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      Don’t fall into your enemy’s bed.

      Especially when he’s already fooled you once.

      

      After a whirlwind of passion and lies, I’m alone again.

      Now, I have less than a month before my blackmailer takes a life. 

      But my mark is far from reach. I’m f*@ked.

      Or so I think.

      

      Logan Farraday, my enemy and the best lover I’ve ever had, turns up on my doorstep.

      Brings the six million I need. The body I crave.

      But there’s a price. There’s always a price.

      

      My only chance is to make a deal and delve deep into a tank of corporate sharks. 

      I’m still raw from the last encounter, but I don’t have a choice.

      It’s only for a few weeks. I can pay the blackmailer and get Logan the hell out of my life.

      

      But he makes me quiver in all the wrong places.

      Can I keep this dangerous man at arm’s length once more? 

      Do I even want to try?
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      Mina

      Heather, my assistant, slammed her hands down on the Francesco Molon coffee table that dominated the sitting area of my office. Every book on the overburdened table shivered and several papers drifted loose from their stacks.

      “This has to stop, Mina,” she barked, catching one of the scraps of paper in mid-air before my flailing hands could capture it. I didn’t have time for her temper tantrum, and she was well aware of that fact. She’d been circling me like a vulture for the last half hour.

      Anxiety curled through my body as I furiously calculated the earnings that all my girls had managed to accrue since the threatening email—including what I’d pulled in myself. I didn’t usually work on Sunday unless it was for a special occasion. Lately though, every day had become a work day.

      “Not enough,” I muttered, comparing the spreadsheets in my hands. “Damn it, it’s still not even close to being enough. We’re still nearly three million short.”

      Had it only been two weeks ago that an anonymous sender demanded a ransom from me? Six million, or he’d kill every single one of my girls. Not long ago, I’d thought I’d taken care of this problem. That my hard-earned business, Hacienda Heights Hustlers, and the group of women who, for one reason or another, had never made it big in Hollywood were safe. They weren’t safe. They were the opposite of safe.

      I’d never been blackmailed before. Hustlers posed as girlfriends, daughters, friends, and more. Whatever the occasion called for, we provided, with only a few provisos. No sex. No drinking to excess. No drugs. I didn’t run a ring of prostitutes, no matter what people thought. Hustlers took their jobs seriously, and I only hired actresses with the right skills and temperament. I’d never had trouble before this that amounted to much, thanks to the rules I’d set and insisted were followed.

      Unfortunately, of late, I’d broken every single Hustler House rule. Through a cruel twist of fate, I’d been sent to excise the six million in ransom from the vicious bastard who was my ex-boyfriend, Logan Farraday.

      Furious tears hazed my vision, obscuring the amount that Luciana had earned in the last month. I could have sworn she’d come up a little short, but it was hard to tell through the tears. I dabbed at my cheeks with the sleeve of my gray cashmere sweater, not caring that the moisture would ruin it. What was the point of dressing well if we were all going to die in only a few short weeks?

      My gaze went to the window, where the heat of a California summer was blistering just outside the confines of my office. Curling brown grass dominated most of the landscape. Water was being rationed with the heat at a record high. I’d barely been outside except to walk to the car, and suddenly longed for the peace of mind to be able to do so without looking over my shoulder.

      “I said that’s enough.” Heather took the papers from my hands, offering me a tissue and a glass of water.

      Damn it. I needed to be calm, find a way through this. It wouldn’t do to break down now, especially in my place of work. I couldn’t believe I’d let one man hurt me this deeply twice in one lifetime.

      I gulped down the contents of the glass, wincing as my much abused throat reacted to the influx. I’d been hiding a ring of yellowing bruises beneath chokers and scarves, lest I scare off customers. Just a week before, I’d been choked out by a man roughly the size of a gorilla and dragged into a warehouse where his boss planned to kill me. The bruises were the only souvenirs I’d brought home from Morocco— a shitty memento, if you asked me.

      Heather’s small, dainty hands braced my shoulders and I straightened where I sat. “You need to take a break.” Her serious expression softened as she obviously recognized the panic playing across my face. “I’ll deal with this. There’s a new client waiting for you in the sitting room.”

      I sat up a little straighter and dabbed self-consciously at my face. I was sure to be blotchy from the intermittent crying, and even waterproof mascara could only stand up to so much. It would be just my luck to scare off a client by arriving with eyeliner streaming down my face.

      “Can you send one of the other girls, Heather? I’m too busy.”

      “I would, but he’s asking for you personally. He says the job requires delicacy and he’ll pay double our usual rate for your services.”

      I swiveled back toward her. “You’re serious? What job is worth thirty thousand?”

      The Hustler’s rate was normally around fifteen thousand for acting roles that didn’t require special training. I was devoting the three million I had in savings to the ransom already, and with all of the girls’ earnings for the month allocated to the fund, I was still way too short. How we were going to manage to raise so much money in just over a week, I had no idea.

      “It involves his family. He wanted to explain,” said Heather.

      I supposed I could spare time to meet the man who’d help get us there that much faster.

      Straightening my blouse, I stood, going to the full-length mirror across the room. My face was a little flushed, but not blotchy. Good. I’d only have to apply cover-up to the bags under my eyes. I’d inherited long legs, an ample chest, and bright, eye-catching red hair from my mother’s side of the family. Where I’d gotten my temper was anyone’s guess, as my mother was as quiet and docile as a dormouse, especially when it came to her men. She’d allowed the Senator, my stepfather, to toss me out of the house when my sex tape had been released without my knowledge or consent. Released by none other but my ex, Logan Farraday. Or at least, that’s what I’d assumed for years.

      Now, I didn’t know what to think. Other than I was running out of time.

      “Alright,” I said with a sigh, adjusting the colorful scarf tied around my neck. “Touch me up and let’s go meet him.”

      As I stepped into the room where the new client waited, Gideon Harvey’s chiseled beauty was so reminiscent of Logan’s that it hit me like a physical slap. I rocked back a step and clutched the doorframe, a tirade building on my tongue. For a dizzying second, I was almost certain the dirty bastard had somehow forced his way past the security that Tucker, my tech guy, had hired for the Hustlers building.

      Upon closer inspection, I decided my first impression had been a little premature. Gideon’s features, while undeniably gorgeous, were just close enough to my ex’s that the differences were eerie.

      Gideon’s shoulders, while impressive, were not as broad or well-muscled as Logan’s. Gideon’s cheekbones were sharp, but set lower in his face than the haughty cut of Logan’s profile. This man’s eyes were the color of a coffee with two creams and his smile was pure sugar.

      It was as if someone had sanded down all the rough planes of Logan Farraday and repackaged him into the sort of man a woman could take home to mother.

      Gideon stood and offered me a hand as I strode into the room. His eyes searched my face and he seemed to like what he saw, because his smile widened, exposing shining white molars.

      I offered him a shaky smile, though I was sure I looked a mess. My hair was in snarls after running my hands through it, and even the intentionally messy bun wouldn’t hide that fact. Its indecisive shade of red usually landed somewhere between ginger and auburn and had dulled somewhat without the careful care routine I normally kept to. I was paler than usual and even the caffeine I’d knocked back since breakfast couldn’t disguise the fact that I was running on fumes.

      All in all, it was nothing short of a miracle that I appealed to Mr. Harvey at all.

      I took his hand, reveling in the warmth of his palm as it enveloped mine. It had only been about a week since I’d discovered what a dirty, backstabbing sneak my ex was, but it felt like ages since a kind word or touch had been directed my way. Logan had reawakened something primal in me that I’d snuffed out long ago, and I was finding it hard to shove my libido back into a box and out of sight where it belonged.

      “Hello, Mr. Harvey, I’m sorry to keep you waiting. I had something urgent to attend to. What can I help you with today?” I motioned for him to sit and did the same. Settling back into the role of the benevolent hostess was easy.

      Gideon’s smile dimmed by a few watts and he fiddled with a small box he pulled from his pocket. He ran his finger over the velvet covering nervously. “It sounds really silly to say it out loud, but I need a fiancée for the next few weeks.” He smiled sheepishly and lifted the box for my inspection. “I brought a ring and everything.”

      “That’s sweet, Mr. Harvey, but it doesn’t answer my question.” I winced at the sharp note that had crept into my voice. Maybe Heather was right. I’d been going nonstop since returning from Morocco. I should probably find time to cram sleep and a healthy meal into my schedule somewhere.

      A pink flush gathered high on his cheeks and he fiddled with the box once more. “My grandmother was recently diagnosed with cancer. She’s decided against chemotherapy, no matter how much we’ve begged her to try. The doctors say without treatment she has, at most, five weeks to live.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      Grief clouded those warm brown eyes and he leaned forward, his tone beseeching. “She’s wanted me to find a wife and have kids for years. And now she’s never going to see that. I want to give her that dream before she goes, Miss Blakely. Everyone tells me you’re the best. Were they lying?”

      My heart went out to him. In any other circumstance, I would have charged him my regular rate, refusing the offer for double, but I couldn’t afford altruism at the moment. Besides, bereavement contracts were always the hardest on me, and I didn’t imagine this one would do my mental health any good.

      “No, they weren’t lying to you, Mr. Harvey. I am the best. And I’d like to take your case. What more can you tell me about your grandmother? I need to get acquainted with your family’s history if we’re going to pose as lovers.”

      Moving to my office, I spent the next hour and a half ensconced there, discussing the family of Gideon Harvey with him. Gideon had been adopted only a few days after his birth. He had three brothers and sisters, all adopted from foster care, and only one remaining grandparent. His plan had come to him at the last minute. He had an event he wanted to attend with his fiancée on his arm later tonight, and he wanted his family to meet his future bride beforehand—the reason for the offer of twice my going rate.

      The elation on his face when he spoke of his family flushed the last bit of resentment of a stressful job from my system. He may have borne a striking resemblance to Logan, but they acted nothing alike.

      Gideon’s face flushed suddenly and I wondered just what had flitted into his head to cause the reaction. He hemmed and hawed for a few minutes before broaching the subject bothering him. Definitely not like Logan. I’d never known the man to pull a punch, except to give it more oomph when it finally landed. After nearly a week with my laconic ex, Gideon’s shy and courteous nature was a breath of fresh air.

      “My grandmother will probably expect some wedding talk. And some...” He gestured between us helplessly, the color in his cheeks darkening to a dusky red. “Contact, between us. I was told this wasn’t an escort service and I’m not asking for much but I—”

      I cut him off with a wave of my hand and couldn’t help the laugh that escaped at his embarrassment. “Don’t worry about that, Mr. Harvey. Physical contact where appropriate is allowed. I only forbid myself and my girls from engaging in sex during the contracted period. It could impact one’s professionalism.”

      My own shame battled to make itself known on my face. I’d broken every single one of my carefully constructed rules for Logan Farraday. And my only repayment had been the metaphorical middle finger.

      The taste of sour bile rose to at the back of my throat when I recalled his fiancée’s perfect face and high, trilling voice.

      Fuck them both. I had a job to do and girls to save. Logan and his new bride could rot in hell for all I cared.

      “Last question, and it’s a big one,” I said, leaning across my desk to give him a peek of my ample cleavage.

      His eyes darted downward almost unconsciously to peer at the v of flesh exposed by the sweater’s neckline. His tongue darted out to touch his lower lip, as though he were wondering what it might be like to taste me there. Turned out, Mr. Sugar had some spice along with his everything nice schtick.

      A shiver ran down my spine at the thought. And that boosted my resolve. I could move on from the Logan debacle with the help of not only a freezer aisle’s worth of ice cream, but a new man to boot.

      “And what is the question, Miss Blakely?”

      I flashed him a dazzling smile and a wink. “Will you marry me, Gideon Harvey?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Logan

      Glaring moodily past the glass of scotch in my hand, I stared at my shoes as I stood in my living room, contemplating just which orifice I’d stick my foot in if I had my old man close at hand.

      The old buzzard stuck me with his legacy last year when his health had begun to fail. His congestive heart failure was inoperable, thanks to a rare blood clotting disease called Von Willebrand. There was every chance he could die on the table and leave me running his business for the rest of my goddamned life.

      I’d been forced to move him to assisted living upon my return to the States. His health had taken a drastic downturn during my week-long business trip to Morocco, and the doctors wanted him under observation. No matter how much he’d railed that he was not a damn cockroach and wouldn’t be shoved beneath a microscope, I’d still made the decision to send him to a facility. He’d suffered another TIA in recent days, and the doctor had warned me it could be the sign of a larger impending stroke.

      Dear old Dad called every day to complain about the staff, the quack doctors, the food, and the way I’d been running his company. So when his number flashed on my caller ID screen, I let the call go to voicemail. The old man’s ambition—which now teetered precariously on a blackmailer’s whim—had stolen everything I’d ever wanted in life. My own business plans, my army career, and the only woman I’d ever loved. He could leave a fucking message for once in his pampered life.

      I set the scotch gingerly aside on the end table and brought up my recent call list. I’d made ten personal calls in the past week and seven of them had been to Mina. I’d tried to get in contact with her once a day and without fail, it went to voicemail.

      After learning about a death threat leveled at her, I’d taken Mina with me on the business trip to Morocco, the idea being that I could keep her safe. That had backfired spectacularly when the threatening party happened to be one of my peers aboard the superyacht. She’d nearly lost her life in the warehouse district of Casablanca, and I’d nearly lost my sanity, trying to keep her out of harm’s way.

      And when we’d returned to the States, there had been a truly spectacular clusterfuck when my sister and her best friend had inadvertently revealed the worst stipulation of the blackmailer’s demands. I was slated to marry Owen Mason’s daughter in mid-August unless I could find a way to squirm out from beneath his thumb.

      “Of course, she never gave me a chance to explain that,” I muttered darkly. “And won’t pick up her damned phone.”

      “What was that, Logie-bear?”

      I jerked, my hand fisting until my phone protested. Fuck. I’d forgotten Phoebe was in the room.

      I spun around, glancing back at her. Most men would probably have been happy to have a half-dressed blonde draped across their couch, but her presence there just irritated me. It was yet another reminder of just how out of control my life was at the moment.

      Phoebe wasn’t the most objectionable of Katherine’s friends. Compared to my sister’s usual standard, Phoebe was downright classy. But the relationship we’d begun wasn’t of my own choosing. I didn’t love her. I doubted I’d even grow to like her, given her mission to decorate my house with white swags and poufs for our upcoming nuptials.

      She sat up and squinted at me with her frosty blue eyes, her tight, ringlet curls trembling anxiously as their owner stared me down. Bow lips twisted down into a pout that I might have once considered cute. My sister had done it often enough in the intervening years that puppy dog eyes had lost their potency on me.

      “You’re angry with me, aren’t you?” she asked, her voice a low, wheedling murmur.

      “I’m not angry at you,” I said, hoping I could leave it at that. I should have known better.

      Phoebe sat up straighter and crossed her arms over her chest. “You’ve been angry with me since you returned. Just admit it, Logan. This has something to do with that woman you brought home.”

      I flinched at the mention of Mina Blakely. Her long absence from my life hadn’t been my idea. After the release of our sex tape years ago, we’d only had contact once before the Morocco trip. She blamed me for the public embarrassment and destruction of her career. After our breakup, I hadn’t wanted anyone else quite the same way. Army life had provided enough of a distraction to allow me to move on, but I’d never forgotten her.

      Even knowing she’d pegged me as an easy mark in order to raise six million, I still wanted her. I wanted Mina and her fire, not Phoebe with her coy glances and the stifling constraint of her infatuation. I wanted the sense of freedom and exhilaration that came with dating a woman I couldn’t predict.

      I’d only grudgingly gone along with Owen’s demand to marry his daughter to get close to him and acquire the blackmail material he had against my father. I couldn’t continue to string Phoebe along. It was wrong, no matter how useful she was. If I had a snowball’s chance in hell of getting Mina back, she had to know the truth, and Phoebe had to be out of my life for good.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “She’s Mina Blakely,” Phoebe insisted, crossing the room to seize my hand.

      I let her guide me to the couch, leaving the brandy on the end table. I didn’t need the second glass anyway.

      Phoebe settled in beside me, pressing her petite frame against mine. I had to admit the softness of her skin was distracting, even if she wasn’t the woman I wanted.

      “And?”

      “And I know her reputation,” Phoebe said pointedly. “She’s a deviant, you know. And the fact you didn’t mind being seen with her at all made me consider some things. I haven’t been very...giving to you, have I?”

      Phoebe chewed her lip and fiddled with the hem of her tank top. The swell of her breasts popped above the hem, and this close, it was difficult not to notice just how hard her nipples were through the fabric.

      She took my hand and guided it to one breast. Understanding clicked in my brain just as Phoebe swung a leg over my lap and clambered on top of me. She was surprisingly strong, for a woman of her petite size. Her thighs clamped down around my legs as she wound her arms around my neck and pulled herself flush against me. She pressed her lips to mine in a hot, eager little kiss.

      Despite my reservations, my cock twitched once in interest. It was a simple creature, not concerned with complications or morality. All it considered was just how easy it would be to press into Phoebe’s tight body and find release.

      My stomach turned and I pushed Phoebe away with as much gentleness as I could muster. This wasn’t fair. To her, to me, to Mina. No part of this clusterfuck of misery was fair to anyone.

      “Phoebe—”

      She didn’t let me finish, using the reprieve to whip the cotton tank top over her head. I stared for just a moment, protest forgotten as she bared herself to me. She was completely naked from the waist up, and her pert little breasts were very near eye-level.

      It was still easier than I could have imagined to turn away from her offering.

      “Don’t look away,” she begged. “I want this. I want you. Please just fuck me, Logan. I’m sorry we haven’t up to this point. But you don’t have to get your kicks with a slutty redhead. I’m right here and I’m ready now.”

      Seizing her by the waist, I pried her off and set her onto the couch next to me before she could do anything more inflammatory. “Phoebe, we’re not doing this tonight.”

      “Why not tonight? You want me, don’t you?”

      Giving her an honest answer would be complicated. No, I didn’t want her for the long-term. The only woman I’d ever considered tying myself to for life had waltzed out the door in a sway of long legs and flame-bright hair. The only thing I could give Phoebe was a good fuck. Even the daughter of my most hated enemy deserved more than the damage that could do her psyche. And taking her here and now felt too much like cheating, though I had no ties left to Mina.

      “Not tonight,” I repeated. Not ever, if I could help it. I was close to uncovering her father’s secrets. When that was through, I’d be paying Mina a visit. We needed to straighten things out and fast.

      Remorse tightened my chest as tears beaded in her eyes. She retrieved her shirt from the floor and pulled it on, sniffling once.

      “I thought you loved me,” she whispered.

      “I care about you, Phoebe.”

      The words were the only thing I could give her that wasn’t strictly a lie.

      Phoebe leaned down and surprised me with another kiss. She dragged my bottom lip between her teeth and sent another fierce wave of arousal straight to my traitorous cock. That fucker was getting way too excited about this.

      “You will love me someday, Logan,” she promised as she stepped away, wiping hastily at the tears that streaked down her cheeks.

      I didn’t release the breath I’d been holding until she disappeared into the other room. Then I seized the scotch from the end table and downed it in one go, cradling my head in my hands as it burned its way down my throat. I was halfway to blitzed and it wasn’t even seven in the evening. This was definitely a bad sign.

      I hated losing, and right now I was losing on every front. I needed to sleep off the booze before the gala tonight. Phoebe would insist on dragging me there, even if I hadn’t agreed to fuck her. If all went well, I could squeeze Owen like an overripe pimple until he spilled the secret.

      Then I would be paying Mina a visit and taking back what was mine.
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      Mina

      Talk of bridesmaid dresses and color pallets dominated the conversation during a mid-afternoon lunch with Gideon and his family. The subject carried over into the evening art gala that Gideon’s mother had arranged at the J. Paul Getty Museum.

      “What a beauty,” Adele Harvey, Gideon’s grandmother, muttered, sidling up next to me to admire a monochrome piece rendered in watercolor. The artist was local but well-received. It seemed that Gideon’s adoptive mother, Helen, was a bit of a star-maker in these parts.

      “It’s very lovely,” I agreed.

      “Well, I suppose the painting is nice too,” she murmured.

      I finally caught her meaning and blushed. Adele and I had hit things off at the luncheon and she’d stuck to me like a fly on honey since. She was a shrewd woman, and I wasn’t entirely sure she bought my act. Still, she had enough decorum to keep her doubts to herself.

      Humming thoughtfully to hide my embarrassment, I didn’t respond to the praise. I’d been on edge since donning the choker that matched my turquoise gown. The wide choker hid my remaining bruises, but the reminder was all too raw. This contract was supposed to be a return to business as usual, but it didn’t feel that way. Despite the genial atmosphere at the gala, a creeping sense of unease had settled over me like a heavy fur coat. Stifling and uncomfortable and altogether inappropriate for the situation, I still couldn’t shake it.

      I knew why I was feeling this way, and it only served to piss me off. The last time I’d been on a contract, Logan had hired me to act as his fiancée. I’d come away from the encounter with bruises, post-traumatic stress from a murder attempt, and an irrevocably broken heart. I was a bit gun-shy, and it was entirely his fault. I doubted Gideon with his shy smile and easygoing manner could possibly hurt me, physically or otherwise, but I was still tense and ready for the blow.

      Adele grinned at me, the lines around her eyes and mouth deepening as she elbowed me in the ribs. “Cheer up, Hannah. This is a party. Why don’t you get this older woman a drink, hmm?”

      It took me a moment to respond to the assumed name. “Are you sure? Your medication—”

      “I’m going to die, either way, dear,” she said. “I’d rather do it with a glass in hand and vodka in my stomach.”

      Finding the dark pronouncement hard to argue with, I headed for the bar, navigating my way through the maze-like setup of the gallery.

      My pace stuttered as I rounded the last corner and my gaze landed on a tall, imposing figure leaning against the far wall, staring at a punch glass as though examining it for poison. Attached to his wrist like a fetter was a dainty hand, which belonged to the most poodle-like woman I’d ever met.

      Phoebe had arranged her bouncy curls into an elaborate updo. She appeared more subdued than when I’d last seen her and kept glancing anxiously up at Logan.

      I half expected her to stiffen in anger when her she spotted me, forgetting momentarily that I’d been expertly styled by Heather even before the luncheon. The dark wig had been pulled into a French braid and my face had been artfully altered. The brief glimpse I’d gotten of myself in the mirror was of a dark goddess, features sharp, eyes done in a smoky cat-eye, and with cherry red lipstick to complete the look. Phoebe’s eyes swept right past me.

      Logan’s didn’t. His dark, aquamarine eyes lit with recognition, despite the makeup. Damn it, this was the second time. How the hell did he keep spotting me?

      I backpedaled, turning back the way I’d come in a vain attempt to escape that penetrating gaze. He’d called me every day for the last week. I didn’t put it past him to ruin my entire ruse and call me out right here and now.

      Navigating my way through the rows of paintings was difficult, and I found myself getting turned around. Ducking to avoid a passing waiter, I launched myself into the next aisle and ran smack into a chiseled chest. My nose smarting, I looked up to find the heart-stopping visage of Logan Farraday glowering down at me.

      Before I could back up and bolt in the opposite direction, strong arms encircled my waist, holding me close.

      “Got you now,” he murmured. “Come with me. We need to talk.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” I hissed, trying in vain to escape the prison of his arms. “Go back to your fiancée.”

      “Not until you give me a chance to explain myself. You ran like a fucking gazelle the last time I tried to.”

      My eyebrow ratcheted up an inch, daring him to try and explain away the fiercely possessive fiancée, not to mention all the wedding regalia she’d been busy sorting.

      “I’m working, Logan. Let go.”

      His expression darkened and I caught a flicker of jealousy in his eyes as they swept the room, finally landing on the flower pinned to Gideon’s lapel that matched the carnation in my corsage. As he sized Gideon up, the look of disquiet on his face made me smile, just a bit. At least I wasn’t the only one seething with envy. That was good to know.

      “Harvey, huh? I didn’t peg him as the type.”

      “You know him?” Surprise colored my tone. Gideon hadn’t actually discussed his work, despite our conversation leading up to the luncheon. It was an oversight I’d have to correct.

      Logan nodded tightly, not taking his eyes off Gideon. I used the distraction to wriggle free. Logan caught my wrist and pulled me to a stop in front of an abstract piece made up of angry reds and eye-catching yellows.

      “Five minutes.”

      “Tell me how you know Gideon and I’ll give you three.”

      Logan’s free hand balled into a fist at his side. “Fine. Harvey is a big-shot player in Isadora Anwick’s organization. The rumor is he’s her most trusted advisor. Now, will you let me explain?”

      I tore my gaze from his impossibly handsome features and fixed my focus firmly on the painting. It paled in comparison to the artistry of Logan’s face.

      “Fine,” I ground out. “But, are you okay? You look like shit.”

      He looked a little rumpled, which Logan never was, but if anything his tousled hair just added to the mystique. His dark blue eyes were only a smidge duller than usual and I longed to run my fingers over the five o’clock shadow beginning to shadow his jaw.

      “Yes, being blackmailed will do that to you,” he muttered. “You weren’t in stellar condition yourself when we met at the Ritz-Carlton a few weeks ago.”

      I wrapped my twitching fingers around the end of my wrap. I couldn’t touch him. Not here, not anywhere. He wasn’t mine any longer. He never would be again.

      He’d told me in Morocco that he was being blackmailed, but I hadn’t been sure he was telling the truth once I’d come home and met his fiancée.

      “Why should I believe you?” I murmured, so that the couple pressing in beside us didn’t have a hope of hearing.

      “Because I’m telling the truth. I’m being blackmailed by Owen Mason.”

      “He’s going to be your father-in-law. He has no reason to blackmail you. Are you even sure this blackmail is real? He could just be trying to give his baby girl the toy she wants for Christmas.” The words dripped like acid from my tongue. I could feel the bitchiness exuding from me in waves but didn’t know how to stop it. I wasn’t even sure I should. He had a lot to answer for. But I couldn’t afford to draw attention to our cozy little corner.

      “Of course I’m sure. And would you let me fucking finish?” he hissed back. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I’ve seen enough to know the blackmail concerns my father’s financial affairs. He was sending money to someone. I’m not sure who yet, and if it’s something illegal, I’m sunk. Farraday Industries will tank. The marriage is part of the blackmail. I’m only going along with this because it gives me a reason to be close. The moment I know the full contents of the dossier he has on my father, I’m breaking things off.”

      The callousness of his plan stole my breath and had me reevaluating him. I’d thought what he’d been doing to me was harsh. The level of cold focus he would need to do something like this was Arctic. I shivered in spite of myself and squinted suspiciously at him, cursing myself for feeling even the barest tingle of hope at the news.

      He’d lied to me before. He could be stringing both me and his fake fiancée along now, trying to have his cake and eat it too. I’d long ago determined I’d never be one of those women who chased married men, trying to prove something to themselves. If Logan thought he could marry her and still fuck me on the side, he had another thing coming.

      “So you’re telling me that you’ve never…been with her?” I glanced behind me, to where Phoebe hovered anxiously by the table, awaiting Logan’s return. If she hadn’t been so obnoxious and territorial upon our first meeting, I might have actually felt sorry for her. I knew what it was like to have Logan Farraday toy with your emotions. I wouldn’t wish it on anyone.

      Logan’s fingers curled beneath my chin and tipped my head up so I was forced to stare into his face. The earnestness in his deep blue eyes made me pause.

      “Phoebe is a friend of the family. I have never looked at her that way. I never touched her, even when she asked. I only want you, Mina.”

      Anger fizzled in my veins, threatening to explode like a shaken soda can. When had she offered? How far had she pushed? The thought of the overeager little trollop trying to seduce Logan made me want to yank her hair out in clumps.

      Satisfaction flashed in Logan’s eyes when he read the jealousy plain on my face. “I knew you still cared.”

      “Damn you,” I muttered, though there was no bite to the words. I’d ask Tucker to investigate the authenticity of his claims, but I didn’t see any reason why Logan would turn down sex unless he really didn’t care for Phoebe.

      “What are you doing here anyway?” Logan asked, lowering his voice as a pair of blonde women sauntered by, discussing the different techniques used the paintings. “I thought you’d be recuperating after Morocco.”

      “I would be,” I bit out sourly. “But Dennison wasn’t the blackmailer. He was just your run of the mill crazy. I’m still under threat and the deadline was moved up during our trip to Morocco. I have less than a month to deliver the money.”

      Logan stiffened, eyes going cold. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Why would I tell you?” I shot back. “You lied to me. You used me.”

      “I never—”

      I held up a hand to cut him off and spoke over his protest. “Save it, Logan. I’m not in the mood.”

      His hand locked around my bicep. “Don’t go. We can talk about this. My house is probably the safest place in LA. Come stay with me.”

      “I’m pretty sure that would upset your fiancée.” I nodded to Phoebe, who had begun to amble in our direction, tired of waiting for her escaped beau. “I have to go.”

      Logan let his hand fall away, and I felt suddenly cold without his skin pressed to mine. I hiked the silk wrap around my shoulders and walked away, wishing I were home, curled up in a pair of ratty sweats.

      I didn’t slow until I reached Gideon’s side. Leaning my head into his shoulder, guilt lanced through me for manipulating him. He’d paid for the best and I was underperforming tonight. “I don’t feel well. Can we please go home?”

      Gideon stared down at me, all guileless charm and compassion. “Anything for you, honey,” he murmured and led me toward the front doors.
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      Logan

      I pulled my Escalade to a stop just before the drive of the rather innocuous-looking Hustler Headquarters.

      The tracker I’d placed in the rose des vents necklace I’d bought Mina in Morocco had led me to this place. I hoped she hadn’t sold the necklace and run me on a wild goose chase.

      The home was settled into a residential area of the Heights. The house had power-blue siding, a large bay window on the east side—and a pair of guards situated on each side of the front door. Bingo. At lease she’d gotten smart.

      I was partially hidden from their view, for now, parked as I was behind a shady grove of palms. But as soon as I exited the SUV I’d become visible to the pair of men. And I didn’t want to sneak in the back door like a criminal. At least one of the guards had a sidearm.

      Fuck it.

      This was a risk I was going to have to take. I had to make things right with Mina, and she was just stubborn enough to turn me away when I was attempting to help her. Taking my foot off the brake, I pulled the SUV up the driveway and parked in front of the porch.

      Retrieving a pair of heavy duffel bags from the passenger seat, I exited the vehicle quickly and strode up the stairs like a man on a mission.

      The pair were good muscle, and obviously not dumb. The first man flicked the strap off his holster as I approached, giving him an added second to draw on me in case I was armed. His eyes narrowed behind a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles and his shiny bald head damn near reflected the sunlight into my eyes. I hadn’t come to Hustler Headquarters armed, though it grated against every cell I had not to carry my weapon in a situation like this one.

      The second guard was younger and not quite as ready. He didn’t reach for his weapon until it was too late and I’d lifted each bag and swung them at the men flanking the door. The bags impacted like boulders, knocking the men to the porch floor as effectively as any tackle. The first guard’s gun went skittering across the porch and I kicked it away on reflex. The Browning Hi-Power tumbled off the porch and into the shrubbery.

      “Sorry, guys. No hard feelings.” Laughing and feeling better than I had in days, I shoved through the front door.

      The interior of the house wasn’t at all what I’d expected. The sitting room was littered with old paperback romances and smelled distinctly like burnt popcorn.

      A short black woman stood in the middle of the room, clutching a lamp. She raised it slightly above her head. “Don’t come any closer, creep.” She tried to sound confident, but the quavering note of fear in her voice gave her away.

      “Where’s Mina?” I asked, not bothering with subtlety. I’d bought myself about a minute while the well-meaning muscle outside gathered themselves.

      “I’m not telling you anything,” the woman shot back, waving the lamp again. The flick of her eyes to an adjoining room betrayed her and I made a beeline for that door, dodging her attempt to strike me with the lamp easily.

      The tone of the room was the opposite of Mina—full of muted, monochrome colors. The desk was piled high with papers, and Mina sat across from yet another man, with only a coffee table separating them.

      The man opposite Mina jumped to his feet in surprise, nearly upending the armchair in his haste to face me. Mina stayed very still, anger flashing behind her eyes even as she slowly set her glass down on the table.

      I hesitated for just a moment. The man looked vaguely familiar. Someone who stood on the periphery of the circles I ran in, maybe.

      Short in stature and thin, the man flushed with color and wagged a reproving finger at me, as though he were my father. From the panicked expression on his face, I figured he recognized me. Pity I couldn’t return the favor. “See here, Mr. Farraday. You can’t just burst in here. I don’t know why you’re here but what I do in my personal life is private. You can’t—”

      “Out,” I barked.

      I expected the man to have more of a backbone, but he apparently knew better than to argue with me. He scurried out of the office without so much as a backward glance.

      “How badly hurt are they?” Mina asked offhandedly. “Are my guards going to need traction?”

      “They’re fine,” I ground out. “But you won’t be unless you deal with this blackmail. I’m here to help you.”

      Mina let out a short, hard laugh and her back became more rigid, if that was possible. “Yes, like you helped me last time. Forgive me for saying so, but your help was probably the worst thing that ever happened to me.”

      “You didn’t seem to think so when we were together,” I pointed out. “When I fucked you in the shower. Or in the Hyatt closet, or the back seat...”

      Mina sprang to her feet, shushing me. She smacked my bicep on her way past and shut the door with an audible snap.

      “Don’t you dare bring that up!” she hissed. “What if someone hears?”

      “Are you ashamed of me?” I mocked. “You said you loved me.”

      “You were a job,” she snarled, rising on her tiptoes so she could shove her face into mine. “Nothing more.”

      Heavy footfalls sounded in the hall, and a second later, the pair of guards burst in, guns drawn.

      “Miss Blakely, are you alright?” the older of the pair asked, tone urgent, gun pointed in my direction.

      “I’m fine. He’s here to annoy me to death, not assassinate me. You can stand down, boys.”

      The pair exchanged a glance but didn’t holster their weapons.

      Mina pinched the bridge of her nose and expelled a breath. “Really, boys. It’s fine. Just go.”

      Neither of them moved an inch until Mina physically shoved them from the room. I’d be willing to bet that both were waiting just outside the door, ready to lay it flat if I so much as raised my voice.

      Mina braced her back against the door and raised an eyebrow at me. “What are you doing here?”

      I let the bags fall from my hands, impacting the floor with a dull thunk. Mina stared down at them as though she’d only just noticed I was carrying them.

      “What’s that?”

      In answer, I bent down and drew the zipper back on the first duffel, revealing the face of many, many smirking Benjamins. Mina’s eyes popped open wide as she stared down at the slash of green currency I’d revealed, like a kid eyeing the cookie jar.

      “Six million,” I told her. “I put in the call to withdraw it as soon as you left the gala. But I would have given it to you regardless. The approval just came through and I cashed it out.” I nudged the first bag toward her with my foot. “I’m hiring you again, Mina. Half of this is yours now and half once we’ve finished.”

      The pronouncement snapped her out of the daze and she glanced up at me, steely eyed once more. “Fine. I’m listening. Take a seat, Mr. Farraday.” The frosty bite to her words would have sent a lesser man running.

      Instead, it put a smile on my face. There was the Mina I’d always known. Her anger was something of a comfort to me. Love and hate rode the same coin. I’d always thought apathy was the killer of romance, not dislike or disdain. Apathy would never be an issue with Mina.

      I took a seat in front of her desk, where she’d retreated to, all business now. “I propose we work together to our mutual benefit.” I steepled my fingers in front of me, as though this were nothing more than a standard business meeting. No matter how desperate her circumstances, Mina wasn’t going to accept charity. “We’re both being blackmailed. I’ll deal with your blackmailer if you deal with mine.”

      Owen Mason was unlikely to suspect Mina of anything nefarious until it was far too late. And I knew firsthand how easily Mina could integrate herself into a crowd. I’d slip her into one of Owen’s dinner parties and let her do her magic. It sounded simple, but knowing our luck, it would be anything but. Still, I couldn’t leave her and the women she presided over open to danger when I could prevent it.

      Mina mulled over my proposal for a few minutes, shuffling papers as I assumed she tried to find any way around involving me. When she ultimately failed, she said, “Fine. I’ll take your contract. But I can’t meet with you until tomorrow afternoon. I have brunch to attend with Gideon’s family. I’ll meet you for coffee afterward. Heather will text you the address.”

      My hands tightened into fists at my sides. A fierce streak of jealousy ripped through me. “I thought you’d be through with that asswipe by now.”

      Mina curling close to Harvey the night before had been almost impossible to watch. The simple knowledge that he might have touched her summoned my worst instincts. I wanted to hunt him down and teach him a lesson for even daring to think he had a right to lay a finger on her.

      Satisfaction played across Mina’s face before she could hide it. She knew what I was feeling. Knew, and liked it. Not so detached after all.

      “Are you fucking him?” I demanded, unable to keep the question locked in my head where it belonged.

      Mina’s shoulders stiffened, and she turned primly, writing down the meeting we’d agreed upon on a calendar. “That isn’t any of your business, Mr. Farraday.”

      The chilly answer was unhelpful and infuriating. Visions of Gideon and Mina played out in my mind’s eye, as sharp and painful as the gunshot wound I’d received in Fallujah years ago.

      The door opened and both guards stepped in as if they’d been paged, or she’d called them with a hidden button. Good. At least I could rest assured she would be safe while doing business in her office. Both men glared at me then looked at her questioningly.

      “I’m fine,” Mina said, brushing the wrinkles from her blouse with a sniff. “Mr. Farraday was just leaving. Send word next time, by the way.” She shot a look at me. “I don’t want you scaring the guards again.”

      If they’d been guards of any caliber, I wouldn’t have been able to pass. I refrained from saying so out loud and stood, picking up the bags and placing one on her desk.

      “Tomorrow at noon. Send me the address, and don’t be late.”

      Mina’s eyes flashed and her jaw flexed, telling me she was holding back a nasty retort. “Tomorrow,” she agreed. “Now get out, Mr. Farraday, before I have my guards toss you out on your ass for trespassing.”

      I’d like to see them try. I’d gone easy on them, all things considered. Nevertheless, I stalked past the pair of guards in the foyer, receiving glares from each before I exited.

      Tomorrow, I’d rent out the whole goddamn coffee house if that’s what it took to get her alone. And then I’d make her forget Gideon Harvey ever existed.
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      Mina

      “Mina, are you still not feeling well?”

      Gideon’s gentle question drew me back to the present, and I flushed with shame.

      We were seated in a back booth of an upscale pizza parlor. Brunch had been delayed by an hour, due to traffic, so the Harvey family had opted for lunch instead. It had been a novel treat to enjoy gourmet pizza with Gideon’s family. Pizza had been an unheard of delicacy until I’d gone to college and begun to date Logan. The Senator had been very concerned with appearances when I’d been growing up. I’d had to earn every single carb I consumed.

      “What?” I asked rather stupidly. All eyes traveled to our corner of the table and the heat in my cheeks intensified. Gideon’s family was concerned for me, and I’d been too busy contemplating my messy love life to pay attention to anything they were saying. I ought to give Gideon a refund. He’d paid for the best, and I wasn’t performing at my peak.

      “Are you feeling alright?” Gideon’s dark eyes clouded with concern. “I know you were feeling ill last night at the gala. I could take you home.”

      My gaze flicked over to Grandma Adele, who was picking at her food. Despite the pain medications she’d been prescribed, the pain that accompanied the rapidly growing tumors stole most of her appetite. I’d only seen her eat about a handful of grapes the night before at the gallery. She’d sipped at a cup of coffee since we’d arrived at the restaurant and now only nibbled at the crust of her artisan pizza.

      Since yesterday, my mind had been firmly focused on Logan’s visit. I’d barely slept, my mind performing a tug-of-war. My practical side said I should take his money and run.  With the three million I already had, and the three Logan had left with me, I had enough to pay the blackmailers and kick Logan out of my life for good. But that went against every fiber of my being. I’d made a deal with Logan. There was no getting around that now. Besides, the blackmailer had stipulated that all the money come from Logan, and I hadn’t quite worked my way up to test whether that person would know if I gave them half the money in my own funds. Plus, my pride had been scraped raw since the ordeal in Morocco, and I couldn’t trust my fragile feelings where Logan was concerned. A girl had to draw the line somewhere if she had any chance of preserving her dignity.

      I was doing Gideon a disservice by not applying myself one-hundred-percent to his contract. He deserved to know at least part of the reason why.

      I slid one hand up his bicep and leaned over to whisper into his ear. “Could we speak alone, please? I’m not sure you want your family to hear.”

      Gideon shot me a puzzled glance but nodded. “Sure.”

      He made a vague excuse to his family and led me away from the table by the hand, waiting until we were in the hall by the restrooms before turning to me. “What’s wrong?”

      I licked my lips. There was plenty wrong. It was almost noon, for one. Logan was waiting for me, no doubt recording every revolution of the minute hand on his watch and committing it to memory. I was going to catch so much hell for being late. But none of that was relevant to Gideon’s contract, so I gave him a carefully constructed half-truth.

      “I’ve recently received threats. It’s nothing major and not something I want you to worry about. I’m sorry it’s interfered with my professionalism.”

      Gideon’s eyes bugged, and his grip on my hand tightened. “Someone’s been threatening you? Have you called the police?”

      I smiled, despite the anxiety pressing in on me from every side, and squeezed the hand covering mine in what I hoped was a reassuring fashion. “In a profession like mine, I can’t exactly go to the cops. Word would spread, and it would defeat the whole purpose of the exercise. Don’t worry about me. Private security and a top-notch investigator are handling the issue.”

      I almost snorted, envisioning exactly how Logan would react to being compared to a P.I.

      Gideon let go of my hand and his came up to cup the sides of my face. He drew me close enough that a light shove would knock our lips together. His warm breath fanned across my face.

      “Don’t feel like you have to stay,” he murmured. “I wouldn’t put you or my family at risk. If you ever need to leave to deal with this, tell me. My family will understand. They’re just pleased to see me with a woman like you.”

      “Someone pretty?”

      “Someone kind. Someone engaging and yes, undeniably gorgeous.” Gideon offered me a crooked half-smile that made my stomach flip. His fingers trailed along my cheeks, spreading tendrils of heat in their wake. His gaze fixed on my mouth with a hunger I’d only seen one other place.

      Oh no. No. I couldn’t start encouraging things like this. When he moved, I was ready, and the kiss brushed across my cheek.

      If the rejection stung Gideon, he didn’t show it. He got a firmer grip on my hand and led me back toward the table. “If you need to go, I understand. I mean it. I don’t want you to jeopardize your safety over me. My grandmother will understand.”

      “I can stay until the job is done,” I assured him. Logan would have to wait.

      When we returned to the table, Gideon’s grandmother appeared to be in better spirits. Her plate abandoned, she was talking animatedly with Gideon’s mother about our supposed wedding plans.

      “Sit, sit,” she commanded imperiously as we returned to the table. “I was telling Helen that we ought to dig my dress out of the closet. I think the silhouette would flatter your figure, dear.” She frowned and eyed my bust.

      I self-consciously hiked my collar a little higher to conceal the line of cleavage it exposed. Thankfully, my bruises had faded just enough to be concealed with some cover-up.

      “Though those are going to take some adjustments,” Grandma said, flattening her hands over her chest for emphasis. At twenty, she’d probably been a modest B-cup. Time and the disease had wasted her frame, leaving her all sharp angles and papery skin.

      Gideon’s face colored as his grandmother slid her hands down her chest like some aged cover model. “Grandma, can we not?”

      Adele grinned wickedly and struck a pose, one hand framing her thinning gray hair and the other jauntily on her hip.

      “What, you don’t think Grandma has it going on?”

      Gideon made an all too realistic impression of a choking man, and I snorted the sip of tea I’d taken. As I coughed and the table dissolved into laughter, I decided that I liked Adele.

      Gideon listened in silence for the rest of our meal as I traded tips with Adele. I knew at least a dozen designers, thanks to my work. I’d have to slip them a warning to deny service to Adele Harvey. I wasn’t going to let the woman slice up her priceless family heirloom to further this deception.

      “Really, Adele, I’m not sure it would work,” I said, heaving my chest up, just for the pleasure of watching Gideon’s face purple with embarrassment. “These things aren’t going to fit. I’d look like Elvira with a palette swap. I’m not sure that’s the vibe we want to strike.”

      “It would be memorable though,” Adele said with an almost girlish giggle. “But I see your point. We’ll go dress shopping this weekend dear. I know this cute little boutique in Hacienda Heights...”

      By the time we’d wrapped up our conversation, I was a whopping forty-five minutes late to my meeting with Logan. He was no doubt terrorizing baristas in my absence.

      Adele leaned up to kiss my cheek. “We’ll see you soon, dear. Take good care of my Gideon, won’t you?”

      “I will. But I’m not sure my work will permit seeing him for another few days. My backlog is insane.”

      I swiveled in time to catch Gideon’s face fall by a fraction.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked him.

      “Owen Mason is throwing a dinner party for his associates tonight. I was hoping you’d be my plus one.”

      My ears perked at the name. “Owen Mason? He’s a billionaire business mogul, isn’t he?”

      My attempt at innocence came out flat, even to my own ears. Gideon either didn’t notice or ignored the obvious motives I could have had with my question. His eager, boyish enthusiasm for the subject matter made me smile just a little.

      “Not quite a mogul, I’d say. Owen is sort of a middleman. He produces parts for Anwick, Inc. I hear he works with other big names like Hunsaker and Farraday as well.”

      This had to be the man blackmailing Logan. He’d mentioned that Mason was planning to pull out of his business if he didn’t cooperate.

      I beamed at Gideon and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “I’d love to go. What time would you pick me up?”

      Using Gideon like this was rotten, and I was going to hell for it. But if it got me a fraction closer to solving the blackmail issue and getting Phoebe’s dainty little paws off Logan, it would be worth it.

      Gideon blinked at me in surprise. A second later, his face lit up and he offered me that crooked smile again, and this time it made me feel guilty as hell.

      Definitely going to hell.

      “I’ll come by to pick you up at six. The dinner isn’t until later in the evening, but I could probably convince Owen’s personal assistant to give us a tour of the place. It’s on a list of historical homes in the area. I’m not sure if you’re much of a history buff but—”

      “That sounds perfect.”

      With our next date set and one step closer to getting myself out from under my blackmailer, I walked out of the pizza place, halfway in good spirits. I ignored the distinct buzzing of my phone rattling around in my purse.

      I’d just scored the biggest lead. Logan could wait to make his demands of me.
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      Logan

      “Damn it, Mina, answer your fucking phone,” I growled into the receiver.

      Mina was late. She had many shortcomings, but tardiness was not one of them.

      I gripped the underside of the table with a white-knuckled hand, talking myself down from a mental ledge. The temptation to call Jack MacDonald to track the small GPS I’d taped to the underside of Mina’s Lexus was overwhelming.

      But I had no reason to suspect her lateness was caused by anything out of the ordinary. I was straying dangerously into stalker territory, placing a GPS on Mina’s property in order to keep tabs on her location.

      She’s stuck in traffic, I told myself. There was a delay at the restaurant. Maybe Gideon Harvey dragged her into a closet and fucked her five ways to Sunday.

      My fingernails gouged the underside of the table until the pulpy material came away in my hand. I swore. Get a fucking handle on yourself, Farraday.

      A flash of white in my periphery snapped me out of the rage-fueled haze. A cursory glance through the window confirmed it was Mina’s Lexus. It pulled quickly to a stop near the door, and she climbed out, her long legs as she exited the car driving me once more to distraction.

      I hadn’t seen her in anything as common as jeans since we’d broken up. The dark wash denim hugged her figure and outlined the luscious curves of her body. And the lavender quarter-sleeve blouse did nothing to hide her ample curves and pale, creamy skin.

      The bell above the door jangled as she stepped inside the cafe. Her eyes swept over the dozen or so empty tables before finally settling on me. Whatever she read on my face made her scowl.

      “Don’t get pissy with me,” she warned. “I know I’m late, but the delay was important.”

      I brushed off the evidence of my destructive grip on the table onto my pant leg, hoping she’d overlook the flecks of plywood that trickled through my fingers onto the floor. I’d send the establishment an anonymous check to cover the damages done to their property.

      “Where were you?” I demanded.

      Mina’s fingers drummed an impatient, staccato beat onto the table as she sat. “Didn’t I just say not to get pissy? Brunch was canceled, and we went to a pizza place instead.”

      “And it was too much of a hassle to call, I suppose? You’ve been receiving death threats, Mina. You could have been kidnapped again, for all I knew.”

      Mina blanched, and her hand stilled its rhythmic tapping for just an instant. “You’re right. I’m sorry. But I’m telling you, this was important. I was speaking with Gideon—”

      “Was that all you were doing?” I snapped.

      “Oh, no,” she drawled. “I let him hoist me onto the table and have his wicked way with me in front of God, the chef, and his dying grandmother. How classless do you think I am, Logan?”

      The barista, sensing a fight brewing, called out to us from behind the counter. “Are you ready to order now, mister?”

      The reminder that we were not alone took the air out of my tirade. She’d been held back by an unforeseen set of circumstances. The slight hadn’t been intentional, and the longer we argued, the less likely we were to make headway in either blackmail case.

      “We’ll be over in a moment,” I called back. “My friend is still making a decision.”

      “Friends,” she grumbled. “Is that what we are?”

      “No more of that,” I warned. “We’re calling a truce, right here and now. I don’t care what sort of issues we’re experiencing. If we don’t solve this soon, neither of us will be in any shape to argue about trivialities. You said you were speaking to that bastard, Harvey. What did he say?”

      Mina clearly took umbrage with the label but contented herself with a sniff of disapproval before she spoke. “He’s attending a business dinner with Owen Mason and I’ve scored an invitation.”

      The pronouncement had the desired effect, completely derailing my anger.

      A reluctant smile curved my mouth. “Already? You really are the best in your field.”

      “Call me Blakely, Mina Blakely,” she said in a bad Sean Connery impression. Still, it drew an unwilling chuckle from me. “So how about you, hotshot bodyguard?” She leaned heavily on the armrest of her chair. “What progress have you made?”

      Embarrassingly little in light of Mina’s accomplishment. I reached into my sports jacket and withdrew a small notepad from the interior pocket.

      “I thought we’d start by compiling a list of suspects. I still think the culprit is a former Hustler client. I need their names.”

      Mina squirmed in her seat. Instead of answering directly, she chewed idly at one nail. When she finally answered, her tone was halting. “I’m not sure revealing their identities is a good idea, Logan. The point of the Hustlers is discretion. If anyone learns that I’ve told you, I’m finished.”

      “The names will never see the light of day,” I swore. “Once a suspect is removed from the list, I’ll shred their file. But for now, I need the name of your hacker friend and the name of every Hustler client since its inception.”

      She was silent for a long moment, and finally shook her head. “I can’t, Logan. I owe a lot to these people. It would be tantamount to doxing them. And the consequences if we fail will be…” She shuddered. “I don’t even want to think about it.”

      “If you don’t find the blackmailer, there will be no Hustlers at all. You can’t serve your clients if you’re dead. Your commitment is admirable, but it’s misplaced.”

      “But—”

      “I just gave you three million, Mina. You owe me the names. Let me do my damn job.”

      Mina gave a reluctant sigh but finally nodded. “Alright. But that notebook is too small. You’re going to run out of paper.”

      True to her word, the list and details exhausted the paper in the small notebook. Mina didn’t relax her rigid posture until I’d jotted the last name down.

      “All that being said, I don’t think any of my clients are in on this.”

      “Do you have a suspect then?”

      Mina’s incredulous stare said I was clearly missing something. “I’ve thought about it, and I think that my family might be in on it. The Senator lost well over six million when his campaign tanked, and you know he would hate my profession. This could be his way of getting back at me.”

      I hadn’t really considered Keenan or Walter Blakely as viable suspects before now. With a choleric temperament and a grudge that was going six years strong, Walter would have the motive to demand six million. But to threaten the lives of a dozen women? That didn’t strike me as plausible for the man.

      “I’ll look into it,” I promised, pushing away from the table.

      Mina followed suit, and I was treated to another flash of long, tantalizing leg. The tight top and snugly fit jeans emphasized every gorgeous curve of her body, and I wanted to pop the button that strained across her breasts, allowing the creamy flesh to spill out. I wanted to trace the soft, supple skin there with my tongue, and make her shudder, revealing just how much she wanted it, wanted me.

      Mina hoisted a designer bag onto one arm and checked the time on her mobile phone. “It’s a quarter past two, Logan. I need to go if I’m going to make it back to headquarters by four. Heather is going to have to pull nothing short of a miracle to redo my look before the dinner tonight.”

      The mere mention of the date with Gideon Harvey set envy bubbling in my stomach. Fucking Gideon Harvey. The reminder that she’d dressed this way for him, not me, made me want to spit. I couldn’t shake the suspicion that he was after something more than what he claimed. If he laid so much as a finger on her...

      Mina snapped her fingers in front of my face, drawing me out of the fantasy of wrapping my fingers around Harvey’s neck.

      “What?”

      “I just said goodbye. Aren’t you going to say it back?”

      I took a step closer so that the tips of her breasts brushed my torso. She must have glimpsed the intent in my eyes, but she didn’t back away when I brought a hand up to brush the line of her jaw. Her satin skin heated beneath my touch, turning a lovely shade of pink.

      I tucked a loose lock of her hair behind one ear and breathed in the sweet honeysuckle perfume she wore. Mina’s body trembled at my touch, but her mouth was anything but uncertain when it met mine.

      Her hands came up automatically to tangle in my hair, and I splayed my hands over the small of her back, drawing her as close as I dared in the public space.

      Never shy or timid, she fought to gain the upper hand, battling my questing tongue for dominance. The hot slide of that little appendage sent blood straight to my groin and I ground my arousal against her denim-clad hip.

      Mina whimpered when I broke the kiss a minute later and lowered my lips to brush the shell of her ear. “If I had my way, I’d hoist you up on the counter and taste what’s between your sweet, creamy thighs. I’m pretty sure it’s better than the swill they’re selling here.”

      “Logan we’re in public—”

      “Then let’s find somewhere private,” I coaxed, sliding my free hand into hers, drawing her away from our table. I slapped a more than generous tip onto the table for the barista, hoping it would buy us a few moments of privacy, and pulled her toward the restrooms. Passing them up, I headed for the door that I hoped led to a janitorial closet, thinking I’d rekindle that hot night in Morocco.

      When she didn’t protest, I pulled the door of the closet open and pulled her inside with me.

      The place was not as spacious as the last closet we’d occupied. The one at the Casablanca Hyatt had the dimensions of a walk-in closet, where this space resembled a matchbox in its proportions. As I closed and barricaded the door with a metal chair that had been leaning against the wall, Mina was pressed so tightly against me in the confined space that I felt every inhale.

      Desire crackled between us. I shoved my hand into her hair, grateful she’d forgone the dark wig. She looked stunning, no matter whose face she wore, but none were so dear to me as her own. Running the bright strands between my fingertips, I could almost imagine that the past had never happened. That her six-year absence from my side had been a horrible fever dream.

      Seizing the hem of her tight little top, I drew it up and over her head, exposing a see-through lace bra beneath. The taut pink peaks of her nipples strained at the fabric, begging to be touched, tasted, worshiped.

      Mounding her flesh with my hand, I grazed my lips down her jaw, along her throat, leaving a trail of nips and wet kisses on my path toward her breast. I didn’t care if the little red spots turned darker later—leaving something of me behind on her skin would only serve me. Gideon Harvey couldn’t delude himself into thinking she was his with my claim written across her skin.

      Mina bit her knuckle to stifle a moan when my tongue laved against her nipple. I slid my hand from her hair, smoothing it down her arm until I reached the other breast. Rolling the neglected peak between my fingers, I pulled to a point just shy of pain and was rewarded by a soft cry.

      “We have to stop doing this in closets,” she panted as I tested my teeth against her nipple. The bra needed to go.

      “Seriously,” she continued. “I don’t want to get turned on by the smell of Pine Sol for the rest of my life, okay?”

      Her body bucked into mine, belying her words. I offered her a grin and undid the clasp of her bra with one hand, pulling the scrap of fabric away, letting it join the blouse on the floor.

      Her tits sprang free and I took a moment to admire them. Ample and flushed a lovely rose with her desire, they were the most beautiful sight I’d seen in the last week.

      If Mina noticed my stare, she ignored it, fumbling with the button of her jeans. It took her an agonizingly long time to shimmy out of the tight denim. “We have to be quick.” When I only quirked up a brow, she said, “I’m not kidding. I’m going to be lucky to make it home in time at this rate.”

      Right now, I relished the idea of inconveniencing Gideon Harvey. If the dinner wasn’t so vital, I’d have kept her here until closing.

      I shrugged out of my suit jacket and threw it onto the rapidly growing pile of clothing on the floor. I reached for my shirt buttons, but Mina halted my fumbling fingers.

      “Get the pants off,” she hissed. “Get inside of me now, damn it.”

      My cock hardened to the point of pain, her breathy order sending arousal coursing through me. First kicking off my shoes, I quickly reached for the button of my dress pants and pulled them off.

      Mina stared. “Commando, huh?”

      “It’s faster,” I said with a chuckle as I fumbled with the condom. I drew her flush against my chest before it could register that I’d been planning this, and hoisted her up, her legs curling around my waist and locking there like a vice.

      She wrapped eager fingers around my cock and guided me to her entrance, sliding the tip of me inside. I pushed home with a groan, and she stilled, her fingers digging into my shoulder blades. Her body shuddered, undulating deliciously around my length.

      Gripping one of the shelves of cleaning supplies, she hoisted herself up and to the tip of my length. I cupped her ass in my hands and pressed her back down hard, eliciting a moan from her. Her eyes fluttered closed, her expression one of pure bliss.

      With one hand, she used the back of my neck as leverage, meeting my strokes with soft pants. I buried my face in her neck, carefully avoiding the healing ring of bruises on her skin, running my tongue along the ridge of her collarbone.

      Her warm, wet cunt tightened when I nipped her skin with my teeth. “Oh fuck,” she panted. “Logan. I’m going to.”

      “I know baby, let go.”

      Mina came hard a minute later, clawing my back through the shirt. My own release roared through me a second later. I pressed my forehead to hers, delighted at the soft dew of sweat that had gathered on her brow. I kissed her temple, savoring the way she curled around me, boneless and sated.

      I was going to find a way to get out of this clusterfuck, I vowed. And when I did, I was going to make Mina mine. Forever.
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      Mina

      “Oh shit,” I muttered beneath my breath, balking in the entryway to the third floor ballroom which now doubled as a dining room.

      Owen Mason’s home was just as grand as Logan’s. As promised, Mason’s assistant had given me a tour of the place, alongside Gideon. A three-story Georgian-style manor house, it was undeniably gorgeous.

      I’d need to get the name of his interior designer. The place had been done up in shades of silver and blue, and the design elements complemented each other gracefully, though many of the pieces on the walls and much of the furniture was eclectic. I’d taken note of the first-floor home office that had been pointed out on our impromptu tour. The lockpicks that Logan had loaned me felt like they weighed about a million pounds in the bottom of my bag. I tried to act nonchalant, but the flash drive along with the tools made me feel like an inexperienced cat burglar. With any luck I could make a hasty departure from dinner, ascend the stairs, break in and call Tuck for a crash course in Hacking for Dummies.

      Gideon’s steps stuttered at my exclamation and I nearly slipped out of one of the ridiculous golden heels I wore. Paired with the little red dress and a thick layer of makeup, the getup was probably the most eye-catching ensemble I’d donned in years. Only Gideon’s strong, bracing arm kept me from twisting an ankle.

      “What’s wrong?” Gideon asked in an undertone. “Are you not feeling well again? We could go.”

      I winced. Gideon Harvey was hardly seeing me at my peak. Thus far, I’d cut one event short, nearly botched the second, and consorted with Logan between appointments. I made a mental note to pay Gideon back his fees when the trouble with my blackmailer was resolved. He deserved a refund for such shoddy work.

      Due to the three unforeseen complications that were situated at the dining table of the ballroom, bathed in the glow of the glittering chandelier, I worried I’d have to cut short this engagement as well.

      “The Senator is here,” I muttered.

      I flicked my gaze toward his seat, noting all the subtle changes that had played out on his weathered face since I’d seen him last, six years ago. His hair was mostly salt, with a few flecks of pepper stubbornly persisting around his crown. I drew a spiteful, silent comparison to a skunk. He’d swapped the contacts he’d worn on the campaign trail for a pair of respectable wire-rimmed spectacles. New lines fanned around his mouth and eyes during a brief smile.

      My mother was tucked into his side, her chair pressed so close to his that she might as well have crawled into his lap. As usual, she was waiting to be stroked and cosseted by the husband she was so slavishly devoted to.

      “Fuck.” Gideon echoed my sentiments in a low, fervent tone. “We should probably go. I didn’t know they were going to be here, I swear.” Gideon had let me in on the fact that he knew who I’d been in my other life, knew my family in passing, as well as Logan.

      Leaving would be smart. Logan would probably have deemed a tactical retreat necessary. But a few things kept me rooted to the spot, clinging to Gideon’s arm like a much needed anchor.

      My mother was mere yards away, wearing the polite but disinterested smile of a society wife. Just how many Xanax had she mixed into her morning green smoothie to achieve such Zen? Shy and nervous at heart, I knew that situations like this one scraped against my mother’s nerves like a cheese grater. I’d never understood what had compelled her to marry Senator Asshat and meld our family with his.

      Annette Blakely gripped her glass a little too hard, and the tremor in her hand would have escaped notice if I wasn’t looking for it.

      I wanted to snatch her from the Senator’s grasp, jam her under my arm, and carry her out of the building like I was a pro football player and she the ball. Failing that, I wanted to throw my arms around her and tell her I still loved her, and hear that I was still loved in return.

      But of course, that was impossible. Not only because of my disguise, but because of the pair who sat nearby. My half-brother, Keenan, stared moodily at his glass of brandy, circling the rim with a long, tapered finger. Piano-playing hands, Mom had called them.

      Just the sight of my stepbrother’s handsome profile highlighted beneath the ballroom lights made my blood pressure tick up a notch. The man beside him was familiar as well. Scott Flemming, another of Logan’s former roommates and army buddy.

      According to Logan, either one of them could have leaked my tape. Either one of them could have been responsible for ruining my life.

      “Down kitty,” Gideon said with a laugh, extracting my hand from his with a dramatic wince. To my intense vexation, I realized I’d dug my fingers into his palm hard enough to nearly draw blood, leaving little red crescents behind on his skin.

      “I’m so sorry,” I blurted in a rush, my fury over Keenan momentarily forgotten.

      “Don’t be. I’ve had worse.” He paused, his beguiling chocolate-brown eyes heating as he stared down at me. His gaze dropped to my mouth, and my stomach clenched, though from desire or worry, I wasn’t even sure. “If you’re going to use your nails, I’d rather you mark up my back.”

      Embarrassment flashed through me, drawing a flush into my cheeks. First the attempted kiss, now this. It appeared a naughty side lurked behind Gideon’s boyish charm and gentle exterior. Maybe there had been more to Logan’s animosity than simple caveman jealousy.

      Before I could formulate a response to his unexpected flirtation, Gideon posed the question. “Stay or go? It’s your call, but we can’t just stand in the doorway. We’re already attracting attention.”

      A glance at the interior of the room proved his point. Several pairs of eyes shifted back to their tablemates as I took in the room.

      “I don’t think you’re recognizable but…” He shrugged. “I won’t force the issue.”

      He was so different from Logan. Rarely when I was with my hunky ex did my input come into play. In matters of my safety, Logan would have informed me of what was best, and then stolen my breath with long, drugging kisses until I forgot my point.

      The reminder of just how delicious his lips could feel on my skin tipped the scales in favor of staying. I needed to track down the blackmailer before those lips became the marital asset of Phoebe Mason.

      Decision made, I marched into the room, dragging Gideon along like an attractive and flirty show pony.

      I reached the table first and pulled out one of the only available seats, inconveniently across the table from my stepbrother and Scott Flemming. When Keenan’s eyes measured me, doing the head-to-toe sweep that attractive and powerful men gave women before deciding to snatch them up, I nearly lost my lunch. It didn’t matter that we weren’t related—I’d known him since I was still using training wheels.

      Shuddering delicately as I sat, I examined Scott Flemming, who was as beefy as my brother or Logan, and scored extra intimidation points with the barely healed scar that pulled at his eye. Whatever had happened to him, it had blinded him in one eye. That one was milky and fixed, while the seeing eye was dark and trained on his phone, hidden partially beneath the table. When the waiter distracted him and he turned, it became apparent he was browsing through a webpage of escorts. Classy.

      “Ah, Gideon, you made it,” Owen Mason greeted genially.

      I shifted my glare from Keenan’s profile to get my first good look at Owen Mason. He seemed vaguely familiar to me for some reason, probably from one of my stepfather’s many parties. He wouldn’t have stood out, with a sea of other bigwigs just like him. His daughter had apparently inherited her curls, her soft, unassuming face, and upturned nose from her father. The few differences were his heavy jaw and close-cropped hair. His frame was slight, and even the squared shoulders of his designer suit couldn’t hide that he was a small man.

      It boggled the mind how this unassuming man held Logan’s company by the balls. In any other battlefield, he would have been crushed by Logan instantly. But this was business, and you didn’t have to be the biggest or the baddest to conquer.

      “It was a toss-up,” Gideon said, shaking the hand he was offered. “Hannah hasn’t been feeling well. I’m afraid we may have to leave early.”

      If we weren’t in the company of Gideon’s peers, I’d have given him a big smooch on the cheek. Gideon had offered me an out, something I desperately needed. The room was already stifling, and being trapped at the table with two of the men who’d potentially ruined my life was the textbook definition of a nightmare.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Owen said, patently false concern layering his tone.

      I avoided his probing gaze, irrationally fearful that he’d somehow recognize me. I kept my hands tucked neatly between my thighs and stared at my manicure with keen interest until I felt his gaze lift.

      Dinner was served after a half hour of idle chitchat. Ceviche and with a side of plain white rice was pushed in front of my nose. I picked at the dish, nerves robbing me of my appetite. It was a shame too, because this dish was one of my favorites.

      Gideon did a wonderful job of keeping most of the attention off of me. The wrongness of the situation grated on my nerves. I was usually the set piece, the conversation starter. Where had the charming and flashy woman I’d pretended to be gone?

      Maybe it was the presence of the Senator. Despite taking to me rather well after his marriage to my mother, I had always sensed his love was conditional. That I was little more than an asset, another extension of his person he could adulate in public but pick apart behind closed doors. The need to please had never quite left me, and the crushing weight of his antagonism had ground down my self-esteem over the years. It had taken his merciless ejection from my home and the severing of my trust for me to figure out how to grow up. I thought I’d finally stopped basing my opinion of myself on what he thought.

      Keenan’s foot kicked me beneath the table. At first I thought he was stretching, but after the fifth bruising impact with my shin, I knew better. After the meal, Gideon excused himself to talk business for a moment, and suddenly I was alone at the table with Keenan and Scott. The others had two by two left the table to dance to a live band that had set up in the corner. When I finally raised my eyes to openly glare at him, I found his familiar gaze trained on my face, a smirk dancing along the edges of his full mouth.

      “Wow, that’s quite a look. Are you alright there, Hannah?” he drawled mockingly.

      “I just have a headache,” I ground out, hoping against hope that I wasn’t busted. I clutched the cloth napkin tightly in one hand, my mind spinning entertaining scenarios in which I gagged him with it.

      “Maybe we should go out to the balcony,” Scott suggested, his gravelly voice low.

      “That sounds like a great idea.” I stood and pushed away from the table. “I’ll go out to the balcony.”

      Sometimes I wished life were like the movies. In the perfect spy girl movie, if the ledge outside Mason’s office window was thick enough, I could lower myself from the balcony, into the office. It was positioned just beneath the ballroom, a floor below.

      I sighed, weaving around the edge of a dozen swaying couples, in case the two men tailed me. Glancing back over my shoulder, I saw that Keenan was not deterred. He was a big man, only slightly shorter than Logan, and muscled from all the strength training he did to keep up the facade of an action hero. Scott Flemming, who followed too, was the same size as Logan, and I wondered if he subsisted only on protein shakes and the souls of young children. Something about the scarred eye made me nervous, as it tracked me to the balcony.

      When I stepped through the balcony doors and out into the balmy evening air, I was accompanied by the unwanted pair. Though being alone with them made me nervous, it was better that we have this face-to-face here than in the midst of the guests. Perhaps this way, Mason wouldn’t be alerted of my duplicity.

      Keenan shoved a hand into his pocket and rummaged for a minute before pulling out a pack of cigarettes and a Zippo. He wordlessly offered the first to Flemming, who took it with a nod of thanks. Keenan selected his own and brought it to his lips, lighting it.

      He blew out a stream of smoke. “You want one, Mina? You look like you need it.”

      I jerked at the sound of my name, horror spilling into my stomach. How? How had he known it was me? Heather’s makeup had been flawless. My own mother hadn’t picked me out of the crowd, and if the Senator had noticed, I would definitely have been in for an earful.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said slowly, trying too late to disguise my voice. “I think you’ve had too much wine.”

      Keenan’s sardonic smile was undeterred by the cigarette he’d shoved into the corner of his mouth. “Cut the shit, Mina. I know it’s you.”

      I grappled with irritation for several seconds before finally blurting, “How the hell did you know it was me? This getup took hours to complete!”

      He chuckled and blew out another stream of smoke. “You’ve been glaring at me since you were still in Pull-Ups, kid. I’d know that judgmental scowl anywhere. What’s got your panties in such a twist?”

      Okay, I was now officially ready to throw him off the balcony. Not only had he been the one to release my sex tape, he was being condescending, like I was still the little sister who was weaker than him.

      “None of your damned business.”

      His cocky grin vanished and he scowled right back at me, eyes glittering dangerously in the low light. “Seriously though, it’s risky as hell turning up here. Do you want Dad to go postal?”

      “I wouldn’t have to skulk around if you hadn’t released my sex tape!” I hissed. “You ruined my life, Keenan. And now you have the gall to tell me where I can and can’t go?”

      His eyes turned flinty and he practically chewed the end of the cigarette. When he pulled it away and exhaled, he deliberately aimed for me. I coughed, batting the cloud away with a feeble swat.

      “Is that what you really think of me, sis? That’s nice. Real fucking nice. Glad to know where we stand.”

      “Are you saying you didn’t?”

      “Of course I didn’t,” he growled. “If I’d found that tape I’d have thrown it in the incinerator where it belonged. What the hell did I stand to gain by showing the world a tape of my baby sister? You really think I would have embarrassed Dad that way? You don’t know me at all, do you?”

      Doubt skimmed across the surface of my mind before it was completely subsumed by rage. Of course I didn’t know him. He’d been a teenager when I’d come to live in his house. He’d treated me as a nuisance, a kid always underfoot. He’d seemed just as good as an adult to me, better, since his room held bright posters and he constantly got in trouble for blaring inappropriate music.

      “You released it to knock me down a peg. I outperformed you in every arena. It had to suck when your stepsister gained more acclaim at twelve than you’d gotten your whole college career. You had to find a way to stop me so your star could rise, right?”

      Keenan flicked the finished cigarette to the balcony floor and ground it out beneath a heel, baring his teeth in a snarl. He advanced on me quickly and I took a step back, my back ramming into the marble bannister of the balcony.

      Keenan loomed over me, as large to me now as he had been when I was a little girl, hands gripping my shoulders like he might shake me. He pressed me backwards, the hard stone of the rail digging a furrow into my back. Cool air licked up my skirt, and I was very aware of the two-story drop to the ground below. Would I survive a fall from this height? Maybe, maybe not.

      For a frozen, paranoid second I was sure he was going to lift me off my feet and send me hurtling toward the ground. I wished Logan were here, his broad body blocking Keenan’s advance.

      I chided myself as soon as the thought crossed my mind. What was this, the 1950s? I didn’t need Logan Farraday to protect me from my douchebag stepbrother. Reaching for my clutch slowly, I got ready to seize the two-ounce can of mace I kept inside for emergencies.

      “Keenan,” Scott said in a warning tone, speaking up for the first time since they’d stepped out onto the balcony.

      Scott’s voice seemed to reach Keenan, because he took a step back from me, a sneer fixed on his face.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. At least I wouldn’t be turning into a pancake.

      “I didn’t release that tape. I have no clue who did. I do know one thing, though. You never deserved all that attention. You’re a middling actress at best, your impressions are a joke, and you didn’t even fucking fool me in disguise. You have about ten minutes to get lost before I pull Mom and Dad aside and let them know what you really do for a living.”

      Ice slipped into my stomach at the prospect, freezing me where I stood. I hadn’t ever gathered the courage to tell my mother what I’d built. During our brief communications in the early years of my exile, I’d sent her postcards from New York, claiming to have made a killing as a realtor there. The webpage Tuck had built for me was stellar, and if my mother had known any different, she’d never said.

      Again, the desire to bolt inside and grab my mother was strong. I needed to get her out of this nest of vipers before it ended up killing us both.

      My mind spun, trying to find a solution that didn’t involve running with my tail tucked between my legs. Maybe, if I pretended to need the restroom, I could double back around and force the door of the office.

      Nodding sharply, I hiked my bag farther up my shoulder and stalked past Kennan.

      “Scott, see that she makes it to the front door safely,” he added in a slightly softer tone.

      Scott acknowledged the request with a grunt and trailed after me into the main hall. Yes, I was definitely regretting my restraint on the balcony. I ought to have slapped Keenan. He was ruining everything as usual.

      I found Gideon conversing with Isadora Anwick alongside the dance floor. Tucking myself into his side, I murmured, “Gideon, darling, I don’t feel well. Maybe we should go.”

      Gideon gave Isadora a brief hug and a warm smile. “That’s my cue, Dora. I’ll see you tomorrow morning, bright and early, right?”

      Isadora’s smile was beatific. “Of course. Tomorrow.”

      Scott Flemming followed us down the hall and stairs. I had a feeling that he’d follow me into the ladies’ room if I tried to pull off my last-minute plan. So, with nothing else to do, I raised a mental white flag of surrender and allowed Gideon to lead me out the front doors with grace.

      The evening air did nothing to soothe the anger that scalded my insides. I didn’t relax my rigid posture until Gideon left me by my car. When I finally slid into the seat of my Lexus, I sagged bonelessly over the steering wheel, angry tears stinging my eyes. I’d accomplished exactly nothing besides alerting my brother that I was on to him.

      Fan-fucking-tastic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Logan

      Ice clinked against the side of my glass as I set it down on the bar. I dearly wanted a scotch, but the soda water would have to do for now. I’d have to meet Mina if things panned out this evening, and I wasn’t calling a damn Uber because I’d gotten plastered on one of the most important nights of my life.

      The little dive bar was situated right in the middle of the Heights, putting me in a prime location to reach Mina, whenever she finished with her little incursion. A blonde down the bar gave me an appraising glance, licking the olive from her martini suggestively.

      Agitation crawled beneath my skin, and the twitching, pulsating need to do something was impossible to ignore.

      Mina was out with Harvey, again. And no matter how necessary this mission was to the success of our venture, it still vexed me. His hands were on her, his eyes peeling the layers of clothing off her body until he could picture just what it would be like to lick every bare inch of my Mina.

      I shoved the glass aside with a growl of frustration, shoving a hand into my jacket to retrieve my phone. I’d been grappling with the decision to call all night. But like many other times before we’d reconnected, once I had the phone in hand, I couldn’t go through with it. A million vivid scenarios spun themselves out in my mind, each one more terrible than the last. If I called and she was in a precarious position, I could jeopardize the operation that Mina had worked hard to orchestrate. If I called during dinner and Owen Mason saw my name on the caller ID, he’d find a way to discreetly toss Mina out. I had to stay inactive for the time being, even though it killed a part of me to do it.

      Half-past midnight, the phone buzzed and skittered a few inches away from my hand. I snatched it up at once and brought it to my ear. “What took you so long?”

      Mina muttered expletives over the speaker like the lyrics to a rap song.

      “I’ve actually been called worse, and by you,” I said dryly.

      Mina let out another muttered curse before a sigh rattled in my ear. “Sorry, that wasn’t aimed at you. Something came up at dinner. I didn’t even make it out of the ballroom before I had to leave.”

      “It’s fine. There will be other nights. Where are you? I’ll come pick you up.”

      And with any luck, we could rent a hotel room. I didn’t trust the security at Hustlers and her home was entirely unguarded. Taking her back to my place was an obvious bust, so we’d have to find another place to meet.

      And if we happened to fuck, so much the better.

      “Why was he there?” she groaned.

      “Who?”

      “Keenan.” She spat the word like a curse and accompanied it with a kitten-like sound of rage. If the situation hadn’t been so dire, I’d probably have laughed.

      “He was there? Why? I thought he was shooting in Canada this week.”

      “So did I! But he was there, along with the Senator and my mother. Neither one of them seemed to recognize me, thank God, but it was still shitty luck that Keenan did. I had to cut my time with Gideon short again. It’s incredibly unprofessional. And there was a solid minute there where I thought Keenan was going to toss me over the balcony and smash me flat as paper. I told you he had something to do with all of this. How else do you explain his appearance there?”

      “Bad timing.” The larger part of me hated how easily Harvey’s name dripped from her lips. Thinking of him made me want to smash things. “Where are you?”

      “On route to my apartment. This asshole hasn’t stopped riding my tail since I left.” There was a short beat of silence and then Mina asked in a small voice, “Do you think I’m being followed?”

      A punch of fear in my gut had me standing up and pushing away from the bar. In the Hacienda Heights traffic, it would be hard to tell for sure. But I couldn’t discount the possibility.

      “Listen to me very carefully, Mina, and follow my instructions to the letter. Take the next left turn. Go about a block and make another left turn. And another left after that. If the car is still following you after that, tell me and we’ll figure out what to do from there.”

      My heartrate picked up, beating a tattoo against my ribs. The best thing I could do for Mina was to remain calm. Shouting at her wouldn’t do the situation any good, nor would bolting to my Escalade to track her down. My hand curled around the phone so tightly the frame threatened to crack. But I kept my voice level when I spoke again. “How many lefts did you take? Are you still being followed?”

      “Three.” Mina’s swallow was audible on the other side of the phone. “And the car’s still there. What do I do now?”

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. I should have followed my instinct and followed her to the party this evening. My mind flashed back to her kidnapping in Morocco. I should have been with her then as well. Life had a way of conspiring to steal Mina away when I was otherwise engaged.

      If I’d followed her, the worst outcome I could have expected was being spotted and ousted by Mason’s security. It wouldn’t have surprised the old man that I was spying on him. After all, he was forcing me to the altar at metaphorical gunpoint. It made perfect sense that I’d try to get out of it.

      Someone was following Mina, and I was miles away, unable to help. It would only take one good push to send her car spinning into oncoming traffic, wounding or killing her in the process.

      “Where are you?”

      “What, you didn’t put a tracker on me this time?” she shot back, irritation audible in her voice.

      I grimaced at the receiver. “Is this really the time to get pissy about that? The tracker saved your life. And yes, I placed another beneath your car when I was at your place of business.”

      Mina snorted. “I knew it. Fine, stalker extraordinaire. I’m halfway to my apartment. Should I continue home?”

      “No. But don’t stop moving. You may have already alerted them you’re aware they’re behind you. I want you to pull off at the nearest store and pretend you have an errand to run inside. What’s nearest to you?”

      “There’s a Wal-Mart in five miles. Or a gas station in two.”

      “Get to the Wal-Mart. A gas station won’t have enough witnesses. Pull off at the supercenter and exit the vehicle in the no parking zone. Wait for me in the frozen foods section.”

      Mina let out a soft laugh. “Why the frozen foods section?”

      “There’s always a parade of people getting ice cream. You won’t be alone. If someone follows you through the store before I get there, make a scene. Draw as many eyes as you can.”

      “Okay.” She paused. “How are you so good at this, Logan?”

      I slapped a twenty onto the bar to pay for my soda and the bartender’s time, and stalked toward the exit, nearly bumping into a stocky man who’d just entered. By the time I reached my SUV, Mina had repeated her question.

      “Katherine has had two stalkers. I took care of both of them before going to serve overseas. This is all pretty standard. If we both survive to see the end of this clusterfuck, I’ll give you a fucking masterclass in it. In the meantime, I want you to brush up with your self-defense skills.”

      If I had my way, I’d crack the skull of whoever was fucking with Mina.

      “I have been. I’ve been to several classes since we got back from Morocco.” The sound of traffic came over the speaker when she paused. “This has to stop, Logan. Once this whole mess blows over, this tracking business stops. I’m not your stray poodle and I’m not some errant child. You need to give me the benefit of the doubt for once.”

      I pushed the accelerator flat to the floor and shot out into the evening traffic. It was thankfully thinner than when I’d parked at the bar, but there were still too many cars between myself and Mina for my peace of mind. I wasn’t going to relax until I had her tucked safely in my arms, until I could feel the delicate satin of her skin and bury my face in the downy softness of her hair.

      “You really think this is the time to hash out our relationship issues, Mina?”

      “There is no relationship to speak of at the moment,” she snapped, “as you’re engaged, and I don’t date taken men.”

      My hands tightened on the steering wheel and I received an angry honk from the car next to me as I wound around it, cutting ahead in traffic.

      “Fucking hell, Mina. There’s passive-aggressive, and then there’s this. You only seem to want to discuss things when you’re in danger. Do I have to dangle you over a cliff to get you to talk about your feelings? Believe me, if there was a way, I’d make you mine in a fucking instant. But as we’re living in reality, we have to make things work. Get to the damn Wal-Mart and call me when you’re standing next to the Rocky Road. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      I hung up without giving her a chance to argue. She could tear me a new one as soon as I got her to a secure location.

      Fixing my phone into position on the dash, I brought up Mina’s location on my phone, praying this was a coincidence. I knew in my gut that it was something more. My instincts screamed that someone was after her. I needed to be with her, to put my body between hers and what was coming. My failure to protect her had plastered bruises all over her ivory throat. The mottled yellow bruises she’d hidden with a scarf, a reminder that I’d let her down.

      I wasn’t going to let the same thing happen this time. If someone was coming for her, they’d have to come through me first.
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      Mina

      I could taste my pulse, beating fast at the back of my throat. The headlights of the car following me were close, bouncing reflections from my rearview mirror right into my eyes. Bright spots flashed across my vision as I tried to squint past the glare to the car behind me. Its sleek lines looked expensive. Glossy red, with the distinctive BMW logo sticking up from the hood.

      Someone was after me, and I wanted to know who. Knowing could solve this whole mystery.

      Traffic flowed almost nonstop down the main road. The side street coming up led to a residential area, and traffic tended to thin there at night. I took that route sometimes when I wanted a scenic view. The turnkey homes overlooked a small valley dotted with wildflowers. I’d considered moving there more than once, but Heather and I adored the penthouse and couldn’t break the lease on it for at least another year.

      I could practically feel Logan’s tirade being composed as I pulled off the main road onto the less-traveled street. But I had to know. I’d feel like a nut for dragging him all the way across town to address a concern that wasn’t valid. After I turned the corner, I gripped the steering wheel, holding my breath.

      The BMW followed, turning onto the street with the creeping pace of a monster in a horror film.

      The breath rushed out of me in a shaking exhale. Oh God, oh God, oh God. They really were following me.

      I craned my neck, trying to catch sight of the driver again or, failing that, trying to spot a license plate on the front bumper. I couldn’t see much beyond the beams.

      I had only passed a few houses when the car behind me floored it, accelerating past me in a move worthy of The Fast and the Furious. I braked hard and jerked the steering wheel to the right, afraid I was about to be rammed. I caught the glimpse of a woman’s profile in the driver’s seat before my tire slipped off the edge of the road and my heart lurched into my throat. I spun the wheel hard to correct my mistake, but too late.

      The back half of the car slid over the edge of the road. For a few seconds, I was in a freefall, watching the earth rushing up to greet me. The impact jarred every bone in my body, rattling me like a coin in a tin can. The airbag deployed and my head snapped back and hit the headrest hard. Black spots danced in my vision, and the last thing I registered before inky darkness spilled over my eyes was the fat blossom of a sunflower popping through the shattered glass of my window.
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        * * *

      

      Dragging my eyelids open felt like a Herculean effort of strength. Every inch of me hurt. What exactly had I been doing? It felt like I’d gone several rounds with a prizefighter and lost the match.

      A second later, recall crashed into me. I’d turned into a neighborhood to avoid the car following me. I’d totaled my car, launching off the edge of a ravine and into the valley below.

      A warm hand smoothed over my cheek and I leaned into the broad, calloused grip on instinct. Logan. Logan was here. I blinked my eyes, trying to bring him into focus. I needed to tell him what I’d seen. If the driver had been the one trying to kill me, then I had big news. My blackmailer wasn’t Keenan. Or at the very least, he wasn’t alone.

      The words died on my tongue when my vision cleared and I got a good look at my visitor.

      Gideon. It was Gideon leaning over my bed, not Logan.

      “What are you doing here?” I croaked, my voice thick and hoarse. My throat stung like I’d suffered a bad cold. Had they forced a tube down my throat? How badly hurt was I?

      Gideon’s earnest eyes warmed and he brushed a thumb across my cheek. “Hey there. I’m glad you’re awake. The doctors said your concussion wasn’t severe, but I was still worried. You’ve been unconscious for a while.”

      I tried to sit up, and my head felt like someone had taken a mallet and cleaved my skull in two. Lightning shot through my limbs and tore a groan from my throat.

      Gideon pressed me gently back into the nest of pillows. The room spun into a blur of blue walls and off-white tile. I reached for the basin by my bed, just in case. It took a few seconds for the world to right itself and the desire to throw up to pass.

      “You left your coat in my car,” he said by way of explanation, giving a shrug and a shy smile. “Heather was listed as your emergency contact and she’d gotten the call a minute before I arrived at Hustlers to leave it for you. She’s here. She stepped out to get us some breakfast from the cafeteria. We weren’t sure when you were going to wake up.”

      Well, his explanation was something at least. But it didn’t answer the question burning in the back of my mind. Where was Logan? Had he tracked my car and found it in the ravine? I’d been dragged out of the wreck sometime within the past several hours. For a man as well-connected as Logan, finding me in a hospital had to be a cinch, didn’t it?

      “Help me up?” I couldn’t lay in this hospital bed for much longer. Everything was going to hell and I needed to be out in the world to fix it. The ransom demand still hung heavy over our heads, and I hadn’t done my part to earn the money it would take to remove the threat. I hadn’t acquired the information I’d been sent for, and I’d wrecked my car in the bargain.

      “I’m not sure it’s a good idea,” Gideon hedged. “Maybe we should wait for the doctor.”

      “Please?”

      Gideon’s face softened and he acquiesced without much cajoling. Placing one strong arm behind my back, he helped me into a sitting position with more care and gentleness than I thought I’d ever experienced. The pain that spiderwebbed into my limbs was only a fraction of what I’d experienced before, and I swallowed back the resulting bile easily.

      “I really am glad you’re alright,” Gideon murmured. “When I got the news, I was frantic. They told us you only have a few minor cuts and some deep tissue bruising, and the concussion. You should be right as rain in a week or so.”

      I didn’t have a week or so. My gaze slid to the door. Only a sliver of light filtered in from the hall, my room was blissfully dim and quiet. Still, I didn’t want anyone to be able to eavesdrop.

      “Gideon, I appreciate the effort but you don’t have to pretend here. I’m not Hannah. We don’t have anyone to act for.”

      He nodded gravely. “You’re right. And I’m not acting. I really do care about you, Mina. I’ve been trying to find a way to ask, but this seems as good a time as any.”

      Gideon seized my chin and tipped my face up, pressing his lips over mine. His lips were warm and molded easily to my own as his full, supple mouth tested mine. His lips were so much like Logan’s that, for a confused second, I was convinced he was in the room with me. I must have hit my head harder than I thought.

      Gideon threaded a hand into my hair, his tongue gliding across my lower lip, seeking entry. My mouth parted in surprise and he pressed forward, taking full advantage. His tongue traced mine, coaxing me into a rhythm that was unfamiliar but exhilarating. And for a few seconds, I couldn’t think, just acted.

      His nails scraped along my scalp, sending pleasure tingling down my spine until my toes curled and my breath came too fast. He might have felt a little like Logan, but he was my client. I slid my hands up to his shoulders, and it took a concerted effort to push him away. The long, intoxicating kiss was probably the second-best thing I’d felt in a long time.

      Gideon didn’t press, but took a step back from me, gauging my reaction.

      What the hell had that been? Well, what it had been was pretty damned nice. And if he hadn’t been my client and my mind wasn’t bombarded with thoughts of Logan every half minute, and I weren’t receiving death threats, I’d probably encourage it. Gideon was powerful, attractive, and a nice guy. But he wasn’t Logan.

      The anger came back in full force. Why did this feel like cheating? I didn’t owe Logan anything. God knew, he was probably screwing Phoebe Mason on the side. What was stopping me from engaging in a little good-old-fashioned stress relief?

      Well, at the moment, a concussion and deep tissue bruising. And the shadow of an ex-lover whom I was unlikely to ever have for more than a trist.

      “Gideon, I can’t,” I breathed.

      “I know.” He rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly. “Not while we’re working together. Hustler House rules, right?”

      I’d thoroughly dashed them by this point. I’d been sleeping with Logan for half the Morocco trip and most of the way back. If I wanted to indulge, there wasn’t much more I could do to hurt my credibility in front of my girls. But it was as good an explanation as any.

      I forced a smile. “Yes, I have a contract to maintain. And I don’t think the hospital would appreciate us christening one of their beds.”

      Gideon’s answering smile was impish. “But after?”

      I chewed my lip, stalling for time. I wouldn’t have an after if I didn’t solve our blackmail situation. But what if, in that hypothetical future, I crawled out from beneath the threats? Then what? I wasn’t sure how to pick up the pieces that Logan had left behind. Any relationship I started was probably doomed to a messy end. But would it be so bad to be with Gideon? We got along. And the relationship would be simpler than whatever I had with Logan.

      “Maybe,” I said. It was the best I could offer him.

      “I can live with maybe.” He squeezed my hand. “Do you need help? Should I get the doctor?”

      “Yes, I think that would be for the best.” The sooner I was released, the better. I needed pain meds and a good night’s sleep before I tackled this fresh hell. “But first, help me to the bathroom.”

      Gideon cupped my face once more in his broad hands before helping me to my feet. I swayed dangerously and he wound an arm around my waist, pulling me into his chest. His lips pressed to mine for a warm, gentle kiss. “Think about it, alright?”

      “About what?” A deep growl demanded from the doorway.

      Logan stood haloed in the entryway to my room, face glowing with righteous fury. There was murder in his eyes when he glared at Gideon Harvey.

      Shit.
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      Logan

      The flashing of the blue police lights were burned into my retinas as I raced into Whittier Hospital.

      I should have told her to stay on the main road.

      My mind swirling in vicious circles, I hurried down the hall toward Mina’s assigned room. When I’d finally tracked the car, I’d found it at the bottom of a ravine, crumpled like a tin can. A half dozen police cars had been situated at the scene, cataloging the details. For a minute, I’d been back in Fallujah, clutching my bleeding side, waiting for death to wrap clammy hands around my throat and drag me straight down to hell. It was the closest parallel I could draw to the sight laid out before me. The thought that she might be lying dead or broken in the ruined car left me completely paralyzed with pain.

      If I’d stressed the importance of staying surrounded by traffic, she might have stayed on the main road. If I’d been with her in the car, I could have kept her on the only safe path forward. If, if, if. My life seemed completely saturated with doubt and the ever-present if.

      Thank the saints I hadn’t been arrested. When I’d panicked at the scene because I obviously recognized the car, and Mina had already been transported by ambulance, I’d been questioned. Apparently, getting into an argument with an officer and trying to rush to the hospital to make sure the love of your life is alive can make one look guilty of pushing her off the road in a lover’s quarrel.

      Love of my life?

      Before I could take that thought deeper, a nurse called out to ask who I was there to visit. When I told her, she came out from behind her station, her chirpy voice grating against my nerves. “Sir, Miss Blakely isn’t supposed to be receiving guests at this juncture. If you’d come back at another time—”

      “She’ll see me.” I was absolutely certain Mina wouldn’t turn me away at a time like this. Stubborn she may have been, but she needed an anchor right now.

      “I’d like to hear that from Miss Blakeley or her power of attorney before I let you in there.”

      I continued forward, outpacing her by a few yards. Let her call security. I wasn’t leaving until I assessed Mina’s health and safety for myself.

      Her room was positioned at the end of the hall, near the stairwell. Handy, in the case that we had to bounce. I didn’t believe her attacker would follow the paramedics to the hospital, but on the off chance that another attempt was made, I could carry her out of the building.

      Her door was propped slightly ajar, and it was a simple matter to push it open. I froze in the doorway, taking in the tableau with mounting fury.

      Gideon Harvey stood in the middle of the room, an arm curled around Mina’s waist. She had one hand resting lightly on his bicep. His lips moved against hers in a gentle, coaxing rhythm.

      He pulled away from her with a soft smile and murmured, “Think about it, alright?”

      “Think about what?” I growled.

      Harvey’s hands dropped away from Mina’s waist at once and she swayed. His hand shot back out, catching her before she could crumple to the floor.

      “Shit, Mina. I’m sorry. You’re still concussed. Let me help you.” Harvey guided her to the edge of the bed and helped her to sit.

      Mina’s eyes remained firmly fixed on me, guilt dancing in her eyes.

      Gideon turned to face me, and his grin was back. I longed to punch it right off his face. Who the fuck did he think he was, laying a hand on her? She wasn’t his, no matter what he’d paid. What a disgusting, slimy cretin to press his advantage while she was injured.

      But I was going to be having a meeting with hospital security as it was, and I didn’t need to add aggravated assault to my list of misdeeds, especially after having to go down to the police station and be interviewed. Though, on the other hand, the hospital was the perfect place for Harvey if he continued to touch Mina. He’d need a room right next to hers if I had any say about it.

      “Mr. Farraday, wow. It’s nice to finally meet you. Miss Anwick speaks about you often. I think you might be her favorite mogul in the industry. I’m Gideon Harvey, by the way. I’ve met your father but never got the chance to speak with you personally since you took over as CEO of Farraday Industries.” Gideon’s gaze flicked back to Mina once, and his smile dimmed a fraction. “What are you doing here, if I might ask?”

      “Logan is a friend of the family,” Mina said, dropping her gaze to the blanket draped across her legs. “He and my brother Keenan go way back, right Logan?”

      “Right,” I ground out. “Could I speak to you alone, Mina? It’s about what we discussed the other day.”

      Mina nodded, though her reluctance was palpable. “Gideon, could you go check on Heather, please? I’m a little hungry, maybe you could find the doctor and see if it’s okay for me to eat.”

      Gideon squeezed Mina’s hand once and stood, brushing his rumpled suit coat off with the other. Had the man been here all night? “Of course. I’ll be back posthaste, I promise.”

      Harvey offered me a hand before he left the room, and it took every ounce of self-control to just trade grips with the man, and let him keep his fingers intact. When the door closed behind him, I rounded on Mina.

      She raised her hands in a gesture of surrender and spoke before I could gather steam. “I know. I know I shouldn’t have gone off the main road. It was stupid.”

      “More than stupid, that decision could have been lethal. What if there had been a tree in the way, Mina? Or a lake at the bottom of that ravine? Your front glass cracked, if you’d been unconscious you would have...” My throat constricted painfully. I couldn’t let myself even voice the fear aloud, it hurt so badly. “You cannot be that reckless again, Mina.” The words came out sharper than I’d intended and their effect on Mina was almost instantaneous.

      Her hazel eyes went as flat and cold as an iced latte. Her spine shot ramrod straight, which pushed her chest forward. She still managed to look spectacular, even in the mottled green and gray of her hospital gown. I wasn’t able to appreciate the effect for long, because Mina stood and took a staggering step forward, using the bed for support.

      Jumpy already, a sense of panic seized me when she swayed, and I stepped forward, extending a hand toward her.

      She slapped it away on reflex. “Don’t you dare order me around, Farraday,” she hissed. “You aren’t my father and you have no say in my life. Not anymore.”

      It was the second time in as many weeks that she’d compared me to Walter Blakely. Anger edged out my panic and I stalked toward her, wincing when she shrank back against the mattress. I hadn’t meant to frighten her, but she needed to get the point, damn it. Or she was going to get herself killed in a fruitless attempt to defy me.

      I placed a hand on either side of her face, treasuring the heat and color that burned high in her cheeks. God, but I loved this woman. The pink flush in her cheeks was so damned lovely, especially when I’d feared I’d never see it again.

      The image I’d been fighting the whole way here flashed before my mind’s eye. Mina, cold and still, her skin waxy and tinged blue-gray in death. Those gorgeous, flashing eyes fixed and glassy, never to glare my way ever again.

      A shudder rocked through me and I tipped her face upwards so I could examine every perfect plane of it beneath the fluorescent light above the bed. My thumbs traced absent patterns into her skin and my voice came out rough and thick with the emotion I’d repressed on the ride over. “You can’t die. I couldn’t survive it, Mina. You’re the only good thing I’ve had in years. I can’t lose you too.”

      Mina’s expression softened and she leaned into my palm, placing a gentle kiss above the curve of my wrist. “I’m not dead, Logan. And I don’t plan on dying any time soon. So relax, okay? I’m not going anywhere.”

      I leaned toward her, drawn inexorably by the sweetness of her scent and the siren call that was her lips. I only meant for it to be a chaste kiss. Drowning in the overlarge hospital gown, she looked extremely fragile, like the slightest pressure might snap her in two. But as always, my best intentions went straight to hell where Mina was concerned.

      She gripped a handful of my shirt, anchoring herself firmly against me. Throwing all caution to the wind, one toned calf curled around mine, drawing me closer. Her nipples rubbed against my chest through the material of her gown, and I’d have bet money that some enterprising EMT had cut her bra off before she made it to the hospital. A flash of unreasonable jealousy crashed through me at the thought, and I seized the hem of her gown and yanked it up around her waist.

      Mina backed us into the bed, her free hand scrabbling at my tie, trying in vain to undo the Windsor knot with one hand.

      It took considerable effort of will, but I dragged myself away from her, breathing hard. I released my grip on her gown and stepped far enough away that the scent of her wouldn’t tempt me into further action. “No.”

      “Get back here,” Mina ordered, imperious as always. The stubborn note in her voice made me smile.

      “No, Mina,” I said, guiding her gently to a sitting position on the hospital mattress. She didn’t go quietly, grumbling obscenities the whole way. She’d thank me later when the adrenaline wore off and the full extent of her injuries caught up with her.

      “Why not?”

      “Well, for one, I doubt the good doctors would appreciate my taking advantage of their patient. Two, you’ve been concussed and bruised. I won’t hurt you further, Mina.”

      Fat tears gathered at the corners of her eyes and she blinked rapidly, trying to dispel them. The first rolled onto her cheek and streaked down her chin. A second followed, and then a third.

      “Damn it,” she whispered. “Why can’t you just fuck me, Logan?”

      “I won’t hurt you,” I murmured again, brushing one crystalline tear from her cheek before it could drip onto her gown.

      “You’re already hurting me. This whole thing hurts so fucking much.” She grasped my biceps, squeezing, gazing earnestly up at me, the pain in her eyes raw and unguarded. Fresh tears hazed her eyes. They fell so thick and fast that I couldn’t catch even half of them.

      “I love you,” she confessed with a great, hiccupping sob. “I meant it when I said it before. Do you know what it’s like, watching you with her? She has you, whether I like it or not. And I can’t stop her. I couldn’t find a way through to get to the blackmail evidence. My fucking brother saw to that. To love you and know I can’t have you? It’s torture, Logan.”

      I knew the feeling exactly. It welled up from somewhere primal every time I saw her in Harvey’s arms. I drew her more tightly against my chest, cradling her head in the hollow of my throat. Her breaths fanned across my neck in short, shuddering gasps.

      “I’m sorry.” The words came out as a barely audible whisper. “I’m so fucking sorry, Mina. I’m sorry I’m a bastard and I’m sorry I drew you into this clusterfuck in the first place. I’m going to make it right somehow.”

      And I meant every goddamned syllable. I’d find a way out of this miserable mess and come out the other side a free man, freeing her in the process. And then Mina could have me in every sense of the word.

      With any luck, I’d find a way to have her as well.
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      Mina

      The weather in the Heights may have risen to a broiling one hundred and three degrees, but the interior of Logan’s car was frostier than ever.

      I peeked at him in my periphery. Still no change.

      Logan had been uncharacteristically still for the remainder of my hospital stay, with the exception of my quiet breakdown. It seemed like his anger with me hadn’t abated much. After a short nap, I’d awoke to find him bent double in a chair, staring at his steepled fingers as though they held the answers to life’s problems. He’d been largely silent throughout the parade of doctors, ignoring my distress as I was poked and prodded like a particularly vocal pincushion.

      I’d been given the go-ahead to return to work in a day or two, and instructed to have someone drive me to and fro for the next day and a half until the dizziness subsided.

      Naturally, Logan had volunteered his services to that end. And so we’d spent the last hour plodding toward my penthouse, making our way through the rush of traffic in near total silence, the only sound the radio.

      When I could take it no more, I slammed an open palm onto the radio’s off button, silencing a rendition of Antonio Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. “Alright, I’m getting really tired of this.”

      Logan tore his gaze away from the stick figure family plastered to the back of a soccer mom’s minivan. He raised one perfect brow at me, his face utterly unreadable.

      “What?” He took the turn off of the main drag, onto the side road that led to my apartment.

      I waved a hand at him. “This. This hot and cold routine. It needs to stop. Either you care or you don’t. But don’t jerk me around, Logan. I don’t have time for it.”

      Logan was saved from immediately answering by the obstacle of my front gate. He rolled down his window, letting a draft of baking air into the cool interior of the Escalade. In a moment he was situating his SUV in my usual space.

      I glowered at the designated parking sign. It was yet another reminder of what I’d lost. No mechanic in the world could save the pretty white Lexus after the dive I’d taken into the ravine. It was worth little more than scrap at this point.

      “I’m trying to sort things out,” he muttered, more to himself than to me. “You’re sure it was a woman driving the BMW?”

      I sighed. We’d gone over this at the hospital. On the rare occasion he’d spoken to me, it was only to press for details of the crash.

      “Positive. Unless there was a hair band revival that I missed. I haven’t seen long, luxurious locks like that on a man since Steven Tyler.”

      Logan snorted once in amusement and then lapsed back into silence.

      My phone buzzed against my hip, startling me from my irritation. Flicking the screen on, I perused my notifications. There was a missed call and three texts from Gideon. Shit. I’d forgotten we were due to meet for dinner this evening.

      The most recent message read only, You OK?

      “I need to call Gideon,” I muttered. “He’s probably beside himself.”

      Logan’s grip tightened on the wheel. “It’s none of his fucking business. He doesn’t own you.”

      “And neither do you, Farraday,” I snapped. “This is business, so take your possessive bullshit and shove it. I’m missing work and he deserves to know how long I’ll be indisposed.”

      Logan glowered and got out of the car.

      The trip from the Escalade was a slow process. After the adrenaline had finally trickled from my system, stiffness had set in. I staggered forward with all the grace of a B movie zombie and was grateful for Logan’s hand on my elbow, though I’d never admit it.

      The lobby’s air conditioning felt like nirvana after the heat. Heather was waiting for me by the wall of P.O. boxes situated near the front desk. She turned a ferocious scowl on Logan the moment we stepped through the doors.

      “I can take it from here,” she said coolly, slinging an arm around my shoulder. “You’ve done enough, Farraday.”

      The arctic note in her voice was so chilly that even I shuddered. I’d never heard her take that tone with anyone, even her ex-boss. It warmed a small part of me to know Heather was still willing to go to bat for me, even against a powerhouse like Logan. But there were other matters to be dealt with and if I were being totally honest, I trusted Logan to at least get me safely upstairs.

      “Actually, Heather, I need you to talk to the building manager about my parking arrangement. I’d rather not have Logan’s Escalade towed because he’s in my spot. Could you explain the situation?”

      Heather’s withering stare said he deserved that much and more, but she finally shrugged. “I’ve been called in for a job in an hour or two. Will you be okay alone with him?” She spat the pronoun like a curse.

      I grinned in spite of my sour mood. Oddly, Heather’s antagonism lessened the weight of my own. “I’ll be fine. Logan won’t let anything happen to me.”

      Of that much, I was confident. He’d probably be circling like an attack helicopter for the next few days. I trusted him to keep my body safe. But my heart? That I needed to guard. It was already bruised and I wasn’t sure it could take another beating.

      Heather didn’t seem happy about it, but she left Logan to guide me to the elevators without further protest.

      I dialed Gideon’s number on the way up to the penthouse. Logan slouched in the corner as I waited for him to answer, hands clenching around the metal bar.

      “Mina?” Gideon asked in a rush, picking up on the first ring. “Are you okay? You weren’t answering your phone.”

      Finally. A man who made his feelings perfectly clear. I smiled, touched by his worry for me. “I’m fine, Gideon. But I’m afraid we’ll have to reschedule the dinner tonight. I look like I’ve been through ten miles of bad road and I don’t want to scare your family.”

      “It’s fine, Mina, really. You were in an accident. Don’t worry about it. I’ll tell them I have to work late and we won’t be able to attend.”

      “Thank you, Gideon. I’ll owe you one. I know this isn’t what we had planned.”

      “Hmm. I suppose I could forgive you if you’ll allow me to take you on a real date sometime.” His tone was light and teasing, but the words made my stomach clench nonetheless.

      I glanced in Logan’s direction. He’d gotten a white-knuckled grip on the bar and stared at the floor of the elevator like he could burn a hole into it with his gaze alone. So he’d probably heard.

      “We’ll see.”

      “Get well soon, Mina.”

      “I’ll try.”

      Gideon bid me farewell as the doors dinged open at the penthouse. I barely had the time to shove my phone into my handbag before Logan pulled me through the doors and braced my back against my foyer wall. One calloused hand skimmed my waist and hoisted my blouse out of the way. His fingers splayed against the small of my back, hauling me into the solid wall of muscle that made up his torso.

      His lips came down on mine and a hard nip to my bottom lip drew a gasp from me. He pressed his advantage, tongue tangling with mine in a dance for dominance that was familiar and exhilarating.

      His hips pinned mine into place, and already his arousal pressed eagerly against my stomach. Want unfurled in my belly as he ground the evidence of his excitement against me. A slow, throbbing ache began in my core, competing with the rest of my body’s discomforts.

      I probably shouldn’t encourage this. Logan’s possessive streak was only endearing when he was mine. As he was technically still engaged, this could end in nothing but pain for me.

      But God help me, I needed him like I needed air to breathe. Every second he wasn’t inside me I ached. So when he pulled me onto the sofa, I didn’t object.

      When I attempted to undo the knot of his tie, he pulled my hands free. “Don’t.”

      “I want your clothes off.”

      “Later, when you’re not sore,” he murmured against my throat. He carefully skirted the faded bruises that still littered my skin there.

      “So, what? You’re just going to get me worked up and then leave?”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” he said, tugging the hem of my skirt out of the way.

      The deft fingers of one hand undid my blouse and parted it so that he had a stellar view of my chest. He skimmed a rough hand over my belly, drawing more shivers from me. Kissing down my stomach, his whiskers made me squirm. He hadn’t shaved since the night before and had the beginnings of five o’clock shadow.

      “I’m going to go down on you and then you are going to go to sleep,” Logan informed me. If he was expecting an argument, he wasn’t going to get one. At this point, I’d take any relief. While I craved the feeling of him inside of me, our idea of good sex was only going to hurt me, and I needed to be able to stand up straight sometime this week.

      Logan continued his path downward, tracing the contours of my stomach with his tongue before seizing the skirt, pulling it off me in one fluid move. Logan caressed my thighs, and ridding me of my panties, pushed them apart gently, baring me to his gaze. He pressed insistent kisses to my hip, the curve of my thigh and finally settled in between my legs. Anticipation glinted in his eyes and the look he gave me made my stomach flip.

      The first stroke of his tongue had my back arching off the cushions. The warmth of his mouth closed around my small, throbbing bud. When his teeth pulled at it, a small cry escaped me as he lathed my most sensitive place in slow, lazy strokes.

      He pressed two fingers into me, filling me and sating the aching need for his cock, at least temporarily. I wriggled, trying to somehow bring him closer than he already was. He chuckled, and the vibration had me arching up again.

      Logan curled his fingers, pumping them in and out of me in a rhythm that had stars dancing before my eyes. Sometimes I swore he knew my body better than I did, after carefully mapping every inch of it with his fingers, his lips, his tongue during the years we’d been together.

      The barest edge of teeth scraping across my clit sent spikes of pure ecstasy up my spine. I bucked, so close to the edge already that I could practically taste it. Tension coiled in my belly, a spring ready to be released.

      The tempo of his thrusts increased, massaging over the spot that had the tension curling tighter, bringing me ever closer to that peak. My legs shook and I threaded a hand into his hair, tugging hard. He let out a growl of pleasure and I was lost. My body bucked against his mouth, another cry wrenching itself from me.

      When I settled back onto the couch, panting, I felt boneless. A wave of weariness stole over me and I offered him a sleepy, unguarded smile. “Stay with me, please.”

      Logan hesitated, unfathomable emotions flickering behind his blue eyes. But he only nodded once, shimmying up the couch so he could wrap his arms around me and tuck me into his chest.

      I curled as close as humanly possible to him on the small couch. My eyes fluttered closed and in no time at all, I was drifting, the warm pressure of Logan’s arms assuring me that I was safe. At least, for now.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke, my body still ached. My searching fingers found Logan’s half of the couch cold. Nothing but rough fabric met my touch.

      Levering myself into a sitting position, I scanned the room and found him a few feet away, settled in one of the armchairs, staring at his phone.

      His expression was as cold and remote as an Alaskan winter. My heart sank straight to my toes. Clearly, the romp on the couch hadn’t affected him as much as I’d hoped. His aquamarine eyes betrayed nothing. I could have gleaned more from staring into the Pacific.

      Aching vulnerability settled over me, and I unconsciously hunched my shoulders forward with uncertainty. Which man was the real Logan? The icy, forbidding mogul with his unfathomable eyes, or the man who’d touched me softly in the hospital, who’d easing my pain by degrees until I’d finally relaxed enough to sleep?

      “They were able to read the plates.”

      “What?” The subject matter caught me completely off guard.

      “The police called your phone while you were asleep. They were able to use a closed-circuit camera to catch the plates of the BMW following you. I have a contact on the force. The car was a rental registered to a woman named Bea Hunter.”

      The name ticked something in the back of my mind. I was too tired to chase the memory at the moment. “And?”

      “And she’s better known as Miss Ginger in the Heights. She runs an escort service with similar business practices as the Hustlers. I suspect that’s where the undeserved reputation for prostitution is coming from.”

      I sat up straighter, clutching a throw pillow for dear life. Fucking Miss Ginger. Scott Flemming had been perusing a page of escorts on his phone during the party. I wondered if there was a connection. Had I mentioned to Logan that Scott had been there?

      “So it wasn’t an accident. Someone was trying to kill me.”

      Of all the motivations I’d considered, cutthroat business practices hadn’t been one of them. Could my blackmailer truly be a vicious harpy trying to scare off her biggest competitor?

      Logan nodded. “And to that end, I had my PI friend secure an invitation to the soiree Miss Ginger is hosting Friday.” Logan fanned out two shiny tickets, flicking one toward me. I vaguely recognized the name of the club—Ecstasy. It was a favorite for celebrities. My brother frequented it often. “I assume you’ll want to come?”

      Oh, hell yes. Miss Ginger wasn’t going to get away with threatening me and mine without consequences. There was only one burning question left in my mind.

      “Am I accompanying you in a personal or professional capacity?”

      Logan remained stubbornly inscrutable. “That’s up to you. Are you in?”

      I tucked the ticket into my handbag, baring my teeth in more snarl than smile.

      “I’m in. Let’s take this bitch down.”
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      Logan

      After so long by Mina’s side, it felt alien to step onto the paved drive of my own home. I’d have been happy to stay curled in the cozy confines of Mina’s sitting room, watching her sleep. God knew she needed the rest after the ordeal she’d been through.

      But I couldn’t duck my responsibilities forever. I could only take so much time off, and I had a guise to maintain. I hadn’t seen Phoebe for almost two days and my absence had surely been noted. No need to give Owen Mason more ammunition to use against me when the time came. So when Heather came back to the penthouse, I headed home.

      Mounting the sweeping staircase, I opened one of the wide double doors and stepped into the foyer.

      A soft sound from the den caught my attention and I went rigid, straining my ears to determine the source. With my senses on high alert, I crept forward, tensed and ready to throw a blow. Mina had already been attacked and it stood to reason that whoever wanted her dead wasn’t above breaking into my home to attempt the same. After all, her blackmailer had sent her to me for a reason. Whoever it was, they clearly held no love for me either.

      The door to the den stood slightly ajar and a diffused glow filtered through the gap. The sound became more pronounced and distinguishable. The tension didn’t ease from my shoulders. Something was still wrong, just not life-threateningly so.

      I pressed lightly on the door and it swung open to reveal Phoebe curled into a tight ball, tears streaming down her face.

      It was hard to deny that she was pretty, even like this. Flushed pink, eyelashes dewed with tears, and her full lips turned down into a tragic pout, she would have been the envy of any actress. Somehow, she managed to remain radiant perfection even while going to pieces.

      A masculine sixth sense informed me that this was due to some fuck-up of mine, and the temptation to back right out the door was strong. But I’d never been the sort of man who ran from confrontation, so I steeled myself and stepped into the room.

      “Phoebe?” I said cautiously. No matter what had brought this on, she needed to be handled with infinite care. Phoebe wasn’t like Mina, who’d sooner castrate me than let me handle her with kid-gloves. Phoebe was delicate, and I’d managed to trample all over her feelings. “Phoebe, what’s wrong?”

      She peeked up from her knees as I entered the room, her reproachful stare confirming what I’d suspected. I’d fucked up.

      “Don’t you dare try that innocent act with me, Logan Farraday. You know exactly what you did.”

      For once, I found myself absolutely wrong-footed. What on earth was I supposed to have done? Since leaving work I’d waited in a bar and then ended up at the police station, and traveled to the hospital in the wake of Mina’s accident. Even if she’d somehow received word I’d gone, she couldn’t be sure who I’d gone to see. With my father’s ill health, it could very well have been him.

      Phoebe reached down wordlessly and seized her cell from the coffee table, tapping the code to open it. She spun the screen around so I could see.

      A grainy photo showed Mina, curled into my lap. The hospital bed barely held both of us, but I’d managed to draw us into a comfortable sitting position while Mina cried quietly into my shoulder.

      Dread traced a cool finger up my spine and the hairs on my neck stood on end. From the vantage point, it had to have been taken from the door of Mina’s room. I hadn’t spotted anyone passing through but hospital personnel, which meant that Mina’s stalker had either managed to sneak one of the nurse’s uniforms, or they had greater reach than I’d previously thought.

      “You were with her!” Phoebe accused. “I told you before, you don’t have to go to her. I’m your fiancée now, Logan. You’re supposed to turn to me, not that little redhaired slut!”

      I wanted to snatch that word right out of the air and ram it down Phoebe’s throat. After the media shitstorm Mina had gone through because of the tape, she’d heard her fair share of that type of insult. I wasn’t going to let anyone, even Katherine’s best friend, talk about her that way, not even behind closed doors.

      “Mina has been a long-time friend of the family and she was in a car accident. Did you want me to leave her battered and bruised with no ride home? I didn’t think that even you were that petty, Phoebe.”

      “That’s bullshit, Logan!” Phoebe shot to her feet, spitting my name like a curse. Man, she was really pissed. She rarely called me anything but the irritating pet name and almost never swore. “She’s your ex-girlfriend. And you’re fucking her. I can’t believe you’re cheating on me!”

      It wasn’t a question. I couldn’t dispute it without telling an outright untruth, so I changed tactics. “Phoebe, sit down. We need to talk.”

      “I’ll stand.” Anger flashed in her pale eyes.

      Despite my best intentions, my cock twitched with interest. My relationship with Mina had long ago taught me to associate a woman’s anger with sex. Mina’s temper inevitably led to some of the hottest sex I’d ever had in my life, and I’d never had a relationship last long enough for another woman to draw a similar response from me.

      “Fine.” I raked a hand through my hair. How did I put it? Phoebe, I’m a callous bastard who’s been toying with your affections in order to get closer to your father. Somehow that didn’t seem like the right sentiment to start the conversation with.

      “I’m waiting.”

      Another twitch. As if my damned cock hadn’t had enough animosity for one day.

      “I didn’t ask you to marry me because I loved you, Phoebe. Your father has been blackmailing me for the better part of a year. If I don’t marry you, he’ll pull his support from Farraday Industries and release information that could ruin my father.”

      Phoebe sat down hard on the couch, as if the truth had literally knocked her on her ass. She blinked rapidly, fresh tears spilling onto her pale cheeks as she stared at me, mouth agape.

      “So you...you’ve never loved me?” She sounded the words out slowly, rolling them around her mouth as though they tasted all wrong. “My God, do you even like me, Logan?”

      The sigh came from somewhere around my toes. I had been holding back this truth for months, and it was not as freeing to unburden myself as I’d hoped. No matter what I did, I’d be hurting a woman who didn’t deserve it.

      “You’re a wonderful woman, Phoebe. Any man would be lucky to have you.” The platitude sounded hollow, even to my ears. But it was true. Life had taught me that there was always someone out there whose crazy matched your crazy. Surely there had to be a man out there who needed a dizzy blonde with a decor magazine addiction?

      Phoebe sniffled and snatched a tissue from the box on the end table. She refused to look at me. “But I’m not that woman for you?”

      I fought back the immediate affirmative. Juggling Phoebe’s emotions was very like tossing around a priceless vase. If I fucked up and dropped it, the consequences would be dire. “If things had been different, maybe. If we’d had a chance to get to know each other, go on dates, have a love life unimpeded by your father maybe…”

      I dangled the hope out to her, hoping it would soften the blow. Let her place the blame where it belonged—right at the feet of her father. The lies still tasted bitter on my tongue. I knew what I needed to be happy in a marriage, and Phoebe could never give it to me. Hers would be a life of stifling contentment, a noose that tightened with age and children that would impale me on a white picket fence.

      Phoebe stood and drew herself up to her full height. Given her petite frame, the move was more cute than impressive. It was the icy determination in her eyes that gave me pause. “I don’t care.”

      “Pardon?”

      Phoebe advanced on me. I expected a blow. Instead, her arms twined around my neck like clinging vines. She pulled herself flush against my chest, one hand scrabbling against the front of my dress pants. Her intent became very clear.

      “I don’t care,” she repeated, a note of desperation creeping into her voice. Her face glowed with barely suppressed hope. “Maybe it didn’t start out the way you wanted, but you could be happy with me. Let me show you.”

      I tried to pull her free gently, but she wouldn’t budge. At this rate, I was going to have to grip her hard enough to bruise in order to get her off of me. She pressed forward, using momentum to swing herself onto the couch and pull me down on top of her. She hooked one leg around mine, lifting her hips so that she rubbed against my semi-erect cock. A breath hissed out from between my teeth.

      She finally managed to free my belt and slid a hand into my pants, stroking my length with tentative fingers. Her mouth latched onto my neck, her teeth testing my throat experimentally. I hardened still further, and she seemed to take it as encouragement.

      “Fuck me,” she coaxed. “You and I can be happy. You just have to give things a chance to progress naturally.”

      Anger whited out my vision for a few seconds, and when I came back to myself, I’d grabbed a fistful of her skirt and hiked it up around her waist to reveal a pair of lacy blue panties beneath. Her eyes were huge in her face, torn between fear and arousal.

      The voice snarling from my throat barely sounded like my own as a horrible edge of mockery crept in. “So you’d let me fuck you any way I wanted? Right here, right now?”

      “Logan—”

      “No, Phoebe. Answer the damn question. If I wanted to fuck you on your knees until you were raw, pull your hair, raise welts on your ass with a belt, you’d be fine with that?”

      A small whimper caught in her throat. “Logan, stop. This isn’t you. Just make love to me.”

      “You don’t know the first thing about me, Phoebe. You want a Ken doll you can mash together with Barbie and play house with. You don’t love me. You don’t even want to have sex with me. Not the way I’d like it, certainly. You want someone to give you sweet missionary style with some soft music and candles? I’m not your man. Find someone else to play your games, Phoebe. I’m not in the mood.”

      I disentangled myself from her grip and sat up, redoing my buttons. My cock strained against my pants and I did my best to ignore it. I wasn’t going to indulge it with this woman. Ever.

      Phoebe sat up as well, her lip wobbling dangerously.

      I banished the pity that welled in response. Phoebe had brought this scene on herself. I’d expected her to be appalled. To call off the engagement, at the very least. Instead, she’d confirmed one of my worst suspicions. Phoebe had been in on this, at least in part.

      She smoothed her skirt back into place and fixed me with a steely glare. “You’ll regret that, Logie-bear. I always get what I want.”

      She flounced toward the door with another distinct sniffle and slammed it behind her. A few minutes later, the front door slammed as well. With any luck, she’d stay away. But this was far from over. I knew I hadn’t seen the last of Owen Mason or his daughter.

      And for the first time, two pieces of disparate information clicked together. Phoebe’s preferred car was her Porsche. But she’d received a BMW from her father as a graduation present a few years ago. It wouldn’t have been difficult to change the detailing on the car and pass it off to a third party. Was Phoebe more involved in the conspiracy than I’d first been led to believe?  Jealousy could be a real killer, and Phoebe had it in spades.

      The question was, had Phoebe attempted to murder Mina?
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      Mina

      I’d soaked in an Epsom salt bath at Hustler Headquarters several times throughout the day and still hadn’t managed to dispel all the aches that plagued me. I felt somewhat human, which was a vast improvement over the staggering zombie I’d resembled yesterday.

      Logan was due to arrive any time. As I shuffled through papers on the couch, I was a little nervous to bring him into Hustler Headquarters—given our penchant for intense fights and explosive make up sex shortly afterward. I’d impressed upon every single one of my girls the importance of remaining abstinent while doing business with their client. No matter how attractive the client was, how much booze you’d had to drink, no matter how he may insist. Don’t indulge.

      Filthy hypocrite that I was, I’d managed to break my own carefully crafted rules a dozen times over now. First in Morocco, and now twice since taking Logan’s first payment. I’d stashed away the three million he’d already provided and was tempted to send it and the three million I had in reserve to the blackmailer.

      Only one thing stopped me. In the first email, my blackmailer stipulated I had to con Logan out of the six million. It really shouldn’t have mattered how I raised the money, but I had the sinking feeling that if the amount didn’t come from Logan personally, they’d make good on their threat and start hurting my girls.

      They’d already shown they had no compunctions with murder. It would have been very easy for this Bea Hunter person to have killed me. One spark and my gas tank could have gone up in flames. Trapped unconscious in my car, I wouldn’t have been able to escape before it was too late. They could have cut my throat or strangled me. I shuddered.

      No, the attempt on my life had been a shot across the bow. They could find us, they could kill us, and they could get away with it. The message was clear, and I cared too much about my girls to fuck around with the mysterious blackmailer. With any luck, she’d be caught red-handed at the party of Miss Ginger’s. But if she was just another link in the chain, well...at least I’d come one step closer to discovering the motives behind this.

      Luciana poked her head into my office. Just the sight of her golden face made me feel a little better. Luciana was one of my first girls, and an unfortunate incident had forced her back into headquarters for the time being.

      Luciana Allende was the daughter of an Argentinian politician. She’d tried her luck at becoming an actress in LA, only to be literally and figuratively screwed over by her agent. She’d been one of my greatest assets, and the one who’d kept the rest of the girls from panicking when I’d been forced to reveal the threat we were under.

      Her long black hair was pulled into an elegant twist at the base of her neck, and a strand of diamonds glittered at her throat. She must have a ritzy client to see. She didn’t have a contract that I could recall, but given the jostling I’d gone through, I was surprised I could remember my own name. Maybe it was a date. I hadn’t been very good at keeping up with my girls’ personal lives of late, too absorbed in my own melodrama to sit down and chat.

      “Mina, there’s a man here to see you.” An appreciative note crept into her voice and the glint in her eyes was rather speculative. It had to be Logan.

      “Send him in, please.” I shifted the stack of papers in front of me, the jumble of reports from my girls. “And Luce? I need your numbers again. I think it’s a simple accounting mistake but they were off for last quarter.”

      Something flickered in her gaze, and I felt like a bitch for scolding her. Everyone had been pitching in, forgoing their paychecks for the month to dig us out of the hole I’d managed to sink us in. Luciana, in particular, had been going above and beyond, keeping all the others in line.

      “I’m sorry, Luce.” I scrubbed my hands over my face. “I didn’t mean for it to sound like an accusation. I’m just...super stressed right now. I’m sure that accounting did the paperwork wrong. Don’t worry about it.”

      Luciana nodded tightly and retreated from the doorway, wearing a rather wounded expression.

      I could have punched myself. Way to go, Blakely. Alienate your girls as well. You weren’t doing enough damage to your professional reputation already.

      I sank back in my chair and waited.

      Logan entered the room a minute later, drawing the heavy oak door closed behind him. It clicked into place audibly, a shutter between us and the rest of the world. My rigid posture relaxed a fraction. I wasn’t on call to impress Logan.

      I frowned. He looked distinctly rumpled, like he’d rolled around in the suit and neglected to comb his hair.

      “What happened to you?”

      Logan grimaced. “I went to a hotel last night. Katherine was pissed at me for upsetting Phoebe. God knows why I left my own damn house. Still, it’s probably best I’m not there for the time being. I’ll get a room at the Ritz-Carlton if I have to until this whole thing blows over.”

      He rubbed his neck as he sat across from me, and only then did I notice the discoloration barely hidden by his upturned collar. My palms twitched and sudden blinding fury reigned in my head. He had a fucking hickey. It was too fresh and inexpertly done to be from our tryst at the coffee house.

      “You might want to wear cover-up,” I said coolly, gesturing to my own neck with a sneer. “It’s a little unprofessional to be walking around with that on display, don’t you think?”

      He flushed, the first real indicator of guilt I’d seen on his face in ages. “As you’ve yet to turn up anything on the blackmail leveled at my father, I’m still technically engaged.”

      “You need to drop her like a bad phone plan,” I snapped. “Either you’re with me in this, Logan, or you’re not. I don’t care which, but I’m tired of being jerked around.”

      “It isn’t that simple,” he growled.

      I slapped my palms down on the expensive coffee table and leaned forward so my face was close to his. “Yes, it is that simple, Logan. A successful businessman can spin anything. This blackmail isn’t even about you. Let your father take the heat for whatever the information contains and then re-forge the company in response. It’s a classic PR move.”

      “Some of us actually give two shits about our fathers, Mina,” he snarled, hands curling into fists at his sides. “He’s dying.  And I’ll crawl into the grave after him before I let him go out during the midst of a scandal. My father will be remembered as a good and successful man, no matter what I have to do to ensure that.”

      “Even if it means fucking Phoebe Mason?”

      Logan’s entire body jerked, as though I’d reached up and slapped him. My palms tingled with the desire to do just that. Silly me, believing him when he’d said he wanted to be with me, and me alone. It was another fantastic fabrication from Logan Farraday. He should hang up his hat as CEO and go into politics. He had the right demeanor for it.

      “I’m not fucking Phoebe Mason. And what about you, huh? You seem cozy with Gideon Harvey. Has he gotten what he paid for yet? Has he fucked you?”

      That did it. I swung at him, snarling in fury when he caught my wrist inches from his face. He’d gone there. He’d called me a fucking prostitute. Again.

      “Maybe I should fuck Gideon,” I hissed. “He at least seems to know what the hell he wants.”

      Logan used his grip on my wrist to haul me forward and over the coffee table, jerking me into his arms so forcefully I smacked against the muscle of his chest audibly.

      His lips crushed mine in a sensuous attack that stole my breath and made my knees go wobbly. His mouth was hard and unyielding, demanding my capitulation.

      I smacked his bicep hard. I wasn’t playing this game with him. If I surrendered, let him plunder my mouth like some savage marauder, we’d end up having sex on my couch. I’d worked too hard to garner the respect of my girls to dash it all for one angry fuck.

      “Get out,” I hissed, pushing away from him.

      Logan’s expression cleared, the anger draining away. Regret flashed in his those deep, mesmerizing eyes for a moment. “Mina—”

      “No,” I said, wrenching myself from his arms and getting to my feet. His touch was a heady, addictive thing. If I let him keep touching me, I’d throw sense out the window and do something that I’d regret. “Get out, Logan. I’m serious. Get the fuck out of my office and don’t come back here. Nobody marches into my place of business and accuses me of being a whore.”

      Logan stood to face me. “You know I didn’t mean it that way—”

      A bitter laugh escaped me. “Oh, yes you did. Thank you for letting me know just how highly you think of me, Logan. It really warms my heart to know you hold me in such regard.” Sarcasm dripped like acid from my tongue, and I couldn’t bring myself to care that he was upset. If he wanted to own someone, he could content himself with the persistent little blonde waiting for him at home.

      “Mina—”

      I shoved him hard. He was a mountainous wall of muscle, and my attempt barely had any affect. He regarded me in silence for a long moment, before turning away, cold fury trailing him like a shadow. That anger was going to seriously screw up someone’s day. Heaven help the poor bastard who cut him off in traffic or got his coffee order wrong.

      Logan slammed the door so violently the pictures on my wall shuddered. The sound rang with finality and echoed in my ears long after he’d gone.

      Friday. I just had to make it to Friday and things would resolve themselves. And if Logan still hadn’t made his decision?

      Well...I did owe a handsome executive a date.
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      Logan

      I tried to reign in my anger as I stalked through the lobby of Mason’s downtown office.

      A bald security guard attempted to pull me to a stop before I got to the elevators. He was a corpulent man, already out of breath from doing a light jog behind me across the lobby. If we came to blows, I was sure I could knock his ass flat.

      “I’m going to need to see some form of ID, sir,” he said brusquely. Like he didn’t know damn well who I was. I’d have bet the substantial amount in my wallet that Mason’s security had been specifically ordered to keep me out. My headshot would have circulated the building so that no one, from powerhouse executive to peon, would overlook my presence.

      “Cut the bullshit and radio up to your boss,” I growled. “Tell him that his daughter’s fiancé is here and wants to speak to him about a matter of import.”

      The guard’s expression flickered before he paced away toward the elevator, lifting his radio to his mouth to relay my request.

      I considered heading for the stairs while the guard was otherwise occupied. I had the advantage of speed and I doubted security was going to start popping off bullets in an office building. But I’d give peace a go, just this once. It lessened the chance I’d land my ass in a jail cell.

      The guard gave me a curt nod. “Alright. Mr. Mason’s personal assistant is going to permit you to pass, so long as you accept an escort to the office. If you don’t comply, I have been authorized to toss you out.” His Adam’s apple bobbed nervously as he took stock of me, probably imagining just how much punishment I could take before going down.

      “Fine,” I snapped. “Just take me to Mason.”

      The guard jabbed the up button for the elevator and ushered me inside once the doors had dinged open.

      The ride up took an infuriatingly length of time, and my hands spasmed convulsively, itching to wrap around Owen Mason’s scrawny neck. This reckoning had been a long time coming.

      Mason’s office suite was situated at the end of a long hallway. Done up in silver and blue, it reminded me unpleasantly of his home and the many uncomfortable dinners I’d been dragged to by Phoebe.

      A petite woman sidestepped out from behind her desk and came to greet us. “Mr. Mason has cleared his schedule to meet with you, Mr. Farraday,” she informed me primly.

      “About damn time,” I muttered. It seemed like the coward was finally through avoiding this confrontation. Good.

      The PA bobbed at my elbow, offering me a selection of refreshments, which I refused. If I had scalding coffee in my hand, the temptation to throw it in Mason’s face would be overwhelming. My eyes were heavy with fatigue, the aches from sleeping on a bed that wasn’t my own were making themselves known, and there was a festering sense of shame that rested in my gut for the way I’d treated Mina. All of it faded nearly into insignificance now that I finally had the chance to squeeze Owen Mason for the truth about my father.

      I was ushered into an office that was a stark contrast to the one I’d inherited. My father had attempted to cultivate the erudite atmosphere of a dean’s office. Owen Mason had gone for a more spartan aesthetic, with ivory carpet, a large executive desk near a wide window, and very little else. A cluster of small chairs faced Owen’s desk, and it was to one of the spindly, expensive seats that I was escorted by the unnamed PA.

      Owen Mason barely glanced up from his computer, squinting at the information on his screen. His soft, doughy face scrunched up in distaste as he moved a file to the trash.

      “I do so hate spam,” he said in an offhanded tone. “You’d think people would have better things to do than waste the time of others.”

      “Speaking of which,” I ground out, forcing myself to keep my temper in check. There was a phalanx of guards in the building and I couldn’t lay all of them out.

      Owen’s lips twitched up into a small smile. “What is it you wanted to speak to me about, dear boy? I hope it’s an apology I can pass on to Phoebe. She called me last night, very upset with you. Why would you go and upset my little girl like that, Farraday? It makes a man wonder if his girl is choosing the right man.”

      “Fuck off with the innocent act, Mason,” I hissed. “You know damn well I’ve chosen nothing for months now. I want the information you have on my father. Tell me what the hell I’m dealing with. This cat and mouse game is over.”

      Owen’s grin slid seamlessly into a smirk and he finally turned his full attention to me, closing out of his inbox. “I was wondering when you’d stop pussyfooting around, Farraday. I’m actually surprised it took you so long. You always had a reputation as a direct businessman.”

      “Information. Now.”

      Owen steepled his fingers and examined me from behind a pair of reading glasses. “Are you sure you want to know? It’s pretty damning stuff, and I doubt you’ll ever look at him the same way. There are some things that a man should never have to know about his father.”

      Unease rippled through me for an instant, but I quashed it. Living in fear of what my father might have done was only going to bring more pain in the long run, as I scrabbled to defend him from an unseen threat. Better I take the bandage off quickly, to minimize the agony.

      “Tell me, Mason.”

      With a gusty sigh, Owen reached into his breast pocket and withdrew a flash drive. He fiddled with his computer, bringing up files on the screen before turning it to face me.

      A woman stared back at me, smiling brightly at a camera. There was no denying she was beautiful. She was probably in her late thirties or early forties, with sleek dark hair slung over one shoulder. The faintest beginnings of crow’s feet fanned around her dark, almond-shaped eyes.

      “This is Angela Greer. Your father’s wife.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about, Owen? My father hasn’t remarried since my mom passed.”

      Owen smiled tightly. “Oh, my dear boy. How naive.”

      He flicked to the next picture. This one depicted a serious blonde, with a small toddler hoisted up on one shoulder. The kid was attempting to eat one of her springy curls. She looked familiar. Aunt Fran? What was she doing in this file? Concern shot through me. I hadn’t visited her or my cousins since enlisting.

      The following picture depicted a woman I was almost certain was a secretary in one of my father’s New York offices.

      Owen clicked through a reel of attractive middle-aged women and then began reading off their names, kids, and home states.

      My stomach began to roll around wife number four. I had a sick feeling I knew where he was going with this.

      “I have thirteen marriage certificates,” Owen said as he finished with the pictures. “All of them with your father’s name or assumed name on them. An account has been set up for each of these women and their children. Congratulations on the twenty half-siblings, by the way. Your father appears to have been a very busy man.”

      I bent double in my chair, holding my head in my hands, fighting the urge to be sick all over the ivory carpet. My God. I’d wondered if my father had been hiding a mistress somewhere. Even the thought of a half-sibling had crossed my mind at some point. But twenty?

      If this was true, had my mother been the first? Or had there been another stashed in the shadowy wings, even as he walked her down the aisle?

      This had to be a lie. There was no way my father had been foolish enough to marry thirteen different women. Bigamy was illegal in every single state. California charged a fine of ten thousand dollars and the bigamist could serve time in jail for the act. It was the latter that really concerned me. The fines would be easy. I cut one check, and the fines would be a distant memory. But the jail time?

      I’d received word from Doctor Watts that my father had suffered another ischemic attack the night before. He’d warned me it was a sign of worse things to come. My father was unlikely to survive long in the subpar conditions of the state penitentiary.

      And then there were the ramifications if this ever got out. Owen would not be the only manufacturer to pull out of Farraday Industries if the scandal went public. The stock would tank overnight.

      Owen clucked disapprovingly. “I did warn you that this news would be distressing.”

      “It’s a lie,” I croaked. It had to be. Owen Mason had resources. He could have fabricated this whole thing. The alternative, that this was all the truth, was too horrible to consider.

      If this was true, there was no easy way out. There was no amount of spin that could make bigamy acceptable in the eyes of the American public. If I flouted Owen’s wishes and this went public, my father would die not only alone, but in shame. The company would inevitably go belly-up without backers.

      And worse. There was no way I’d ever have Mina. Owen would demand complete fidelity, lest he leak the information.

      “Why this?” I stood and paced the room, too riled to sit. “You could have asked for anything, you know. Better terms in your contract. Money, acclaim, power. Why a marriage? Why foist your daughter off on me? You know I can’t give her what she wants.”

      Owen’s smile softened his whole face. “What she wants is you. She’s been in love with you for years, Logan. And loathe as I am to hand her off, she’s had her heart set on you. And what my little girl wants, my little girl gets.”

      He turned back to his computer screen. “Now if that was all, you may go. I’m sure you’ll want to confer with your father about all of this.”

      Now that he mentioned it… Yes. I needed confirmation of what he’d shown me before I could forge my way ahead.

      I practically staggered out of the office, a sense of dread stealing over me.

      I’d go to the assisted living facility and demand answers. If my father told me it was a lie, I’d believe him. We’d fight the misinformation with a lawyer and an aggressive media campaign.

      But if it was the truth...

      No. It had to be a lie. For the sake of my mental well-being, I had to believe that.

      But in the pit of my stomach, a sick feeling still festered. Because I couldn’t be sure at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Mina

      A sea of colorful umbrellas waved in the breeze, giving Miss Anwick’s veranda a cheerful air. A cold front had thankfully moved in to chase the wall of humid air away from the Heights. Things were finally settling back into a normal rhythm, and it was a shame that I couldn’t sit back and enjoy it.

      Gideon’s friends and family had been invited to this little get-together, as a gesture of appreciation for company employees.

      Adele was having the time of her life, swaying to the beat of an upbeat jazz number with Miss Anwick’s great uncle.

      Helen, Gideon’s mother, Gideon, and I had been socializing by a table overlooking a sloping lawn. I’d found myself staring at the middle-distance often, formulating a tirade to unleash on Logan the next time I saw him. Even here, no amount of good food and chardonnay had been able to wash the spicy tang of anger from my tongue.

      “And this is my boss,” Gideon enthused, taking my elbow to gain my attention.

      I was pulled from my reverie as Miss Anwick swam into my line of vision. She was a strikingly beautiful woman. Taller than me at about six feet, her sleek dark hair had been arranged in an elegant twist at the base of her neck. Trademark emerald studs offset her green eyes. She looked very similar to the last time we’d met, during the gala at the Ritz-Carlton.

      “Oh hey, I know you,” I blurted stupidly. Gideon tensed beside me, and I realized my mistake a second too late. Hannah had never met Gideon’s boss. I rushed to cover my faux pas, forcing a light laugh. “I mean, I’ve seen you before. Gideon’s always telling me I read too many magazines. You’ve been on the cover of Business Insider twice, haven’t you?”

      Isadora’s smile lit her whole face. “Ah yes. And I might make it a third time. I think they’re interested in the newest innovations in our sector. And of course, we’re at the very head of the trend.” She pulled Gideon into her side and ruffled his hair in a playful manner. “But I might see if I could get darling Gideon to stand in for me next time. There’s only so many times the public wants to see this old mug on a cover. This handsome fellow deserves to be memorialized in print, doesn’t he?”

      I nodded, not trusting my wayward tongue. I couldn’t afford any more slip-ups. I’d already cheated Gideon out of precious days by indulging Logan’s little quest.

      Just thinking about him made my blood pressure tic up a notch. Damn it. Why was I letting him get under my skin like this? I knew better by now.

      “Dora, don’t,” Gideon said, disentangling himself from the playful mussing of his hair. “What if the press sees?”

      “Let them,” Isadora said with a smile.

      The odd little exchange gave me pause. I felt like I’d missed an unspoken signal between the two. Was there more to Gideon’s relationship with Isadora than he had originally let on? She was at least fifteen, if not twenty years his senior. But I’d seen bigger age gaps.

      Isadora seized my elbow a moment later and guided me toward the refreshment table, where she offered me a glass of Rosé All Day Punch. A small fruit kebab lay atop the glass and a lime bobbed within. I took it gratefully and offered her a small, cautious smile.

      “You and Gideon seem close,” I murmured, uncharacteristically nervous around this woman.

      Isadora Anwick had been something of an idol to me, once upon a time. She was every inch a confident woman. She’d saved her father’s company from certain bankruptcy after her father’s untimely death, and she’d managed to become one of only twenty-four women who worked as CEO in their field.

      Isadora’s face split into a wide grin and she elbowed me lightly in the ribs. “Oh, don’t tell me you’re jealous, Hannah. It’s never been like that between Gideon and I. And it’s clear he’s smitten with you.”

      I squirmed uncomfortably. Gideon had made his intent perfectly clear. And perhaps it was the alcohol, but I was beginning to consider his offer. I’d never actually dated much outside Logan. Perhaps the reason I’d never gotten over the mercurial man was that I hadn’t been trying hard enough.

      Logan wasn’t leaving Phoebe. He’d made himself clear. But his fervent kisses had convinced me he was unwilling to let me go either. After years of watching my mother’s friends chase the affection of their husbands while the faithless bastards cheated with their secretaries, I’d promised myself that I’d never be the sort of woman who shared her man.

      If Logan was unable to choose between us, then perhaps it was time I made the decision for him.

      Isadora kept up a steady stream of conversation, and I nodded along, chiming in where appropriate. She seemed to be talking about Gideon a lot, as if she needed to sell him to me. As if, to her knowledge, we weren’t already engaged.

      As she spoke, I realized that I did know her from more than just Business Insider and my father’s fancy parties. I’d done a job with Alastair Anwick many years ago, when he had been recently divorced. Twice a month, for a year, I’d gone out with him. He’d spoken of his daughter often. It had been clear to me how much he loved her.

      Gideon came to retrieve me, and everyone seemed perfectly content. Maybe I could make this job work after all.

      “Why don’t I escort you home?” Gideon offered. “I feel like a prick, leaving you alone so long with Isadora. Did she talk your ear off? She can be a bit of a chatterbox.”

      I waved airily. “It’s fine. Refreshing really. I like women who are direct. It saves time when I don’t have to do the girl politicking. I think she really likes you, though.” I elbowed him playfully in the ribs. “Is she going to steal you from me?”

      Gideon grimaced. “No. I mean, not that she isn’t beautiful, but it would never be like that between us.”

      I frowned. Isadora had said something similar. I wanted to press for more details, but Gideon cut me off, flashing a devilish smile and pressing a kiss to my cheek. My skin tingled in the wake of his lips. How would he feel other places? Would he be just as kind and giving in other areas as he was in his social life?

      I could find out, if I really wanted to.

      “Take me home,” I said, putting a little too much suggestion into my tone.

      Desire danced in Gideon’s dark eyes for a second before he nodded. “Of course, my lady.”

      By the time we reached my penthouse, I was feeling the effects of the punch. Gideon caught me as I swayed. I let out a little giggle and clung to his shirt.

      “There you go, saving me again,” I tittered. “What’s that, the third time? I nearly lost a shoe back there. And you saved it from the mud. My valiant rescuer.”

      Gideon smiled sheepishly and handed me the pair of strappy heels I’d taken off outside. “I think you should go a little easier on the punch next time. You’re a cute tipsy. Someone less honorable would take advantage.”

      I toyed with his tie. “So honorable. Not even going to kiss me then?”

      Gideon’s gaze dropped to my mouth and a hungry look filled his eyes. “Do you want that, Mina?”

      Honestly, I didn’t know what I wanted. But how would I ever know if I could get the taste of Logan out of my mouth if I never tried?

      “I might.”

      That was all the encouragement Gideon needed. He stepped forward at once, closing the distance between us. His hand came up to gently cup my cheek, just as his lips molded gently to mine. The kiss was gentle and sweet, like Gideon.

      And wrong. All wrong. His lips were too soft, and the hand not rough enough to belong to the man I truly wanted.

      I pulled away a second later, eyes dropping to my bare and slightly muddy feet. God, I was really a hypocrite. How the hell was I supposed to get mad at Logan for doing things with Phoebe when I invited Gideon to kiss me?

      “Thank you for the ride,” I said quietly. Without waiting for his reply, I ducked into my apartment.

      My shoes and bag clattered to the floor a second later and I dashed to the bathroom. My toothbrush lay out, and I squeezed a generous dollop of toothpaste onto it, scrubbing my mouth clean of any trace of Gideon.

      I couldn’t deny the truth to myself any longer. Even now, with nothing concrete between us, and no promises given on his part, I couldn’t bring myself to be unfaithful to Logan. I didn’t want anyone but him, even though he wasn’t choosing me. Fuck me.

      I glanced at my reflection. A dark-haired beauty stared back, questioning my sanity.

      Yes. Fuck me, indeed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Logan

      The Hacienda Hills Assisted Living complex was a jumble of squat buildings arranged in a semi-circle around the main clinic. The whole thing was kept away from the public eye by high, ornate walls.

      If it hadn’t been for this last feature, there was no way I’d have been able to wrestle my father into the place. With wrought iron and stone separating him from the plebeian masses, he could at least pretend to be living in a gated community, rather than undergoing end-of-life care.

      The stubborn old man should have been in a hospital, but had denied his medical team the opportunity to assess whether further damage had been done to his heart.

      So, for the second time in as many days I found myself dragging a healthcare professional around after they latched themselves to my elbow.

      “You cannot go back there!” the orderly screeched. “You have to check yourself in at the front desk and have your identity verified!”

      “Fuck that,” I growled. I needed to speak to my father and I needed to do it now. I wasn’t going to give him a chance to shrug me off like an underpaid peon. He’d rarely allowed me to visit as his health declined, too proud to allow anyone to know he was suffering.

      Well, he could take that pride and shove it up his ass. If even half of what I’d been told was true, I’d strangle the old man myself.

      Heads poked out of rooms and tracked our progress down the hall. The scene was probably the most exciting thing to grace the residents’ week since the last bingo game.

      My father met me at his doorway, a ferocious scowl plastered on his face. He’d grown even thinner since the last time I’d visited. His skin had a sickly yellowish tint, and his keen blue eyes were sunken into his face. Katherine had inherited our mother’s eyes. I’d always believed I was the only child who’d inherited my father’s eyes. Now I wondered how many other sons carried the haughty visage of Alden Farraday.

      “What the hell are you doing out of the office at this time of day?” my father demanded, stepping forward to jab me in the chest with the metal tip of his cane. He’d insisted on having this one fashioned, rather than take the one offered by his health insurance. More dignified than something with tennis balls, I supposed.

      I pushed past him and into the room, forcing him to backpedal as I slammed the door in the orderly’s face. Let him call security. I didn’t give a damn.

      The living space was about the size of a hotel room and furnished with similar care. The bedspread and drapes were made of a matching gray material, the carpet a neutral beige.

      My father backed as far as the bed but refused to be cowed further. He stood, back straight and eyes narrowed in the face of my fury.

      “Is it true?” I demanded.

      His displeasure carved furrows into his face. “Don’t you take that tone with me—”

      “Is it fucking true?” I shouted. “Did you marry all those women?”

      He froze, and fear undulated just beneath the surface of his dark blue eyes, but it was all the indication I needed.

      “It’s true.”

      “You shouldn’t have known,” Alden said quietly, mouth tightening into a thin line as he sank down onto the mattress. “It wasn’t any of your business to know.”

      “None of my—” I couldn’t find the words for a second. “None of my business? You married thirteen women, you greedy old man! You had children, you’ve been supporting them with company money. You’re not fucking stupid. You know the penalties for that! Were a dozen good fucks all you needed to sell out your family? Your company? All the workers who depend on you?”

      “I am your father and you cannot speak to me like this!” Alden shouted, the loose skin on his face trembling with the force of his rage. Had anyone ever gotten his face? I doubted it.

      I lashed out, sending the lamp on his bedside table into the nearest wall. The ceramic base shattered into a dozen pieces on the floor.

      “You put me in charge of a company I didn’t want and you’re going to let me take the fall for your misbehavior! I will speak to you any way I fucking feel like it!” I snarled. “Why did you marry them all? Why couldn’t you have been a horny, faithless bastard like everyone else? Keep a mistress on the side or get your rocks off in hookers, but don’t marry every fucking woman you sleep with!”

      My father’s shoulders hunched forward, as if the years had crashed onto his back all at once. For the first time that I could remember, he wouldn’t look me in the eye.

      “I loved them.”

      “Liar.”

      His gaze flicked up to meet mine, and finally, a hint of steel crept back in. “I loved every woman I married. Why shouldn’t they have the same benefits of being my spouse?”

      “Because it’s illegal, you immoral asshole!” I shouted. “Because it’s a disaster waiting to happen! Because you were still married to my mother!”

      Alden clutched at his chest, breathing coming faster. “I need you to call an orderly. I don’t feel well.”

      “Bullshit. I’m not going to let you cop out of this conversation, you bastard. Do you know what you’ve done? What Owen Mason will force me to do in order to keep this quiet? You stole my life. You took away my one chance at happiness because you thought you were above the law. Well fuck that and fuck you.”

      Alden bent double, gasping. My rage abated by degrees—the fit didn’t appear to be faked. When his eyes rolled back into his head and he collapsed supine on the mattress, my heart faltered and I finally ran to the door, flinging it open.

      The orderly was at the end of the hall, chatting with a security guard.

      “Get help!” I shouted. “He just had some sort of episode.”

      To his credit, the orderly only paused for a second before leaping into action. He pushed past the guard, complaint put on hold for the moment as he punched a code into the phone. Within seconds, a team of white-clad doctors was sprinting down the hallway to my father’s room. I was pushed aside, an afterthought in the unfolding drama.

      Within a minute and a half, my father had been hoisted onto a gurney and hauled away.

      I sat in a chair near the bed, head in hands, the anger gone, scooped from my insides by fear, leaving me anxious and alone. And there I remained until the orderly came to sit beside me.

      “What happened?” I croaked. “He was standing up and talking to me and then—”

      The orderly scratched his chin thoughtfully. “We can’t be sure until the doctors do an examination, but it could have been another ischemic attack or a full-on stroke. Doctor Watts has been concerned something of this nature might occur.”

      A sickening, bone-deep terror crept in, chilling me to the core. Perhaps he’d still have suffered the attack even if I hadn’t arrived. Maybe I’d have received the same news in my office, courtesy of my PA, Leah, if I hadn’t pushed in here in a rage.

      Or maybe, my presence here had only hastened the inevitable. Could the shock have pushed my father’s feeble heart past its limits?

      Had I just killed him?

      Time stretched on and the relentless ticking of the clock did nothing but grate against my nerves.

      I reached into my slacks pocket, withdrawing my phone. It was selfish to draw her into this. I’d only continue to hurt her the longer we did this. I knew my course forward could not include Mina.

      But I’d never claimed to be a good man, and I needed her as I waited for news about my father.

      Mina answered on the second ring, her voice weary, not bothering with a greeting. “What do you want, Logan?”

      I considered hanging up right then. Instead, I swallowed convulsively and rasped, “Could you come to the Hacienda Hills Assisted Living Complex?”

      A pause. “Why?”

      “My father is...” I swallowed hard and tried again. “He had another ischemic attack. I’m not sure if he’s...how long he’ll be with us. They can’t operate and if his heart goes...”

      Mina let out a soft, pained noise. “Logan, I’m so, so sorry. Of course I can come. Give me the address and I’ll be there as soon as possible.”

      I pressed my head against the cool plaster of the wall, squeezing my eyes shut. She was too good. Despite everything, she’d drop what she was doing to come to my side. She deserved better than what I could give her.

      I relayed the address. “Please, don’t hang up,” I said, uncharacteristic panic gripping me. “I need to hear your voice. I think I’ll go crazy if left to my own devices.”

      Mina’s hesitation was palpable. “If you think that’s best.”

      “Please. I need a distraction. Tell me about your day. Anything at all.”

      “Oh, damn. I’ll have to call an Uber.” There was the soft jingle of keys on the opposite end of the phone as Mina apparently set them back down.

      “Don’t you have a rental?”

      “Yes, but I…had a bit to drink. I’m fine, I had a shower and a coffee. Hold on.”

      Mina called for a car on her app and moments later her front door shut with an audible click and her footfalls slapped against the stairs. “Well, I made a friend of Isadora Anwick. And I think Gideon may be sleeping with his boss on the side. They seem really close. And not in a workplace camaraderie sense either.”

      The juicy tidbit did successfully divert my attention. Not what I’d expected from that pair, but after what I’d learned about my own father, nothing really shocked me now. They were both unattached and adults. They could do what they wanted, I supposed.

      Mina kept up a solid flow of conversation and I pressed my face harder into the wall, listening intently to every syllable. She was unlikely to speak to me ever again when she learned the truth about what I’d need to do. I’d allow myself her kindness for as long as possible, dreading the day when I’d finally have to let go.
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      Mina

      By the time I reached his side, Logan was putting off the barely contained energy of a caged panther. Pacing the tiled hall of the Hacienda Hills Assisted Living Complex, he was being observed by about a dozen residents.

      He stilled when I slid a hand up his bicep and tugged, knowing I could never drag him from the hall under my own power. Logan’s body was corded with muscle and sometimes it felt like smacking into a wall of solid steel when he pulled me in tight. But my touch seemed to have a calming affect, sapping most of his agitation away.

      When he turned to me, the grief in those deep blue eyes nearly brought me to tears.

      “Mina,” he rasped. I didn’t stop him when his arm encircled my waist and drew me into a suffocating embrace.

      Guilt choked the air from my lungs, holding me in a grip even tighter than Logan’s as a nurse filled us in on the details. Logan’s father was dying, and where had I been? Dithering with Gideon, teasing him with the possibility of a relationship that could never be. I was despicable. A horrid, selfish bitch who toyed with others. If I had any lingering effects from the punch, they disappeared. Perhaps the blackmailer had the measure of me. Because there was only one man I’d ever wanted to be with, and anything I gave Gideon would only be a hustle—a farce that could never measure up to the original.

      I drew myself from Logan’s arms, ready to apologize to him. He seized my hand, clutching it as though it were a lifeline. Staring up into his face, taut with stress, I knew I couldn’t confess my misdeed.

      “Come on,” I urged quietly. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “I have to stay. What if there’s news?”

      “Logan, they’ve taken him to the hospital. We’re not doing him any good here. And he won’t be out of the E.R. for a while. Do you want to go to the hospital and wait?” He shook his head. “My house is central. We can wait for news there. Do you have your phone on you?”

      He nodded mutely, and I restrained a sigh. I supposed under the circumstances it was the best I was going to get. Logan, like many men I’d known, retreated behind a wall of silence and stoicism when faced with something potentially life-shattering. I’d seen him like this only once before, when his mother had passed on. He’d stood, taciturn, providing a pillar of support for Katherine while their father retreated to his penthouse office, away from the grief. He had never let me see the depth of his feelings then, and I doubted he’d do so now.

      We exited the complex five minutes later, Logan clutching my hand so tightly my bones creaked.

      I gritted my teeth. I’d push through this pain, and anything that was coming in the next few days. No matter what was sent our way, I’d bear it. It was my turn to be a pillar—a strong, silent well of strength. I’d find a quiet moment sometime soon to have my own breakdown. But for now? I’d be the rock Logan clung to.

      That’s what you did for someone you loved.
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        * * *

      

      I could sense something besides guilt and grief roiling just beneath Logan’s stony exterior, but couldn’t quite gauge his mood until we stepped out of the elevator into my penthouse apartment.

      We’d barely cleared the entryway before Logan seized me by the hips, pulling me backward and into his very evident arousal. Despite everything that had happened, my body lurched into overdrive, my inner muscles clenching tight at the memory of our last time in the apartment.

      “Logan,” I said weakly. “Are you sure...?”

      “I need you,” he groaned. “Please. I need to make love to you before...”

      He didn’t finish the sentence, but I could understand the sentiment. His world was tilted on its axis, about to change in a fundamental way. I’d sworn to myself I’d be his rock. If this was what he needed to cling to, I’d give it.

      “Yes, Logan. Make love to me.”

      That was all the prompting he needed. His rough, calloused fingers found my zipper and drew it down with excruciating slowness.

      Logan brushed my long curtain of hair back, sweeping it quickly over my shoulder. His breath fanned over the nape of my neck and my whole body tingled, achingly aware of him at my back. He kissed my neck and, despite the familiar touch, I shivered. This felt different, somehow, than other times we’d done the same.

      His lips were warm, and he left sparks in his wake as he kissed along my newly bared flesh. He tugged at the shoulders of the dress, peeling it off me. He bared me inch by inch, and I could feel his heated gaze on my breasts, mounded up in the black lace bra I’d slipped on that morning. The matching panties were already soaked through, as I was sure he’d soon discover.

      “Oh, Mina.” His voice had gone impossibly rough and came out as more of a growl than anything else.

      Behind me, he knelt, pulling the fabric bunched at my waist farther down. He slid the dress to my ankles, and I stepped daintily out of the pile of fabric that had pooled at my feet. I kicked it out of the way. His hands slid up my calves, ghosting over the hollows behind my knees, and began exploring my thighs. The sensation made me go weak in the knees.

      He pressed another searing kiss to the small of my back, just above the line of my panties. His fingers slid beneath the black lace and I nearly lost my balance. His fingers quested deftly along my aching sex, searching for that bit of flesh that was desperately yearning for his touch.

      The next few minutes were a blur of discarded clothing and a staggering trip to the bed as our hands explored the other. I tipped him onto my mattress, clambering on top of him, shivering when his cock nudged my entrance.

      As I eased myself down onto him, my back arched and my eyes shut of their own accord. I reveled in the sensation. He filled me so completely that I could barely separate where he ended and I began.

      Beneath me, he groaned, his hands falling to either side of my waist. His hips bucked upward and he thrust impossibly deeper inside of me, brushing across the spot that had my toes curling.

      “Christ,” Logan hissed. He reached up a hand to cup my face, pulling me toward him and pressing his forehead to mine. Somehow, the soft cradle of his hand and the fan of his breath across my cheek felt more intimate than the connection of our bodies.

      “I love you,” he whispered. “No matter what happens. Don’t forget that. I love you. I will love you until the day I die.”

      He arched into me again, sending prickles of pleasure shooting up my spine. The current traveled as I began to move with him, joy stealing through me.

      “I love you too.”

      I loved him past the bounds of rationality. No matter what happened, no matter how much it hurt. I loved Logan Farraday.

      He guided my hips in an easy, practiced movement, turning our joining into accomplished bliss. When he was sure of the rhythm, his hands slid back up my stomach. He plucked at my nipples, smirking just a little when I keened. The expression faded quickly, though. The heavy press of his grief was waiting on the periphery.

      Logan thrust into me with abandon, hitting that spot deep inside of me with each fierce stroke. His fingers found my clit and began rubbing slow, agonizing circles around it, until my legs were shaking. Each pass of his fingers over my clit had me bucking in spasmodic motions.

      “Oh, Logan,” I moaned, letting my head fall back.

      The pleasure overflowed and spread like a flood, washing through the rest of my body. For a moment, I saw white. I was only vaguely aware of Logan’s groan, or the spill of hot liquid against my thigh that signaled that he’d found his release as well.

      When I came back to myself, I was being cradled very gently against his chest, and I couldn’t force myself to move. I was overcome by a thick, honeyed torpor that came after really good sex. I didn’t think I had ever felt so completely sated. And I had the sneaking suspicion he was the only person who’d ever be able to give me this.

      Logan’s phone chimed and he reached for it, an automatic gesture. He lifted the phone to his ear, color draining from his face as he listened. After the conversation was through, he limply let it fall to his side.

      “What was that?” I asked, dreading the answer.

      “Alden Farraday entered cardiac arrest ten minutes ago,” he said, his voice as remote and cold as a distant mountain. “He was pronounced dead at 4:00 pm.”
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      Logan

      Crocodile tears. All I could see for miles were big, fat, crocodile tears. With the exception of Katherine, who stood hunched against the buffeting crowd, I didn’t believe a single one of them.

      A thousand people had turned up to my father’s visitation, crowding into the Hacienda Hills Funeral Home. They stretched from one paneled wall to the other, filling every seat and all the standing room. I recognized at least two of the women in the front row from the pictures Owen Mason had shown me. None of them lived in state, so far as their files had shown, and I could only assume they were here to snatch their slice of the pie before there was only crumbs left. I had no doubt my father had left accounts open for each one of his wives and that only greed had compelled them to show up at the funeral of the once-great mogul.

      There were even a few news reporters in attendance, probably hoping to scoop some juicy gossip on my father. They’d never even catch a whiff of the real family shame, if I had anything to say about it.

      He’d been gone for two days. A better man might have been distraught at the loss. But once the initial punch of grief and guilt had worn off, I could only feel a prickling sense of dread. I wanted to curse the old man for sticking me with a pile of shit in his absence.

      His death had locked me into a Faustian bargain with Owen Mason. If I wanted to preserve my father’s good name, I had to sell my soul, and send Mina downriver, so to speak. After she was safe, I could never allow her back into my life again.

      A drop of blood dripped from my palm onto the pristine white carpet of the funeral home. My hands had been so tightly clenched that I’d managed to dig furrows into them sometime during the saccharine service. The condolences and sweet words would not have suited him in life and did not suit him in death either.

      I slipped from my position in the front, shouldering my way through the crowd toward the exit. I’d put in the expected appearance, and it was the best I could ask of myself at the moment. Katherine had Phoebe to comfort her after the service was over.

      Tonight was the night. The tickets I’d secured to Bea Hunter, or rather, Miss Ginger’s party were nonrefundable and I’d already RSVP’d. This was the only gift I could give Mina. I had to restore her freedom before I was locked into the heavy manacles of matrimony with a woman I could never love.

      Mina was waiting for me in the parking lot. She’d assumed, correctly, she wouldn’t be welcome at my father’s visitation. I wouldn’t have put it past Phoebe to have a histrionic fit in the middle of the service if she discovered Mina were there.

      “You look fucking fantastic,” I murmured.

      It was the return of the black body-con dress she’d donned to meet me at the Ritz-Carlton, the night she’d set out to con me. It clung to her like a second skin, tracing every line of her lean body. A generous spill of cleavage was on display and one long, creamy leg was visible where the skirt split up the side.

      Her flame-bright hair had been swept beneath a dark wig. It was cut pixie-style, and highlighting made her cheekbones stand out more prominently than usual beneath the amber incandescence of city lighting.

      She looked rather impish as she smiled. “Thanks. You don’t look half bad yourself.”

      That was probably a lie. If I looked half as bad as I felt, I resembled a walking garbage heap. I’d gotten very little rest in the last couple days, woken from sleep by nightmares from my army days. The dreams always seemed to come back with a vengeance any time I had an emotional upheaval.

      Phoebe had woken me abruptly one night, shouting at me over the sounds I was making. A loving and supporting bride, indeed, I thought sourly.

      Mina drove and we were lucky to hit a lull in traffic, and made good time toward Ecstasy, a popular club for celebrity parties.

      “What’s the plan?” Mina said, steering us into the far lane. “What did your friend tell them? Who are we supposed to be?”

      She barely batted an eyelash at the prospect of going undercover. Of course, she’d been doing this for over six years. Those kind of questions had to feel like shop talk to her. It was a bit of a shock to realize that I was playing in Mina’s sphere now, instead of dragging her into mine. She’d struggled in neither, and I took a second to appreciate just how much confidence and capability she’d armed herself with in the years since we’d first parted.

      I glanced down at the profile my friend had faxed over earlier in the week.

      “I’m Ray Ward, your plus one. Minor league ballplayer until I tore a rotator cuff. You’re Aubrey Irwin. You’re a somewhat famous Instagram model and a part-time cam-girl.”

      She scowled, and I knew I should have vetoed that suggestion. It hit too close to home after the release of our sex tape.

      “My friend thought it was necessary. Word on the street is that Miss Ginger is recruiting. We’re likely to get closer if she’s looking at you as a potential employee. You have both a website and an Instagram account set up, all doctored so they look well-used and popular.”

      Mina relaxed into her seat, the tension flooding out of her shoulders at that. “Makes sense. Snap up the small-time girls and hoist them to the big-time—ensures company loyalty. The mysterious blackmailer knows my business practices alright.”

      It took us surprisingly little time to make our way into the club. The doorman barely glanced at our tickets and ushered us through without comment.

      We stepped from the relatively cool entryway into a warm fug. The dance floor strobed blue, green, and purple. Bodies gyrated in time to a whiny pop song, and it was hard to see anything through a haze of smoke. From the smell, it was a mixture of nicotine and marijuana. I had no doubt more illicit things were circulating the ranks of the attendees.

      The plan was a relatively simple one. All we needed to do was snap some photo evidence of the crimes in progress, send them to my friend on the force. Within a half-hour, Miss Ginger and her cadre would be rounded up and taken into police custody.

      From the main floor, two staircases led up to a balcony, where a couple lounged indolently, watching the organized chaos below.

      My muscles locked into place and I stopped in the entryway, staring at the familiar, scarred profile of an old friend. With this new revelation, I was certain he was the one who’d released Mina’s sex tape and was now tormenting her again, this time to get a rise out of me. We’d been friends, once upon a time. He knew how to manipulate us both.

      Scott Flemming raised a joint to his lips and took a drag before offering it to the woman beside him. I didn’t recognize her but assumed this had to be the titular Miss Ginger. She was undoubtedly beautiful, with long black hair, hazel eyes, and a dimple that popped when she smiled.

      Mina let out a soft sound of outrage that was swallowed by the crowd. She stalked forward, fury flashing in her eyes. She was making a beeline for the balcony, tossing aside the carefully constructed plan I’d relayed on the way over.

      It was enough to finally unlock me from my anger-fueled paralysis. I reached Mina only a few seconds after she’d set off, yanking her to a stop just before the dance floor. I pulled her into the throng of moving bodies, where we were less likely to be singled out. Keeping my back to the balcony, I pressed her close, and she let her body sway suggestively against mine. Scott would pick me out of the crowd in a New York minute if he saw my face. I was already in the minority, still sporting a suit, while most men were dressed in more casual attire, or even fetish wear.

      “Let me go,” Mina hissed. “I’m going to kick her ass.”

      My brow furrowed. Her? I’d assumed she’d spotted Scott.

      “Who?”

      “Luciana,” she growled. “She’s one of my girls, Logan. One of my first. She was an exceptional actress. When I found her, she was being screwed over literally by her agent.” Mina shook her head. “Turns out she was even better than I thought. I can’t believe I fell for this.”

      “Wait.”

      Mina’s eyes welled with sudden tears. “Oh, God. How many of the other girls are in on it? All of them seemed to be supportive but what if...?”

      I stroked her cheek, catching the crystalline tears before they could fall and smudge her makeup. Tipping her chin up, I forced her to meet my gaze. “I’m sure it’s just Luciana.”

      “But you can’t be sure—”

      “If the others were in on it, wouldn’t they be here?” I could have been spouting a crock of shit, but it didn’t matter at this juncture. Mina and I had to get this event shut down and the pair arrested. We’d only get ourselves killed by charging up there blindly.

      Mina drew herself closer to me, still vibrating with rage. “I’m going to kick her ass,” she vowed.

      Sliding a hand down to her waist, I pulled her against me, grinding into her. My hardening cock against her hip successfully drew her attention away from the balcony and on to me.

      “What are you doing?”

      I skimmed my lips over her throat, kissed up her neck to tug at her earlobe with my teeth. She shivered. “Distracting you. Is it working?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Good. Let’s work our way over to the back rooms.”

      We danced our way across the strobing dance floor. Despite the seriousness of the situation, I still found Mina’s proximity arousing. She smirked down at the bulge that pressed urgently against the front of my pants when we reached the other side of the floor.

      “Someone’s eager.”

      “Once we finish trashing this party, I’ll show you just how much.”

      I regretted the promise as soon as it came out of my mouth. I couldn’t give Mina anything. Not even a goodbye fuck to remember me by.

      Mina had her phone in hand the instant we were out of sight of the balcony. Where she’d been stashing it was anyone’s guess. I hadn’t spotted a clutch on her person or a pocket in the body-con dress.

      I followed suit, drawing my phone from the depths my pocket. “You record, I’ll take photos,” I instructed. Mina nodded and followed me through the back rooms.

      Within the first five minutes, I’d managed to snap a photo of a transaction between a scantily clad prostitute and a vaguely familiar C-list celebrity. Several lines of cocaine were being snorted in the bathroom. I was offered Molly by another of Miss Ginger’s girls.

      “Do you think we have what we need?” Mina asked in an undertone after fifteen minutes had passed.

      I nodded once. I’d already sent the attachments I’d gathered off to my contact, who’d be phoning the police any second. Mina’s files would take longer to upload, and could be shown to the police directly when we left.

      “Let’s go.”

      “Go? But we haven’t even made introductions yet.”  A female voice behind me fairly dripped with disappointment. Luciana had slinked up behind us, her mouth turned down into a full pout. “Glad you could make it to my party. I’m Ginger.”

      Behind her, the hulking shape of my ex-friend and fellow solider, Scott Flemming, blocked our exit. With a flick of his wrist, he closed the door that led to the hall, trapping us in the glowing green room. Three thuggish men moved to stand sentry beneath the sullen red glow of the exit sign, hemming us in.

      Luciana nodded to one of the guards, who swiped both our phones in a move worthy of a martial artist, and handed them off to her lackey.

      Scott dutifully dropped them to the floor. One booted foot came down on them, grinding until they came apart in pieces.

      Luciana grinned and clapped her hands like a child. “Excellent. Now that those pesky things are out of the way, why don’t we chat?”
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      Several things happened at once. The men guarding the door closed in, trapping Logan in a tiny square of space. Scott stepped forward, slugging Logan across the face so hard his head snapped to the side.

      Luciana grabbed me by the hair, whipping the wig off my head with such strength that she yanked a lock of my natural hair out of my scalp. Her knobby fist smacked right into the side of my face.

      Tears of pain sprang into my eyes. Even the smarting of my scalp and fury with Luciana couldn’t command my attention for long with the bodies next to me grappling. The thought of Logan being hurt terrified me more than the slide down the ravine or my encounter with Antony Dennison in Morocco.

      “Logan!”

      My cry was lost in the scuffle. I wanted to throw myself into the fray and pry the flailing bodies apart.

      Scott staggered away from the fight, clutching his nose with one hand.

      The imprint of Scott’s fist was a vivid red on the pale canvas of Logan’s jaw. It would settle into a dull blue-black within the next twenty-four hours.

      “Fucking bastard!” Scott snarled. “You’ll pay for that.”

      Scott gestured the three bouncers forward. They oriented themselves in a triangle around him, and he advanced on Logan.

      The first blows of Scott and the men’s fists glanced off of Logan as he batted the attacks away. And it seemed, for a time, that he’d hold them off. But then the biggest of the bunch managed to score a hit into Logan’s solar plexus. His shocked wheeze had my heart lurching into my throat. Logan was too slow to turn and catch the next punch, which hit him squarely in the temple.

      He went down, knees cracking on the tile floor with a sound like splitting ice. The next blow drew a shriek from me, as the bouncer took a fist full of Logan’s hair and slammed his face hard into his knee. Blood fountained from Logan’s nose, splattering on my high heel.

      It was impossible to say how long the beating went on, but by the time they were ordered to stop, Logan’s face was streaked with blood. One eye was nearly swollen shut, and there was a gash in his lip.

      Scott wiped his nose free of gore and knelt next to Logan with a chuckle. “Not so tough or pretty are you now, Farraday?”

      “It still took three of your yes-men to take me down. Didn’t feel like facing me again yourself, did you, you little limp-dicked chickenshit? Had enough last time?”

      Scott rubbed reflexively at the scar beneath his blind eye and scowled. In a move too fast to track, he hit Logan again.

      A whimper escaped me.

      Scott seized Logan’s hair and gave him a sharp smile that would have frightened most sharks. “We used to be buddies, Farraday. And for that I’ll let you keep living as a vegetable. It’ll be a good life. They’ll feed you, change your shitty diapers, and you might even dream about your little whore here. And who knows? I might even fuck your sister before I’m through. Katherine always liked me.”

      “If you fucking touch her—”

      Luciana huffed. “This isn’t what we’re here for, Scott. We need to get to business.”

      Scott’s mismatched eyes swiveled to face me. All my self-defense training had fled the moment blood splashed into my shoe. Useless. I was fucking useless.

      Scott straightened to his full height, dwarfing my five-foot-nine frame by a generous margin. “I’ll let you live, Logan. But your girlfriend, on the other hand, is a nuisance that will have to be dealt with so that Luciana is happy.” He tapped his chin thoughtfully. “It needs to look like an accident after she signs the papers.”

      “What papers?” My head spun. My blackmailer hadn’t mentioned any papers.

      “The transfer on death papers,” Luciana said with a sigh, as if I was being purposefully obtuse. “The papers that will put me in charge of the Hustler accounts after you bite it.” When I didn’t respond, she rolled her eyes and snarled, “I was there in the very beginning, when you had no one. I’ve earned this. I deserved half back then. Well, now I’m taking it all.”

      Ah, so that had been the game all along. Increase my net worth by conning my ex out of a ridiculous amount of money. Motivate me to action by threatening the one thing she knew I would protect above all else—my girls. Then off me the moment the accounts were worth millions. If I’d successfully come back from Morocco with the six million from Logan, I probably would have been found in the bathtub at headquarters, electrocuted or with slit wrists.

      It all made a sick amount of sense now. Luciana’s insistence on moving back to headquarters. Her vested interest in raising the six million. The business practices she’d lifted almost word for word from my original game plan.

      Luciana produced a wad of paperwork, smoothing them against the wall, as if she were trying to straighten a dollar bill.

      “You’re not going to get away with this,” I hissed. “You’re going to go to jail for a long time.” It was an empty threat. I’d yet to send off the evidence I’d collected.

      Scott shouldered Luciana out of the way, pressing a pen into my hand. The heavy weight of his gun pressed against my temple. My skin beneath the cold metal prickled in the oddest way and the hairs on the back of my neck stood nearly to the point of pain. A telltale click made my heart pause for a few seconds.

      “You’ll sign it, or I’ll paint the wall with your brains.”

      Logan struggled against the arms of his captors, eyes feral and a snarl curling his lips. It was no use. He might as well have been struggling against a bear. There were three burly men pinning him to the floor, and only one badly abused body to fight them.

      With little other options, I twisted the pen cap until the ballpoint appeared and began to sign and initial where directed. It took agonizing minutes as the barrel of the gun dug into my flesh.

      Luciana purred in satisfaction when I was through, rolling the papers into a tube before stuffing them into her cleavage.

      “There. Now what to do with you, boss?” Luciana circled me once and pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Scott, would you escort Mina across town to the sixth street viaduct? I think that’s a suitable place to stage her suicide.”

      Logan surged forward, nearly bucking his captors. Fear and helplessness stole through me and I almost crumpled to the floor. There was nothing I could do. I wasn’t armed, I had no phone, no way to contact the outside world. They’d knock me out and drag me from the club, escorting me to a car like any other passed out party girl in attendance. And then they’d throw me into the river to drown.

      There was no way out. No way to win. Luciana had outmaneuvered me.

      Well, fuck that. If I was going to die, I wasn’t going to make it easy on them.

      I eyed the gun Scott held. If I rushed him, would instinct take over? Would he shoot first and ask questions later? Or could I wrench it out of his hand?

      I took a shaky step forward, gearing myself for the charge.

      And then the doors burst open and a group of dark-clad men fanned out around us, guns pointed squarely at Scott.

      “This is the Los Angeles Police Department!” the leader snarled, his mustache bristling with barely contained aggression. “Drop the gun and put your hands where I can see them.”
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      Logan

      For the second time in as many weeks, Mina was draped in a thick blanket as the police took her statement. The arrests had taken place sometime around one in the morning, and the police had managed to detain most of the party attendees.

      It was nearing eight in the morning as an officer asked her the same set of questions again. “And you say Luciana Allende wanted to steal your money? Were you two close?”

      “We lived together,” Mina said dully. It was the closest thing to the truth she could offer them. She wouldn’t out the rest of her girls and risk getting them arrested for prostitution charges. Not that those charges would stick, but the media frenzy around the mere idea would tank her business far more effectively than Luciana’s harebrained scheme to pry six million from the pair of us.

      I was going to have to drag Mina to counselling. The trauma was probably going to give her a complex.

      When the officer moved away, she visibly relaxed.

      “They’re not getting away with this,” I assured her, trying for an authoritative tone, not sure I managed it. My voice was thick and barely recognizable, my nose and jaw throbbing. “I’ve got a lawyer on speed dial. We’ll throw the book at them.”

      “I know,” Mina said with a sigh. “The police were able to catch most of Scott’s confession and are charging him with conspiracy to commit murder. Luciana is being charged with prostitution and conspiracy to commit murder. I saw them take her away five minutes ago.”

      But the two being brought down didn’t seem to give her much comfort. She still looked small and drawn, hunched as she was beneath the blanket.

      “Let’s go,” she said quietly.

      “Sure. I can take you home.”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head slowly. “To your father’s funeral, Logan. It’s supposed to start soon, and if we hurry we can make it.”

      I wanted to argue that she needed to go to bed. I ached all over, and she couldn’t be faring much better. A deep bruise was blooming on the side of her face. But the earnestness in her eyes gripped me. There was no way I could argue with her while she was in this state. Not when I knew what was coming for us both.

      “Alright,” I relented. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      The Queen of Heaven Cemetery was beautiful, even obscured as it was by an early morning mist. My father’s stone of rose quartz stood as tall as he had been, a double slab that had been erected when my mother died. I tried not to think about that day as I took a seat at the front, pulling Mina into the chair next to me. The gatherings’ whispers picked up steam, gossiping about what could have happened to my face and hers. I knew they’d think we’d beat each other to a pulp, and since I was sporting the lion’s share of bruises, wonder if she’d gotten the best of me. If only.

      The pastor gave the eulogy, a long list that included many of my father’s accomplishments, leaving out the mention of brides he’d collected like another would trophy mounts. Shadowed by a large oak, we stayed until my father’s casket was lowered into the ground. Grief was a restrictive band around my chest, making it hard to breathe as he was planted in the earth. Only the soft pressure of Mina’s hand in mine kept me from completely losing my shit when the backhoe scraped the dirt into the hole, burying him forever.

      I needed to be anywhere but here. I let my hand fall to her waist and we walked quietly back to the car.

      We were silent most of the way to her home. Mina’s rental car had a good sound system, which she put to use, blasting a local radio station to cover the silence between us. She did seem to brighten when we finally reached the penthouse.

      I set about making her something to eat and drink. Neither of us had eaten anything since the night before, and I doubted the cops had the forethought to offer her anything either. She took the piece of toast I offered her gratefully.

      “You know what this means, right?” she said, nibbling on her toast as she watched me make her a hot drink. The clumps in the premade hot chocolate mix refused to dissolve completely.

      “What?”

      “My blackmailers are gone. That means I can return the money to you. I won’t need it anymore. And when we find out what Owen Mason has on your father, we can finally be together.”

      My heart constricted painfully. How the hell could I tell her the truth now? She’d been beaten and held at gunpoint. I couldn’t abandon her at a time like this, could I?

      “Don’t worry about that right now.”

      I handed her the mug and she sipped gratefully. “No, seriously. No more skulking around. No more disguises. You and I could go out in public again. I’ve had enough of traveling for the time being, but we could have a little staycation. Watch some TV, stay in bed all day, never put clothes on.”

      My hands balled into fists around the counter. I wanted it. I wanted her so badly it hurt. But I couldn’t let her continue planning for a future that could never be.

      “Mina, just listen to me. There’s something we have to talk about—”

      Mina shushed me. Feverish hope danced in her eyes and she stood, brushing the crumbs from her black dress in a way that shouldn’t have been compelling but was. It drew my attention to the milky white skin of her cleavage, the lush curve of her hip and the long expanse of leg bared by the dress.

      “We could start now,” she offered, seizing me by the tie.

      Before I could offer any protest, she’d plastered herself to my front and thrust her fingers into my hair, bringing her mouth up to meet mine in a tender kiss. I surrendered with a groan.

      I had to be unusually careful with her. She was a mottled quilt of bruises, purple and green and yellow dotting her skin at odd intervals. She’d been battered so much in these last few weeks. Anger coursed through me in a hot rush. Scott and his little whore girlfriend had been responsible for every single injury Mina had sustained. They’d be going away for a long time, if I had anything to say about it. Mina would never fear for her safety again while I lived. Even if I had to keep tabs on her from afar, I’d do it. I owed her that peace of mind.

      When we reached her bed, she’d already wriggled out of the body-con dress. She flung herself on top of the bedspread, pulling me down on the mattress, where I knelt over her. She was so beautiful, her round breasts tipped in pink, the v at the juncture of her thighs graced with a dusky patch of hair. Despite the ache of my body, I wanted her. Wanted this. I wanted to fix this moment in time and never have it end.

      Mina fumbled with my zipper, forgoing foreplay. I wondered if she sensed the finality too. Or was she too stubbornly focused on her goal that she couldn’t see the sword of Damocles poised above our heads?

      A breath hissed from between my teeth when she wrapped her delicate fingers around my cock and gave me a gentle squeeze.

      “Please make love to me, Logan,” she whispered. “I need you.” Tears glistened in her eyes.

      Oh, God, I was such a bastard. I had no right to touch her. But either way, I would hurt her. If there was a way I could cease her pain after this moment was through, I’d take it. I’d do anything to stay by her side. Anything to shield her from the pain that was coming.

      She pushed my pants off my hips, baring me to her. Then she knelt. Leaned forward and licked a long, wet line from the base of my cock to the head.

      I was powerless to stop her then.

      She wrapped her lips around me, swirling her tongue around the tip like I was a particularly juicy lollipop. I thrust shallowly into her mouth, needing more. She released my cock and pressed her hand to my hip, pushing me slightly away. The message was clear. Don’t move.

      Taking me in her warm mouth again, she slid her lips all the way to my base, then sucked as she retreated. It was hell not to move my hips, not to take her mouth when she engulfed me again, this time licking her way up my underside. Letting me pop out of her mouth, her tongue swirled over the ridge of my mushroom head as I did my best to not move as she’d directed. My balls tightened in anticipation of release.

      “Mina, stop,” I panted.

      She drew away, lips glossy and eyes glazed with pleasure. She let out a soft squeal when I slid two hands beneath her ass and hoisted her gently onto the bed on her back. I guided the head of my cock to her glistening entrance and pushed inside, locking us together in the most intimate embrace possible. She cried out in surprise as I pushed myself into her, inch by inch. I tried to go slow. Wanting to savor every instant I still had left with her. Her hips moved in eager little rolls as she met me slow thrust for slow thrust.

      Her legs wrapped around my waist, holding me in place. I buried my face in the feather-soft fall of her hair, breathing her in. The distinctive sweet scent that was all Mina pervaded my thoughts, made me still harder inside of her, even as I thrust shallowly into her warm, tight heat.

      I traced the lines of her slim shoulders, the taut strength in her arms, the slenderness of her fingers. I tasted the freckles that dotted her skin like the palest of cinnamon, memorizing the feel of her on my tongue. Her taut stomach felt like heaven beneath my hands, and the velvet softness of her legs as her pussy enveloped me.

      I wanted to brand the feel, the taste, the smell of her into my mind until it became indelible, part of my being. I never wanted to lose the memory of this perfection.

      Mina traced the contours of my back, arching into every thrust with a soft mewling sound. Her lips parted into a lush “o” of pleasure as I filled her, stroking across that spot inside of her that made her back arch and her toes curl. My hand sought that bud between her legs, stroking her until her walls fluttered around me, signaling her impending orgasm.

      “Come for me, baby,” I commanded.

      Mina’s back came clean off the bed and she anchored herself against me, fingernails digging into my shoulders as she rode out the release. I followed her seconds later, testing my teeth against her throat as we finished in one perfect moment of bliss.

      When we were through, she sagged boneless onto the bed. Her eyes were half-lidded as she reached for me. “That was amazing,” she purred, curling herself close to me. “Just think. We have the rest of our lives to do this.”

      Guilt rammed into me like a freight train, crushing me beneath the weight of what I’d just done. It wouldn’t be viewed as a farewell, or giving her the last thing she’d asked for. She would believe I’d used her. And, in a way, she’d be right.

      “It has to be the last time, Mina,” I choked out.

      Mina propped herself up on one elbow, bosom heaving. That was distracting, to say the least. The taut pink buds were flushed and rosy from her arousal. I itched to taste them, even as she stared me down.

      “What do you mean? Once we’ve figured out what Owen has on your father, you’re free.”

      “I figured it out a few days ago,” I confessed. “And it isn’t something I can get out of. My father was a bigamist, Mina. He had thirteen wives. And if it gets out, Farraday Industries is finished. I have to do what he asked. I have to marry Phoebe.”

      The sleepy expression vanished from her face, and she sat upright, hands balling into fists at her sides. Even completely nude and mussed from a good fuck, the anger that radiated off her was almost intimidating. “You don’t have to do anything.”

      “You don’t understand. I probably killed him, Mina, bursting in and going off like I did.” I slid off the bed and found my pants. “I have to preserve his legacy. It’s the only honorable thing to do.”

      Angry tears glittered in her eyes. I ached to wipe them away. She’d have slapped me if I tried. “None of that matters. You haven’t done anything wrong. You don’t have anything to apologize for. I know you, Logan Farraday. You can do anything you set your mind to! Don’t you want to be happy? Don’t you want me to be happy? What happened to loving me, no matter what happens?”

      “I love you,” I said quietly. “I will always love you.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Sometimes duty is what matters, Mina. Not happiness. Sometimes other people force us to make choices we don’t like. Sometimes we just have to abide by those choices.”

      She flew to her feet, gloriously nude, drawn up to her full height. But she quivered, lips white with rage, her hazel eyes flashing like some sort of vengeful goddess. For a moment, I was sure she’d slap the shit out of me. Wished she would.

      Instead, she marched to her dresser, threw on a shirt and wriggled into a pair of pants. She snatched up a pair of keys from the end table.

      “Fuck your duty. And fuck you,” she snarled.

      She stalked into the hall, slamming the door behind her. The sound echoed—the death knell of my happiness.

      I sank onto the bed where we’d been in bliss just moments ago, head in my hands, heart sinking to my toes.

      Now what the hell was I supposed to do?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Mina

      I had to look in Hustler records to find Gideon Harvey’s address. Though we’d been posing as a couple for over a week now, I still didn’t know his address. It seemed like a massive oversight on my part.

      He lived in a two-story home in Rowland Heights. The beige siding and slate roof made it rather unremarkable, and I drove past it twice before realizing I was at the right address. I frowned as I parked my rental next to a black Jaguar XJ in the drive. Gideon had been driving me in a Volvo. I didn’t imagine that the muscle car was his speed. Perhaps he had a friend over?

      I decided it didn’t matter. My chest ached, and my stomach was a solid block of ice. It was probably a scummy thing for me to do, crawling to a client I had no intention of dating, but I wanted to feel safe and above that, desired, after the kick in the gut I’d just received.

      Gideon answered the door on the first knock. His eyes went wide as he took in my tousled appearance. I hadn’t even had the forethought to grab a makeup bag, comb, or a wig. I looked like a pile of shit, and he really did deserve better.

      “Oh my God, Mina! What happened to your face?”

      My face? For a second it didn’t register. Then the subtle throb of my bruises reminded me that I’d been punched fairly recently. They was just another item on the inventory of discomforts competing for my attention. I hadn’t even thought to put on cover-up. I must have looked like I’d been beaten.

      Gideon seized my elbow and dragged me inside. The narrow hall was lit by a lamp, and I got a brief flash of photos. His family beamed from the frames on the wall. Guilt choked me. This week should have been about Gideon and his grandmother. Instead, I’d spent it in service to a selfish bastard who prioritized everything but me.

      A figure shot to their feet when Gideon dragged me inside. It took me a few seconds to recognize the concerned face of Isadora Anwick peering down at me after I was led to sit on the couch. “Oh my God. Gideon, what’s going on here? What’s happened to Miss Blakely?”

      Ah, so she still remembered me. Was that a good thing or a bad thing at this juncture? I wasn’t sure.

      “I don’t know. She just turned up like this. Mina? Are you alright? Who did this, Mina? Was it that bastard, Farraday? Did he hurt you?”

      I nodded mutely. Yes, Logan had hurt me. He’d hurt me beyond what I’d ever believed possible. Even without the release of the sex tape, he’d managed to fuck me over several times. He’d used me. He’d decided to take everything I had to offer and give me nothing in return.

      There must have been a quiet conversation going on while I ruminated over Logan’s betrayal, because the next thing I registered was Isadora’s voice.

      “Let me take her home, Gideon,” Isadora coaxed.

      “I can take care of her. She should stay here and call the police. She deserves justice for this.”

      “I know that, dear. But don’t you think she’d be more comfortable with a woman? I don’t know if you’re exactly the person she needs to be seeing at the moment. This situation requires a gentle touch. And I think she’d be more comfortable at home.”

      Isadora knelt by my side and took my hand gingerly. “Would you like that, dear?”

      “Maybe,” I hedged. “But...what are you even doing here, Miss Anwick?”

      Isadora exchanged a glance with Gideon, who shook his head minutely. Isadora forced a smile. “It’s a tradition Gideon and I have. I come over every weekend for drinks. You’re lucky you caught us before the schnapps came out.”

      She gave me a conspiratorial wink and a smile that was so infectious I couldn’t help but return it.

      “Okay,” I said with a soft sigh. “But I’ve already talked to the police once. Logan didn’t do this. He’s…he’s being a bastard, but he didn’t hit me. I think I just want to go home and sleep this off. I’m sorry for coming over here like this. I—” Tears choked me for a second. “I just couldn’t be alone…”

      It was best I didn’t stay, now that I thought about it. I’d probably throw myself at Gideon in a vain attempt to prove to myself that Logan meant nothing to me. I’d just make a fool out of myself. Because Logan did mean something, even now. He meant everything. And that was the torment of it all.

      I gritted my teeth. This wasn’t over. I wasn’t through fighting for him yet. Somehow, I’d find a way to yank his moralizing head right out of his ass and make him see sense. I needed some time to think and regroup.

      Isadora bundled me into the back of her Jaguar, and taking a seat on the passenger side, instructed her driver to head toward the coast.

      I frowned. “Miss Anwick, I don’t live by the coast. I’m in the Heights. We need to go the other way.”

      Isadora’s smile was wolfish. “Oh, I know, dear. I’ve been keeping tabs on you. It really is a shame Luciana couldn’t do her damn job and get rid of you. It would have been so much simpler to make it look like an accident. You know what they say, though. If you want something done right, you have to do it yourself. I have some friends on the coast, and you’re just their sort of cargo.”

      I stared at her in blank shock, mind reeling. She couldn’t be serious.

      This had to be a nightmare.

      Or a huge, cosmic joke.

      Someone was going to leap out and announce I was on candid camera at any second.

      I barely knew her. I’d never done anything to her. The only connection I’d ever had to the Anwicks was through Alastair, years ago.

      My eyes went wide as the realization struck home. I dove for the door handle. I didn’t care that the vehicle was moving. I had to get out. I had to—

      Something jabbed into my back and agony ripped through me. For an endless second, I was seizing, nerves on fire. And then, mercifully, I was yanked down into a black void where the pain ebbed and the world faded away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Logan

      After going home and mopping up my face, I’d found the injuries weren’t the worst I’d ever sustained. My lip was split, my nose possibly broken, and bruises were forming all over. But at least I could see out of both eyes.

      Phoebe had bought my story of being in a bar fight. She’d fussed over me, and then tried to lure me into her bed, unsuccessfully. I’d slept in my own bed, and that’s how it would stay. She might be able to maneuver me into marriage, but what kind of marriage that was wouldn’t be up to her.

      I’d tried to call Mina. I couldn’t let things end the way they had. If she’d see sense, then perhaps we could part on better terms. When I’d gotten her voicemail a half-dozen times, worry crept in.

      We’d taken care of Scott and Luciana, but that didn’t mean she was safe. There were still members of Miss Ginger’s escort service at large who might not know the deal was off.

      In the morning, a quick call to MacDonald had revealed the tracker in the rental was parked somewhere in Rowland Heights. When I pulled up to an unremarkable two-story house, I was surprised and more than a little pissed to find Gideon Harvey sitting on the front stoop, phone in one hand and a coffee in the other. I threw my Escalade into park and stalked toward him.

      If Mina was inside, sprawled across his bed, I was going to throttle him. Justified or not, Harvey was not going to get away with taking advantage while she was upset.

      He launched to his feet when he spotted me, his thunderous expression nearly matching my own.

      We met halfway up the lawn. Gideon took a swing at me the moment I was in range. I managed to dodge it, barely, and caught the second blow before it could reach my stomach. Big, he might be, but he wasn’t well-trained. He telegraphed his moves so badly, he might as well have announced them out loud. I was betting he’d had maybe one or two karate classes as a kid, and it was all the self-defense he had to fall back on.

      “You have some fucking nerve turning up here, Farraday,” Gideon snapped. “I should call the cops. You’re not going to get away with what you did.”

      “I just want to know that Mina is safe. Where is she? I need to talk to her.”

      “She’s somewhere safe. Isadora probably took her to a women’s shelter. Either way, you’re not getting anywhere near her. Your days of hurting her are over.”

      “I didn’t lay a finger on her,” I snapped. “And how do you know she’s safe? Has she called you?”

      Doubt flickered across Gideon’s face for the first time since he’d caught sight of me. “No. But she is safe. I’ll show you.”

      Gideon dialed a number, hit speakerphone, and waited while I held my breath. The phone rang four times before going to voicemail. Unease prickled at the back of my scalp. Mina wasn’t here, with her rental. And the person she had left with wasn’t picking up.

      Gideon dialed again, and this time a dry, professional voice droned, “You’ve reached Isadora Anwick’s office.”

      “Penny.” Gideon’s voice was full of relief. “Thank God you picked up. This is Gideon Harvey. Can you patch me through to Isadora? I need to speak to her.”

      “No can do, boss,” Penny said with a note of apology in her tone. “Miss Anwick called last night and said she’d be on extended leave.”

      “What?” Gideon’s hand clutched the phone. “She didn’t tell me.”

      “I’m sorry, sir.  She said she’ll be gone for an extended trip but didn’t specify to where.”

      A look of deep disquiet flashed across Gideon’s face as he hung up and he sat down on the stoop once more. “That can’t be right. She’s never taken a break from the company since taking over for her father. I’d know if she was leaving. She tells me everything.”

      “Or maybe not,” I drawled. “Maybe you’re not as important as you believe, Harvey.”

      Gideon’s hand balled into a fist at his side as he ground his teeth together. “That’s just it! She does tell me everything, Farraday. She’s been very open and honest with me since I found out.”

      “Found out what?”

      “That she’s my biological mother. She gave me up for adoption years ago after the bastard who got her pregnant walked out on her. I found out by accident and she hired me into a leadership position in her company so we could get to know each other.”

      My brain slowed to a crawl even as ice water sloshed into my veins. I’d glimpsed Gideon from afar during business affairs, and thought he’d looked familiar. So familiar that now that I took a closer look, I could almost be looking in a mirror. My stomach did a flip, and I had a sick feeling I knew who that faithless bastard might have been. And if I was right, things took on a new and horrifying light.

      “We need to find your boss, now.”

      “Why?”

      “Because,” I said grimly, wondering whether Isadora was the main threat or her hand had been forced, “I think Isadora kidnapped Mina. And I’ll need your help to get her back.”

      

      Thank you so much for reading Protected By The Enemy! I hope you love Logan and Mina. The story will conclude in book three, coming out on the 15th of September.

      

      Sign up to the newsletter and be the first to hear when book three is live so you don’t miss out. Plus you’ll get the prequel for FREE in case you haven’t read it yet.

      Click here to sign up

      

      You can read more about Logan and Mina in the prequel of this book.

      Click here to continue reading about Logan and Mina

      

      Would love to hear what you think of the book.

      As you probably know reviews are very important. Good or bad, they allow me to write better books and they help new readers decide if they should read my books. Would love if you could leave an honest review for this book.

      Click here to leave a review
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