actions.

      “Stop thinking then.” His order is simple, but effective, and he takes another step to direct me toward the elevator.

      Stop thinking?

      No. I can’t. I’ve lived the last fourteen years with only my wits, and not thinking is the last thing I need to do. But I can stop overthinking.

      Pause. Rewind.

      He won my room key. That’s it.

      Not me. Not my body. Not my mind.

      Just my fucking room key.

      I go stiff and he waits, his gaze narrowing on my face. Forge says nothing, presumably waiting for me to say something. Well, he won’t have to wait long because I’ve no shortage of things to say to him right now, starting with . . .

      “You overplayed your hand. You didn’t win me, Forge. You won a hotel-room key.” I nod toward the jacket pocket where he slipped it. “Enjoy the room with my compliments. I have other things to do this evening.”

      With my chin high and my shoulders straight, I step away from him, congratulating myself on outplaying the player and immediately thinking about how quickly I can put together another game.

      I make it exactly one step before his hand wraps around my wrist.

      “I don’t think so, Indy.”

      His use of my nickname pisses me off. “Only my friends call me that. You are not a friend.”

      Something flits across his harsh features. The dark stubble of his five o’clock shadow adds to the piratical look with his severe jawline and rough-hewn cheekbones. I don’t know the man well enough to know what it is, and I don’t want to know.

      “But de Vere is?”

      “That’s what all this is about, isn’t it? The pissing match between you two?”

      His expression goes blank and, beneath the stubble, his jaw shifts.

      “You needed to win tonight. I don’t need to know why to see how desperate you were in there. I’m guessing you need another game now. You’re probably already trying to figure out how to put one together and where you’re going to come up with your stake. But no one, and I mean no one, is going to let you sit a game when I let it be known that you didn’t honor your debt to me.”

      I already know he’s right, but it doesn’t stop me from swallowing the saliva pooling in my mouth, and wishing the heat of his touch and his stare weren’t causing equally heated reactions in other areas of my body.

      I cannot be turned on by this high-handed, dictatorial behavior. I can’t.

      Another lie to myself.

      “What exactly do you want from me, Mr. Forge?” For the first time all night, I get a reaction out of him that’s something beyond his stony-faced stare.

      One corner of his mouth curls up, and it’s like the hand-painted ceilings of the casino cracked open and light shined down from the heavens. Well, maybe not exactly, but close.

      A half smile from Jericho Forge does more than unleash heat. My nipples peak against the bodice of my dress, and without a bra, there’s nothing I can do to hide my body’s traitorous reaction to him.

      “You’re not ready for an answer to that question, Ms. Baptiste.”

      Something about the timbre of his voice and the absolute certainty in every word releases another wave of concerning reactions. It’s like he’s already playing my body, almost better than he played me at the table, and he hasn’t so much as moved his hand.

      I have to make a stand. Say something rational. Demand answers. Even if it’s only to prove I can.

      “Why? Why me? Why tonight?”

      Forge’s hooded gaze drops to my cleavage, and I feel more exposed than ever in this dress.

      “Because de Vere wants you, and I enjoy taking things away from him.”

      My bottom lip drops. “That’s it? It’s really, truly only about Bastien?”

      I don’t know why, but that pisses me off even more. Maybe because some part of me—a stupid part—wanted him to want me for me. Not because of some ridiculous grudge.

      “You should be more careful about the company you keep.”

      A loud burst of harsh laughter from beyond our bubble tears Forge’s attention off my face.

      Bastien.

      He’s twenty yards away and pretending to laugh with Jean Phillippe while he glares daggers at Forge.

      “We’ll finish this discussion in your room. I’m not having it here.”

      My gaze snaps back to Forge’s rock-hard features. “And if I say no?”

      “I’ll throw you over my shoulder and try every room in this fucking hotel until the keycard opens one.”

      I can imagine him throwing me over his shoulder like the pirate I thought he resembled earlier. Especially because I know not a single soul in this entire building will be able to protect me from him.

      An inappropriate curl of lust has me shifting in my Prada pumps. Do I really want to be protected from him? Would I run into Bastien or Jean Phillippe’s arms to escape him?

      No.

      My gut says I can’t trust either of them any more than I can trust Forge. And wasting time acting like a terrified virgin isn’t going to help me win the money I need any faster. I need tonight over and done with. I have to come up with a new plan.

      I level a stare on Forge. “I’ll go with you, but I won’t hesitate to call every law enforcement agency and media outlet in the entire damn world if you touch me without my consent ever again.”

      This time, both corners of his mouth turn up in a smirk.

      “That’s not a concession you needed to ask for, but I’ll give it to you anyway. Let’s go.”
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      I have to give her credit. She’s a bold woman, hanging on to the tatters of her pride with a scrappy strength that helps me form an opinion of her character.

      She’s also reckless as hell, which for some reason piques my interest in her even more. A woman willing to take these kinds of risks should have few inhibitions when it comes to everything I want from her.

      From the blue fire in her gaze to the incensed set of her lips, I can tell she’d rather be anywhere but near me, but her body tells a different story.

      She shifts in her fuck-me heels, and her nipples are hard enough to cut glass. I know when a woman is interested, even despite herself, and India Baptiste is fighting a losing battle.

      Drop your guard, and I can show you a whole new world.

      The stubborn set of her shoulders says she won’t, at least not without encouragement. Or manipulation.

      Women aren’t as complicated as the world makes them out to be. Watch them. Listen to them. Learn them. Use your knowledge to get what you want. Every human is capable of being manipulated, and India Baptiste will be no different.

      Inside the elevator, the floral aroma isn’t as strong, and I finally get a hint of the spicy perfume she wears. Audacious, just like her. The urge to rinse her clean to get to the true scent of India’s skin takes me by surprise.

      She’s not special. She’s just a pawn in a game to fuck with de Vere. Don’t forget it.

      I remind myself of what matters, but somehow it doesn’t eradicate the desire to strip her bare and find out what really drew de Vere to this woman. I see the surface appeal. Thick blond hair, indigo eyes, a body that has enough curves to stop traffic. But that’s not the whole picture, because there are dozens, if not hundreds, of women who fit that description, passing through Ibiza.

      She humiliated de Vere years ago when she shot him down publicly, but for some reason, he hasn’t given up wanting her, and he hid it well enough to escape my notice. Which means one of two things—either he can’t resist the challenge of her, like any other man. Or she’s the kind of woman who makes a man think long and hard about what he wouldn’t do to possess her.

      Either way, it doesn’t make a damn bit of difference. Clearly, de Vere still wants her, and that’s enough reason for me to take her and break her so that he’ll never have her.

      Perverse? Fuck yes.

      Do I give a damn? Hell no.

      “Floor?” I ask, swiping the key across the card reader that will allow the elevator to move.

      She glares at me, and I resist the urge to smile at her contrary nature. It shouldn’t turn me on, but nothing about this woman is following my normal rules.

      “Eight.”

      I’m content to stay silent in the elevator after I press the appropriate button, but India speaks as soon as the car moves.

      “How did you know about the game tonight? Who told you?”

      “Does it matter?” I ask, avoiding the question. It’s a lifelong tactic that continues to work no matter how often I’ve employed it. Most people are happier to answer questions than ask them, and most are too nonconfrontational to call me out on it.

      “I wouldn’t ask if it didn’t matter.” India’s short reply and straight-ahead stare clue me in to the fact that she’s not going to be as easy to outmaneuver one-on-one as she was at the poker table.

      Luckily, I get off on the challenge.

      “People tell me things, especially when it’s a high-stakes game happening in my own backyard.”

      “I bet they do. You probably have paid informants across the damn globe. Are they friends with the women you keep in every port?”

      My lips quirk into a partial smile, which has to be a record for tonight. I’m so rarely amused that I’m thrown off by the oddity of the feeling, but I shut it down.

      “So you were lying when you said you hadn’t heard of me. Good to confirm my assumption.”

      She flicks a glance my way. “Could you be more arrogant?”

      “Probably.”

      “I assume that goes with being infamous.”

      She’s right, but she doesn’t understand the reality of the situation. Infamy brings with it another set of problems that average humans can’t possibly comprehend. Then again, my gut says there’s nothing average about India Baptiste. I wouldn’t be standing in this elevator with her if she were.

      I don’t need ordinary in my life.

      I only want the extraordinary, and I work my ass off to attain it.

      With a quick move of my hand, I hit the emergency button of the elevator and crowd her against the mirrored wall of the car. India’s eyes widen with shock, and her pulse throbs against the side of her throat.

      “You can assume whatever you want about me, Ms. Baptiste. But let me tell you what I expect from you.”

      I step forward, ignoring the buzz of the elevator alarm, planting my foot between the heels of her fuck-me shoes. I’m playing on a hunch here, one that I need to confirm before things take another leap forward into territory where they can’t be undone.

      Her throat works as she swallows, but she doesn’t attempt to evade. No, her pupils dilate, and that’s either due to fear or arousal.

      From the state of her nipples before we entered the elevator, I’m going with the latter.

      She blinks, hauling in a deep breath that causes her tits to lift and brush against my suit jacket. Fuck, I want to feel them on my skin. What the hell is it about this woman?

      My dick, which is always under ironclad control, fills with blood.

      “I don’t care what you expect, Mr. Forge.” Her voice shakes, even as she attempts to imbue it with confidence. She can try to deny it until the sun rises, but she wants me.

      “You will, Ms. Baptiste. I have absolutely no doubt about that.”
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      I don’t know what his game is, but Jericho Forge’s proximity is more potent than any drug I’ve ever taken. And that’s saying something, given my prior lives.

      When I pegged him as being dangerous, I was right. But I didn’t realize the extent of the threat. It’s not just the fact that he’s strong enough to literally break me in half in this elevator. No, it’s because I want to get even closer to him.

      His scent—sandalwood mixed with salt and something fresh and clean—is addictive, dragging me even closer to him to get another whiff. I’ve avoided men for almost a decade because they can’t be trusted. Every experience I’ve had has shown me that they bring nothing but trouble into your life. But after only minutes alone with Jericho Forge, I know that I’ve never come up against a man like him. He makes those hard-on popping party boys seem exactly like what they were—boys. Not men.

      I swallow, trying to think of something to say or do to break this spell settling over us, but my head is buzzing like I’ve downed two bottles of my favorite red.

      He dips his head and inhales—like he’s breathing me in the same way—and instead of it being creepy and weird, it’s sexy as hell.

      Stop it, Indy. This is bad. Back away.

      When he steps back and punches the button to silence the alarm and allow the elevator to keep rising, I tell myself we had some kind of skirmish I didn’t know was happening. Regardless, I’m going to say I won.

      Another lie.

      Every inch of my skin is humming with anticipation, begging silently for the brush of his skin on mine.

      I shouldn’t want him to touch me. He’s a stranger. A threat. I’ve clearly identified him as a danger, which means I should scuttle to the other side of the elevator and put as much distance between us as possible, but that would put me at even more of a disadvantage.

      I face my problems head-on. I don’t run from them. But I’ve never faced anyone like him before.

      He’s already proven that he’s a wild card when it comes to my life, an uncontrollable variable, and now slick heat coats my thighs because this dress wasn’t exactly panty-friendly.

      I take what I hope is an imperceptible step away from him, not that it helps shield me from the effect of our close proximity.

      When the door opens, and the ornate white plaster molding and gold-leaf accents of the casino’s hotel appear in front of us, I’m finally knocked loose from his spell.

      Get your shit together, girl. And don’t get trapped in any other small spaces with him. Clearly, you can’t handle it.

      Even I’m not going to try to lie to myself about that. I can’t handle Jericho Forge. I know that like I know my own name.

      Which means I need to think, and quickly.

      He holds out an arm to block the doors from closing again, and waits like a gentleman for me to step out of the car ahead of him. But we both know that there’s nothing gentle under that suit. I felt the hard planes of his body against my curves.

      He felt absolutely fucking delicious.

      No. Stop. Don’t think like that.

      But it’s hard to stop thinking about it when I’ve been on a self-imposed hiatus from men for what seems like forever. If I’d been getting laid regularly, I wouldn’t be reacting like this. Right? Right.

      I step into the hallway, and I don’t wait for his hand to hit the small of my back. Instead, I turn in the direction of the room I used to get ready for this ill-fated night and stride toward the door. At least the room is bigger than the mirrored elevator car, and I’ll be able to put some distance between us.

      Forge catches up to me in seconds with his long-legged stride. I almost expect him to make some remark about me being in a hurry, but he stays absolutely silent as he falls into step beside me.

      Any other man of my acquaintance would fill the void with meaningless words, throwaway compliments, or teasing quips. Not Forge.

      Then again, why would I expect him to be like anyone else?

      He’s clearly in a class all his own.

      We reach the door at the end of the hall much too quickly, thanks to the pace I set. My heart hammers like I sprinted in my pumps instead of walking as calmly as possible. The thought immediately reminds me of the last time I did have to sprint in heels . . . because of Summer.

      Summer.

      How could I have forgotten about my sister for even the few minutes it took to get up here? I blame Forge for that too.

      I straighten my shoulders and shore up my posture with every bit of courage I have remaining. I will survive this encounter with my wits intact because I have no choice. Tomorrow, I have to start putting together another game. That $10 million I need isn’t going to appear overnight in my bank account, and the men who are holding my sister hostage aren’t going to take Monopoly money for her ransom.

      And if she’s lucky, after I pay her ransom, I might not kill her myself for getting us both into this horrific situation. Why did she—

      I cut off the question I’ve asked myself dozens of times because it doesn’t matter. Little sisters are put on this planet to complicate the lives of their older siblings. Or maybe that’s only in my case because I’ve probably enabled her behavior to the point of being unhealthy, trying to make up for her shitty childhood. Clearly, I’ve done neither of us any favors.

      I will save you, Summer. I promise.

      Forge’s hand flashes out with the keycard, and the indicator light on the brass plate lights up green.

      Rather than shy away from what’s coming next, I let my newfound determination drive my actions. My fingers beat his to the handle and I push it open, slipping between his body and the entrance to the room. The door swings on silent hinges, and I smirk this time, because in no way, shape, or form did I have any plans for a seduction scene to be happening in this room. In fact, I would have put money on that not happening.

      If Forge was expecting a scene set for a romantic interlude, he’d be dead wrong.

      My makeup is strewn all over the vanity next to my straightener and curling iron. My hair dryer is tossed on the massive bed, where I left it so I wouldn’t forget it like I did at the last place I stayed. The hotel robe is spread over the chair with my jean shorts and the tank I wore here.

      The door clicks shut behind me, and I tear my gaze off the state of the room and swing around to face him.

      Like I just did, Forge takes in every detail of the room, and I don’t mean the expensive wall-coverings and rococo furnishings. When his attention returns to me, his dark eyebrows edge toward his hairline.

      I cock a hip, sliding into my confident persona once more.

      “What? Did you think this”—I wave a hand up and down my body and face—“happened by accident? I didn’t exactly wake up this way.”

      Kill the fantasy. Show him the reality. That’s my game. No man wants to truly see behind the curtain.

      Instead of being put off by my confession, Forge lifts his lips into that mocking smirk again. “You think that changes anything?”

      And there it is. Cards on the table, so to speak.

      “It should. No man wants a woman who’s obviously this high-maintenance, right?”

      For the first time, the smile extends to his eyes as some kind of new light shines in them. He surveys me from head to toe with a long, lingering stare that sends a thrilling charge across every inch of my skin.

      My heart beats faster. My lungs fight for more air. My lips press tighter together.

      “I don’t think you have the first clue what a man like me wants, Ms. Baptiste.”

      I prop my hand on my hip, trying to shut out the feeling of my body going haywire.

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Mr. Forge. I’m sure you’d like nothing more than for me to strip off this dress, climb on that bed, and spread my legs for you so you can mount me like the conquering villain you obviously think you are.”

      A dark chuckle rumbles from his lungs as he shakes his head slowly. “Not a single fucking clue.”

      He takes a step toward me, and my instinctive reaction is to step back. My generous ass hits the vanity, and I curse myself for showing such obvious fear.

      “Liar,” I say, trying to cover up my mistake with bravado. It won’t be the first time I’ve brazened out a situation, and it won’t be the last.

      “You think a man like me wants anything that comes easy? I like the hunt. The chase. The challenge. That’s what drives a man like me.”

      “Then you picked the wrong girl, Forge,” I lie as I formulate a new plan to escape this room with my wits intact. “I’m as easy as they come. No chase. No challenge.”

      I reach under my right arm and pull down the hidden zipper of the dress. My heart rate kicks up another million beats per second as the bodice falls away from my unrestrained breasts, and I wiggle enough to shove the dress to my feet. I don’t care that the action makes me feel like a slut. I’m all about bluffing to get myself out of this situation.

      “I’m ripe for the taking. No effort required.”

      His stormy gray eyes never leave my face, not even a single dip to look down at everything I’ve uncovered. The air around us turns electric. My nipples harden further, and I tell myself it’s from the air-conditioning in the room and not because I’m dying for him to give them attention.

      But Jericho Forge does nothing of the kind. He steps around me.

      What the hell?

      I whip around, one arm covering my breasts and my right hand automatically going to cover my other lady parts.

      Forge grabs the robe off the chair and tosses it at me. “Cover yourself up. You’re not a whore. Don’t pretend you know how to play one, or I won’t think twice about taking what you offer next time.”
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      I have to give her credit; she’s trying to manage me with every bit of skill and cunning she has.

      The problem with that? India Baptiste doesn’t realize her own appeal when she tries such a ballsy stunt. The confidence it took to do something like that just makes her more fascinating, in a way I didn’t expect.

      I come to a snap decision of my own that takes even me by surprise. Before, all I cared about was taking her from Bastien and breaking her, but now . . . things are more complicated.

      First, she won’t go to Bastien willingly. That’s clear from the words exchanged in the card room. Second, I doubt it’s possible to break her easily. Every instinct of mine says she’s too damn resilient for that. All she wants to do is survive me and move on with her life, preferably never seeing me again. Which is too bad, because I want the fire and sass and intellect she wields like blades. I want her—and that changes everything.

      India clutches the robe to her chest and stares at me like I’ve lost my goddamned mind, and maybe I have. She holds up the terrycloth like a shield, which is ironic considering she just shamelessly bared herself. But the red flags of color rising on her cheeks tell me that move cost her.

      I catalog the knowledge, filling in the gaps of the picture of her that’s already formed in my mind.

      She’s not just desperate, bold, and impulsive. She’s wary and on edge, and I’d bet a cool million that it’s been a long time since she last let her guard down around a man.

      That’s a challenge I can handle, because her body doesn’t lie.

      If she truly didn’t want me or react to me, I would have let her go . . . after sufficient time to torture de Vere.

      But not now. She blew it with her stunt. I can’t turn away from the hunger in her gaze that she’s too inexperienced to hide, regardless of the masterful poker face she had at the table.

      Of the hundred things I plan to teach her and show her, that’s one I’ll never school her on.

      “What the hell is your game, Forge? Are you into some weird—”

      I cut her off as I step toward her. I drop my gaze to her chest, covered by the robe securely belted around her waist, and once again meet her gaze.

      “If I want you to strip, I’ll tell you. You don’t make the rules here, Ms. Baptiste.”

      I bend over to pick up the crumpled gold fabric of her dress and bring it to my nose, breathing deep. “How long has it been since you had a good, hard fuck to keep you in line and out of trouble?”

      Her blue eyes widen again, those pupils telling me everything I need to know in the dim light of the room. It’s been a long fucking time. It shouldn’t make my dick jerk, but it does.

      “Wh-what?”

      “Listen very carefully to me, Ms. Baptiste. If you pull another stunt like that, I’ll spank your tight little pussy until you scream. I don’t care where we are. You and I are just getting started.”
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      I bite down hard on my lip to keep my mouth from dropping open.

      He did not just say that.

      But he did.

      Jericho Forge isn’t going to play by the rules as I know them. Thinking he would was just one more mistake in the long line of them I’ve made tonight. Now he’s staring at me like he has the right to do what he just said.

      Heat pulses between my thighs, and I hate that my body is on board with his plan—a fact I will lie about until the world comes to its final end.

      Forge drops into the one empty chair and clutches my dress in his lap like it’s his possession. His heavy stare rakes over me, and he jerks his chin toward the bed, reinforcing that he thinks I’m his possession now too.

      “Sit. We have things to discuss, and I’m not a patient man.”

      “I don’t take orders from you or anyone else,” I tell him, trying to retain some kind of authority in this situation. I won’t offer myself up to him on a silver platter again. Not when my brilliant reverse-psychology ploy backfired completely.

      “I don’t give a fuck about anyone else. You take orders from no one but me.”

      That shouldn’t turn me on. It really, really shouldn’t.

      “Sit, India.” His final order helps me regain my grip on my anger.

      “I’m not a dog, Forge. Don’t treat me like one.”

      He leans back in the chair. “But you play the bitch, don’t you?”

      My temper flares, and there’s no question that I’d shoot him right now if I were holding a gun. “I’m not playing the bitch. This is me. If you think you’ve got some sweet, innocent idiot who’s going to bow to your orders, you’ve misjudged me completely. I promise I’m not nearly as interesting as you’ve no doubt convinced yourself I am. Plus, I’m not even a good lay.”

      Again with his freaking smirk. “That’s easily fixable. You might even thank me when we’re done.”

      Fucking smug bastard.

      “Hell will freeze over first.” I kick off my heels and march to the bed and sit, my arms crossed over my chest. “And just so we’re clear, don’t even think about touching me. In fact, if you put your dick anywhere near my mouth, I’ll bite it off. Swear to Christ.”

      For some reason, my brash declaration makes him laugh, and his deep chuckle conjures visions of a dark prince designing new ways to torture his victim.

      But I’m not a victim.

      “You won’t get the privilege of my dick anywhere near your mouth until you earn it.”

      “Go fuck yourself, Forge.”

      His sardonic grin evaporates like it never existed. “Respect. That’s the other thing you’ve clearly never learned. I’ll add that to your list of lessons, along with being a good fuck.”

      “Over my dead body.” Anger scorches through me like someone released a torrent of napalm. There is nothing this man could do or say that could make me want him now.

      Even if I’m still wet thinking about him.

      He leans back in the chair and crosses one ankle over the other. Every movement seems lazy and inconsequential, but there’s no way anything he does is anything less than supremely calculated.

      “Your body is exactly why we’re here. Not only are you desperate enough to gamble yourself, I’m guessing that desperation just tripled after you lost to me. You need a lot of fucking money, and you need it very, very badly. Why?”

      I shove my hair over my shoulder and try to affect the same disinterest that he radiates. “You think you deserve some kind of reward for figuring out that I need money? Sorry, I’m fresh out.”

      “Your pussy coming on my face will be the best reward,” he replies, his nonchalant tone belying the erotic picture his words paint.

      Now I can’t stop picturing myself riding that scruff around his mouth until my body ignites. Stop it, Indy. You need to focus on getting the hell out of here and never seeing this man again.

      Dropping all attempts at pretense, I ask him a question point-blank. “If you’re not looking for a quick fuck, then tell me what you want from me so we can both get the hell out of here.”

      The lazy grin that stretches over his face sends shivers rippling down my spine.

      “Everything.”

      Forge stares at me with those dark eyes, practically drowning me with his all-consuming attention. I’m trying to figure out exactly what he’s going to say next when the sound of someone knocking on the door has both of us turning our heads toward the noise.

      Oh my God. Bastien. He’s coming to the rescue like he’s not a complete fucking asshole.

      Forge rises from the chair and strides across the room to yank the door open, pissed that we’ve been interrupted.

      I crane my neck, expecting to see Bastien’s golden hair, but it’s not. It’s a massive man with black dreads who looks like he stepped out of a movie where he played the part of the villain’s henchman.

      He says something in a language I don’t understand, and Forge’s posture stiffens before he swings around to face me. Every trace of the emotions he’s shown since he entered this room is completely absent.

      “Get out.” His expression is hard and blank. It’s like he’s been swapped for the evil-twin version of himself.

      My mouth drops open. “What?”

      “We’re done. I don’t have time for this. Get the fuck out.”

      Done? The word echoes in my brain, and as soon as I process them, part of me wants to argue, but that’s the stupid part.

      I bolt to my feet, reaching for my dress and my clutch. “But my stuff—”

      Forge waves his arm at the open doorway as the giant steps inside.

      “Go. Now.”
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      Walking down the hall in my bare feet, wearing only a hotel robe and my dress and clutch in my arms, is sobering.

      This is how far I’ve fallen.

      Curls of anger lick up from my belly with each step I take toward the elevator like a zombie.

      He threw me out.

      He really threw me out.

      The man who stared at me like I was going to be his last meal on this planet threw me out of my own room like I was nothing.

      What in the ever-loving fuck?

      I should be skipping down the hall with joy because somehow, some way, I was spared from having to face final judgment from Jericho Forge, and now I can go back to figuring out how to raise the money to save my sister.

      Then why am I so fucking pissed?

      Because part of me wanted him just as much . . . and he made it clear exactly where my importance stands in the grand scheme of things.

      Nowhere at all.

      Sobering, indeed.

      Which means I’ll be doing the barefoot walk of shame back to my flat, dodging the crowds, wearing a rumpled cocktail dress. Because there’s no way in hell I’m going to go ask Jean Phillippe for another room. He proved where his loyalty stood when he crumpled under pressure as soon as Forge appeared at the card room door like one of the four horsemen of the apocalypse.

      Laughter comes from the elevator bank as I creep around the corner. Four people spill out from between the doors, and the two women in the lead pause when they see me, causing the third woman and a blond man to run into them. A man I recognize all too well. A man who is partially responsible for exactly what’s happening right now.

      Fucking Bastien.

      All I want to do is run and hide under a rock, but that’s not possible. I’m caught out in the open, and there’s nothing I can do to pretend otherwise.

      Every trace of mirth disappears from his expression the second he sees me. He pushes past the women, scanning every inch of me. “What the fuck happened?”

      “Don’t act like you actually give a fuck, Bastien.”

      His features tighten, and I wonder if it’s some indication that Bastien actually does give a fuck. Either way, it doesn’t matter at the moment. Right now, I have to figure out what the hell I’m going to do to get $10 million in seven days.

      “Did he hurt you?” A vein ticks in Bastien’s forehead that I’ve never seen before. Actually, in the decade that I’ve known him, I’ve never seen him look remotely this angry.

      Doesn’t matter.

      I sidestep him to try to reach the elevator doors, but Bastien reaches out and catches the sleeve of my robe.

      “Indy. Stop.” He pushes the women away with his other hand. “Go wait by the room.”

      The women, each wearing sky-high heels and a dress that barely covers their tits and ass, and neither at the same time, glare at me as they whine at him.

      “But, Bastien—”

      “Go,” he orders, and they scurry away.

      I tug my sleeve from his grip and punch the elevator call button.

      “If he fucking hurt you, I’m going to kill him.”

      I’m surprised to hear what could pass for genuine concern in Bastien’s voice. But that doesn’t mean I’m about to share anything with him about what happened between Forge and me.

      “None of your goddamned business.”

      “Indy . . . I might be a fucking bastard, but at least I don’t hurt women. Unless they ask for it. What the hell happened?”

      “Nothing. Nothing happened. Now I’m going home.”

      His concerned tone disappears. “He got a look at you naked and tossed you out? You have a third nipple I don’t remember? I mean, I was drunk at the time.”

      I whip around to face him, and as soon as I see Bastien’s face, I realize that’s exactly what he was trying to accomplish with his insulting words.

      “What do you want from me, Bastien?”

      His gaze shutters. “What I’ve wanted for ten fucking years—another chance with you.”

      “Never going to happen.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. From where I’m standing, you look like you’re running out of options. I know you need a fuck-ton of money, Indy.”

      “What’s your point?”

      He purses his lips, and I can see the gears turning in his head. Bastien’s always playing an angle, and I practically see him choosing it now.

      “What if I could help you?”

      “How?” I keep my response short because I’m not going to fall into his trap. Not again. This game was supposed to help me save Summer, and all it did was throw me to the shark named Jericho Forge.

      “Tell me how much money you need and why.”

      The men who have my sister expressly told me not to tell anyone what was going on. Not the police, Interpol, anyone. If I do . . .

      My stomach twists at the memory of what they said they’d do to her.

      “I can’t tell you.”

      Bastien’s jaw tenses. “Then what if I knew there was another game you could sit, and this one you could win easily?”

      The temptation is strong. Too strong to resist. Or maybe it’s my desperation pushing me. “Where?”

      “Where do you think? Monte Carlo.”

      Of course it would be Monaco. Bastien’s other favorite place to play with his family’s money.

      But I just lost every cent I had. I could charge the flight, but I don’t have enough funds left to tap for a buy-in. I liquidated everything I had for tonight.

      But if I could get the money . . .

      Now I sound like a gambling addict, and I already know what happens when I go to the table desperate. I make stupid decisions that end up with me standing in a hallway of a hotel wearing nothing but a robe.

      “I can’t.”

      Bastien’s gaze drops to my bare feet and drags up my body, like he’s inspecting the merchandise for sale. “I’ll front you the stake.”

      Oh, wait, he does think I’m merchandise for sale.

      “In exchange for what?”

      “My family wants me to settle down. Start producing the next generation of de Veres to carry on the family name. My sister’s brats can’t inherit the title, and the earl doesn’t want to lose it to another branch of the family tree. Wouldn’t you like to be a countess someday, Indy? You already act like a queen. You’d fit the role perfectly. You fit me perfectly.”

      I blink twice, trying to wrap my head around what he just said. “You want me to . . .”

      “Marry me.”

      My stomach flips.

      “No way in hell,” I whisper.

      Bastien’s expression doesn’t shift, even though I just threw his proposal back in his face. “You were willing to sell yourself to Forge. Why not me?”

      “We both know you’re the one who fucked me at the table.”

      “Not so well as I’d like to fuck you as my wife.” He moves closer and trails a finger down the lapel of the robe. “Do you have another plan? What about the luxury of time to come up with one?”

      I take a step back, out of his reach. He knows damn well that I don’t have another plan, and I can’t let my sister be sold as a sex slave, no matter how badly she fucked up. I’m still mulling over my lack of options when Bastien’s expression loses its intensity and morphs back into the easygoing guy I recognize.

      With a shrug, he backs away toward the end of the hallway where the women wait for him.

      “I’m leaving the island Monday at five. My proposal stands. Think about it, Indy. At least I’m the devil you know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          
            India

          

        

      

    

    
      Climbing out of the back of a cab in my gold dress and the white spa flip-flops I traded the robe for at the gift shop feels worse than any walk of shame the partiers on this island will be doing in the morning. And to make it even worse, when I push open the door to my flat just before midnight, Alanna is sitting on my sofa with an espresso cup and saucer clutched in her petite hands. I told her to stay home tonight and I’d call her in the morning, but it doesn’t surprise me she didn’t listen.

      “Did you win? Did you get the money?” she asks as she bolts up. The ceramic clatters as dark brown espresso spills over the sides of the mini cup.

      I don’t know how much coffee she’s drank to stay awake this late, but from how her hands are shaking, I’m guessing she used every last Nespresso capsule I have in the flat.

      The crushing defeat from earlier comes back with a vengeance now that I have to admit to my adoptive mother just how badly I’ve failed.

      I give her a quick shake of my head, and her lily-white skin, the product of dedicated avoidance of the sun’s rays, turns ashen.

      “What does that mean? You didn’t win all the money we need?”

      I force the words I don’t want to speak from my throat. “I lost it all.”

      “Oh, sweet Jesus.” Her knees give way and she drops onto the sofa just as quickly as she rose. “How? You . . . you’re—”

      “Jericho Forge showed up. Bastien backed me into a bad bet, and Forge swooped in for the kill. I . . .” My words trail off because I don’t want to tell her the rest of it. I can’t bear to see the disappointment on her face.

      I’ve come a long way from being the wary and rude sixteen-year-old that Alanna Clark plucked off the street after she caught me stealing her groceries. That was six months after our mom bailed on us in Ibiza after dragging our asses all over Europe while she stripped and used every spare dollar for booze and drugs.

      Apparently, I wasn’t as stealthy as I’d thought, because Alanna had been watching us for weeks. She first spotted me on the street, using Summer as a distraction to hustle tourists with three-card monte. We made just enough to pay for a shithole room and a bathroom shared with junkies, but food was never a guarantee.

      Why a woman would want to adopt a sixteen-year-old and her eight-year-old sister, I didn’t understand. But she smothered us both with love and home cooking, and even though I watched for any indication she was waiting to take advantage, I never saw it. She was simply a good person wanting to help us.

      The adoption was final just before I turned eighteen, and even now, I know there’s no other human on the planet I would have allowed to adopt me. Alanna is everything kind and sweet and wonderful in the world.

      Which makes it even more devastating that I failed her.

      “What, Indy? Tell me all of it. No secrets.” That’s her one rule. The rule that Summer broke when she lied to both of us about her fabulous new fashion marketing job that was letting her travel and make bank.

      My sister didn’t have a damn fashion marketing job. She was playing underground poker, and not only did she lose, but she cheated and got caught. A $5 million pot. The men in charge of the underground games didn’t take kindly to her actions, and by didn’t take kindly, I mean they kept the money and threatened to kill her unless she paid them back double. When she told them she didn’t have the cash, they came to me with the ultimatum that’s now ruling my life—$10 million or my sister goes up for auction to sex slavers.

      Given the situation we find ourselves in, it’s impossible that anything I tell Alanna will be more shocking.

      “I ran out of money at the table. Forge pushed me to bet my room key . . .”

      Alanna’s eyes widen. “Your room key? Jericho Forge? But—” She cuts off her question because she’s a smart woman. “Oh. Oh no. Did he— Are you—” She abandons the cup and saucer on the table and darts toward me, her gaze scanning from top to bottom for any sign of injury.

      “I’m okay. I promise. He didn’t touch me.”

      She reaches out and squeezes my hand. “I don’t understand. Why would he do that?”

      “I don’t know. His business associate interrupted. I guess it was my lucky day.” The words sound hollow as they come out of my mouth, because there was nothing lucky about tonight.

      With her fingers threaded through mine, Alanna presses her lips together. “What are we going to do now?”

      I let my eyes close for a moment. “I don’t know.” I swallow, remembering Bastien’s proposal. It sits in my brain like a grenade with the pin slipping free.

      I can’t marry him.

      It’s not that I think marriage is sacred or anything, because I’ve never had any shining examples of it in my life. Alanna always talks about her beloved husband, Hal, and how they sailed around the world before breaking a mast near Ibiza, then decided to settle here permanently instead of going back to America. But Hal passed away five years before she found us, and Alanna never fully recovered from his loss.

      Regardless, it’s not like I expected to have a relationship like Alanna and Hal’s. My experience with married men is mostly limited to the ones here on stag weekends where even the groom-to-be fucks every young, nubile girl in sight who will sit on his dick.

      And then there’s the night Bastien and I met. Or more accurately, the morning ten years ago when I woke up in a hotel room to a woman screaming that I stole her fiancé. Little did I know he made me the pawn in an elaborate scheme to get his bride to call off the wedding, because his family wouldn’t let him back out.

      Fuck you, Bastien. What makes you think I’d ever marry you?

      Oh, wait, that’s right. The $10 million I need. Except he doesn’t have a clue how much I need or how quickly. I know his family has nearly more money than the queen of England, but that doesn’t mean he could get his hands on a sum that large.

      Am I considering his offer? No. No, I am not. But Summer . . .

      “You can get invited to another game, right? Or set one up, this time somewhere else? Farther from home, maybe?”

      Alanna’s guarded optimism is enough to almost bring me to my knees. Her faded blue eyes plead with me to come up with a solution, but I don’t have one.

      “If I had anything left to buy in, maybe. But I don’t. I took everything I had to the table tonight.” It shames me to admit it, but she asked for the truth.

      “I’ll sell my flat. We should be able to get at least a half million for it.”

      My gaze cuts to her resolute expression. “Then where would you live? How would you support yourself?”

      Alanna’s flat is in a beautiful beachside building, and has an efficiency unit attached to it that she rents out during the season to support herself for the entire year. It’s her only security—and the last place where she lived happily with Hal. I can’t let her sacrifice that.

      “I’ll live on the street if that’s what it takes to get Summer back in one piece. I’ll sell every goddamned thing I own. We don’t have a choice, Indy.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat and feel a million times worse than I did creeping out of the casino. Alanna and Summer were both counting on me, and I failed them.

      Before I can flay myself with guilt, my cell phone buzzes in my clutch. Alanna stares at my hand as I pull it out. The screen reads Unknown Number.

      We both go still. The men who have Summer called from an unknown number.

      “Answer it! It could be them!”

      I tap the screen twice, engaging the speaker so Alanna can listen. “Hello?”

      “Ms. Baptiste, it’s very disappointing to hear that you are not bringing me my money tonight.” The voice, rough with an accent I haven’t yet been able to place, is the same one that told me what my sister did and her fate should I fail to pay.

      “Excuse me?” I ask, hoping he’ll slip and tell me how he knows what the hell happened tonight. No one should know what happened . . . unless one of the players, Jean Phillippe, or Armand leaked the information.

      A cold weight settles over my body, chilling me to the core. Who told?

      “You lost the most important game of your life, Ms. Baptiste. Even more important than the poker tour final you lost. Does your sister not matter to you at all?”

      “Who told you?”

      His laugh crackles, like the connection isn’t very good, and again, I wonder where the fuck they’re holding Summer. My guess is they’re somewhere in Northern Africa, but they could be next door for all I know.

      “You think I don’t know every move you make, Ms. Baptiste? Let that be a reminder to you. If you think about going to the police or Interpol, I won’t even bother to sell your pretty sister. I’ll send her back to you in a box for you to reassemble for burial. Then we’ll come for you and Mrs. Clark.”

      Alanna slaps a hand over her mouth, muffling her groan.

      “Ah, Mrs. Clark. Good that you hear my warning, so I don’t repeat myself. Maybe you can remind India exactly how much time she has left.”

      “Six days. I know exactly how much time. I’ll get you your fucking money.”

      “Yes, you will. Because you don’t want to think about what is going to happen to Summer if you do not. Don’t lose again, Indy. We’re waiting.”

      The call ends, and Alanna’s bottom lip trembles as tears slide down her cheeks.

      “We have to get the money. We have to.” She drags in two more deep breaths. “I’m selling my flat. I’ll call the agency tomorrow.”

      I shake my head. “It’ll take too long. We can’t risk waiting. I’ll find another way. I promise. I won’t let you down again.”

      Her wiry arms wrap around me. “You didn’t let me down, Indy. You’re human. An incredible human. You’ll find a way. I know it. In the meantime, I’m going to start the process to sell my flat. I can’t do nothing. That’s not the way I’m built.”

      I meet her blue gaze, and even though the thought makes my stomach churn like the waves crashing along the shore, I tell her, “Give me a few days. I might have another option. Just . . . I need some time to figure out the details. Okay?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          
            Forge

          

        

      

    

    
      “I hope you enjoyed yourself tonight, Forge, because that’s the last fucking time you’re ever getting near Indy.”

      I pause midstride in the casino lobby as de Vere brushes off a brunette standing next to him near the door. Goliath stiffens beside me, on the verge of hulking out at his taunt.

      Just seeing de Vere’s face makes me want to rip the bottle of booze out of his clenched fist and beat him with it. Hot, fiery rage races through me, and it takes years of self-imposed iron control to lock it down and not show a shred of emotion.

      You will have your vengeance, Isaac. I swear it.

      “Care to make a bet on that, de Vere? I’m happy to take more of your money tonight, especially since I already had her.”

      His nostrils flare, and a vein throbs in his forehead. He hasn’t learned to school himself. Not surprising.

      De Vere is a spoiled little bitch riding through life like it’s one big party while he tries to spend all of Mummy and Daddy’s money. He’s the epitome of everything I hate, even if he hadn’t killed the only person who meant a damn thing to me in this entire world. While he was fucking drunk.

      “You didn’t have her. She told me,” he says with a condescending chin lift, and my fists clench at the thought of him cornering her after Goliath intruded. Not happening again. “You can try to take every fucking thing from me, Forge, but you won’t get her. Not unless it’s over my fucking dead body.”

      The predictable answer would be that can be arranged, but I take another avenue. One that will piss him off even more.

      “How long’s it been since she spread those long, tanned legs for you? Because I could swear I saw God tonight.”

      De Vere lurches toward me, liquor spilling onto the marble floor from the open bottle. “Go fuck yourself, Forge. You ever talk like that about her again, and I’ll shove the words back down your throat with my fucking fist.”

      He sways on his feet, and I wonder if he’s defending her honor because he’s drunk or if he’s really this hung up on her. No woman I’ve taken from him over the years in my effort to make him miserable has seemed to care much about him, nor him about them. They’ve all been quick fucks, party favors, or toys. He’s never given a damn when he saw them on my arm or they stopped taking his calls.

      But India Baptiste is different. That’s the only reason he’s kept his interest in her so quiet for so long. He’s kept her off my radar on purpose.

      Not any longer.

      “You care about her, don’t you, de Vere? She’s not like the others.”

      He bares his teeth. “She’s mine, Forge. I’m not fucking letting you have her.”

      My chest shakes before I unleash a few waves of laughter. “You don’t let me do anything.” I take a step closer to him. “You should’ve kept your secret under tighter wraps. Now you’ve got something to lose that actually matters, and all you’ll be able to do is dread the day I take my final revenge. You won’t see it coming, but you’re going to spend every minute until then wondering when it will happen.” I flash a smile at him as his lips flatten into a thin, hard line.

      “Try and take her. I’ll kill you myself.”

      I glance up to one of the bubbles in the ornate gold-leaf ceiling, concealing the casino’s surveillance. “I’ve got your death threat on film now. I’ll add that to my compilation of everything that’ll have you rotting in prison if anything ever happens to me.”

      “Fuck you, Forge.”

      I shake my head. “I’d much prefer to fuck India Baptiste. And I will. Repeatedly. Maybe I’ll even keep her. Make her my mistress.” I jerk my chin toward Goliath. “Get the car. I’m done with him.” Goliath strides ahead of me, and I turn to follow.

      “She won’t fucking touch you. We’re getting married.”

      I spin around and take in the smug, almost victorious expression crossing de Vere’s features. What the fuck?

      But I say nothing. I study him to look for tells that he’s bluffing. None are apparent.

      His smirk widens. “No answer? That’s what I thought. Check and mate, Forge. Check and mate.”

      I reach out a hand and clasp his shoulder, settling my thumb just over his windpipe, and then I squeeze hard until he coughs.

      “You don’t understand how this works, de Vere. Check and mate means one of us is dead.”

      He coughs again, his fingers wrapping around my hand. To the cameras watching us, it looks like we’re having a friendly moment, which is exactly what I intend.

      “India Baptiste would be better off as my whore than your wife. In fact, that’s exactly what’s going to happen.”
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      I don’t sleep at all, and I know Alanna doesn’t either because I hear her tossing and turning all night in my spare room. By the time the sun rises, I’ve replayed everything that happened last night dozens of times.

      My sum total of new ideas to get the money to sit the game in Monaco? Zero.

      I’m not taking it from Bastien . . . if I can come up with any other solution.

      Right now, those solutions include loan sharks, bank robbery, and cat burglary—none of which I have any experience with, but I’m not going to rule them out just yet.

      I unearth an espresso capsule from my hidden stash and prepare to brew some coffee so I can find the necessary energy to go back to the hotel and collect my things from the room. I still can’t believe Forge threw me out.

      Lucky, Indy. That was luck. It doesn’t matter that it didn’t feel lucky at the time, and the sting still hasn’t completely faded.

      The Nespresso machine finishes heating when Alanna enters the kitchen, wearing her same clothes from the night before. The dark shadows under her eyes tell me that I was right about her not getting any sleep.

      I’m so sorry, Alanna, I think. I wish I could have come home with better news.

      “Good morning.” I inject a cheery note into my voice that I certainly don’t feel, but it’s the best I can do.

      Instead of responding in kind, Alanna looks at me with her lips trembling like she’s on the verge of sobbing. “I emailed the agency this morning. They’re closed until tomorrow, but I’m going to sell the flat. You can’t talk me out of it.”

      “Alanna . . .” I rush over and throw my arms around her. “Please, just give me some more time. I’ll find a way.”

      Tears tip over her lids. “It’s just a place to live. That’s nothing compared to Summer’s life.”

      It won’t help to remind her that a half million in cash in a couple of months won’t do anything to save Summer, so I nod and try to change the subject.

      “How about poached eggs for breakfast? I can even make hollandaise.”

      Alanna straightens her shoulders and wipes away the tears. “That sounds lovely, dear.”

      Twenty minutes later, I’m blending the sauce when someone knocks on the door. My spine stiffens, and Alanna and I stare at each other.

      Is it them? Are they coming to collect early?

      The fear I see on her face is no doubt reflected on mine. I silence the blender and move toward the door, but the nimble older woman beats me to it.

      “Alanna!”

      She peers through the peephole and gasps.

      Sweet fucking Christ. No.

      I run toward her, not giving a single damn that the eggs are going to be ruined.

      “What?” I ask, skidding to a halt beside her.

      Alanna pulls back from the peephole, her eyes wide. “There’s a giant at the door.”

      “A giant?”

      She points to her head. “With dreadlocks.”

      A giant with dreadlocks. I need exactly one guess to know who fits that description—the man who interrupted Forge and me last night.

      What the hell is he doing here?

      I peer through the round hole, and he stares into it like he can see inside and knows I’m watching him. He reaches out with a beefy arm and knocks again. A small black duffel bag dangles from his other fist.

      My stuff?

      “Do you know who he is?” Alanna asks.

      “Yes,” I tell her. “It’s okay. Just . . . check the eggs, please. I’ll handle this.”

      I know she doesn’t want to move from my side, but thankfully, Alanna backs away toward the kitchen.

      I take a steadying breath before opening the bolt. I might be making a huge mistake, but if he brought my things, I’m not letting pride or fear stop me from taking them. Given the fact that I went from millionaire to broke overnight, I don’t exactly have many other options.

      Just in case, I open the door with the chain still attached and peek out. The giant’s attention locks onto my face, and he holds up the bag in front of him.

      “Your things, Ms. Baptiste.”

      The bag is too large to push through the gap between the door and the doorjamb, so I hold up a finger before shutting the door in his face. When I open it the second time, he’s still standing there, expressionless.

      I reach out to take the bag from him, but he doesn’t release it.

      Oh no, I’m not playing this game. I yank on the handle of the bag, but his beast-like grip is impossible to break.

      “I have a message for you from Mr. Forge.”

      “Don’t care.”

      “You would be wise to listen, Ms. Baptiste.”

      I tug harder. “Still don’t care. Shockingly enough, I have bigger problems to deal with than your boss. Now, give me my shit and I’ll thank you, and we can both pretend like none of this ever happened and move on with our lives.”

      He lets go abruptly and I stumble backward, nearly landing on my ass on the tile floor.

      “The message is in the bag. I suggest you read it, or you’ll be unprepared for when he comes for you.”

      When he comes for me? Um . . . Hell. No.

      I right myself and stare at the dreadlocked giant. “Listen to me carefully, whatever-your-name-is, because you’re going to want to tell your boss what I said—I don’t owe him a goddamned thing, and if he thinks I do, he can go fuck himself.”

      Digging into my deep well of attitude, I salute him with two fingers before flipping him off and slamming the door.

      That felt pretty damn good. I just hope I’m not going to regret it.

      I stare down at the bag and debate whether I should dig for the note.

      Nah. I don’t think so.

      Hopefully, I don’t regret that too.
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        * * *

      

      The eggs turn out less than ideal, but since we both push them around our plates in a show of eating instead of actually consuming them, it doesn’t matter.

      Alanna and I talk about the weather, tourists, the weather, and tourists some more, but before we can go through another round of saying the same things to each other, there’s another knock on my door. She and I both jerk our gazes toward the open slider that leads from the tiny patio of my flat to the door.

      “Do you think it’s him again?” Her voice shakes as she squeezes her hand into a fist around her butter knife, holding it like a dagger.

      I lay my fork on the small table and slowly rise.

      “I don’t think you should answer it, Indy. Please. It can’t be good.”

      She’s probably right. The only visitors I usually have who arrive unannounced are Alanna and Summer. Obviously, they’re both out of the running.

      “Stay here. I’ll handle this.”

      “Indy . . .”

      I squeeze her shoulder and smile. “I’m sure it’s fine. Nothing happened last time.”

      She gives me a small nod but doesn’t lay down her knife. If there’s a threat outside that door, I wouldn’t put it past her to use it.

      As I take measured steps through the open-floor-plan flat, I flip through the short list of people who could be outside the door.

      Forge’s man.

      Forge himself.

      Bastien.

      Someone delivering a threat about the money I need to pay to save Summer.

      Basically, no one I’m interested in seeing for the rest of my life.

      Whoever it is pounds on the door again. “Indy? You in there?”

      The sound of the building manager’s voice coming through the door triggers a wave of relief. Thank you, Jesus. I stop in front of the door and remove the chains, then slide the bolts before pulling the door open a few inches.

      “Miguel? Is something wrong?”

      Miguel Herrera, a retired football player from the age before they made bajillions of dollars, greets me with a tight smile on his tanned face. “I don’t know, but I thought you could tell me if there was.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There were men here a few minutes ago, asking questions about you. I told them they had the wrong address and I’d never heard of you.”

      “A large man with dreadlocks?”

      Miguel’s brow creases with confusion as he shakes his head. “Dreadlocks? No. No dreadlocks.”

      The apprehension that drained away when I heard his voice comes back with a vengeance. It had to be the men who have Summer. They said I had ten days, and I have six days left. Did they lie?

      Of course they would lie.

      Now, more than ever, I’m glad I had the presence of mind to be concerned about my privacy when I joined the poker tour. My lease is in the name of a company I used for the sole purpose of renting the flat, and there’s no label on my buzzer. But that didn’t stop them from finding me.

      “Did they give names? Any information at all?” My brain is going wild, thinking of how I could possibly use the information to track down where Summer is being held, and maybe get her back without paying a ransom if I can somehow morph into Liam Neeson in Taken.

      “No. But they were Russian. Mafioso, I think.”

      “Ru-Russian?” I choke out the question because the man who calls me about Summer is definitely not Russian. “Are you sure?”

      Miguel nods. “When I played in Russia, we went to a club one night, and there was a group of them from the Bratva. Scary sons of bitches. These men sounded just like them. These are not good guys, Indy. Have you gotten into something . . . bad?”

      Jesus fucking Christ. Russian mafia? My breathing picks up, along with my heart rate.

      “How many men, Miguel? Tell me every detail.”

      He grips the back of his neck as he looks up. “Two. One who asked questions, and one who stood there like a pit bull. He had tattoos on his hand. Prison tattoos, I think.”

      Fucking hell.

      “What did they say, exactly?”

      “They said they were looking for a blonde with blue eyes who goes by the name of India.”

      Goes by the name of India? Like I made that shit up?

      I make a split-second decision, if for no other reason than I don’t know what the hell else to do. “If they come back, call the police.”

      Miguel’s dark tanned skin pales. “I don’t think you understand, Indy. The police can’t do anything about men like that.”

      “Indy? Is everything okay?”

      Alanna calls my name from behind me, and I give Miguel a nod, because there’s nothing left for him to tell me.

      “Thank you for the warning. If you see or hear anything else suspicious, please let me know. Be safe.”

      I close the door, but Miguel presses a hand to it to stop me.

      “Maybe it’s time for you to take a break from the island, Indy. You don’t want people like that sniffing around your flat. They looked dangerous.”

      “Thank you for warning me. I’ll talk to you later, Miguel.”

      He releases his grip on the door, and I close, bolt, and chain every last lock before I turn to face Alanna.

      “What now?”

      “Miguel says there were Russians looking for me.”

      Any remaining color in her face disappears. “Why on earth would Russians be looking for you?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe . . . maybe it has to do with Summer?”

      “But . . . you said you couldn’t place his accent. You would know a Russian accent.”

      “Maybe they’re working with Russians? I don’t know.”

      “Why would they come, though? We have more time. They can’t take you too. I won’t let them.” Her tone borders on shrill as it rises an octave.

      “They’re not going to take me. I swear. It’s going to be fine.” I have no idea whether I’m lying to Alanna, but I hope I’m not.

      Wait. Shit.

      “I forgot about Belevich. He’s Russian. People say he has ties to the Bratva. He played last night. I won some of his money, but I lost it all to Forge.”

      Alanna wraps her arms around herself. “Do . . . do you think he sent people to get his money back?”

      I shake my head. “That wouldn’t make sense. He plays all the time. I’ve never heard of him going after people before.”

      Not for something like this, I add to myself. I have heard one or two stories about Belevich fighting over women with other men. I know I wore my gold dress . . . but it was clear he didn’t have a chance with me, or so I thought after Forge staked his claim.

      “I don’t like this, Indy,” Alanna says.

      “Me either, but I don’t know what else to think. Unless . . .” I trail off as I gather my thoughts. Maybe there’s another possible reason Russians were here.

      “What?”

      “Maybe they followed Forge’s guy here.”

      Alanna’s hand covers her mouth. “Good God. That man probably has enemies all over the world.”

      I’m sure she’s right, because he has plenty right here in Ibiza. What if they were trying to track me down to get some kind of leverage over him?

      But that doesn’t make sense, because I’m nothing but a pawn in his game to piss off Bastien. He doesn’t give a shit about what happens to me. He proved that last night when he tossed me out on my ass like a hooker who’d served her purpose.

      Either way, I have one more problem to add to my list . . . and Forge may be the only person who can tell me why Russians are looking for me.

      I pace to where I left the bag on the sofa after his dreaded henchman left, and rip it open looking for the note.

      It’s right there, on top of my neatly stowed makeup. The bold handwriting is more slashes than curves, but it’s legible.

      

      
        
        You need a stake for a game.

        I have a million-dollar proposition.

        No one will let you play anywhere worth playing unless you show up at La Marina Quay tonight at 8.
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      From the helm of my newest toy, a Gamma Black Shiver that’ll act as the tender to my superyacht when it returns home, my island comes into view. Not Ibiza. Isla del Cielo. The small island paradise I inherited when Bastien de Vere killed Isaac Marco.

      Isaac was the father I never had. The only person I’ve ever fully trusted. He saved my life when I was a stowaway aboard his ship. He saw the bruises from my last beating, and instead of turning me over to the cops to deal with, he gave me a new life. He’s the reason I joined the merchant marines. He taught me to be a good captain and how to make money shipping cargo. He made me the man I am today. And that fucking reckless bastard killed him—and never paid the price or suffered a goddamned punitive consequence. Taking everything from de Vere isn’t even enough. He’ll still never understand the pain of his actions.

      If he thinks he’s going to live happily ever after married to India Baptiste, he’s going to receive a rude awakening.

      Take her and break her.

      That was my initial plan, and then I saw a glimpse of what de Vere sees in her.

      The plan can’t change. I’ll lure her back into my web through any means necessary, starting with bribery and threats. No one has ever accused me of being a good man, especially after Isaac died.

      The knot in my chest tightens every time I think about him. Ten years has dulled the sharpness of the wound, but my need for vengeance grows every day.

      A stupid man would have killed de Vere outright before Isaac was cold in his grave. I may not be a good man, but I’m not a stupid one either. I knew no one would let the murder of the heir to an earldom go unpunished, which is why I’m still biding my time and taking swipes where I can.

      With that vow echoing in my brain, I reach the island’s dock, and two of my old crew members, Koba and Ivan, toss lines to me.

      “What have you learned?” I ask as soon as I tie up the boat and step foot on the pier.

      “Plenty about her, but no one knows why she needs the money.”

      “Keep digging. I want to know about her family, friends, and where she’d go for help next.”

      “Her records only go back as far as seventeen. She and her sister were adopted by an American with dual citizenship named Alanna Clark. Before that, she didn’t exist, Forge.”

      They fall in step beside me as I make my way up the path toward the cliffs and the house that Isaac built and was only able to enjoy for a year before he was murdered.

      “What the hell do you mean, she didn’t exist before she was seventeen? You have every resource at your disposal. How can you not find records?” I look from one man to the other.

      Koba shrugs. “Could she have gone by a different name? India Baptiste doesn’t pop up on radar until adoption proceedings started. Before that, she was a ghost.”

      “What about her sister?”

      “Same. Summer Baptiste doesn’t exist until age eight. She almost dropped out of high school, but somehow she managed to graduate and then go to university, where she majored in fashion design. She also tried to join the poker tour but didn’t make the cut. She doesn’t have the skill at cards her sister does, and from all evidence, it seems she prefers partying to working.”

      I file the facts away for later use. “And the adoptive mother?”

      “Nothing interesting. Widow who rents out part of her beachfront flat for income. She’s been here almost twenty years. Rarely leaves the island and lives a quiet life.”

      We climb the stairs carved out of the rock and reach the top where the low-lying white villa sprawls beyond the blue water of the pool.

      “What about debts? Who does India owe? Who does her sister owe?” There’s something they’re not finding. I may not know her well, but I know there’s no way in hell India would willingly offer herself up unless circumstances were dire.

      “The sister parties and plays cards. She could owe people, but nothing on record. No one has seen her in a few days, so she might be off the island.”

      “All signs point to this being related to her sister then.” I stare up at the brilliant blue sky and try to piece together the puzzle. It would make sense that India would take bigger risks and be more desperate if her sister is in trouble. I can’t fault that kind of loyalty.

      “Dig deeper on the sister. If she has debts, find out who holds them. I want leverage over this woman before she arrives. You have three hours.”

      Both men nod and split off to head for the staff quarters, which are on the other side of the island, allowing us all our privacy while living on one of earth’s most remarkable places.

      It doesn’t even occur to me that India may not come.

      She needs money.

      I have money.

      That’s how the world works.

      I glance skyward one last time before heading inside. I will get revenge for you, Isaac. I swear it.
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      I reach the quay ten minutes after the appointed time, mostly because I was hoping I could talk myself into not going. Unfortunately, telling Alanna about the note led to the opposite effect I had intended.

      “You don’t have to do anything but listen to him, Indy. If there’s a chance . . .”

      Her well-intentioned logic lasted until she left my flat about an hour before I needed to leave. I spent that time scouring the internet for underground poker games like the one that got Summer into trouble, but they don’t post schedules like the poker tour. Not shocking, I know.

      Finding absolutely nothing, I resigned myself to the fact that Alanna was right. If there’s a single chance I can get what I need from Forge without selling my soul in the process—and stop him from making me persona non grata at every casino in Europe—I have to hear him out. Even more than that, I have some questions of my own about the Russians sniffing around.

      A sleek, dangerous-looking boat floats at the end of the pier. The massive dreadlocked giant stands beside it, which tells me that I’ve reached the right place.

      “Good evening, Ms. Baptiste.”

      “Maybe it’s good from where you’re standing, but I have other opinions on the subject.”

      His expression doesn’t change as he gestures to the boat. “Mr. Forge doesn’t appreciate tardiness.”

      I spare him the sharp reply that begs to leap off my tongue, deciding that I’m better off keeping my hostility in check until we reach the man who summoned me.

      Think of Summer. She’s all that matters.

      With a deep breath, I step onto the boat that floats on the gently lapping waves. It looks more like something the military would use than a civilian, but for some reason, that doesn’t surprise me. Jericho Forge is a billionaire. It’s probably one of a long list of extravagant toys he owns.

      A list he probably wants to add me to. What else could a million-dollar proposition mean? After being thrown out by him last night, I don’t know what to expect. The man doesn’t follow any set of rules I’ve ever encountered, and apparently just makes up his own.

      The perks of being ridiculously rich, I’m sure.

      As soon as the giant boards, he points to a seat and I take it. I’m not going to quiver and protest like a helpless damsel in distress, regardless of how in distress I actually am.

      I just want to get this over with, which means reaching Forge as quickly as possible and then getting away from him even more quickly.

      Thanks to Forge’s infamy, I already know exactly where we’re heading—his private island that’s less than ten minutes from here. The internet held a wealth of information about how he grew a shipping company with a fleet of twenty into two thousand. The world is literally at his fingertips, and he’s one of the wealthiest men on the planet.

      He wouldn’t even notice ten million missing.

      Except I’m not a thief, no matter how much I wish I had those skills right now. Which again shows how low desperation will take you.

      As we approach the island rising out of the ocean with its sheer cliff faces and staggering beauty, I can’t help but wonder what it must feel like to know it’s yours.

      Or maybe when you have enough money to own an island like this, you take it all for granted. Which is so much worse.

      Why the hell am I even wondering this crap? I snap myself out of my awestruck reverie as I catch sight of a man standing near the edge of one of the cliffs, his figure imposing even from here.

      I don’t need a second guess to know it’s Forge, watching his dreaded beast deliver me according to his bidding. His broad-shouldered frame and wind-swept black hair make it impossible for it to be anyone else. No matter what he’s expecting tonight, I can promise I won’t comply, if for no other reason than the man puts me on the defensive simply by existing.

      Two other men, one blond and the other darkly tanned, approach the dock. Both are large enough to make me question why I agreed to a meeting on Forge’s turf, where I wouldn’t have a prayer of being able to swim to shore.

      As the giant and one of the men tie up the boat, the other man holds out a hand to me.

      “Ms. Baptiste. If you’ll come with me.”

      I use the stairs that lead up the side of the boat and hop onto the dock without his assistance, thankful that I chose flat gladiator sandals rather than heels. My azure-blue sundress with its shoulder-baring design and puffed sleeves circling the tops of my arms doesn’t show even a hint of the cleavage that I displayed in full force last night.

      From his actions, Forge proved that he’s not a man to be swayed by tits and ass. I can only assume that he gets a wealth of them shoved in his face at every opportunity. Gold-digging party girls are a dime a dozen in Ibiza. All you have to do is sit by the pool at one of the swanky resorts for less than an hour to see them begging to be invited to private cabanas to drink with the men on stag weekends.

      The thought of bachelor parties reminds me of how Bastien and I met, and how he is ultimately responsible for me standing here right this moment. The animosity between him and Forge is legendary, but rumors can’t substantiate what caused it. Only that it’s very real.

      I follow the blond up the path and toward the stairs that will take me to Forge. The other man trails close enough behind me that I can feel his presence.

      Apparently, hospitality isn’t their forte, because nothing about this reception feels welcoming at all, and I highly doubt that will change when I see Forge. With each step, I feel like I’m being led to the gallows, but there’s not a damn thing I can do about it now. There he is.

      “Ms. Baptiste.” He says my name and nothing else. No greeting. No false warmth. Nothing but a man carved from rock, just like the island on which we stand.

      “Mr. Forge,” I reply in kind.

      “Follow me.” He turns on his heel and walks toward the massive white villa fronted with floor-to-ceiling windows, just beyond the turquoise waters of the swimming pool.

      My gaze darts from the house to the landscape to the man, trying to gauge all of my surroundings at the same time. My attention zeroes in on Forge because he’s clearly the most dangerous.

      Instead of being dressed in a somber suit like he was last night, he’s in tan linen trousers with a white linen shirt, billowing open in the wind as he makes his way to a table that’s been set for two beside the pool.

      “You’re joining me for dinner. You’re having the fish I caught earlier,” he says without turning around.

      I stop short beside the table. “Did you poison it?”

      His head swivels to face me, one eyebrow raised as his dark hair catches on his collar. “Why would I go through all this trouble to get you here to kill you?”

      “Can’t blame a girl for wondering, under the circumstances.” He has to know I’m referring to the feud between him and Bastien.

      Forge pulls out the chair that’s sure to give the best view of what promises to be a spectacular sunset this evening. “Sit, India.”

      And there he goes barking orders at me like I’m a mutt again. Or a bitch, as he put it.

      Before I can snap out a reply, the wind picks up and my skirt lifts. I slap it down against my thighs before dropping into the seat.

      “You didn’t have to stop it on my account.”

      I flick my gaze at Forge as he studies me in his indolent fashion. “You didn’t seem impressed the last time my dress disappeared.”

      “Martyrs don’t turn me on. Pissed-off women who would prefer to chance drowning in a swim to shore rather than fuck me do.”

      How the hell can he read my mind? I have no idea, but keeping my emotions masked at this table has become more important than any poker game I’ve ever played.

      “There’s something seriously wrong with you. You should probably seek psychiatric help.”

      Forge takes the seat next to mine. “Last I checked, they can’t get me revenge, but mouthy women distract me from it.” His dark gray gaze dips to my chest before rising back to my face.

      Really? He’s checking out my boobs in the cleavage-less dress when he couldn’t manage to spare a glance when they were on full display? I don’t know why that pisses me off, but it does.

      “Cut the shit, Forge. Why did you summon me, and what the hell is this million-dollar proposition? Dinner isn’t necessary to say what you have to say.”

      He lifts the cloth napkin off the plate in front of him and shakes it out before placing it on his lap. I don’t know if it’s a signal of some kind, but one of the men from earlier approaches with a carafe of water in one hand and a decanter in the other. I watch them both as he fills the glasses in front of us without asking me if I want anything.

      Forge lifts the lowball glass of liquor in salute. “Here’s to a productive business discussion.”

      Business discussion?

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I ask him in lieu of raising my own glass.

      “You and I are about to make a deal, India. So, drink up. You’ll probably need it to help loosen your tongue into saying yes.”
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      I thought of a hundred different ways I could play this. How I could entice her to take the money I know she desperately needs and lock her down so that Bastien can never have her. After last night, there’s no question that she’s a proud woman. Luckily for me, pride goeth before a fall.

      “Make a deal? Are you already drunk?”

      The smile that tugs on my lips is something that only seems to happen when I’m around her. She entertains me, which is a bonus, considering I’m going to own her.

      I tip my glass against my lips and sip the sixty-two-year-old liquor. My tastes have changed drastically as my fortunes improved, but there’s one thing that hasn’t—my appreciation of a beautiful woman with a mind to match.

      When I replace the glass, I lean my elbows on the table and steeple my fingers. I notice she can’t stop her gaze from dropping from my face to where my shirt gapes open, exposing my chest and abs.

      She’s not immune to me in the fucking slightest. It’s gratifying to confirm that I didn’t exaggerate her attraction last night.

      “First drink of the day.”

      “Then what the hell are you talking about?”

      “You need money. I have money. Did you know that concept, in large part, is what makes the world go ’round?”

      She rolls her eyes, but it doesn’t make the unique blue color that matches her dress any less striking. “Spare me the deal bullshit if you’re about to tell me about the oldest profession in the world, because I already told you I’m not a whore. You can take your money and—”

      Before she can finish her sentence, I pull a piece of paper out of the breast pocket of my shirt and hold it out to her.

      “What is that?”

      “Something I was going to wait to show you until after dinner, but as your striptease last night indicated, you’re an impatient woman.”

      A blush colors her cheeks, and I find it fascinating that she still has the ability. Most women I encounter can’t even fake it. There’s an innocence Ms. India Baptiste tries to downplay, but she can’t hide it from me. Soon, she’ll find out she can’t hide anything from me.

      “You blew your chance last night. So unless that’s a check for a million dollars made out to me, I don’t give a single fuck what it is.”

      My grin splits as I burst into a low chuckle. “Ah, Ms. Baptiste. No wonder you’re such a good poker player. You see through paper.”

      Her blue eyes go wide with shock. “What?”

      When her hand reaches out, instead of pulling the check back, I let her snatch it from my fingers. She’s the kind of woman who won’t believe it until she sees it.

      She unfolds the paper, and her lush bottom lip drops open far enough that I could slide my cock right into that hot little mouth.

      My dick jerks up at the thought, and I push the visual away. All in good time.

      “What the hell is this?”

      “I believe I just told you, and your capability for reading has confirmed it.”

      She lowers the check to her lap. “But that doesn’t explain why you’re offering me a million dollars.”

      “Not offering. Giving.”

      She swallows, and again, my dick tingles, because there’s nothing more I’d like to do in this very moment than push her to her knees to show me how far she can take it down her throat.

      “No one gives someone a million dollars for nothing. What’s the catch?”

      “Catch?”

      India shoves to her feet, the metal of the chair scraping the concrete patio. “If this is a joke, it isn’t funny. Tell me what the hell you want from me, Forge.” She holds the check up in the air so that it flaps in the breeze. “Or I let this fucker fly and the sea can have it.”

      “That’d be unfortunate for you, wouldn’t it? Since there’s only one thing I ask in exchange, and it’s something I’m pretty sure you already want to do.”

      “If this is your way of telling me you think I want to ride you like a Jet Ski, I don’t give a shit. I need cash, not a fuck buddy.”

      And the poker player doesn’t even realize she’s showing her hand.

      I lay both palms flat on the table and rise. “I don’t pay for sex, Ms. Baptiste. Never have. Never will. You’re not a whore, and I’m not a john. The only thing I want in return for my million is a promise.”

      Her blue eyes narrow. “What kind of promise?”

      “An easy one.”

      “No promise that merits a million-dollar payment is easy.”

      “But what if it were, India? Are you still letting that check go?”

      “I don’t understand you,” she says, lowering herself back into her seat as she tucks the check under the plate in front of her, preventing it from blowing away.

      “You don’t need to understand me. In fact, you couldn’t. You don’t know what it’s like to have billions of dollars at your disposal. A million is a lot to a millionaire, such as you . . . were. But it’s not shit to a billionaire.”

      Her flinch tells me my dig stings, but she stays silent for a moment.

      “Tell me about this promise you want me to make, then.” All the skepticism she’s feeling in this moment pervades her words.

      “All you have to do is swear you’ll never have contact with Bastien de Vere ever again.”
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      “Indy! I almost thought you weren’t going to show.”

      Bastien greets me with a smug smile as he strides across the tarmac I shouldn’t be standing on. I should be literally anywhere else but here, especially given the check in my purse.

      Bile rises in my throat when I think about what I’m doing, but I inhale slowly and exhale out any concern for playing by someone else’s rules.

      Does that make me a bad person? I don’t actually care. People with options are the ones who can have existential crises and soul-searching moments. I have a sister to save, and that’s all that matters right now.

      “Bastien? Who’s this?” a gorgeous woman with auburn hair and diamonds at her ears and wrists asks as she clips toward us on Jimmy Choos.

      Wait. One. Second.

      Did Bastien really propose marriage to me and then bring another woman with him when he figured I wouldn’t come? I don’t even know why I’m surprised. There’s nothing I wouldn’t put past Bastien.

      He doesn’t reply to her immediately. Again, not a surprise. How exactly is he going to explain this?

      The woman’s haughty stare drops to my feet, making me glad I threw on my Prada pumps and packed all my most expensive couture for Monaco. I may have eaten from trash cans, but this woman won’t make me feel like something less with her condescension that doesn’t even require words.

      “Poppy, this is a friend of mine.”

      “One of your whores? Really, Bastien?” She huffs out a sound of disgust.

      “I’m sorry, if I’m one of his whores, what does that make you?”

      Poppy skewers me with her stare. “His sister, you bitch.”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      Bastien steps between us. “Claws sheathed, ladies. There’s more than enough room on the jet for all of us.”

      “I’m not getting on my own damn jet with your slag. She can walk right back to where she came from. Probably back to your bed,” Poppy says with a toss of her mane of what looks like freshly blown-out hair.

      “For the record, I haven’t been anywhere near your brother and a bed at the same time in almost a decade.”

      Her stare turns from disgusted to razor sharp. What the hell did I say wrong now?

      “You.” She steps toward me, bumping into Bastien’s shoulder. “You’re the one who embarrassed our entire family and ruined my debut.”

      “Poppy, it’s not the same—”

      I shouldn’t even be surprised when Bastien tries to lie, but his sister clearly doesn’t believe him.

      “Yes, it is. I remember Mother showing me her picture from the investigator. She looks exactly the same, just older.”

      “Guilty as charged. Older and wiser, one would hope.”

      Poppy’s auburn-tinted eyebrows wing upward. “Clearly not wiser, if you’re here. What did Bastien promise you? A luxe holiday so you could feel like that hooker in Pretty Woman?”

      Bastien takes a step toward me and wraps an arm around my shoulders. “Watch your fucking mouth, Poppy, and pretend you’re a lady. India is the future Mrs. de Vere, and one day, the Countess of Carlisle.”

      Just hearing the words out of his mouth are almost enough to make me toss up the few bites of toast I managed to force myself to eat before I left my flat.

      All the color drains from his sister’s face as she stares at us both.

      This is going to be a fabulous flight.
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      “Mr. Federov, you have the ability to build the ships I need without going to China like my competitors, and I have the money to buy them. Why are we still discussing whether or not you’re going to take my money?”

      I’m losing patience with my discussions with Grigory Federov, a Russian oligarch who refuses to negotiate like a reasonable person, or even a rational unreasonable person. I’m close to dropping the efforts completely, but I don’t want Chinese steel. I want Russian steel, and I always fucking get what I want.

      Holding the phone, I stare out at the blue expanse of ocean beyond the glass separating my office from the outside as I wait for his response.

      “Mr. Forge, I don’t think you understand my position. I’m an old man. Business is good, but what I want can’t be bought.”

      “Then tell me what else you want in addition to money to make this deal happen?”

      As per usual, the Russian remains cagey. “Information.”

      “What kind of information do you want?” Glancing at the clock, I wonder how long this is going to take and if I should cut my losses now.

      “First . . . let me tell you a story, and then we can discuss terms.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I hang up with Federov, my life has taken an unexpected and more complicated turn. I stare out the window, working through the deal he offered as I watch the yachts and sailboats glide along the water that’s more home to me than this piece of rock.

      What the fuck am I going to do now?

      I don’t know why I bother asking myself the question. There’s only one outcome I will accept.

      I hit a button on my phone and wait two minutes for a knock to come at my office door. “Enter.”

      Koba pushes open the door and steps inside. “Information from the airport just came in. Another passenger was added to the manifest of de Vere’s flight to Monaco before it departed, just like you said.”

      That traitorous bitch. She did exactly what I thought she would.

      “Call the pilot. Fuel the jet.”

      “We’re going to Monaco, sir?”

      “Yes.” I lean back in my chair and steeple my fingers as I stare out at the sea. “It’s time to retrieve my property.”
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      “What do you mean, it’s been declined? This is an unlimited card. Do you know what that means? It’s literally impossible for it to be declined.” Bastien speaks to the clerk at the Casino de Monte Carlo like he’s an idiot.

      “I suggest you call your bank, sir. Perhaps they can explain the mistake I’ve surely made.”

      The clerk is trying to allow Bastien to save face, but Bastien isn’t taking the lifeline. Instead, he snatches the card out of the man’s hand and stalks away, passing me as he leaves the private office.

      “So sorry for the inconvenience, madam,” the clerk says to me.

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s not your fault. I’m sure there’s some kind of red tape. I mean, how often does someone try to get $2 million as a cash advance on a credit card?”

      The clerk’s shrug gives me the impression that this might not be such an unusual request, even though he doesn’t voice it. I’m not sure why I’m surprised. We’re in one of most exclusive casinos in the entire world. Citizens of Monaco aren’t even allowed in the door of the Casino de Monte Carlo, with its overload of gilt and crystal decor.

      I leave the office and search for Bastien, wondering if I’ve made a horrible error in judgment by coming here.

      Beggars can’t be choosers. Even when they’re playing both sides of the game.

      I find Bastien on his phone as he paces the lobby, and spot his sister off to the side, glass of champagne in hand, watching with a catlike smile on her face.

      It doesn’t take a genius to figure out his little sister is extremely satisfied with the current state of affairs. Bastien is the black sheep of the de Vere family, but somehow that never stopped his ever-flowing fount of money before, which makes me wonder why now . . .

      Fuck.

      Me.

      That’s why now.

      She turns her gaze on me and the mirth doubles. “How do you like him now that he’s a pauper? Gold diggers like you are all the same. You’ll be out that door faster than he can find out that he’s been disowned. Don’t worry, I already made sure to tell the casino manager. He’s doted on me since I was a little girl.”

      The knot that’s been my companion since the moment I got the call about Summer twists in the pit of my stomach.

      This bitch has no idea what she just did. Because if Bastien doesn’t have a stake to sit the game, then there is no game for me either. Even with my reputation from the poker tour and the million-dollar stake I got from Forge, no one will give me a seat at a table in Monte Carlo with a pot big enough to win what I need. I don’t belong to the old boys’ club of the rich and powerful. I don’t have Bastien’s connections.

      And now, he doesn’t have his connections anymore either.

      I just took the biggest risk of my life getting on Bastien’s jet—defying Forge’s direct order—and it was for nothing.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      I thought I was being so smart by playing them both. Taking Forge’s money and using Bastien’s contacts to get in the game so I could save Summer.

      Visions of my sister being bought by some man with more money than morals crash through my brain, sending more stabbing pains into my stomach.

      I’m so sorry, Summer. I’m going to find a way. I promise. I’ll play a smaller-stakes table here and gamble until I find someone who knows how to get me into a private game nearby. Yes. That’ll work. I will find a fucking way, Summer. I swear it.

      “You can’t cut me off! Not because of this!” Bastien’s hair stands up on end as he yells into his phone, creating a scene for the gathering crowd. I want to melt into it and disappear.

      I take one step back when a deep rumble of laughter echoes in the lobby. I whip my head around to face the source of the sound.

      No. Not possible.

      How in the hell did Forge find us so quickly?

      The percussion of his slow clap draws the attention of the onlookers who have assembled near Bastien.

      “This is fucking priceless. The family finally cut you off and derailed the gravy train.”

      Bastien lowers his phone and bares his teeth before rushing forward and launching himself at Forge. Poppy screams as the two men collide in a flurry of fists and black-and-white formal wear.

      I walk toward her slowly, my Prada pumps clicking against the floor. I knew I shouldn’t have worn them. They’re still carrying the bad luck from my game at La Reina.

      When I stop in front of Poppy, her hand covers her red lips as she gasps. “Someone has to stop them. Now. Right now. He’s going to hurt him.”

      “I thought that was your goal? Hurt your brother in any way possible?”

      She jerks her attention to my face. “I just didn’t want him marrying the same slut who ruined his wedding before.”

      “For your information, your brother arranged that scene all by himself. I didn’t know he was engaged. In fact, I’m pretty sure someone drugged me that night, and I don’t remember a goddamned thing. I don’t even know if he slept in the same bed as me.”

      Poppy’s eyes bulge, but a loud smack of flesh on flesh drags our attention back to the fight. Security bears down on both men.

      Oh shit. No. No. No.

      This can’t be happening. If they get kicked out . . . there won’t even be a small-stakes game for me to play, and my silent promise to my sister will be completely worthless.

      My breathing turns shallow as my body trembles so hard, my hands shake.

      I can’t lose this chance. I can’t lose this chance.

      I back away slowly, attempting to fade into the crowd, but Poppy wraps her hand around my arm and calls out to security.

      “She’s with them too. Don’t forget to throw her out!”

      That fucking cunt.

      One of the security guards comes toward me as Forge shoves Bastien off him and straightens the lapels of his tux before his gaze sweeps over the gawkers. Looking for me.

      The security guard motions for me to leave, and I consider bolting to avoid both Forge and Bastien, and maybe even have a shot at disappearing into a game before anyone can catch me. It won’t be any use, though. They’ll tackle me to the floor and then throw me out.

      If I have to go down, I’m not going alone.

      I grab Poppy and give her wrist a hard yank. “She’s with them too.”

      At the sound of my voice, Forge’s dark gaze locks onto my face.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. He’s fucking pissed. A wave of apprehension sweeps over me as he surveys me from head to toe.

      I knew this was a risk. I took it willingly. But the risk seemed inconsequential compared to the immediacy of needing to save Summer. Now . . . the risk is staring me right in the face with gray eyes promising retribution.

      I glance over my shoulder, again calculating my odds of disappearing into the casino.

      It’ll never work.

      “Ms. Baptiste.” Forge’s voice cracks like a whip. “I believe we have matters to discuss.”

      He’s wrong. We don’t have a damn thing to discuss, because I just lost my next best chance to save my sister.

      “All of you, please leave the premises immediately.” More security guards have joined the first responders, attempting to disburse the crowd as both Forge and Bastien walk toward the door.

      Salt-tinged air hits my face as I’m shown outside the casino, and my entire body trembles with the reality of my situation. I have to get back inside. I can’t lose this chance. Alanna is going to be devastated.

      Spinning around, I dart back toward the building, but a large hand clamps over my wrist, stopping me before I take two steps.

      “You’re not—” Forge says, but I fucking lose it.

      With a jerk of my wrist, I scream, “Let me go! I have to get back inside! I have to play!”

      My entire body shakes, but his grip holds firm. With what little energy I have left, I swing around to slap at his arm with my purse.

      “Let me go! You don’t understand!”
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      Tears spill down India’s cheeks, and her screams turn piercing. For a moment, I think she’s pretending, but the tremors rippling through her body tell me otherwise. Unless she’s a great actress, India Baptiste is coming unhinged.

      She smacks me with her hand before tugging at my grip again and lashing out with her clutch. It narrowly misses the mirror of my Bugatti that’s parked by the valet.

      “India, stop,” I tell her, but she’s unable to be reasoned with as she dissolves into sobs. Her hair tangles in front of her face and her knees bend, on the verge of giving out.

      Her arm whips out again, and I release her wrist. She starts to crumple before I wrap my arms around her from behind and pick her up off her feet.

      “Enough, Indy. Enough.”

      “No! You don’t understand! I can’t—” Whatever she’s going to say is choked off by a sob.

      “Let her go, Forge! Fucking let her go!” de Vere yells at me as he disentangles himself from the hold security has on his arm.

      “Leave her, Bastien. You’ve done enough damage already,” de Vere’s sister screeches as the casino guests pour outside to continue watching the scene.

      “Get me away from them. Please.” India’s request is low and barely audible, but I don’t need to hear it twice.

      I set her on her feet and wrap an arm around her shoulders. She’s pale and trembling and looks like she’s been through hell and back. I don’t know what the fuck happened before I arrived, but she looks like she’s about to pass out.

      “Don’t you dare—” de Vere’s threat gets lost in the crowd as the valet rushes forward with the keys to my black-and-silver Bugatti.

      “Fuck off, de Vere. She’s not yours to worry about anymore.”

      The valet opens the passenger door for India, and I help her inside as the LED lights illuminate the black-and-white leather interior.

      Once I’m inside, the Chiron roars to life with all of its 1500 horsepower, and I check the mirrors before peeling out from the front of the casino and down the drive. One glance at the rearview shows de Vere staring at us as we speed away.

      I always win, de Vere. You should know that by now.

      In the passenger seat, India fumbles along the door panel, searching for something, and I hope it’s not the door handle so she can jump out.

      “What do you need?”

      “Air. I can’t . . . I can’t breathe.”

      Fuck. “Do you need a hospital? Did he hurt you?”

      Her chin snaps toward me. “Hurt me? No. I just . . .” Her chest rises and falls faster and faster, and a thought occurs to me.

      “Are you having a panic attack?”

      She presses both hands to her face, and her entire body shakes.

      “Calm down, Indy. Just calm down.”

      She drops her hands. “I can’t calm down! I’m running out of time!”

      I take the turn toward the harbor, grateful that Monte Carlo isn’t large or crushed with traffic tonight, and a few moments later, I turn down the quay. The rear hydraulic door of the yacht is open, waiting for me to drive aboard.

      Koba rushes toward the stern, gun drawn, likely from the roar of the Chiron’s engine and the speed at which I approach. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had to make a quick getaway from somewhere. But tonight, I have completely different reasons, and they all have to do with India Baptiste.

      As soon as she realizes we’re driving off the quay and onto a ship, her eyes dart from window to window. “What the hell are you doing?”

      I shut off the engine as the door lifts behind us and turn to her.

      “Kidnapping you.”
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      Kidnapping me?

      He can’t be serious. At least, if he were anyone else, he wouldn’t be serious. But with Jericho Forge . . . I have no idea what to expect.

      He exits the car—one that looks like it’s straight out of a futuristic movie—and rounds the long hood.

      My head buzzes as the passenger door swings open.

      Why did I ask him to take me away from the casino? My brain isn’t functioning right, because I can’t even answer my own question.

      I trip as I try to climb out, and he catches me around the waist with both hands. Before I can speak, my feet leave the ground as he lifts me into his arms.

      “Put me—”

      “Shut up, Indy.”

      A woozy feeling washes over me, and I comply, but only because I’d prefer not to puke on a tux that no doubt cost more than my rent.

      As he carries me through the bowels of the boat, my body relaxes against him almost against my will. As much as I hate to admit it, having his solid arms holding my weight gives me a sense of safety I haven’t felt since I got the call from the men who have Summer.

      But it shouldn’t. He’s just as dangerous. Maybe even more so, because I still can’t figure out what he wants from me.

      “Why did you follow me?”

      He glances down at me with those unreadable gray eyes. “We had a deal, and you broke your word. That’s a cardinal sin.”

      He’s right. I did. I knew I was going to the moment his henchman with the dreads delivered me back to the pier from his island.

      “I had no choice.”

      “You always have a choice, Indy.”

      It’s the second time he’s said my nickname, and it sounds strangely good coming from his lips. Because I’m losing my goddamned mind.

      My hands shake as he carries me to a glass cylinder that parts as we approach. As soon as we step inside, the doors close. When we begin to rise, I grip his shoulders tighter, like I’m afraid I’ll fall.

      “It’s an elevator. Calm down,” Forge says as we soar up to a silver-and-white hallway, broken up by modern art. The doors slide open, and he steps out.

      This is ridiculous.

      Another set of double glass doors slide open, and he steps inside what looks like a main salon. Planks of reclaimed wood line the floors beneath the white leather furniture and navy and gray accents. A white granite sideboard, shot with threads of silver, holds a plethora of matched decanters. Strips of LED lights give off a warm glow, inviting someone to sit down rather than run away, because it appears too fancy for the average human.

      I don’t know why I’m surprised we just drove onto a superyacht, but I am. Forge is a billionaire who throws around checks for a million dollars like they’re pennies, so why wouldn’t he own one.

      When he sits me down on a surprisingly cushy sofa, I squeeze my eyes shut and try to concentrate on something other than how screwed I am right now—and not just because my brain is reminding me how much I like the smell of his skin.

      Pull it together, Indy.

      I open my eyes to the sound of ice clinking in a glass, and Forge watching me out of the corner of his eye as he pours amber-colored liquid over the ice at the sideboard.

      “I don’t need—”

      “You don’t know what you need right now.”

      My mouth drops open at such a high-handed comment. “Excuse me?”

      “You’re acting like a gambling addict desperate for a game, so clearly you’re not making good decisions. You took my million and then walked right to de Vere. Only someone stupid or desperate goes against my orders.”

      “I did what I had to do,” I say as I push up off the sofa.

      “Sit the fuck down. You’re not going anywhere.”

      I whip the check he gave me out of my purse and tear it to shreds, letting them fall to the wood floor like confetti. “There you go. I didn’t cash your check, so you don’t have a goddamned thing to say about what I do. I’m walking off this fucking boat and going to find someone who’ll stake me, and then I’m going to play.”

      My voice trembles as I speak. I have no idea where I’m going to find the resources to make my bold words into truth . . . especially now that my best shot at having a stake is now scattered on the floor.

      Shit. Why did I do that? Why don’t I think before I act when he’s around?

      Forge crosses the room, carrying the glass, and grabs my fisted hand before I can take a single step. He peels my fingers open and wraps them around the tumbler.

      “You aren’t getting off this boat without my permission. Drink your fucking whiskey while I decide what the hell to do with you.”

      “You can’t keep me here. I’m not a fucking prisoner.”

      His roughly carved features shift, breaking into a roguish smile. “Did you think I was joking about the kidnapping? Because I wasn’t.”

      He’s fucking impossible.

      “You want me to drink? Fine.” I drain the contents and shove the glass back at him. “Done. Now I’m leaving.”

      His grin fades. “Sit. The. Fuck. Down. If I have to tell you again, you’ll be facedown over my knee, with my handprint burning on your ass.”

      The dark edge to his threat gives me pause, and I plop down. He’s the only person who has ever threatened to spank me in my life, and just like the last time, a flare of heat ignites between my legs. This should not turn me on.

      It has to be the alcohol. Another lie.

      Forge’s fingertips brush over my hand as he takes the glass from me, sending shivers of pleasure up my arms that shoot straight to my nipples. They pebble into hard points, pressing against the thin fabric of my red dress. Forge misses nothing. His stormy gray eyes dip before meeting my gaze again, as if daring me to disobey and give him a reason to follow through on his threat.

      My breathing catches as he stares at me like he’s once again trying to read my mind.

      If he knew what I was thinking, would he sit down beside me and flip me over his lap, pull my dress up, and find out just how wet I am before he spanked me?

      Banked fire smolders as he takes a step away from me. Then another. And another. He doesn’t break eye contact until he reaches the sideboard and pours another measure into my glass, and more into a second one.

      When he turns around, his expression is blank once more.

      I swear, this man has a split personality for how well he can control his emotions. A talent I wish I had right now.

      He takes a sip of his drink, and my pulse kicks up as he continues to stare. Finally, he speaks. “Why do you need money so badly?”

      “I can’t tell you.”

      He reverses his path from before, taking one measured step toward me at a time before pressing my glass into my hand. “You’re not leaving this boat until you tell me.”

      I curl my fingers around the drink and lift it to my lips without breaking his stare. I drain it and embrace the warm punch of the liquor rushing through my system. For a moment, the crushing anxiety that gripped me outside the casino seems to subside. I stand again on semi-steady legs and silently turn in a circle to survey the decadent wood, granite, and leather interior of the ship, because it’s definitely nothing so pedestrian as a boat.

      For a single moment, I let myself pretend that I could escape from all my problems here. Even if it was just for a day.

      “Maybe I’d be okay with that.” I stop my circling to meet Forge’s stare. The smolder is back, and I immediately regret my words.

      He moves toward me as he speaks. “Women are only on this boat for two reasons—to fuck or to serve. Which role are you taking?”

      His vulgar statement reminds me of how he turned me down Saturday night in my room at the casino hotel.

      “You don’t want to fuck me, so I guess that leaves only one option.”

      “Who says I don’t want to fuck you?” His dark gaze travels over my body, leaving tendrils of fire everywhere it touches.

      “You did.”

      With his glass dangling from his fingers, he takes another step toward me. “I didn’t want a martyr laid out like a cold fish. When I fuck you, you’ll be a full and willing participant.”

      “When?” I laugh, trying to take another sip from my already empty glass. “You’re arrogant as hell.” For some reason, when I say the words, my gaze drops to his crotch, and through the thin material of his tux pants, there’s no mistaking the bulge.

      “Call me whatever you want, but first, you have a story to tell me.” Forge spins around to snag the decanter and crosses the room to refill my glass again.

      I know I shouldn’t drink it, but right now, my capacity for good decision making is shot. For one night, I want to forget that my sister is being held—

      No. Stop.

      I take another sip of the liquor and let it lie on my tongue, appreciating the flavor. Forge’s mouth would taste the same way.

      Nope. Not thinking about that either.

      “I need money. End of story.”

      “Quit lying, Indy, and maybe you’ll find that I’m a good ally. Because whatever you need, I have.” His full lips tempt me not only to tell him what he wants to know, but also to lean up and taste them.

      No. I tear my gaze away from his mouth, trying to break the spell. It doesn’t work, so I go with the only thing that I know will—some of the truth.

      “If I tell you, I’m risking someone’s life, and I can’t take that chance.”

      Forge moves closer, and I want to soak up the heat radiating off him. “Whose life?”

      “I can’t tell you.”

      His fingers lift my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze. “This yacht has the latest technology available. No one will hear a goddamned thing you say while you’re on board. It’s routinely swept for bugs. You might as well be trapped in a snow cave in Siberia.”

      With every word out of his mouth, he’s seducing me into trusting him, but I know I shouldn’t.

      His thumb sweeps along my cheek. “India Baptiste, you are an extraordinary woman with immense talent . . .”

      The compliment and his touch do something to me. My body moves toward his instinctively.

      “But you’re also extraordinarily stupid not to tell me right now.”

      I jerk away from him. “And you’re a fucking dick.”

      His gaze drops to his crotch, and mine follows again.

      Did the bulge get bigger?

      “I might be a dick, but I’m a rich dick, and there isn’t a problem you have that I can’t throw money at to fix. Tell me what I want to know now, or I’m going to get you drunk, seduce you, and then you’ll tell me every secret you’ve ever kept.”

      I choke out a laugh at his overconfident statement. “You can’t expect me to fall in line with your plan when you tell me in advance.”

      “I always get what I want.”

      I press my lips together before taking another sip. Lack of food since breakfast makes the liquor go to my head faster than it normally would, so I retake my seat on the sofa. I rarely have more than one drink because I need my wits about me at the poker table.

      But something in my gut tells me to lay it all out and let Forge help me solve the problem I’m facing. Of all the people I’ve met in my life, he may be the one man who actually could.

      I know I can’t do this alone. I’ve already tried and failed, and the days are ticking away. No doubt I’ll get another call from the unknown number telling me how disappointed they are in my failing to sit a game in Monaco, and threaten Summer’s life again.

      What if they lose their patience? What if they won’t wait the entire five days I have left for the money? Am I really willing to gamble my sister’s life on their word? Am I willing to gamble it on Jericho Forge’s?

      Bastien said something to me Saturday night that echoes through my head now. At least I’m the devil you know.

      In this moment, Forge is that devil, because Bastien can’t help me anymore.

      I take another sip and close my eyes, unable to believe what I’m about to say. “You can’t tell anyone. I can’t go to the police or Interpol. It is literally a matter of life and death.”

      “You have my word.”

      With a deep breath, I let it all spill out. “I need $10 million in five days or my sister is going to be auctioned off to the highest bidder by sex slavers.”

      Forge’s dark gaze turns flinty. “Who has her?”

      “I don’t know. They call from an unknown number.”

      “When and how did they take her?”

      “Five days ago. She was . . .” I pause, not wanting to share the humiliating part of the story.

      The sofa dips beside me from Forge’s weight as he sits. “If you don’t tell me everything, I can’t help you.”

      I tell him as I stare into the remains of my whiskey. “She was playing in an underground poker game. She was losing, so she cheated. They caught her. It was a $5 million pot, and they want double to get her back. They said if I told anyone . . . they’d kill her. And me. And Alanna.”

      I flick my gaze to the side to get a read on his reaction. Neither his posture nor his expression change. I decide to take that as a good sign.

      “Do you have a recent picture of her? Or a video? Something?”

      I nod. “Yes. Both.”

      “Give them to me.” He holds out his hand.

      “They’re on my phone. Give me a minute.” I sit my glass on the floor and flip my clutch open, trying to hold back the relief bursting to life in my chest. “You’re really going to help me get her back?” I ask as I tap the code to unlock my phone.

      He doesn’t answer until I meet his gaze. “I’m going to investigate the situation.”

      Okay, that’s not a yes, but also not a no . . .

      “But I don’t do anything for anyone without getting something in return.”

      I should have expected him to say that. My heart hammers harder as I study the austere lines of his face, softened only by the stubble that seems to permanently color his jaw.

      “What do you want?”

      One eyebrow rises. “From you? For $10 million? You should already know the answer to that.” The corners of his mouth lift until his expression is the picture of sheer triumph. “Every-fucking-thing.”
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      Every-fucking-thing. The word vibrates through my body, hardening my nipples further and intensifying the thrumming pulse between my legs.

      “At the risk of repeating what happened at La Reina, I’m keeping my clothes on,” I tell him, my voice sounding husky, even to my ears.

      “Good, because when I want them off, I’ll strip you myself.”

      A shiver rolls down my spine. How can words affect me so much? But it’s not just the words. It’s the man.

      Forge turns on the sofa and reaches toward me. I flinch when his thumb strokes the pulse point fluttering in my neck. He pauses, his dark gaze penetrating mine.

      “You’re afraid of me.”

      My lips press together as I think of a way to answer without sounding stupid. I decide to go with the truth. “I’m not used to being touched. Not . . . not like this.”

      His gaze intensifies as he caresses my skin and curls his other fingers around the side of my throat. “You can’t say things like that to a man like me.”

      Slickness gathers between my legs, and I’m moments away from climbing him. It’s the alcohol. Right?

      Whatever the reason, I’ve never been drawn to a man as powerfully as I am to Jericho Forge. He’s like a black hole, and I’m helpless to resist the gravity sucking me in. Because I’m an idiot.

      Even that knowledge doesn’t dim the effect of the warmth radiating off him or the delicious salty fresh scent of man that surrounds me. Every brush of his fingertips across my throat is intoxicating.

      “Why can’t I say things like that?” I whisper.

      “Because then I’ll want to do this.”

      He shifts his grip and pulls me onto his lap. My knees spread, one landing on either side of his thighs as he cups the back of my neck with one hand and slides the other down to palm my ass.

      With a rough tug, he yanks me against his body until my every curve is pressed against rock-hard muscle hidden beneath his tux. Except one part isn’t hidden at all. The bulge is an iron rod, and I can’t help but shift against it. Forge’s mouth hovers over my lips for a second, and I stare at him as his gaze pierces straight through me.

      One heartbeat. Two. Three.

      I don’t know what he’s waiting for, but I’m dying to feel his lips on mine. His expression changes just before his mouth crashes down.

      This is no soft, sweet kiss. It’s a storming of the gates, and my defenses are already in shambles. He demands entrance and my lips part, letting his tongue charge through.

      Just like I thought earlier, the whiskey tastes even better mixed with him.

      I release a low moan as he grips my ass tighter and lifts me to press harder against his cock. He’s a marauder, plundering just like the pirate I thought he was the first time I saw him. He takes without permission or apology.

      And I love it.

      I rock my hips, and lust lights up every nerve ending. I need this. Need him. Want him. With a desperation I haven’t felt in . . . well, ever.

      The kiss goes on and on, and the liquor goes straight to my head, releasing me from my inhibitions as I bury my fingers in his hair. I tug at the long strands, pulling him closer. Begging him silently to kiss me harder. To take more. To make me forget this mess I’ve found myself in, even if it’s just for a few minutes.

      My body is primed and ready. Wetness soaks my panties. I’ve never been so hard up for a man in my life.

      And then he stops.

      Like he flipped a switch, Forge’s body stiffens, and his hands leave my neck and my ass to go to my hips as he sets me away from him on the sofa and rises to his feet.

      What the . . .

      I stand up, reaching out to grab him by the lapels, but he holds me at arm’s length.

      “Sit down, Ms. Baptiste.”

      “Why? What the fuck, Forge?”

      “This isn’t happening. Not here. Not now.” His roughened voice tells me he’s not as unaffected as he wants me to believe.

      My attention drops to the massive hard-on testing the strength of the thin material of his pants.

      “You’re turning me down again? Are you serious? Because your dick has a severe problem with your decision.”

      He narrows his eyes on me and then nods to the floor. “Then feel free to take care of it, but I’m not fucking you.”

      The heat burning through my veins turns to anger, and my hands clench into fists. “Oh, hell no. You can fuck right off, Forge. What the hell is wrong with you?”

      His gaze turns heavy-lidded as he studies me.

      I know he wants me. So, why isn’t he taking what he wants?

      Forge’s hands drop away from me, and he steps back. He touches a finger to a glass panel next to the sideboard, and one square illuminates with blue light. Ten seconds later, a man enters the room.

      “Get Ms. Baptiste dinner,” Forge says without looking at him.

      Dinner? He thinks I want food?

      “I don’t—”

      Forge’s chin cuts toward me, silencing my protest. “You’ll eat, and then you’ll send the photos and videos to the email Koba gives you.”

      With his final order delivered, he turns and walks out the same doors the other man just walked in.

      That motherfucker.

      Before he disappears from sight, I catch a glimpse of his hands flexing into fists and releasing.

      What the hell is Jericho Forge’s game?
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      The feel of her skin sears my palms. I shouldn’t have touched her. Shouldn’t have kissed her. Not yet. Not like this.

      I have plans for India Baptiste, and while I should be glad she has no aversion to fucking me, I can’t allow myself to be distracted.

      And, holy fuck, is she distracting.

      I’ve had some of the most beautiful women in the world throw themselves at me, and not a single one has affected me like she does. Not even my most skilled mistress could turn my dick rock hard so fucking fast.

      It’s not just the curves of India’s body that I want to learn every inch of, or her stunning face. It’s her. Her attitude. Her grit. Her determination. Her loyalty to her sister, even though the girl fucked up.

      If I’m being honest with myself, there’s nothing that could suck me in faster than that.

      Which means I have to be vigilant. I can’t let myself see her as more than a means to an end. But my cock has other ideas. I try to think of anything to deflate it as I head for my office on board, but nothing works.

      I’m too old, and honestly, too fucking rich, to take care of my hard-on by jacking off in the shower. It was on a whim that I told her she could handle it herself, but I don’t know what I would have done if she’d dropped to her knees right there in the salon.

      Bullshit. I know exactly what I would have done.

      I would have unzipped my pants and watched her blue eyes go wide when she caught sight of my dick. I’d have let her lick and suck and try to swallow me down until she gagged on it with tears streaming from her eyes.

      Then I would have gripped her by the nape of her neck, tilted her head back, and taught her—

      Instead of going down, my dick hardens to the point of pain.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      I need to concentrate, and not on how much I want to bend her over and fuck her mouth, her pussy, and her ass.

      I walk into my office and shut and lock the door before heading straight into the attached bathroom.

      Fuck it.

      Within seconds, I’ve stripped, and the water from the shower pours over my shoulders. I wrap my hand around my cock and tug hard enough to punish myself for letting her steal my ironclad self-control.

      With my head bowed, I brace myself against the wall as I jerk my dick, picturing her plump pink lips, and how fucking tight they’re going to wrap around my cock while I show her exactly how I’d like to fuck her face.

      God, I want to see that.

      The picture becomes even clearer in my mind, and I would swear it’s the most provocative sight I’ve ever had in my brain.

      India Baptiste is another level.

      Jesus, fuck.

      My balls draw up, and I know it won’t take long to shoot my load all over the shower wall.

      I shouldn’t come this fast. But there’s no denying that I’m going to blow before I’m ready.

      I don’t bother to muffle my roar as lightning shoots down my spine, and I picture India swallowing every single drop of cum that spills out of me.

      I stumble backward and crouch on the floor of the shower, letting the water rush over me, like it’s going to erase the traces of what I just did. But nothing will. India Baptiste is under my skin.

      Fucking hell. I knew she was going to be a problem. I knew it. I also know exactly what I’m going to do next.
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      I’m alone in the salon when a noise that sounds like a wounded, enraged animal rumbles through the ship.

      Was that Forge? I stand up and whip my head around, waiting to hear pounding footsteps of people running to the rescue, but there’s no sound at all until the blond guy returns with a tray and sets it on the round table in the back corner of the salon.

      “Did you hear that sound?”

      He looks at me blankly. “I’m paid not to hear anything, Ms. Baptiste.”

      Um. That’s awkward and weird. Now I want to know about all the things he’s been paid “not to hear.”

      “So, just to be clear, you did hear it, or you didn’t hear it?” I ask.

      “I hope you enjoy your dinner, ma’am.”

      I manage to stem the urge to roll my eyes. “I said I didn’t want anything.”

      “Mr. Forge said you’re eating, so you’re eating.”

      With a mulish set to my jaw, I cross my arms. “Not unless Mr. Forge plans to force-feed me.”

      It may be the new glass of whiskey I helped myself to that’s making me so impertinent, or it could be the fact that I really despise being told what to do by strangers.

      “Mr. Forge is otherwise engaged at present, but he’ll be quite unhappy if he finds out that his orders haven’t been followed.”

      “Then that’s his problem,” I say as I walk to a sofa in the opposite corner of the salon from where he placed the tray.

      My snappish comment is fueled by the fact that the man left me with a heinous case of female blue balls, and now all I need is a goddamned orgasm so I can clear my head and figure out what the hell my next step is if Forge can’t or won’t help me get Summer back.

      The man holds out a business card. “Send any pictures and videos of your sister to this email address.”

      So the blond guy is Koba. Got it.

      I reach out and snatch it from him. It’s a black card with nothing but an email that’s a long string of numbers followed by a domain I don’t recognize.

      “That, I can do. But you might as well take the food away. It’s going to go to waste here.”

      “I follow orders, regardless of whether you like them. Enjoy your meal, Ms. Baptiste.”

      Well, that makes one of us, I think as Koba turns and leaves the room.

      I move to the decanters and top off my drink, but decide to send the pictures before I sip. My capacity for doing anything useful is disappearing with every taste of whiskey.

      After opening my email, I attach pictures of Summer and a video I have of her dancing around Alanna’s flat last Christmas. I type in the email address, checking it three times to make sure I got it right, and hit Send.

      With my glass in hand, I toss my phone on the sofa and take a long pull of the whiskey. Delicious scents emanate from the covered tray, and against my will, my stomach growls.

      Goddammit. I’m not hungry.

      Curiosity gets the better of me, and I lift the lid to see a succulent piece of white fish on what looks like mashed sweet potatoes, topped with sliced almonds, edamame, and a lemony butter sauce.

      Seriously? Someone just threw together a gourmet meal for a late-night snack? Then I remember where I am. A superyacht owned by a billionaire. Gourmet is probably all that’s on the menu, regardless of the time of day.

      I take another deep breath, and the glass of whiskey in my hand wobbles. Maybe it’ll blunt my hangover in the morning if I eat . . .

      With that reasoning in mind, I sit down and take a single bite. It melts in my mouth. Before I know it, the plate is clear.

      “I knew you would eat.”

      Koba’s voice comes from the doorway, and I whip my head around.

      “Jesus Christ. You scared the hell out of me.”

      He comes forward to retrieve the tray. “Mr. Forge told me to keep an eye on you.”

      “Where did he go? He and I need to have a discussion.” I toss my napkin on the silver lid before he moves it out of range.

      “Busy,” Koba says before leaving the way he came. As he steps through the sliding glass doors, he adds, “I’ll return to show you to your cabin shortly.”

      I don’t bother to reply. Instead, I help myself to enough whiskey to make me forget I have a single care in the world.
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      Bright light stabs my eyeballs like spears of fire as I open them. “Oh God. Turn off the light.”

      When there’s no answer and no dimming of the surface of the sun beating down on me, I shield my eyes and roll over on the silky-smooth sheets of the bed.

      Wait. What bed?

      I sit up with a start and clasp the sheet to my chest, even though I’m still wearing my dress from last night.

      I don’t remember leaving the salon. I certainly don’t remember getting into a king-size bed and curling up under the sheet fully clothed.

      Rising from the bed, I slowly take in the massive cabin. It has the same reclaimed wood floors as the salon, but the walls are dark gray and the sheets are navy blue. It’s dark and masculine.

      This is Forge’s cabin. All I have to do is breathe in deeply to catch the hint of sandalwood and fresh man-scent I smelled on him the night at La Reina.

      I check the pillow beside the one I used. It shows no signs of being disturbed. Forge didn’t sleep here. Where is he?

      My bladder protests that his whereabouts doesn’t matter right this moment, and I glance around and spot a door across the room that I hope leads to the facilities.

      I push it open, and instead of finding a luxurious en-suite bathroom, I find an office with a large desk and computer monitors mounted on it. I turn to leave, but I catch sight of something on the desk that shouldn’t be there.

      My phone.

      It’s connected to a laptop with a cord.

      What the hell?

      I stalk over to it and pick it up. Sure enough, it’s mine. I tap the screen, and instead of bringing up the lock screen, it opens without a password.

      He hacked into my phone. What. The. Fuck?

      I yank out the cord and storm out of the bedroom, propelled by fury. The next door I yank open leads to the bathroom. That works too.

      After making quick work of the facilities, I try the rest of the doors in the cabin until I find the one that leads to a bright white hallway that extends in acres of wood in both directions.

      Forge is somewhere on this damn boat, and when I find him, I’m going to rip him a new one for invading my privacy. I sent him the damn pictures. What else did he need that he had to hack my phone?

      “Ms. Baptiste, can I help you?” a woman with dark hair slicked back into a tight bun asks. She’s wearing what must be the ship uniform of a navy polo with a silver logo in the shape of a stylized F on the breast, paired with white slacks and deck shoes.

      “Yes, I’m looking for Mr. Forge. Can you take me to him?”

      The woman’s expression stays completely placid. “I’m afraid he’s unavailable right now, Ms. Baptiste.”

      “You don’t understand. This is an urgent matter. It can’t wait.” I clutch my phone in my hand, and even though I want to show her and explain exactly why I need to see the hacking bastard, I don’t.

      “I’m sorry—” she says, starting to apologize and give me another excuse.

      “Can you at least tell me if he’s on the boat?” I watch her face for any flicker of information that might be helpful.

      “In a matter of speaking.”

      “What does that mean?” I glance around like he’s going to pop out of the ceiling. He doesn’t.

      “Ms. Baptiste, if you’d please come with me to the salon, we have breakfast waiting for you. Mr. Forge will join you at his leisure.”

      At his leisure? I repeat silently. My temper begins to rear its ugly head, but I remind myself it’s not this woman’s fault that he stole my phone and hacked into it. Forge is the only one who needs to answer for that.

      “If you follow me, you’ll be one step closer to speaking with him.” The woman spins on her deck shoes and moves efficiently down the hallway.

      I have two choices, and pouting like a child isn’t going to get me anywhere. Besides, the more ground I can cover, the more likely it is that I’ll find Forge. It may be a massive boat, but there are only so many places the man could hide.

      We reach the salon, which I remember from last night, despite the throbbing in my head from too much whiskey. Beyond the sliding glass doors, there’s nothing but blue ocean, even though the boat isn’t moving.

      What the hell? We left Monaco?

      “Where are we?”

      The woman, whose name I still don’t know, follows my gaze out the window. “The Mediterranean.”

      I blink repeatedly, but the view outside doesn’t change. “The middle of the Mediterranean?”

      She shrugs. “Not exactly the middle.”

      “Where are we going?” I ask as I step closer to the windows.

      “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to share that information with you right now. But if you’ll wait for Mr. Forge, I’m sure he’ll answer your questions.”

      My brain spins in a hundred different directions as I stare out at the gorgeous blue sea, and the only thing I can think is that with every nautical mile this boat has moved, I’m farther away from getting my sister back.

      “Where the hell is he?” I turn to find that I’ve asked the question to an empty room, and there’s nothing but silence as a reply.

      I tap the screen on my cell phone to see if I have service, but of course, I don’t. My wireless package doesn’t exactly include middle-of-the-ocean capabilities.

      That’s when I hear a splash from somewhere beyond the large sliding glass doors at the rear of the salon.

      I rush through them and find myself on a massive teak sundeck, complete with white wooden loungers with navy-and-white striped cushions. In the middle of the deck is a pool. But that’s not where the splash came from, because it’s completely empty. I hurry to the side of the boat and spot someone with dark hair cutting through the water, stroke after strong stroke.

      Forge.

      It has to be him. I follow the railing of the boat to the stern to get a better look at the man.

      Of course he’d get his exercise swimming in the middle of the goddamned ocean like he’s Aquaman. Suddenly, visions of Jason Momoa flash through my mind, and the uncanny resemblance between the two men hits me. No wonder I think Forge looks like a pirate, because he’s built like someone who plays a warrior superhero in movies.

      Before I can open my mouth to yell at him, he dives underwater and disappears.

      I count to sixty before panic filters into my system, overtaking the anger. Where did he go? He can’t drown. I need him!

      I grab the railing, craning my neck right and then left, looking for any sign of the man. When I see nothing, I spin around, looking for help. The sundeck is empty but for me.

      Two sets of wide white fiberglass stairs curve down to the giant swim platform, and I pick one, stumbling in my haste. There’s what looks like a large hidden door, which I would put money on is the one we drove into last night in the Bugatti.

      But that doesn’t help me. I need a life ring or something.

      I scan the spotless white wall of fiberglass until I notice a raised white cross on another panel. With no idea how to actually open the thing, I take my chances and shove it with the heel of my hand. Hydraulics pop it open, and inside are life jackets and the orange floaty thing that you see the lifeguards use on Baywatch.

      I yank it out of the compartment and turn . . . to see Forge hauling himself out of the ocean on a ladder that disappears down into the water from the swim platform. His broad shoulder muscles ripple as he pulls himself up, revealing his well-developed pecs and washboard abs.

      I didn’t think men over thirty could have abs like that. I was wrong.

      And then he takes another step up, and I see a whole hell of a lot more. Jesus Christ. My mouth drops open as his cock comes into full view.

      Blessed mother of all things holy. He’s naked. Totally, completely naked.

      And his dick is massive. And the ocean can’t be super warm. Which means . . .

      “It’s like someone unleashed the Kraken,” I whisper as he moves toward me, his dick bouncing from side to side with each step.

      My gaze is glued to his cock. I have zero shame. I can’t stop staring. It’s . . . it’s just perfect hanging there in all its glory, fresh from a dip in the Med.

      “The Kraken?” Forge’s entire body shakes as booming laughter tumbles from his lips.

      But I’m not looking at his lips. I’m still watching his dick as it bobs when he laughs. It’s also getting bigger.

      “Are you going to look at my face or just stare at my dick?”

      “I’ve seen your face before,” I tell him, not looking up. I got caught staring; I might as well make the most of it.

      When a navy towel with a silver monogram suddenly covers the object of my attention, I’m forced to glance up . . . at the most beautiful grin that has ever crossed a man’s face.

      Why is he so attractive? It’s not right. Money, abs, a big dick, and drop-dead gorgeous? If I needed any more proof that life is definitely unfair, it’s standing right in front of me. Even his laugh is perfect.

      Stop, Indy. Get down to business. He hacked your phone.

      “Stop laughing. This isn’t swim time. This is tell Indy why the fuck you hacked her phone time, and what the hell you want from me to get my sister back time.”

      Forge doesn’t stop laughing, though. He scrubs himself dry for several moments while chuckling.

      My concentration is tested, because while he’s doing that, I get little peeks of his beautiful cock every few seconds.

      Stop acting like it’s been a decade since you’ve seen a dick. Except it nearly has been, and I’m hard up.

      I thought it was the whiskey last night, but it wasn’t. It’s Forge. He’s the reason I can’t keep my wits about me.

      Start fixing that right now then, Indy.

      I take a deep breath and drag my attention from his groin to his face. He’s still smiling, and he needs to stop, because I can’t handle those straight white teeth grinning at me when I know there’s a monster cock hidden beneath that scrap of fabric. I’m just not built to withstand that kind of temptation. I don’t have that kind of self-control.

      But I will find it, I vow.

      Forge knots the towel around his waist before his gaze darts behind me to where the cabinet is open and the lifeguard float is halfway yanked out of its storage space.

      “Were you worried about me, Ms. Baptiste?”

      Not willing to admit anything I’ve thought in the last five minutes, I press my lips together and try to come up with a decent-sounding lie.

      “I thought I needed protection in case I had to beat you off. It would’ve been self-defense.”

      His lips curl up again in a way that I really, really need him to stop. “I don’t know how you ever bluff in poker, because your lying skills need work.”

      “Oh, fuck off, Forge. My bluffing is superb.”

      I pin my attention to his right shoulder, where there’s a hint of black ink snaking over from his back. Sweet Jesus, he can’t have tattoos too. That’s just not fair.

      “If either of us needed to beat someone off, I’m guessing it’d be me. Did you get a good enough look, or do you want me to lose the towel?” He grips the knot with one hand, and part of me wants to tell him to drop it and then mount him right where we stand.

      “I’ve never been a fan of the Kraken. Too angry.”

      His eyes close for a beat as his chest shakes again with laughter, and I remind myself why I tracked the man down before I got distracted by the beast between his legs.

      “Why the hell did you hack my phone? I sent you—”

      “Nothing. You sent me nothing. I assume you had a few too many drinks and couldn’t manage the email address. Instead of losing precious time waiting for Sleeping Beauty to wake, I did what needed to be done. You can thank me later.” He walks past me toward the staircase on the right. “I’m hungry. If you want to talk, you’re going to have to do it while I eat.”

      This fucking arrogant bastard.

      “Why the hell did we leave Monaco? You can’t really kidnap me!” I yell as I follow him up the stairs. He stops at the top and I skid to a halt, barely missing running into his back.

      Yep. That’s a tattoo. A traditional sailor’s anchor that does nothing but highlight the slabs of muscle that make up his back. I shove down the unfairness of it all as he turns to face me.

      “You’re free to leave anytime you’d like, Ms. Baptiste.” Forge gestures to the open ocean. “Go right ahead.”

      “Unlike you, I don’t swim like a fish.”

      “Probably because no one has ever tossed you off the side of the boat and asked if you wanted to live,” he mutters under his breath as he walks toward the automatic glass doors, and I barely catch it before the ocean breeze whips it away.

      “What did you say?”

      He doesn’t stop until he takes a seat at the table in the salon. “If you have special requests for the chef, feel free to relay them to Dorsey. She’s been assigned to meet all of your needs while you’re on board,” he says as he shakes out a white napkin and drops it onto his lap.

      “The chick with the navy polo and dark hair who wouldn’t tell me a damn thing?” I ask as I approach the table.

      Forge pours himself a glass of what smells like freshly squeezed orange juice and takes a long drink before replying. “She doesn’t need to tell you anything to do her job, which is to make sure you have what you need.”

      “What I need is some goddamned information. Did you find anything out about my sister? Are you going to help me get her back?”

      Forge gestures to the chair across from him. “Sit. Eat.”

      “Why are you always trying to feed me?”

      His dark gaze travels up my body, skimming every single curve still on display from the daring red dress I wore last night. “Do you really need to ask? I like tits and ass, and I wouldn’t want you to start losing yours because I didn’t keep you properly fed.”

      My mouth drops open as he lifts the lid off a steaming platter of scrambled eggs and moves half of them onto his plate.

      “If you don’t want answers to your questions, then don’t sit and eat. Your choice, India.”

      I drop into the chair across from him with a huff.

      Am I being a brat? Probably, but this man is maddening. I have no idea how to navigate this situation, and I’m doing the best I can.

      I’m not the type of girl to roll over when life throws me a curveball, but that doesn’t mean I know how to handle a man like Forge. He’s attracted to me, that much I know, but he can turn it on and off like the flip of a switch. Obviously, he has self-control that I don’t.

      Adds self-control to my mental list of things to work on, ten thousand lines below get my sister back before she’s auctioned off as a sex slave.

      Forge eats his eggs with the assistance of a slice of crusty bread that looks absolutely divine.

      So what if I’m capable of being both dick-struck and carb-struck. Sue me. I have weaknesses. I’m talking my pride into allowing me to steal a piece of bread when Forge speaks.

      “You should really choose a more difficult pass code for your phone. Your sister’s birthday is a pretty obvious choice. It wasn’t hacking so much as getting it right on the second try.”

      I glare at him. “Aren’t you smart. Do you want a cookie?”

      “No, but I wouldn’t turn down a blow job from your smart mouth.”

      My eyes widen, and I lock down the shock that must be reflected on my face.

      “Are you always so crude?” I ask as I reach across the table to grab a hunk of the bread I was eyeing.

      “I was raised on a ship full of men who fucked everything in sight as soon as we hit port. What do you think?”

      I take a bite of the bread and chew the crunchy outer edge and soft middle of nutty deliciousness before replying. “You’re American, aren’t you?”

      He watches me for a moment before nodding. “And you?”

      “According to my passport, German. Which is funny, because I don’t speak a word of the language.”

      His gaze narrows on me. “What about your sister? Does she have a German passport too?”

      “No, she was born in Amsterdam. Our mom basically dragged us around Europe.”

      “What did she do?”

      I shrug. “What didn’t she do? If you asked her, she’d say she was a burlesque dancer, but mostly she just stripped and did peepshows and whatever else paid the bills. She taught me how to pick pockets when I was eight and she got pregnant with Summer. She thought she wouldn’t be able to make rent. But it turns out, everyone has a kink, and you can make decent money stripping as a pregnant chick.”

      “This isn’t the mother who was at your flat when Goliath stopped by.” It’s a statement rather than a question.

      “Why would you assume that?”

      “Because you don’t sound like you have a whole lot of respect for the woman you said dragged you around Europe.”

      “Alanna’s our adopted mom. She found us when I was sixteen and Summer was eight. She wouldn’t leave us alone until I agreed to let her feed us.”

      “I think I’d like her,” he says with a quirk of his lips, and I assume he’s referencing the fact that he’s always trying to feed me too. “What happened to your birth mom?”

      I reach for another chunk of bread, even though I know it’s going to go straight to my already curvaceous love handles. “Don’t know. She left one night, a few months after we came to Ibiza, and never came back.”

      “When you were sixteen?” he asks before taking another drink of orange juice.

      “Fifteen, almost sixteen. We made it about six months on our own, and then Alanna came into the picture.” I reach for the pitcher and pour myself a glass. I take a sip, and it’s just as sweet and fresh as I hoped.

      “That’s not an easy life for a kid, especially trying to take care of a sibling.”

      “I did my best. I picked pockets. Learned to play cards. Then Alanna happened.” I set the glass down and wave my hand around at the interior of the salon. “I’m guessing despite all of this, you didn’t exactly have it easy as a kid either, did you? That’s why you’re such a hard-ass.”

      He chews a bite of his eggs and toast but doesn’t answer my question. I feel like that’s because I’m right.

      Regardless, it doesn’t matter. Only one thing does.

      “What did you find out about Summer?”

      He washes the food down with the remains of his orange juice and reaches for the carafe to refill his glass and mine. “Your sister got herself into a hell of a mess.”

      “I know. Trust me, I know.”

      “Is that normal for her?”

      My hand stills as I reach for my OJ. I glance up at Forge’s unreadable expression. “Does it matter?”

      “It is if she’s constantly expecting her big sister to bail her out of trouble,” he replies before lifting his napkin to his lips.

      “She’s my only family, Forge. I’ll always do whatever I can to help her.”

      He puts his napkin down and leans both elbows on the table. “Even sell your own soul to do it?”

      I swallow a lump in my throat. “If I have to.”

      Something flickers in his dark gaze, but I have no way of reading him.

      “Good. Then you’ll have no problem agreeing to my proposition.”

      “What proposition?”

      He rises. “I’m going to shower, and I expect you to eat some protein. You have a busy day ahead of you.”

      “What do you mean, busy day?”

      But he’s already striding out of the room, the towel flapping around his calves . . . until it slips down, revealing a tanned and muscular ass you could bounce a quarter off.

      Sweet Jesus.

      Life is so unfair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            27

          

          
            Forge

          

        

      

    

    
      I wrap my fist around my dick, one hand pressed to the wall of the guest shower. I haven’t jacked off twice in twenty-four hours since I was fourteen fucking years old. But give me a woman in a rumpled red dress from the night before with a smart mouth and sassy attitude, and I’m harder than a steel beam.

      She wants me to release the Kraken? She can have it anytime she wants.

      My laughter echoes in the shower, and I stop what I’m doing for a moment to rest my head against the tile.

      When was the last time someone made me laugh like that? I don’t have an answer for the question, but as soon as her face pops back into my head, I finish myself off in record time, shooting my load down the drain.

      Next time, I’m coming down her throat.

      I make that promise to myself, but I also know there’s no way in hell I’ll take something that isn’t offered. And after today . . . there’s a good chance India Baptiste is going to want my head on a pike.

      She’ll get over it. Eventually.

      Means to an end. That’s all that matters.

      I scrub the salt off my skin and think of how she was going for the rescue buoy, assuming I was drowning in the ocean. When was the last time someone was actually concerned about my safety when they weren’t on my payroll?

      No one since Isaac.

      All lightness flees from my mind as I remind myself why we left Monaco—because de Vere was still there, and I wasn’t taking a chance that he was going to attempt some last grand gesture to try to get the girl.

      Not that I think de Vere is capable of grand gestures, but he’s capable of fucking my life up beyond recognition. Which he’s already done once, and I’m not giving him the opportunity to do it again.

      I dress in khaki shorts and an unbuttoned white linen shirt I had Dorsey retrieve from my cabin. When I return to the salon, it’s empty.

      I press a button on the intercom panel to contact Dorsey. She responds immediately.

      “Where is she?”

      “Changing, sir. I’ll escort her back to you as soon as she is finished.”

      “If you hear a splash, assume she jumped overboard and call out the crew.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I move away from the intercom and check my phone. Fatigue from a night with no sleep might bother most people, but I’m used to it. However, I wasn’t ready for the temptation of having India Baptiste asleep in my bed. After I slid her under the covers, I left the room and forbade myself from returning. Because if I had . . .

      Not thinking about that now. I don’t have time for another shower.

      A few minutes later, India follows Dorsey into the salon.

      “Is your entire crew under orders not to share anything helpful with me?” India asks, frustration underlying her tone.

      She’s wearing clothes left on board by another female guest, which would no doubt piss her off, so I have no plans to tell her. The top definitely doesn’t fit her quite the same way, because her tits are damn near about to fall out of it. I’m not complaining, however. She looks incredible, which shouldn’t be possible in cast-off clothes and no makeup.

      The corner of my mouth tugs upward, which happens all too often in her presence. This time it’s because India Baptiste is a little liar. She made a big production out of the mess in her hotel room and how high-maintenance she is, but she looks even more entrancing fresh faced from the shower.

      “The crew’s orders are to see to your comfort. Information isn’t necessary,” I tell her.

      “Information is necessary, Forge. Because if you don’t tell me what your plan is or what the hell you want from me, I’m about to jump ship, and I’m not joking.”

      I look to Dorsey. “Leave us, please.”

      The steward nods and disappears.

      India watches her leave and then looks back to me. “Cut the shit, Forge. It’s time to lay out our cards.”
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      His black hair is wet from his shower, and I can’t help but wonder if he knows that I used the fancy showerhead in his bathroom to get myself off. I checked for cameras before I climbed in the shower, and then I realized how stupid I was being. It’s his sanctuary. He wouldn’t allow anyone to see anything in there.

      I also poked through his cabinets and drawers, trying to find some insight into the man I’m dealing with. Other than high-end products and cologne that I might have thought about stealing, there was nothing useful to be learned.

      After that, I tried to use his computer, but unlike me, his shit is impossible to hack into. None of the creative passwords I tried worked either, including bigdickswinging69 and releasethekrakenwithindy.

      He stands before me now, his arms crossed over his chest, studying me like he’s coming to some sort of decision.

      “What, Forge? Just tell me already.”

      He’s silent for another moment before he replies. “I’ll bring your sister back to you safely, but in return, you have to do something for me, no questions asked.”

      That gives me pause. “What kind of something?”

      He looks skyward, and I wonder if he’s trying to find the patience to deal with me. He meets my gaze again, but this time, there’s no humor in his expression at all.

      “No questions asked, India. Do you understand what that means?”

      I bite my lip because I have at least seventeen questions ready to fire off at him.

      “I will tell you, though,” he says, “it’s not sexual in nature, but it is something that will be financially beneficial to me.”

      Not sexual in nature, but financially beneficial? Neither of those clues gives me any kind of assistance in solving the riddle that is Jericho Forge and what he wants in return for saving the person who matters most to me.

      “Yes or no, Indy. You have sixty seconds to decide.”

      My eyes widen, and I blink several times in quick succession. “What? Sixty seconds? That’s—”

      “How it’s going to be. It’s not a hard decision. You shouldn’t need more time to decide. After all, you did say you’d do anything, even sell your soul, to get your sister back, didn’t you?”

      I grit my teeth, because I want to say so many things, but none of those things are going to change the situation.

      He glances at his watch. “Forty-five seconds.”

      I wait, on purpose, until he hits fifteen. “Fine. I’ll do it. Whatever it is. I’ll do it.”

      I expect a victorious smile to spread over his features, but instead, he just nods without even a hint of humor.

      “Come with me to the bridge.”

      “Yes, sir. Right away, sir,” I say, my mocking quips not lost on the man, at least I assume not given his raised eyebrow before he leaves the salon.

      I follow him outside, along the side of the yacht, through a single glass door and then up two curving flights of stairs through another set of double doors.

      The captain and Koba both stand near the massive steering wheel of the yacht.

      “Captain, can you confirm for me that we’re in international waters?”

      What the hell does that matter? Is he going to start diving for treasure and pull $10 million out of the ocean?

      “Yes, Mr. Forge. We are indeed.”

      “And this ship is registered under the flag of a country that allows marriage at sea?”

      What in the actual fuck is he talking about?

      The captain nods again, but with confusion this time. “Yes, sir. That’s correct.”

      “Excellent. Then you can do Ms. Baptiste and me the great honor of marrying us.”

      Forge did not just say that.

      The captain looks just as shocked as I’m sure I do. “Sir?”

      “Are you questioning my order, Captain?”

      “No, sir. I just wanted to confirm that you, in fact, want me to perform a wedding ceremony right now. Between you and Ms. Baptiste?”

      “Yes.”

      The captain looks around the room, as if to buy himself time to respond. “We’ll need a second witness.”

      “Dorsey is on her way up with the marriage license.”

      Forge looks at me, as if waiting for me to say something. But for the first time in maybe my entire life, I’m speechless. Completely speechless. I don’t know what to say or what to think. Nothing makes sense.

      Am I still drunk? Am I dreaming? I reach down and pinch my arm, but the sting tells me I’m wide awake.

      “Nothing to say, Ms. Baptiste?”

      I stay quiet, watching him like he’s about to sprout a second head at any moment.

      Jericho Forge wants me to marry him? Why on earth could he possibly want to marry me? I recall his words in the salon.

      “It is something that is financially beneficial to me.”

      I can buy that, but why me? I desperately want to ask the question, but I agreed to no questions. It takes everything I have to keep it inside.

      Dorsey enters the bridge carrying a file folder and a pen. She hands them both to Forge. He flips the folder open and signs his name to a document.

      “Where the hell did you get a marriage license?”

      “Friends in high places.”

      I shake my head at him. “There is something severely wrong with you. Possibly a mental defect, because this isn’t normal.”

      I take the pen from his hand and the piece of paper that reads Certificate of Marriage on the top. My hand hovers over the line waiting for my signature.

      I glance up at Forge. “You’re sure you want to do this?”

      “No questions asked, Ms. Baptiste. That was the stipulation.”

      “I’m not asking for your reasons, Forge. I’ll do it. I don’t have a choice. But I need to know you’re sure that this is the only way.”

      Something in his expression softens for a beat. “I’m sure.” He presses his lips together and adds, “But you always have a choice with me, Indy. Choose wisely.”

      I study his face, looking for any semblance of a reason that he’d want to marry me, especially after he pushed me away last night.

      All I see is unreadable dark gray eyes, and a face that haunts my waking and sleeping hours.

      I bite my lip and make my decision.

      I don’t know whether it’s the wise choice, but I scrawl my name on the signature line right below his.

      He planned this. Last night, while I was asleep. Jericho Forge planned our goddamned wedding.

      But why?

      I hand him the license back, and he tucks it away in the file before reaching down to grab my hand and pull me next to him in front of the captain.

      “Now, if you’ll proceed, Captain.”
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      I don’t recall a single word the captain spoke. They all blurred together like I’d been plunged underwater. Then Forge slides a ring onto my finger, bringing everything into laser-sharp focus.

      It’s a silver band with a big fat diamond in the middle. So, probably not silver. More likely platinum.

      How does he have a ring? And how does it fit perfectly?

      As the captain says, “You may kiss the bride,” Forge’s dark eyes lock onto my face as his mouth descends toward mine. Our lips collide, and it’s no chaste kiss. No, it’s possessive and hungry and all-consuming. His fingers curl around my upper arm and his hand presses against my lower back, moving me closer to his body.

      Every shred of confusion and lingering question about why he secretly arranged a wedding disappear from my brain as I learn his taste and spar with his tongue. My fingers tangle in his long dark waves, and I pull his head down harder against mine. He nips at my bottom lip, and a bolt of pleasure shoots lower until I’m squeezing my thighs together to fight off the urge to mount him right here, right now.

      And in a split second, it’s over. He pulls back and sets me away from him. My disengaged fingers hang limply between us like I’m still reaching for him.

      Forge turns to the captain. “Thank you.”

      Then he turns to leave the bridge as I gape after him.

      He pauses at the door and holds out a hand. “Come, India.”

      I’m still deciding how to respond to his Jekyll-and-Hyde personality switch when I hear a distinctive whap-whap-whap sound.

      Forge cranes his neck to look toward the sky before looking back to me. “Come on. They’re here.”

      I move to him and look up at the chopper approaching the boat.

      What the hell?

      “Who’s here?”

      “You’ll see.” Forge takes my hand and pulls me toward another stairway that leads to the top deck, which I now realize is a helipad.

      The chopper sets down and the door opens. A man gets out, followed by a slim woman with blond hair whipping in the wind created by the rotors.

      Summer.
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      I’ve never seen so wide an array of emotions flash over someone’s features with such clarity. Shock. Disbelief. Confusion. Relief. And then something I’ve never seen on Indy before.

      Pure joy. It lights up her entire countenance.

      All the stress and worry and panic I’ve seen on Indy’s face since the first time I stepped foot in the card room at La Reina give way to bliss. I didn’t think it was possible for her to look any more beautiful, but apparently, I was wrong.

      Stop. Don’t get soft. And what the fuck was that kiss? Get yourself together, Forge.

      “Summer!” Indy yells as she drops my hand and speeds toward her sister, who looks like a younger version of the woman I just married.

      As I watch the two collide in a grapple of a hug, I let what I just did sink in.

      I married her.

      I can’t stop the wave of possessiveness that charges through me at the knowledge that she’s mine. It’s fierce and primal and goes beyond the knowledge that I’ve removed her from de Vere’s orbit permanently.

      I married her . . . and I haven’t even fucked her yet.

      Tears stream down both their faces, and they look like the perfect reunion of long-lost siblings.

      I shut down the emotion and remind myself why I did this. I didn’t just buy her loyalty today. I bought her.

      Everything else will play out in good time. For now, I need to get my head straight and get back to work. This is just the beginning.
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      “Oh my God. Oh my God. Are you okay? Please tell me you’re okay.” I run my hands all over Summer’s shoulders and arms before she grabs my wrists.

      “I’m okay. I swear. No one hurt me.”

      “You’re okay. Thank God you’re okay.” I cup my hands around my little sister’s cheeks and tilt my face until our foreheads touch.

      “Thank you,” she whispers. “Thank you for getting me out of there. I was so scared that I . . .” Summer trails off and lifts her face to meet my eyes.

      “I know.”

      She shakes her head. “You don’t. You never should know. I’m so sorry, Indy. I fucked up bad, and that’s on me. I’m so fucking sorry. I won’t ever touch another deck of cards as long as I live. I swear to God, I won’t. I’ll . . . I’ll . . . get a job waiting tables or scrubbing floors. I’ll never—”

      I drop my hands to grip my sister’s shoulders and squeeze her. “Just breathe, Summer. It’s going to be okay. You’re home now. Everything’s going to be fine.”

      I’m saying it just as much for myself as for her as I pull her against me and hug her hard. For long moments, neither of us moves.

      Finally, Summer releases me and looks around. “Where the hell are we?”

      I glance over my shoulder, expecting to see Forge, my new husband, standing behind us and watching intently, but he’s nowhere to be found.

      Dammit, Forge. I have a million questions right now, for both him and my sister, but it’s clear I won’t be getting any answers from him.

      “Indy?” Summer asks as I go silent.

      My gaze returns to her dirt-streaked face. It looks like someone gave her a mostly clean towel to wipe off the grime.

      “We’re safe and everything is fine.” Just the thought of what she must have gone through makes me choose my words wisely.

      I’ve always protected Summer. When our mother brought her home from the hospital, she made it very clear that Summer’s health and safety were my responsibility. I was eight at the time, but I took the vow I made in that trashy little flat very seriously.

      I won’t let anything bad happen to her.

      At that time, it meant her dirty diapers were changed and her bottles were the perfect temperature. I can count on two hands how many times our mother took on either task, and still have plenty of fingers left over.

      It’s not a responsibility an eight-year-old should have to bear, but I did it gladly. Summer was the one person in my life who loved me unconditionally and depended on me for everything. She was mine in a way nothing and no one ever has been, before or since.

      And now I’m married to a man I don’t know because that’s what it took to save her life . . . Except how the hell did he get her out so fast? I just told him the truth last night.

      My joy at seeing my sister still burns just as brightly, but a sliver of confusion and resentment stabs into me.

      He already had his plan underway when the captain pronounced us man and wife.

      What the hell is Forge’s game? There’s no way he would have married me unless it was extremely “financially beneficial.” He’s already a billionaire, and he made it clear that mere millions are the equivalent of pocket change. I have to find out what his motives are and why he maneuvered me into this situation.

      “I thought I was going to die there,” Summer says, her shoulders shaking as she breaks into a sob.

      Every other thought in my head evaporates as I wrap my arms around her. “You know I would never let anything bad happen to you. Ever.”

      Her body shakes harder as tears soak my shirt. “I can’t believe I was so stupid. I shouldn’t have gotten involved. I knew better. And all I could think was—Indy is going to be so mad at me.” She lifts her face, and I wipe away the tears dripping down her cheeks with my thumbs.

      “I’m not mad at you. I promise. In a few years, I might want to shake the crap out of you and ask what the hell you were thinking, but right now, I’m just so glad to have you back.”

      My sister flings her arms around me and squeezes me even tighter. “Thank you. Thank you so much, Indy. I swear I’ll pay you back. I promise. Even if it takes me the rest of my life, I will.”

      That’s when it hits me. Forge paid $10 million to save my sister . . . and now I have to go thank him and find out why.

      But first . . . a tear slides down my cheek as Summer cries on my shoulder, and I send up a prayer to anyone who may be listening.

      Thank you for saving my sister. Please protect me from whatever is coming next.

      Bad luck has always come in threes in my life, and I have no doubt that this isn’t completely over.
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      I’m in my study on a call when I hear a knock at the door.

      I gave orders not to be interrupted. Which means . . . it could only be one of the two people on this boat who didn’t receive those orders.

      The knock comes again. “Forge?”

      It’s India. My wife.

      That rush of possessiveness keeps taking me by surprise. I never planned to get married. Never realized how the knowledge that a woman belonged to me and only me would affect my brain and body.

      Even now, blood rushes to my dick at the sound of her voice. Fuck. Now I can’t stop picturing her kneeling between my legs, showing me exactly how fucking grateful she is that her sister isn’t being sold off as some perverted fuck’s toy.

      I end the call with a terse excuse.

      “Enter.”

      As soon as I say the word, the door swings open and India stands there with her wind-ruffled hair and tearstained face. Instead of her poker face in place and her guard up, her emotions are easy to read.

      Just like I thought before I made myself walk away from the reunion scene—she’s never looked more fucking beautiful.

      Maybe that’s because she’s mine.

      More blood rushes to my dick at the thought, and I force myself to stop thinking about it. Or at least I attempt to.

      “What do you need?” My tone comes out clipped, but it doesn’t faze her.

      She steps into the office and closes the door behind her, not realizing she’s entering the den of the beast. I’m approximately thirty seconds away from ripping her clothes off, bending her over my desk, and mounting her to get rid of this fucking fascination I have with her and her luscious body.

      She takes another step forward, and I wrap my fingers around the arms of my chair to prevent myself from leaping up to do exactly that.

      This woman doesn’t have a fucking clue, and for some reason, I like that way too goddamned much.

      “I don’t need anything,” she says, sounding more hesitant.

      Well, that makes one of us. Because I need to blow my load in your tight cunt and show you who owns you.

      I clench my teeth to keep from saying what’s on my mind. She’d be fucking terrified if she had a clue. For some reason, a smile tugs at the edge of my mouth. Maybe I want her terrified. Maybe I want to hear her beg.

      I’m a ruthless motherfucker, and up until this very moment, women have been disposable objects. Fungible goods, each one no different from the last. But India Baptiste—correction, India Forge—is the exception to the rule.

      Because she’s the only woman I’ll ever give my name.

      Forcing back the urge to smile like a fucking madman, I raise an eyebrow. “If you don’t need anything, then why are you here?”

      I sound like a dick, and that’s not an act. I am a dick. Life is easier when people don’t know you give a fuck about them.

      India’s brief attempt at timidity sheers away, and she bristles with the confidence that never fails to fire my blood. She crosses her arms over her chest, lifting her tits deliciously, and stares me down.

      “I came to say thank you. I don’t know what your motive is, but regardless, you did something that I can never repay, and I need to thank you.”

      I study her carefully. “Who says you can’t repay it?”

      Her blue eyes go wide. “It’ll take me years to—”

      I shake my head, cutting her off. “I don’t want money from you. I never have.”

      India’s lips flatten into a thin line. “I thought you also said you knew I wasn’t a whore.”

      I spread my legs and lean forward. I choose the crude words that follow purposely, because I know she’ll tell me to fuck off, and it’ll keep the distance between us that I need to retain my focus on the endgame.

      “You’re not a whore. You’re my wife. I think we both know exactly how I’d like for you to repay me.” I nod to the floor between my feet. “If you’d like to show some of that gratitude, feel free to start right now.”
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      Is he fucking serious?

      All my warm and fuzzy feelings of appreciation disintegrate as soon as Forge throws down his gauntlet.

      I came in here to thank the man for getting my sister back safely—with genuine gratitude—and he throws it back in my face.

      What did you think you were getting into by marrying him, Indy? The voice in my head asks the rhetorical question, because it clearly doesn’t require an answer.

      But me, in my desperation and moment of naivete, didn’t expect this. But I should have. Because he’s a man, and they’re all the same.

      I know I’m out of my league with Forge, despite the fact that we’re married, but that won’t stop me from trying to hold my own in any way I can.

      I straighten my shoulders and stare him down with my don’t fuck with me gaze, the one I normally only pull out in a room of misogynistic poker players. “You played me.”

      His lips quirk, but not quite far enough to be labeled a smile. “Call it what you want.”

      “Why?” His dark stare is the only answer he gives, so I keep going. “You’re not even going to pretend that this wasn’t all part of your premeditated plan, are you? You knew I’d do anything to get her back, and you put the whole operation into action before you even offered me the solution, because you were so damn sure I’d say yes to it.”

      His expression stays static, but heat burns in his eyes. “You’re not stupid, India, so why are we having this discussion when you’ve clearly already figured everything out?” Forge’s drawl takes on a mocking edge.

      It’s clear this man I married not even an hour ago thinks he has me figured out on every level, but he forgot that I live and breathe strategy. When I sit down at a table, I take the emotion out of the game. I don’t just play the hand; I play the people. I fucked up at La Reina. I let emotion get to me—specifically, fear that Forge would fuck everything up—which is exactly what happened. It was a self-fulfilling prophecy, and I won’t make that mistake again.

      It doesn’t matter that my fuckup actually saved my sister’s life. Because now I’m in debt to a man I’ll never be able to repay. When I said “I do” and became another one of Jericho Forge’s possessions, my life changed irrevocably. My only shot at not losing myself completely in these new, uncharted waters of being tied to an infamous billionaire is to go back to basics.

      Play the man. I can’t let him best me, which is exactly what’s going to happen if I’m predictable.

      Jericho Forge may think he has me figured out, but he has no idea who he’s fucking with—or who he married.

      My every instinct tells me to run, but instead, I take a step forward. “Right here? Are you sure you’re not too busy?”

      One of his dark eyebrows rises arrogantly as I take another step toward him. “I’m never too busy for my wife to suck my dick.”

      Rage, the likes of which I haven’t felt in years, boils up inside me, and my decision is made.

      I’m going to break Jericho Forge.
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      She closes the distance between us, her steps no longer hesitant, and more blood rushes to my dick.

      Anger burns in her eyes. Rage rolls off her. My plan to keep her away failed spectacularly, and now she’d rather kill me than wrap her mouth around my cock. If I were a careful man, I’d keep my distance.

      But I’ve never been a careful man. I take risks that sane men call crazy, but when I walk away with a prize that’s bigger than anything they’ve ever conceived in their limited imaginations, I feel their envy.

      Having India Baptiste on her knees, choking on your dick, is something any man would envy. Yet no man but me will ever know what that feels like from this moment on.

      The thought shakes my composure for a second. I never planned on keeping her, but watching this fire-breathing dragon of a beauty walk toward me with murder on her mind while she’s still willing to go to her knees changes everything.

      She’s fucking magnificent.

      If she can suck dick half as well as she can make me hard just by breathing, I may have found my newest addiction.

      She stops, and I wonder if she’s partly bluffing, but the determination in her gaze says no. I was before, but I’m sure as hell not bluffing now either.

      I reach for the button on my shorts and flick it open before tugging down the zipper. “I’ll let you take it from here, wife.”

      The sharp slice of her blue eyes could cut a man to shreds, but it only makes my dick harder.

      “You’re an asshole,” she says.

      “Don’t talk about assholes unless you want me to fuck yours.”

      Her pretty mouth drops open to form a little O, and my cock throbs. Her reactions to my obscene language only make me want to tell her more of the depraved things I’ve imagined doing to her, simply to watch her shock.

      “Second thoughts? If so, feel free to show yourself out.” It’s my last offer to let her walk out.

      She bares her teeth at me, which should be a sign to tell her to get the fuck away from my dick, but I won’t.

      “No teeth,” I tell her.

      India bends forward, laying a hand on each of my knees, and stares at me point-blank. “You are either a very brave or a very stupid man.”

      I can’t help but smile at her actions and words. There are grown men, CEOs of billion-dollar companies, who have a hard time looking me in the eye.

      I reach out and grasp her blond hair in my fist. “You don’t have a single clue what kind of man I am, India, but you’re about to find out.”

      With a tug, I bring her to her knees between my legs, and revel in the shocked breath that escapes her lips.

      Fuck, taming her is going to be fun—or the death of me.
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      My knees hit the plush pile of the carpet, and the only thing I can think is that he has a dickless death wish. Or he’s just that arrogant.

      I curl my nails into the muscles of his thick, hard thighs, and my resolve doubles down. I’m going to bring him to his knees. He’ll never know what hit him.

      It’s a vow that I would sign in blood, but Jericho Forge’s grip moves to my neck, squeezing just enough to let me know that he’s in control.

      Bullshit. I’m in control. This is my choice, not his.

      He may think he’s won this battle of wills, but it isn’t even close to being settled yet. Any other woman in her right mind would probably decide she’s going to give him a half-assed blow job just to get the hell out of here, but not me.

      Fuck no. I’m going to blow him better than any woman who has ever come near his cock. Why? Because when you own a man’s dick, you control him. Since I just married this man, it’s time to stake my claim, especially before he can stake his.

      “I hope you’re ready for this.”

      “Darlin’, I was born ready.”

      I roll my eyes. “Cliché much?”

      A wolfish smile spreads over his face but then disappears in an instant. “I didn’t marry you for your opinions. Those lips, on the other hand . . .”

      I glare, but reach into his fly and wrap my hand around his monster of a cock. “What about these hands?”

      I stroke him hard, once and then again, gripping the smooth flesh over steel. His dick responds with a jerk, and I keep my eyes on his as I lower my mouth to circle the head with my tongue.

      He attempts stoicism, but I catch the shift in his hips as he spreads his legs to make more room for me, and the upward buck of his hips he tries to fight.

      Sorry, Mr. Forge, this is my game. You don’t make the rules here, but feel free to beg.

      I circle the head again, flicking my tongue at the clear pre-cum that beads on the tip. I lift my head slowly, my gaze never leaving his, and lick my lips and moan. “You taste delicious.”

      His brow furrows as his gaze narrows on me. “Tease me at your own risk.”

      I huff out a laugh. “If you think this is teasing . . . just wait.”

      I break our eye contact and lick him from base to tip before taking him deep. His hips lift and his hand tenses on my neck, just enough to tell me that it’s killing him to let me be in control. He wants nothing more than to hold me where he wants me and to fuck my face until he shoots his load down my throat.

      Heat blooms between my legs, despite the fact that it should piss me off.

      I try to tell myself I’m only doing the unexpected to keep him off guard, but the wetness slicking my thighs tells me I’m a liar.

      I lift my gaze back to Forge’s and pull my mouth off the end of his dick with a pop. “I have three words for you, Mr. Forge.”

      His brows dive together, his expression turning angry. “If you tell me to go fuck—”

      I shake my head, cutting him off. Then I deliver my coup de grâce by holding up one finger at a time as I say the words.

      “Fuck. My. Face.”
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      Jesus fucking Christ. Who is this woman?

      I don’t have time to answer that question because I’m too busy complying with her order, something I never do.

      With one hand wrapped around the back of her neck and the other alongside her cheek, I shift both of our positions so that I can get the right angle, and then I do exactly that.

      Thrust after thrust, I plow between those pillowy lips, fucking her gorgeous face. She tilts her head back when I hit the back of her throat, no doubt adjusting to her gag reflex. I give her a moment to recover when I see unshed tears forming in her eyes, but she gives me a nod to keep going, and there’s no fucking way I’m about to stop now. Not when I’ve just found heaven.

      My cock disappears down her throat as she breathes through her nose and there’s no hesitation. Pump after pump, I fuck her face like it’s her cunt. Her hands grip my thighs, and I watch the tears streak down her cheeks.

      Fucking beautiful.

      I swipe my thumbs along her skin to catch them as they fall. Another thing I’ve never done before. Then again, I’ve never been married before either.

      Another thought follows. She’s too fucking good at this.

      Something akin to rage that she’s had enough practice to perfect the art of having her face fucked sends me spiraling. I lose my rhythm, fighting the urge to come.

      She digs her nails into my legs, almost like she’s encouraging me to keep going. With a harsh breath, I flex and pump between those lips until I’m about to blow my load. Just before I come, I pull out.

      “Don’t you dare come on my tits, Forge. Don’t you fucking dare.”

      She releases her grip on my thighs and wraps her hand around my cock, stroking before she closes her mouth over the head of my dick. Then she sucks and strokes, and her other hand finds my balls.

      Fuck.

      I can’t hold it back another second. I blow hard, and she swallows every drop as I come down her throat.

      When my cock softens in her mouth, she retreats, using my knees to push herself to her feet as she wipes her fingers across her grin with triumph lighting those vivid blue eyes.

      “What the fuck are you smiling about?” I ask, my tone low and deep.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know? I’ll see you later, Forge. I’m sure you know how to find me.”

      And with that, my fucking wife turns on her heel and walks out of my study, leaving me with my dick out and a fuck-ton of questions about what the hell I really got myself into.
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      “This boat is insane. How the hell did you end up on here? With him?” Dressed in a cute pink blouse and white shorts provided by Dorsey, my sister braids her hair, wet from the shower, as she looks around the salon where I retreated after my encounter with Forge.

      My husband. I still don’t know how I feel about that.

      I haven’t told my sister yet. She’s been more than a little distracted since she got off the helicopter, which is probably the only reason she hasn’t noticed my ring and started asking a million questions. Thankfully, the shower seemed to have washed away most of the terror from her ordeal—or she’s pretending it never happened, which is a skill we both picked up during childhood.

      “We need to get in touch with Alanna and let her know you’re okay. She’s been worried sick,” I say instead of answering her questions.

      Summer’s brows go up. “I already did. That chick gave me a sat phone when she showed me to the cabin for my shower.” My sister pauses, her voice lowering. “Alanna told me what happened with Forge. That you played him in a game and you lost.”

      Dammit, Alanna. She didn’t need to know.

      Now what the hell am I going to tell Summer? You’d think the truth would be the obvious answer, but I’ve spent so many years telling my little sister half-truths and white lies to shield her from the harsh realities of life, the truth isn’t my go-to reply.

      “It’s a long story, and the only thing that matters is you’re here and away from those awful people.”

      “You’re deflecting, Indy. If you don’t want to tell me, don’t. But I don’t need you to try to protect me from this. I’m an adult, not a kid. I got myself into this situation, and now I need to figure out how to get you out of whatever mess you’re in because of me. I owe you that much.”

      I paste a smile on my face, because Summer’s like a dog with a bone. She won’t let go of this.

      “Let’s go find some food, and I’ll avoid your questions over lunch. Sound good?”

      Summer rolls her eyes. “Fine. But you know I’ll find out eventually, even if I have to ask Forge himself.”

      Normally, I’d beg her to leave it alone, but in this case, I don’t think it’s necessary. Letting her question Forge would be like letting her talk to a granite rock face. All she’s going to get is hard looks and silence in return.

      “Knock yourself out. Now, come on, let’s eat.”

      I lead the way to the sundeck, following the scent of food. Even all these years after our stint of living on the street, my nose is still highly attuned to such things. It hasn’t steered me wrong yet.

      Under the massive fiberglass roof, we find a teak table set with linens that match the navy and white uniforms of the workers on the boat. Fresh fruit and vegetables are set out, along with salads and pastas and a plate of thinly sliced meats and cheeses.

      Summer’s stomach growls. “I think I’ve found paradise,” she says as she pulls out a chair and drops into it. She grabs an olive and pops it in her mouth. “I might eat this whole damn spread.”

      I look around for a sign of Dorsey or another person to ask if they mind if we eat, but I see no one, so I take a chair as well. Forge is always trying to feed me, so it’s not like he’s going to object.

      Why am I looking to him for approval? That has to stop. I make a mental note and grab my napkin.

      “How do you know where we are?” I ask Summer.

      Her hand pauses as she reaches for the olive platter. “Am I not supposed to know?”

      “I was just curious. Did they tell you on the chopper? Do you know where you were being held?”

      She scoops up a handful of olives and drops them on the silver-rimmed white china plate emblazoned with the stylized F logo in front of her.

      “Not exactly. I just know it was hot, sticky, and dusty, and no one spoke English. I heard some French and Arabic and Italian, though.”

      A thought strikes me, reminding me I never asked Forge about the Russians who were looking for me.

      “No Russian?”

      Summer frowns. “I don’t think so. Why?”

      “Miguel said there were guys sniffing around the building, looking for me, and he thought they were Russian mobsters.”

      The color drains from Summer’s tanned face. “Those are some serious bad dudes, Indy. I would never get involved with people like that.”

      “Russians weren’t running the poker ring you played?”

      “I don’t think so. Although, I don’t really know anything for sure. My contact was Spanish.”

      “But you didn’t say anyone spoke Spanish where you were being held.”

      She pauses in mid-chew. “They didn’t. They handed me off to some other guys who kept me blindfolded and gagged and tied up.” Tears fill her eyes. “I thought I was going to die, Indy. I knew that if there was anyone who could save me, it would be you . . . but I thought I finally did something that couldn’t be undone. I’m so sorry. I will never stop apologizing for it.”

      “Good.”

      Forge’s deep voice comes from behind us, and we both whip our heads around to look at him as he crosses the sundeck. He’s wearing black slacks and a dress shirt, like he’s going to a meeting instead of standing on a boat at sea.

      “Thank you, Mr. Forge. You have my undying gratitude. If there’s anything I can ever do to repay you, I’ll do it.”

      Forge’s cursory gaze sweeps over my sister before shifting to me. “I didn’t do it for you. I did it for my wife.”

      Summer’s eyebrows climb up her forehead as she looks from Forge to me and back again.

      “Wait. Wait just a freaking second. You’re saying . . .” She jerks in her seat as she catches sight of the ring on my finger. “What in the actual fuck happened while I was gone?”

      My lips press together because I have no idea how I’m supposed to handle this. Forge and I never discussed what story we’d give people, because the chopper touched down with my sister. Then again, Forge is the one who raised the subject, so he can deal with the explanations.

      Except he doesn’t. He’s totally silent, watching us both.

      Seriously, man? He just unleashed a tidal wave of curiosity, and he isn’t even going to toss me a life raft?

      Wait. Maybe this is some kind of test?

      “Indy?” My sister’s eyes widen, and her voice rises.

      “It was a whirlwind. I can barely believe it myself.” I glance up at Forge, unable to read his blank expression. “We just . . . clicked, and . . . one thing led to another.”

      “You don’t even like men,” my sister says.

      “I like men just fine!” My retort comes out a tad bit defensive.

      “Really? Then why have you been under a dick embargo since I’ve been old enough to know what dick was?”

      A fiery flush creeps up my cheeks, and there’s nothing I want to do more than hug my sister so tightly she can’t speak, and maybe muzzle her.

      Forge’s laughter booms out, and he moves to stand behind my chair. His big hands, the ones that held me by the hair and throat when I was on my knees in front of him, curl around my shoulders possessively.

      “She was waiting for the right dick to come along.”

      I can’t see his face, but the grip of his fingers on my skin lights up my body in all the places I just managed to calm down. I can’t let my nipples get hard sitting at lunch with my sister. Just, no.

      With shock stamped on her features, Summer stares at us in silence for several beats. “I don’t even know what to say.”

      “Congratulations would be a good place to start,” Forge says.

      Summer presses her lips together, and I know she sees through the game we’re playing. She knows me. Knows that I never intended to marry anyone, and I’m pretty much allergic to romance, especially the whirlwind kind. “If you forced her . . .”

      Forge’s fingers tense on my shoulders, and I know I have to make this convincing, or Summer is going to raise hell and probably call the police and tell them I was coerced. Which is ironic, considering she’s the one who put me in this position.

      I reach up and lay my palm over the back of his wide hand and squeeze. “Really, Sum? Would someone have to force you to marry a gorgeous billionaire who would do anything for you? Including sending out the rescue team to save your sister?”

      All tension in Forge’s touch disappears, and I wonder if I’ve shocked him. My sister, on the other hand, still doesn’t look quite convinced . . . at least, not until she bursts out laughing.

      “You finally got the good dick.” She shakes her head. “I get it. I really do. But damn, Indy. At least hold out a few months so you can make him pant after you.”

      Mortification rushes over me, and I’m grateful that Forge is behind me where I don’t have to look him in the eye.

      “Ms. Baptiste, I suggest you refrain from speculating about the reasons your sister had for marrying me. I can assure you, I was very, very persuasive.”

      “I have no doubt. But I still don’t believe this whirlwind-romance bullshit. I’ll have to see that for myself first.”

      One of Forge’s hands leaves my shoulders to slide up to my throat. His fingers wrap loosely around the column of my neck as he tilts my head back. “She’s the most unique woman I’ve ever met. How could I not want to make her mine?” His dark gray eyes spear into me with an intensity exclusive to him.

      I’m so struck by his words and expression, I sit stunned while he leans down to press his lips against mine. It’s barely a kiss. More of a brush against my mouth with his. But something about it knocks me off-balance enough to open a crack in the wall I built a decade ago to protect myself from men.

      This isn’t real, I remind myself. He married me for some kind of tax break or something. Not because he actually thinks I’m unique and wanted me. Right?

      Forge releases me and steps away from my chair, and Summer watches us with her mouth hanging open. I suppose that’s one way to take her mind off being kidnapped. I’m praying she bounces back as quickly from this as she does everything else. It’s one of her talents I’ve always envied. She just lets the bad roll off and moves on with life.

      “Damn. Okay. I guess I’ll just sit here and wish my own bajillionaire would look at me like that.”

      “Start by staying out of underground poker rings, Ms. Baptiste,” Forge tells her as he takes the seat next to mine at the table.

      Summer swallows and nods. “Got it. Which means . . . I need to find an actual job.”

      “I’ve already secured you one. You start next week.”

      “What?” Summer and I both ask as we turn to look at the man I married.

      “You got me a job?” My sister blinks as though she’s trying to comprehend the words in some foreign language.

      “Yes. I understand you have a degree in fashion marketing. I have a close friend who could use an executive assistant knowledgeable in the business. She’s quite talented and needs the help. She’s agreed to take you on for a probationary period to see if you’re a good fit.”

      This time, I’m the one with my jaw practically sitting on the table. “When did you do that?”

      “Ten minutes ago,” Forge replies, his dark gaze saying more than his words.

      After I blew him in gratitude, he got my sister a job. Arousal stirs between my legs again, and I shouldn’t be turned on by this.

      A silent conversation passes between us. You give me what I want. I give you what you need.

      I swallow and shift in my seat, hoping I’m not leaving a wet spot on the fabric of this borrowed skirt. I am so fucked.

      “Wow. Thank you,” Summer says, oblivious to the tension mounting at the table. “Who is she? Is it someone I’ve heard of?”

      “Juliette Preston Priest.” Forge drops the name of one of the most sought-after celebrity designers who keeps a villa on Ibiza and has made a massive splash on the international fashion scene in the last few years. A woman whose name I’ve seen linked with his in the press.

      A close friend is how he described her.

      Jealousy rips into me like a lightning strike, catching me completely off guard.

      When Summer asks, “Didn’t you date her?” I grit my teeth because I don’t want to show a single shred of my emotions that are rising due to the subject of this conversation.

      I don’t care who his close friends are. I don’t care who he dated. I don’t care who he ever dates in the future.

      All lies.

      No. No, they can’t be lies because this marriage isn’t real. He can be with whoever he wants, whenever he wants, and I don’t care. I got my sister back, and that’s all that matters.

      As Forge picks up his napkin and drops it on his lap, he replies to my sister. “Date? Men like me don’t date, Ms. Baptiste.”

      Men like me don’t date. I repeat his words in my head, and I know what he means. Men like him just—

      “Was she your mistress?” Summer says, cutting off my thought.

      My heartbeat roars in my ears, and I can’t believe I’m listening to this. Even more, I can’t believe I care that I’m listening to this. I’m not a jealous person. I’ve never felt a sliver of jealousy in my life when it comes to a man.

      But you’ve never been around a man like him before either, Indy.

      Forge helps himself to the food on the table rather than answering, but it doesn’t deter Summer in the least.

      “Did you break it off, or did she?”

      “Summer,” I say as a warning, my tone clipped.

      “What? Just because you don’t want to know who else got the good dick doesn’t mean I don’t, especially if I’m working for her. I need to know if she’s going to secretly hate me because my sister snagged the prize she wanted.”

      Summer’s ability to state the truth without bullshit, even in front of Forge, is probably something I should applaud her for, but all I feel is humiliation.

      “Ms. Priest and I parted ways on amicable terms. She wouldn’t do me this favor if that weren’t the case.”

      “Well, that answer gives me exactly nothing to go on, so I’ll have to assume that you left her with a giant string of diamonds like those British lords used to do when they decided to offload their aging courtesan for a younger model.”

      I should be glad she’s not cowering in the corner after her ordeal, but still, I groan and drop my forehead into my hands. “Just stop. Please. For the love of God.”

      “What? You’re the one who told me to read books. I happen to love historical romance. Besides, it’s not like your new hubby is going to go sniffing around his leftovers. Isn’t that right, Forge? Because then you’d have a pissed-off little sister to deal with, and I might be half your size, but I’m meaner than I look.”

      “Your threat is duly noted, Ms. Baptiste. I will inform Ms. Priest that you’ll be reporting for duty on Monday as agreed upon.” He pauses, shooting Summer a meaningful stare. “Don’t fuck this up. I know you’ve been through a lot, but you get only one chance from me. Is that clear?”

      Any levity on Summer’s face disappears with the serious tone of his voice. “Clear as crystal, Mr. Forge.”

      The table goes quiet for several minutes as we eat in awkward silence.

      I can’t stop thinking about Juliette Preston Priest, and why he didn’t choose her to marry if all he needed was a bride. Or was I just the only one who was desperate enough to agree to a no-questions-asked request? Was that a test too? Why does this man have to be such an enigma? I still have no answers when Summer speaks up again.

      “Where are we headed? Back to Ibiza?”

      “Yes. We’ll be passing by the French Riviera today.”

      I whip my head toward the starboard side of the boat, and sure enough, there’s a shadow of land in the distance.

      “You mean . . . Saint-Tropez?” Summer asks, and I know exactly where this conversation is going.

      My little sister has had an obsession with Brigette Bardot since childhood when our mother let us watch And God Created Woman way too early in life. More accurately, I should say she left us and the movie to keep us busy for a while. This is why I tried to turn Summer on to books instead. Apparently, that wasn’t a good plan either.

      “Yes. We should be less than an hour away at this point. We should dock in Ibiza tomorrow morning.”

      “Can we stop?” Summer asks, and the excitement in her tone sounds almost childlike. “I’ve always wanted to see Saint-Tropez. Our mom refused to take us there when she was working in Cannes, even though we were so close. It’s on my bucket list.”

      I expect Forge to shut down her request without a second thought, but he doesn’t. He turns to look at me.

      “That’s up to your sister.”

      I study him, trying to determine if this is yet another test, but I find no answers on his rough-hewn face.

      “Indy, please . . . You know how bad I’ve always wanted to go there. Please.”

      I tear my gaze from him to glance at Summer and then back to Forge. “Don’t you have to get back?”

      “Not if my wife wants to stop in Saint-Tropez.”

      My inner muscles tense every damn time he says the word wife, and I can’t help but wonder what I’m going to owe him in return for this favor. Or rather . . . what I’ll be willing to do to thank him for making my sister smile so soon after her near-death ordeal. I already know I can’t say no to her, because I’ve been unable to before.

      “I would love to see Saint-Tropez,” I tell him.

      Forge nods and pushes back from the table. “I’ll inform the captain.”
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      Saint-Tropez isn’t on the schedule I handed the crew this morning before I dove off the boat to try to forget the woman sleeping in my bed.

      I need to get back to Ibiza. My self-imposed timeline doesn’t include flexibility for unplanned excursions. So, why the fuck am I telling the captain to drop anchor off the coast of France, and to ready the tender to take the two women and Goliath to shore?

      Because I can’t fucking help myself with her.

      The lure of India Baptiste is more potent than anything I’ve ever felt. Every time she shifted in her seat at lunch, it took all my self-control not to rip her out of her chair, throw her over my shoulder, and take her downstairs to my cabin to fuck the hell out of her.

      She wants me. That’s not in doubt.

      She also probably hates me. But I can live with being hated as long as her tempting body bends to my will. And the way she looked at me in shock when I said yes? I liked it. I want to see that expression on her face again.

      “It’s just as beautiful as the pictures,” Summer says from the deck below as I turn to leave the bridge.

      “That doesn’t mean you should’ve asked for him to stop. Seriously, Summer. You can’t treat him like he’s a normal guy. He’s not,” India says, unaware I can hear them.

      Which makes me pause and wait to see what else they have to say. Do I give a damn that I’m eavesdropping? Not at all. I only wish I could see them as well.

      “Just because he’s gorgeous with a billion dollars doesn’t mean he’s not a normal guy.”

      Summer’s words parrot how India described me earlier when she was dancing around how to explain our hasty wedding to her sister. I found it very interesting that she kept the truth from Summer without me directing her to do so. I assumed my wife’s instincts were good, and her response reinforced that assumption.

      “That’s not what I’m talking about,” India says.

      “Then what the hell are you talking about? He’s not normal because you married him? Therefore, he’s officially the only guy in the world who could bag Elsa, the Frozen princess?”

      I don’t know who Elsa the frozen princess is, but I get Summer’s jibe. I could see India as an ice queen.

      “No, I just mean . . . don’t be so familiar with him.”

      I step closer to the railing and catch a glimpse of the two blond women below, one more gold and the other more platinum, as they move out from under the covered portion of the sundeck. I pull back just enough to stay out of sight without obscuring my view.

      Summer, the platinum head, turns to face India. “He’s family now, Indy. How the hell else would I be with him? Besides, you should be thanking me for trying to find out about his mistress. I mean, don’t you want to know which bitches are going to want your head for stealing their man?”

      Summer’s comment almost makes me smile. Every woman who has been part of my life has known full well that marriage was never part of the deal. Ever.

      Will some of them be surprised when it gets out? Absolutely. Do I give a fuck? Not a single one.

      I wait a beat for India to respond, but she doesn’t. I take a step forward but pause when Summer speaks again.

      “Wait a minute. Are you worried he’s going to go back to his mistresses? That he won’t be faithful?”

      India looks out toward the Saint-Tropez coastline as she crosses her arms. “I’ve been married for approximately five minutes, Summer. Can you not talk about my husband cheating on me already? We know they all do. Some are just better at hiding it, and a billion dollars gives you the ability to hide plenty.”

      Interesting . . .

      I hadn’t even considered the idea of fidelity because I’ve been too focused on acquiring the woman in question. Knowing she expects me to stray and hide it confirms one very important thing about her.

      She doesn’t trust me or any other man.

      Now, I have a new goal. Win her trust . . . and make her want me as badly as I want her.
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      “Are you seriously sending him with us as a bodyguard?” I glance at Goliath, the large man with dreads who brought my bag back to my flat, who waits near the smaller boat in what I’ve learned is called the toy compartment of the yacht, where the boat can literally drive right out of a hydraulic door in the hull.

      “Goliath is captaining your tender. Koba will be your security.”

      The blond man who fed me the night before exits the elevator in a suit, joining us on the webbed rubber mats.

      I glance from him to Forge. “This is really unnecessary. We don’t need a babysitter. I’m plenty capable of taking care of myself.”

      “You’re the wife of a billionaire,” Summer says, stealing my attention. “Welcome to the world of being a big fucking deal, sis.”

      I could punch her in the arm for the wink she shoots me.

      “If you want to get off this boat, then Koba goes with you. The only concession I’m willing to make is that he’ll give you some space, but he won’t be far. I suggest you get in the tender before I change my mind.”

      Seawater laps at the sides of the floating boat and turns the white interior walls an otherworldly blue as I choose how I want to respond.

      Before I can speak, Summer grabs my hand. “We’re going. We have no objections. He can help carry our bags when they get too heavy, because there’s no way I’m not shopping in freaking Saint-Tropez.”

      I squeeze my sister’s hand as she moves toward Goliath. “You don’t have any money, Summer. You don’t even have a purse or a cell phone.”

      My sister looks up at Forge. “Like he’s going to let you go anywhere without some fancy black card with no limit. Isn’t that right?”

      “Summer . . .”

      Forge’s gaze lands on me and he reaches into his pocket. Instead of pulling out a black card, the likes of which I’ve seen Bastien use, he pulls out a clear piece of plastic. There’s no name or numbers on it. Only a silver chip at one end.

      He holds it out to me. “For every item your sister buys, I expect you to buy something for yourself.”

      The order makes me want to refuse the card completely, but Summer snatches it from his hand. “Don’t worry, I’ll make her.”

      Forge nods to Goliath and Koba before walking toward the elevator and stepping into the clear glass tube. He tucks his hands into his pockets, and his gaze stays fixed on me as it lifts him into the main cabins of the boat.

      Even out of sight, I can feel his stare. Before I can ask myself why, Summer speaks again.

      “What is this? It must be some crazy card no one but people with sheikh money can get.” She holds the card up to the light and tries to bend it. “Holy shit. It’s not plastic. It’s some kind of glass. This is awesome. Shopping spree!”

      I turn away from the elevator and wonder if Forge is setting me up to add more to what I already owe him. I snag the card out of Summer’s fingers and toss it on the stand behind me that houses the controls for the door.

      “We’re not spending his money.”

      She tilts her head to the side. “Isn’t it your money too? Or did you sign a wicked-bad prenup to snag that beast of a man?”

      Her question hits me like a punch to the gut. Jericho Forge is a billionaire who won’t let me leave the boat without a security guard like it’s standard operating procedure. Why didn’t he have me sign a prenup? My heart pounds in my ears, drowning out the roar of Goliath starting the tender’s engine.

      “Come on, let’s go.” Summer grabs my hand and pulls me toward the boat, but the question is still firmly fixed in my mind.

      What is your game, Forge?
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      “I can’t believe we’re finally here.”

      Summer’s excitement is contagious once we’re standing amongst the bustling tourists on the quay in Saint-Tropez. The beautiful provincial architecture and old-world charm is preserved here like nowhere else I’ve ever been. My sister is practically bouncing beside me, no doubt mapping out exactly where she wants to go first, but my mind is on something entirely different.

      My husband. There’s something he’s not telling me. Actually, if I were placing bets, I’d say there’s a metric shit-ton he’s not telling me.

      Summer charges through the crowd, and I know if I don’t keep up, she’ll be long gone. I glance over my shoulder to see Koba melting into the crowd, his gaze scanning constantly before locking on me.

      What kind of threat do we need to be worried about? That’s the new question bouncing around in my brain, along with: Did Forge pay Summer’s ransom, or did they steal her back? Is that why he’s worried about our security? Why didn’t I ask him?

      “Summer, hold on a second,” I say as I rush forward and grab her hand.

      “What?”

      “Please . . . be aware.”

      My sister looks at me like I’m crazy. “I’m the one who just got rescued from being kidnapped. If I’m not paranoid, why are you?”

      “I don’t know, but . . . I just don’t want to take any chances. Let’s be smart.”

      I wish Forge were here. It’s another stray thought in my head, but one that I can’t get out. I didn’t realize it until this moment, but for some reason, when I’m around him, I feel safe in a way I’m not sure I’ve ever felt before.

      My whole life has been a series of close calls. Almost starving to death. Staying out of the hands of the cops when I shoplifted and picked pockets. Nearly getting kidnapped myself one night before Alanna took us in. Almost losing my sister . . .

      I’m always waiting for the next bad thing to swing through and upset the balance. But when I’m with Forge, the only thing I’m scared of is myself. How he makes me question my sanity because of the way my body responds to him. How he taunts me into becoming a sex kitten I don’t recognize. How he makes me fearless.

      And now that he’s out at sea and I’m here, all my old insecurities and worries are coming back like bad habits I wish I could drop for good.

      “Come on, let’s go to Gucci,” Summer says, pulling me along like I didn’t just tell her to watch her back.

      “With what money?”

      My sister throws a look over her shoulder and then holds up the clear credit card I left on the control unit. “With this.”

      “Dammit, Summer. I told you—”

      “And I decided your idea was stupid. I like pretty things, especially when I’m not paying for them.”

      I take a deep breath to calm myself and think of reasons I shouldn’t strangle her. The primary one is that I just tethered myself to a man I don’t know to save her, so killing her would be counterproductive and probably wouldn’t help me get an annulment.

      Wait. Do I want an annulment?

      Summer pulls me through the crowd until we reach the door of Gucci, and when we walk inside, I still haven’t been able to answer the question.

      It shouldn’t be that complicated. But it is.

      What does Forge want from me? How long does he expect this marriage to last? How long will it take for him to get his full financial benefit before he cuts me loose?

      Those are the only things on my mind as Summer struts through the store in borrowed clothes that no doubt look better on her than on their original owners. Clerks rush toward her like they have some special ability to identify people holding unlimited credit cards.

      “Can we help you, ladies?”

      “Oh, definitely,” my sister says.

      The shopping expedition takes over, and my questions fall by the wayside.
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      Two hours later, we’re loaded down with bags, and we don’t look much different from the other tourists walking along the cobblestone streets of Saint-Tropez. I search the crowd for Koba, but I don’t see him. Where the hell did he go?

      “My arms are tired.”

      “Then stop buying shit.”

      She shoots me another are you stupid look and then stops in her tracks. “Oh my God. I didn’t realize she had a store here. We have to go in.”

      I look up at where Summer is pointing, and there’s a Juliette Preston Priest sign painted in azure blue, which is her signature color, said to be inspired by the waters surrounding Ibiza.

      “We don’t need anything else.”

      “Call it research to prep for my new job. You do want me to succeed, don’t you?”

      “Summer . . .”

      My sister ignores me and heads for the door, leaving me to hustle behind her and catch up.

      Dammit. This is the last place I want to go because I’m going to be faced with the gorgeous creations made by a woman who has shared my husband’s bed. Or as Summer would say, someone who’s had the good dick . . . when I still really haven’t.

      Not that my sister knows that, nor will I ever tell her. She will question everything even more critically than she already is if she knew Forge and I have never slept together.

      Against my will, I open the door to the store and see the gorgeous and flowy blue, cream, and white clothes that have made Juliette Preston Priest’s designs so sought after in havens for the rich and bored.

      Summer is already holding a white bikini against her body. “This would look way better on you. Try it on.” She shoves the wooden hanger toward me.

      “I don’t want anything from this store.”

      A woman steps out from a door camouflaged by the blue-and-white mural on the wall. “I believe that’s the first time I’ve ever heard someone say they didn’t want anything from my store.”

      Fuck my life. It’s her.

      Juliette Preston Priest.

      Shouldn’t she be in Ibiza? Why the hell is she in Saint-Tropez?

      “Don’t listen to my sister. It’s an honor to meet you.” Summer steps forward and holds out a hand. “I’m Summer Baptiste. I’m going to be your new executive assistant.”

      Juliette’s hawk-like gaze sharpens on us. “Isn’t this quite the happy coincidence then? I didn’t expect to meet you until next week when Jericho said you’d be back on Ibiza.”

      She calls him Jericho. I don’t know why that rubs me the wrong way, but the hair on the back of my neck stands up like I’m a dog cornered in an alley.

      Summer is completely oblivious, as always, and keeps talking. “I wanted to see Saint-Tropez. Brigette Bardot is my idol.”

      Juliette assesses my sister and nods. “You’ll do just fine then. We all owe Ms. Bardot a debt of gratitude for bringing attention to Saint-Tropez, and for her advances in fashion.” Her attention shifts to me. “So that makes you the woman Jericho is willing to pull in favors for. What was your name again, darling?”

      It’s official. I don’t like her. The condescending way she says darling makes me want to tear her hair out. But I’m not jealous. At all.

      “India Forge.” I don’t know what possesses me to say my new name, but it’s totally worth the shock value.

      Juliette’s composure slips, and her eyes widen in disbelief for a beat before she covers it. She lifts her chin even higher as she surveys me more closely.

      “Clearly Jericho is keeping secrets from me. Interesting.” Her tone takes on an insouciant quality, but I can tell she cares very much about the bomb I just dropped on her.

      “He said you’re old friends?” Summer asks, catching on to the tension rising between us.

      Juliette smiles. “Very good old friends. But apparently not good enough to be invited to the wedding, though. I’ll have to take him to task for that. I never thought I’d see the day that he settled down for one woman.” She tilts her head and studies me like I’m a bug under a microscope. “You must be very special for him to give up his legion of admirers.”

      Legion? Now she’s throwing around the word legion. Oh, hell no.

      Before I can think of something sophisticated and yet cutting to reply, she taps a finger to her lips and steps toward me. “I recognize you. Why do I recognize you?”

      “She’s the legendary India Baptiste. Poker player extraordinaire,” Summer supplies helpfully.

      Juliette snaps her fingers and points at me. “That’s it. I’ve heard Bastien de Vere mention you . . . quietly, of course. Probably because he didn’t want Jericho to steal you away. Too bad for him, I suppose. But then again, Jericho always wins.”

      The fact that she knows about Bastien doesn’t sit well with me.

      “That explains everything,” Juliette says with a self-satisfied smile.

      “What do you mean?” Summer asks, and I’m back to wanting to shut her up any way possible.

      “The vendetta. Jericho’s sworn to take everything he can from Bastien. He wants him to feel the same pain Jericho did when Bastien murdered Isaac. He would never have married you otherwise. But this way, he owns you, and Bastien has to watch as he parades you around as his newest possession for everyone to see.”

      Murder? That’s why Forge hates Bastien? My stomach drops to the floor when I realize that their bad blood stems from something much worse than I could ever imagine.

      I’m trying to keep my expression blank, but Summer turns to look at me, her eyes wide.

      “Is that true, Indy?”

      “It’s complicated, Summer.” I’m praying she’ll drop it, especially in front of her new boss, and somehow, she hears my subliminal begging.

      “There’s nothing complicated about how he looks at you, Indy. Even I can see that. Plus, he gave me explicit orders to make sure you’re spoiled today.” She turns back to Juliette, and I want to hug her for not making the situation worse. “He even gave us his credit card to buy whatever we wanted, but only if Indy buys as much as I do.”

      Instead of wiping the smile off Juliette’s face, Summer’s words cause it to turn even more smug. “I’m sure he did. He likes his women to be walking perfection because it reflects better on him.” She circles a hand around in the air near her left ear. “Who do you think helped me start my label? There would be no JPP brand without Jericho investing in me and my dream.”

      I force a bright smile onto my face. There are a million things I want to say right now, but every single one of them will end up costing my sister this job, which could actually set her on the right path and keep her out of seedy underground poker games. So instead, I keep it as civil as I possibly can.

      “He’s very generous, and it appears none of us are above his charity.”

      “Very,” Juliette says, dripping with condescension. “Now, why don’t I pick out a few pieces for each of you that’ll suit your figures and send you back to him looking better than you ever have. Unless, of course, you already own my designs?”

      “That would be amazing,” Summer says, bright and cheery. She holds up the white swimsuit in front of me. “Wouldn’t Indy look incredible in this?”

      Juliette studies me, and again, I feel lacking. “I have something better for her silhouette. Us well-endowed girls need a little more support than that offers.”

      She turns and walks away to a rack, pulling out a blue suit that is so beautiful, I hate it immediately. “I designed this one specifically for myself. Of course, I rarely wear the top, as I prefer fewer tan lines.”

      Of course. Of course she goes topless, because she probably doesn’t feel the least bit self-conscious walking around with her perfect boobs that defy gravity.

      “I think I’ll pass. I’m really shopped out at the moment.”

      “I insist,” Juliette says. “You’ll never find a better swimming costume. I promise. You can ask Jericho, and he’ll tell you I’m never wrong about things like this.”

      Every time she says his name, I grit my teeth together, and I hate that.

      I shouldn’t care that she once laid claim to the man I’m married to, and no doubt knows him better than I ever will, because this isn’t even a real marriage. I shouldn’t care about any of it.

      But I do.

      And when I try the suit on, it’s perfect, and I hate that too.
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      “I think that went well, don’t you?” Summer says as we leave Juliette Preston Priest’s store and the summer heat closes in on us. The sea breeze is blunted by the rows of stone buildings and the growing crowd of people.

      “I’m not speaking to you. Maybe ever again.”

      “Come on, Indy. She was nice. She’s going to be my boss, and she found you the perfect suit.”

      “Not speaking to you,” I say, not caring that I sound like a toddler about to throw a tantrum.

      “He fucked her. Who cares? He married you.”

      My mouth drops open, and I swing around to look at my sister.

      Before I can reply, a man’s shoulder knocks into mine, and I stumble. A burning slash of pain lights up my side, and I fall forward. The cobblestone street rushes upward, and my knees slam into it before I can untangle my arms from our shopping bags.

      “Indy!” Summer screams as she staggers sideways, almost landing on top of me. My sister rights herself, bracing her hand on my shoulder before reaching out to pull me up.

      “Are you okay?” she asks.

      I reach down to touch my side, and my hand comes away with smudges of red. “He cut me.”

      I look down at the mess of bags I dropped to the ground. Well-versed in dealing with creative pickpockets on Ibiza, mostly because I’ve been one, I immediately notice what’s missing.

      My purse. Damn it, I just bought that!

      “Oh my God. We need to get you to a hospital. You’re bleeding.” Summer’s tone edges on hysterical, but my brain locks down the pain.

      “No, I need my damn purse.” I bounce to my feet and whirl around to catch a glimpse of a man jostling the crowd to slip around a corner.

      I see you, asshole.

      “Stop him! He stole my purse,” I yell just before bolting after the thief. I don’t bother to wait for Koba, who I see fighting through the crowd to get to me from the opposite side of the street.

      The thief is out of sight, but pedestrians point in the direction he went as they check to make sure he didn’t grab any of their property. I shove through the crowd, weaving in and out as Summer yells for Koba and the police.

      By the time I turn the corner, I assume the guy will be long gone. But he’s not.

      I skid to a halt when I see an enraged dark-haired man holding the thief up by his throat, pressing his back against a wall.

      “Give me one good reason to turn you over to the police instead of taking you out to sea and watching you drown,” Forge growls, terrifying the man who claws at the hand wrapped around his neck.

      What the hell is he doing here?

      He jostles the man again. “You think you can steal from my wife and get away with it? Do you have a death wish? Answer me.”

      The man shakes his head and starts mumbling words in a mishmash of French and English.

      “That’s right,” Forge says. “You’re fucking sorry. Drop the goddamned purse.”

      The man complies, and my purse hits the cobblestones.

      Forge looks toward me, scouring every inch of my body. His gaze stops on the hand I have pressed to my side.

      “He hurt you.” It’s not a question.

      “He cut through the strap of my purse and caught some skin.”

      “Show me.”

      I lift my palm off my wound, revealing the spot where the sliced fabric is now rusty red.

      Pure, unadulterated fury sweeps over Forge’s features, transforming his already murderous expression into one even more lethal. His nostrils flare as he turns back to the man he’s holding against the wall with one hand.

      “You made her bleed.” His grip tightens on the thief’s throat. “You’ll fucking die for that.”

      “Oh my God, he’s really going to kill him.” Summer’s voice comes from behind me. “And the police are going to see it because they’re right behind me.”

      “Boss.” Koba’s voice joins the fray. “They’re sixty seconds out. No more.”

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      The man’s feet kick in the air as his face turns even brighter red and his eyes bulge. Forge pulls the man’s back off the wall before slamming him harder against the brick.

      “You made her bleed, and I’ll make you bleed. Eye for an eye.”

      Police yell at pedestrians to move out of the way as they come closer.

      I step forward, my hands out like I’m approaching a wild beast and hoping not to get eaten. “Forge, please. Put him down. The police will take care of him.”

      The man I married, the man who looks like he has no problem killing this thief with his bare hands, looks at me once more. The rage is gone and his dark gray gaze ices over.

      “Give me one good reason.”

      “Because I don’t want to visit my husband in prison. The idea of conjugal visits creeps me out.”

      Something flits over his features. Slowly, he releases his grip on the man’s throat, and the guy hits the ground in a crumple of limbs. Relief washes over me, and I feel like the woman who is able to talk down the Hulk when he’s angry and green. I’m not sure why that kindles a warm sensation in the pit of my stomach, but it does.

      I release a long breath, and the pain in my side fires up again. Forge grabs my purse off the ground and strides toward me.

      “Are you okay?” he demands, but my question comes at the same moment.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Before either of us can reply, two police officers turn the corner, followed by Juliette.

      “Good Lord, Jericho. Now you’re apprehending criminals too?” Juliette says from just beyond my sister. “I know you’re a man of many talents, but that’s a new one.”

      Forge doesn’t even look at her. His gaze stays pinned on me and my wound. “We need to get you to a hospital.”

      “I’m fine. It’s just a scratch. I’ve had worse.”

      His expression darkens further as he pulls me carefully into his side. “Never again. I won’t allow it.”

      “That’s the guy,” Summer says to the police, who walk toward us as she points to the man on the ground.

      The police move toward him as he stumbles to his feet. They charge him before he can take a step to escape.

      “Get his ID,” Forge orders. “I want to know who the fuck he is.”

      “Sir, we’ll need to take statements from all of you,” one officer says.

      “My wife’s bodyguard will provide a statement,” Forge replies, pointing at Koba.

      “We’ll need to speak to your wife as well,” the officer says.

      “She’ll provide you a statement in writing, as will I.” Forge tightens his arm around my shoulders. “Right now, she needs medical care, and Saint-Tropez has lost its appeal for us.”

      “I can give a statement,” I say, but Forge shakes his head.

      “You’re going back to the boat.” He turns me to face my sister and Juliette. “Summer, do you need help with the bags?”

      My sister shakes her head. “I got them.”

      “You dropped this one, Summer,” Juliette says, holding up the tiny one containing the bikini I purchased in her store against my will. My reluctance feels ridiculous in the face of actual problems.

      “Thank you, Juliette. I’ll certainly be enjoying my wife in whatever she purchased.”

      Juliette’s mouth turns into a little pout. “And here you swore you’d never marry.”

      My entire body tenses.

      “That’s because I hadn’t met Indy yet.”
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      Forge brushes off the police with an impressively small amount of effort before shifting his grip on me and lifting me into his arms.

      I whip my head around to look at him. Our lips are only a breath apart. “I can walk. I’m not that hurt.”

      “I’m done taking chances with you.”

      “Indy, look at your knees. Shit.” Summer points to the small rocks embedded in my skin, and they immediately sting.

      “Thanks, sis. Didn’t realize that—”

      Forge takes a step, carrying me with ease, cutting off my words.

      Crowds clear a path before him like he’s Moses at the Red Sea. It’s crazy and impressive, and I have absolutely no idea how he does it. It’s presence and authority and alpha-male pheromones.

      Summer follows us back to the quay where Goliath is waiting in the tender. As soon as he sees us, he jumps up. His eyes widen at the sight of blood on my shirt and hands.

      “Hospital?” he asks.

      “Back to the boat,” Forge replies. “And then we’re underway to Ibiza.”

      “Yes, sir.” Goliath holds out his arms, as if offering to take me from Forge.

      “I can get on the boat myself. I’m not an invalid,” I protest before he can hand me off.

      Forge doesn’t reply or take Goliath’s offer of assistance. Instead, he steps on board carefully before lowering me into one of the white leather captain’s chairs. He places a hand on each arm and lowers his head until his nose almost brushes mine.

      “I’ve just made you a target for the entire world, and I didn’t protect you well enough. That’s my fault, and I’ll never make the same mistake again. You have my word.” His granite gaze and solemn tone send chills down my spine as he makes his vow.

      “Why would I be a target?”

      Forge stares at me, not answering for several moments. Finally, he says, “I have enemies, and now, so do you.”

      “What kind of enemies?”

      “We’ll discuss it later. But I will keep you safe in whatever way I deem most effective, and you won’t fight me on it. Understood?”

      I blink twice. “No. Not understood. You have to—”

      He leans forward and presses a kiss to my lips, silencing me.

      When he pulls back, he nods at Goliath.

      “Let’s go.”
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      Indy argues with me again as I lift her into my arms to carry her on board the yacht, but my actions override her protests.

      Never in my life have I felt such a cold, killing rage settle over me as I did the moment I saw her blood.

      No one touches what’s mine. No one hurts the people I claim. If Indy hadn’t stopped me, I would have ripped out his throat.

      I’ve never met anyone who had this kind of effect on me. How fiercely I feel about her safety and well-being is as shocking to me as the possessiveness I can’t shake.

      She’s not just a means to an end anymore. She’s mine. And I take care of my own.

      It’s an unexpected turn of events, but one I can’t regret.

      “Forge, put me down.”

      She wiggles in my arms, but I’m not ready to let her go yet. I walk us to the master bath attached to my cabin and sit her on the counter.

      “I’m fine. I swear. He just got a little carried away with his knife when he cut the strap.”

      My anger rises to the surface again when she says knife. “He shouldn’t have had the chance, and that’s on me and Koba.”

      I reach for the hem of her shirt and pull it up.

      Indy slaps her hands over mine. “Stop. What are you doing?”

      “Taking care of you.”

      Her hands go limp, and I shake them off. I try not to focus on the fact that I’ve never said those words before in my life.

      “Well, you can ask a girl before you take her shirt off,” she says, the words muffled as I pull the ruined tank over her head, leaving her in a bra.

      “You’re not a girl. You’re my wife.” I toss it to the floor before crouching to assess the injury. She’s right. It’s a surface wound and not as bad as the blood would suggest, which is helpful, because now I don’t have to chopper out a surgeon to stitch her up.

      “A fact you didn’t share with your mistress when you talked her into hiring my sister. Why is that, I wonder?”

      India’s smart mouth is going to get her in trouble, but that doesn’t bother me in the least. I know exactly how I’ll handle her. But right now is not the time to paddle her ass.

      “She’s not my mistress.” I surprise myself again by giving Indy this information. I don’t explain myself to anyone. I never feel the urge. But for some reason, she has me breaking all the rules.

      “But she was, wasn’t she?” Indy asks as I grab a washcloth and wet it to wipe away the crusting blood.

      “Does it matter?” I open the cupboard to pull out the first aid kit and find an alcohol swab. I tear open the package as she fires back at me.

      “Why do you always respond to a question with a— Ouch! That hurt.” Her shoulders bunch around her ears as she hisses in pain, and it’s like a stab to the heart.

      I blow on the cut, wanting to allay the discomfort I caused.

      Fuck. This woman is going to be the end of me.

      “It would’ve been worse if I’d warned you.”

      I meet her gaze from beneath hooded lids as I stem the urge to apologize. I never apologize.

      “You have a shitty bedside manner,” she says as her eyebrows knit together.

      “Good thing I don’t usually get called on for nursing.” I pull out the tube of antibiotic ointment, and she flinches. Another stab.

      “This won’t hurt.” I wait for her to nod before using a sterile gauze pad to spread it over the wound.

      “You’re avoiding my question. Why didn’t you tell me you got my sister a job with your mistress?”

      I grit my teeth. “She’s not my mistress. I don’t have a mistress. I have a fucking wife.”

      “Who you’ve never slept with, and I know enough about men to realize if they’re not getting it at home, they’re getting it somewhere else.”

      “We’ve been married less than a day. Do you really think I’m out getting it somewhere else?” I place my hands on her thighs, above her abraded knees. She glares at me as I expected. “Unless that’s an invitation?”

      “Go back to nursing, Forge. Your seduction game needs work.”

      The bathroom fills with the sound of my laughter, and India’s glare sharpens.

      “You should be afraid of me, and yet you taunt me at every turn.”

      “The only thing I’m afraid of is what you’re going to pour on my knees to clean them.”

      I don’t reply until her side is covered with a large bandage to protect the two-inch-long slice. I grab the bottle of peroxide from under the sink and hold it up in front of her.

      “You’ll survive. I promise. The cobblestone was fairly kind to you.”

      “The only way I won’t scream while you clean my knees is if you tell me about you and Juliette.”

      And now she’s bargaining with me. Emotional blackmail. Borderline extorting information from me. The negotiator in me approves.

      “Is that right?” I say as I lift her off the counter and set her in the shower. Shockingly, she doesn’t make a fuss over being manhandled.

      “Yes. Those are my terms.”

      I reach for the movable showerhead and turn the water on, letting it run for a few moments before it reaches an acceptable temperature.

      “What makes you think you get to set the terms of this negotiation?” I ask, my tone more curious than anything.

      “Because you have a tell.”

      This makes me stop and look up at her, my eyebrows raised. “Is that right?”

      “You don’t like seeing me in pain.” She smiles like she’s discovered the map to the holy grail.

      “And you think I’m willing to bargain with you to avoid seeing you in pain?”

      Her grin widens, and there’s not much I won’t do to keep that smile on her face, as opposed to a grimace.

      “Yep.”

      “Take off your skirt if you don’t want it to get wet.”

      This time, her eyebrows go up. “Wait . . . What?”

      I lay a hand on her hip, tucking a finger into the waistband. “Your skirt. Off or on. I promise I won’t be moved to ravish you at the sight of your panties.”

      “I’m sure that’s what all the pirates tell the girls to get them naked.”

      “What did you say?” I ask, truly confused this time.

      Indy’s cheeks turn pink. “I didn’t mean to call you a pirate out loud.”

      Ah . . . “You’re not the first person to call me a pirate. I’m sure you won’t be the last.” I tug the waistband of the skirt, and Indy slaps her hand over mine.

      “I’m also not wearing panties, so . . .”

      My attention cuts to her face as heat that has nothing to do with the steam filling the shower floods my body.

      “You were out in public. In a skirt. Why the fuck weren’t you wearing panties?”

      “I didn’t exactly pack for this trip.”

      My fist clenches around the showerhead. “Then you should’ve bought some.”

      “From who? Your mistress?”

      “She’s not my mistress. And if you say that again, I’ll show you exactly where I’m getting my satisfaction.”

      Instead of quailing at my tone, Indy smiles and shoves her skirt over her hips, revealing her bare pussy.

      Fuckkkk.

      “Good,” she says. “I don’t like sharing, even if I don’t have a fucking clue why you married me.”
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      I’m standing in front of my husband, in the shower of his bathroom, naked except for a strapless bra. My words and tone may sound confident, but that’s only because I have a great poker face. My heart hammers harder as his gray gaze skims over my body, moving down until it locks on the little silver bead peeking out from between my lips.

      “Where the hell did that come from?”

      A surge of power rushes through me. “My piercing? It’s been there the whole time.”

      Wetness slicks my thighs at his shock.

      He studies my face, and I have absolutely no idea what he’s hoping to find. But like someone waved a wand, he banks the fire and returns to ice. “I’ll try not to hurt you.”

      The warm water washing over my knees stings, even though he’s covering the needles of spray with his hand to trickle the water over my road rash.

      “When did you meet her?” I ask, trying to keep my mind off it.

      “None of your business.”

      “When did you break it off with her?”

      He brushes a washcloth gently over one knee, and I look down to see the skin turning pinkish-red, but most of the grit that was clinging there is already gone.

      “Long before I met you,” Forge says, and I’m shocked he gave me even that much information.

      “We literally only met a few days ago, so that’s a pretty vague answer.”

      “Do you have another question, or are you going to fixate on Juliette, who is completely irrelevant other than the fact that she’s giving your sister a job?”

      He’s giving me an opening, and there’s no way I’m going to waste it on Juliette. I choose my words while he turns off the water and reaches for the peroxide. He uncaps the bottle and looks up at me, as if asking for approval before he causes me more pain.

      I grip his shoulder with my hand, not caring that I’m essentially dragging his face closer to my pussy, and I strike while he seems the most vulnerable.

      “Why did you marry me?”

      The peroxide splashes against the abraded skin of my knees, and I tense.

      “Because I had to have you.”

      The words tear through me, blunting any pain as I stare down into those storm-cloud eyes.

      He lowers the bottle of peroxide, and I can feel my heart beat in my nipples and between my legs. This isn’t normal. I shouldn’t feel like this.

      But Forge is a force of nature. A rogue wave, crashing into my world and leaving it completely unrecognizable. Why should I be shocked that my body reacts to him like no one else before?

      He rises slowly, his fingers trailing up my bare, wet skin. “What do you need from me, India?”

      I press my lips together, refusing to say everything swirling in my mind. He already has the upper hand. I can’t give him all the leverage. But I also want him to touch me so badly that I can’t think of another goddamned thing right now.

      But it doesn’t matter that I don’t voice my needs, because Forge can read me better than anyone ever has before.

      “You want me to touch you. Take your mind off the pain. Make you come.” All statements. No questions.

      I stay silent.

      Forge holds out a hand. “I won’t make you say it. All you have to do is take my hand.”
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      She shields her inner turmoil well. Her pride wars with her needs. I’m a gambler too, and I know exactly where I’d lay my bet.

      On us.

      Indy’s fingers shake as she raises her hand. She’ll either grasp mine or slap me across the face. When her palm slides across my calloused skin, my grip tightens on her like I’m afraid she’ll change her mind. I’m not giving her that much time.

      “On the bed. Bra off. Spread your legs. Show me that pretty cunt and the piercing you’ve been hiding.” My orders come out like I was born to give them to her.

      Indy’s cheeks darken with a blush, but her nipples pebble against the thin material of her bra. She likes it. She wants it.

      With her lips pressed together, she slips around me in the bathroom, and I release her hand.

      I force myself to wait a solid sixty seconds before following her. And when I do, it’s to see pure fucking heaven laid out for me.

      Her legs are barely spread, and I wonder if she’s shy or just disobedient. I’ll take either. I’ll take anything from her.

      “You look like an offering to a pagan god.”

      Her blush spreads to her neck and down her chest, almost reaching her pink nipples.

      I stop at the end of the bed, where her feet hang over the edge. I grasp her ankles and lift them, bending her knees and pressing her feet flat on the duvet.

      Her eyes widen as her pussy lips part, revealing everything to me, including that little silver piercing that dangles right over her clit. Wetness slicks between her thighs, and the beast inside me demands to taste her. Touch her. Fuck her.

      When she squeezes her eyes shut for a beat, I can’t help but wonder if she’s less experienced than I assume.

      “Are you a virgin?”

      Her eyes flick open. “No. Of course not.”

      “Then why do you look as terrified as you are excited?”

      She swallows and turns her head toward the windows.

      “Indy, I’m about to finger-fuck your pussy and eat you until you scream, so I think we’re past the point of embarrassment here.”

      Her gaze snaps back to mine. “It’s been a long time, okay?”

      I kneel on the bed between her spread legs, careful to avoid her knees. “How long?” I ask as my palms slide up her thighs.

      “Long enough.”

      I pause with my thumbs an inch from her pussy lips. “Answer me, and I’ll give you what you want.”

      Her lips flatten again, and I stroke the pad of my thumb along her slick pink skin. She releases a quiet moan, and my cock turns rock hard.

      “Ten years.”

      The admission hits me like a sledgehammer, and I stare down at her in shock.

      “Ten years?”

      “Touch me, dammit.”

      “How is that even possible? You practically ooze sex. You’re a fucking siren. Every man who sees you wants to make you his.” I swipe my thumb between her pussy lips and flick her piercing. “But they can’t have you because you’re fucking mine.”
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      Humiliating admission? Check.

      Already on the edge of orgasm from one touch and Forge’s possessive words? Also check.

      My inner muscles clench as he spreads me open with his thumbs and bends forward to swipe his tongue from bottom to top.

      Holy. Shit.

      “Fuck, you taste good.”

      His grip on my thighs tightens, and any feeling of pain or discomfort from this afternoon disappears when pleasure cascades through my body.

      He eats me like he’s been starving for the entire decade I’ve been abstinent. When he flicks my piercing with his tongue, the one I got just for me, it sends me hurtling toward the edge faster than ever before.

      And then his tongue does something I’ve never even thought of before in my life—it moves over my ass, teasing that very virgin territory. I squirm away, trying to escape the unfamiliar feeling, but his hand clamps down and makes me take it.

      And, holy hell, does it feel good.

      I writhe against his mouth as he moves to suck my piercing between his lips and bites down on my clit.

      “Ah!” I screech as my orgasm shatters me.

      Forge takes that moment to push his thumb against my asshole and suck harder on my clit. Wave after wave of pleasure threaten to drown me. My head thrashes back and forth on the bed as I bury my hands in his hair.

      “I can’t. I can’t.” I huff the words, but he doesn’t stop.

      The tip of his thumb penetrates my back hole while he continues to suck and lick and feast.

      “Again.” He growls the word against me and my body complies, even though my brain fights to regain control.

      I can’t stop. My legs spasm, and the vibrations from Forge’s mouth undo me completely.

      I scream out my orgasm, not caring who might hear. My fingers yank at his head, pulling him up from between my thighs, because I don’t know if I can take any more.

      “You’re not—”

      Someone pounds on the door, interrupting whatever Forge was about to say.

      “Go away,” he barks, but I struggle to sit up and the tip of his thumb slips from my ass.

      I didn’t even know I liked that kind of thing.

      “Indy? Is he torturing you? I will fucking kill him, even if he saved me.”

      It’s my sister’s voice, and I’m not sure if I’m thankful for the rescue or if I want to kill her for interrupting.

      “Ms. Baptiste, please come with me.”

      Goliath’s voice comes through the door next, and mortification sweeps over me.

      They all heard me. And turns out, right this moment, I do care.

      I reach for the blanket and yank it out from under Forge so I can cover myself.

      “I’m fine!” I call out, but it’s a lie. I don’t know what just happened in this room, but I’m not fine. I’m fucking terrified that I just made the biggest mistake of my life.

      I let my husband make me come.

      And I loved it.
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      “Holy shit. You’re having sex,” Summer says through the door, giggling uncontrollably. “I didn’t even think with Saint Indy . . . Sorry, guys!”

      “Ms. Baptiste, come with me.”

      I can picture Goliath dragging a laughing Summer away from the door, but it’s already too late. My wife is wrapped up like a goddamned burrito in the blanket, and closed down like a fortress.

      “I’m sorry,” Indy says. “I shouldn’t have . . .”

      “Why the fuck are you apologizing?” My reply comes out harsher than I intended.

      Her gaze flicks from my face to my obviously hard dick. “I . . . I don’t know. It was the adrenaline. I think I was just—”

      I hold up a hand to silence her. “If you don’t want me touching you, I won’t fucking touch you. I’m not a goddamned monster.”

      I shove off the bed, wondering how the hell this perfect fucking moment went sideways.

      As I head for the bathroom, I say, “Unless you want to watch me take a cold shower, I suggest you stay in here.”

      With the devil riding my shoulder, I step into the master bath and leave the door open. The shower water comes on, and I want to torture her just as badly as I feel tortured right now.

      She wants me. That’s not a question. But the fact that it’s been ten years since she’s been fucked . . . that explains a lot more. Except it doesn’t explain why she hasn’t had a man in so long.

      I strip and step into the warm spray. As it beats down on my bowed head, I take a fist to my cock, imagining how tight her pussy is going to be when I finally earn that prize from her.

      Stroke after stroke, I jerk it harder, picturing the tears that ran down her cheeks as I fucked her face. She looked so goddamned beautiful. But it’s the more recent memory of the clench of her ass around the tip of my thumb that makes me blow my load all over the travertine wall.

      The bathroom door slams shut, and my gaze cuts to the closed door.

      She watched me.

      My dick gets hard all over again. That naughty fucking wife of mine is going to be the death of me. She’s going over my knee for this.

      I dry off as quickly as possible, my dick hard like I didn’t just come, and step out into the bedroom . . . to find her reaching for the door handle.

      “Stop.”

      Indy freezes, her shoulders stiffening, and I note she’s wearing a bikini that I’m guessing came from Juliette’s store.

      “Turn around.”

      “I’m just going—”

      “You’re not going anywhere.”

      She turns around slowly to face me. I stand naked and proud with my cock rising between my legs.

      “I just wanted to grab—”

      “You wanted me.”

      She swallows as I walk toward her, and her nipples pucker against the top of the suit.

      “You shouldn’t have even bothered getting dressed, because we’re not done.”

      “But—”

      “You could’ve walked out of this room, but you didn’t. You wanted to see me with my hand wrapped around my cock, picturing you while I blow the load that belongs in your tight little cunt all over the wall.”

      Her mouth drops open.

      “Unless you’d rather I fuck your face again?” I shake my head. “No. I think we’ll save that for later. I want you, and I want you now.”

      Indy shifts her weight from foot to foot, and her chest rises and falls faster with each breath.

      “And you want me just as fucking bad.”

      “I don’t want anyone to hear. I can’t—”

      “Goliath will have removed everyone from being able to hear, especially if you learn how to keep those screams in. But I don’t care if you do. I don’t care if the whole fucking world hears.” I stride to the bed and sit. “Come here.”

      Dozens of emotions sweep over Indy’s face as she tries to talk herself out of following my orders, but she won’t. She wants this as much as I do. Maybe more, if it’s been ten fucking years.

      My dick jerks between my legs at the thought of her near-virgin status. I already felt possessive over her, and now it’s more acute.

      Triumph rises inside me as she releases the door handle and walks toward me, pausing a few feet away.

      “Closer.”

      She takes two more small steps, and careful of her wound, I grip her around the curve of her hips and drag her the rest of the way forward.

      “Over my knees.” I nod down at my spread thighs.

      Indy stares at my dick and then looks back to my face, wide-eyed. “What?”

      “Your ass needs my hand, and I’m going to give you what you need.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I gave you an out, and you didn’t take it. You know what that tells me? Everything you’re not willing to say out loud. You want me? You get me.”

      She squeezes her thighs together, and I guarantee she’s still wet and getting wetter. Her top teeth scrape across her bottom lip.

      Christ, she’s fucking beautiful.

      “The only decision you’ll regret making is walking out of this room. I swear it to you.”

      Indy fights through her battle of wills, and one inch at a time, she bends, laying her body over my spread thighs. My hand cups one of her ass cheeks, which are almost completely exposed by the bikini bottom.

      “You were going to let everyone else see this ass? I don’t think so. Not until I’ve staked my claim properly.”

      She inhales sharply as I sweep my fingers under the scrap of material that runs between her cheeks. The sound tells me everything I need to know. She was made for me.

      “You liked my thumb in your ass, didn’t you?”

      I stop over the whorl and press against it until she clenches. I don’t think so. I pull my hand free and tug down the bottoms, baring her completely. I take a few seconds to appreciate her pale skin before landing the first strike.

      Her gasp is followed by a moan.

      “That’s what I’ll give you when you try to lie to me about what you want.”

      “I didn’t—”

      Smack.

      Indy shifts over my thighs as my cock presses against her stomach. I reach between her legs and find her soaked pussy.

      “You’re so fucking responsive. You were going to leave me hard while you walked out with a wet pussy? Bad little wife.”

      I pull back and land another slap on her left cheek before sliding a finger inside her.

      “Oh God . . .” Indy moans as her inner walls clamp down on me.

      “Fuck, you’re tight. My cock might not even fit inside this snug little cunt.”

      I pull free and slide a second finger inside, stretching her. Indy bucks against my touch.

      “You like that? Being filled up with my fingers? Loosening you up so my big fat cock fits inside you?”

      “Please,” she whispers. “Don’t stop.”

      “Not a fucking chance.”

      Thrust after thrust, I finger-fuck her as she grows wetter and wetter, slickness dripping down my hand. It’s goddamned glorious. Her pretty little asshole teases me from between her round cheeks, and I think about how she writhed against me when I took my tongue to it.

      I pull my fingers free and dip my thumb into her slickness to lube it up. Slowly, I circle her pucker. “Don’t tense.”

      She does, and I smack her on the hip. She relaxes immediately.

      “I’m going to tease your pussy and your asshole until you come, and then I’m going to fuck you until the entire world hears you scream my name.”
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      His words shouldn’t affect me like this. His touch shouldn’t affect me like this. But that doesn’t change the fact that I’m a slave to Jericho Forge.

      His thick fingers stretch me and my body relaxes for him, letting him go deeper and faster with every stroke. I want more.

      My nipples bead so tightly that they ache. I want his mouth on them, biting down on the sensitive skin to add an edge I never knew I needed.

      When his thumb caresses my ass again, every nerve ending lights up.

      “I’m going to fuck you here someday,” he says, his voice a deep growl as he increases the pressure. “We’re going to take our time stretching you out so that when the head of my cock slides inside this tight hole, you’ll feel pleasure like you’ve never known existed. I’ll finger your pussy with my cock in your ass, and you’ll beg me until your voice goes hoarse.”

      He has no idea how close to begging I am right this minute. He pushes the tip of his thumb inside, and my hips rock against him. I don’t know how much longer I can hold back until I throw myself on his mercy and plead for him to give me what I need.

      You’d think I didn’t come less than fifteen minutes ago. But I’m learning that Jericho Forge is even more addictive than any drug on the planet, and I’m moments away from admitting I’m a junkie.

      His fingers pull free of my body, and he teases my piercing and my asshole at the same time until I’m poised to fly over the edge. When I shatter, he doesn’t stop. He keeps demanding more and more and more.

      The wall I’ve built is crumbling because he’s burrowed under it and made me realize what I’ve been missing in my life—this. Him.

      When my climax finally subsides to the point where I can think, he lifts me up to cradle me against his body. When he stands, he turns us toward the bed before laying me on my back on the edge, leaving my ass nearly hanging over.

      “I think it’s time I fuck my wife.”

      He moves to the nightstand, removes a condom, and rolls it over his cock before returning to stand between my spread legs.

      “Wrap your legs around me.”

      I follow his orders and send up a prayer of thanks for tall bed frames, because his cock head now presses against my entrance. And then I remember his words.

      Will it fit?

      I look up at him, a tendril of hesitation blooming inside me, and Forge locks onto my shifting emotions.

      “I’ll fit. I promise.”

      With a hand under each of my smarting ass cheeks, he pulls me forward just far enough for his cock to breach my opening and groans.

      “Fuckkkk . . .”

      My mouth drops open, and I suck in a breath as sensations ripple through me. I may as well have been a virgin, because it’s never felt like this before.

      “More.” I whisper the request, and the expression on Forge’s face morphs into one of complete and utter possession. If I thought he looked like a pillaging pirate before, I was wrong—because that’s exactly how he looks now.

      “Fuck my cock. Show me you want it,” he says as he pushes inside a little further. I lift my hips, pushing forward and forcing him deeper.

      “Oh God. Oh God. Fuck.” My head whips from side to side as I mumble incoherently.

      “Fuck me, Indy. Use my cock to take what you need.”

      The fingers of one hand curl around my ass, and he presses one against my asshole. I buck upward, fucking him just like he ordered.

      “Fucking magnificent. Give me more.”

      I do it again and again until I feel like I’m coming unglued, and still, he’s not seated all the way inside me.

      “Give it to me. All of it,” I beg through broken moans.

      “All you ever had to do was ask.” He pushes forward, burying his cock inside me to the hilt, and my silent scream kicks me over the edge into devastating bliss.

      Forge tunnels into me over and over and over. He moves his other hand so he can tease my clit and keep the orgasms rumbling over me. My blood roars in my ears, and my heart beats hard enough to merit an explosion.

      When Forge roars out his orgasm, his cock pumping inside me, my body goes limp and I let go.
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      I wake up not knowing what the hell happened, but I’m still wearing my bathing suit top and am tucked under the covers.

      Forge is nowhere to be seen, but the boat is rocking as it charges into choppy seas. I grab the discarded bikini bottoms, and pulling them up my legs reminds me of what Forge said.

      “You were going to let everyone else see this ass? I don’t think so. Not until I’ve staked my claim properly.”

      Every part of my body feels claimed by him now, and for some reason, that scares the living hell out of me.

      I’ve never given a man any kind of control over me.

      When I leave the cabin, I tiptoe around every corner, expecting him to pop out and take me by surprise. He doesn’t, and I hate to admit that a part of me is disappointed.

      Not that I need to see him, because I can still feel the ache left behind throbbing between my legs.

      What the hell does this mean for us? Does it change anything? I have absolutely no idea. And now, we’re heading back to Ibiza, and I have a feeling if I try to go back to my flat, Forge is going to have something to say about it.

      I find my sister on a chaise on the upper deck, which is otherwise empty, watching the sunset.

      “So he really is the good, good dick!”

      “Summer. Drop it,” I snap.

      “It’s not like it’s a big deal, Indy. Everyone has sex. I mean, except you. At least, until now.” My sister levers up on her elbows to stare at me.

      “I don’t want to talk about it, okay?”

      She stares at me in shock. “Why in the hell not?”

      “I’m not having this discussion with you right now. Or ever.”

      She shakes her head, and the breeze catches her hair like she’s posing for a magazine. “He’s your husband. He’s gorgeous. He clearly has some talent between the sheets if he can make a nun like you come, so why feel bad for banging him like a steel drum?” She winks. “See what I did there? Steel? Forge?”

      I cover my face, wishing I could unhear that. “Please, just shut up, Summer.”

      “Fine . . . but it’s nothing to be ashamed of. Goliath hustled me out here so I couldn’t hear any more. I’m just enjoying the fabulous scenery now.” She lays back against the cushion and gathers her hair up into a perfectly messy bun.

      “Did he tell you when we’d be back in port?” I ask, looking out over the shimmering water surrounding us.

      “Tomorrow morning. They let me use the phone to call Alanna again too.”

      I jerk my attention back to Summer. “You didn’t tell her I got married, did you? Please tell me you didn’t.”

      “No. I figure that’s your mess to explain, and I’m not getting involved. But you better tell her before she finds out from anyone else, because she’s going to have a fit.”

      “Who would . . .” I plop onto the lounger beside her as I think of any way Alanna could possibly find out.

      “I don’t know if Juliette is the gossiping type, but this is juicy news. One of the world’s most eligible billionaires getting hitched after he publicly swore off marriage? When it gets out, it’s going to spread like wildfire.”

      I sigh and stretch out on the thick cushion, letting my head drop back onto the pillow.

      How the hell am I going to handle this?
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      I avoid Indy and my cabin until the sun rises over the islands ahead of us. I didn’t trust myself to lie in bed next to her without keeping her up all night, and she needs time before she’s ready for everything I want from her. Instead, I spent the entire night working on everything I’ve let slide since she shifted into the center of my world.

      As soon as we drop anchor, I allow myself to close my laptop and make my way to the salon.

      “You’re coming with me,” Goliath says to Summer.

      “What about me?” Indy asks.

      They all look at me as I enter. Indy’s cheeks turn pink, and I can’t help but hope she can still feel me with her every step. Maybe that’s fucked up, but I don’t care.

      “You’re coming home with me. Where you belong,” I tell her.

      “But I need to see Alanna too,” she argues.

      “We’ll bring her out to the island tomorrow and tell her the news.” I shoot a look at her sister. “You say nothing about this when you see her. Understood?”

      Summer nods as Indy’s shoulders stiffen.

      “But she needs to know. She’s going to wonder why the hell I’m not with Summer.”

      “Summer will make your excuses, and Alanna will understand as soon as you tell her tomorrow.” Indy will keep arguing until she runs out of air, so I try to preempt what’s coming out of her mouth next. “I’d like to spend the afternoon showing you our home. And then this evening . . . I have something special planned for you.” I reach out to grab her hand as her mouth snaps shut.

      Argument over. I glance back at my new sister-in-law.

      “Summer, your job starts Monday. Someone will make sure you have the information you need about where to go and when.”

      “Thank you, Forge. Really. I know I haven’t said it enough, but . . . you saved my life and went above and beyond. I can’t thank you enough.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “But—”

      I wave her off as my new favorite boat approaches the yacht. “Go with Goliath. Enjoy your freedom, Summer. Don’t fuck up.”
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      As I lose sight of Summer and Goliath, I can’t help but wonder what is going to happen when I get to Forge’s private island. He didn’t come to bed last night, and he was completely MIA until minutes ago.

      Why is he avoiding me?

      I’m not sure about anything right now, least of all how I feel about all of this. The last time I was on his turf, he made me a deal and I broke it in the most appalling fashion—I ran straight to Bastien.

      I’ve been telling myself that since I didn’t use Forge’s million, the deal was null and void and there can be no further consequences to my actions. Whether he agrees with me is yet to be determined. It’s not like I’m about to bring up the subject.

      When the military-looking black boat that I rode on out to his island before ties off to the yacht’s expansive swim platform, Forge leads me down the stairs. He jumps aboard and says something to the captain before returning to the side to help me on.

      “Sit here.” He points to the chair adjacent to the helm, and the captain gives him a nod.

      “Enjoy, Mr. Forge.”

      “What the hell is he doing?” I ask when the captain hops off the black boat and unties it from the yacht.

      “What I told him to do. Find his own way back. You and I are getting some lunch. Goliath told me you didn’t eat breakfast.”

      I turn to look at him sharply. “Wait, if we’re going for lunch, why didn’t we go with Summer? I thought—”

      “You’ll see.”

      Forge takes the wheel and with an expert hand, he guides us away. As soon as we’re a safe distance from the yacht, he guns it in the direction of the island, but not toward the dock I used before.

      Wind whips my hair, and I quickly pull it back into a low ponytail as the boat speeds around the cliffs to the other side, which I’ve never seen before. It’s almost a straight drop-off down a sheer rock face. It’s utterly breathtaking.

      We slow to a stop, and Forge turns off the ignition.

      “What are you doing?” I ask as he reaches for the hem of his shirt.

      He peels the polo off and tosses it over the seat. “Going fishing,” he says, sidestepping me to open a compartment. He unearths a dive mask and a spear gun.

      “Wait, what?” I step back as he climbs up onto the large sun pad on the back of the boat, looking like freaking Aquaman again, and slips the mask over his face.

      “You’ll see.” He picks up the spear, turns, and steps off the side, holding the mask against his face.

      “Forge!” I rush to the side of the boat to look, and he flips his body. All I see are his toes before they disappear beneath the surface.

      I may have spent a lot of my life living on an island, but that doesn’t mean I’m a big water lover. As a result, I’m not a strong swimmer. I can dog-paddle enough to get by, but that’s about it.

      And now I just watched my husband throw himself overboard with a freaking spear.

      What in the actual fuck?

      “Oh my God. We’re not anchored.” I don’t know why I bother to say it out loud because no one’s around to hear me. The boat bobs on choppy waves, no doubt drifting away from where he dove in.

      What if something happens to Forge? I can’t save him. I’m not a lifeguard. I scan the surface of the water, but I see nothing.

      Wait, when did I get so concerned about making sure Forge is safe?

      Probably about the time I realized he’s the only man who hasn’t tried to take something from me I didn’t want to give, or use me in a way I didn’t sign up to be used.

      Does this mean I actually like my husband?

      Bubbles break the surface before I can answer the question. And, praise Jesus, Forge’s head comes next.

      “Watch out,” he yells, and I jump away from the side of the boat as he tosses something over the edge.

      “Holy shit!” A spiny beast flops around on the deck. I turn to yell at Forge, but he’s already gone again.

      He did not just catch a lobster with his bare hands. But the prehistoric-looking creature crawling around the floor of the fancy boat tells me I’m mistaken.

      Another sixty seconds pass before my panic levels rise again. I really don’t like wondering if he’s going to come back up.

      But he does. This time with another lobster. He tosses it over the side, ignoring my “What the fuck are you doing?” and dives again.

      He really is Aquaman.

      Except he’s not an actor playing a role. Forge is the real deal.

      Indy, you need to watch yourself, the voice in my head says. Don’t go getting dick-struck by him because he released the Kraken on you.

      Before I can tell the voice to shut the hell up, he surfaces a final time and swims around to the back of the boat. Just like the morning I saw him climb out of the Med off the coast of Monaco, Forge’s dripping-wet body is a sight to behold. How can a man who should work at a desk have all those abs? But judging by the fish skewered on the spear, nothing about Forge is normal.

      I was right when I thought he was a pirate.

      “I hope you like sea bream.”

      I’m still watching with my mouth hanging open. “You just . . . jumped off the boat.”

      He stares at me like I’m stating the obvious, which is fair, since I suppose I am.

      “And caught lobster and speared a fish.”

      “Do you know how to cook?”

      One of the lobsters’ antennae hits my foot and I screech. “Fuck no!”

      I jump onto the nearest high surface and out of the reach of the spiny little bastard. Losing my balance on the sun pad, I wobble dangerously close to the edge.

      Forge’s arm wraps around me, steadying me and keeping me from falling overboard. “Careful,” he says, and the chuckle in his voice sounds like he’s trying not to laugh at me.

      I look down at him. “I don’t like live lobster running loose.”

      His lips twitch, and I poke my finger into his chest.

      “Don’t you dare laugh at me. I didn’t know what the hell you were doing, and then you just start tossing creatures in the boat.” His smile widens, and I poke him again. “No laughing.”

      He reaches up to curl a hand around my neck and guides my head lower until his mouth slides across mine. My lips open and he slides his tongue inside, tasting me and tempting me in equal measure.

      By the time he pulls away, I’m not only wet from the water dripping off his tanned skin.

      With a knowing smile, he says, “I guess I’m cooking lunch then.”
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      Thirty minutes later, my jaw hangs open in shock again. Not only did Forge dock the boat and tie it off by himself, he carried both lobsters and the fish up to the outdoor kitchen and cleaned them all. Now he’s manning the grill like he cooks for himself every day.

      “Shouldn’t . . . shouldn’t someone be doing this for you?” I gesture to the grill. “I mean, you must employ a bazillion people.”

      He meets my gaze with one brow raised. “Don’t trust my cooking?”

      “No, it’s just . . . it seems weird. I didn’t figure billionaires cooked for themselves,” I say as I shift on the stool he told me to take unless I wanted to clean fish. So, on the stool I sit.

      “You forget, I wasn’t always a billionaire, but I’ve always liked to eat. That means I know how to cook.”

      As the sun moves higher in the sky, it dries Forge’s hair into a wavy black mane brushing his shoulders. He really shouldn’t be allowed to cook, because he’s already too devastating as it is.

      You’re already married to him, so what does it matter if you drool over him a little more?

      My inner voice has a point. After all, I can still feel the pulse between my legs from yesterday.

      He checks the temperature of the lobster with a meat thermometer and uses tongs to set them on two red plates. A few minutes later, he puts a chunk of the freshly grilled fish and wedges of lemon on them as well.

      “Let’s eat.”

      I follow him to the table where he offered me the check for a million dollars, and that’s when the surreal nature of this meal hits me.

      How did I even get here? The last week has been a crazy whirlwind, and now my life is completely unrecognizable. I left this table India Baptiste only days ago, and now I sit here as India Forge.

      Never in a thousand years would I have predicted this.

      I watch the man across from me as he digs into the food he caught and cooked. When he realizes I’m not eating yet, he pauses.

      “Something wrong with your food?”

      “No. I’m sure it’s great. I’m just . . . overwhelmed, I guess.”

      “By?”

      My teeth dig into my bottom lip until I work up the courage to tell him the truth. “You.”

      The corner of his mouth tilts at my admission. “You’ll get used to it. Eat.”

      I’m three bites in and trying to control my urge to moan over the freshest lobster and fish I’ve ever eaten when a buzzing sound comes from near the grill.

      His phone.

      Forge rises and walks over to it. When he looks at the display, he swears under his breath before looking back at me. “I have to take this. Don’t wait for me.”

      Without waiting for my reply, he walks toward the house before answering with a gruff, “What?”

      I keep eating, but I’m more curious about who he’s talking to than I am hungry. He didn’t sound happy to get the call.

      I take my time, but my plate is clear but for fish bones and destroyed lobster shell when Forge comes out of the house, dressed in a suit and tie.

      “Whoa. I didn’t expect the dress code to change so drastically.”

      His expression is grave. “I have to go. I’ll be back when I can.”

      “Like . . . in an hour? Tomorrow? Next year?”

      “Make yourself at home. Someone will find clothes you can wear, or your things will be brought from the yacht,” he says, specifically not answering the question I asked.

      “Is everything okay?” I push up from my seat, unease creeping along my spine. This Jericho Forge isn’t the smiling one who looked proud that he caught lunch. This Jericho Forge looks like the man who took every penny I had at the poker table with ruthless and cold-blooded determination.

      “Do whatever you want, but don’t try to leave the island,” he says, then turns and heads for the stairs that lead down to the pier.

      “Forge!”

      He pauses to look back at me.

      “I’m not ready to be a widow yet.”

      Something flits across his expression, and he gives me another nod.

      As soon as he disappears, I push back the chair from the table and hurry to the edge of the patio to watch his confident, long-legged stride take him to the boat. He unties it, climbs aboard, and then he’s gone.

      I watch the boat for as long as I can keep track of it.

      And I’m now alone. On an island.

      I clean up the remains of the meal, putting the shells and bones into the bag he used for cleaning the lobster and fish. I wash the dishes, close the grill, and look out at the stunning view before me.

      This place may be beautiful, but when there’s no one else around to share it with, it feels awfully lonely. Does Forge ever get lonely? I immediately dismiss the question as silly.

      With the bag of fish and lobster scraps in hand, I take the same path my husband took down to the pier, hoping that they would normally toss them back into the ocean to be recycled by nature. Or maybe I’m littering, but whatever.

      I sit on the end of the dock, letting my legs hang over, and toss in the first lobster carcass. Immediately, a big fish rises to the surface to steal it away. The second one attracts another fish.

      Well, that’s kinda cool. I haven’t fed fish since . . . Lord, I don’t even remember how old I was. Our mom took Summer and me to Italy for a couple of months, and we stood on the shoreline after eating pasta. Summer begged her to let us bring the bread from dinner to feed the fish.

      I’m so engrossed in rinsing out the empty plastic bag when I’m done that I don’t notice the speedboat roaring toward the island until it’s almost to the pier.

      It’s red. Not black like Forge’s.

      Whose boat is that?

      Immediately, I pop up and scuttle backward, preparing to run back up the stairs to the house, but I pause when I see messy blond hair blowing around the man’s head like a tarnished halo.

      Bastien.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. Nothing about this can possibly be a good situation.

      He pulls up to the dock and tosses me a line.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask as I squeeze the rope, not sure what I’m supposed to do with it. I can’t tie up Bastien’s boat at Forge’s dock. He won’t just spank my ass for that. He might drown me.

      “Did you marry him?”

      The wind catches the plastic bag and rips it from my hand as Bastien’s green eyes pierce me.

      I have no idea how he found out, but I press my lips together for a beat. “Yes.”

      “Fuck! It was a setup.” Bastien’s tone turns harsh.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Your sister’s kidnapping. It was all bullshit. He played you.”

      Blood rushes in my ears as I stare at him in disbelief. Nothing he’s saying makes sense.

      “No. No. That’s not possible.”

      Bastien looks over my shoulder, and I hear someone shouting my name from the top of the cliffs.

      “Forge only cares about the money. He doesn’t care who he hurts, especially you.”

      “I don’t believe you. You have to leave.” I glance behind me and see two men rushing down the carved rock stairs toward the dock.

      “Think, Indy! Why the fuck would he marry you? He had a reason. You don’t know who you really are.”

      “What the hell do you mean, who I really am?” My chest rises and falls faster and faster as I wonder what the fuck I’ve gotten myself into.

      I trusted Forge. He got Summer back . . . and he did it before we were even married. I was so grateful that I didn’t push harder for an explanation.

      “Forge is using you to get what he wants from your father.”

      “My father?” My entire body shakes as I blink repeatedly.

      Bastien looks beyond me again and thrusts out his hand. “I’ll tell you everything, but you have to come with me now.”

      Footsteps pound down the pier behind me.

      With trembling fingers, I reach out, and Bastien grabs my hand.

      “Good girl. Let’s go.”
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        New Orleans belongs to me.

        You don’t know my name, but I control everything you see—and all the things you don’t. My reach knows no bounds, and my demands are always met.

        I don’t need to lend money to a failing family distillery, but it amuses me to have them in my debt. To have her in my debt.

        She doesn’t know she caught my attention.

        She should have been more careful.

        I’m going to own her. Consume her. Maybe even keep her.

        It’s time to collect what I’m owed.

        Keira Kilgore, you’re now the property of Lachlan Mount.
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        Chapter One

        Keira

      

      

      

      Are those footsteps?

      I freeze outside the door to my locked office and stare at the handle like it’s tainted with anthrax.

      My employees wouldn’t dare. They know my office is off-limits. And my parents are seven hundred miles away in Florida, living it up as retirees on the monthly payments I send them from the dismal profits of the distillery. It’s barely hanging on, even after four generations of clinging to life making Irish whiskey in New Orleans.

      This basement isn’t haunted. This basement isn’t haunted.

      I repeat that truth like a chant until my heart slows to a semi-normal pace. My dead husband’s ghost better not be inside, or heaven help me, I’ll kill Brett again myself.

      Summoning the same iron will it has taken to dig this company out of the trenches, I grasp the handle, yank the door open, and fling myself inside, attempting the element of surprise. Or false courage. Or . . . something.

      “Trying to make an entrance?”

      The deep voice that comes out of the dark chills me to the very marrow of my bones.

      I’ve only heard it once before, through the battered wood of the same locked door I just barged past, but it was delivering threats I didn’t understand, not asking a question in that cool, controlled manner.

      There’s no way I want to be in the dark with this voice.

      He’s not a ghost. He’s worse.

      He’s the frigging boogeyman, whispered about in the shadows but never mentioned in polite company, almost as if saying his name will make him appear. And no one wants that.

      I’ve never said it. I don’t even want to think it now, but my brain conjures it anyway.

      Lachlan Mount.

      I fumble around, slapping the concrete wall to find the light switch, but when I flip it, nothing happens.

      Oh, sweet Jesus. I’m going to die and I won’t even see it coming.

      My antique desk chair creaks just before the dim glow of my desk lamp clicks on.

      I see his massive hands first, then darkly tanned forearms with white cuffs rolled up. The light doesn’t reach his face.

      “Shut the door, Ms. Kilgore.”

      Swallowing back the saliva pooling in my mouth at the fact that he knows my name, I move my hand as though directly responding to his command. I grope for the handle behind me, when all I really want to do is turn around and run.

      To the police.

      Maybe they could . . . I don’t know. Save me?

      I glance over my shoulder, clutching the knob as the door creaks shut, the urge to flee growing as the dim light of the hallway disappears from sight.

      “Take a step in that direction and you’ll lose everything.”

      My feet freeze to the cracked cement floor as a bead of sweat rolls down my chest. Normally I would attribute it to the sauna-like conditions produced by the whiskey stills, but not tonight.

      “What do you want?” I whisper. “Why are you here?”

      The chair groans as he rises to his feet, those wide fingers refastening the button on his suit coat, but his face never comes into the light.

      “You owe me a debt, Ms. Kilgore, and I’m here to collect.”

      “A debt?”

      My mind scrambles to think of how in the hell I could owe him money. I’ve never met him before. Hell, I’ve never seen him before, only heard his voice while I eavesdropped. My kind doesn’t mingle with his—well, at least, most of my kind. A few rumors circulated that he kept Richelle LaFleur, a girl from our church, as a mistress until she went missing a year ago. I shut that path of thinking down completely.

      “What are you talking about?” Somehow, I manage to form the question.

      Two fingers push a document titled Promissory Note across the scarred wood of my desk into the watery pool of light. My eyes lock on the papers, but I’m too terrified to step any closer.

      Oh, sweet Jesus, Brett. What did you do? My heart slams against my ribs.

      “Don’t you want to know how much your husband borrowed with this place as collateral?”

      “How much?” I ask, inching toward him against my will.

      “A half million dollars.”

      I suck in a shocked breath. “You’re lying.”

      With both hands on the desk, he leans down, exposing his face in the dim light. Hard features carved from granite, piercing dark eyes, and an unrelenting stare contrast with the relative civility of the suit that fits him to perfection.

      “I never lie.”

      A half million dollars? No way. “I would’ve known if Brett had borrowed that kind of money, and let me tell you—he didn’t.”

      He shrugs as if the information means nothing to him. And maybe it doesn’t.

      “His signature says that he did, and this debt is overdue.”

      My eyes zero in on the papers on the desk. If he really did this . . . The effects would be catastrophic.

      Four generations of Kilgores have dedicated their hopes, dreams, and fortunes to keeping this legacy alive. It can’t end with me.

      “I don’t have the money.”

      “I know.”

      His response throws me back on my heels. “Then why—”

      He moves out of the light and comes toward me. I shrink back against the wall as he advances, blocking my escape route to the door. There’s nowhere to run. He has me trapped.

      “Because there’s something I might be willing to take in trade.”

      It takes everything I have to keep my voice steady as my heart threatens to burst from my chest. “What?”

      He stops a foot from me, and his full lips form a single word.

      “You.”
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