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      Lucian Prescott didn’t think he’d ever held a baby before, aside from his youngest siblings. He wracked his brain, trying to recall a time in his life when he would’ve, but he came up empty. Staring down at the tiny pink bundle in his arms, he couldn’t help but feel as though he were sullying the perfect baby girl just by touching her. Hands like his—hands that inflicted pain, that took away that which was precious—were far too dirty for something so pure and pristine as a baby.

      And yet.

      With his newborn baby niece Isabella in his arms, something visceral passed through him. Something wholly unexpected that made him close his eyes and breathe in her soft, sweet new baby smell. He glanced over at his sister Aerin, nestled into the other corner of the couch, Isabella’s twin Arianna sleeping in her arms. Aerin’s husband Javi hovered nearby, a burp cloth tossed over one shoulder.

      Five days ago, Aerin and Javi’s surrogate had given birth to two perfectly healthy baby girls and everyone in the Prescott family—Theo and Lauren, Sebastian and Kayla, Max and Willa, and Lucian—had converged on Dallas, eager to meet the first members of the next generation of Prescotts. When Aerin and Javi had first shared that they were having twins via a surrogate, Lucian had thought that Bella and Ari, as they were already being called, would likely be the only members of the next generation, but after the way things had unfolded over the past several months, he wasn’t willing to take that bet anymore.

      His youngest brother Theo was engaged to Lauren, an up-and-coming folk-rock singer, and they were getting married next summer. He had no doubt that his brothers Sebastian and Max wouldn’t be far behind when it came to putting a ring on their respective women, Kayla and Willa. There would be weddings and babies in the future, and knowing that felt like knowing that flowers would bloom in what had once been toxic soil.

      Aerin shot him a smile, her eyes tired but her body relaxed and happy. Returning the smile, he looked back down at tiny little Bella, his heart twisting at the knowledge that he would never have this. His life was messy and dangerous and complicated, and however his story ended, he wouldn’t go down as the hero. Frankly, if he managed to stay out of prison, he’d count that as his happily ever after.

      Besides that, he was forty-four years old. The baby ship had sailed long ago. If it had ever even existed for him, which it most likely hadn’t. But it existed for the rest of his family, and that was good enough. More than good enough.

      He’d spent his life looking out for them. Protecting them and bailing their idiotic asses out time and again, and it hadn’t always been easy. It hadn’t always been painless. Some of the things he’d done had cost him little pieces of his soul that he knew he’d never get back. But for them, he’d do it again. Over and over. Until there was nothing left.

      “Who wants a turn?” he asked, glancing around the room at the rest of his family. Willa and Max sat together on the couch across from him, her legs over his lap, Max staring at her as though she were the most remarkable thing he’d ever seen. Kayla and Sebastian stood near Aerin, cooing over Ari.

      “Can I?” asked Lauren, stepping forward, her face bright and eager. Aerin nodded and after Lauren had cleaned her hands, Lucian carefully passed the bundle to her, letting her have his vacated seat.

      God, the look on Theo’s face as he watched Lauren hold little Bella…What would it be like, to feel that kind of love? That kind of devotion? He envied his brothers and what they’d found, all while knowing that it wasn’t meant for him. He’d chosen a different path a long time ago, and there was no getting off it now.

      As if she could hear his thoughts, Aerin’s eyes locked on him, her head cocked. She passed Ari to Sebastian and then stood and stretched. Her hair was in a messy ponytail, there were dark circles beneath her eyes, and she was wearing an old Dallas Longhorns T-shirt with not one but two spit up stains on it.

      She’d never looked happier.

      “You okay?” she mouthed, her eyes narrowing.

      He nodded and slipped his hands into his pockets, but apparently Aerin wasn’t the only one who’d taken notice of his reaction to holding the baby.

      “You know,” said Lauren softly, looking up at him as she stroked a finger down Bella’s tiny nose, “you’re the only single Prescott left.”

      Yes, thank you. I am well fucking aware.

      The words were on the tip of his tongue but he bit them back, instead going for levity. “True. But I do believe you’re out of friends, Lauren.” They laughed quietly at that, seeing as Sebastian and Max had each fallen for Lauren’s two best friends. “And I’m not. Noah, Hudson and Levi are all single,” he said, diverting attention to their cousins. After both Theo and Sebastian had relocated to California—Theo had followed Lauren to Los Angeles so she could pursue her music career, and Sebastian had been hired as a snowboarding coach for Team USA, which meant that he and Kayla had moved to Lake Tahoe—he’d been missing his brothers and spending a little more time with Noah, Hudson, and Levi to compensate. The only problem was that while his siblings knew the partial truth about who he was and how he operated, his cousins didn’t and he wasn’t sure how they’d take it.

      His phone began buzzing from his pocket. “Excuse me,” he said, moving through the living room and into the kitchen where he stepped out into the backyard to take his call.

      “Lucian. You’re needed back in New York.” Luca’s voice was clipped, his tone urgent.

      “For?”

      “Salvatore just called in his favor.”

      Lucian closed his eyes, swearing under his breath because he’d been hoping to stay in Dallas a day or two longer.

      Earlier that month, a reporter from the New York Times had published a damaging, libelous article about Max and Willa, one that had almost wrecked their relationship. Needing to protect his family—and exact a little revenge, let’s be honest—Lucian had gone to Sal Perri, knowing that he had ties to the media, asking that the reporter be fired and her professional reputation destroyed. He’d come through, effectively ruining Kelly Palmer’s career. But that was what happened when someone messed with his family. There was a price to be paid. Always.

      “That was fast. What does he need?

      “There are two businesses who don’t want to pay for protection anymore. Sal wants you to come negotiate with them.”

      He glanced down at his watch, doing a quick calculation as to how soon he could be back in Manhattan. “I’ll be there by morning.”

      He slipped his phone back into his pocket and pulled out his pack of Dunhills and a lighter. He’d just lit his cigarette, taking a long drag, when the door opened behind him and Aerin stepped out.

      “I thought you quit,” she said dryly, frowning at him.

      “It’s a spectrum,” he said, blowing out a stream of smoke.

      “Are you sure you’re okay? You seem…” She trailed off, shaking her head. “Morose.”

      “Morose? Who am I? Heathcliff wandering the moors?”

      She grinned and then snatched his cigarette, stubbing it out against the brick wall behind them. “These things will kill you.”

      Of all of his siblings, Aerin was the most in the dark about his life and the shades of gray in which he operated, even though he was close with her, being only sixteen months older than her. But she had no idea that the occasional cigarette was far from the most dangerous thing in his life. His entire lifestyle was a health hazard.

      Several members of his family had asked him if he was in the mafia over the past few months, and he’d been telling the truth when he’d said he wasn’t part of any organized crime family. He wasn’t. But he was also far from innocent because he worked closely with them. It was a long, complicated story he hoped he’d never have to tell his family because it would expose the worst of his sins.

      Sins like murder.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” said Aerin, leaning against the wall and turning her face up to the sky. It was a warm June day, the sun beaming down from an impossibly blue sky. Lucian was pretty sure the sky was never quite this blue in Manhattan.

      “I’m more than okay,” he said. “I’m thrilled for you and Javi. The babies are perfect.” He turned to her and laid a hand on her shoulder. “And they’re lucky to have you. You’re going to be a wonderful mother, Aerin.”

      She smiled, joy radiating off of her. “Thank you. They are perfect.” She sighed. “For a very long time, I didn’t think motherhood was in the cards for me. Eric and I tried, but then we got divorced and I didn’t think I’d ever find someone again, but then I fell for Javi. But even then, I didn’t know if he’d want to have more kids, seeing as he already had two with his ex-wife.”

      “Of course he’d want to have kids with you,” Lucian said softly. Aerin’s first husband Eric had been a real piece of shit who’d cheated on her and burned her self-esteem to the ground. The only reason Lucian hadn’t ruined his life was because Aerin had asked him not to. He was glad that she’d divorced him and had found Javi, who treated her like the goddess she was.

      “Do you ever think about settling down? Is that something you even want?” she asked, eyeing him.

      “No,” he lied. “It’s not.”

      Her eyes softened and she tilted her head. “I just have a hard time believing that you haven’t found anyone you’d be interested in having a relationship with. I can’t even remember the last time you had a girlfriend.”

      But that was just it. There was a woman he was interested in. Very interested. Hell, she was the only woman he’d been interested in for the five years that he’d known her. But she wasn’t for him. She was too young—eighteen years younger than him—and far too sweet and innocent for a twisted up old bastard like him. On top of that, she was the daughter of one of his biggest investors, and he knew that Gavin would have him disemboweled if he had any idea as to the desires Lucian harbored when it came to his daughter. Not to mention that getting involved with anyone was dangerous, not just for him, but for her, too. So he kept his distance, each interaction with her the most exquisite kind of torture. He both craved and dreaded being around her.

      So, no. It wasn’t that he hadn’t found anyone. He had. He just knew better than to think he could have Olivia without that happiness blowing up in his face.

      He shrugged and smoothed over his lie with a truth, an indisputable one. “I’m better off on my own.”
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      “Olivia! Holy shit. You look so freaking hot!” Olivia Walsh’s best friend Whitney Vanek pulled her in for a hug, then held her away, her eyes roving up and down Olivia’s body. “That dress is ridiculous! There’s no way Tyler doesn’t notice you in this.”

      Blood rushed to her cheeks as she smoothed her hand down the front of the dress. It was made of red velvet and clung to her body, leaving very little to the imagination. Spaghetti straps held it up, and the front dipped into a deep V, exposing her cleavage. The straps crisscrossed over her back, meeting the fabric where it squeezed tight over her ass. It was a come fuck me dress if there’d ever been one, and she’d worn it tonight, the night of her 21st birthday, because it made her feel sexy and grown up and ready to take on the world. After all, she was an adult now. Next year she’d finish her degree in art history, and she already knew that she wanted to go to Pratt to study interior design. She had an amazing group of friends, and it felt as though all of the elements of her life were coming together, snapping into place like puzzle pieces.

      Minus the fact that she was single. Sure, she had the occasional hook up or after-bar make out, but that wasn’t what she wanted. She wanted a boyfriend. Someone to go on dates with and snuggle on the couch with and talk to about her life and her hopes and her problems. None of the guys she’d dated over the past few years had lasted more than a handful of weeks because they were just so…she didn’t know. They just weren’t what she was looking for. They were all too preoccupied with partying or hooking up or sports or whatever.

      They all felt like boys. And she wanted a man.

      With her arm looped through Whitney’s they stepped into the club, a small, upscale venue called the Canopy Lounge. She’d been to clubs and bars before, either joints that didn’t ask pretty girls for ID, or grimy bars where her fake ID was good enough as long as she had money. She’d never set foot in a place like this, with exposed brick walls, graffiti-style images of old-timey circus performers painted right onto the brick. Tea lights glowed from their recessed spaces among the bricks, and the furniture was all black leather and dark wood. A glamorous, art-deco style bar lined the far back wall, and a dance floor filled the space to the left. The entire VIP area was roped off with gold velvet rope, an enormous pair of balloons spelling out “21” coupled with a champagne bottle and a party hat floated in the far corner, just underneath an enormous black and gold sign proclaiming “Happy 21st Olivia!”

      Her father had recently invested in the hospitality company that owned this club—along with several other bars and restaurants in Manhattan—and had called in a favor from Prescott Group’s CEO in order to book out the entire VIP area for her birthday.

      A wave of happiness and excitement crested through her as she took it all in, and she gave Whitney’s arm a squeeze. The VIP area was already packed with about forty people, including her closest friends, and…Tyler. Yay.

      As she took a step forward, she cast a glance in Tyler’s direction, adjusting the fabric of her dress to show more of her cleavage. A black-clad bouncer unclipped the golden rope to let her and Whitney through and she spent the next several minutes running around and hugging everyone, accepting birthday wishes and compliments on her sexy dress. She’d had her hair blown out that afternoon, and it fell down her back in a glossy chestnut sheet. Because her dress was so sexy, she hadn’t wanted to overdo it with the makeup, keeping it pretty and subtle.

      She felt gorgeous and grown-up and happy, as though she were on the cusp of everything she’d ever wanted.

      “Liv!” She heard a familiar male voice and turned to find her dad standing on the other side of the golden rope, a giant, goofy smile on his face. It faltered slightly when he took in her dress, but he managed to smooth out his expression as she stood and walked toward him.

      “Dad!” she said, flinging her arms around him and giving him a kiss on the cheek. “I wasn’t expecting to see you. Thank you for the party. It’s awesome.”

      He stepped back and smoothed a hand down her arm. “You’re welcome, princess. I’m glad you’re having fun. Are you…are you cold? In that dress?” He frowned slightly and she laughed, shaking her head.

      “No. I’m good.”

      He sighed. “I can’t believe you’re twenty-one. I feel like just yesterday we were watching The Incredibles and reading Harriet the Spy.”

      “Hey,” she said, socking him on the arm. “Don’t get all mushy on me, okay? This mascara isn’t waterproof.”

      He grinned and pulled her in for another hug. “Your mother would be so proud of how you turned out. You’re smart and kind and you’ve grown into a stunningly beautiful young woman.” He hugged her tighter, her own chest constricting at the mention of her mother. “You look just like her, you know.”

      She nodded against him, not caring if her friends saw her having a moment with her dad. Her mother had died in a car accident when Olivia had barely been three years old and her father had raised her on his own. So other people could think she was lame for loving her dad the way she did, but she didn’t give a shit what they thought.

      “Anyway,” he said, pulling away, his eyes bright, “I just wanted to stop by and make sure everything was going well. I’ll get out of your hair and let you have fun with your friends. Just…be safe tonight, okay? Don’t overdo it.”

      “I promise,” she said, giving his arm a squeeze. “Thank you again for arranging this for me. And thank the club owner, too. The service has been amazing.”

      He nodded and then smiled at something over her head. “Actually, you can thank him yourself. He’s coming over.”

      She turned and it felt as though the entire world dropped into slow motion. The man who was approaching looked as though he’d just stepped out of the pages of GQ with his perfectly styled, thick, dark hair, meticulously groomed stubble and light blue button down tucked into a pair of navy pants. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, showing off a swath of tanned skin over taut, flexing muscle. An enormous, expensive-looking watch adorned his wrist.

      But it was his face that had her pinned in place, her heart throbbing relentlessly. Deep brown eyes, cheekbones and a jawline most models would kill for, full lips that looked designed for sin.

      He was, hands down, the hottest guy she’d ever laid eyes on. Ever. As he got closer, she could see subtle lines fanning out around his eyes, making him a bit older than she’d originally thought, but it only added to his appeal. He moved with confidence, with this assured, masculine grace that she wanted to watch on repeat.

      His gaze moved from her father to her and the expression on his face changed, morphing from polite interest to wolfish hunger, his eyes seeming to darken, his nostrils flaring slightly. He rubbed a hand over his mouth, his heated gaze eating her up in a way that had her stomach dipping and swirling as though she were on the world’s sexiest roller coaster.

      Her father held out his hand and shook with Mr. Sexiest Man on the Planet, and then laid a hand on the small of her back.

      “This is my daughter, Olivia,” he said, raising his voice to be heard over the Jason Derulo song pumping through the speakers. “The birthday girl,” he added, and she blushed.

      The man held out his hand and she took it, her entire arm vibrating with an electrical pulse as her palm slid against his.

      “Lucian Prescott,” he said, his voice deliciously deep and with a hint of a growl to it. “Welcome to the Canopy Club.”

      “Nice to meet you,” she managed, her entire body alive with awareness. “And thank you. We’re having a really good time.”

      He tipped his head as he slipped his hands into his pockets, flashing her a grin that had heat flushing through her body. “Happy birthday. Let me know if you need anything. I’ll be around.”

      “Good. I mean,” she licked her lips, shaking her head. “Thank you. I’ll let you know.”

      “Make sure she gets home safely,” said her father, slapping Lucian on the shoulder.

      “Of course.” His gaze roved over her, skimming over her face, her cleavage, her legs and then lingering on her lips. “I’ll keep an eye on her.”

      Her father nodded and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Have fun, princess. I’ll see you for lunch tomorrow, okay?”

      She nodded, leaning into the kiss. “Thanks again, Dad. This is really awesome.”

      He grinned at her, and she turned back to talk to Lucian, but he’d already retreated, his broad shoulders moving through the club toward the bar.

      Screw Tyler. She knew who she wanted to go home with tonight, and it wasn’t some scrawny twenty-one-year-old kid. She’d been looking for a man, and good Lord, had she found one.
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      It was well after two in the morning, and the party was starting to wind down. Apparently even college kids got tired eventually, although Lucian was having a hard time remembering what it felt like to be that young. Normally he didn’t book out his venues for private parties, but Gavin Walsh was his company’s newest investor and had given them a massive influx of cash that would allow them to expand and grow, and he hadn’t thought it prudent to turn down the man’s request for a favor.

      And the favor itself had felt completely harmless until he’d laid eyes on her. Olivia Walsh.

      Twenty-one-year-old Olivia Walsh, he reminded himself as he sat down at the bar, finally allowing himself a drink now that the night was almost over. Not only was she the daughter of his newest investor, but she was eighteen fucking years younger than him. But that knowledge hadn’t been enough to stop him from watching her all night. He’d watched her laugh with her friends, her head thrown back, exposing the long, elegant column of her neck. He’d watched her dance, her outrageously sexy body moving in time to the music, breasts bouncing, hips swaying.

      He couldn’t remember the last time watching a woman dance had made him hard as fucking steel, like some sex starved teenager.

      He’d also watched several young men try to flirt with her, and she hadn’t seemed even remotely interested in any of them. Instead, her big eyes had kept searching him out, lingering on him.

      Interesting.

      No, it’s not, he chastised himself, taking a small sip of his whiskey.

      A luscious, red-velvet clad body slid onto the barstool beside him, his eyes roving over shapely, slender legs before he dragged them up her body to her face. Enormous brown eyes fanned with thick lashes, pert little nose, wide mouth that he’d watched spread into a gorgeous smile over and over again tonight.

      She swung around to face him, her foot grazing against his shin. Twirling a strand of thick, glossy brown hair between her fingers, she shot him a coy smile. “Buy the birthday girl a drink?”

      He stared at that strand of hair between her fingers, imagining the silky strands wrapped around his fist as he…

      He cleared his throat and shook his head. Fuck, if she were ten years older, he would’ve taken her home over an hour ago.

      But she wasn’t. She was twenty fucking one. Sexy as hell, but twenty fucking one.

      She leaned a bit closer, her dress falling away from her chest and giving him a mouthwatering view of the soft, rounded tops of her breasts. “I don’t bite,” she said, then laughed softly. “I mean, unless that’s what you’re into.”

      Oh, fuck. She was hitting on him, and he was only human. Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck.

      He squinted, studying her, weighing his options. She seemed nice and buzzed but not falling down drunk. Maybe if he agreed to a drink, talked to her a little, this burning spark would fizzle out and that would be that.

      He tipped his head. “One drink, then,” he said, leaving her flirty remark deliberately untouched. Even as he imagined her sinking her teeth into his shoulder as he…

      She’s twenty fucking one and Gavin Walsh’s daughter. Fucking stop. Now.

      He signaled to the bartender, who quickly mixed up the whiskey sour she ordered.

      She took a sip and then bit her lip, her gaze darting around the club. “Thank you again for hosting us tonight. You have a really nice place.” She stirred her drink, licking her lips, drawing his attention to her mouth and all the things he’d like to do with it.

      “You’re welcome. Happy birthday,” he said, gently clinking his glass against hers. He leaned an elbow on the bar, facing her. “I hope you had a good time.”

      She smiled, warmth pulsing through him. “I definitely did. I couldn’t have asked for a better birthday.”

      He took a sip of his drink. “So you got everything you wanted, then.”

      Suddenly, her hand was on his thigh, his skin tightening at the unexpected contact. “Well, maybe not everything.”

      He chuckled and very gently removed her hand, placing it back on the bar. “I’m flattered, but I’m too old for you, sweetheart. Find a guy your age to go home with.” Even as he said the words, they tasted acrid in his mouth.

      The corner of her mouth quirked up. “Not a huge fan of guys my age, actually.”

      He took a healthy swallow of his drink and steered the conversation back into neutral waters. “Your father says you’re an art history major at Columbia.”

      She held his eyes for a moment and then nodded. “I’m headed into my senior year and then I’m planning to go to Pratt for interior design.”

      His eyebrows rose, his intrigue growing. Not only was she gorgeous, but she was smart and ambitious, apparently. “Pratt’s no joke,” he said. “Why interior design?”

      Her face lit up, and it was like watching the sun rise after a long, dark night. “Because I think everyone deserves to have a comfortable, welcoming home that reflects who they are. We spend so much time in our homes, and my goal is to make those spaces as beautiful as possible while still being useful and comfortable. If you don’t feel comfortable and at ease at home, that’s hard.” She licked her lips and then sighed. “My…my mom was an interior designer. She died when I was really little, and…I don’t know. Having the same career ambitions as her—and they are mine, I’m not doing this out of some kind of misplaced grief—it makes me feel a little closer to her.” Her eyes were unfocused, distant. He felt a tug in his chest, an echo of the pain she must’ve experienced growing up without a mother. She shook her head, tearing herself out of whatever memory had consumed her just now. “Sorry. TMI. That’s a lot more answer than you bargained for.”

      “It’s okay. I obviously never knew her, but I’m sure she’d be proud of you.”

      She bit her lip and nodded. “I hope so.” She took a sip of her drink and then swung that bottomless gaze back to him. “So you own a bunch of restaurants and clubs? That’s your thing?”

      He nodded. “Prescott Group is a hospitality company, so we own and run restaurants, bars, nightclubs. We’re expanding into other cities, mostly thanks to your father’s investment.”

      “You must be doing well if he invested. He’s a lot more risk averse with his investments than he was even five years ago.”

      Lucian blinked slowly, once again blown away by her seemingly off-hand comment. “We’ve been pretty successful, yes. I started out with a single restaurant that I opened when I was twenty, and it grew from there.”

      Her eyes widened. “You opened a restaurant at twenty? That’s impressive. Even more so that it was successful, given how ruthless the restaurant industry is.”

      He grinned. “I’m good at what I do.”

      “Are you married?” she asked suddenly, shifting on her stool.

      He shook his head slowly. “No. I’m not married.”

      “Girlfriend?”

      “Olivia—” he started, knowing he had to nip this in the bud.

      “Boyfriend?” she asked, undeterred.

      “No. I’m straight and I’m single.”

      The light in her eyes shifted, heat blossoming as her eyes took a slow walk up and down his body. Then, she slid off the stool and stepped directly in front of him, practically standing between his legs. He clenched his jaw, fighting back the urge to slip his hands around her waist. She slid her hands up his arms and around his neck, making his dick throb.

      “Well, in that case…” she leaned in closer, so close that he could smell the warm vanilla scent wafting off her skin. “I think you’re really sexy.”

      He shook his head slowly, pretty sure he was on the verge of cracking a molar. “I’m too old for you.”

      “How old are you?” She shifted a little closer and he lost the battle he’d been fighting, his hands landing on her hips. She swayed into him slightly, making his blood roar through his veins.

      “How old do you think I am?” he asked. He lifted one of his hands from her hips and wrapped a lock of her soft hair around his finger.

      “Thirty-five?”

      He shook his head. “Thirty-nine. I’ll be forty in January.”

      She shrugged. “That doesn’t bother me. Besides, isn’t it up to me to decide if you’re too old for me?”

      “Mmm,” he said, toying with the lock of her hair. His cock strained against his zipper, his blood scorching. It felt as though all of the oxygen were being sucked out of the room as he fought against himself. “Then you’re too young for me.”

      “Don’t pretend you don’t want me,” she said, leaning closer and bringing her lips to his ear. “Don’t pretend you’re not hard just thinking about me in your bed.”

      God, she was undoing him, and that was a dangerous thing, for so many reasons. Decision made, he stood and took her hand in his.

      “I have an Uber waiting outside,” he said, leading her through the club, not letting himself think about how good her small hand felt in his. “You’ve got your purse? Keys, phone?” She nodded and then followed him, letting him lead her to the club’s front doors and out into the warm summer night. The Uber he’d called earlier for her was waiting by the curb, idling.

      He opened the rear passenger door, holding it open for her. But instead of sliding in after her, he shut the door, then leaned into the open front window.

      “Take her home. Goodnight, Olivia.”

      He turned around and headed back into the club, glancing over his shoulder to watch the car merge into traffic. Away from him and all of the depraved thoughts screaming through his mind.
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      Lucian pulled his sleek, black Aston Martin into his reserved spot in the parking garage on West 31st Street and cut the engine. It was a steamy July morning, and with the car turned off, he immediately missed the cool air filtering through the vents. Gathering his laptop bag from the passenger seat, he opened the door and stepped out into the muggy air. There was nothing quite like Manhattan in summer. The entire city seemed to shimmer with heat, all the pavement and concrete absorbing it and bouncing it off the steel and glass, amplifying it until it felt as though the entire island were under a magnifying glass. The trees in the parks were a bright, vibrant emerald green, lush with the fullness of summer. The sun rose early and set late, stretching the days out into long, meandering things that melted into hot nights. Summer was Lucian’s favorite, and not just because he basked in the heat, but because it was the most profitable time of year for the company he’d built from the ground up, Prescott Hospitality Group.

      He slung his laptop bag over his shoulder, eyes skimming the quiet parking garage before setting out to make his way around the block to Penn Plaza, where his company’s offices were located. Twenty years ago, he’d started out with a single restaurant, Downtown, and had gradually expanded, adding restaurants and nightclubs across Manhattan. Today, Prescott Group owned seven nightclubs and ten restaurants in NYC, along with a restaurant and a nightclub in Chicago, and three restaurants and a nightclub in Los Angeles. The expansion into Las Vegas was almost complete, with two restaurants and three nightclubs all set to open within the next eighteen months. Over the past two decades, he’d built a successful business worth nearly $300 million dollars, and he’d done it with sweat and hard work—mostly. He’d started from almost nothing, seeing as he hadn’t been gifted a hefty trust fund like the rest of his siblings—not that they knew that. They assumed he’d been given what they had, and he’d never disabused them of that notion. He’d been a success on his own, without his so-called father’s money. Granted, some luck had been involved, not to mention the event twenty-five years ago that had set everything in motion. He’d been on a very different path then, and in the course of one night, everything had changed.

      Sometimes he wondered what would’ve become of his life had he not been in the right place at the right time. He didn’t believe in fate or destiny or any of that shit. Life was what you made of it. But still, he wondered—what would he have made of it if he hadn’t saved the lives of the heads of the Italian and Irish mafia and prevented a mob war from consuming Manhattan? If one pull of the trigger hadn’t set him on a totally different course?

      He stepped inside the busy lobby of Penn Plaza and took the elevator up to the thirty-seventh floor, where the company was headquartered. They’d opened a satellite office in Los Angeles last year and would likely follow suit with one in Las Vegas once the new venues were up and running. But he had no plans to leave the city. Manhattan was home. It always would be.

      “Your messages, sir.” His executive assistant, Chloe, stood from behind her desk just outside the door to Lucian’s office, handing him a neat stack of papers. Chloe had been with the company for five years now, and while she’d casually expressed interest in Lucian, he hadn’t returned that interest. It didn’t matter that she was young and pretty and available. He didn’t get involved with employees, and his thoughts were fully occupied with someone else. Someone he couldn’t have.

      “Thank you,” he said, taking them and sifting through them absently, already prioritizing them. Returning any calls would have to wait, though. It was Monday morning, and every Monday, he met with his inner circle to discuss the week ahead. It was a crucial meeting, for more reasons than one, and he never missed it. “Anything else?” he asked when Chloe didn’t immediately sit down.

      She nodded. “Gavin Walsh phoned just a few minutes ago wondering if you’d have some time for him this morning. He said he has a favor to ask you and wanted to come speak to you. I told him I’d have to check your schedule and get back to him.” She glanced at her computer screen. “You do have some time between your regular Monday morning appointment and the update meeting with the architects working on the Vegas project.”

      Favors. His entire world hinged on favors, and while sometimes it was a beautiful thing, it could also be tedious. He felt as though entirely too much of his brain was taken up with a ledger of sorts—who he owed, who owed him, what the balance was and how it might be shifting.

      He sighed and nodded. “Fine. Tell him to meet me here at 10:30.”

      She nodded. “Will do.”

      His mind buzzing with everything on the agenda for the day, he set his things down on his desk and then proceeded down the hall to the corner conference room. The room was small but offered a spectacular view of the city rising up around them, sunshine pouring in through the lightly tinted windows. A rectangular white table sat in the middle of the room, surrounded by eight gray leather chairs, four of which were already occupied by the men who helped him run both his company and his more dangerous dealings. They were his brothers in arms, and Lucian trusted them with his life. He’d once saved each of them, had given them shelter and protection, a new life and a fresh start when they’d needed it most, and they paid him back with loyalty and dedication.

      And this morning, as happened every Monday morning, they were gathered in the small conference room to discuss business. But not Prescott Group business.

      This was Kings of Hell’s Kitchen business.

      Lucian had never set out to play the role of judge and guardian in the organized crime world of Manhattan. No, originally he’d been on a very different path, one leading him straight to a lifetime membership with the Italian mafia. He’d started out doing errands for Salvatore Perri when he was just a teenager, having met Sal through his son, who was a friend of Lucian’s, and Sal had taken an interest in him. Lucian, feeling adrift and unwanted by his family, had been looking for a place to belong, and Sal had been happy to offer him one. That was how he’d come to be at the meeting between Sal and Cian Murphy that fateful night when the Bratva had tried to take them out.

      He’d been a nineteen-year-old kid looking for family and he’d gotten sucked in deeper than he wanted before he’d fully realized what was happening. Sal had treated him well, had nurtured him the way Lucian’s own father never had. He’d come along as Sal’s body man the night of that meeting, where Sal and Murphy were set to divide up Manhattan, determining who could sell drugs where, run protection rackets, launder money. It was an important meeting, and once everything was agreed upon, the hope was that it would usher in an era of relative peace between the different factions, which in turn, would keep the police off everyone’s backs.

      But the Bratva—the Russian mafia who’d turned down an invitation to the meeting—had had other ideas, and they’d sent someone to take out both Sal and Murphy.

      And Lucian had shot him, killing him where he’d stood. He was the first man Lucian had ever killed. But he wasn’t the last.

      Everything had changed after that night. Grateful, both Sal and Cian Murphy had offered him whatever he wanted, and he’d seen his opportunity. He’d asked for his freedom—which Sal had granted, on the condition that he could still ask Lucian for favors on occasion—and the money to do something legitimate with his life. He’d used that money to start Downtown, and against the odds, it had been a success.

      And for a while, he’d thought that was the end of his life in the world of organized crime. But he’d slowly slipped into a new role, helping both Sal and Murphy negotiate with other factions. His reputation as a tough but fair peacekeeper spread, and soon he was arbitrating disputes and dispensing unbiased justice. Everyone except the Bratva had accepted Lucian’s position because he settled things fairly and quietly, which kept many of Sal and Murphy’s guys out of prison. They didn’t want the police involved, and with Lucian’s help, were able to police themselves. Everyone respected Lucian and his decisions, knowing that any threats he made were entirely legitimate. He wasn’t afraid to put someone down if they were a danger to a family or the entire organized crime world.

      And even though he wasn’t part of any of the families, being connected to the underground world that operated within Manhattan had been hugely beneficial to Lucian. Doors had been opened for him, favors collected and called in. He operated within shades of gray and believed firmly that every problem had a solution, some more legal than others.

      Sometimes he still didn’t fully understand how he’d wound up here, the arbiter of justice and order in a world defined by violence and chaos. A man enforcing rules in a world where nothing was black and white. But here he was, twenty-five years later, keeping the peace in Manhattan with the help of his men.

      An unexpected but not unwelcome side effect of his neutral status was that he’d begun to attract strays—from the mob, from the Irish mafia, from the Bratva, from the Yakuza. He took in men who’d become adrift, disillusioned or disenfranchised for one reason or another and gave them a place to belong without incurring the wrath of whatever organization they were leaving. Because they’d turned to Lucian, the peacekeeper, the other families had no choice but to allow Lucian to give them safe harbor. With belonging came loyalty, and over the past several years, he and his men had come to be known as the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen, a nickname Lucian found amusing.

      Luca Romano, Prescott Group’s head of client relations, nodded at Lucian as he sat down at the head of the table. Luca had been working for Lucian for ten years now, ever since he’d shown up at one of Lucian’s restaurants, a scared twenty-year-old kid who’d just witnessed the murder of his parents. Infighting among the Columbos had reached a fevered pitch, and it had been up to Lucian to put a stop to what had been dangerously close to becoming a civil war. Lives had been lost—those of the greedy, power hungry insurgents—but the family itself had been saved.

      Luca picked up his espresso, the cup almost comically tiny in his large, tattooed hand. “Morning boss.” He set the cup down and opened his laptop, frowning at the screen.

      “Something wrong?” asked Lucian, studying the tension on Luca’s face, the set of his shoulders. He had the classic Sicilian looks of many members of the Italian mafia—thick, dark brown hair, deep brown eyes, olive skin.

      Luca shoved a hand through his hair. “Maybe. Murphy’s clan is unhappy that the Yakuza are charging finder’s fees for guiding Japanese tourists to their underground casinos.”

      Lucian frowned. “How much are they charging?”

      Luca’s eyes skimmed over the screen. “It was ten percent, but Murphy says now they’re asking for thirty and sending Vietnamese street gangs to collect the money.” Lucian was pleased that Luca was able to identify the problems immediately. While reserved, Luca was observant and analytical, a hard working and focused member of the team. Granted, he tended to be a little tightly wound and could probably stand to work less and relax more.

      “Set up a meeting with Kaito Tanaka. He’s charging too much and shouldn’t be using street gangs to conduct his business.” Street thugs were notoriously greedy, brash, and stupid and would only bring unwanted attention on everyone.

      Luca nodded, his fingers already moving across the keyboard. Lucian turned his attention to Ryu Shiroda, a former member of the Yakuza who was now head of finance for Prescott Group. He’d left the Japanese crime organization after his father—a high ranking member of the Manhattan Yakuza—had refused to help Ryu’s mother, a white former prostitute, when she’d become sick with cancer. She’d survived, but Ryu’s relationship with his father hadn’t. He’d always struggled to belong within the organization, and many had seen him as less than, having been born to a mistress, and a white one at that. He’d come to Lucian, bringing with him a math degree along with a keen mind, ambition, and originality.

      “Ryu, when the meeting’s arranged, we’ll want you to come and translate.” There would be no hiding behind language barriers.

      Ryu nodded, his brown eyes flashing. “Sure thing, boss.” He leaned forward, arms braced on the table, fingers tented. “We should offer to hold the meeting in their territory. They’ll take it as a sign of respect and be somewhat less guarded.”

      Lucian nodded. “Good idea,” he said, flicking his gaze back to Luca, whose fingers were still moving across the laptop’s keyboard.

      “I should go, too,” said Killian Byrne, Prescott Group’s head of security and the protector and enforcer for the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen. “Murphy likes me. It’ll put him at ease.” Celtic-themed tattoos covered the muscled arms he leaned on the table, his black T-shirt pulling tight against his broad frame. His hair hung to his jaw in dark curls, his sky blue eyes flashing. He wasn’t as tall as the others, coming in at just over six feet, but he was by far the biggest, his body roped with muscle, his huge hands made for destruction.

      Killian had been a member of the Irish mob in Boston. An enforcer, and when required, a hit man. To this day, Lucian didn’t know the reasons as to why he’d wanted out. It was something he never talked about, and as long as Killian’s past wasn’t causing issues in the present, Lucian had no inclination to pry. When Killian had turned his back on the Irish mob, his family in Boston had disowned him, and there’d been a price on his head. The Irish swore blood oaths, and in their eyes, that wasn’t something a man could just walk away from. He’d had to leave Boston, and even now, nearly a decade later, he couldn’t go back. It was too dangerous. He’d arrived in New York with nothing but the clothes on his back and the money in his wallet, and Lucian had taken him in.

      “Agreed,” said Lucian with a nod. Despite the price on Killian’s head, Murphy had taken a shine to him, and having Killian around always seemed to put everyone on their best behavior. “Any other security updates?”

      Killian grimaced. “The Bleeckers tried to get in to Boulevard last night,” he said with a little growl. He took a sip of his coffee, set the cup down and then cracked his knuckles. “Again.”

      Lucian sighed. The Bleeckers were an up-and-coming street gang hellbent on dealing drugs in his clubs. They’d become more and more of a problem over the past year—a problem Lucian had no patience for. No one in the organized crime world tolerated street gangs—except for the Yakuza, apparently, a troubling development—and on top of that, he didn’t allow drugs in his clubs. If he let someone deal, he’d be seen as favoring one family over another, and given his neutral status, that wasn’t a message he wanted to send. If people wanted to find drugs, there were plenty of other places they could do it. His clubs were off limits.

      “Fucking tweakers,” said Killian. “I scared them off last night, but they’re not getting the message. We might need to start communicating with something more than words.” His eyes glimmered darkly and he bared his teeth in the approximation of a smile. Killian had an intensity to him, a sense of barely leashed passion that only a total fool would ignore.

      Lucian stood and paced to the window, his hands in his pockets. He let his gaze rove out across the buildings and intersecting streets as he mulled over the problem. He didn’t want to cause additional trouble by being too heavy handed, but he knew this had to be stamped out. Perseverance was normally a quality he admired, but not when it came to the Bleeckers trying to sell drugs in his clubs.

      With a sigh, he turned, zeroing in on Killian. “Next time they show up, you have clearance to scare the shit out of them. But no permanent damage. Not yet.”

      Killian nodded slowly. “They’ll be back, maybe even tonight. Little fuckers are tenacious, I’ll give them that.” He took another sip of his coffee and leaned back in his chair. “Bleeckers are the only security issue right now. Once we get them sorted out, things should quiet down.”

      Lucian nodded and turned his attention to the last man in the room, Sasha Petrov. Born in Moscow, Sasha had grown up in the Bratva, with his father and all of his uncles being members. But he’d left eight years ago after his father had ended up in prison and the Bratva had hung Sasha out to dry, pinning crimes on him that weren’t his and using him as a scapegoat in order to try to free his more valuable father. Prisoner exchanges weren’t unheard of in Russia, especially when it came to high ranking Bratva members. Even his father had been in favor of the exchange, leaving Sasha without a single ally. So he’d left, turning his back on the only life he’d ever known in order to avoid spending the rest of his life in a Siberian labor camp for his father’s crimes. He’d come to New York to start a new life, but when the Bratva here had targeted him, he’d turned to Lucian for help. He’d taken him in and had quickly found a use for Sasha’s dazzling tech skills. Not only was he the head of IT for Prescott Group, he had the ability to find any information they needed. It was a useful thing to have dirt on every single politician and high ranking, powerful person in the city, and it had come in handy more times than Lucian could count.

      “Any investigations we need to worry about?” Lucian asked.

      Sasha shook his head. “No. We’re clean right now.” He regularly hacked into the NYPD case files to make sure no one was sticking their nose where Lucian didn’t want it. “And I’m almost finished putting together the profile you wanted on the new chief of police,” he said, his Russian accent making the words sound half swallowed. He took a sip of his coffee and then set the cup down, lifting his hands to adjust the golden brown bun on top of his head. When Sasha had first arrived in New York, he’d been sporting a buzz cut and a clean-shaven jaw. Now, his thick hair hung past his shoulders, and he’d grown a full beard, closely cropped and neatly groomed. Lucian wasn’t sure if it was a reinvention, or a means of hiding himself.

      Lucian nodded. “Good. Send it to me when you have it.” Everyone tried to stay away from the police, but it didn’t hurt to have useful information on the new chief, should they need it. Better to be prepared than left scrambling if shit were to hit the fan.

      Lucian sat back down in his chair and the meeting continued for another thirty minutes as they sorted out the week ahead and he made sure everyone was clear on what was needed this week. Once the assignments were settled and all pressing business had been discussed, he dismissed everyone and then headed back to his office, where he found Gavin Walsh already waiting for him, as he’d known he would.

      “Gavin,” he said, extending his hand. They shook, Gavin’s grip firm and strong. His salt and pepper hair was thick and wavy, styled precisely, and he wore a royal blue suit tailored to perfection. He’d made his money on Wall Street in the 1980s and had started his successful venture capital firm twenty-five years ago now. Today, Walsh Assets was worth hundreds of millions of dollars, if not billions. Gavin was a powerful man to have on his team, even if he unknowingly caused a lot of stress. Lucian always felt as though he was walking on eggshells around Gavin because if he ever found out about the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen or Lucian’s criminal ties, Prescott Group was fucked. Gavin was completely above board and wouldn’t tolerate being involved with criminals in any way whatsoever. He’d pull his investments and cause significant damage to the company. Not to mention what else he might do with the information Lucian kept so closely guarded. One word to the FBI and Lucian could wind up in prison. Which, obviously, was not the end goal here, and not just because orange wasn’t his color.

      And then, there was Olivia. Gavin’s twenty-six-year-old daughter who dominated Lucian’s fantasies and haunted his dreams. If Gavin had any idea as to the thoughts Lucian had about his daughter, he’d probably cut his balls off, and Lucian couldn’t blame him. Not one bit.

      “What can I do for you?” Lucian took a seat behind his desk, gesturing for Gavin to take the empty chair facing it. Gavin sat down, his eyes trained on Lucian.

      “I have a favor to ask,” he said, easing back in the chair and crossing an ankle over the opposite knee. His face was relaxed, open. He was a friendly guy, easygoing in a way that made Lucian feel like he was all sharp edges and sandpaper insides compared to Gavin. Then again, Gavin wasn’t straddling two worlds on a daily basis. Sometimes, Lucian envied him and the inherent simplicity of his life. He had a successful business, a beautiful daughter. He took luxurious vacations and spent his Saturday mornings reading murder mysteries. He golfed and sailed and went to nice restaurants without having to constantly scan the faces in the crowd, alert for potential threats. He got to live and love and just be in a way that Lucian never would.

      “So I’d gathered,” said Lucian, glancing up as Chloe poked her head in.

      “Mr. Walsh, can I get you something to drink?” she asked, her head tilted. “Coffee? Water?”

      He smiled and shook his head. “No, thank you, Chloe. I’m fine and this won’t take long.”

      She nodded and left, the frosted glass door whooshing quietly shut behind her.

      “It’s about Maison Blanche,” he said.

      Lucian frowned slightly. The French-inspired bistro was Prescott Group’s latest project in Manhattan, set to open in the fall. Construction was nearly finished and everything was on schedule.

      “What about it?”

      Gavin smiled. “You remember my daughter Olivia, I’m sure.”

      Lucian’s blood went both hot and cold at the mention of her name. “Of course,” he said, trying to keep the wariness out of his voice. Remember her. Of fucking course he remembered her.

      “She finished her MFA in interior design two years ago and she’s been working under Joan Waxman for the past eighteen months. She’s looking to expand her portfolio, and I thought she might be a good fit for the bistro project.”

      “Mmm.” He didn’t know what else to say. Obviously he was going to have to say no, given that the bistro was his pet project and he’d been overseeing it. He just needed to come up with a better reason than I’m obsessed with your daughter. I want to claim her and own her and ruin her until she’s mine, in every single way. I want her addicted to me, begging for me, needing things she didn’t even know she wanted.

      Apparently Gavin took Lucian’s silence for professional reluctance—thank God for small miracles—and he leaned forward, still smiling. “I know she’s a bit young and inexperienced, but she was the top of her class at Pratt, and she’s been working under one of Manhattan’s most illustrious interior designers. She’s talented, and I’m not just saying that because I’m her father. I think she’d be an asset to this project.”

      Lucian grimaced, wracking his brain for a reasonable excuse to say no. “I appreciate that and I’m sure she’s talented, but you know that we normally work with much more experienced designers.”

      “Will you at least meet with her? Let her show you her portfolio and what she’s capable of? I’d consider it a huge favor if you’d give her a chance.” There was a weight behind Gavin’s words that Lucian didn’t miss. Gavin was still smiling, but he wasn’t going to take no for an answer on this, and Lucian wasn’t fool enough to mistake Gavin’s general kindness for weakness. If Lucian agreed to meet with her, he’d have to hire her. He wouldn’t be able to come up with a good enough reason not to, and saying no outright would damage his relationship with Gavin.

      Goddammit.

      He sighed and then forced a small smile to his lips. “Sure. Of course I’ll meet with her. She can stop by the bistro next week. I’ll have Chloe set something up.”

      Gavin stood. “Thanks, Lucian. I appreciate this, and I know Olivia will, too. And I promise, you won’t be disappointed in her work.”

      It wasn’t her work he was concerned about. Her skills as an interior designer were the furthest thing from his mind as he wondered how the hell he was going to navigate this unscathed.

      “I’m sure I won’t,” he murmured, rubbing a hand over his mouth.

      Gavin snapped his fingers. “You know, I think she mentioned that she and her friends were planning to go to Boulevard this weekend for Liv’s birthday. If you see her, you could talk to her there.”

      Lucian frowned. “Friday or Saturday?” He needed to know which night to avoid the most popular upscale club he owned.

      “Saturday.”

      “Well, I’d hate to interrupt her birthday celebrations with shop talk,” he said carefully.

      Gavin shook his head. “I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.” Then he frowned, a pensive look on his face. “That place has good security, right?”

      Lucian’s brows knit together. “Of course. You know that all of our establishments do.”

      “Good.” He nodded, still looking distracted.

      “Why?”

      Gavin shook his head and sat back down. “It’s probably nothing. But she mentioned that this guy she was seeing briefly, Massimo, he’s not taking the break up very well.”

      Everything inside Lucian went hot and tight. “In what way?”

      Gavin shrugged. “Calling her, texting her. He’s shown up a few times when she’s been out with friends. She says it’s nothing, but…” He shook his head. “I know she’s a grown woman and can handle her own life. I just worry, you know? Probably unnecessarily, but still.”

      Lucian’s hands curled into fists and his gut clenched. Great. Now he had no choice but to show up at Boulevard on Saturday because he sure as fuck wasn’t going to leave Olivia vulnerable. He should’ve been keeping a closer eye on her. That would’ve been the prudent thing to do. But he’d been so caught up in trying to ignore the lust burning through his system that he’d apparently let her get involved with some fuckwad who couldn’t take no for an answer.

      She was supposed to call him if she needed help, and she hadn’t. Which meant one of two things: the situation wasn’t as serious as Gavin was making it out to be, or she’d deliberately not reached out to him.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to unload all of that on you.”

      Lucian shot him a placating smile. “It’s fine. I’ll be there on Saturday.” He forced himself to meet Gavin’s eyes. “I’ll keep an eye on her.” He leaned forward, bracing his arms on the desk and lacing his fingers together. “This Massimo have a last name?”

      Gavin scratched his cheek. “Ah…shit. I don’t actually know. They only dated for a few weeks. I never met him.”

      Not the information he was hoping for, but it was a start. “I’ll make sure he doesn’t bother her on Saturday.”

      Gavin flashed him a grateful smile, and guilt exploded through Lucian like a bullet, hot and sharp, lodged inside him where it burrowed deeper and deeper. He thought his interest in Olivia was nothing more than one friend doing a favor for the other, but it was so much more than that. For five years now, he’d wanted Olivia. Wanted her while knowing he couldn’t have her. His interest in Olivia had nothing to do with Gavin and everything to do with her. But regardless of his motivation, he’d look out for her. He’d keep her safe. Even if he couldn’t have her, he could do that.

      As he saw Gavin out, he mentally went over his list of reasons why Olivia Walsh was completely off limits, layering each reason on top of the other like a piece of armor.

      She was too young for him, far too young.

      His life was far too complicated. Far too dangerous to risk involving her—or any woman—in it. His position in the underground world he moved in was precarious and the smallest change, the slightest disturbance could tip the scales one direction or the other. He couldn’t afford to upset the balance.

      Her father was his company’s biggest investor. If he did something to piss Gavin off, it could be a financial disaster for Prescott Group. They employed nearly 2,000 people, and Lucian wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize their jobs.

      So many reasons, all completely valid. All weighty and worthy and true.

      And yet, just the knowledge that he was going to see Olivia on Saturday had his gut tightening and his blood heating. And now he was supposed to work with her on a regular basis—at least until the bistro project was complete.

      After he’d walked Gavin to the elevator, he returned to his desk and sat down in his chair, the leather creaking softly under his weight. He swiveled to look out at the Manhattan skyline, wondering how to best play this out. He couldn’t refuse to hire Olivia. He didn’t have a valid reason not to, and he knew Gavin would push it if Lucian fought him on it. Not to mention that it would be suspicious as hell if it was obvious he was avoiding her.

      He pressed his fingers against his mouth as he wondered if he should just pass the bistro project on to someone else. But he didn’t want to do that for a few reasons, the main one being that it was his pet project, his idea, and he wanted to see it through. Everyone knew that the bistro was his project, and it might raise a few eyebrows if he suddenly distanced himself from it.

      And, bastard that he was, he didn’t want to pull out of the project. No, now that Olivia was attached, that was the last thing he wanted to do. Being around her was always the sweetest kind of torture, an ache he both dreaded and craved. She made him feel as though he were starving, staring at a five-course meal he wasn’t allowed to touch, but he lived for the torment all the same.

      He rubbed a hand over his face. “Fuck,” he said softly before turning his chair back around and picking up the phone on his desk, punching in Sasha’s extension.

      “Yes?” he answered on the first ring.

      “I need you to do some digging. Gavin Walsh’s daughter Olivia briefly dated a man named Massimo. I don’t have a last name, address or age. But I need you to find him and then find out everything you can about him.”

      Sasha sighed. “You’re not giving me much to work with here, boss.”

      “I know. But that’s all I have.”

      Another sigh. “Fine. I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Good. If you can get me the info before Saturday, even better.”

      “I’m on it.”

      Lucian hung up the phone and somehow managed to wrench his attention away from Olivia and to the rest of the work day ahead of him, his blood still humming with the knowledge that he’d see her in a few days.
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      Lucian checked his watch, cursing under his breath as he stepped out of the Town car, light snowflakes falling around him and landing on the wool of his thick coat. The townhouse rose up before him, straddling the border between Lenox Hill and the Upper East Side, Central Park just a block away. The townhouse was lit up from the inside, and the sounds of Christmas music, laughter and tinkling glasses spilled out into the night from the open window, inviting and warm.

      It felt as though he’d stepped into a different world from the one he’d been inhabiting just an hour ago, where he’d had to deal with a member of the Bratva who’d been caught selling information to a member of the Italian mafia, betraying his Russian brethren. Normally, the Russians sorted their own shit out—God knew they didn’t have any patience for Lucian or the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen. But the Italians felt that one of their own had gone behind their back, trying to use the information for his own gain instead of the benefit of the entire family.

      It had been a bloody interrogation. But it was over now, and the disputes were settled.  And now, here he stood, wearing a suit and pretending he hadn’t had blood on his hands an hour ago.

      He’d never been to Gavin Walsh’s home before, but he’d been invited to the annual Walsh Assets Christmas party, so here he was on a Friday night in December, staring up at the sixty-million-dollar home, wondering if one of those windows was her bedroom.

      Olivia.

      Ever since the night of her twenty-first birthday nearly a year and a half ago, when he’d tricked her into an Uber instead of taking her home and fucking her senseless like he’d wanted, she’d been under his skin, deeper than a tattoo. He’d seen her briefly several times over the past eighteen months—at a Yankees game, a few Walsh Assets events, a handful of times at a bar or club he owned. He’d never allowed himself to be alone with her, and never allowed himself to spend more than ten minutes—tops—flirting with her.

      He was an asshole for how much he liked it. How badly he hoped he’d see her at one of her father’s events. He’d hoped that this pull he felt toward her—although pull didn’t seem to be a strong enough word for the hurricane force that seemed to push him toward her whenever she was near—would dull with time, but if anything, it was stronger and sharper than ever. Every time he saw her, she was more beautiful. More vibrant and enticing and breathtakingly sexy. She had a spark that he was drawn to in a way he’d never experienced before. It was her intelligence and quick wit, her confidence and sense of humor. It was every single tiny fucking thing about her. About this woman who was nearly twenty years younger than him and had no idea who he actually was. Had no idea the horrible, gruesome things he was capable of.

      He sighed and flexed his knuckles, knowing they’d be sore tomorrow, and then headed up the stone steps and into the townhouse. An elaborate garland, thick with red and gold balls and woven through with plaid ribbon, wound its way around the wrought-iron railing of the curving stairway, and two enormous poinsettias sat on the marble tables in the entryway. The air smelled like cinnamon and roasting nuts and he took a deep breath, feeling some of the tension of the day ebb away. An attendant took his coat and indicated that guests were in the living room to his right.

      The room was massive, the ceiling at least two stories high, and a towering Christmas tree sat at the far end, centered in the bay window that looked out onto the street. Golden lights twinkled, glinting against the gold and red ornaments hanging from the thick branches. The space around it had been turned into a makeshift dance floor, with several couples spinning around to Mariah Carey, talking and laughing, faces bright with festive cheer. A fire roared in the soaring stone fireplace, and dozens of guests mingled, talking and laughing, helping themselves to hors d’oeuvres, eggnog, and champagne from the trays of the circulating wait staff. A balcony looked out over the living room from the upper floor, and several more guests had made themselves comfortable there, watching the party below.

      The atmosphere was bright and cheery, warm and welcoming. Lucian felt wholly and completely out of place among all of this easy happiness. He didn’t have room in his life for something this simple. This normal. He felt as though any minute now, someone was going to realize he didn’t belong here and ask him to leave, to take his bloodstained hands elsewhere.

      He scanned the space, his eyes darting from face to face. He’d assumed—hoped—she was going to be here, but maybe she had better things to do on a Friday night than…

      Everything inside him lit up at the sight of her as she moved out from behind the man she’d been talking to. Her hair fell around her shoulders in loose waves, the golden light catching the bronzed highlights woven through the thick strands. She wore a form-fitting long-sleeved navy blue dress encrusted with sequins that dipped into a low V and ended several inches above her knees. Lucian’s gaze traveled down her legs—legs he’d fantasized about having wrapped around him so many times he’d lost count—taking in her strappy silver heels.

      As though she could feel his eyes on her, she glanced in his direction, her face lighting up like a kid on Christmas morning at the sight of him, her eyes bright and a wide smile stretching across her pretty face. Her reaction made his pulse pick up, a heavy throb he felt through his entire body, including his aching knuckles that would be swollen tomorrow. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and started toward him when he felt a hand on his shoulder.

      “Lucian! I didn’t think you were going to make it,” said Gavin, looking happy and relaxed, a glass of eggnog in one hand.

      Lucian shot him a placating smile. “I’m sorry. I got held up with something.”

      Gavin wagged a finger at him. “You work too hard! Come on, let’s get you a drink.” Glancing over his shoulder at Olivia, he followed Gavin toward the bar that had been set up in the kitchen at the back of the townhouse.

      He didn’t manage to disentangle himself from Gavin and the conversation he’d pulled him into with several other CEOs until at least thirty minutes had passed, maybe longer. He’d stopped paying attention to the conversation about the merits of stock dividends over cash, instead cutting his eyes toward the living room when he was sure no one was looking at him, watching Olivia flit from guest to guest, completely charming and vivacious and so, so gorgeous it almost hurt to look at her.

      Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the conversation petered out and everyone drifted off to find another drink or something to eat or another guest to bore. Lucian tossed back the rest of his scotch, savoring the warming path it cut down the center of his chest, then set it down with a clack on the kitchen island. A man on a mission, he headed back into the living room, brimming with even more guests than before. He wanted his tiny taste of Olivia, even knowing that she could never be his. That nothing could ever happen between them. But he wanted that tiny taste all the same. Craved it like a hit of nicotine. Had been looking forward to it all damn week.

      He spotted a flash of navy sequins to the right of the Christmas tree as Olivia danced with Kenneth Rawlings, one of Gavin’s long-time business partners. Rubbing a hand over his mouth, knowing he was the world’s biggest bastard, he crossed the living room toward them, weaving between the couples dancing to Tony Bennett in front of the Christmas tree.

      “Kenneth, so nice to see you,” he said casually, Olivia’s gaze on him warming him from the inside out. “May I cut in?”

      Kenneth tipped his head and stepped away from Olivia, giving her arm a paternal squeeze. “Good luck with your schooling, dear,” he said before turning and sauntering away through the crowd.

      As Ella Fitzgerald began singing “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas,” he slid his arm around Olivia’s waist and tucked her hand into his, pulling her close. Her warm vanilla scent hit him like a punch in the gut, making his pulse pound through his veins and his cock thicken.

      “Hi,” she said, grinning from ear to ear as she laid her other hand on his shoulder, her body molding to his as they moved to the music. “I thought maybe you weren’t coming.”

      “I had some business to take care of,” he said, flexing his fingers into her waist. She whimpered softly, her eyes fluttering closed for a brief moment. “How are you?”

      She opened her eyes and bit her lip, twisting his insides into something hot and desperate. “Good. School is good. Life is good. No boyfriend, by the way.” She leaned closer, her breasts pressing against his chest. “Just in case you were wondering,” she added, her breath warm against the skin of his neck. She wasn’t short, but even with her heels on, she was still several inches shorter than him.

      “You’re enjoying Pratt?” he asked, steering the conversation back into safer waters, just like he always did.

      She nodded slowly. “Yeah. I am. But I don’t really want to talk about school tonight.” She wrinkled her adorable little nose and he chuckled, sliding his hand from her waist to the small of her back, splaying his fingers wide enough that the tip of his pinky barely grazed the swell of her luscious ass.

      She blinked slowly and swallowed, arching her back slightly. Unable to help himself, he traced a small circle with his thumb, teasing her—hell, teasing both of them—through the sequined fabric of her dress.

      “What do you want to talk about then, Olivia?” he asked, lowering his voice, anticipation thrilling through him. This was exactly what he’d been living for all damn week.

      “We could talk about how sexy you look in this suit,” she purred, sliding her hand from his shoulder to the lapel of his jacket. “We could talk about how we’re both here without dates.” She leaned in close again, this time winding her arm around his neck. Blood rushed to his cock, making him throb and ache for her. “Or we could talk about the fact that my bedroom is right upstairs, and the walls in this house are very thick.”

      “Are they? And how would you know that?”

      She grinned at him, heat coiling tight in his stomach. “I like to play loud music.” She gave a small shrug. “But we can talk about something else besides how thick certain things are.” At that, she pressed her hips against him and then let out a small gasp. Their eyes locked and it took every ounce of self-control he had not to do something completely indecent in the middle of her father’s Christmas party. He let out a small, gruff sound, teasing his pinky a little lower.

      “Have you been a good girl this year?”

      Heat blazed in her eyes. “I think we both know I’m not a good girl, Lucian.” She arched up and he leaned down, her lips brushing against his ear. “Unless you want me to be your good girl, because that’s another story.”

      Holy fuck, this was the sweetest kind of torture, this verbal foreplay for sex that couldn’t ever happen. He sucked in a breath, trying to get a handle on the lust surging through his veins. With her sweet, warm body pressed against him, her scent filling his nostrils as she whispered forbidden things in his ear, it was taking a Herculean effort not to back her into the wall, lift her legs around his waist and kiss the everloving shit out of her.

      “I’m too old for you,” he said, his voice coming out rough around the edges as arousal churned through him. It was the same thing he always said when she flirted with him, as he pretended he wasn’t actually interested in her.

      They both knew he was full of shit.

      “No, you’re not,” she whispered, her expression more earnest and less teasing than usual. It made his heart stop for a full second and then restart at double time, pounding madly away in his chest.

      He dipped his head, inhaling, pulling more of her scent into his lungs. “You look beautiful tonight. I don’t think I told you that yet.”

      “You didn’t need to,” she said, her own voice huskier than he’d ever heard it. She pressed her hips into him again and he fought back a groan. Fuck, they were in the middle of a Christmas party, fully clothed, and he was ready to ravage her. To tear her clothes off and maul her, not stopping until they were sweaty and sated. Until they were covered in each other and unable to move. She swallowed thickly, her fingers weaving into the hair at the nape of his neck. “So, what did you ask Santa for this year, Lucian? I’m sure you’ve been a very good boy.”

      He shook his head. “Nothing. I’m too old to believe in Santa.” She laughed and then he brushed his nose against her cheek. “And I’m not a good guy, Olivia. You need to know that.” He could never tell her the truth, but he could at least give her this. This scrap of information as to why, beyond age, they could never happen.

      She tilted her head back, studying him. “I don’t think that’s true. I think you’re smart, and successful and hard-working. You don’t seem like a bad guy to me.” Her eyes flicked upward and she smiled, a blush spreading across her cheeks. “We’re under the mistletoe.”

      He glanced up, and sure enough, they were directly under the rounded leafy bouquet that was held together with red ribbon and dangling from the ceiling.

      “Well, we can’t shun tradition,” he murmured. His skin went hot and tight as he leaned in slowly. His lips brushed against her cheek, barely even a kiss. Her skin was so soft, so warm against his lips that it took everything he had to pull back and not move his head a few inches to the right, capturing her lips with his.

      “Oh,” she whispered, half moan, half gasp. Her eyes, dark and glittering with need, held his, an electric current passing between them. Christ, he wanted her. He wanted her more than he’d thought it was possible to want a woman, and not just because she was so fucking sexy he was ready to explode. He loved the teasing, the way he felt when he was with her. She made him feel alive in a way that always made him want more, even though he knew he couldn’t have it.

      Her gaze dropped to his mouth and he was seriously wondering what the harm in one little kiss could be. One taste of that gorgeous mouth…He’d just started to lean in when his phone rang from his front jacket pocket, startling them apart.

      Flashing her an apologetic smile, he fished it out, frowning when he saw Luca’s name on the screen.

      “Yes?” he answered, pacing a few steps away from Olivia and toward the Christmas tree.

      “We have a problem.”

      His heart sank into his stomach. “What kind of problem?”

      “Sasha thinks we’ve been hacked.”

      Lucian pressed a hand to his forehead, tension radiating down his neck. “Fuck. Okay. I’m on my way.” He ended the call and tucked his phone back in his pocket, then scrubbed a hand over his face, his chest tight.

      Depending on who’d hacked them and what information had been found, this could be bad. Very, very bad. They needed to find out who knew what and silence anyone who posed a threat to them or anyone they worked with.

      More blood. There was always more blood.

      “I have to go,” he said, turning back to Olivia. “Work emergency.”

      Her eyebrows rose and she nodded. “Oh. Okay. Well, it was nice to see you,” she said, smiling ruefully. “Guess I’ll see you around.”

      She started to walk away, and he reached out, grabbing her hand and pulling her back toward him.

      “Believe me, I wish I didn’t have to go.” He kissed her cheek again, firmer this time, lingering longer than he knew he should. “Merry Christmas, Olivia.”

      Her eyes met his again, and he could see the disappointment shining out at him. “Merry Christmas, Lucian.” She slipped into the crowd, weaving her way toward the kitchen, not looking back.
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        Present Day

      

      

      Olivia’s strappy black heels clicked against the sidewalk as she and her four best friends inched forward in Boulevard’s VIP line, warm summer air swirling around them. The sun had long set, but the heat of the day lingered, the steel and concrete around them seeming to pulse with it. A hot breeze blew, tickling her hair against her neck.

      “You would think VIP means no line,” joked Whitney Vanek, who looked boho-chic as usual in her short, flowy green and white printed dress, brown suede heels and layers of jewelry. Her long, blond hair tumbled around her shoulders in loose waves.

      “At least it’s shorter than that one,” said Kate Lennox, pointing in the direction of the line for people whose names weren’t on Boulevard’s exclusive list. “We’d be standing here all night if we didn’t have a reservation.” She tucked a strand of her reddish-gold hair behind her ear, then delicately adjusted the elegant twist at the nape of her neck. Her blush pink dress was strapless and skintight, yet still managed to look sophisticated as opposed to flat-out sexy thanks to Kate’s updo and lowkey makeup.

      Sometimes, Olivia felt a little guilty at how quickly her last name opened doors for her—VIP lists at whatever club she and her friends wanted to go to, concert tickets, exclusive events. Whatever she wanted was at her fingertips because of her last name and the fact that her father was one of the richest men in Manhattan. It was a delicate balance, trying to be appreciative and grateful for everything she had, everything she’d experienced, and wanting to distance herself from it and find her own place in the world. She wanted to earn things, make her own name, and live without the shadow of her father’s reputation and power hanging over her. But she couldn’t deny that she enjoyed the perks, even if she did feel a little guilty about them sometimes.

      “Ahhhh, sorry I’m late!” Heels clicked rapidly on the sidewalk as Madison Sharpe approached, her thick, dark brown hair flying out behind her. “I was late closing down the bakery because I was waiting for the flour delivery,” she said, pulling Olivia into a tight hug. “Happy birthday!” She stepped back, holding Olivia away from her. “Oh my God, you look incredible!”

      Olivia’s cheeks went a little warm at Maddy’s enthusiastic compliment, and she smoothed her hands down the front of her sleeveless black dress. It had a high neck but offered an ample view of her cleavage thanks to the sheer lace panel that ran down the center of the dress, leaving a swath of skin from her collarbone to her stomach exposed. The back was open, showcasing bare skin from her shoulders to the base of her spine. The dress was sexy, and she’d worn it hoping Lucian would be here. Hoping he’d see her in it.

      She didn’t know if Lucian would be here tonight, but she knew that Boulevard was one of his clubs, so there was a chance. She’d picked Boulevard deliberately, knowing he owned it and that he might actually be around. Not that anything would happen if he was here, sexy dress or not. He’d made that clear. But still…she wasn’t ready to give up on the idea that maybe things could be different between them.

      “Um,” said Nicole Chan, lifting her slender fingers and brushing them against a spot on Maddy’s neck. “You have flour on you.”

      Maddy blushed and then grinned. “Oops.”

      Olivia laughed. “Were you waiting for the flour delivery, or the flour delivery guy?”

      Maddy bit her lip and then laughed, her deep brown eyes sparkling. “Both.”

      They all laughed and Whitney raised her hand for a high-five. “Atta girl.”

      Maddy had been through a rough breakup a few months ago, but she was slowly regaining her footing and her confidence, and it made Olivia happy to see it. She loved her friends like sisters, like the found family they’d become. Ever since her freshman year at Columbia, the five of them had been thick as thieves. She’d been roommates with Kate, and Maddy and Whitney had lived across the hall. They’d met Nicole when she’d transferred into their residence halfway through the school year, and their little squad had been complete. These women were her ride or die BFFs, and they were always there for each other no matter what life threw at them.

      They reached the front of the line, and after she gave her name to the bouncer, he let them in with a smile, wishing her a happy birthday. She returned the smile, and then linked arms with Whitney and Maddy as they all made their way down the stairs that led to the main area of the club. Lights pulsed around them, flashes of purple and red, pink and gold, and the bass from the music thumped through the speakers, vibrating the air around them. A disco ball style chandelier hung over the dance floor, which took up the prime real estate in the middle of the club. A woman in a tiny black dress approached and led Olivia and her friends to the VIP area, which was behind a heavy purple velvet rope at the back of the dance floor, giving them a view of the entire club. Leather couches and low tables dotted the space, and the woman led them to one in the back corner, whisking away the black and gold reserved sign.

      Unable to help herself, she glanced around, her eyes scanning the space as she looked for Lucian, just like she did at every single event he might possibly be at. God, how many boring Walsh Assets dinners and cocktail parties had she gone to hoping he’d be there? Hoping for a glimpse, for just two minutes of flirting. Any short amount of time she spent with him was never enough. He made her feel like a flower in bloom, always chasing the sun.

      “Do we have an Olivia here?” asked the woman in the black dress, who’d returned with two bottles of Veuve Cliquot and a tray of champagne flutes.

      “That’s me,” she said, lifting her hand, “but we haven’t ordered anything yet.”

      The waitress grinned, and then pointed up toward the a balcony on the other side of the club. “Courtesy of Mr. Prescott. Happy birthday.”

      She looked up so fast she almost gave herself whiplash, and sure enough, there he was, hands braced against the balcony’s railing, his eyes trained on her. He nodded from across the club, the corner of his mouth tilting up. Her stomach bottomed out somewhere around her ankles as she ate up the sight of him, her gaze raking over him. She hadn’t seen him in months now, and the sight of him was like fresh air after being stuck inside for ages. He was wearing a white button-down shirt, open at the collar, and a pair of black pants, his clothes perfectly tailored and showcasing his mouthwatering body. Her gaze lingered on him as she studied him, her mind helpfully filling in the details of his face that she couldn’t quite make out across the distance.

      “Well, well,” said Maddy in her ear. “Hel-loooooo Mr. Prescott.”

      Olivia’s face went so hot she was sure she was glowing. She bit her lip and tore her gaze away from Lucian, returning her attention to the waitress, who was working the cork of the first bottle free while two bus boys set up an oversized ice bucket.

      “Please tell him thank you very much,” she shouted to the waitress, her face still burning.

      The waitress smiled as she began pouring the glasses. She handed the first one to Olivia and leaned in close to say, “You can thank him yourself. He’d like to speak with you.”

      Her eyes went wide and she pressed a hand to her chest, her heart hammering against her ribs. “He wants to talk to me?” Knowing he wanted to talk to her had her vibrating in her seat. Ever since she’d first met him five years ago, she’d been drawn to him. He made her feel like she was a compass and he was her true north, always pulling her in. The maddening thing was that he did it without even trying. He was pure, raw, male magnetism, and the need he stirred in her was always there, pulsing in the back of her mind.

      “I’ll find him in a bit,” she said to the waitress, then lifted her glass up, catching Lucian’s eyes from across the club again. She mouthed “thank you” and then took a sip, the expensive bubbles dancing lightly on her tongue.

      “Happy birthday!” said Nicole, raising her glass, and the other women followed suit.

      “To Olivia!” said Whitney, her eyes sparkling. “May all of your birthday wishes come true,” she added with a wink, her eyes cutting back and forth between Olivia and where Lucian still stood on the balcony, watching. Her friends were well aware of her longstanding crush—although crush felt like far too juvenile a word to describe her feelings for him—on her father’s business partner and loved to tease her about it, but she didn’t care.

      “Happy birthday!” they all said in unison, clinking glasses and taking a sip of the delicate champagne.

      “Is Massimo coming?” asked Kate, her tiny nose wrinkling slightly. At the sound of his name, Olivia’s stomach clenched, her pulse beating sluggishly in her temples.

      “No. We’re officially done. I told him I didn’t want to see him anymore and that he needed to leave me alone.” God, she regretted going out with him. Yeah, he’d been sexy as hell, but he’d also been a total pig and a grade-A asshole who’d treated her like a piece of meat. They’d only dated for about a month, so she’d assumed that when she broke it off with him, that would be the end of it, but he wasn’t taking the hint.

      “Oh, thank God,” said Nicole, crossing her slender legs and sipping her champagne. “He was hot but also kind of the worst.”

      “He was a total dickbag,” said Whitney, never one to mince words. “A sexy dickbag, but still. A ginormous dickbag.”

      “Agreed,” said Olivia, taking a healthy swig of her champagne. “He was an asshole.” Just the mention of his name had her on edge, and she found herself scanning the club, looking for any signs of him. Not that he’d have any way of knowing where she was tonight, but he seemed to have a knack for showing up when she was out with her friends.

      They settled into conversation, flitting from topic to topic—orgasms, sex toys, most disappointing encounters—and Olivia lost track of time, enjoying being out with her friends, the champagne, the summer party atmosphere around them. She didn’t know how long they’d been talking, but she did know that it was time for a trip to the ladies’ room.

      “I need to go, too,” said Whitney, standing and smoothing her hands down the front of her dress. Olivia linked her arm through Whitney’s as they stepped away from the table.

      The restrooms were located on the other side of the bar, below a spiral staircase, meaning they had to navigate their way across the dance floor to get to the ladies’ room. The bodies were packed so tightly that she had to let go of Whitney’s arm and turn sideways, shuffling between writhing bodies, trying not to crash into anyone. She’d almost made it to the edge of the dance floor when a big guy turned suddenly, his body colliding with hers and sending her stumbling backwards. She flailed her arms as she teetered on her heels, trying to stay upright. She slammed into something hard, her back colliding with what felt like a stone wall. Huge masculine hands curled around her upper arms, helping to steady her.

      “Easy there,” came a deliciously deep and familiar male voice, breath brushing against her ear. “I’ve got you.” She gasped, a shiver working its way down her spine. Heat curled over her skin where he touched her, and her pulse doubled its tempo.

      Lucian.

      Whitney shot her a wink and continued on to the ladies’ room alone.

      Lucian’s grip tightened slightly and she could’ve sworn he inhaled deeply, as though he were smelling her. His hands moved from her arms to her waist, and he turned her to face him, guiding her body with ease.

      It had been a while since she’d been this close to him, and he was so much bigger than she’d remembered. Even with her heels on, which pushed her to 5’9, he was still a good six inches taller than her, if not more. His shoulders were broad and everything about his body was hard, strength practically radiating off of him. His eyes were dark, and as she met them, she felt as though she were getting sucked into a deep, fathomless pool. Lines fanned out around his eyes and he pressed his full lips into a thin line, drawing her attention to his mouth. He studied her with an intense gaze, the heat of it making her feel naked. Her nipples beaded and her stomach dipped and swirled.

      She didn’t care that he was eighteen years older than her. Lucian Prescott was the sexiest fucking man she’d ever laid eyes on. The only man who’d ever made her feel like she was about to come out of her skin with how badly she wanted him. She didn’t care that his life was dangerous. She still wanted him. Hell, knowing that he was dangerous made her want him even more.

      His fingers flexed into her waist, his gaze fixed on her. Heat cascaded through her and she took a deep breath, blood rushing to her cheeks. She let out a soft whimper at the contact, the sound thankfully snatched away by the throbbing music around them.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, his voice rippling over her skin like velvet. Goosebumps erupted on her arms and she swallowed and nodded.

      “I am now. My hero,” she said playfully, trying to see if she could get any kind of reaction out of him.

      A hint of a smile played across his gorgeous lips, making her stomach flutter. “I’m no one’s hero,” he said, arching an eyebrow. Then he leaned a bit closer, his breath teasing the shell of her ear. “Not even yours.” She breathed in, the scent of his expensive aftershave hitting her like a ton of bricks, making her legs feel weak. His fingers flexed into her again, her pussy clenching in response.

      Oh, holy hell. She was halfway to an orgasm and he’d barely touched her.

      He pulled back and his gaze dropped from her face to her dress, scorching her as he drank in everything she had on display. Everything she’d deliberately put on display, hoping for exactly this. The dress didn’t allow for a bra, and she knew he could see the hard points of her nipples through the thin fabric.

      Good. Let him see exactly what he did to her.

      She licked her lips, his dark gaze zeroing in on her mouth. “I heard you wanted to talk to me about something,” she said, savoring the feel of his hands on her, something she hadn’t felt in far too long.

      “Do you have ten minutes to meet with me in my office? This won’t take long.”

      Ten minutes alone with Lucian? Hell, yes she had time for that.

      “Sure. Lead the way.”

      Instead of taking her hand as she’d hoped, he laid a hand on the small of her back and led her to the back of the club and down a hallway. Once they were alone in the office, he left the door open and then sat down behind his desk, looking very businesslike with his spine ramrod straight and his hands folded in front of him.

      “Have a seat,” he said, gesturing to one of the empty chairs. Glancing around, she sank down into one.

      “What’s this about?” she asked, feeling completely thrown by how his demeanor had changed once he’d stepped foot inside the office. He was treating her like a business associate, not the woman he’d spent the past five years flirting with.

      “I’d like to offer you a job.”
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        June, three years ago

      

      

      Olivia wasn’t opposed to charity. Of course she wasn’t. There were a lot of really wonderful organizations who did important work, both in New York City and all over the world, and she was more than happy to support them, either through donations or time. But charity events? Not her cup of tea, at all. They were stuffy and boring and full of phony rich people pretending they cared about whatever the cause du jour was, but really they were there to see and be seen, to drink free champagne and pretend they were philanthropists. She hated it. It was all so fake. But, her father had asked her to come to the annual gala put on by the children’s hospital, and while she hated charity events, she loved her father, so she’d said yes. She knew it was a ploy to get her out of the house out of the funk she’d been in, but she’d played along.

      She’d picked out a two-piece gown, her tiny rebellion against the stuffiness of the event. The top was black lace and long sleeved, ending a couple of inches below her breasts, leaving a swath of skin exposed before the flowing gold skirt started at her waist. It was just sexy enough without being scandalous, which was generally the line she flirted with.

      Not that there was anyone here to appreciate it. Brent had broken up with her a few weeks ago and she didn’t think Lucian would be at an event like this.

      Oh, God. Lucian. At the thought of his name, her mind flitted back to the last time she’d seen him, over a month ago now at her father’s offices for a meeting. She’d stopped by to see if her dad wanted to grab lunch and had found Lucian there, looking sexy as hell, as usual. They’d only chatted for a moment, but she’d replayed it over and over again for weeks, just like she always did after seeing him.

      She didn’t know who she was to him, if their flirting was just a fun little game, or if it was something more. It was a hell of a lot more to her, but he was hard to read. She knew he was attracted to her, but was the connection between them deeper than attraction? She liked to think that it was, but given how he always pulled away, she wasn’t entirely sure.

      She glanced around the hotel’s ballroom, decorated in opulent swags of cream and gold fabric hanging from the ceiling. Dozens of couples swayed to the jazz band on the dance floor, while others flitted from table to table, chatting and laughing and patting themselves on the back. Her father was deep in conversation with several men she didn’t know, and a flicker of annoyance flared to life inside her. He’d asked her to come, but he’d basically left her on her own while he schmoozed. Helping herself to a glass of champagne from a passing waiter’s tray, she headed for the silent auction near the front of the room, perusing the donated pieces of art, gift certificates for luxury hotel stays, luggage, a case of vintage wine…

      She’d just scribbled her name and a bid on the sheet for Bruno Mars tickets when she heard a familiar voice behind her. Brent. Fucking Brent. Of course.

      “…but then I couldn’t decide which side looked better, you know? Because our faces aren’t perfectly symmetrical—most people at least—so we all have a good side and a bad side.”

      Olivia stared at the line of clipboards in front of her, not turning around, willing him with every single cell in her body to just go away. God, if she’d known that Brent was going to be here, she never would’ve come. He’d been the first guy she’d dated in a long time that she’d actually had more than a passing interest in. Handsome, successful, funny—when he wasn’t talking about himself, anyway—he’d actually managed to distract her from the one man she really wanted. But he’d broken up with her, telling her he just wanted to be single for a while to focus on work and his personal development.

      Whatever. Fine.

      A woman’s shrill laugh pealed through the air, making her skin crawl, and she turned around slowly, not wanting to attract attention with her movement. Sure enough, there stood Brent about eight feet away, his arm looped around the waist of a woman with long, dark hair and a pair of enormous fake boobs that were nearly falling out of her white dress. She was wearing more makeup than Olivia wore in a month and her lips were inflated like a pair of red-painted pillows. It was a miracle she was able to drink without dribbling all over herself.

      Olivia sighed and pressed a hand to her forehead, stopping her toxic train of thought in its tracks. Judging this woman wasn’t fair. She didn’t know her. She was reacting because she felt blindsided not only by seeing Brent when she hadn’t been expecting to, but because he’d clearly lied about wanting to be single. He’d wanted to date someone—just not her, apparently.

      She shuffled to the side, trying to escape without being seen, but fate or luck or whatever wasn’t on her side because he noticed her.

      “Olivia? Oh wow, Olivia. Hey, it’s nice to see you,” he said, doing that fake jovial thing she hated.

      She turned and plastered a smile on her face. “Brent, hi. I wasn’t expecting to see you here tonight.”

      He suddenly froze and then gestured to the woman beside him. “This is my…ah…my date, Jelena.” At his hesitation his date flashed him an annoyed look. “You look great! What a nice surprise, seeing you here.”

      “Uh huh,” she said, taking a swig of her champagne. “How’s the personal development going?” She shot him a look, her eyes narrowed. “Since, you know. That seemed so important to you not that long ago.”

      “We just got back from Bali!” said Jelena, leaning into Brent. “It was amazing, wasn’t it, babe?”

      Spidey senses tingling, Olivia turned her most charming smile on Jelena. “That sounds totally amazing. You guys make such an attractive couple. How long have you been dating?”

      All of the blood drained from Brent’s face as Jelena smiled at Olivia. “Oh, not long. Like three months.”

      Olivia let out a small chuckle and closed her eyes for a moment, willing away the urge to throw her glass of champagne in Brent’s face. He’d already been dating Jelena when they’d gotten together, and then he’d broken up with her when he’d decided she wasn’t the jump off he was looking for.

      Olivia’s smile turned slightly bitter. “Good for you. Brent and I only dated for a few weeks. As a matter of fact, I think we broke up just before you left for Bali.” Then she smirked at Brent. “I’d say it was nice seeing you, but I’m not the liar you are, apparently.”

      “Wait, that’s not—” He sputtered, but she spun on her heel, needing to put some space between them. No way in hell was she going to let him see how upset and humiliated she was feeling, knowing that he’d only ever seen her as a side piece.

      She stepped out onto the terrace, grateful for the cool air swirling around her, soothing her overheated skin. It was empty, completely devoid of guests, save for one, a tall man in a suit over in the far corner who was leaning against the railing, staring out at the city below. Perfect. She wasn’t looking for company. She started toward the opposite end of the terrace when the man shifted slightly and then took a drag of his cigarette, the orange glow illuminating the planes of a very familiar face.

      Her heart beat faster, her skin tingling at the completely unexpected sight of Lucian. A smile twitching at her lips, she strode slowly toward him, her eyes roving up and down his body, appreciating the masculine grace and tightly coiled strength barely hidden beneath Italian wool.

      “That’s a filthy habit, you know,” she said, leaning her forearms against the railing.

      Lucian chuckled, took a drag on his cigarette and then blew the stream of smoke away from her. He stubbed it out, shooting her a rueful smile. “I know. And I don’t usually—”

      She cut him off with a soft laugh, rolling her eyes. “I’ve been around you enough to have seen that pack of Dunhills in your jacket pocket more than once.” She turned to face him, leaning her elbow on the railing. It didn’t matter how many times she laid eyes on him, her stomach always did this ridiculous flippy floppy thing, like she was on the world’s most exciting roller coaster. “You don’t have to hide who you are with me, you know.”

      The smile on his lips faltered and he turned back to look out over the city again. The sounds of traffic rose up from below, permeating the air with the sounds of city life.

      “Can I have one?” she asked, not because she wanted one—yuck—but because she wanted to push his buttons. Maybe it was wrong how much she enjoyed pushing them, but it was just so tempting and fun. And she could use a hit of sexual-tension fueled fun right now.

      He cut his eyes at her, shaking his head. “No.”

      “You know, you have a real knack for that,” she said, blowing out a long breath.

      “For what?” He arched an eyebrow.

      She bit her lip, meeting his eyes in the dim light. “Not giving me what I want.”

      “Mmm,” he rumbled, rubbing a hand over his mouth. “Or maybe I have a knack for protecting you from dangerous things.” His deep brown gaze seared into her. “Things that are bad for you.”

      “Uh huh,” she said, rolling her eyes again. “If you start talking about how you’re too old for me, I’m going to leave.” She glanced back in the direction of the party, her shoulders feeling heavy.

      Then he tilted his head, studying her. “What’s wrong?” he asked, frowning.

      God, it was infuriating the way he could read her so easily and still manage to keep her at arm’s length.

      “My ex is in there with his new girlfriend. Or rather, his old girlfriend.” She turned to face the railing, leaning her arms on the cool metal. She looked out over the city, wanting to open up to him, but also feeling the tiniest bit shattered at what she’d learned. A breeze washed over her, making her hair swirl around her shoulders. “Turns out, I was the side chick, and I wasn’t interesting enough or pretty enough or whatever to keep him interested. I mean, if I’d known he had a girlfriend, I would’ve never…” She trailed off, shaking her head, her cheeks hot, her eyes burning. She didn’t want Brent, and she certainly didn’t want to be anyone’s dirty little secret, but she felt humiliated all the same. Raw and vulnerable.

      Lucian stayed completely silent for so long that she glanced over at him. His eyes were glued to her, blazing hot with indignant fury. “Do I need to go punch someone in the fucking mouth in there?” he ground out, gesturing at the ballroom behind them.

      The fact that he looked ready to kill Brent for her sent a hot thrill charging through her, chasing away some of her embarrassment at the situation. “As much as I’d love to see that, it’d only make the situation worse. Let me just…” She held up her finger and closed her eyes, then smiled. “I’m picturing it and it’s perfect. You’ve got a mean right hook.”

      He chuckled softly and when she opened her eyes again, he was staring at her, his expression a combination of hunger and restraint, care and need. It undid something inside her, and she swallowed thickly, her pulse pounding fast and hard in her temples.

      “I can’t…” He shook his head. “I can’t believe someone would treat you like that.”

      She shrugged. “My fuck boy radar failed me this time.”

      He arched an eyebrow at her. “Fuck boy?”

      She laughed, feeling lighter and lighter with each passing minute she spent with him. “Yeah, fuck boy. It’s what we youngsters call a douche who doesn’t respect women, who uses people, who’s allergic to any kind of commitment or responsibility. Fuck boys are selfish and full of themselves and they play with people for their own amusement. They toy with emotions.”

      A shadow crossed over Lucian’s face, and he reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “You don’t think I’m a fuck boy, do you?” His eyebrows drew together in concern and her lips parted. He’d never once given any indication that he cared what she thought of him—until now.

      She swallowed, her skin tingling where the tips of his fingers had grazed her. “No,” she said, gazing up at him. “I don’t think you’re a fuck boy, Lucian. First of all, I think you’re a man, not a boy, which is one of the reasons I like you so much. You’ve never treated me disrespectfully, and you don’t give off a selfish, self-absorbed vibe. I don’t think you use people.”

      Shocking the hell out of her, he reached out and wove his fingers with hers. Everything inside her went molten at the unexpected contact, the simple tenderness of it. “I want you to know that I don’t deliberately toy with you. I don’t see you as some plaything, here for my amusement.”

      Her breath hitched in her chest and she traced her thumb over his knuckles, savoring the feel of his skin against hers. “How do you see me, then?” she asked, so quietly the question was almost snatched away by the evening breeze.

      He shifted a tiny bit closer. “I see you as a beautiful, smart, incredible woman who deserves the world. I think you’re amazing, and anyone who doesn’t see that is a fucking moron. Any man would be crazy not to want you.”

      “And are you crazy?” she asked, her voice soft and raspy. “Is the flirting just flirting and nothing more?”

      He held her eyes, shaking his head slowly. “It’s not just flirting.” He let out a ragged breath. “You know you mean something to me.” He dipped his head, his nose grazing against her cheek. “I’m fucking crazy with wanting you.”

      “Lucian,” she said, tilting her face up toward his. “What are we doing?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why aren’t we together? We both want it. I don’t understand.”

      He dipped his head again, his lips skating over the skin of her neck. She let out a shuddery moan and tipped her head to the side, wanting more. So much more.

      “Because there’s a lot you don’t know about me, Liv. My life is complicated. I wish I could offer you what you want, but I can’t. We…it would be too complicated.”

      “So…so it’s not just an age thing?” she asked, whimpering as his lips traced down her neck.

      “There’s that, too,” he said, his voice low and growly.

      “How can we uncomplicate it?” she asked, hope blossoming inside her.

      He straightened, shaking his head. “We can’t.”

      She pulled her hand away gently when it became obvious he wasn’t going to give her anything more than that. “I see.” She glanced back toward the ballroom and took a step in that direction. “I guess I’ll head back to the party.” Confusion and hurt warred inside her, squashing the hope she’d felt just a moment ago. Brent didn’t want her. Lucian didn’t want her—not really. Maybe there was something fundamentally lacking in her.

      She’d taken another step in the direction of the ballroom when Lucian reached out and curled his fingers around her wrist, tugging her against him. He cupped her face with his massive hands, his thumbs tracing over her cheekbones. His eyes held hers, pinning her in place.

      “I wish things were different,” he said quietly, the expression on his face one of pure torment. “I need you to know that.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead and she felt the slight tremble in his hands. “My life is dangerous, Liv,” he whispered. “And I’m not the man you think I am.”

      He released her and turned back to face the railing, his hand diving into his jacket and emerging with that pack of Dunhills. She was half-tempted to grab it and throw the damn thing over the railing, but she knew that being a brat wouldn’t solve anything. It wouldn’t assuage this ache deep inside her. With a sigh of frustration, she turned and headed back into the ballroom. She felt disappointed, defeated.

      But this, whatever this was between her and Lucian, it wasn’t over. Not by a longshot.
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        Present Day

      

      

      Lucian could tell he’d surprised Olivia with his offer of a job. He could also tell that he’d thrown her off-balance with his demeanor—he wasn’t being cold to her, not exactly, but he was trying to keep things professional.

      Because goddamn, was she killing him in that dress, with the sheer panel and the cleavage and the visible points of her nipples beneath the thin fabric. Fuck, he wanted to rip it off and haul her onto this desk. Wanted to find out what sounds she made when he ate her pussy and made her come all over his face. Wanted to sink himself so deep inside her she felt him for days.

      He clenched his jaw, studying her, struggling to control the lust surging through his veins. He’d known this was going to happen when he saw her again, and sliding his hands around her waist, smelling the sweet vanilla scent wafting off her skin had only taken reminded him of how badly he wanted her.

      “You want to offer me a job?” she asked, leaning back in the chair and crossing her slender legs. “What kind of job?”

      “I’m looking for a designer for our latest project, Maison Blanche. It’s an upscale French bistro in the Bowery.”

      Shocking the hell out of him, she threw back her head and laughed. “You don’t want to work with me.”

      “No? And why is that?” he asked, arching a brow.

      “No, no, I don’t mean you shouldn’t want to work with me. I’m good at what I do—very good. I just mean that you clearly don’t actually want me to take this job. So my answer is no.”

      “Your answer is no?” he asked, his voice flat.

      “Did my father put you up to this? Because there’s no way that you’d be asking me to come work for you otherwise.”

      Lucian sighed and sat back in his chair. “Your father asked me to hire you as a favor to him, to help build up your portfolio. He meant well, and it’s not as though you aren’t qualified.”

      “I see. Well, my answer is still no.”

      He studied her, one eyebrow arched. “Is this pride talking? Or is it that you don’t want to work with me?”

      She swallowed, holding his eyes, and for a moment, she didn’t say anything. But then she shook her head, ready to deny it despite the streaks of pink slashing across her pretty cheeks. “No, it’s not that.”

      He tilted his head. “Do you trust me to be professional?”

      Her eyes widened slightly. “God, Lucian, I’m not accusing you of…” She trailed off, her eyes darting around the office, landing anywhere but on him. “But I don’t need your charity or favors done for my father. My career is mine and mine alone to worry about.” She sighed heavily and when he didn’t respond, she shrugged. “So, I guess I’ll go back to the party,” she said, starting to rise from the chair. He drank in the way the dress hugged all of her curves, imagined burying his face between those breasts as he slipped a hand between her legs to see just how hot and wet she was for him.

      “Olivia, wait.” At the commanding tone, she froze, and then slowly sank back down into the chair. “If you don’t take this job, your father will know something’s up and start asking questions we probably don’t want to answer. He wants you to have this job, and he wants me to give it to you.”

      “We’re not obligated to do what he wants, you know.”

      “But that’s just it. We are. It makes things so much more complicated if we don’t.” And while Prescott Group was doing well, the last thing he needed was to lose his biggest investor over something as small as one interior design job.

      She bit her lip, staring down at her hands in her lap, clearly mulling over what he’d just said. After a moment, she looked up at him, her head tilted. “It’s a French bistro?”

      He nodded. “On Orchard Street, off of East Houston.”

      She pursed her lips, and this time when her eyes met his, he could see the pent up longing in them, coupled with determination. “I’ll tell you what. I’ve heard good things about the way you treat your employees, and working for you would be a boost to my career. Your company is prestigious and successful. I’ll come by Monday with my portfolio so that you can evaluate my work. And then you’re going to interview at least three other designers—designers you’d actually hire. I don’t want charity. I’m grateful for the opportunity, but I want to earn it. After you’ve interviewed everyone and evaluated the portfolios, then, and only then, should you offer me the job if you truly think I’m the right designer for the project. But I don’t want to be handed a job because my Dad asked you to hire me. No thanks.”

      “Fine. I’ll meet you there Monday morning at 10:30.” If she needed this pretense, he could give her that. It was far simpler than trying to explain to Gavin why hiring Olivia hadn’t worked out.

      She nodded and rose to her feet again. “Okay.” Her eyes roved over his body and she shook her head, sadness creeping in around her mouth. “I shouldn’t, but okay.”

      “This isn’t the situation I would’ve chosen, either.” He’d been trying to commiserate with her, but by the way her features tightened he knew immediately that he’d said the wrong thing. Without another word, she started for the door, her head held high but her shoulders tight, her body language stiff.

      “Olivia. We’re not done.”

      She whirled. “I thought we were.” Her words hung heavy in the room, weighty with meaning.

      “I’m not talking about us right now. But I do want to talk about you. Sit. Please,” he added when she just stood there, arms crossed over her chest. Some of the tightness left her face and she sank gracefully back down into the chair. The way she obeyed him when he bossed her around made him wonder if she’d be as compliant in bed. Immediately, his mind was filled with filthy commands.

      Olivia, wrap your lips around me and suck my cock until I come all over your tongue.

      Olivia, sit on my face so I can eat that sweet little pussy.

      Olivia, look at me while I fuck you.

      “What about me?” she asked, sitting back and crossing her legs, ripping him back to the present.

      “Tell me about Massimo.” The name tasted like sawdust in his mouth, and he felt something just a bit short of murderous rage at the thought of another man touching her. Kissing her. Inside her.

      Her cheeks went red and she shook her head. “How did you…did my dad say something?”

      “He mentioned that he’s worried, that this Massimo won’t leave you alone. Is he stalking you?”

      She bit out a little laugh. “That’s a bit dramatic. No, he’s not stalking me. We dated for about a month, and I broke things off.”

      “Did he do something to you? Hurt you?” Please, Liv. Give me an excuse to flay him alive.

      But she shook her head. “No. It just…the connection wasn’t there for me. I didn’t see a point in continuing to date when I knew it wasn’t going anywhere. No sense in wasting everyone’s time.”

      “But he’s bothering you?”

      She hesitated, shrugging. “He’s calling and texting, wanting another chance. He’s shown up a few times when I’ve been out with my friends, but that could just be a coincidence.” He could tell from the look on her face, from the tightness around her eyes that she wasn’t entirely convinced of that, and neither was he.

      He stood and came around the desk. She gasped softly when he crouched in front of her chair and took her small hands in his, his thumbs tracing over her knuckles. At the feel of her skin against his, the soft, warm scent of her filling his lungs, he felt as though something that had been off-kilter since he’d last seen her was settling into place.

      “I want to help,” he said quietly. “I need to keep you safe.”

      She bit her lip and nodded slowly. “Okay. Okay.”

      “What’s his last name?” Sasha hadn’t been able to find anything, with only a name and a thin connection to Olivia to go on. Even he wasn’t that good.

      “Greco. His name’s Massimo Greco.”

      Alarm bells blared in Lucian’s head, but he pushed them away, not wanting to frighten her. “How did you meet?”

      She shrugged. “At a bar. He bought me and my friends drinks.”

      “I see.” Had she gone home with him that night? How many times had they kissed? Had sex? Had she woken up in his arms, all adorably sleep rumpled? He wanted to know so much more, all while knowing the details would gut him. “If he contacts you again—phone, text, email, fucking carrier pigeon—I want you to tell me.”

      “And you’ll do what with that information?” she asked warily, her fingers still laced with his.

      “I’ll make sure he doesn’t bother you again.”

      He could see the debate raging behind her eyes, but after a moment she swallowed and nodded. “Okay. I’ll tell you.” She pressed her palms to her cheeks. “This is so embarrassing.”

      He frowned. “What do you mean?”

      She looked at him, her brown eyes luminous with unshed tears. “I can’t even imagine what you think of me. The losers I date. You probably think of me as some club hopping spoiled kid, waltzing around in party dresses and messing around with idiotic boys.”

      “Hey, whoa. That’s not what I think of you. Not at all.”

      “Then why…” She swallowed and shook her head. “Never mind.”

      “I’ve seen you work a room full of people and charm every single one of them. I know that you graduated at the top of your class and last year you won an award for your designs. I know that you donated your time and resources to redecorate the long-term stay rooms for families at the children’s hospital. I know that you don’t take people’s shit and that you’re strong.” And he meant it, every single word of it. Yes, she was young and had made some questionable decisions, but he didn’t think any less of her for it.

      She didn’t say anything, but he caught the slight hitch in her chest.

      For several moments, they stayed like that, hands entwined, devouring each other with their eyes. Finally, he stood, helping her to her feet.

      “Your friends are probably waiting for you. Go. Enjoy your birthday.” Her hands were still in his, and she stood only inches from him. His gaze dropped to her mouth, to those gorgeous lips.

      She rose onto her toes and brushed her lips over his stubbled cheek. Every muscle in his body went taut, his skin hot and tight. He wanted those lips everywhere, but knew he had to settle for this ghost of a kiss against his cheek.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, pulling back and meeting his eyes. “For the job offer and for looking out for me.” Her eyes lingered on his for another moment and then she slowly slid her hands from his. “I’ll see you Monday.”

      He nodded. “Monday. I’ll walk you back to your friends.”

      After he’d safely escorted her back to her table and sent over another bottle of champagne, he returned to his spot up on the balcony, his gaze roving out over the club.

      He’d been reluctant to offer her a job because being near her and around her was torture. But now he was glad he had, glad that he had a reason for the proximity. Because her ex-boyfriend wasn’t just some douche who wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      Massimo Greco was a hit man for the Italian mafia, and that meant that keeping Olivia safe had just gotten a lot more complicated.
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      Olivia stepped in front of the floor-length mirror hanging on the back of her closet door, lips pursed as she scrutinized the third outfit she’d tried on that morning.

      “Ugh, no,” she said, pulling off the blue and white blouse and navy blue pencil skirt. She normally didn’t have this kind of trouble simply choosing an outfit for work, but today was different. It was Monday morning and she was due to meet with Lucian at his new French bistro in an hour. Nerves and adrenaline swirled through her, making her feel jittery. The more she thought about it, the more she realized she wanted this job. Not just because it would be an opportunity to work with Lucian, but because it would be an excellent addition to her portfolio. But still, she wanted to earn it.

      She sighed, heading back into her closet to pick out something else to wear. She’d already rejected the gray silk shell and black pants, the navy blue suit with a red blouse underneath, and now this last outfit. She wanted to look professional, but knowing she was going to be with Lucian made her want to look sexy. If she was in hell being around him, knowing she couldn’t have him, then she wanted him to suffer too. Maybe if she made him suffer enough he’d finally let go of some of that tightly leashed restraint and…

      Shaking her head, she pulled a royal blue dress out of her closet. It had elbow-length sleeves and lapel detailing around the low V-neck, then cinched at the waist and flared out into a subtle A-line that landed just above her knees. Once she had it on, she added a belt and a pair of heels and knew she’d found the winner. It was professional but pretty and sexy with the cleavage it showed and the way it hugged her waist, flaring out over her hips. Perfect. She swept her hair up into a high ponytail and added a few pieces of delicate jewelry and was ready to go.

      Her phone buzzed from where she’d left it on her bed and she scooped it up, sighing and rolling her eyes when she saw Massimo’s name on the screen.

      Massimo: Olivia, will you please just talk to me?

      When she didn’t respond, another came through a short while later.

      Massimo: I’m not giving up on us. You’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen, and you’re crazy if you think I’m not going to fight for you.

      She didn’t respond and dropped her phone into her purse as she gathered up the rest of her things, including her portfolio. She lived alone in a one-bedroom apartment on William Street in the Financial District, a condo she’d bought after finishing up grad school with money from her trust fund. Her condo was a corner unit, with soaring curved windows that provided a breathtaking view of the East River and the Brooklyn Bridge. She could even see Governors Island and the Statue of Liberty from the floor-to-ceiling window in her bathroom. She loved her little place and having her own home made her feel grown up in a way she never would’ve been able to achieve living at home with her father.

      As she took the elevator down to the lobby, her phone buzzed again, and with an annoyed huff, she fished it out of her purse.

      Massimo: Give me another chance, baby doll. I promise you won’t regret it.

      “Yuck,” she said, dropping her phone back in her purse. When she’d first met Massimo, she’d thought he was hot. He had that sexy swagger and bravado that always got her going, and the first couple of dates had gone well. But the spark had fizzled—for her, at least—after that first little wave of lust had passed, leaving her with a needy, possessive douche who didn’t share any interests with her and seemed like a sleazeball. Now, she regretted ever going out with him. She made a mental note to show Lucian the texts when she saw him.

      As she stepped out of the lobby and onto the sidewalk, the blazing summer heat greeted her. Even though it wasn’t quite ten in the morning yet, the sun was beating down, heating up all of the concrete and metal and glass surrounding her, making the heat feel like it was radiating from all directions. The air was thick with humidity in a way that promised rain, even though the sun was shining right now.

      She slid into the cab the doorman had hailed for her, tucking her large portfolio between her knees and the back of the seat in front of her. The ride from her place in the Financial District to the Bowery was only about a mile and a half, but took nearly twenty minutes thanks to traffic on South Street. Eventually, the cab turned down a small side street, one lined with red and brown brick low rises.

      She paid her fare and slid out of the cab, taking in the street. It was fairly quiet this time of day, a few people sitting out on their fire escapes with a cup of coffee, a handful of cars parked up the street. She had to squint at the shop windows to find number eighteen, the one she was looking for. She stepped up to the glass door of the would-be restaurant and pulled it open, an angry squeal greeting her ears. When she stepped inside, she blinked a few times, her eyes needing a minute to adjust after the bright morning sunshine. The interior was cool and dim and filled with the sounds of construction. The scents of sawdust and chemical adhesive hit her nose, sending an excited little thrill through her. She loved being on site during a project, loved seeing everything coming together.

      Eyes adjusted, she scanned the interior, taking a few slow steps farther inside. The windows facing the street were grimy, but they were big. Solid wood floors were scuffed but salvageable in the right hands. To her left, exposed stone rose up the wall, contrasting with the red brick visible everywhere else. A few men moved about the space, talking amongst each other, and a loud banging sounded from the back.

      She headed in that direction and glanced through the open doorway that led to the kitchen, where she could already envision a pair of padded leather doors closing it off, tufted with brass buttons and adorned with a circular window at the top. Even though it was rough around the edges, this place had potential. It was a diamond in the rough, and she wasn’t surprised that Lucian had seen that. Just then, he stepped through the doorway, wearing a white button-down shirt open at the collar, the sleeves rolled up to expose his muscled forearms. It was tucked into a pair of dark gray pants that hugged his strong thighs and showed off his bitable ass. His thick hair had a wave to it this morning, most likely thanks to the raging humidity outside. Her skin tingled with the urge to run her fingers through it, to curl them into the hair at the nape of his neck as he kissed her. As he whispered in her ear that he wanted her and had always wanted her. As he listed off all the unspeakably dirty things he wanted to do to her.

      Ahem.

      It didn’t matter how many times she saw him, she never seemed to get used to that first jolt of electricity that passed through her at the sight of him. Butterflies unfurled their wings and flapped madly in her stomach, and her skin felt hypersensitive. When he saw her, his steps slowed and he smiled.

      Oh, God. When he smiled at her like that, white teeth flashing, the skin around his eyes wrinkling, it felt like time had stopped and the only thing that continued to exist was the magnetic pull between them. As usual, he devoured her with his eyes, making her pleased with the dress she’d chosen. Taking a breath, she reminded herself that she was here to work and that nothing was ever going to happen between them.

      No matter how badly she wanted it.

      With her heart throbbing in her chest, she took a breath and started walking towards him, schooling her features into what she hoped was a professional smile. “Good morning,” she called, raising her voice to be heard above the construction din.

      “Morning,” he said, his deep voice making her toes curl in her pumps and her stomach dip and swirl. “Welcome to the future home of Maison Blanche.” He held out a hand, and for a second, she thought he wanted her to take it. When she hesitated, he pointed toward the back. “Let me show you around.”

      “Sure,” she nodded, heat rising to her cheeks. She followed him, struggling to concentrate on work at the sight of his ass in those snug gray pants that fit him so perfectly. She wanted to dig her nails into that ass as he—

      “As you can see, the kitchen is almost done. All new stainless steel, everything up to code. You wouldn’t need to worry about doing much with this space. Back there is the walk-in freezer and to the left is a small wine cellar.”

      A few workers bustled around, installing a stainless steel worktop, adjusting lighting. Another worked on mudding and taping drywall along the far wall.

      Lucian laid a hand on the small of her back, making her melt. “This doorway leads to the back hallway. There’s an office and a locker room for the employees, as well as a small staff washroom.” She stepped into the hallway, her eyes scanning the space, taking it all in. Everything inside was dim and worn, and not in a shabby chic, romantic way.

      “The electrical and plumbing updates are finished and have passed inspection. We’re ready for the cosmetic phase,” he said, his hands in his pockets and his eyes on her.

      She turned to him, digging deep for her reserves of professional energy. “When do you hope to open?”

      “This fall.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “That’s ambitious.”

      He nodded. “I’ve already hired the chef and the menu is set. Now all we need is a talented designer to pull the space together.” With that, he tipped his head toward the front of the restaurant. He let her go ahead of him, and she could feel his eyes on her ass and legs like a brand. She put a little extra sway into her step, hyperaware of his gaze on her, and she could’ve sworn she heard a soft groan followed by a bitten off, whispered curse. When she glanced back over her shoulder at him, his eyes were locked on her, full of smoldering heat. She throbbed between her legs at that look, pulsing and tingling with awareness and arousal.

      He moved closer, once again laying a protective hand on the small of her back. “I’m imagining small round tables on this side,” he said quietly, gesturing to the area in front of the large window. “A long banquette over here, taking up this wall. The bar could run along the back, to the left of the kitchen doors.”

      She nodded slowly, trying to focus with his hand on her, the subtle scent of his expensive aftershave making her mouth dry. She looked around the space again, ideas already flooding her. He gave her the time and space to look, to walk around slowly, her mind buzzing with creativity. While she loved seeing a project come together, this was the best part. The initial excitement, the explosion of ideas, the allure of a project that was still shiny and new with no problems or headaches.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking,” he said after a moment, his voice rippling over her skin and making goosebumps erupt on her arms. She turned back to face him, and for a second, it felt as though someone were pressing on her bruised heart. Squeezing it.

      She swallowed and nodded, yanking herself back into work mode. “This stone wall is gorgeous, and I think you should leave it as is. Then, I’d suggest painting these red bricks white to bring more light and airiness into the space. You could keep these floors—I think with a little TLC, they’d come out nicely. Or, if you want to replace them, I’d suggest a light colored tile. We could do a mosaic, maybe spell out the restaurant’s name, or contrasting, patterned tiles by the entrance.”

      He looked around, nodding slowly. “I agree that the space needs to be brightened up.”

      “Over here,” she said, stepping toward where he’d indicated he wanted the banquette, “we could do a custom banquette in a medium-toned wood and upholstered with a burgundy colored leather. We could have chairs made to match, either classic bistro-style dining chairs with curved wood detailing on the back, or something a bit more modern, maybe cane-backed with cream-colored linen upholstery.” She stepped further into the space. “We could have a long mirror running along this wall, above the banquette, and framed art of varying sizes on the walls. You could go a few directions with that—antique French prints, landscapes, black and white shots of Paris—I think it depends on how much color you want to add. Personally, I’d go big and bold with turn of the century posters for absinthe, circuses, the World’s Fair, etc. Pulled together with custom matching frames, I think any number of things could work.”

      He was watching her silently, his head cocked. She couldn’t tell if he liked her ideas or not, so she licked her lips and continued. “In this area,” she said, moving back in front of the window, “I like your idea for small round tables. I think that’s perfect. I’d suggest installing pendant lights above, and you could change up the tablecloths seasonally, if you wanted. White in the winter, pale blue in the spring, red and white checked in the summer, soft yellow in the fall.”

      “And the bar?” he asked, his voice like a tug low in her belly.

      “Custom. The same wood as the banquette for cohesiveness. I’d suggest either a subtly-veined marble or concrete for the bar top. The stools would be upholstered with the same burgundy leather as the banquette, and there’d be more pendant lights hanging over the bar, although I’d suggest a different style than the ones over the tables so that it’s not too matchy-matchy. An enormous mirror behind it for more light and to give the illusion of more space, with the bottles on risers in front of it. We could do a long chalk board here,” she said, indicating the space to the left of the bar, “for the bar menu, cocktail specials, etcetera.”

      When he was silent, she turned to him. The corner of his mouth was quirked up in a smile, his deep brown eyes locked on her. “You came up with all of this, right now, on the spot?”

      A nervous tingle worked its way down her spine. “I did, but if you’d like to go in another direction, I can easily—”

      His mouth twitched and he walked slowly toward her, almost like a predator sizing up his prey, but there was no fear here. Not when she’d been dying for him to eat her up for five years now. “I thought you didn’t want this job,” he said slowly, and she could hear the teasing lilt in his voice. Blood rushed to her cheeks as her pulse picked up its tempo.

      “I do want it. But I want to earn it, not be handed it because my father asked you to. That’s not the same thing as me not wanting it.”

      “I think you’re splitting hairs, Olivia. Just because your father asked me to hire you doesn’t mean you don’t deserve the job.”

      She shrugged, aiming for nonchalance but probably falling far short. “It seems like an interesting job. But you haven’t even looked at my portfolio yet, or interviewed other designers. So maybe you shouldn’t be so sure you want to work with me.”

      “Mmm,” he rumbled out and then took the portfolio from her. He opened the large leather book and started slowly turning the thick pages, taking in her sketches, her concept pages, the photographs of finished spaces. For a moment, he didn’t say anything, which made her nerves ratchet back up. Normally, she was pretty confident, but when it came to her designs, she always felt a little vulnerable putting herself out there. She wanted people to see her as a capable, talented professional and not just a spoiled rich girl with a hobby. “Liv,” he said quietly, “these are really good. You’re very talented.”

      “Yeah?” she asked, hungry for his approval. She moved a little closer, coming around beside him so she could see what he was looking at. He’d stopped on a loft-style apartment she’d done a couple of months ago that had a distinctly retro feel to it, the design aesthetic heavily inspired by the 1960s. He turned the page, landing on a spread that featured her sketch of a bathroom and photos of tile samples and fixtures.

      “You have a keen eye for detail and your spaces flow together without looking overly perfect. I want polished and elegant, not stuffy and untouchable, and I think you can nail that.”

      She felt as though she were glowing from the inside out at his compliment. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

      He closed the leather book and handed it back to her. “So. The job is yours.” He moved a little closer, pinning her in place with his heated gaze. “Don’t tell me no again.”

      She almost laughed because it was totally absurd that he’d think she’d actually refuse him anything. As if she had the power and the strength to do anything except what he wanted.

      “Okay,” she breathed. “I’ll take the job.” She bit her lip and his eyes dropped to her mouth. “But your timeline is a bit tight.”

      “I have faith in you.”

      “It’s not me you should be worried about. If you want custom anything on this timeline, it’s going to be pricey.”

      He shrugged. “Money isn’t a concern.” He stepped the tiniest bit closer, so close she could smell him, feel the heat coming from his body. “I’m giving you free rein over this project.”

      “You haven’t even seen any concept sketches or samples or anything yet.”

      He shook his head, his gaze still boring into her. “I don’t need to.” Then, he slid an arm around her waist and backed her into a nearby brick column. “I know you’ll impress me.” He pressed his free hand into the brick above her head, his mouth only inches from hers. “You always have.”

      “I have?”

      “Why do you think I’m so drawn to you, Liv? It’s not just because you’re so fucking gorgeous it’s like looking at the sun. You’re smart and confident and willing to go after what you want.”

      She swallowed thickly. “There are lots of gorgeous, confident women in Manhattan. Women who aren’t the daughter of your business partner, who aren’t eighteen years younger than you.”

      “I don’t want them. Ever since I laid eyes on you five years ago, I’ve only wanted you, and it’s because of how I feel when I’m around you,” he whispered, his breath feathering over her lips. “It’s like stepping into the sun after living in the shadows for decades. It’s like breathing fresh air after being buried alive. You do something to me that I can’t even explain. For five years now, it’s been you.”

      “Lucian,” she whispered, her heart jackhammering wildly. A thrill that felt a lot like victory charged through her. After all this time, he was giving her this admission. “You’re killing me, here.”

      He took a breath, his chest heaving, and pressed his forehead to hers. “Then we’ll die together.”

      She let out a soft whimper, her fingers still curled around her portfolio. “I don’t care that you’re older than me. I don’t care that your life is complicated. Ever since the night I met you, I’ve wanted to be yours. I can’t fully explain it either.” She shook her head. Their connection might’ve been difficult for some to understand, but it was undeniable all the same.

      “Fuck,” he whispered, his eyes locked on her mouth. “All I can think about is kissing you.”

      Her entire body hummed and pulsed in response. “I didn’t realize interior design talk was such a turn on,” she said, her voice raspier than before.

      “Everything about you is a fucking turn on, Liv.”

      She leaned forward, nuzzling her face into his neck. Her knees almost buckled at how good he smelled, all expensive aftershave and a hint of tobacco and man. She wanted to lick him, to imprint his taste on her memory. On her soul.

      “The feeling is very, very mutual, Lucian,” she murmured, trailing her lips up and down his neck. Then she let out a little laugh. “God, fifteen minutes alone together and look at us. Right back where we shouldn’t be.”

      “I know,” he ground out, his voice even deeper than usual. “We shouldn’t. We really shouldn’t.” There was a pause, and then he murmured, “Still can’t think about anything except kissing you.”

      But this was all a game, because he wasn’t actually going to kiss her. This was just more teasing. That’s all it ever was. She leaned back against the column, the construction sounds coming from the kitchen barely audible over her throbbing heart.

      “Then maybe you should just kiss me,” she whispered. She was both calling his bluff and begging him to do it.

      “I shouldn’t.” He sounded almost as though he were in pain. “Christ, forgive me,” he whispered just before bringing his lips to hers. She sucked in a sharp breath at the feeling of his firm, warm lips pressed against hers in a surprisingly gentle, almost tentative kiss. A tremor passed through him and she could tell he was fighting to hold himself back. But she didn’t want him to hold back. He’d been holding back for five years, slowly killing both of them, and she felt as though she were about to shatter because of it.

      She opened her mouth and slid her tongue against his, and she was rewarded with a low, gruff sound from deep in his chest. Her clit throbbed at the taste of him on her tongue, at the low growl he let out as she slowly stroked his tongue with hers. He dropped his hand from the brick above her and cupped her cheek, pulling her tighter against him. He deepened the kiss, working his tongue against hers, exploring her mouth, caressing it and learning her taste just as she was learning his. Her portfolio fell to the floor and she wound her arms around his neck, never wanting to let him go.

      The intensity of the kiss increased, heat and lust swirling through her, making her tremble and moan against his mouth. She knew, now that she had Lucian’s mouth on hers, his tongue sliding against hers in a raw, sexual promise, that she’d never been properly kissed before. Every single kiss she’d ever had paled in comparison to this, utterly and completely. Were those other kisses even kisses? She didn’t know, because Lucian’s kiss had obliterated them all in just a few short seconds.

      He broke the kiss, his chest rising and falling as though he’d just sprinted a mile.

      “Don’t stop,” she whispered against his lips, threading her fingers into his hair. “Please, Lucian. Don’t stop.” She didn’t care that they weren’t alone, or that this was supposed to be a job interview, or that there were a whole slew of reasons they shouldn’t be doing this. Now that she’d tasted him, nothing else mattered.

      “Fuck,” he breathed before taking her lips again, deeper and more intense than the first time. He kept her pinned there as he devoured her with long, hot sweeps of his tongue. He nipped at her bottom lip and then sucked her tongue into his mouth. She squirmed against him, the throbbing between her legs almost painful. They’d been kissing for a minute, maybe two, and she was already soaked and swollen for him, feeling so desperately empty she felt as though she could crawl out of her skin.

      He broke the kiss again, but this time his hand dropped from her face to her throat, his fingers warm and heavy on her skin as he turned her head to the side and buried his face in her neck, licking and sucking and kissing the sensitive skin just below her ear. She moaned, heat and need pouring through her, and his grip on her throat tightened slightly. The possessiveness of the touch undid something inside her, making her want to be whatever he needed. Whatever he wanted.

      She wanted to be his. Wanted him to claim her and own her and all kinds of unevolved things. She wanted to belong to him, fully and completely.

      As he kissed a blazing path down her neck, his stubble rasping against the sensitive skin, she moaned again, her hands moving restlessly up and down his back. “Yes, Lucian. God, yes.”

      He murmured something that sounded a lot like “my Liv,” but the words were muffled against her skin. She shifted her hips, dying for some kind of pressure or friction on her pulsing clit, knowing she’d probably come on the spot if he simply put his hand between her legs.

      His mouth traced lower, kissing and licking across her collarbone. His fingers grazed the outer swell of one of her breasts and she gasped, arching her back into the touch. He kissed his way up her throat and back to her mouth, claiming her lips in a hot, deep kiss that made her blood sing and her heart pound. Her legs were shaking so badly she was surprised she was still standing.

      She didn’t want to be standing. She wanted to be on her back with Lucian above her, moving inside her, finally taking what had been his for the past five years. She cradled his face, loving the prickliness of his permastubble against her palms, and kissed him back with everything she had. He groaned, taking more of her mouth. This was more than a kiss. This was sex in kiss form, with the way he was fucking her mouth with his tongue, taking and owning and possessing.

      She shifted again, the wet slide of her panties against her swollen pussy torturous. She needed to come. Needed him inside her. Needed him to finally admit who they were to each other and take what she was offering.

      Her phone started ringing inside her purse, and he broke the kiss, pressing his forehead to hers, his harsh pants fanning against her tingling, kiss-swollen lips.

      “Answer it,” he said, his voice low and rough as though he’d swallowed a pound of gravel.

      She nodded and pulled it out of her purse with shaking fingers. “It’s my dad.”

      He nipped at her lips once more with a soft growl that had heat curling in her belly and then released her, pacing away and shoving a hand through his slightly disheveled hair.

      She answered the call and before she had the chance to say anything, her father’s voice came over the line. “Honey? Are you okay? Where are you?”

      She frowned, confusion clearing some of the lust fog from her system. “Hey, Dad. Yeah, I’m fine. I’m at the bistro with Lucian. Why? What’s wrong?”

      She heard him exhale a long breath. “Massimo called my office saying he was worried about you because he can’t get ahold of you.”

      She closed her eyes, her jaw going tight at the mention of Massimo. “I hope you told him to fuck off.”

      At her words, Lucian turned and looked at her, one eyebrow cocked. She held up a finger.

      “No, and I know you two broke up. I was surprised he called here. That’s the first time he’s done that.”

      “I’m fine, and I’m going to block his number because he doesn’t seem to be able to take a hint. I’m sorry that he worried you.”

      There was a pause. “It’s not that he worried me. I think he was fishing for information on where you are. And I was worried that if he found you…” He trailed off, sighing. “I don’t like that he’s keeping tabs on you. It’s over the line, especially after you told him you didn’t want to see him anymore.”

      “I don’t like it either. Don’t worry, I’m going to block his number.” And sic Lucian on him. But she left that part out. “He won’t bother you again.”

      “If he won’t leave you alone, I think we should contact the police.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” she said noncommittally. She glanced over at Lucian, who was watching her with intense, hungry eyes. “I’m okay, Dad. But I do need to go. I’m in the middle of a meeting.” Slash incredibly hot make out session.

      “Okay, honey. Be careful. If he calls here again, I’m calling the police.”

      She hung up with her dad then navigated to Massimo’s texts and handed her phone to Lucian. “It’s Massimo. He’s texting me multiple times a day, even though I never respond, and he just called my dad’s office wanting to know where I was.” She shrugged. “You told me to let you know if he was still bothering me.”

      His eyes were glued to the screen as he read through the messages. When he looked up at her, his features were tight, his jaw clenched. He rubbed a hand over his face and handed her phone back to her. “I’ll take care of it.” His fingers brushed hers as she took her phone back, and their eyes locked. The air seemed to thicken and pulse around them, and he cleared his throat, stepping back. “In fact, I have a meeting shortly with someone who can put an end to this.” His expression was grim, his lips pressed into a thin line. He raked a hand through his hair. “I’ll have legal send over the standard contract to your design firm. Given the tight timelines we’re working with, I’ll need you to start right away.”

      She nodded. “Of course.” A silence fell between them, and she tilted her head, studying him. “Are we going to talk about the fact that we just made out?”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, that anguished note back in his voice. “I got carried away.”

      Her heart sank, but she wasn’t willing to give up. She reached up and cupped his cheek. “Don’t apologize for something we both wanted.” Deciding not to push it any further than that, she bent and picked up her portfolio and headed for the door. “Thank you, for the job, and for helping with Massimo.” She swallowed, heat blooming across her face. “And the best kiss I’ve ever had in my life.”

      He nodded, looking as torn and conflicted as she’d ever seen him. “You’re welcome.”

      Humming to herself, she stepped out into the blazing July heat.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucian stepped into the private club owned by the Cosa Nostra on Baxter Street in Little Italy, only a few blocks from his brother Max’s apartment. The interior was dim despite the bright sunshine outside, and the décor was a little heavy for Lucian’s taste. It was all dark wainscoting, black leather and gold fixtures, the art on the walls housed in ornate, gilded frames, like something out of an 80’s mob movie. Red tablecloths adorned the tables, and towards the back were several booths, upholstered in baby blue velvet.

      Thank God Sal Perri wasn’t in charge of decorating his latest restaurant.

      He pulled off his sunglasses and tucked them into his shirt pocket, grateful for the cool air swirling around thanks to the AC and several ceiling fans spinning at full tilt. It was a sweltering day outside, but he had a feeling the reason he couldn’t seem to cool down had nothing to do with the summer heat and everything to do with Olivia.

      He’d kissed her. He’d fucking kissed her. He went back and forth, trying to decide if it was the best or worst thing he’d ever done. His blood was singing, his cock still half-hard with wanting her. But watching her in her element, looking so goddamn beautiful and confident and alive with ideas and creativity had cracked something open inside him and he hadn’t been able to hold himself back. He’d needed his mouth on hers, needed to taste her like he needed air. And as he’d suspected, the second her tongue had touched his, his restraint had crumbled as he finally took what he’d wanted for years.

      He’d imagined kissing her thousands of times, but now he knew that his imagination paled in comparison to the real thing. To the lush warmth of her mouth, the sensual slide of her tongue, the soft whimpers and moans she made that had driven him insane with wanting her. He’d only been about five minutes away from dropping to his knees and eating her pussy right where they stood.

      Maybe it was a good thing they’d been interrupted, even if the dull throb in his balls said otherwise. Because she wasn’t his, and she couldn’t be. Not if he wanted to keep her safe. Her safety meant more to him than anything, even if it was getting harder and harder to be around her and not show her how much he wanted her.

      He’d never wanted to fuck a woman so badly, but when it came to Olivia, it wasn’t just about getting his dick inside her. No, it was so much more than that. He wanted to fuck her into oblivion and then fall asleep holding her. He wanted to watch the sunrise with her and drink coffee in bed and spend hours learning exactly how she liked to be touched, kissed, licked. He wanted to walk through Central Park holding her hand. He wanted to take her to all of his favorite restaurants.

      God, he wanted her in his life so fucking badly. She was like fresh air and sunshine and shimmering sexuality, all rolled into one. When he was with her, he felt slightly less damaged. She made him feel like he could actually have all of those things. Knowing she wanted them too only made the torture of staying away from her worse.

      He couldn’t give her the life she deserved. But he could give her this. He could take care of this Massimo prick.

      Sal was sitting in one of the back booths, his usual spot, and it struck him just how old Sal was looking these days. He’d just turned seventy-seven, and while he was in good health, he very much looked like a man in his seventies. His once brown hair had turned gray with streaks of silver and had thinned considerably over the years, leaving him with a pronounced widow’s peak. His brown eyes were still sharp, but his face was heavily lined with years and all of the shit he’d seen and done. His suit was impeccably tailored, as always, but it still looked too big for him, as though he’d shrunk.

      He stood when he saw Lucian, sending him a big smile. “Lucian! I wasn’t expecting to get your call, but I was delighted to hear from you. How are you, my boy?” he asked, pulling Lucian in for a hug, showing him more warmth in thirty seconds than his actual father had ever shown him in his entire life.

      He pulled back from the hug, clapping him on the shoulder. “I’m good, Sal. It’s been too long since we had lunch.”

      “Are you here for Rosa’s carbonara? Or is there something on your mind? Come, sit.”

      He followed Sal back to his booth and slid into his usual spot. He didn’t even know how many times he’d sat in this exact spot with this man over the past twenty-five years. Countless. His mind flashed back to the night he’d saved Sal’s life from that Bratva gunman, and in return, Sal had saved his by letting him make his own way in the world.

      “You know I’ll never turn down Rosa’s carbonara, but yes, there is something on my mind I wanted to discuss with you.”

      Sal nodded. “Of course.” He gestured to a uniformed server hovering nearby. “Pour this man a glass of the Macallan,” he said, picking up his dirty martini and taking a sip. “So,” he said, leveling his shrewd brown gaze on Lucian. “Tell me what I can do for you. Another one of your brothers in trouble?”

      Lucian laughed and shook his head, accepting the glass of scotch from the server. “No, thankfully. Everything seems to have quieted down now that they’re all settled.” Sal had been integral not only in making sure the reporter who’d tried to harm Max and Willa would never work in journalism again, but had also helped Lucian track down all of his brother Sebastian’s gambling debts so they could be paid off and Sebastian could be free from the mistakes of his past.

      Sal nodded slowly. “I’m glad to hear it.”

      Lucian sipped his drink, his stomach burning, and not because of the alcohol. “Aerin’s happily remarried and a mother to newborn twins down in Dallas. Theo is marrying Lauren next summer, and Sebastian is settled with Kayla out in Lake Tahoe. They just bought a house last month. And Max and Willa are currently in Paris, where I suspect he’s proposing.”

      Sal grinned. “Who doesn’t love a happy ending?” Slowly, the grin faded from his face, replaced with a concerned frown. “Everyone’s settled, except you.”

      Not wanting to get into his personal life, Lucian cleared his throat, grateful for the interruption when the server put two caprese salads in front of them. “Sal, I need a favor.”

      Sal chewed the fresh ball of mozzarella he’d just popped into his mouth. “Of course. I’ll help if I can.”

      The knot in the center of Lucian’s chest loosened slightly. Sal had always had his back. Always.

      “It’s about Massimo Greco.”

      Sal frowned. “Massimo? What about him?”

      “He’s harassing a woman he dated. She broke things off with him and he’s not taking no for an answer, even though she’s made it clear she’s not interested.”

      “This is preschool shit. Why are you involved?”

      Lucian’s stomach tightened, but he couldn’t tell Sal the truth, that he was involved because he was halfway in love with Olivia and was protecting her.

      In love. Fuck.

      “She’s the daughter of Prescott Group’s biggest investor. She’s unhappy, which is making my investor unhappy, and I don’t need unhappy investors. Not with the Vegas expansion almost done. So I’m asking, as a favor, if you could tell Massimo to forget he ever met Olivia Walsh.”

      Sal chewed thoughtfully for a moment. “Fine. As a favor to you, I’ll tell Massimo to leave the girl alone.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

      They ate in silence for a moment, but Lucian could feel the weight of Sal’s gaze on him the entire time.

      “You sure this girl is just the daughter of your investor? Nothing else?”

      “I’m sure,” he lied smoothly, wiping at his mouth with his napkin.

      “You don’t usually take an interest in this kind of petty shit. He didn’t hurt her, did he?”

      “Not to my knowledge.” If he had, this would be a very different conversation, one where Lucian was explaining why he’d shot Massimo’s dick off.

      “Daughter of your investor,” Sal murmured, polishing off his martini. “If you say so.” He shook his head and then sat up straighter. “But, since I’ve got you here, I do have a favor to ask in return.”

      “Anything.”

      “It’s the fucking Irish and that goddamn Murphy. Not only are they selling in my agreed upon territory, but they’re using the Bleeckers to move their drugs.” Sal’s upper lip curled as he shook his head in disgust. “First the Yakuza start using those Vietnamese street gangs, and now this. It’s all gonna unravel if we can’t keep our shit tight, and it’s going to get loose real fast if we keep dealing with street gangs.”

      “You want me to talk to Murphy?”

      Sal inclined his head. “If you would. Tell him to stay out of my part of Manhattan and put an end to this Bleecker shit.”

      Lucian rubbed a hand over his mouth. It was bad if the Irish weren’t respecting the boundaries they’d all agreed upon years ago, and even worse if they were using street gangs to deal drugs. That was dangerous and had the potential to be incredibly messy. Street gangs were unnecessarily violent and careless, and would only attract attention from law enforcement—attention that none of them wanted.

      “I’ll talk to Murphy and remind him of the boundaries we all agreed on.”

      “And bring that Killian fellow of yours. Murphy’s scared of him. He pretends to like him, but he’s shaking in his boots whenever that fella’s around.”

      “Frankly, I’m a little scared of Killian,” he said, and Sal laughed, the tone of the conversation lightening up again.

      Their main courses arrived and they tucked in, shooting the shit about other business until Sal set his fork down and leaned back in his seat, his hands folded over his stomach, his eyes scrutinizing Lucian.

      “So this girl. Olivia. She a looker?”

      Lucian shrugged. “Sure. She’s pretty.” Tension crept down his neck, making his muscles stiffen. He didn’t want Sal to know about his interest in Olivia because then it took his request from something business related—keeping an investor happy—to something far more personal, which was more of a gray area. Yes, Sal had done favors for him where his brothers were concerned, but those favors hadn’t involved disciplining one of his own guys. It was a precarious favor to ask for already, and if Sal knew it was personal, it could compromise Lucian’s status as a neutral party in all of this. He already felt as though he were walking on a tightrope with no safety net on a windy day most of the time. He was used to precarious. But this was even more so than usual.

      “Young?”

      Lucian shrugged again. “Mid-twenties, I’d guess.” Never mind that he knew she was twenty-six, that her birthday was July 7th, that he’d just kissed the shit out of her only a couple of hours ago. His cock perked up at the memory.

      Sal grinned, shaking his head. “I don’t think I remember what it feels like to be that young.”

      At that, Lucian chuckled and clinked his glass to Sal’s. “Me neither.”

      Another silence descended as they finished their meal. Once the plates were cleared, the server brought out two servings of panna cotta along with two small glasses of lemoncello.

      “So,” said Sal, helping himself to his dessert. “Everyone is settled. Getting married, buying houses, having babies. All of the Prescotts, except one.” He turned that piercing brown gaze on Lucian again. “Everyone except you.”

      Lucian blew out a breath. “I’m aware, Sal.”

      He leaned in closer, laying a hand on Lucian’s arm. “Don’t you want a wife? A family?”

      “You know it’s not that easy for guys like us.”

      “I’ve been married to Antonella for over fifty years. She gave me three beautiful children. I have six grandchildren. It wasn’t hard for me.”

      “Things are different for you.”

      “How so?”

      He curled his fist under the table so Sal wouldn’t see, trying to contain the tension and the frustration rolling through him. “You’re not caught in the middle, straddling two worlds, one of which is very dangerous. You’re not walking a tightrope trying to keep everything and everyone in check.”

      Sal frowned, his bushy brows slashing down over his eyes. “You have a point there. Then again, the list of guys who’d like to see me whacked is a hell of a lot longer than the list of friends and well-wishers.” Sal shrugged. “I just don’t want you to be lonely. I don’t want your chance at happiness to pass you by.”

      Lucian dropped his chin to his chest, staring down at his lap for a minute as he fought back the wave of emotion cresting over him. He was touched by Sal’s concern for his happiness, which made him feel even worse for not being completely straight with him about Olivia and the intricacies of the situation.

      He looked up, meeting Sal’s eyes. “But weren’t you scared? That something would happen to Antonella or the kids?” He shook his head, staring unfocused on the panna cotta he had no desire to eat.

      “Sure. If someone had touched my Nella I would’ve burned the fucking city down.” He squinted at Lucian. “Is that what’s holding you back? You’re scared that if you love a woman, she’s gonna get hurt?”

      He lifted one heavy shoulder and scrubbed a hand over his face. “Maybe. Yeah.”

      “Ever since you were more boy than man, you’ve been focused on protecting those around you. Your siblings, me, your guys. And I think it’s because you never had any kind of security at home, so every single connection, every single relationship always felt as though it could be snatched away in an instant. You’ve never felt like anything was yours to keep, and so you guard it like a starving dog with a T-bone.” Sal’s words hit home and sunk deep. He’d spent the past five years trying to stay the hell away from Olivia because he was terrified something would happen to her if they were together.

      Sal sighed. “But you can’t live your life that way, Lucian. You can’t let fear of a possibility ruin a certain joy.” He tossed back the rest of his lemoncello. “With no risk, there’s no reward. And you’ve been through too damn much to deny yourself the rewards of love and family. You’ve earned it, more than most. If that’s what you want, don’t let fear take it away.” He leaned in close. “And you know I’ll always have your back. If you ever get tired of playing judge and jury for Manhattan’s crime world, I’d be thrilled to have you as my right hand man.”

      He was tempted by Sal’s invitation for half a second, but he couldn’t abandon the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen. He’d promised them protection and stability and he wasn’t going to go back on his word. He wasn’t his father, who tossed out promises like birdseed, just to see who might flock to him and give him what he wanted.

      “Thanks for the offer, Sal, but I’m staying where I am.”

      “As I thought you would. But think about what I said. Our lives are dangerous, but the world is a dangerous place. You can’t live your life hamstrung by what ifs and fears of things that haven’t happened.”

      He nodded. “I’ll talk to Murphy about those boundaries.”

      “And I’ll make sure Massimo leaves the girl alone.”
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      “Sorry I’m late!” Madison called out as she came dashing up to the table already occupied by Olivia, Whitney, Kate, and Nicole.

      “Another flour delivery?” asked Whitney, and based on the way Madison’s cheeks went pink, Whitney’s guess was right.

      “More like another dick delivery,” deadpanned Nicole, and they all laughed as Madison dropped into her chair. A pang of jealousy shot through Olivia. Her skin still felt over sensitized after the surprise make out session with Lucian at the restaurant a couple of days ago. God, if he’d wanted to fuck her right there against that wall with the construction crew only fifty feet away, she would’ve let him. The list of things she’d let that man do to her was ridiculous.

      But while she was frustrated, she also felt more hopeful than she had in a long time. They’d gone further than they ever had before, and maybe this time things would be different. Maybe this time he wouldn’t pull away and give her his same excuses. Excuses that she accepted as true but not as valid.

      She and the girls hadn’t had much time to get together since her birthday last week, and as always, they had lots of catching up to do, even though they had an active group chat going all the time. Finding that they were all free tonight, they’d booked a table at Coco’s, a Mexican restaurant in Hell’s Kitchen with an amazing terrace. The warm, early evening air swirled around them, mingling with the sounds of tropical music and the mouthwatering scents of Mexican food. Lightbulbs were strung up around the posts, and several lush plants separated each table from the others. The terrace itself looked out over the city, giving them a spectacular view of the buildings poking up into the sky.

      “So, I have some news,” said Whitney, who looked boho chic as usual with her blush pink crocheted bralette top and flowing white skirt, a yellow flower tucked behind one ear. Her long, blond hair tumbled around her shoulders in beachy waves. “I’m taking off for Europe for a couple of months. Maybe longer.”

      Olivia’s heart sank. While she knew her friend was a free spirit and did this sort of thing regularly, it was always hard when she left for extended periods of time.

      “Where are you going?” asked Kate, taking a sip of her mojito.

      “I’m going to spend some time in England, Scotland and Ireland. The book I’m writing has a lot of elements of Celtic magic in it, and I want to do some research. Plus, you know me. I get restless after a while.” Whitney was a successful author who wrote paranormal and fantasy romance under a pen name, which was how she was able to take off and live on a completely different continent for extended periods.

      “When will you be back?” asked Olivia, reaching out and squeezing Whitney’s hand. “I need to start the countdown now.”

      Whitney shrugged. “I’m not sure. But before the end of the year.” A guilty look flashed across her face. “I’m actually leaving in a couple of days.”

      “A couple of days!” Nicole exclaimed, her eyebrows furling together. “That’s so soon!”

      “I know. But I got a great deal on the plane ticket and this house I wanted to rent in the English countryside became available, so it all just kind of came together.”

      “We’re happy for you,” said Madison. “Even though we’ll miss you, I know you’ll have another amazing adventure. Maybe you’ll find some British aristocratic hottie to hook up with.”

      Whitney laughed. “Those stuffy types don’t do it for me. Give me rough and tumble any day. Throw in an Irish accent and I’m toast.”

      The server came to take their orders and then they settled back into their conversation.

      “So,” said Kate, turning her attention to Olivia. “You ended up taking that job that Lucian offered you?”

      She nodded, heat swirling in her stomach at the mention of his name. “I did. It’ll be a great addition to my portfolio and I think I can really nail it.” She felt the heat rise to her cheeks and Whitney pointed at her.

      “What aren’t you telling us?”

      Her mouth suddenly dry, she took a sip of her drink. “The other day, in the restaurant, Lucian…kissed me.”

      Everyone at the table let out a loud whoop. Olivia grinned, butterflies swirling in her stomach as she replayed the kiss again.

      “We need details,” said Madison, scooping up a chip and drowning it in guacamole. “Was it as good as you’d hoped?”

      Olivia’s face heated as she nodded. “Even better. He backed me up against this brick column and…” Her stomach bottomed out as she replayed it for what had to be nearing the millionth time. “Just kissed the absolute daylights out of me.”

      Nicole studied her thoughtfully. “And now you’re waiting for him to push you away again.”

      Olivia grabbed the cloth napkin and twisted it in her lap. When she’d left the restaurant after that kiss, she’d felt as though she’d been walking on air. But gradually, she’d deflated, bit by bit. He’d apologized. He was going to push her away again. Going to go over his usual litany of reasons why they couldn’t happen.

      “I know he thinks the age difference is an issue, and that his life is busy and complicated.” She took a breath, playing with the napkin. “He basically admitted he has feelings for me, and has for a long time now. But it’s still not enough. I haven’t seen him or heard from him since, and I know he’s distancing himself.”

      “What did he say? About having feelings for you?” asked Whitney, leaning forward.

      “He told me that he’s wanted me for five years because of how he feels when he’s around me. That being around me is like stepping into the sun after living in the shadows for decades, like breathing fresh air after being buried alive. He said, and I quote, ‘You do something to me that I can’t even explain. For five years now, it’s been you.’”

      “Holy shit,” said Maddy, fanning herself.

      “Uh, yeah,” agreed Nicole, eyes wide.

      “Hang on, I’m writing that down and using it in a book,” said Whitney, taking notes on her phone.

      “But if that’s how he feels, and we’re still not, you know, together, maybe it’s me. Maybe there’s something fundamentally lacking in who I am or my life that turns him off.” Otherwise, wouldn’t she have heard from him after that bone melting kiss? She wasn’t normally so insecure, but she also didn’t normally make out with the man she’d been obsessing over for the past five years.

      “Nah,” said Whitney, dropping her phone down on the table. “This is a him issue, not you. It sounds like he’s still struggling with the age difference and probably struggles to let people in in general. Often, excuses like ‘my life is complicated’ really mean something like ‘I don’t know how to let you into my life.’”

      Their food arrived and she bit into her roasted chicken taco, chewing thoughtfully, her mind swirling with everything—the kiss, the distance, and if she and Lucian would ever actually wind up together. How could he say those things to her, kiss the life out of her, and then just go radio silent for days on end? That felt unfair. Unfair, and a little shitty.

      “Olivia, there you are,” came a familiar male voice, but not the one she wanted to hear. No, the sound of Massimo’s voice was completely unwelcome. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” She pressed her lips together, her chest tight. God, she did not want to deal with him right now. She turned in her chair and saw him standing there, an enormous bouquet of flowers clutched in his hands. She narrowed her eyes at him as she pushed up out of her chair, stalking towards him.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” she hissed, leading them away from the crowd of tables and into a secluded corner, not wanting to cause a scene. He held out the bouquet of flowers but she crossed her arms, refusing to take them. “How did you even know I’d be here?”

      A smug grin flashed across his face. “One of your friends posted a picture on Instagram and I recognized the terrace.”

      Her irritation gave way to fear, and she took a step back from him. “Are you stalking me? Because that’s really creepy.”

      “It’s not creepy, it’s resourceful,” he said with a cocky smirk. “And I’m not stalking you, but what else am I supposed to do when you won’t take my calls and you don’t return my texts?”

      “I blocked you, asshole. Get a fucking clue. Don’t talk to me ever again,” she said, her lip curling.

      As though he hadn’t heard a word she’d said, he took a step closer, his eyes sliding all over her body, making her glad she was relatively covered up in a black sleeveless blouse paired with pale yellow wrap skirt that ended around her knees. “You look beautiful. Why don’t we go someplace quiet where we can talk? We could go back to my place. Here, these are for you.” He extended the flowers to her again and she recoiled, taking another step back.

      “Did you not hear what I just said? We’re done. Lose my number and stay the hell away from me.”

      And just like that, he dropped the flowers to the ground, his face morphing from concerned to snarling in half a second. She spun to head back to her table, instinct telling her to get away from him, but he shot his hand out, grabbing her wrist. Strong fingers curled around her in a bruising grip. “Don’t talk to me like that, baby doll. I don’t like it.”

      “Let go of me,” she ground out, trying to pull her arm from his grip. His fingers tightened around her wrist and he yanked her close.

      “You’re an ungrateful little bitch, you know that?” he snarled in her ear, his hot breath washing over her and making her stomach churn. “I came all the way down here, brought you these beautiful flowers and all you can do is complain. I should put you on your knees and stuff my dick in your mouth. Can’t complain if that pretty mouth is full.”

      Fear cascaded through her, making her arms and legs feel shaky and weak, but along with the fear was anger. A lot of anger, and so she reached down deep, letting the anger take hold, and kneed him in the balls with everything she had.

      He immediately dropped to his knees. He curled into a ball, his hands cradling his junk as he moaned beside the discarded bouquet.

      She glared down at him, hot satisfaction at the damage she’d inflicted coursing through her. “I might be an ungrateful little bitch, but at least I’m not a pathetic stalker who has to bully women into being with him. Don’t ever talk to me again.”

      “Everything okay over here?” asked a female server, her eyes bouncing between Olivia and Massimo, who was still lying on the ground, moaning.

      Her heart was racing and she shook her head. “He grabbed me and threatened to assault me.”

      The woman’s eyes widened. “Do you want me to call the police?”

      Olivia nodded. “Yes. Please.”

      By this point, all of her friends had come over, forming a protective circle around her. Whitney hugged her, her arms tightening when Olivia trembled against her.

      Slowly, Massimo rose to his feet, his eyes locked on her. “This isn’t over. You just made the biggest mistake of your life, baby doll.” He kicked at the flowers on the ground and stormed out of the restaurant, shoving off one of the male servers who tried to restrain him.

      “Do you still want me to call the police?” asked the server, phone in hand.

      Olivia shook her head, some of her triumph ebbing out of her and leaving her feeling deflated and shaky. “Don’t bother. He’s gone.”

      “Do you have someone to take you home?” she asked. “I don’t want you to leave alone.”

      She nodded. There was only one person she wanted right now. She turned to her friends. “You guys go back to dinner. I’m just going to make a quick phone call, and I’ll be back in a second,” she said, not wanting Massimo’s assholery to ruin their night, especially since Whitney was leaving so soon.

      They all hesitated, clearly reluctant to leave her side, but she shot them a smile and tipped her head in the direction of their table. “I’m okay. I’m just going to call someone to help me get home and I’ll be right back.” After a few more seconds of hesitation, they moved back to their table, not taking their concerned gazes off her.

      She moved to a quiet corner of the terrace, her hands shaking as she pulled her phone out of her purse and called Lucian. She stared out at the city as she listened to it ring on the other end. Shit, what if he was busy?

      What if he was with another woman? Her stomach twisted itself into cold, hard knots at the thought of Lucian on a date with someone else. She could already picture her. She was older than Olivia and far more worldly and sophisticated. She probably ran her own business and had singlehandedly saved an endangered species. She’d be tall with the world’s most incredible body, the kind of body he’d—

      He answered on the third ring. “Hello, Olivia.”

      “Hi,” she said, her voice cracking on the single syllable. Her heart was still pounding in her chest, and her entire body felt shaky.

      “What’s wrong? Are you okay?” he asked, his deep voice making some of the fear and panic start to ebb away. A part of her thrilled at the fact that he could tell something was wrong from one tiny word.

      “I’m…uh, no.” She sighed. “I’m having dinner with my friends and Massimo just showed up.”

      She could’ve sworn that he growled from the other end of the line, sending a little shiver down her spine. Quickly, she told him the entire story of what had just happened, everything Massimo had said, and the fact that he’d left and she didn’t know where he was.

      “I’m worried that he’s going to be waiting for me outside the restaurant or on the street or by my apartment. The things he said…” She swallowed around the tightness in her throat. “If he was willing to talk to me like that and grab me in front of all of these people, I’m terrified of what he’d do to me if he got me alone. I…I felt like I should call you.”

      “I’m glad you did. Stay where you are. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      “Okay. I’m…I’m really sorry to bug you. I hope you weren’t in the middle of something important.” She held her breath, waiting for him to tell her that he was with someone or annoyed with her for calling.

      “I can’t think of a single fucking thing that would be more important than making sure you’re safe,” he said, that delicious growl back in his voice. “Ten minutes. Don’t move.”

      “Thank you.” Her voice broke again on the last syllable, and she swallowed around the thickness in her throat. She didn’t want to unravel here, in front of everyone, because she was afraid that she wouldn’t be able to pull herself back together again. What had happened was both unexpected and intense, and had shaken her up.

      “Of course.”

      She disconnected the call and went back to her table, all of her friends watching her with worried expressions. As soon as she sat down, Whitney pulled her into a side hug.

      “Are you okay? That was really intense.”

      She nodded, then took a long drink of her water, trying to get the tightness in her throat to ease up. “It was, but I’m okay. Lucian’s on his way and he’s going to make sure I get home safe.”

      “Good.” Kate reached over and laid her hand over Olivia’s. “If he couldn’t come, I was half a breath away from calling Liam,” she said, mentioning her older brother who was a firefighter with the FDNY, and who had the muscled body to go with his job.

      “Please, let’s just…Whit’s leaving soon, and I’m really sorry that that asshole showed up. Let’s just talk about something else. Please.” Even though she knew it wasn’t her fault, she felt embarrassed at the scene they’d caused and the fact that her ex was clearly stalking her.

      They all eyed her warily, but then Nicole started telling them all about a new project she’d taken on at work and Olivia relaxed a little. Massimo had already scared the shit out of her. She didn’t want to let him take this evening with her friends away, too.

      Even though her back was to the entrance to the terrace, she felt it the second Lucian arrived. The hairs on her arms stood on end, and the back of her neck tingled with awareness. She sucked in a breath and spun in her seat, and sure enough, there he was, his dark gaze on her.

      “I will never get used to how fucking hot he is,” said Madison, her eyes trained on Lucian.

      “I know, it’s a little ridiculous that there’s someone who looks like that just walking around Manhattan,” said Nicole. Olivia was powerless to do anything except murmur in agreement.

      He looked more casual than she’d ever seen before. Anytime she’d run into him, he’d been in a suit, or a tux, or at the very least wearing a button-down shirt and dress pants. But this evening he was wearing a plain black V-neck T-shirt and a pair of worn, dark jeans. A pair of aviator sunglasses dangled from the front of his T-shirt, and his hair, normally meticulously styled, was a little damp, as though he’d showered shortly before she’d called. Her mouth went dry at the mental image of Lucian in the shower, water sluicing off his hard body, soap running over his skin in bubbly rivulets, his big hands making sure that soap got everywhere.

      “My ride is here,” she said, gathering up her purse and phone and laying down enough cash to cover her meal plus a generous tip. Kate let out a little sigh.

      “God, he’s so sexy.” She gave her head a little shake. “And I’m glad he’s here to make sure you get home okay.”

      She stood and then pulled Whitney in for a hug. “I’m gonna miss you, babe.”

      “I’ll miss you, too. But we’ll Skype and email and I’ll be home in the fall. It’ll go by fast.”

      Olivia nodded, her eyes burning. She hated when Whitney left, but she was a free spirit and exploring the world and everything it had to offer was just who she was. They said their goodbyes and then she made her way over to Lucian, who hadn’t taken his eyes off her the entire time. She knew, because her skin was practically burning by the time she reached him.

      “Thank you,” she said, looking up at him.

      He didn’t say anything, just took her hand and wove his fingers through hers. A hot tingle worked its way up her arm at the contact, and she felt the last of her tension and fear start to ebb away now that he was here. He led her through the interior of the restaurant and then down the set of concrete stairs that led to an industrial door. When they stepped out onto the sidewalk, he pushed his sunglasses back onto his face, and she swooned a tiny bit. Lucian, in this T-shirt and worn jeans, aviators on, looked like a total badass, maybe even more so than when he wore designer suits.

      A sleek, black car with the elegant Aston Martin logo on the front of the hood sat beside the curb, illegally parked. It unlocked automatically as they approached and he opened the passenger side door for her, holding it open as she tucked herself inside. Walking quickly, he strode around the car to his side and dropped in behind the wheel. He started the car, the engine purring, and pulled smoothly away from the curb, then hung a quick left onto 11th Ave.

      The interior of the car was all buttery leather and polished metal finishes with a high-tech dash. She sat back in her seat, her body relaxing fully, letting herself get absorbed in the soothing motion of the car and the calming scent of Lucian surrounding her.

      “I know you live in the Financial District, but you’ll have to give me your address.”

      “It’s an apartment building on William Street. Keep going straight until you hit Battery Park, and then take a left onto Murray. I can direct you the rest of the way when we get there.”

      He nodded, then reached over and laid a hand on her thigh. There was no mistaking the protectiveness of the gesture, or the way her entire body came alive at his touch.

      “Thank you for coming,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry that I interrupted your evening.” She glanced sideways at him. “Were you busy?”

      He shook his head. “I was at the gym. And you don’t need to thank me.” He came to a stoplight at West 43rd and looked over at her. Even though she couldn’t see his eyes through the dark sunglasses, she could feel the heated weight of his gaze on her, and she fought the urge to squirm in her seat. “I promised that I would keep you safe. I’m the one who’s sorry.”

      Her eyebrows rose as they moved forward again when the light turned green. “You’re sorry? For what?”

      “I thought I’d solved the Massimo problem, but clearly what I tried didn’t work. I was aiming for subtle, but subtle doesn’t work on this asshole, apparently.”

      “No, it definitely doesn’t,” she said, shaking her head. “I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve told him to leave me alone.”

      Lucian’s grip tightened on the steering wheel, his knuckles going white. “Still, I’m sorry. I told you I’d handle it. And I will.” He gave her thigh a squeeze that had her melting in her seat. “He’s dangerous, Liv.”

      “Well, he’s obviously a total nutjob based on what happened tonight,” she agreed.

      “He’s more than just a nutjob,” he said, and then paused, hesitating. “Tell me again how he said he found you.”

      “Stalking me on Insta. One of my friends posted a picture of us and he said he recognized the terrace.”

      Lucian’s mouth twisted to one side. “Turn your phone off.”

      “What?”

      “I’m not trying to scare you, but Massimo is capable of a lot worse than just stalking you on social media. Turn it off.”

      Watching Lucian navigate his way through traffic, she reached into her purse and powered off her phone. “There. It’s off.”

      “Good. I’m going to get one of my guys to look at it and find out exactly how Massimo’s been tracking you. Because I don’t believe his bullshit excuse about recognizing the restaurant. He’s shown up when you’re out too many times for it to be a coincidence.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Tracking me? Like, you think he did something to my phone to find out where I am?” She shuddered. “Is that even possible? That seems like Hollywood movie shit.”

      “It’s not. It’s definitely possible.” He came to another stop light. “I know because I’ve done it to many people. Well, my tech guy has, but still. It’s entirely possible to track someone based on the location of their phone and not have them know about it.”

      “Tell me what you know about Massimo,” she said, sitting up a little straighter. “You know something that you’re not telling me.”

      This time, he didn’t hesitate. “Massimo’s in the mob, Liv. The Italian mafia.”

      “What?” Her eyes went wide as her blood turned to ice in her veins. “He’s what?”

      “He’s a hit man for the mob. He’s extremely dangerous.”
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      “Holy shit.” Olivia crossed her arms over her chest as her initial shock faded into regret. Going out with Massimo in the first place had been such a huge mistake. One she couldn’t take back now, but one she regretted all the same. Then, a question crept up on her and she looked back at Lucian, her eyes narrowed slightly.

      “How do you know this?” She pressed a hand to her mouth. “Oh God. Are you in the mob?” She thought back on how many times he’d told her that his life was dangerous and complicated, that he wasn’t a good guy.

      He shook his head. “I’m not, but I work with them. I’m close with Sal Perri, the head of the Cosa Nostra.” He bit back a curse. “He was supposed to make sure Massimo didn’t bother you anymore.” He squeezed her thigh again. “I’ll have to do it myself.”

      Panic shot through her. “No, Lucian, if he’s as dangerous as you say, I don’t want you to—”

      He cut her off. “Liv, sweetheart. I’m ten times more dangerous than Massimo. Trust me when I say that I can handle him.”

      She swallowed thickly and then nodded, panic and worry still sloshing together in her stomach, curdling its contents.

      “I wish I’d never gone out with him,” she said quietly, her eyes fixed out the window as they crossed 12th Ave, Chelsea Piers sliding by on her right.

      “Mmm,” he rumbled. Then he glanced over at her, and she could see the question on his face. “Why did you?”

      She lifted one shoulder, her lips pursed. “Because I’m tired of being alone. I’m tired of searching for that person I’m supposed to be with. Because he seemed hot and confident at first.” She cut her eyes at him. “Because when I first met him, he kind of reminded me of you.”

      Lucian’s jaw went tight, the muscle near his ear jumping. “You shouldn’t date guys because they remind you of me,” he ground out, his voice dropping an octave. “You should run in the fucking opposite direction if they remind you of me, sweetheart.”

      God, she loved when he called her sweetheart like that. It made her stomach flip and swirl, made her heart race, made her entire body tingle and vibrate.

      It made her imagine what it might be like to actually be his.

      “Yeah, well. When you spend five years wanting a man who keeps telling you that you can’t be together, you look for alternates.”

      He didn’t say anything, his eyes trained on the road. After a moment, he shook his head slowly, and she could’ve sworn she heard him whisper “fuck” under his breath.

      “Why did you kiss me?” she asked. She was suddenly annoyed that he’d kissed the everloving shit out of her and they hadn’t even talked about it.

      That muscle in his jaw jumped again, but the hand on her thigh crept a little higher, his fingers inching inward from the top of her thigh to her inner thigh, taking some of her skirt up with it. Heat coiled low in her belly at the touch, only inches from where she was starting to throb.

      “Because you’re not the only one who’s been wanting something for five years.”

      “And the dam broke?” she asked, holding her breath. A sensation worked its way through her. A fluttering in her belly, a tingling in her limbs, an expansion in her lungs, and she realized that it was hope. Which, given the way he’d been pushing her away for five years now was probably incredibly foolish, but it was there all the same. When it came to Lucian, it probably always would be. She didn’t know how to not want him. Especially after the way he’d kissed her, the way he made her feel like the sexiest woman on the planet with a single glance, the way he’d dropped everything to come help her and make sure she was safe. He was sexy as hell, confident and capable and successful and more of a man than any of the guys she’d ever dated.

      He was a protector, through and through. A protector who worked closely with the mob, apparently. But even knowing that didn’t change how she felt about him.

      She realized then that his protective streak included protecting her from himself, something he’d been doing since the night they’d met.

      “Yeah,” he said, his voice like gravel. “It did.”

      She laid her hand over his on her thigh, drawing small circles on the back of his hand with her pinky. He let out a ragged breath, his attention focused on the road.

      “Nothing you tell me puts me off,” she said quietly. “The age difference, the fact that you’re dangerous, none of it. Because I see the real you, Lucian. I see the man that you are beneath all of that armor. I see a protector, a smart businessman, a good man.” She sucked in a breath, trying to get her racing heart under control. “I see the only man I’ve ever truly wanted.”

      “Liv,” he ground out, his voice a low warning.

      She lifted one shoulder again, and his fingers inched ever so slightly higher on her thigh. “It’s just the truth.”

      He didn’t say anything, but she could hear his breathing in the quiet confines of the car, could feel his pulse beating against his skin beneath her touch. They moved past Pier 54, the trees from the Hudson River Greenway poking up into the sky, swaying slightly in the evening breeze that wouldn’t be nearly enough to cool the city down.

      He drove with his eyes on the road, one hand on the wheel—why was it so sexy when men drove like that?—the other inching higher and higher on her thigh, her skirt riding up. She bit back a moan and shifted in her seat, opening her legs wider. He lifted his hand, but before she could protest, he slipped it under the fabric of her skirt, landing on her bare skin. She hissed, his touch like a brand.

      “Do you regret kissing me?” she asked, gasping quietly as his pinky grazed the seam of her thigh.

      “No.” His voice was barely more than a growl. She studied him, her eyes landing on his lap, where she could see the outline of his cock beneath his jeans. Long and thick, it was pressed against his thigh, and the sight of it, the knowledge that he was just as turned on as she was right now, made her squirm in her seat as she ruined her panties.

      The greenery around them grew lusher, One World Trade Center rising up before them as they drove in silence, his fingers so close to where she burned for him. But he didn’t move closer, even when she shifted again and spread her legs even wider, practically begging him with her body to touch her.

      “I’m so wet right now,” she whispered, not trying to provoke this time. She’d simply said it because it was true, because she couldn’t think about anything else right now.

      He let out a low, gruff sound, half moan, half growl, and then moved his hand, cupping her over her panties. Her hips jerked at the unexpected contact, and she bit her lip to keep whatever undignified sound she’d been about to make from escaping.

      With agonizing slowness, he traced his fingers up and down over her pussy. “Christ,” he ground out, his nostrils flaring. “You’re soaked, sweetheart.” He worked his hand over her again, heat pulsing in her belly, her clit throbbing. She put her hand over his, holding him in place.

      “That’s what you do to me. That’s how much I want you.”

      He stroked her again, the touch both too much and not nearly enough. “Do you ever touch yourself and think of me?” he asked.

      She swiveled her head to the side, her eyes eating him up as he tormented her, his fingers moving her slick panties over her sensitive flesh. “Only on a daily basis.”

      He rubbed his hand over her with more pressure at her admission, then took his hand away. Disappointment curled through her. He was about to call the game off. Again. She needed to stop letting herself hope so damn much when it came to him. How many times did she need him to push her away before—

      “Show me.” It was an order, not a request, and the command in his tone made her even wetter. “The windows are tinted. No one can see.”

      She swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. And then she slipped her fingers into her soaked panties and circled her fingers around her swollen, throbbing clit. She bit her lip, heat flushing over her skin at the indecency of what she was doing. And yet it didn’t feel wrong. Nothing felt wrong with Lucian. Ever.

      He took off his sunglasses and tossed them onto the center console, his eyes darting back and forth between the road and where her hand was moving inside her panties.

      “You have no idea how many times I’ve made myself come thinking about you,” she panted out, her skin tight and hot, her nipples hard, aching points.

      “Tell me what you think about.” Another command, one she was helpless to do anything but obey.

      She sighed as she worked her clit between her index and middle finger. “Everything.” She slid two fingers inside herself and then slicked more of her wetness over her clit. They hit a spot of traffic around Charles Street, and she’d never in her entire life been so grateful for Manhattan traffic.

      “Liv,” he said, his chest heaving. “Tell me.”

      She blew out a breath and rubbed her fingers over her clit in slow circles. “Sometimes I imagine times when I’ve been with you in the past, like my birthday party, or a charity event, and I play out what could’ve happened. Like the night I found you on that balcony, I imagine taking your hand and dragging you off somewhere secluded, just the two of us.” She closed her eyes, getting lost in the fantasy. “I’d sink to my knees in front of you, open your pants and suck your cock until you came. Until I’d swallowed down every last drop.”

      A horn blared and her eyes flew open. Lucian’s gaze was locked on her, on her hand moving between her legs, and even though he could move up, he hadn’t. He took his foot off the brake, his eyes still glued to her. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed.

      “Or other times, I make up entirely new scenarios. Sometimes there isn’t a scenario at all, and all I need to get me there is to imagine that it’s you touching me. That it’s your fingers stroking my pussy and making me come. I imagine things I know I like, and things I know I want to try.”

      “What do you like?” he asked, his voice hoarse.

      “I imagine you eating my pussy until I come so hard I almost pass out. I imagine riding you, taking you as deep as I possibly can, until there’s no doubt that I’m yours. I imagine you stroking my pussy and teasing my clit until I burst all over your hand. I imagine stroking your cock until you come all over my fingers, and then I lick them clean.”

      His grip on the steering wheel was so tight that the skin of his knuckles was practically translucent. “And what do you want to try?”

      “You make me want the dirtiest things. Things I’ve never done with anyone but want to do with you. I’d let you tie me up and do whatever you wanted to me. I’d let you spank my ass so hard you leave a handprint.” Her pussy clenched and throbbed at the thought of being marked by him like that. “I’d let you fuck my ass. My throat. Spit in my mouth. Come on my tits. Anything. You make me need things I didn’t even know I wanted.” Her voice was getting higher, breathier with each admission. She knew she should feel ashamed of how dirty he made her want to be, but she wasn’t. It was the truth, and she’d always told him the truth.

      Her muscles tightened, heat pouring through her as her clit throbbed against her fingers, which were circling faster now. Her orgasm was close, hovering just on the periphery of her awareness.

      “Make yourself come, sweetheart. You’re close, aren’t you?”

      She nodded, gasping for air as she circled her clit harder and faster, the wet sound of her fingers working her pussy filling the car. A part of her still couldn’t quite believe that this was happening, but she was too far gone to do anything but rub her clit as her orgasm barreled down on her.

      “You’re the only thing I think about when I touch myself, Lucian. The only thing.” Her head thrashed back and forth against the headrest, heat and pressure coiling together low in her belly, her pussy spasming beneath her fingers.

      “Open your eyes, Liv,” he said in that commanding tone that made her want to do all kinds of depraved things with him. “Look at me as you come.”

      She pried her eyes open and met his, the intense heat burning in them making her skin feel scorched.

      “Come, sweetheart. Come all over your fingers in my car.”

      “Lucian!” She moaned out his name as her pussy rippled and fluttered, her clit pulsing wildly against her fingers as her orgasm crashed through her, stealing her breath. Her hips bucked against the seatbelt with each pulse of her orgasm, and her panties became even wetter with her arousal. Her arms and legs shook as she rode out the last few heavy throbs, her fingers still on her clit, no longer circling, just pressing. She let out a shaky breath, her skin feeling hot and tingly.

      Holy. Shit. Had that really just happened?

      Without a word, he reached over, pulled her hand out of her panties and tugged her closer until he could reach her fingers with his mouth. And then, still driving—how they hadn’t crashed, she had no idea—he sucked her glistening fingers into his mouth, one by one, moaning appreciatively as he licked and sucked them clean. At the feeling of his tongue on her skin, fresh arousal washed over her, making the orgasm she’d just given herself completely unsatisfactory.

      “Fuck, you taste good,” he said, his voice rumbling from his chest. “Even sweeter than I imagined.” He braked at a yellow light, and she was surprised to look around and find that they were almost at Canal Street. Almost back to her place. What would happen once they got there? Would he drop her off and drive away, and they’d be back to pretending there was nothing between them, acting like this hadn’t happened? Acting like she hadn’t just rubbed her clit to orgasm in his goddamn car? Like he hadn’t licked the taste of her pussy from her fingers?

      He kept working her fingers with his mouth, making her squirm, making her throb, making her intensely aware of his mouth on her skin. God, she wanted to feel his mouth everywhere. Everywhere.

      “So…you imagined me too?” she asked. She wasn’t normally insecure, but everything about this, while exciting, had her feeling off kilter. This was so much more than their usual teasing and flirting. This felt like it could actually be the beginning of something, after all these years.

      He released her hand, his eyes holding hers. Pinning her in place. “Every damn day, Olivia.”

      The light turned green and he moved into the intersection, turning left and taking them deeper into the Financial District.

      “I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve fucked my fist and imagined it was you. Your mouth, your pussy, your ass. I’m obsessed. Addicted. Thinking about you is the only thing that gets me off.” He glanced over at her. “Has been for years.”

      She couldn’t stop the grin from spreading across her face, and she reached over and slid her hand across his thigh. “I think it’s time we stop imagining.”

      He didn’t say anything to that, just clenched his jaw and focused on weaving through the dense traffic around them. She left her hand where it was but didn’t sssss to stroke him or tease him, sensing that he needed a little space after what had just happened and the admissions they’d made.

      “Up ahead,” she said, pointing. “Where it forks, go right and then turn right again.”

      He nodded, maneuvering the car smoothly through traffic. In this part of the Financial District, the buildings were so high that it seemed later in the day than it was because of the way they blocked out the setting sun. Beams shone between the buildings, create a strobing effect as they drove. She shifted in her seat, intensely aware of her still pulsing core, her soaked panties.

      “There,” she said, indicating the towering 60-story building where she lived. He pulled up to the curb in front of it, the sidewalks bustling with people. Conscious that they’d stopped, she lifted her hips and rearranged her skirt. In front of the building, there was a courtyard with raised flower beds, birch trees and a fountain, all done in a kind of shimmering bronze concrete.

      And sitting on the fountain was Massimo, and he looked angry. Very angry. His brows slashed down over his eyes, his expression pinched and tight. His shoulders were bunched, his posture tense, as though he were ready to pounce at any second. He watched every single person who came and went from the building like a hawk.

      Waiting for her. Looking for her. She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself. What would he do to her if he managed to get her alone? She’d been scared of him before she’d learned that he was a fucking hit man. Now, she was terrified.

      “He’s here,” she whispered to Lucian, her blood running cold, chasing away any lingering heat from her orgasm. “Shit, he’s here.” Now that she knew he was a hit man, she saw everything he’d done through different eyes. Stalking her. Grabbing her. Threatening to assault her.

      Lucian followed her gaze, his eyes narrowing when they landed on Massimo. He let out a low growl that made her toes curl and her pussy clench. He put the car in park, undid his seatbelt, and then leaned over her. Popping open the glove box, he retrieved a small black gun sitting inside. Her mouth fell open as he checked the clip and slid it into the waistband of his jeans at his back, then lifted his black T-shirt over it, covering it.

      Then, he slid his hand into her hair and kissed her. She moaned softly against his lips as his tongue swept against hers with long, drugging strokes. He broke the kiss, pressing his forehead to hers.

      “Stay here. This won’t take long.”

      “No, Lucian, if he’s as dangerous as you say, we should just go. I don’t want you to—” He cut her off with another kiss, this one even hotter and deeper than the last.

      “I promise you, I can handle him. Lock the doors after I get out.”

      She swallowed thickly. “Okay. Okay.”

      He gave her one final brief kiss on the lips and then stepped out of the driver’s side door, slamming it shut. She reached over and hit the button to lock the doors, watching as Lucian strode casually up to Massimo, his posture relaxed, his pace unhurried.

      Lucian was about to go talk to a freaking mob hit man who’d become obsessed with her, and everything she’d been feeling—the blissful afterglow of her orgasm, the happiness and hope that things might actually be shifting between them, the lust, the care and tenderness she felt toward him—they were all obliterated by the fear charging through her. There was so much fear she could drown in it. Her hands shook as she watched Lucian get closer and closer to Massimo, who stood when he spotted him. Her stomach was cold and hard as Massimo approached him, and she wished she were close enough to hear what they were saying.

      She prayed with every single fiber of her being that Massimo wouldn’t hurt him. That Lucian would be okay.

      Lucian crossed his arms over his broad chest, shaking his head as Massimo spoke. She pressed the tips of her fingers to the cool glass of the window, holding her breath as she watched them. Her pulse throbbed in her temples, the sound filling her ears. Then, Lucian leaned in close to Massimo and said something brief into his ear. Massimo pulled back, his face ashen. Lucian just stood there calmly, arms crossed, not saying anything more. After a few seconds, Lucian jerked his head in the direction of the road, and Massimo stomped off, glancing over his shoulder several times at Lucian.

      Holy hell. Questions barreled into her, one after the other. Who was Lucian if someone like Massimo was scared of him? What the hell had he said to him to make him take off like that? What would happen now, with Massimo, with her and Lucian?

      Lucian watched Massimo until he turned the corner onto Fulton Street. Once he’d been out of sight for a good thirty seconds, Lucian came back to the car, and she hit the button to unlock the doors. He slid back behind the wheel and started the car.

      “Do you have a parking garage?” he asked, and she nodded, directing him to the underground entrance. Her place had come with a spot which sat empty since she didn’t have a car. Once he’d parked and shut the car off, he stepped out again and came around to her side, opening her door and offering her his hand. She wove her fingers through his, not wanting to let him go. Not wanting to stop touching him.

      “Let’s go up to your place so you can pack a bag.”

      “Pack a bag?” she asked as they walked through the parking garage toward the elevator bank at the far end.

      His grip on her hand tightened. “I’m not leaving you here alone. You’ll stay with me until this is resolved.” There was that commanding tone again, the one that didn’t invite questions, only obedience.

      And once this was resolved—whatever that meant—what would happen then? Would things just go back to the way they’d been before? That wasn’t what she wanted. Not by a longshot.

      “Stay with you?” she asked, testing the waters.

      He nodded as they arrived at the elevators and he pressed the call button. “It’ll be easier for me to keep you safe that way.”

      She felt as though her insides were melting and as they stepped into the elevator, hands entwined, she leaned into him, pulling his scent into her lungs. She hit the button for the 47th floor and the doors slid closed, sealing them away from the world. She was keenly aware of the fact that for the first time ever, once they set foot inside her apartment, they’d be truly alone. No prying eyes, no one to interrupt. Her heart thrummed and she traced her fingers over his knuckles.

      “Okay. I’ll come stay with you.”
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      Lucian followed Olivia into her apartment, shutting the door and locking it behind them. She still hadn’t let go of his hand, and he’d felt the tremble in hers when she’d stepped out of the car. This had to be a lot to process for her. She had an ex-boyfriend stalking her who turned out to be a mob hit man, and she’d rubbed her clit to orgasm in his car while whispering the sweetest, dirtiest words he’d ever heard.

      Fresh blood surged to his cock at the memory and he clenched his jaw. When she’d told him how wet she was, something inside him had snapped and he hadn’t been able to stop himself from touching her to find out for himself. And then, watching her touch herself as she told him the dirtiest, most gorgeous things…fuck. He’d been minutes away from coming in his pants like a goddamn teenager. He was hanging on to his control by a thread, especially now that they were alone in her apartment.

      And then, there was what he’d said to Massimo. Two simple words that had sent him running. Two words that might cause a lot of problems between Lucian and Sal, for the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen. Two words that were 100% true and had been for a long time now, even if he’d never allowed himself to speak them out loud.

      She’s mine.

      Olivia let go of his hand and moved into the kitchen, opening the fridge and retrieving two bottles of water. Her apartment was gorgeous and frankly, more grown up than he’d been expecting. It was open concept, with a kitchen on the right, a small breakfast nook by one of the large windows, and a living room beyond it. A hallway to his left led to two doorways, likely a bathroom and the bedroom.

      Olivia’s bedroom, where she touched herself and thought of him. He pushed a hand through his hair and then adjusted his aching cock, now hard as motherfucking steel.

      Needing something else to focus on, he returned his attention to the apartment, taking in the brass fixtures in the kitchen, the Italian marble countertops, the pale hardwood floor. The living room furniture was sleek and simple, with a cream-colored sofa flanked by two deep blue armchairs. It was feminine and sophisticated, just like she was. This was not the apartment of a college girl. This was the apartment of a woman with a career and a life.

      She handed him the bottle of water, which he took but then set down on the kitchen island.

      “I like your place,” he said. “Great view.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at the windows that looked out onto the East River. “Thanks. I bought it a couple of years ago.” She stared at him, the hunger, the want in her eyes plain as day. She was clearly feeling the tension of being alone with him, too. She set her water down beside his and peered up at him.

      “What did you say to Massimo to make him run like that?” she asked, searching his face.

      He exhaled sharply and slid his arms around her waist, pulling her close. “I told him you were mine.”

      She made a soft sound in the back of her throat and he broke. For five years, he’d been holding back a tidal wave of need and lust. Love. He couldn’t do it anymore. He didn’t want to do it anymore. The only thing he wanted was Olivia, in every single way possible.

      He dipped his head and kissed her, and they both moaned as their mouths came together. He didn’t think he’d ever get enough of kissing this woman. He could drown in the sweetness of her mouth and die a happy man. How had he spent the past five years not kissing her? Now that he’d tasted her—in more ways than one—he knew he’d never be able to go back.

      She wound her arms around him, threading her fingers into the hair at the nape of his neck. Her body felt so good pressed against his. So right, like this was exactly where she belonged. She was his—to protect, to claim.

      To love.

      He gripped her hips and lifted her onto the island, not in a hurry to do anything but kiss her and kiss her until neither of them could breathe. He’d been wanting this for so long that he wasn’t going to rush. No, he was going to savor every single fucking second of it.

      He didn’t know how much time had passed when he broke the kiss and dragged his lips down the soft skin of her neck. He didn’t know, and he didn’t care. The only thing that mattered right now was Olivia. He’d never wanted a woman the way he wanted her, and he knew it was because it was more than just wanting. It was needing, like he needed air. She was vital to him in a way no one else ever could be.

      “Lucian,” she whispered, her fingers in his hair, her head tipped to the side. “Oh, God. I want you so much. Please don’t stop. Please.” The last word came out on a ragged moan as he pulled her closer to the edge of the island, her legs wrapping around him. Her pussy pressed against his stomach, the slick heat of it searing him through the fabric separating them. He sank his teeth into the juncture where her neck curved delicately into her shoulder, and she gasped, shuddering in his arms.

      He lifted his head and met her eyes, which were dark and heavy lidded. “I mean it, Liv. You’re mine. I can’t stay away from you anymore. I need you.”

      I love you.

      The words bounced around his skull, loud and insistent and true.

      “Lucian,” she whispered, bringing her mouth back to his for another deep kiss, her hips writhing in his grip. “Fuck me. Please, baby. I need you inside me. Please.”

      Nodding, he pulled the gun out of his waistband and laid it on the island beside their forgotten bottles of water. Then, he scooped her off the counter and held her cradled to his chest, his heart pounding madly against his ribs. He didn’t have room to wonder if this was a mistake or if they shouldn’t be doing this. He was too consumed with her. Olivia. His Liv.

      Mine.

      He kissed her as he walked them slowly down the hallway to her bedroom, his blood near boiling in his veins. It felt as though everything in his life had been leading him to this moment. To her. To this inevitable collision.

      He stepped into her bedroom, still kissing her, and then tossed her down on the bed, his heart throbbing, his dick aching, his chest heaving. Her glossy brown hair fanned out around her, and she smiled as she reached for him, urging him down on top of her. Fuck, she was so beautiful. He didn’t deserve this. Didn’t deserve her. But he couldn’t stop himself from taking it.

      Keeping his weight on one of his elbows, he slid a hand over her hip and to her ass, urging her leg around his hips. He kissed her again, working his thigh against her pussy, squeezing and kneading her ass over top of her panties. They both moaned, and the kiss morphed into something hotter and wilder as they lost control, urgency spreading between them like wildfire. He buried his face in her neck and slid his hand beneath the fabric of her panties, filling his hand with her flesh, squeezing as he worked her against his leg.

      She slid her hands up and down his chest, across his back and shoulders, touching him restlessly, writhing against him, her breaths coming in harsh pants. A gorgeous flush had started to spread across her skin, making her glow in the fading light. He licked his way up her neck and the salt of her skin tasted like the inevitability of fate. Like coming home. Like happiness and everything he’d always thought wasn’t for him.

      But maybe he’d been wrong in thinking that Olivia wasn’t for him, because being with her now—finally—felt like the only right thing he’d done in years.

      He kissed her again as he slid his hand from her ass and up to her waist and then to her breast, teasing the underside of it with the tips of his fingers. She whimpered and rocked her hips, grinding herself on his thigh.

      “I want to see you,” she murmured against his mouth, her fingers pulling at the hem of his T-shirt. He rose up to his knees and yanked his T-shirt up over his head, tossing it on the floor.

      “Oh, God,” she whispered, her hands sliding up over his abs and to his pecs, her fingers playing in the short dusting of chest hair covering them, working over his nipples. He clenched his jaw and held still, letting her explore. Her touch was featherlight, delicate and smooth over his skin, but it was the expression on her face, the dark lust and need shining out at him from her gorgeous brown eyes that made his cock jump and his balls throb. “God, Lucian,” she said, her fingers trailing back down to his abs. “You’re so sexy.” She shook her head, her fingers still exploring, dipping into the ridges of his muscles. “I can’t believe…” A brightness shone in her eyes and she didn’t need to finish her thought because the same incredulous emotion was pumping through him right now. What had started five years ago had been leading them to this moment, where he promised her protection and claimed what she was offering. When he loosened the iron grip around his heart and let it leap out of his chest and into her hands.

      He dropped back down on top of her and brought his mouth to hers, needing the connection. “Believe it,” he murmured against her lips, his hand in her hair. “I’m not going anywhere. You’re mine.”

      He rolled them so that she was on top, her body splayed over his, all of her curves soft and yielding. She sat up and peeled her blouse off, revealing a simple white bra with little pink polka dots on it. She bit her lip and reached behind her back, undoing the clasp and then sliding it down her arms.

      “Fuck,” he groaned at the sight of her breasts, perfect handfuls topped with the sweetest little nipples. Nipples that were sharp points right now, begging to be sucked and tugged. He slid his hands up from her hips over her sides and to her breasts, cupping her and skimming his thumbs over those gorgeous nipples. She moaned and arched her back, pressing into his touch. He could feel the hard, fast beating of her heart beneath her left breast, and the knowledge that she wanted this just as badly, that this meant as much to her as it did to him, seared through him, permanently rearranging something inside him. “You’re so goddamn beautiful, Liv. Come here.”

      He pulled her back down on top of him and kissed her, both of them sighing and moaning at the skin-to-skin contact. Somehow, he’d survived five years without this woman in his arms. He had no idea how, because now that he’d tasted her, touched her, he wasn’t going to be able to make it a day without her. He’d never felt like this with a woman before, this wave of possession crashing over him, this need to touch her and mark her and protect her almost overwhelming him, and he knew it was because he’d never loved anyone the way he loved Olivia. The way he’d loved her for a long time, if he was honest with himself.

      She broke the kiss and pressed her forehead to his, her long hair falling around them like a curtain. He slid his hands down her bare back and to her ass, working her against his cock. She gasped as her pussy pressed against the ridge in his jeans.

      “Holy shit, baby,” she panted. She moved her hips, rubbing against him, teasing and tormenting them both. “You’re so big.” She moved her hips faster, making them both moan. “Oh, God.” She kissed him again and then sat up, her fingers moving to the tie of her wrap skirt. She opened it and peeled it away from her body, tossing it onto the floor to join the growing pile of their clothes, leaving her in nothing but a pair of pale pink panties with a very noticeable wet spot on them.

      Their eyes met as she pressed her pussy against him, the air around them seeming to crackle with static electricity, thick and charged. Her fingers moved to the button of his jeans, popping it open, and then she scooted back a few inches so she could unzip his fly. His cock throbbed, eager for her hands, her mouth, her pussy. She slid her palm up and down the length of him over top of his boxer briefs, making his hips shift on the mattress. Making him groan and ache.

      “You’re going to destroy me with this,” she said, her voice raspy as she rubbed her palm over him again. She moved off his lap and started tugging his jeans down. “You’re going to fill me and stretch me until I’m molded to you and only you.”

      The air whooshed out of his lungs on a harsh pant and then he stood, just long enough to get rid of his jeans. When she reached for his boxer briefs, he tumbled her back down to the bed, coming down on top of her, his weight braced on his arms. Her legs wrapped around his waist as he thrust against her, wanting to draw this out as long as possible. He felt as though fire were coursing through his veins, making everything inside him molten.

      “You’re right,” he ground out, thrusting against her in a steady rhythm, and he could feel the beads of precum dripping down the length of his cock. He couldn’t remember a time in his life when he’d been this painfully aroused. Only Olivia did that to him. “This pussy is mine, and I’m going to fuck you so hard and deep and often that you’ll feel like something’s missing when I’m not inside you.”

      She scraped her nails lightly down his back, her hips arching up to meet his. “Yes, Lucian,” she hissed out. “That’s what I want.”

      He kissed her, still rubbing against her. Her panties were so wet that he could feel the slickness through his boxer briefs, making him moan and thrust harder.

      She shook beneath him, her hips rising to meet him. “Don’t stop,” she panted against his lips. “I’m close. You’re gonna make me come like this.” Her hands moved down his back and to his ass, gripping him, urging him on.

      He changed the angle of his hips slightly, griding his cock against her clit, more of her wetness seeping through. He clenched his jaw against the urge to rip her panties off and sink into her right then, right there, but he wouldn’t allow himself that until he’d made her come a couple times. He refused to rush through this.

      “You’re so fucking wet,” he said, then kissed her again. “You’re making a mess of both your underwear and mine.” She moaned, louder and longer than before and he kissed her, grinning. He loved that he didn’t need to be soft and sweet with her, that she loved the teasing and the dirty talk as much as he did. “Come all over me, Liv.” He pressed his forehead to hers as he rocked his hips, sliding his cock against her pussy in a steady rhythm.

      “Oh, shit. I’m coming. Oh, fuck, Lucian,” she moaned, and he kept up his steady rhythm, watching, completely enthralled as her back arched and her hips jerked, her nails digging into his ass. She writhed against him, the most beautiful moans falling from her lips, her head thrashing back and forth. There was nothing on earth more gorgeous than this, than Olivia completely losing herself to her orgasm. An orgasm he’d given her.

      The first of thousands.

      He gradually slowed as she rode out the last waves of her orgasm, fresh wetness coating both of them. He could smell how turned on she was and his mouth watered. He’d gotten a small taste when he’d licked her fingers clean, but he didn’t just want an appetizer. He wanted the whole damn meal.

      With shaking hands, she reached for his boxer briefs, trying to shove them down, and he growled, pinning her wrists above her head. “Not yet, sweetheart. I’m not going to rush a feast that’s been five years in the making. I had a taste of that pussy I’ve been fantasizing about, but I need more than just a taste.”

      She bit her lip and left her hands above her head, spreading her legs wider. “It’s yours.” Her eyes met his. “I’m yours.” A bolt of possession scorched through him, and with a groan he brought his mouth to her breast, biting and licking at the soft flesh. She wove her fingers into his hair, her breathing ragged. Sucking her nipple into his mouth, her back arched off the bed, her fingers tightening their grip on him. He flicked his tongue over her nipple and then released her, kissing and licking his way to her other breast and giving it the same treatment. He went back and forth until she was squirming beneath him, until her skin was a subtle pink from the rasp of his stubble against her.

      “Please,” she begged, half moan, half sob. “Please, Lucian.”

      He looked up at her, her nipple brushing against his lips as he spoke. “Please what?” He wanted to hear her say it, loving the dirty words that tumbled from her mouth. And lucky for him, she wasn’t some shy wallflower who needed coaxing.

      “Eat my pussy, you tease,” she said, pushing at his shoulders and making him chuckle. “You want a feast? Come and get it.” He loved the bite of impatience in her voice, the hint of desperation. Giving in, he started kissing his way down her stomach and over her hips, hooking his fingers into the waistband of her panties. Immediately, she lifted her hips off the bed so he could slide them off, and he tossed them over his shoulder. He tugged her hips forward and then settled himself between her legs, anticipation beating hotly through him. He inhaled deeply and his cock pulsed and throbbed, his balls painfully tight. Sliding his hand up her thigh and into the small thatch of short brown curls covering her mound, he gave the hair a gentle tug, making her hips jerk and her legs spread even wider apart.

      “Look at you, sweetheart,” he said, trailing a finger up and down her slit, deliberately avoiding her clit. “So fucking pretty. So pink and wet and swollen.” He leaned forward and pressed an open-mouthed kiss to her pussy, her taste flooding him and making his blood pound through his veins. “Mine.”

      “Oh, fuck,” she whispered, threading her hands through his hair. “Fuck, baby.” It had been a long time since a woman had called him baby—hell, it had been a long time since a woman had called him anything at all—but nothing had ever sounded sweeter than that term of endearment coming from Olivia.

      With her hands tight in his hair, he licked her slowly, dragging his tongue from her entrance to her clit. When he reached her clit, he paused there, working his tongue over it, back and forth, up and down, her hips swiveling against the mattress as she let out a loud moan. In that moment, a bomb could’ve gone off and he wouldn’t have noticed, he was so consumed with the taste of her. With making her feel good. He licked her slowly, over and over again, teasing her clit with his tongue, her moans becoming louder and louder. He backed off, trailing kisses across her inner thighs and earning an annoyed grunt from Olivia.

      He kissed her pussy again, nipping at her outer lips with his teeth. “Fucking hell, Liv. So damn sweet. I’m gonna need my mouth on you every single day.” And it was true. He wouldn’t be able to live without her taste, her scent, the feel of her skin against his. He hadn’t even been inside her yet, but he knew all of that was true.

      She moaned again, the sound laced with frustration, so he made his way back to her pussy and then sucked her clit into his mouth, working it with his lips and tongue. Her entire body went rigid, her moans fading into nothing but jagged breaths. He released her clit and swirled his tongue over it, then sucked it back into his mouth. Her fingers tightened in his hair and she let out a shuddering sigh, her clit starting to swell against his tongue.

      “You like that, don’t you?” he asked, returning to the slow licks of before. “When I suck on this sweet little clit.”

      “Mmmhmm,” she managed, her cheeks bright pink as she looked down at him. “Your mouth feels so good, baby. Better than I ever imagined.”

      Even though he’d already known it, hearing her strained admission that she’d imagined him eating her pussy pushed him over the edge, and he didn’t have it in him to tease her anymore. He needed her coming against his mouth. Now. He sucked her clit back into his mouth and massaged his tongue over it in a steady rhythm. Her hips started to quake and he slid two fingers inside her, moaning at the tight, wet heat that greeted him. Fuck, he was going to die inside her, wasn’t he?

      He curled his fingers up and stroked them over her, searching for that tiny rough spot, his lips and tongue still working her clit. When he found it, he pressed on it gently, and she screamed, her pussy spasming around his fingers, milking them in a way that made his cock so painfully hard he had to grind his hips into the mattress.

      “Fuck, Lucian!” Her voice was ragged, her hips bucking and jerking as she came. “Oh, shit!” He didn’t let up until the fluttering pulses of her orgasm started to fade, and only then did he slide his fingers out of her and release her clit. If she’d been wet and swollen before, she was even more so now. He skimmed his fingers over her folds, careful to avoid her oversensitive clit. He didn’t want to stop touching her, stop looking at her. He leaned forward and pressed a soft, gentle kiss to her clit and she let out a choked sob. He kept stroking her gently, playing in her folds, obsessed. Addicted. After a moment, she levered herself up onto her elbows, looking at him with a crooked grin.

      “You gonna stay down there all night?” she asked, a teasing tone in her voice.

      He chuckled and kissed her clit again. “I might. Been wanting to get my mouth on you for so long, Liv.”

      She sat up all the way and then rose to her knees. “Come here,” she whispered, the light shining in her eyes unmistakable. The way she was looking at him, it was more than just lust or desire. They hadn’t said the words, but the feeling was there. He could see it.

      She loved him. Somehow, this young, gorgeous creature had fallen in love with him, old twisted bastard that he was. Violent beast that he was.

      He rose to his knees too, meeting her in the middle of her bed, and slid his arms around her, savoring the press of her naked body against his. He kissed her, letting her taste herself on his tongue, and they both moaned, fresh heat and arousal already spreading between them. Reaching between them, she slipped her hand into his boxer briefs, curling her fingers around his cock. She gasped against his lips as she started to stroke him.

      “You’re even bigger than I thought. Jesus,” she breathed, stroking him in a steady rhythm that had him clenching his jaw. She made a purring sound in the back of her throat as she slicked her thumb over the weeping head of his cock. “Baby, you’re dripping,” she said, rubbing the moisture over his head. She took her hand away and tugged his boxer briefs down, making a soft sound in the back of her throat when he sprung free. “Your cock is gorgeous.”

      He pulled her tight against him, his cock pressed to her soft belly, and kissed her, long and deep. Kissed her until the entire world dropped away. Kissed her until they were both panting, restless hands moving over each other.

      Unable to wait any longer, he tossed his boxer briefs aside and then eased her back on the bed. He came down on top of her, careful to keep his weight off her. She wasn’t a tiny thing, but he was still probably a good seventy or eighty pounds heavier than her, and crushing her wasn’t on the list of things he wanted to do to her right now.

      Her legs wound around his waist and they both moaned as his cock slid against her pussy. This was the moment of no return. The moment he’d been waiting for and wanting and denying himself for five years.

      “There’s no going back from this, Liv,” he said, thrusting his hips and working his cock against her. “Once I’ve been inside you, I’m never going to let you go. If we do this, you’re mine.”

      She shifted her hips, moving to meet his shallow thrusts as he coated himself in her arousal. “Oh, so we’re pretending I haven’t been yours for the past five years?” she asked, and it was as though her question—meant to tease and provoke, as usual—set off a flash bomb inside him, every single interaction, every single fantasy, every single heated gaze and teasing remark coalescing into this one moment that was both an ending and a beginning.

      “I’m so fucking in love with you,” he whispered, sliding his cock over her again and again.

      She gasped softly and tugged him down for a slow, deep kiss. “I’ve been in love with you for years, Lucian. Years.”

      He kissed her again, fire coursing through his veins. Lust and love and the need to possess, to claim all scorching through him, obliterating everything else except her. The only woman he’d ever loved. Olivia.

      She scored her nails down his back, and he let out a low growl, grinding into her. “I want it raw, Liv. I want to fuck you bare and come inside you because you’re mine. Nothing between us. Are you protected?”

      He felt new wetness coat his cock at his words, and she nodded. “I’m on the pill.”

      “Good. And I promise you, I’m good. You’re safe with me.”

      She met his eyes, lifting one hand to cup his cheek, love and trust and happiness shining out at him from those gorgeous brown eyes. “I know.”

      Reaching between them, he lined himself up with her entrance, holding her hooded gaze as he pushed inside her for the first time. She was so wet that even though it was a tight fit, he slid deep with one thrust. She gripped him so beautifully, so perfectly, like she was made for him. Pleasure seared down his spine as he slid all the way in on the second thrust, burying himself inside her.

      It was the most perfect moment of his entire life, finally getting inside Olivia. It felt like completion, like joy, like finally finding home.

      “Yes,” she whispered and then moaned as she started to come around him with his cock seated deep inside her. She’d been so primed for him that two thrusts of his cock was all it took to send her over the edge. Her walls milked him as her pussy spasmed, her nails digging into his ass, her back arching off of the bed. He’d never seen anything more beautiful. Never felt anything more perfect.

      He kissed her, swallowing down her moans as he established a slow, deep rhythm, her arms winding around his neck. Her nails scraped over his scalp as she wove her fingers into his hair, her soft, breathy moans urging him on.

      “God, Liv,” he groaned, kissing her again. “It’s so fucking good.”

      “Lucian,” she sighed, holding him tight, her legs inching higher around his waist, urging him deeper. He kissed his way from her mouth to her neck, his hips moving faster now, taking her harder. Deeper. The mattress creaked beneath them as they moved together, completely lost in each other. He kissed his way back to her mouth, the slide of his tongue against hers mirroring the slide of his cock in and out of her body.

      Fuck, he was inside her and it still wasn’t enough. He needed to be deeper, so deep she’d never forget who she belonged to. He rose to his knees and laid her ankles on his shoulders, then pressed his weight forward so her knees were almost to her shoulders. He pulled out and then thrust back in, hard and deep.

      “Oh, fuck!” she cried out, digging her nails into his shoulders. “You’re so deep. So damn deep inside me.”

      He slammed his hips into hers, the headboard banging against the wall. She bit her lip, muffling a scream. For several minutes, he pushed them higher and higher, the sounds of their moans, the wet slide of his cock in and out of her clenching pussy, the headboard crashing against the wall filling the room. Her pussy started to flutter and spasm around him and he kept up his brutal rhythm.

      “That’s it, sweetheart. Come on my cock again,” he said, riding her hard.

      “Fuck, baby, I…yeeeeeeeesssssssss!” she screamed, her eyes fluttering closed as she rippled around him, pulling him even deeper. She let out a series of long, loud moans, convulsing and shaking. He slowed his thrusts, watching her, totally entranced by the look of bliss on her face. When she opened her eyes, she smiled up at him, so warm and bright and full of happiness that he felt like he was being cracked open, sunshine pouring into his darkest corners.

      He smiled back at her and let her legs drop back down to the bed, coming down on top of her and kissing her, needing that connection again. It was disorienting, experiencing this kind of intense happiness. He wasn’t used to it.

      As he thrust in and out of her, his forehead pressed to hers, he knew he wasn’t going to last much longer. He could feel the heat coiling low in his belly, the pressure building at the base of his spine, the tightness in his balls. Sweat slicked his chest and back, partly from exertion and partly from the effort of holding back his own orgasm, wanting to prolong this for as long as possible.

      “It’s so good, baby. You feel so good inside me,” she whispered, winding her arms around his neck. “I love you, Lucian.”

      At her words, he couldn’t hold back anymore. It was like his orgasm was being ripped from him and he pounded into her, so hard and deep that the entire bed shook with it. Pleasure sizzled down his spine, everything inside him going white hot as his cock pulsed and he started to come. The knowledge that he was bare inside her, that he was coming inside her, filling her up, claiming and marking her, made it even hotter and he couldn’t do anything but come and feel as he poured himself into her.

      “Olivia,” he moaned, kissing her, thrusting into her as he pulsed inside her one last time. “I love you.”
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      Still completely naked, Olivia padded from her bedroom to her kitchen to retrieve the two bottles of water she’d taken out of the fridge over an hour ago. Her entire body felt boneless, completely relaxed, every ounce of tension gone. Then again, she’d come four times—five, if you counted the orgasm she’d given herself in the car earlier—so it was a miracle she was even able to walk.

      As she stepped into the kitchen, she pressed her hands to her cheeks, smiling so big it almost hurt. She felt as though she were floating, walking on air. Was this real?

      Please, God, let this be real.

      He loved her. He actually loved her, and he wasn’t letting her go. At least, that’s what he’d said in the heat of the moment. A tendril of fear curled its way around her heart as she replayed everything he’d said, because she knew that guys said stuff during sex that they didn’t necessarily mean. Granted, Lucian was very, very different from any guy she’d been with before…She knew what she wanted. But she wasn’t entirely sure what to think, given their history. Obviously they needed to debrief.

      She grabbed the bottles of water from the island where they’d left them, a little shiver coursing through her at the sight of Lucian’s gun on the counter. For a little while, she’d forgotten all about Massimo and the danger he presented, but everything came rushing back, making her long for the safety and shelter of Lucian’s body. Waters in hand, she headed back to her bedroom.

      Her heart caught in her throat at the sight of Lucian sprawled on her bed, one arm casually propped behind his head, his gorgeous body completely on display. She’d known he was strong and fit, but she’d been completely unprepared for what she’d found beneath his clothes. Broad shoulders, arms roped with hard muscle, and a drool worthy torso delineated with defined pecs and rock-hard abs. He even had those delicious cut lines along his hips—lines she intended to trace with her tongue in the very near future. His impressive cock lay across his thigh, still half hard. God, that cock. Long and thick and perfect. Gorgeous and made for her, just like the rest of him.

      He was a fucking Adonis. And he was hers. She hoped.

      As she handed him the water, her gaze moved from his body to the wall behind her bed. Her eyes widened and then she pressed her fingers to her lips and started to laugh.

      He arched one eyebrow, but otherwise didn’t move, apparently feeling as relaxed and boneless as she did. “What?”

      She gestured to the wall behind him. “We put a hole in the wall.”

      At that, he sat up and glanced behind him, taking in the square hole where the corner of her headboard had smashed through the drywall. When he turned back to face her, the skin around his eyes was crinkled, a wide smile on his face as he chuckled.

      “We fucked a hole into the wall,” she said, sitting down on the bed beside him and then chugging some of her water. They both laughed again and then he pulled her into his arms, settling her on his chest. God, it felt good to lie with him like that, his heart thumping steadily against her cheek. Unable to help herself, she crawled her fingers across his abs, exploring the dips and valleys that she wanted to memorize. It still felt a little surreal, getting to touch him like this after so long.

      She raked her fingers through the thatch of dark hair at the base of his cock, tracing the little happy trail that led to his navel and back down again. Every single thing about him was perfect. Better than she ever could’ve imagined. Turning her face into his chest, she bit playfully at his nipple, excitement rippling through her at the soft groan he let out.

      “So, when can we do that again, old man?” she asked, pushing up to meet his eyes. “Next week?” Heat and humor sparked in his eyes, and she grinned. She’d never get enough of teasing him and pushing his buttons.

      “Next week,” he growled and pulled her onto his lap so she was straddling him. “Fuck that. Give me an hour. I’m old, not dead.”

      She kissed him, a soft, lingering kiss. Because she wanted to. Because she could. His hands stroked slowly up and down her back, the caress sweet and gentle, completely unhurried.

      “So,” she asked a few moments later, pushing through the doubt and hesitation clinging to her. “What happens now?”

      He wove his fingers into her hair, his thumb feathering over her cheekbone. “You’ll come stay with me. It’s not safe for you here, alone.”

      She bit her lip and closed her eyes briefly, savoring the feel of his skin against hers, his hands on her, the scent of their sex filling the air. “No, I meant…” She swallowed. “With us.”

      “I meant what I said, sweetheart. Every single word.” He dipped his head and started kissing his way down her neck. “I meant it when I said that you’re mine. I meant it when I said that I’ll protect you. I meant it when I said that I’m in love with you.”

      Happiness lit her up from the inside, making her feel like she was glowing, floating like an ember on the wind. “So we’re…” She bit back a moan as he scraped his teeth over her earlobe. “We’re together now.”

      He lifted his head and grinned at her. “Do I need to fuck another hole into your wall to show you what ‘you’re mine’ means?” He kissed her, his mouth warm and firm against hers. “I might’ve just started a mob war, so I’m damn well going to keep the girl I started it for.”

      She pulled back a little, her eyebrows inching up her forehead as a shiver worked its way through her. “A mob war?”

      “I’ll explain everything when we get to my place.” He gave her ass a smack that was intended to be playful but had her moaning as heat pulsed through her core. His eyes darkened slightly and he squeezed the flesh he’d just smacked. “Mmm, you like that, don’t you sweetheart?”

      She nodded. “I like everything you do to me.”

      He kissed her again, hotter and deeper this time and she ground herself on his cock, which was already hardening again. So much for needing an hour.

      He brought his hand down on her ass again, harder this time, and she gasped and shuddered, her pussy clenching as heat poured through her. He smacked her other cheek, the stinging heat burning through her and melting into something hot and delicious that made her clit throb. Swiveling her hips, she rubbed herself up and down the length of his cock, the friction of it driving her wild.

      “Let’s see how pretty this ass looks when it’s nice and pink,” he said, that sandpapery tone back in his voice that made her squirm. Before she could respond, he lifted her and laid her across his lap, her ass in the air and his cock pressing into her hip. He smoothed his hands over her stinging cheeks, massaging them and pulling them apart. She moaned when she felt his thumb trace over her tight hole, caressing between her cheeks.

      “Has anyone ever had you here, Liv?” he asked, his voice low and guttural. He pressed just the tiniest bit on the sensitive entrance and she moaned, shaking her head.

      “No. I’ve never had anal sex with anyone.”

      He let out a low, approving groan. “This is mine, too, then.” He circled her entrance with the pad of his thumb again. “And based on the way your pussy is dripping right now, I think you like that idea.”

      She nodded, but before she could say anything else, he brought his hand down on her cheek again, the hardest one yet. Her cry dissolved into a moan, her hips writhing. He gave her a few more hard smacks, each one making her feel as though she were melting, then rubbed his hands over her ass cheeks.

      “Let’s see how much you’re enjoying this,” he said, and then slid two fingers inside her, his thumb going to her clit. She could both hear and feel how wet she was as he worked his fingers in and out of her, yet another orgasm shimmering on the horizon. He slicked some of her wetness up to her asshole and started massaging there, not pressing in, just adding enough pressure that it felt like her nerve endings were on fire in the best possible way. He slid his fingers back inside her and she clenched around them. He rewarded her with another hard smack.

      “Fuck!” she cried out, a strangled moan bursting out of her as pleasure coiled hot and tight in her belly. He smacked her ass again and then dropped his fingers to her pulsing clit, rubbing in a tight circle. Her muscles went taut as the pressure building inside her became too much, and she let go. She came, long and hard, her orgasm pulsing through her as she squirmed on his lap. He held her in place, his fingers still circling her clit, only slowing gradually as he wrung out every last drop of pleasure from her. She collapsed, breathing hard, her entire body tingling, her pussy feeling swollen and achy from how many times she’d come. Her ass stung, but it was a pleasurable ache, one that sent more heat right to her core. He gently smoothed his hands over her ass, a low, approving rumble coming from somewhere deep in his chest.

      “Does it look as pretty as you’d hoped?” she asked, glancing at him over her shoulder. His eyes were molten as he squeezed her stinging cheeks, his cock hard and insistent against her hip.

      “Even prettier.” He dragged the tips of his fingers over the sensitive skin and she hissed as her clit pulsed in response. Slowly, she climbed off his lap, but instead of sitting up, she moved down the bed and settled herself between his spread legs. His cock was hard and thick, jutting out from his stomach and begging for her mouth.

      “Your turn,” she whispered, nuzzling her face into the seam of his thigh. He let out a strangled sound, his hips shifting on the mattress. As powerful as his hold was over her, she loved knowing that she affected him just as much.

      She curled her fingers around the base of his cock and then swirled her tongue around the thick head, lapping up the beaded moisture at the tip. She moaned at the taste of him, wrapping her lips around the head, her tongue sliding over and around him.

      “Oh, fuck, sweetheart,” he growled, threading his hand in her hair. He exhaled sharply as she dragged her lips down the length of him. “I’ve imagined your mouth on me so many times.”

      She licked up his shaft and then slid the head of his cock between her lips again, working him with her tongue. Exhaling, she took him deep and then slowly released him. When she looked up at him, his features were tense, his lips parted as he watched, looking completely enthralled at the sight of her sucking his cock.

      “Me too,” she said, then sucked him deep again, not releasing him this time but establishing a slow, steady rhythm, stroking him in time with each sweep of her mouth up and down his length. He let out a deep groan that she felt in her stomach, and she could taste his excitement. If she hadn’t already come six times over the past couple of hours, her fingers would’ve been between her legs because wrapping her lips around him and sucking him deep was something she’d fantasized about for years.

      “Holy shit,” he ground out, his fingers tightening in her hair as she picked up speed, sliding her mouth up and down his gorgeous cock, flicking her tongue around the thick head. She released him and stroked him several times, pressing open mouthed kisses to his head. She alternated between sucking him deep and licking all over him, kissing and sucking, dragging her mouth across the velvety skin of his cock until his hips moved restlessly on the bed, his fingers almost painfully tight in her hair.

      “I want to taste you,” she breathed, taking him back into her mouth as deep as she could, almost to her throat. He was so big that her jaw was starting to hurt, but she didn’t care. All she cared about was making him come. Making him feel as good as he’d made her feel.

      “Fuck, Liv. You’re gonna make me come, sweetheart.” He pumped his hips up, forcing her to take even more of him. “Gonna come in that pretty mouth.” His ragged breaths and harsh groans filled the room as she sucked him eagerly, losing herself to the moment, to something she’d wanted for years. “Shit, Olivia,” he rasped out, thrusting up into her mouth once more before the first hot spurt hit her tongue. She moaned and kept going, his cock jerking in her mouth as he came, a deep, mangled groan rumbling from him. With another moan, she swallowed down everything he gave her and then slowly released him, teasing him with little licks and kisses around his head, not quite ready to let him go.

      He reached for her, hauling her up his body and settling on her lap again, where he buried his face in her neck, kissing and sucking the skin there. She tilted her head to the side, giving him better access.

      “That was incredible,” he murmured against her skin, making her glow from the inside out. “You’re incredible.”

      “I’ve wanted to do that for a long time,” she sighed, closing her eyes as he kissed his way from her neck down to her breasts. He gently sucked on one nipple and then groaned, pulling away.

      “We really do have to go, sweetheart. We can’t stay here.”

      She nodded, nuzzling her face into his neck, inhaling his scent into her lungs. “I know. I know. I just can’t seem to pry myself away from you.”

      He groaned and slid a hand down her spine and to her ass, caressing her sensitive skin. She whimpered, fresh arousal charging through her at the stinging sensation that quickly melted into hot throbs she felt deep in her core.

      “And I promised you an explanation.”

      She lifted her head at that, his words cooling her raging hormones the tiniest bit. “Right. The mob war you might’ve started. Even though you’re not in the mob.”

      “Like I said, an explanation is in order. So pack your things. Enough for a week or two, just to be safe. And then we’ll go.” She nodded and reluctantly climbed off him, heading into her bathroom to freshen up and begin gathering her things.

      She didn’t understand everything that was happening, but she trusted Lucian to keep her safe.

      She trusted him with her life.
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      The elevator doors opened and Olivia followed Lucian into his loft-style penthouse. By the time she’d finished packing and they’d made their way from her place to his on the Upper West Side, night had fallen over the city, leaving behind the day’s heat while the city twinkled to life.

      Enormous floor-to-ceiling windows lined the far wall, offering a breathtaking view of the city below, the shadowy greenery of Central Park off to the right, the Hudson sparkling darkly to the left. The space was open, with a living room directly in front of her filled with chocolate brown leather furniture and a massive stone fireplace built into the wall. On her immediate right was a kitchen done in sleek black and satiny concrete finishes with high-end appliances. Stools lined up facing the island, and a chrome and glass round table sat just beyond it.

      She took a few more steps, moving farther inside, taking it all in. Past the kitchen was a small set of stairs leading to what she assumed was the master suite. To the left was a hallway, probably containing another bedroom or two and a bathroom. Leaving her suitcase by the door, she walked through the living room, her gaze drawn to the city’s lights. But before she could reach the windows, she spotted a piano tucked into the corner off the living room, all by itself in a windowed alcove. It gleamed softly in the dim light, polished and sleek.

      “Do you play?” she asked, gesturing at it. He stood several feet away, watching her with an unreadable expression on his face. She couldn’t tell if he liked having her in his space, or if this was making him uncomfortable.

      He nodded. “I do. We all took lessons as kids, but I’m the only one who still plays.”

      “Can I hear?” She wanted to ask him so many things that had previously been off-limits. Things about his family, his childhood. She bit her lip as another wave of doubt crashed into her. Despite the way he’d reassured her earlier, she couldn’t help but wonder if they’d be together if it weren’t for the fact that Massimo was stalking her.

      He hesitated for a second before moving toward the piano. “Just don’t ask me to sing,” he said, flashing her a grin as he pulled out the bench and sat down. She leaned a hip against the piano, facing him, wanting to watch his hands as he played. She stared, entranced, as his fingers started moving over the keys, the familiar strains of John Lennon’s “Imagine” floating through the air.

      An emotion she’d never experienced before crashed into her, a sweet, tender ache that started in her chest and gradually took over her entire body, making her chest tight and her heart flutter. Making her stomach swirl and her hands tingle. Warmth flowed over her as she watched and listened, making her feel euphoric. Making her feel whole in a way she hadn’t even known she’d needed.

      She’d never been in love with anyone before, but holy shit, was she ever in love with Lucian. And it wasn’t because he could play the piano, or because he looked like a dark Roman god, or because he’d made her come six times in just a couple of hours. It was because of who he was, the real him, that she saw beneath the veneer he showed everyone. The protector, the man with scars who didn’t see himself as worthy of love or happiness, the intense, intelligent man she wanted to know everything about. He had layers upon layers and she wanted to peel them all back, one by one.

      Because while she was his, he was also hers. And she wanted every part of him.

      As the last strains of the song vibrated through the air, she sat down on the bench and took his face in her hands, bringing her lips to his for a soft, sweet kiss. “I love you,” she whispered against his mouth, and he exhaled sharply, his hands sliding around her waist. When she pulled back, she swallowed thickly, needing to get something off of her chest. “I hope you don’t feel like I—I trapped you or tricked you. I know we’ve been circling each other for a long time, and you’ve always said no because of the complications in your life and our age difference. And I’m incredibly grateful that you’re here and you’re protecting me from Massimo, but I just…I don’t want to force you into something you don’t actually want.”

      His features tightened and he slipped a hand under her chin, tilting her face up and forcing her to meet his eyes. “This was an inevitability, Liv, one I’m kicking myself for fighting against so long. If I’d done what we both wanted years ago and made you mine—what I should’ve done—then you wouldn’t be in this situation with that fucker. I should’ve—” He broke off, flinching. “There is nothing about this that I don’t want. I’m only sorry that it took me so long to finally—”

      She cut him off with a kiss, her fingers weaving into his hair, holding him close as happiness and relief tangled together in her chest. “Don’t be sorry. The past is done and we can’t change it. I’m happy with where we are right now. Well, mob hit man stalker aside.”

      He frowned, his hand tracing up and down her back. Then he stood, extending his hand to her. “I need to show you something.” She wove her fingers through his and stood from the piano bench, letting him lead her into his bedroom. An enormous king-sized bed dominated the far wall, and more enormous windows looked out onto Central Park. The furniture was sleek and modern, the entire room done in shades of gray, blue, and white. She inhaled, pulling the scent of him into her lungs, a tiny thrill dancing through her at the fact that she was standing in Lucian’s bedroom after all these years.

      He led her past the bed—a bed she was positive they’d make excellent use of in the near future—and to a door almost hidden in the corner, sealed with a biometric lock.

      “I’ve never shown this to anyone. Not my brothers, not even my colleagues,” he said, a tightness around his eyes. “But you need to know the truth of who I am and what I do.”

      She chewed the inside of her cheek, steeling herself for whatever was behind that door. Whatever it was, she wasn’t going to let it push her away.

      He pressed his thumb to the lock, and there was a loud beep followed by a whirring sound as the door clicked open. He pushed it in, then took her hand and gently pulled her inside. The lights must’ve been on a motion sensor, because as soon as they stepped into the surprisingly large closet, the recessed pot lights in the ceiling flickered to life.

      “Holy shit,” she whispered, her eyes bouncing around as she took it all in. All three walls were covered in racks and shelves, holding enough weapons to arm an entire militia. There were guns, dozens and dozens of them in varying sizes. An impressive collection of knives. Metal boxes labeled with things like C-4 and dynamite. “Are those…” She moved closer to one wall, not touching anything. “These are grenades.”

      He nodded, the expression on his face solemn. Worried.

      Her eyes moved to a large, plastic-looking gun mounted to the wall. It almost looked like an enormous water gun, like a Super Soaker, but with a little can of gas attached to it…

      “Is that a flamethrower?” she asked, her eyes going wide when he nodded.

      The last wall held other various weapons. Baseball bats, crowbars, brass knuckles. She felt warm as she tried to take it all in. This wasn’t just a gun closet. This was a freaking arsenal.

      Without saying anything, he moved to the corner where a metal locker stood, containing tactical gear. Bullet proof vests, cargo pants, Kevlar gloves. At the bottom of the locker was a small safe. Lucian jabbed in the combination and swung it open, showing her what had to be hundreds of thousands of dollars in cash stashed in there.

      A backless leather bench sat in the middle of the room, and she assumed it was where he sat when he geared himself up for whatever the fuck it was he did. She sank down onto it now, her head spinning.

      “So, about that explanation,” she said, her stomach churning. From the look on his face, she had the feeling she wasn’t going to like whatever it was he had to tell her.

      He shoved a hand through his hair and then stuffed them both in his pockets, looking more restless than she’d ever seen him. It was costing him a lot to show her this.

      “When I was barely more than a kid, I was on the fast track to mob life until I saved the lives of the heads of the Italian Irish mafia. It’s a long story, and the details aren’t important right now. What is important is that I’m part of a group called the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen, and we’re very much involved in Manhattan’s organized crime world.”

      “So are you…” She licked her lips, trying to keep up. She wasn’t completely shocked by his admission, but she was struggling to process it all the same. “Are you rivals with the mob?”

      He shook his head. “No. We keep the peace. We arbitrate disputes and hand out justice. We make sure the playing field is even, and we’re neutral. Whether it’s the mob, the Irish mafia, the Bratva, the Yakuza, they all accept our position and trust us to keep things fair and quiet.”

      “Mobsters care about fairness?” she asked.

      “You’d be surprised. Organized crime isn’t like street gangs. There’s a code of honor. There are rules and expectations. We enforce those.”

      “So you’re not in the mob, but…” She bit her lip, trying to figure out where he fit in that world.

      “I’m not a good guy, either, Olivia. I’m just as bad as guys like Massimo. I have different motivations, but the outcome is often the same.”

      She blinked slowly, looking around the room again. He’d told her that his life was dangerous and complicated. He’d told her he was even more dangerous than Massimo. He’d been giving her bits and pieces of this story for a while, and now she was finally getting to put it all together.

      He sat down on the bench beside her. “Ask me anything you want, and I’ll tell you the truth.”

      She took a deep breath, bracing herself for things she knew she might not want to hear. “Have you ever killed anyone?”

      He didn’t flinch. “Yes.” She could see the pain etched on his face, and her heart broke for him. She didn’t hate that he was a criminal. She hated what it cost him.

      “Do you—the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen—do other organized crime stuff, like selling drugs, trafficking weapons, prostitution?” Her stomach churned sickly at the idea of Lucian being involved in pushing drugs or trafficking women. That idea bothered her more than the fact he was an admitted murderer.

      “No. All of our activities are strictly related to keeping everyone in line. We arbitrate disputes and hand out punishments that everyone agrees on.”

      “What kind of punishments?” she whispered, her throat tight even as relief trickled through her.

      He gestured at the weapon-covered walls. “Violent ones. They have to be severe to keep everyone in line and prevent innocent people from getting hurt.”

      “Do…do you like it? The violence?”

      He paused, staring at the wall covered in knives. “I can’t deny that there’s a darkness inside me. But I’m mostly numb to it, and I don’t seek it out.” He turned to her, his brown eyes full of pain. “I’d never hurt you or any innocent person, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      She reached out and took his hands, weaving her small fingers through his much larger ones. “I know you’d never hurt me. I promise.” She traced her thumb over his knuckles, waiting to feel something other than sympathy and curiosity. Waiting for something ugly like fear. Revulsion. Disgust. But it wasn’t there. All of this…it made sense. His darkness was yet another reason she’d always been drawn to him, sensing that he could use some light in his life. “So…are you the—the leader? Of the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen?”

      He nodded. “Yes. I have several men who work for me, who’ve come from other organized crime families. I gave them asylum when they needed a place to land.” He must’ve seen what she was thinking—that there he went again, protecting others—because he shook his head. “I’m not a good guy, Olivia. None of what I do is legal or good or okay.”

      She lifted one shoulder, shrugging. “I don’t know. It kinda sounds to me like you’re the Batman of organized crime. You keep things fair, make the bad people pay, strive to keep things safe for innocent people. I know it’s not legal, but that doesn’t mean that you’re evil. You keep the evil at bay. You sacrifice your own soul and your own peace for the sake of others.”

      She could see the raw emotion on his face just before he leaned in and kissed her, hard and deep, taking what he clearly needed. What she was happy to give.

      When they broke apart, her breathing was a little faster than it had been before the kiss. “So…tell me about this mob war you might’ve started.”

      He sighed. “My position in this world is precarious. The Kings of Hell’s Kitchen are strictly neutral—we don’t play favorites and we treat everyone with the same rules and standards. We don’t involve ourselves in mob—or Bratva or Yazuka, or whatever—business. Ever. But Massimo is part of the Cosa Nostra, and he now has a very personal beef with me. By telling him you’re mine and threatening him off, I might’ve just fired the first shot.”

      “But what you told him is the truth, and you were just protecting me. You didn’t instigate anything.”

      He nodded and kissed her again. “I know. But I’m involved now. It’s me versus Massimo, and potentially the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen against the Italian mafia. If that happens, everyone will have to take sides and it might get ugly.”

      Guilt speared through her, making her chest tight to the point of aching. “I’m sorry. I never meant to put you in that position.”

      He shook his head slowly, meeting her eyes. “Keeping you safe is what matters, Liv. I’ll burn the fucking city down if I have to to keep you safe.” He glanced away then, his features tight, pain and doubt and guilt all right there for her to see. She scooted over and climbed into his lap, straddling him, wanting to comfort him and give him what he needed.

      “Nothing you’ve told me changes how I feel about you. In fact, a lot of what I know about you makes a lot more sense now. But this isn’t scaring me away. This doesn’t make me want to be with you any less. I love you, and I accept every single part of you, no matter how dark.”

      He let out a soft, anguished sound. “Christ, I don’t deserve you.”

      She kissed him, deep and slow. “Yes. You do. Just like I deserve you. You’re a strong man who gives everything he has to protect people. And I think that’s sexy as fuck.” She kissed a path down his neck, shifting against him. “I think every single thing about you is sexy as fuck, Lucian. I have for years, and seeing this, knowing the details, it doesn’t change that.” She pulled her head back and met his eyes. “Because while I might be yours, I think you’re forgetting something important.”

      “What’s that?” he asked her, relief and heat sparking in his eyes.

      “You’re also mine. Mine to love. Mine to accept. Mine to care for. Mine.”

      “Fuck, Liv,” he breathed, and then his mouth crashed into hers, the kiss hot and intense. She moaned, wrapping herself around him even tighter. “Should’ve fucking claimed you years ago,” he ground out, his fingers weaving into her hair as he blazed a trail down her neck with his lips and teeth.

      “I’m not going anywhere now,” she said, her voice high and breathy as arousal pulsed through her. She was sore from how hard he’d fucked her earlier, and her ass still stung, but she didn’t care. She wanted him. Needed him.

      Urgency spread between them as they kissed, shedding their clothing in record time. It still felt like a beautiful miracle that this was her reality now, getting naked with Lucian, his mouth hot and urgent on hers, those delicious, deep groans rumbling in his chest.

      Their clothing quickly ended up in a heap on the floor of the weapons closet. When they were both naked, he eased back on the wide bench, pulling her down on top of him. She let out a shivery sigh at the feeling of his broad, muscled body pressed against hers, a sweet ache throbbing from between her legs. He was already making good on his earlier promise—she felt like something was missing when he wasn’t inside her.

      With her palms splayed on his wide chest, she sat up, leveraging herself on her toes to drag her pussy over his cock. She was already slick and throbbing, which seemed to be her default mode around him. Especially now that she knew how good it was between them. She’d always known it would be, but everything they’d done had surpassed even her wildest fantasies and highest expectations.

      “I want you to fuck me in here,” she said, her voice coming out all shivery as she worked herself over his cock, his hands gripping her hips firmly. “In this secret part of your world that you were scared to show me.”

      He let out a low growl and sat up then, his arms circling around her waist. “Hands and knees on the bench, sweetheart,” he said, and then kissed her, hard and deep, the sweeping rhythm of his tongue a dirty promise. They kissed for several minutes, until her breathing was ragged and her hips were writhing. Until she felt like she was going to die if he wasn’t inside her now.

      With a heavy sigh, she pulled herself away from him and then did as he’d asked, maneuvering herself onto her hands and knees on the bench. Lucian stood, walking in a slow circle all the way around her, his hard cock bobbing as he walked, a bead of moisture visible at the tip. Coming around behind her, he stroked a hand up her spine and into her hair, winding the loose strands around his fist. She whimpered, the gentle tug making her arch her back.

      “Fuck,” he whispered, and she felt the slide of his cock through her folds. “How the fuck did I survive the past five years without this?” The head of his cock notched at her entrance and he pushed in, just the tiniest bit, teasing both of them. “I’m already addicted to you, Liv. We’re going to starve, because you make me want to do nothing but fuck.”

      She glanced at him over her shoulder, causing his grip in her hair to tighten and her scalp to sting slightly, which only ramped up her arousal even more. “Then fuck me, Lucian. Whenever, wherever, however you want me, I’m yours.”

      “Mine,” he ground out and then thrust deep inside her in one brutal stroke. She cried out, her pussy spasming around him as she stretched to accommodate his thick cock, a burn radiating through her as she took him. He gripped her hip with his other hand, pulling her against him and sinking even deeper. She bit her lip to muffle the scream of pleasure trying to burst out of her, the burning fading into something much, much hotter as she adjusted to his massively thick cock inside her. “God, Liv,” he said, slowly withdrawing and then thrusting all the way back in. “You’re so fucking tight I can barely stand it. So tight and wet and perfect, sweetheart.”

      His hand slid from her hip and down her thigh, cupping her where they were joined. The slick sounds of his cock moving in and out of her filled the space, mingling with the moans and harsh breaths escaping both of them.

      He moved his fingers in a slow, firm circle over her pulsing clit as he stroked in and out of her, and she felt the searing pressure start to twist low in her belly, making her clench around him. He thrust in and out of her harder, deeper, his hips slamming into her ass. “Wanna feel you come all over my cock as I fuck you, sweetheart.”

      She let out a loud moan, her entire body shaking, sweat beading on her skin as he rode her hard, his thrusts brutal, almost punishing.

      So incredibly perfect.

      “Don’t stop,” she begged. “You feel so good inside me, Lucian. God.”

      He thrust into her harder, hitting a spot deep inside her she hadn’t even known was there and she started to come, her orgasm rocking through her like an earthquake, making everything unsteady. She screamed out his name as she pulsed madly around him, pleasure making her limbs shake, making her entire body feel as though it were one giant, glowing throb. No one had ever made her come like that. Only Lucian.

      He rumbled out an approving groan, slowing his thrusts, dragging his cock over that spot that had set her off over and over again, prolonging her orgasm. Wringing out every last drop of pleasure, every last throb and pulse until she felt limp. He let go of her hair and slipped his hand from between her legs, falling over her, his chest to her back as he trailed kisses across her shoulders, still moving steadily in and out of her. His stamina was ridiculous and something she’d never experienced with guys her own age. Everything with Lucian—every touch, every kiss, every sexual thing they did—paled in comparison to anything she’d ever experienced before. He’d ruined her for other men, and she was completely fine with that because she knew that she’d never want anyone else. Only Lucian.

      “I want you to ride me,” he said, his voice low and rough. She moaned, nodding enthusiastically, and he pulled out of her. Somehow, she managed to get her shaky arms and legs to cooperate long enough to get up off the bench, watching with anticipation as Lucian laid himself out on it, his legs on either side. He fisted his glistening cock and she sank down onto him, sighing as he filled her back up again. A feeling of completion nearly overwhelming in its intensity stole her breath and made her eyes sting. Yes, all of this was messy and complicated and potentially dangerous, but none of that mattered. Not when she was his and he was hers.

      Her palms splayed on his muscled chest, she planted her feet on the floor. Then she lifted herself and slid back down his cock, impaling herself completely, taking him so deep that the feeling of him inside her annihilated everything else. They both let out a loud moan, and he slid his hands from her hips and up her sides to her breasts. She threw her head back and rode him harder at the feeling of his huge hands on her breasts, loving the rasp of his palms over her hardened nipples.

      “You have the most gorgeous tits, Liv,” he said, his gaze heavy-lidded as he stared up at her. His thumbs flicked over her nipples, making her clench around his cock. “Such pretty little nipples, so hard for me right now.” He gave them a gentle tug and she shuddered, swiveling her hips as she ground down against him. Then, he dragged the tips of his fingers around the outer edges of her nipples, making her gasp and shudder, making her ride him even harder. “You’re so fucking wet, sweetheart,” he groaned, thrusting his hips up to meet her, his fingers plucking at her nipples then retreating to massage her breasts. “I can feel you dripping all over me.” He sat up halfway, his abs flexing beneath her, his gaze trained on where they were joined. “Fuck, you look so pretty stretched around me like that.”

      She made the world’s most undignified sound, somewhere between a grunt and a plea, but she didn’t care. She was too far gone to care about anything but his hands on her breasts, his dirty words in her ears, the slide of his gorgeously thick cock in and out of her pussy. He pinched her nipples hard—harder than she would’ve thought she liked—and she started to come again, her head thrown back as she shuddered through another release, her movements becoming jerky and irregular as she tried to keep riding him.

      He dropped his hands to her hips, urging her up and down his cock as she trembled and pulsed around him, her orgasm still shuddering through her. “Oh God, Lucian. Fuck me. Fuck me, baby, just like that,” she panted out, clenching and throbbing and shaking. Sweat slicked her body and she collapsed down on top of him, bringing her mouth to his, her eyes fluttering closed. “Your cock feels so good,” she whispered against his lips. “Want you to fuck me forever.”

      “Liv,” he growled, raising his head and pressing his forehead to hers, his hips slamming up into her. “Fuck, I’m gonna come so hard.” He lifted a hand from her hip and threaded his fingers into her hair, gripping her in place. “Look at me, sweetheart.” She managed to pry her eyes open, moaning at the scorching heat shining out at her from his. “That’s it, look at me as I come inside you. Fuck, gonna fill you up.” He groaned, a deep, rumbling sound that was ragged and rough and beautiful. He thrust up into her one last time and she felt him start pulsing and jerking inside her. She brought her mouth back to his, kissing him through his orgasm, wanting to be as close to him as possible.

      After several more spurts, he stilled inside her and wrapped his arms around her, their kiss becoming slow and relaxed, luxuriating in the afterglow.

      “Holy shit,” she whispered, pressing her forehead to his shoulder. “Holy shit.”

      “Mmmhmm,” he rumbled, stroking a hand up and down her back. “Holy shit.” He exhaled a shaky breath, trailing kisses down her neck. She moaned softly, curling into him, around him.

      And then her stomach growled so loudly she was pretty sure people in Brooklyn heard it.

      “Sorry,” she said with an embarrassed grin, lifting her head.

      Lucian chuckled. “I guess I’d better feed you, huh?”

      “With everything that happened at the restaurant, I didn’t eat much of my dinner.”

      “Let’s get dressed and I’ll order something.”

      She kissed him and when her stomach growled again, they both laughed.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucian stood in front of the floor length mirror in his closet—the one that held clothing, not an arsenal—doing up the buttons of his white-button down shirt. He could hear Olivia humming to herself from the adjoining bathroom where she was in the middle of her own morning routine, drying her hair and putting on her makeup. He grinned, a tingling heat working its way through his chest just knowing she was nearby. He was only running on a couple hours of sleep, and he was facing a potentially very messy and dangerous situation, but he’d never been happier. He’d never felt more alive and more awake. Everything that had happened yesterday had been five years in the making, and while a part of him mourned the time lost, time that he could’ve been with her, he also knew that yesterday had been the start of the rest of his life.

      He was in love with Olivia Walsh, and he was never letting her go.

      His blood heated as he remembered the way she’d woken him up, with her fingers curled around his cock, her mouth trailing sleepy, soft kisses across his chest. He’d turned her onto her side and slowly worked his way inside her, aware that she must’ve been sore but unable to turn down the chance to have her again. They’d made love slowly, his hand massaging her clit until she’d come with a soft cry. Until he’d emptied himself inside her.

      Reluctantly, they’d gotten out of bed, needing to get ready for work, but then she’d surprised him in the shower, where they’d spent nearly an hour touching and kissing and exploring before he’d lost himself inside her. Again. His cock twitched at the memory of taking her against the wall, her legs wound around his waist, hot water sluicing over them.

      He had no idea how he’d managed to stay away from her for five years, because now that she was his, he couldn’t seem to stay away for an hour. He smiled, shaking his head as he adjusted his shirt cuffs. He was an addict, and he never intended to kick this habit.

      And it wasn’t just the sex. It was her. Olivia. They’d spent hours talking last night, and the more they’d talked, the more she’d shared, the more he wanted to know. The more he wanted to open up to her. He’d told her about his shitty childhood, about his brothers and sister, about his newborn baby nieces. He’d told her about how the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen had come to be, about his relationship with Sal Perri. He’d shared things with her that he’d never told anyone before, not even his brothers. Not even his fellow Kings.

      She’d told him about losing her mother at such a young age, her close relationship with her father, her hopes and dreams for the future, which included running her own design firm and having a family.

      Having a family. God. Something he’d thought was completely out of reach for him now felt so much closer. Not today, not tomorrow, but he could already see himself marrying Olivia. Could see her pregnant, her belly round with his baby, and glowing with happiness.

      Astounding how much life could change in the space of a day. But he knew that all of this wasn’t because some seismic shift had truly occurred. No, it was because he’d finally stopped denying himself everything that had been there, right at the tips of his fingers for years. The chemistry, the attraction, the love and the need to protect—they’d all been there for far longer than the past twenty-four hours.

      He moved into the kitchen to make coffee for both of them and as he was waiting for the water to heat in the fancy Breville machine on the counter—he was particular about his coffee—his phone rang. His brother Max’s name flashed across the screen, and Lucian smiled, knowing that he and Willa had to be back from their trip to Paris by now.

      “Hey, brother,” he answered, putting the phone on speaker while he got the coffee going. “I thought you’d be back any day now. How was Paris?”

      “Uh…this is Lucian, right? Lucian Prescott?” said Max, a teasing note in his voice. “Because whoever this is sounds way too fucking happy to be the Lucian I’m looking for.”

      Lucian laughed, and he knew Max wasn’t wrong. There was a happiness that had settled somewhere deep inside him, so deep it felt as though it were rearranging him, piece by piece.

      “So, I have some news,” said Max as Lucian started the coffee machine and picked up his phone, taking it off speaker mode. He grinned, pretty sure he knew what Max’s news was. “I asked Willa to marry me.”

      “Wow. And what did she say?”

      “She said yes, you ass.”

      Lucian chuckled, genuine happiness filling him up at the news of Max and Willa’s engagement. “That’s wonderful news, brother. I’m truly happy for you both. You, especially. Willa’s good for you.” He’d seen the way Max had changed once he’d fallen in love with Willa, finally letting himself emerge from the shadows where he’d intentionally lived for years, believing that kind of love and happiness wasn’t for him.

      “She is. I don’t know what I did to deserve her, but I’m a lucky man.”

      “Why don’t we do something to celebrate in a couple of weeks? I know Theo and Lauren will be in town then, and I’m sure we could convince Sebastian and Kayla to come, too. Maybe even Aerin, although she’s got her hands full right now.”

      “Yeah? That’d be nice. It’d be good to see everyone, and I know Willa would love to celebrate with her friends in person. She misses them.”

      “Then it’s settled. I’m throwing you an engagement party. Pick any one of my restaurants, send me a guest list and I’ll take care of the rest.”

      “Thanks, Lucian. I really appreciate that, and I’m sure Willa will, too.” There was a pause before Max continued speaking. “So. Uh. What the hell’s going on with you?”

      “Lucian, baby, can I use your toothpaste? I didn’t—” Olivia stepped into the kitchen and stopped talking when she saw the phone pressed to his ear. Her eyebrows lifted and she mouthed “sorry” to him as she headed for the fridge.

      Max chuckled, his deep voice vibrating through the phone. “Lucian, baby? You wanna fill me in on that one?”

      Lucian watched Olivia, who looked gorgeous—as usual—with her long, dark hair swept up in an elegant topknot and pretty makeup. She was wearing a pale pink sleeveless blouse and a pair of slim-fitting black pants, a pair of nude pumps in one hand. She opened the fridge, sticking her head inside and emerging with a container of yogurt. She set the pumps down and slipped her feet into them, and a warmth spread across his chest at the simple intimacy of watching her get ready for her day.

      “That was my girlfriend, Olivia.”

      At his words, she spun to face him, a big smile on her face. He winked at her and she blew him a kiss.

      “Since when do you have a girlfriend?” asked Max, a note of incredulity in his voice, and Lucian couldn’t blame him for being surprised. It had been a long time since he’d been in any kind of long-term relationship, and he realized then that he hadn’t had much interest in dating ever since he’d first met Olivia.

      “It’s a new development, but something that’s been in the making for a long time,” he said, staring at Olivia as he spoke. A pink flush rose on her cheeks, and he slowly walked toward her, slipping an arm around her waist and pulling her close. She smoothed her hands over his chest.

      “Well. Bring her to the engagement party. I’d love to meet her, and I’m sure everyone else would, too. And by love to meet her, I mean I’m fucking dying of curiosity.” He laughed. “I’m honestly a little scared to meet the woman who finally tamed you.”

      Lucian chuckled. “Congrats again, Max. Give my best to Willa.”

      The call ended and he set the phone down on the counter so he could wrap both arms around Olivia.

      “Who was that?” she asked, grinning up at him.

      “My brother, Max. He got engaged to his girlfriend and called to share the news.”

      “Oh, that’s so nice. Good for them,” she said warmly.

      “I told him I’d throw them an engagement party in a couple weeks. I also told him that everyone would get to meet you.”

      “Since I’m your girlfriend.” Happiness and humor danced in her eyes and he lowered his hands, giving her ass a squeeze.

      “Damn right you are.”

      “You know what that means,” she said, leaning back and looking up at him, her brows coming together.

      “What’s that?”

      “We need to tell my dad. We should have dinner with him soon. Maybe next week?”

      Shit. But she was right. There’d be no hiding this, and he had no desire to sneak around. She wasn’t some dirty little secret to be hidden away. She was his, and he wanted the entire damn world to know it.

      He sighed, kissed her forehead, and then moved away to fix her a cup of coffee. “You’re right. We do need to tell him. On a scale of one to ten, how likely is he to murder me on the spot?” He handed her the mug.

      She laughed softly. “I’d say a solid five. Maybe even a six if you can’t keep your hands to yourself.”

      “I managed to keep my hands to myself for five years. I can handle one evening.”

      She smiled and then took a sip of her coffee. “He’s not going to be thrilled about the age difference, but I think he’ll get over it when he sees how happy you make me. And he does like you. He respects you.”

      “Liv, he can’t ever find out about any of the things I told you last night.” He met her eyes. “I know you’re close with him, but you can’t tell him about the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen or anything related.”

      She nodded, a solemn expression on her face. “I know. I would never do anything to put you in a bad position.”

      “I hate asking you to lie to him…” He sighed and pushed a hand through his hair. “This is what I meant when I said things were complicated.”

      She set her coffee down and wound her arms around his neck. “I can handle complicated, as long as you come with it.”

      He didn’t know what he’d done to deserve her. He’d probably never know.

      They finished their coffees and then headed down to the parking garage so that he could drive them to the Prescott Group offices. He had things to attend to today—aside from some Kings of Hell’s Kitchen business, he had meetings, conference calls, planning around the Vegas expansion to see to—and Olivia was meeting with vendors and contractors at the bistro in order to get things rolling. He’d told her that it was alright if she wanted to keep a low profile while he handled the Massimo situation, but she’d refused, the fire in her eyes making him proud that she was his. She was tough and wasn’t going to let Massimo scare her away from her life. And as much as he would’ve preferred to lock her away where he knew she’d be safe, he respected her need to keep living her life.

      By the time they stepped out of the elevator and into the bustling office, they were running nearly ninety minutes late, but he couldn’t bring himself to feel bad about it. What was the point in being the boss if you couldn’t come in late once in a while? Taking her hand in his, he led her past his office, where Chloe informed him that everyone was ready and waiting for him in the conference room. Even though it wasn’t a Monday, he’d called a meeting with the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen to bring them up to speed on the potentially complicated situation he’d just pulled them into. Olivia didn’t say anything as they made their way down the hall to the conference room, her eyes bouncing around the space, taking it all in.

      Luca, Killian, Sasha, and Ryu all sat around the conference table, tense expressions on their faces that only intensified when he stepped into the room with Olivia. They’d been mid-conversation, but it died immediately, silence filling the space. Tension permeated the air, thick and heavy.

      Luca frowned, his eyes jumping from Lucian to Olivia, whose hand was still in his. He pulled out a chair for her at the end of the table and gestured for her to sit down. She did, her gaze scanning the men sitting in front of her.

      “So. It’s true, then,” said Luca, leaning his elbows on the table. “You decided to steal a mob hit man’s girl.”

      Lucian raised an eyebrow and then slowly shook his head, sinking down into his seat at the head of the table. “That’s not what happened. Everyone, this is Olivia Walsh. Olivia broke up with Massimo Greco weeks ago. I’ve known her for five years, and she turned to me for protection when Massimo threatened her. He’s been stalking her, and I’ve promised to keep her safe.”

      Killian snorted derisively. “Looks like she got a lot more than protection in the bargain.”

      Before Lucian could say anything, Olivia stood, her hands braced on the table in front of her. “First of all, I don’t care how dangerous or scary you all are, you won’t talk about me like I’m not sitting right here. It’s rude, and from what Lucian’s told me about you, you’re all better than that. Second, I really don’t think we’re here to debate my relationship with Lucian, who hasn’t done anything wrong. Yes, we’re together, but that happened long after I told Massimo to fuck off. So if you wanna talk shit about me, do it to my face and make sure you’ve got your facts straight.”

      She turned her head, looking each of them in the eyes before sitting back down in her chair and crossing her legs. Lucian rubbed a hand over his mouth, trying to wipe away the smile at her fiery outburst. Blood rushed to his cock as he studied her. His girl had guts and didn’t take anyone’s shit, and he loved that about her. He hadn’t been exaggerating when he’d told her that everything about her was a turn on.

      Sasha let out a low chuckle, then tilted his head, looking at Lucian. “Okay. I get it.”

      “Massimo is stalking her and has been for weeks now. I talked to Sal Perri, who said he’d tell Massimo Olivia was off limits. But clearly the message didn’t sink in because not long after that, he tracked her down and threatened to assault Olivia in a public place. When I scared him off by telling him the truth—that Olivia was with me—he left, and we haven’t heard from him since, but we all know he’ll resurface. Massimo is a hot head, and he’s jealous and possessive. If he feels entitled to Olivia, she’s in danger. I’m going to meet with Sal shortly to discuss this, because I don’t want it construed that I’m inserting myself into mafia business. That’s not my intention. But I’m also not going to hesitate to take Massimo out if he tries to hurt Olivia.” He blew out a breath and folded his hands together on the table. “I understand that this is complicated. This is personal. It’s far from neutral. In other words, it’s a whole fucking host of things we’re not supposed to be. This puts us in a delicate position. So I’m telling you right now, if you want to distance yourself from it to avoid the fallout, I understand.” He looked around the table, meeting the eyes of his men. “But I intend to protect what’s mine, and I don’t care who I have to hurt to keep her safe.”

      “Do you love her?” asked Luca quietly, his dark gaze intense.

      Lucian nodded, meeting first Luca’s eyes and then Olivia’s. “I do.”

      “Then that’s enough for me.”

      “Me too,” said Sasha. “We can handle the fallout. Maybe it’s time we ruffled a few feathers.”

      Ryu said nothing, his expression stony. After a moment, he nodded, just once.

      Killian was the last to speak. “You know that you might be blowing everything up, right? You’re close with Sal, but he might see this as an act of aggression, you taking up with Massimo’s girl and then taking Massimo out if he won’t let her go.”

      “I know. But I’m not going to let anything happen to her, and if that means starting something with the Italians, then so be it.” The idea made his stomach churn. Sal was his mentor. His lifelong friend. Hell, he’d been more of a father to him than anyone else in his life. But none of that mattered in the face of keeping Olivia safe. Lucian knew what Massimo was capable of. He knew how dangerous he was. This was a man who killed, who tortured and mutilated, because he liked it. Because he was good at it. If he had to put a bullet in him, he wouldn’t hesitate, no matter the consequences for his relationship with Sal.

      Killian squinted at him. “Tell me again you’re sure.”

      “I’ve never been more sure of something in my life.”

      Killian leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “Fine. Then I’m in, too.”

      “Good.” He tipped his chin at Killian. “Take Olivia to the bistro. I have to meet with Sal, but I want eyes on her at all times. You’ll be in charge of her security while she’s working.”

      Killian frowned, opened and closed his mouth, and then sighed, a look of grudging resignation on his face. “Fine.” He stood, jerking his head toward the door. “Miss Walsh, if you’ll come with me.”

      Olivia looked at Lucian, who nodded, encouraging her to go with Killian. She probably thought he was overreacting, but she didn’t know that Massimo was a twisted fuck.

      And he planned to keep it that way.
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      Olivia glanced over at her grumpy bodyguard as they drove from the Prescott Group’s offices to the bistro, where she had appointments lined up with several vendors to discuss things like flooring, the custom bar, furniture, and more. Her head felt like it was spinning a little with everything that had happened over the past twenty-four hours, including being assigned an enormous, tattooed, scowling bodyguard.

      Lucian had brought her into his world, and Killian was a man he trusted, even if she could feel the grumpy resentment rolling off him in waves. But things were already difficult enough for Lucian with how complicated and complex the situation was, some of it still nuanced beyond her understanding. But she could make this—Killian looking out for her—work. She owed that to Lucian, to try to get along with his man. To make things less tense and shitty, if possible.

      “I’m sorry that you’re stuck babysitting me,” she said, glancing over at the huge man. He had dark curls falling almost to his jaw, which was covered in a salt-and-pepper hued scruff. His blue eyes were light but intense, and his features were sharp, as though he were carved out of stone. He wore a plain white T-shirt that showed off the tattoos scrolling down both arms and across his chest. She couldn’t see a gun anywhere, but after spending time with Lucian, she knew that just because she couldn’t see a gun didn’t mean that he wasn’t armed.

      He grunted, his eyes on the road. “What was a girl like you doing dating a fucker like Massimo Greco?” he asked, still not looking at her.

      “Well, I didn’t know he was a hit man when we started dating. And we only dated for a few weeks, and now he’s being a total psychopath.”

      Killian cut his eyes at her. “He’s a hit man for the mob, girlie. Of course he’s a psychopath.”

      She shifted in her seat, angling herself toward him. “I get the feeling you have firsthand experience with hit men.”

      He barked out a laugh at that. “I used to be one, so yeah. You could say I’ve got some experience.” He frowned suddenly. “Wait. Walsh. Any relation to Gavin Walsh?”

      She nodded. “He’s my father.”

      Killian barked out another laugh, the sound filling the cabin of the SUV. “Massimo Greco’s ex and Gavin Walsh’s little girl. Lucian doesn’t do anything halfway, does he?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean he must have it real bad for you to risk pissing off both Sal Perri and Gavin Walsh just to be with you.”

      She blushed at that. “We might piss some people off, but I’m not going anywhere.”

      Killian shook his head, mumbling something that sounded like “Romeo and Juliet shit.”

      She studied him again. “You know, Mr. Byrne, I think we’re going to be friends.”

      “You do? You got a lotta former hit men as friends?”

      She grinned. “Not yet.”

      He laughed, shaking his head. “You are something, I’ll give you that. And it’s Killian. Just Killian.”

      “Tell you what, Killian. We’ll be at the restaurant in, what? Five minutes? I bet I can convince you that we should be friends before we get there.”

      He shrugged, an amused smile tugging at his lips. “Sure. What the hell.”

      “What’s your favorite TV show?”

      Killian’s eyebrows rose, as though he hadn’t been expecting that question. “Erm, I guess if I had to pick one, it’d be The Simpsons.”

      She grinned and reached into her purse, pulling out her keys and showing him her Bart Simpson key chain. “See? We have the same favorite show.”

      He smirked. “That could just be a coincidence.”

      “Okay. Fine. What’s your favorite food?”

      This time he didn’t hesitate. “My nan’s homemade stew.”

      “Oh. Darn. I can’t say that I like stew.” She wrinkled her nose slightly.

      “Only because you’ve never had my nan’s,” he said, defensive pride in his voice.

      “I’d love to try it sometime, if that’s an option.” She had no idea if his nan lived near or was even still alive.

      “I’ll save you some next time I make it.”

      “Exactly what a friend would do,” she teased.

      They came to a red light and he glanced upward, muttering “heaven help me,” under his breath.

      “How old are you?” she asked, settling back in her seat. Even though he was gruff and snarly, she liked him. She felt safe with him.

      “Thirty-eight.”

      “And you were in the Irish mafia.”

      “I was.” He glanced over at her. “How did a girl like you come into Lucian’s orbit?”

      “We actually met years ago, when I celebrated my birthday at one of his clubs. We became friends, I guess, plus the connection through my father. Are you…married?”

      He shook his head, his jaw tight. “No, and I’m not looking for a wife.”

      “And the ladies of Manhattan wept,” she teased, earning a lopsided grin.

      They pulled up in front of the bistro and she turned to face him again. “So, we’ve figured out that we both love The Simpsons, you’re going to make me like stew, we’ve discussed our love lives, and I made you laugh, although I’m not entirely certain if that was with me or at me. What do you say? Friends?”

      He cut the ignition and turned to her. “You’re a troublesome girlie, but I like you. Even if you think you don’t like stew.”

      She laughed. “Always happy to be proven wrong.”

      “You don’t have any sisters, do you?”

      She shook her head. “No. It’s just me. Why?”

      She could’ve sworn she saw the tiniest flash of disappointment in his eyes, but then he grinned. “Thank the Lord. One girlie like you out there is more than enough.”

      “Because I’m trouble?”

      “You’re definitely a whole lotta something. Especially if you’ve got Lucian Prescott wrapped around your finger.” He stepped out of the car and came around to her side to open her door. Surprising her, he took her laptop bag and portfolio from her, then helped her down.

      “Now, which tattoo do you want to tell me about first?” she asked as they headed inside the bistro.
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      Lucian parked his car down the street from the steakhouse where he knew Sal was working today. He knew the man’s routine like he knew the back of his hand, and tracking him down hadn’t been a problem.

      When he walked up to the front of the restaurant, he tried the front door, expecting it to be locked. It almost always was, and any visitors had to be buzzed in. But it swung open, which could only mean one thing. Sal knew he was coming, and he was waiting for him.

      Even though Sal was his mentor and someone Lucian considered a close friend, he didn’t know what he was walking into today. But he was prepared.

      He was always prepared.

      “I figured you’d show your face today,” said Sal, emerging from the shadows behind the bar, crossing his arms over his chest. Two other men flanked him, hanging back a couple of feet, holstered guns at their sides. Lucian had come alone in a show of good faith. He hoped he didn’t regret that decision, even though he was confident in his ability to handle himself. “You always faced things head on,” said Sal, stepping closer again. “I never figured you for a snake.”

      “Can we talk? In private?”

      Sal scowled at him as he considered Lucian’s request, then nodded. The two men retreated into the kitchen, eyes shooting daggers at Lucian the entire time. Sal stared him down, an unreadable expression on his face, and then he moved back behind the bar, pulling out a bottle of bourbon.

      “I’m not a snake,” Lucian said, sitting down on one of the barstools and accepting the glass of amber liquid Sal slid to him. “It’s not what you think.”

      Sal came around from behind the bar and took the seat next to him, leaving the bottle of bourbon within reach. “No? Because I think you came to me and asked me to do you a favor—get Massimo off the case of your investor’s daughter.” He sipped his drink. “I talk to him. He tells me he doesn’t know what the fuck I’m talking about. That he dated the girl, and yeah, he’s tried to get her to go out with him again, a few texts, whatever. Massimo’s one of my guys, so I trust what he says. Then I find out that you lied to me.” Lucian opened his mouth, but Sal held up a finger. “Don’t interrupt. I know what you’re going to say. You didn’t lie, everything you told me was true. But a lie by omission is still a lie, Lucian.” He turned his gaze on Lucian. “I thought you were better than that. And I thought you and I…” Sal shrugged and tossed back the rest of his drink, then poured himself another. “You left out the part about you claiming the girl. About you having a beef with Massimo. You made it sound like what you were asking me for—to give one of my own guys shit for how he was conducting his personal life—was business. But it was personal. It was always personal.”

      Lucian leaned on the bar, toying with his glass. “Listen to me, Sal. Your guy Massimo is full of shit. He grabbed her in public, made threats. I know you don’t want to believe something shitty about one of your own, but I’m telling you the truth. An entire restaurant saw him grab her, threaten her. I thought it was your job to keep your guys in line.” He shrugged, anger and frustration burning through him, coupled with an underlying sadness at the fact that this was probably the end of his nearly thirty-year friendship with Sal.

      “Hey, don’t you fucking tell me how to run my ship. You don’t have that right.”

      “Then don’t call me a liar when I came in here and told you the truth about your guy.”

      Sal narrowed his eyes at him, then shook his head. “Even if you did tell me the truth about Massimo, you left out your role in all of this.” He leaned closer. “You’re supposed to be neutral in all of our dealings. When there’s a fight, you don’t have a dog in it. Now, you are the dog. You’re starting something, something big and potentially game changing and over what? A piece of ass? What’s gotten into you?”

      Lucian clenched his jaw, his grip tightening on the glass. Anger pulsed through him. “Call her a piece of ass again and we’re gonna have a big problem, Sal. Bigger than me leaving out the fact that Massimo is harassing my woman. I’m not here to ask for your forgiveness or explain myself to you. I simply came to clear the air, and I don’t owe you more than that. I’m not one of your guys.”

      “No, you made your choice all those years ago.” Sadness flickered in Sal’s gaze as he looked down at his drink.

      “When I saved your life,” Lucian said, shaking his head. There was so much history between them, but now it felt meaningless. “This is your warning. If Massimo touches her again, I’m gonna kill him. End of story. You can do what you want with that information.” He tossed back his drink and stood, having said everything he needed to say.

      “You’re really willing to blow up our world, set fire to everything and make a whole lotta enemies for this girl?”

      He glared at Sal. “You’re fucking right I am. Keep Massimo away from her, or he’s dead.”

      “You’re starting something over nothing, Lucian. He doesn’t want her.”

      Lucian just shrugged. “Good. Then we won’t have a problem.”

      “We already have a problem. You can’t just involve yourself where it suits you and not expect any fallout.”

      “I don’t give a shit about the fallout. She’s mine, and if there’s a fight coming, then bring it on. I’m done walking this tightrope you’ve got me on. From now on, I’m playing things the way I want to play them. You can either accept that, or not. It’s up to you.”

      And with that he turned and walked out into the steaming sunshine, leaving Sal behind. And even though he’d most likely lost a friend and mentor—and a powerful ally—he felt freer than he had in a long time.

      Fuck the rules. Fuck straddling everyone else’s shit. He was done, and fuck, it felt good.
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      “What do you mean, you’re done?” asked Luca several hours later, staring at Lucian across the table in the quiet restaurant, not touching his food.

      “I thought I’d chosen this role, but really, I fell into it ass backwards without a thought as to what I actually wanted. I’ve justified it to myself over the years in various ways, but…things are different now.”

      The restaurant—one of his own—was nearly empty, only a few other tables occupied between the lunch and dinner rushes. Naturally, that hadn’t stopped Luca from ordering an entire chicken dinner. The man never stopped eating, it seemed.

      Lucian’s phone buzzed and he picked it up from where he’d laid it face down on the table.

      Killian: We’re wrapping up for the day here.

      Lucian: Take her back to my place. I’ll be there soon.

      Killian: You got it.

      Killian: I like her.

      Lucian: Me too.

      Killian: Whatever you need, I’m in.

      “So where does that leave us?” asked Luca, his eyebrows dark slashes above his eyes. Lucian sighed, reaching deep for some empathy. Luca had been with him the longest, and he knew he was upending his world with all of this. But sometimes change—even necessary, positive change—was painful.

      “What if instead of policing the mob, we keep them in check? What if we try to do more good than harm? What if we stop acting like fucking puppets and do what we feel is right?”

      “And what feels right to you?”

      “We could take down the Bleeckers. For example. They sell drugs, run prostitutes. If we got rid of them entirely…”

      Luca pursed his lips, looking doubtful. “You don’t think we’d find ourselves in a Hydra situation? You cut off one head and two more grow back?”

      “Not if you cut off the first head in a way that scares the shit out of all the others.”

      Luca took a bite of his chicken and then snorted out a laugh. “So you want to just take on all of organized crime in Manhattan. Who do you think you are? Batman?”

      Lucian grinned. “I think I’m Lucian fucking Prescott and I can do whatever the hell I want. I have the guys. I have the power and the money.”

      “But you’ve always had that. How are things suddenly different now?”

      “Because now I have her. And I want to be more than a judge for mob disputes. We could use what we have—the influence, the skills—to protect people. To make the city better.”

      “You’re fucking crazy. You fall in love—and she’s beautiful, I’ll give you that—and you’re willing to rearrange your entire world.”

      Lucian nodded. “I am. And I’m going to. If you want out, I get it. But we’re headed in a new, better direction, and I hope you’ll stay.”

      “Where the fuck else am I gonna go?” he said, grinning. A feeling Lucian had very little experience with settled over him, and he realized that it was peace. He was at peace with his decision, with taking his life and the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen in a different direction. It was the right thing to do.

      “Reach out to your mafia contacts,” said Lucian, slipping a hand into his pocket for a lighter and his pack of Dunhills. Smoking wasn’t allowed inside, but it was his restaurant, so he could do whatever the hell he pleased, including smoke. He slid one out of the pack and lit it, taking a deep drag, savoring the hit of nicotine rushing through his veins. “We need to find out where Massimo is.” He blew out a stream of smoke.

      “And when we find out where he is?”

      “We make him disappear, one way or another.” He took another drag, and he had to admit there was a dark thrill charging through him at the idea of getting his hands on the fucker who’d threatened to hurt Liv. His phone buzzed again and he picked it up.

      Olivia: Will you be home soon?

      Lucian: In about an hour. Maybe a bit longer.

      Olivia: Okay. I hope you’re hungry. I’m planning on cooking you dinner. In nothing but an apron.

      Lucian: I’ll be there in thirty minutes.

      Olivia: That’s more like it.
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      Olivia looked out the window of Lucian’s car, trying to figure out where they were going. It was a quiet morning nearly a week after she’d first started staying with him, and he’d told her he had a surprise for her, and that they’d both be taking the morning off from work because this was important. She’d gotten herself dressed in a white and navy sleeveless sundress, and when Lucian had told her that her outfit was fine for what he had planned, they’d grabbed a quick breakfast and then headed out. He’d refused to give her even a single hint, and so she was driving herself crazy trying to piece it together.

      They’d headed south from his place, past Central Park, but given where he lived on the Upper West Side, that wasn’t much of a clue. He’d also dressed casually, in a white T-shirt and gray-toned jeans. One of her favorite things was seeing him in casual clothing because for the years that she’d known him, she’d only ever seen him in dressier clothes. Seeing him in jeans and T-shirts felt intimate. It made him feel like hers.

      “I can’t have even one hint?” she asked, sliding her hand up his thigh.

      He chuckled. “Nope. You’re just gonna have to wait. You can touch me as much as you want, you’ll never get anything out of me.”

      She grinned, inching her fingers higher on his thigh. Sure enough, his grip tightened on the steering wheel. She’d quickly learned over the past week that while he was a pro at giving off that cool, confident, in control vibe, there was a whole lot of fire and passion beneath the surface. His emotions were right there, hiding just beneath the public veneer he showed everyone. It made her feel incredibly special that she was the only one who got to see the real him, all of him.

      Her fingers brushed against his package, and just that little touch had a soft throb settling between her legs. It didn’t matter how many times she had him, it was never enough. And holy hell, had she ever had him over the past week. In his bed. In the shower. In the enormous soaker tub in his bathroom. Against the wall. On the floor. The kitchen counter. On top of the piano. So far, he’d made very good on his promise to fuck her hard and deep and often, and she’d never been happier.

      He let out a soft groan and then captured her wandering hand, weaving his fingers through hers. He lifted her hand to his mouth, kissing the inside of her wrist and earning a shivery sigh. “Almost there. The suspense will be over soon.”

      Despite the happiness filling her up, she knew that they still had some bumps in the road. Massimo was still out there, and she knew that the fallout from getting involved in the situation was causing Lucian to rearrange some of his business activities. They were having dinner with her father later this week, and she wasn’t sure how the news that she was madly in love with a man nearly twenty years older than her was going to go over. She hadn’t told him that her new boyfriend was Lucian, only that she’d started seeing someone, it was serious, and she wanted them to meet. There was also his brother’s upcoming engagement party, and she was nervous about meeting his family. She knew how close he was with his brothers and how much he valued his relationships with them. What if they didn’t like her? Granted, it felt silly to be worrying about first impressions when there was a mob hit man who wanted to do horrible things to her, but that was life, wasn’t it? The big things and the little things, all melding together.

      “Still no word on Massimo?” she asked, glancing around as they turned off of 6th Ave and veered toward Washington Square Park.

      He shook his head, his features tightening. “No. From what Luca can tell, it looks like he left town. But it’s too quiet. I don’t like it.”

      “Are you worried that this is the calm before the storm?”

      “Something like that. Which is why we’re doing this today.” He pulled the car to a stop in front of a non-descript brownstone on a quiet street. There was a small patio out front with tables and chairs, large planters laden with pink flowers, red umbrellas fluttering softly. As they stepped out of the car, the late July heat washed over her, the humidity coating her skin in a sticky film. It was going to be scorching today if it was already this muggy before nine in the morning.

      He took her hand and led her inside the building. A small black bag was slung over his shoulder, its contents a mystery to her. When they stepped inside, she pushed her sunglasses up on her head, blinking to adjust to the dim lighting after the bright morning sunshine. It appeared to be a club of some kind, with a bar in one corner, leather couches arranged in front of an empty fireplace, and a games area in the back with a pool table, a card table, and dart boards.

      “What is this place?” she asked, their footsteps echoing softly against the hardwood floors.

      “It’s a private club. Luca owns it, actually. A lot of former mafia guys like to hang out here.”

      “And what are we doing here?” she asked, still looking around. Any mention of the mafia—even though she knew she was safe with Lucian—had her instantly on edge.

      Instead of answering her question, he led her to a staircase which spiraled down two entire stories. As they descended, the air got cooler and cooler, the concrete surrounding them insulating them from the relentless heat. When they emerged onto the landing, she saw a small shooting range in front of her.

      Lucian set the bag down on the floor and unzipped it, retrieving a small black gun. “With Massimo still out there, I don’t like the idea of you walking around—even if it’s with me or one of my guys—unarmed. This is for you, and I’m going to teach you how to use it. And then you’re going to keep it with you at all times. Loaded.”

      She swallowed, her eyes zeroing in on the gun. A jolt of adrenaline coursed through her. “I’ve never even held a gun before,” she said, feeling both uncertain and excited.

      “That’s okay. I’ll show you what to do.”

      He spent several minutes getting the range set up with targets and retrieving heavy duty earmuffs and eye protection. Then he spent another several minutes going over the basics of the gun with her, showing her the safety mechanism and how to load and unload it. After they’d practiced that several times, he handed her the gun, and she took it, surprised at how light it was.

      “Rule number one—never point a gun at someone unless you intend to fire at them. Rule number two—don’t put your finger on the trigger unless you intend to pull it. Rule number three—when you first pick up a gun, any gun, check to see if it’s loaded. Even if you’re a hundred percent sure it’s unloaded, check anyway. Always check. Always.”

      She nodded, holding the gun gingerly in her hands. This was both exhilarating and intimidating.

      “When you hold your gun, keep your finger outside the trigger guard, extended straight and flat. Like this,” he said, deftly maneuvering her fingers into the correct position. Then he led her over to the small counter separating them from the long range, with its dirt floor and soundproofed walls. Standing behind her, he slid his arms over hers. “Put your thumb here. Good. Keep these fingers—” He tapped her middle, ring and pinky fingers— “curled around it, like this. Your grip should be firm but not too tight. If you squeeze it too tightly, the gun will shake and you’ll lose accuracy.”

      “Firm grip. I think I can do that,” she said, smiling at him over her shoulder. He made a rumbling sound deep in his chest and then brought her other hand up to the gun.

      “Use your left hand underneath the gun, like this, to provide stability. Put your index finger here, on the bottom of the trigger guard. Always use two hands. You’ll be more stable that way and have better aim.” He stood back, scrutinizing the gun in her hands, and then nodded. “Good. Now that you know how to load and unload it and hold it, I’ll show you how to stand.”

      He came up behind her again, the heat of his body at her back making her insides soften. “Feet shoulder width apart,” he said, urging her feet apart with his foot. She sighed at the feeling of his muscled thigh brushing against her ass, opening her legs. “Right leg back. Knees slightly bent for balance,” he said, putting gentle pressure on her shoulders. “Your right arm should be almost straight, but don’t lock your elbow, and keep the elbow of your left arm slightly bent. Right, like that,” he said, his voice getting a bit lower, his tone heavy with approval. Something hot and delicious rippled through her at being his student, at earning his praise. “Make sure your right arm is in line with both the gun and your target.”

      He spent the next several minutes teaching her how to aim using the sight and then made her put on the bulky black earmuffs and eye protectors. He handed her the gun again and then came around behind her, wrapping his arms around her. Nudging one of the earmuffs aside, his breath brushed against her ear as he spoke.

      “After you’ve aimed, take a deep, steadying breath and put your finger on the trigger.” His hands were on her hips, holding her steady, her body tight against his. “Good girl,” he murmured when she did as he asked. She bit her lip, fighting back a moan. Now wasn’t the time to be getting all turned on, but she couldn’t seem to switch off that reaction when she was around him. “When you’re ready, you’re going to squeeze the trigger in a smooth, controlled motion. Don’t try to anticipate the recoil, because you’ll almost always jerk the gun up too early if you do that. As you squeeze the trigger, the gun will go off, but don’t release it right away or relax your stance. Stay still. Take a breath. Then release the trigger. Ready?”

      She nodded, her heart hammering, and she wasn’t sure if it was from Lucian’s voice in her ear, his body pressed to hers, or the excitement of shooting a gun for the first time.

      He slid her earmuff back into place, adjusted her stance one final time and then stepped away from her, putting his own earmuffs on. He nodded at her and she went through the checklist of everything he’d taught her, double checking her grip and her stance, taking aim, breathing and then squeezing the trigger. She almost jumped out of her skin when the gun fired, but she remembered to stay in her stance until she’d had time to take a breath.

      “Oh my God!” she said when she saw the small hole in the long piece of paper about thirty feet away. There was a large black silhouette of a man on it, and she’d put a hole right through the shadow man’s shoulder. “I hit it!”

      She turned and saw Lucian grinning at her, those sexy lines fanning out around his eyes. “You did. Keep going. I want you to fire several rounds before we leave today. Take your time between shots. There’s no rush. Get comfortable with it.”

      She nodded and slid her earmuffs back into place, then fired several more shots, most of which hit her target. She loaded a fresh magazine with Lucian watching, and then fired more rounds, her aim improving with each shot. When she was empty again, she set the gun down on the counter in front of her, pride and satisfaction making her feel warm and happy with herself. She’d just taken off the earmuffs and the eye protection when Lucian came up behind her again, his big, warm body pressed to hers.

      “You’re a natural,” he said, sweeping her hair off of her neck and dragging his lips over the skin there. “I’m impressed, Liv.”

      She pressed her ass into him, letting out a moan when she felt how hard he was. “You liked watching me shoot,” she said, rubbing her ass against him. He made a gruff sound that she felt deep inside.

      “It was really fucking sexy,” he agreed, the kisses on her neck becoming hotter, more urgent. His hands slid around her waist and then skimmed upward, cupping her breasts.

      “You’re a good teacher,” she said, her voice getting higher, breathier.

      “You’re a good student.”

      She moaned as he plucked at her nipples through her dress, everything inside her—the lust, the adrenaline, the thrill—melding together into something hot and needy. “I like being good for you.”

      He chuckled darkly against her skin. “Did I corrupt you, or were you always like this?”

      “I’ve never been like this with anyone except you. You bring it out in me.”

      “God, I’m so fucking hard right now,” he said, his voice rough around the edges.

      “So now’s probably a good time to tell you I left my panties at home, isn’t it?”

      “Fuck, sweetheart,” he rumbled out, then spun her around, his mouth crashing into hers. She moaned, heat spiking through her as she throbbed. The taste of him, the feel of his tongue against hers always took her from zero—but let’s be honest, when was she ever truly at a zero around him?—to sixty in record time. He’d turned her into a sex maniac, and she wasn’t complaining. She was pretty sure she’d had more orgasms over the past week than she’d had in the previous year.

      He broke the kiss and dropped to his knees in front of her. Her eyebrows shot up and she looked around. “Are you sure we’re alone?” she asked, not wanting to stop. She’d been sure that exhibitionism wasn’t her thing, but after getting herself off in his car last week, maybe that wasn’t entirely true.

      He started gathering the skirt of her knee-length sundress in his hands, the backs of his fingers brushing against her legs. “I’m sure. This is a private club and there’s no one else here this morning. There are no cameras. We’re alone.” He lifted her skirt until it was bunched around her waist, exposing her. Cool air swirled over her heated skin, making her shiver and squirm against the counter. “Be a good girl and spread your legs for me,” he said, his breath fanning against her. She did as she was told, able to feel how wet she was as she moved.

      And then his mouth was on her, his tongue stroking between her lips, swirling over her throbbing clit, licking and sucking. She let out a loud moan and wove her fingers into his hair, her nails scraping over his scalp as he ate at her with long licks and toe-curling sucks. They’d been together for a week and he’d already learned her body the way a musician learns an instrument, knowing exactly how to play her in order to make every single cell in her body sing.

      “Sweetest goddamn pussy,” he rasped against her flesh, dragging his lips over her clit before sliding his tongue over it, again and again. Before long, she felt her muscles start to shake as hot, throbbing pressure built inside her.

      “Oh, God. Baby, your mouth is so good,” she sighed, her hips writhing in his grip as pleasure and the outer edges of her orgasm coalesced inside her into something that might burn her alive. “Anyone could find us like this. Someone could walk in and see.” Her heart was pounding so hard that she could see her breast shaking. Something hot and achy wound tight inside her at the idea that someone could walk in on them.

      Huh. Maybe she was more of an exhibitionist than she’d thought.

      Lucian gave her a deep kiss and when he pulled back, she could see that her inner thighs were glistening. “What would they see, sweetheart?” He brought his mouth back to her pussy, sliding his tongue back and forth over her.

      She let out a shaky breath and swallowed, trying to get her mouth to form words. “They’d see my dress around my waist, no underwear anywhere to be found. They’d see you on your knees in front of me, devouring me. They’d see the wetness on my thighs, see your mouth working me over. If you pulled back, they’d see how wet and swollen I am.”

      “And I wouldn’t stop,” he said, shaking his head and brushing his lips over her pulsing clit. “I’d let them watch as I made you come all over my face so there was no doubt as to who this pussy belongs to.” He licked her again and then sucked her clit into his mouth and she cracked open, small fissures erupting deep inside her, spreading, getting bigger and wider until she couldn’t contain it any longer. She screamed out his name as she pulsed violently against his mouth, her hips jerking as she came long and hard. He kept licking her through her orgasm, and she shuddered, feeling complete. Feeling safe. Feeling so totally adored that she didn’t even know how to process it.

      Lucian rose to his feet and pulled her to him, sealing his mouth to hers and letting her taste herself on his lips and tongue, earthy and raw and perfect.

      “I’m so fucking addicted to you,” he said, the words a harsh rasp against her mouth. “Turn around.”

      With a soft whimper, she turned around and leaned against the counter, her palms splayed over the cool metal. He pushed her dress up even higher, and then she heard the unmistakable metallic scrape of his zipper.

      “Gonna fuck you right here, sweetheart. Need my cock inside you.” She leaned forward and pushed her ass up as high as she could, gasping when she felt the head of his cock slick through her drenched folds. He gripped her hips and slid inside, just a few inches, giving her time to stretch around him. He was so damn big that she always needed a few strokes to accommodate him fully, even when she was soaking wet. He flexed his hips and pushed farther in, making her moan loudly. “And if someone found us now?” he asked, giving her a few shallow thrusts. “What would they see?”

      “They’d see you fucking me, stretching my pussy with that big cock. They’d see me dripping all over you and taking you deep. They’d see you claiming what’s yours.” Her last sentence undid him, shredding his restraint because he started to fuck her hard and deep then, so hard she could feel it in her stomach, her chest, even her throat. As though he were so deep inside her she could feel him everywhere.

      “Yes, Liv,” he panted, his grip on her hips hard, almost bruising. “Take it. Show me how you take all this cock where anyone could see.”

      She pushed her hips back against him, the naughty fantasy of getting caught making her almost painfully turned on. Her eyes fluttered closed as she imagined someone opening the door and finding them just like this, with Lucian buried inside her, and staying to watch, getting turned on at the sight of Lucian fucking her. Maybe it was a stranger watching, or maybe it was a woman Lucian had been with, now jealous and bitter as he thrust his cock in and out of the pussy he really wanted. Maybe it was a group of people, all enthralled at the show they were putting on. As the fantasy played out in her mind, she started to come again, twisted thoughts spilling through her. He rode her through her orgasm and then pulled out, urging her to her knees.

      “Suck me. Gonna come all over that gorgeous tongue,” he snarled, totally lost to the moment. With a desperate moan, she dropped to her knees and took him deep into her mouth, savoring the taste of herself on his cock, licking him clean with long sweeps of her mouth up and down his length. She looked up at him, loving the fact that he was still completely dressed minus his cock and balls jutting out from the open front of his jeans. It was sexy as hell and made her bob her head faster. “Shit, sweetheart. Such a good fucking girl for me.” She gagged a little as he hit the back of her throat, but that only seemed to urge him on, because he wove his fingers into her hair, holding her tightly in place while he fucked her mouth. Even though she’d already come twice, fresh arousal scorched through her at letting him use her this way. It was dirty and hot and incredible.

      “Fuck!” His ragged cry filled the air, and with each spurt that landed on her tongue, that slid down her throat, she could feel herself falling deeper and deeper in love with him.
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      Olivia took a deep breath and held Lucian’s hand a bit tighter as they stepped inside the Italian restaurant her father had suggested for dinner. She bit her lip as she scanned the elegant space, looking for him, but she didn’t see him. She was so nervous that her stomach felt like a bottomless pit, the butterflies in a constant freefall. She couldn’t remember a time when she’d been this anxious about introducing her father to a guy she was seeing. Then again, she’d never been head over heels in love with any of those other guys, and they hadn’t been nearly twenty years older than her, a secret criminal, or her father’s work associate.

      She’d always been close with her father. Losing her mother when she was just a little girl, barely more than a toddler, had sealed them together, and as an adult, his approval and respect were important to her. He was a big part of her life, and what he thought and felt mattered. It always would.

      “I don’t think he’s here yet,” she said to Lucian, then sighed. “I feel like I’m about to jump out of my skin, I’m so nervous. Maybe I should’ve just told him about us on the phone.”

      Lucian gazed down at her, reassuring warmth shining in his brown eyes. “No, this is a big deal, and he deserves to hear the news in person, from both of us. You made the right call.”

      “Then why do I feel like I’m going to be sick?”

      He slipped a hand under her chin, tilting her face up. “Because you love him and you care what he thinks. It’ll be okay.”

      The hostess led them to their table, and after a moment, Lucian excused himself to use the men’s room. Before they’d left his place, he’d double checked that she had the small Glock he’d given her stashed in her purse, which she did. She hoped like hell she’d never have to use it, but knowing it was there—and that she knew how to use it—made her feel better, especially given that they still didn’t know where Massimo was. It wasn’t that he’d suddenly decided to leave her alone. He was hiding, and that put her on edge.

      Because Lucian had told her more about who Massimo really was. She’d known that he was a hit man for the mob and could imagine what that entailed, but she hadn’t known the gory details. Until recently, anyway. He’d told her not to scare her, but to emphasize how dangerous Massimo was, and to make sure she understood the importance of not going anywhere alone, and always carrying her loaded gun.

      She glanced around the restaurant again, keeping an eye out for her father while she people watched. There was a couple clearly on a first date, all nervous laughter and awkward silences. An older couple both scrolling through their phones as they waited for their food. A group of women sharing a bottle of wine and several plates of appetizers. The door opened and she looked over her shoulder, anticipating her dad, but it wasn’t him. It was a man in a suit with a distinctive neck tattoo peeking out from his collared shirt. He was led to a table on the other side of the restaurant by the hostess and she tried not to stare. It wasn’t every day that you saw a guy with a giant neck tattoo in a designer suit.

      She’d been so busy watching Mr. Neck Tattoo that she hadn’t seen her father come in until he was there, at her table.

      “Hey, pumpkin,” he said, pulling her in for a hug when she stood to greet him. “How are you?”

      She bit her lip for a second because she had no idea how to answer that question. Things were both amazing and not great and it was all very complicated. “I’m good,” she said after a brief pause, not wanting him to suspect anything. He could be like a dog with a bone when he thought she was hiding something from him. It was a tenacity that served him well in business, but that drove her up the wall at times.

      “So, where is he?” asked her father, sitting down in the chair across from her. “Still on his way?”

      She poured herself a glass of the ice water from the pitcher on the table, then poured a glass for her dad. “No, he’s here. Just went to the—”

      “Lucian!” said her dad, a surprised smile on his face as Lucian came back to the table. “Good to see you. I’m just having dinner with Olivia and her new boyfriend. Nice of you to come over and say hello.”

      A prickling heat worked its way over Olivia’s skin, her stomach giving an uncomfortable lurch. She opened and closed her mouth, trying to figure out what to say, how to start. She’d played out this conversation in her mind dozens of times, but now that it was go time, she was frozen.

      Lucian extended his hand and shook with her father, smiling. “Gavin, nice to see you too. And I’m actually here with Olivia.”

      Her father’s face went completely still, as though he’d been turned to stone. And then he frowned, his features pinched. “You’re…excuse me, what?”

      Lucian sank down into the chair next to Olivia and she slipped her hand into his. “Dad, I’m dating Lucian.”

      Still standing, her father jammed his hands onto his hips and let out an incredulous laugh, too high-pitched and tense to have any humor to it.

      “Dad, please. Sit. Let’s talk about it, okay?”

      He shook his head, his eyes wide. “What’s there…” Another high-pitched laugh erupted from him and then he dropped into his chair, staring at them. She couldn’t tell if he was angry, or disappointed, or just shocked.

      He leaned forward on his elbows, pointing at Lucian, his eyes boring into Olivia. “He’s got to be twenty years older than you!” he hissed out. She could see the tendons in his neck, could see a vein pulsing on his forehead.

      Okay, so he was angry. She’d gotten into enough trouble over the course of her life to know the telltale signs.

      “Eighteen,” said Lucian calmly. “I know it’s a big gap.” She knew that the age difference bothered him, too, but right now she was grateful for his unfazed calm.

      Her father blew out a breath and then chugged his glass of water. “A big gap. Yeah, it’s a big gap. You’re old enough to be her father!” He poured himself more water, his hand shaking a little as he held the pitcher. “This is not what I had in mind when I asked that you hire her for that interior design project. I wanted you to give her a job, not give…her…” He paled slightly and trailed off, then took a long sip of his water.

      “I know that this is a big surprise, and I’m sorry,” said Olivia. “But I am dating Lucian and I’m very happy. I hope you can be happy for me. For us.”

      Her father’s eyes bounced back and forth between her and Lucian, and she could sense him softening, so she leaned forward and laid her hand over his. It was so important to her that her father accepted her choice to be with Lucian.

      He slumped back in his seat and crossed his arms over his chest, sliding his hand away from her. Ice shot through her and she rolled her lips inward, trying to ignore how much that stung.

      “For the record, I don’t like this. He’s too old for you. Way too old.”

      “But you like Lucian, don’t you, Dad? I’ve heard you talk about how much you respect him and the business he’s built. That he’s smart and hard working, and investing in his company was a good move for you. Right?” She held her breath, wanting to get them onto less contentious ground. Thank God he didn’t know the whole truth about who Lucian really was.

      Just then, the server came to take their orders, and they all did a quick scan of the menu, the tension around the table thick as they ordered their meals.

      Once they’d ordered, her father sighed, rubbing a hand over his face. “Yes. I respect Lucian, but as one businessman to another. That doesn’t mean I would’ve picked him as a romantic partner for you. Because I wouldn’t have. Ever.”

      She nodded slowly, unsure what to say next. She hated fighting with her dad, hated when there was any tension at all between them.

      He sighed again, looking tired. “When did this start?”

      “Recently,” said Lucian. “Only very recently.”

      “But I had a crush on him for years,” she blurted out, wanting to inject more truth into the conversation. Lucian’s fingers squeezed hers, and she bit back a sudden laugh. Yeah, there was no way he was going to confess to her father that he’d been lusting after her since her twenty-first birthday. “So when we started working together on the bistro…it just kind of happened.”

      Her father narrowed his eyes at them. “These things don’t ‘just kind of happen,’ Olivia,” he said, making air quotes around her words. He leaned forward, dropping his voice. “Did he…” He swallowed thickly. “Did he seduce you?”

      She almost laughed again, thinking about how many times she’d practically begged Lucian to fuck her over the past five years. “No. He was the perfect gentleman.” A gentleman with a filthy mouth who pulled her hair and left pink handprints on her ass, but a gentleman all the same.

      “Why can’t you date someone your own age, honey?” he asked, shaking his head. “I just don’t understand.”

      “We can’t help who we fall in love with,” she said with a shrug. Her father’s mouth fell open, and she realized what she’d just said.

      Oops.

      “You’re…you’re in love? But—but I thought this was a recent thing?” he sputtered. His face went red and she could tell he was gearing up for a tirade. She’d seen that look many times before, especially during her teenage years.

      “Gavin, listen,” said Lucian, his deep voice completely calm and at ease, and just his easy confidence seemed to dissipate some of the tension hovering between the three of them. “This wasn’t something I planned or anticipated. But Olivia’s right. You can’t help who you fall in love with. And I’ve fallen in love with your daughter.”

      Her father’s face darkened from red to crimson and she thought he might punch Lucian in the face. “You are eighteen years older than her!” he ground out, the muscles along his jaw jumping.

      “Dad, I know it seems like a big deal, but it’s not,” she tried, smiling at him, trying to calm him down. “I don’t care about the age gap. It doesn’t bother me, and I wish you wouldn’t fixate on it. Lucian is a great guy. He’s successful and he treats me like royalty. He makes me happy, and I hope knowing I’m with someone who makes me happy is enough for you.”

      Her father’s shoulders slumped and he didn’t say anything, just shaking his head.

      “Why does it bother you so much?” she asked quietly. “Maybe if I understand, I can put your mind at ease.”

      He sighed. “He’s closer to my age than yours, honey. It’s weird.” He swallowed thickly and then looked around, leaning forward on his elbows. “Is there something…something you didn’t get from me? Growing up? Something I could’ve—”

      She laughed softly. “I don’t have daddy issues, if that’s what you’re asking. Dad, you were—are—an amazing father. Me dating Lucian has nothing to do with you or me looking for some kind of father figure.”

      He nodded slowly, his gaze swiveling back to Lucian. “I have to admit, I’m skeptical of your motives.”

      “I’d be shocked if you weren’t. I can only imagine how strange this feels for you. But I’m not drawn to Liv because of her age. We just…” He shrugged.

      “We just fit,” she said, finishing the thought for him.

      “I see,” her father murmured, sitting back in his seat. He signaled for the waiter and ordered a double gin and tonic. God help her if he ever found out about the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen. A part of her hated that she had to keep so much from him, almost to the point where she felt like she was lying, but she also understood all of the reasons why she couldn’t share anything more with him. “I really wish you’d given me a heads up about this. I feel like I just got sideswiped.” He wiped a hand over his face, dragging it downward in a sign of resigned disappointment.

      “I’m sorry, Dad. I thought it would be easier to discuss it in person and get everything out in the open.”

      He pursed his lips and zeroed in on Lucian again. “You really love her?”

      He nodded, a solemn expression on his face. “I do. I’d do anything for her. Anything to make her happy and take care of her.” Her insides softened, going all melty.

      “And you really love him?” he asked, swiveling his head to look at her.

      She grinned. “I do. Very much.” She’d had feelings for him for a long time, feelings far deeper than just a crush, but her father didn’t need to know that.

      He sighed and took a long sip of the drink the waiter had just set down in front of him. She gave Lucian’s hand another squeeze under the table. He was relenting, giving in. She could see it.

      “Fine. I don’t like it, but you’re a grown woman and can make your own choices. Even if those choices involve dating a man eighteen years older than you.” Then he shot Lucian a wry smile. “We still on for golf next week?” Relief coursed through her. He wasn’t happy about her relationship with Lucian, but he wasn’t going to fight about it, either.

      Lucian nodded, and she felt some of the tension ease out of him as well. “We sure are.”

      She sat back in her seat, finally allowing herself to relax. As Lucian and her dad discussed their tee time—yay for safe topics—she glanced around the restaurant again, feeling more settled than she had since they’d first stepped inside.

      Until her eyes landed on him. The guy in the suit with the neck tattoo, who was staring right at her. The hair on the back of her neck stood up, goosebumps erupting on her arms, and she looked away, feigning interest in the conversation, which had moved on to business. After counting to ten, she glanced back at the man, who was still staring at her.

      And then he grinned, showing her several gold teeth. She hadn’t realized it was possible to grin with such unabashed malice, but that’s exactly what he did. He smiled at her like he wanted to hurt her and he was going to enjoy it.

      Returning her attention to the table, she pulled her phone out of her purse and sent Lucian a text, even though he was sitting right there. She didn’t want her father to know about Massimo or how dangerous he was. He’d only worry and obsess, and she wouldn’t do that to him. His head was probably spinning enough at the revelation that she and Lucian were a couple.

      Olivia: Suited guy, big neck tattoo. Your two o’clock. He keeps staring at me and it’s giving me the creeps. It’s probably nothing?

      Lucian’s phone buzzed and he pulled it out of his pocket, glancing down at the screen. He didn’t react as he read her message, still listening to her father’s story about a company he was considering investing in.

      Lucian: It’s not nothing. That’s a Bratva tattoo. In five minutes, get up and go to the bathroom. If he follows you, I’ll follow him.

      Olivia: Why would the Brava be involved in this? I thought Massimo was Italian mafia.

      Lucian: I have no idea. But he’s here alone and he keeps looking over here. Sketchy fucker.

      She slipped her phone back in her purse, her fingers brushing against the gun, which was loaded, as instructed.

      Five minutes went by with agonizing slowness, and she forced herself to make conversation and not look back over at the man, even though she could feel his eyes on her. When Lucian nudged her leg, she knew that the five minutes had passed, and she politely excused herself and headed for the ladies’ room, forcing herself to walk at a normal pace and not look back over her shoulder.

      The bathrooms were in the far back corner of the restaurant, at the end of a hallway, and there was far too much noise—the music, people talking, clattering from the kitchen—to hear if he’d followed her. With her heart throbbing, she turned down the long hallway, which was quiet and empty.

      “Hello, Ms. Walsh,” came a heavily accented Russian voice from about ten feet behind her. A chill ran up her spine and she stuffed her hand in her purse, closing her fingers around her gun. “You will be coming with me.”

      She turned slowly, adrenaline coursing through her veins. Adrenaline and fear.

      “Who are you?” she asked, trying to keep the tremble out of her voice.

      He didn’t answer her. Instead, he just stalked toward her, a grim expression on his face. Her breathing hitched and she held the gun tighter, ready to pull it out and tell him not to come any closer. When he was about ten feet away, she started to pull it out, her pulse hammering in her temples, making her vision shaky.

      And then suddenly, Lucian was there, wrenching the man’s arm behind him, his gun pressed to the man’s temple as he slammed him into the wall. The suited man was big, but Lucian was bigger and faster.

      “Who the fuck are you and why are you following her?”

      The man didn’t say anything, and Lucian twisted his arm at an excruciating angle. Olivia winced, her stomach heaving at the sickening crunch. The man bit his lip, muffling a scream of pain.

      “Answer me. Now.” Lucian twisted his arm even more, and a wet popping sound filled the air. This time the man did scream, and Lucian slipped an arm around his neck and dragged him into the men’s room, the door swinging shut behind them.

      Olivia stood, frozen on the spot, her fingers still curled around her gun. If it sounded as though Lucian were in trouble, she’d withdraw it and go in there, no matter how scared she was.

      She held her breath, listening, trying to hear something, anything over her racing pulse and the noise of the restaurant. She took a tentative step toward the door, jumping back when she heard a sound somewhere between a snap and a pop. What the hell was that? She held her breath. She didn’t move as she prayed, her eyes locked on the door. Waiting. Watching. Needing Lucian to be okay far more than she needed to breathe right now.

      The door swung open and she pulled her gun from her purse, training it on the empty space. And then Lucian emerged, the flecks of blood unmistakable on his face. Relief and gratitude burst through her, making her muscles feel weak. With a trembling hand, she dropped the gun back into her purse.

      “Good girl,” said Lucian, tipping his head at her bag. “We need to go. Now. Tell your father you’re sick and I’m taking you home.”

      “Did you…just…” She gestured at the door.

      He nodded. “I shot him. He was here to take you. Sent by Massimo. I got that much out of him before he refused to talk anymore.”

      “I didn’t hear a gunshot.”

      “You weren’t supposed to. That’s what suppressors are for.”

      Moving quickly, he opened a supply closet and affixed an out of order sign to the men’s room door. Then, he took her hand and started leading her back to their table, but she tugged him to a stop.

      “Wait. Baby, wait.” Reaching into her purse again, she pulled out a little package of makeup wipes. “You have blood on you.”

      Pulling one of the damp cloths free, she quickly wiped it over his face and hands, getting rid of all of the little specks of blood dotting his skin. His eyes met hers as she cleaned him up, and despite all of the sex they’d had over the past two weeks, this felt like the most intimate moment of their relationship.

      “Thank you,” she said softly, wiping at his throat, her eyes starting to sting. Emotions pulled at her, threatening to overwhelm her. Lucian had just killed a man to keep her safe from that psycho Massimo.

      Oh, holy shit.

      “Don’t need to thank me,” he murmured. “I’d do anything to keep you safe.”

      She pressed a gentle kiss to his lips. “I love you.”

      “Love you, Liv.”

      Once he was clean, she ducked into the ladies’ room and flushed the stained wipe down the toilet. God, it felt like a miracle that no one else had come down this hallway.

      “How are you…shit, how are we…” she asked quietly, anxiety starting to course through her. He was going to be arrested for murder. There had to be security cameras, witnesses, something. And someone would find that body, and then…Her mind spun, spiraling into full-on panic in record time.

      He pulled out his phone, speed dialing someone. “Luca. I need a clean up crew at Classico’s on West 56th.” There was a pause. “Yeah. One in the men’s room. Bratva, apparently working with Massimo.” Another pause. “He was here for Liv.” Another pause and then Lucian disconnected the call.

      “How is this going to stay quiet?” she asked, her voice trembling as she fought back the panic threatening to overwhelm her.

      “I have connections in the NYPD. It’s okay. Hey,” he said, pulling her against him for a moment. “This’ll get swept under the rug. Don’t worry, sweetheart. It’s okay.”

      She blinked slowly, trying to process everything that had just happened. “I don’t understand. That man was Bratva. Why was he working with Massimo?”

      He shook his head, a grim expression on his face. “I don’t know. But I intend to find out.”
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      “You’ve redecorated since the last time I was here,” said Olivia, her hand in Lucian’s as he led them inside the Canopy Club. “The graffiti wall art is gone and the furniture is new.”

      He nodded absently at her observation, scanning the space in front of them. Even though this was his place and his private party with his security, he was still on edge. Ever since the attempted attack at the Italian restaurant last week, he’d been on edge. He hated letting her out of his sight for even a second, even when he knew she was with Killian or Luca. He didn’t trust anyone, or anything. And he wouldn’t relax—he couldn’t relax—until Massimo was dead. By sending that Russian prick to grab Liv, he’d started a war. And while Massimo had fired the first shot, Lucian intended to fire the last one.

      But first, he had to find the fucker, something that was proving much more difficult than he’d anticipated. Luca’s connections had come up empty, as had Sasha’s. Sal claimed he didn’t know anything, even after he learned that Massimo’s loyalties were highly questionable, given the Bratva involvement. He was working every single angle he could think of, but he was still coming up empty.

      It was a fucking mess, and he always hated when the list of things he didn’t know was far longer than the list of things he did.

      She’s safe, he tried to reassure himself. Just enjoy the party. There was no way anyone suspicious was getting past his security. For the next couple of hours, he could relax and celebrate his brother’s engagement while introducing the woman he loved to his family for the first time. Damn, it would feel good to do something so normal after being consumed with the hunt for Massimo.

      “…and that’s when I decided clown college was the route for me,” said Olivia, one eyebrow raised as she studied him. “You okay? You disappeared for a minute there.”

      “Same shit, different day,” he said, shooting her an apologetic grin. “I’m sorry. I’ll try to stop obsessing for the night. I hate knowing that he’s out there.”

      She laid a hand on his shoulder. “You’ll find him. And then we can put this behind us and get on with our lives. Plus, I’ve got my fancy new earrings,” she said, flicking one of her earlobes, the jewelry glinting in the light. They looked like teardrop-shaped diamond studs, but Sasha had outfitted each of them with a tracking device. He knew Massimo wanted to take her, and so he was preparing for the possibility that it might actually happen. He’d lose his fucking mind if it did, but at least he’d have a lead on where she was should the unthinkable happen. When he didn’t say anything, she frowned slightly. “I’m sorry. I wish I’d never dated him.”

      He shook his head. “None of this is your fault. He’s a twisted bastard who needs to be put down. End of story.”

      With a hand on the small of her back—he felt jumpy when he wasn’t touching her—he led her into the party. The small lounge—the same one where she’d had her twenty-first birthday party, he remembered—was filled with about a hundred people and decorated with white and gold balloons. Bouquets of pink and white flowers sat on each of the tables, and a buffet was set up along the far wall. The bar was open and strung with fairy lights and greenery. An enormous banner proclaiming “Congrats Max and Willa!” hung from the ceiling. His team had done a good job putting this together on relatively short notice, but he was happy to do it, not only because he was genuinely thrilled for Max and Willa, but because it gave his siblings an excuse to come back to the city for a visit.

      And it gave him the chance to introduce them to Olivia. He rubbed the back of his neck as they moved farther into the party, trying to dispel his nerves.

      “Hey!” said a familiar voice from behind him, and he turned to find his youngest brother Theo striding toward him, his fiancée Lauren’s hand tucked into his.

      “Oh my God,” said Olivia, grinning. “You’re Lauren MacKinnon.”

      Lauren blushed, tucking a strand of her red hair behind her ear. “I am,” she said, ducking her head modestly.

      “I absolutely love your music,” said Olivia with genuine enthusiasm. “Especially that song ‘You Were Never Mine.’ It gives me goosebumps.”

      Lauren laughed and then elbowed Theo. “Well, you have him to thank for that one. Sorry, what was your name?”

      Olivia shook her head with a soft laugh. “I got so excited over you that I completely forgot to introduce myself. Hi. I’m Olivia.”

      Theo’s eyebrows rose, his mouth falling open slightly. “Wait. This is Olivia?” he asked, his eyes bouncing back and forth between Lucian and Olivia.

      He slid his arm around her waist, pride and possessiveness nearly overwhelming him. “Yeah. This is Liv.”

      Theo hesitated for a second before extending his hand to Olivia and giving her a warm smile. “Nice to meet you. I’m Theo Prescott, Lucian’s brother, and this is my fiancée Lauren, who you already know. Kind of.”

      “Hey babe!” Lauren almost stumbled backward when Kayla Bristowe threw her arms around Lauren’s neck from behind, and the two of them hugged, laughing. Sebastian followed a few steps behind Kayla, an amused smirk on his face. Lucian was relieved to see that he looked good. Really good. Tanned and healthy and happy. Clearly both California and being madly in love with Kayla suited him.

      “Bastian,” he said, tipping his head at his brother, who grinned and pulled him into a bear hug.

      “It’s good to see you, man,” said Sebastian, letting him go.

      “This is Olivia,” he said, gesturing to her. “Liv, this is my brother Sebastian.”

      Sebastian shot her a charming smile and shook her extended hand. “Hey, Olivia. Nice to meet you.”

      “You too. I’ve heard lots about you.”

      “All of it bad, I’m sure,” teased Sebastian, and she laughed.

      “Only most of it.” He laughed and when she looked away, distracted by Lauren and Kayla gushing over each other, Sebastian shot him a discreet thumbs up.

      Okay. So far so good.

      “Wait, what?” said Kayla, disentangling herself from Lauren. She turned her gaze on Lucian, her eyes wide. “You have a girlfriend? Since fucking when?”

      God, he liked Kayla. He was thrilled to have both Lauren and Willa as his future sisters-in-law. Maybe he’d ask Sebastian when he was planning to propose to Kayla and officially bring her into the Prescott clan, too.

      He chuckled. “I do. Kayla, this is Olivia. Liv, this is Kayla, Sebastian’s girlfriend.”

      “Oh my God, Lucian, she is way too pretty for you. Totally out of your league,” she teased with a wink. “Pleasure to meet you,” she said, shaking hands with Olivia.

      “Oh, I know,” he said, giving Olivia a squeeze. His heart felt so full that he didn’t know what to do with himself.

      Just then, the couple of the hour stepped into the lounge, and everyone broke into a round of cheers and applause as an upbeat Natalie Cole song played through the speakers.

      Servers circulated with glasses of champagne, and by the time Max and Willa made their way to where Lucian and the others stood, everyone had already finished their first glass. The entire atmosphere was happy and upbeat and Lucian couldn’t remember the last time in his life everything had felt this good.

      Minus one crazy stalker, but he could handle Massimo. He just needed to find him.

      And he would. One way or another, he would.

      Lucian pulled Max in for a hug, and then gave Willa a kiss on the cheek. “Congratulations, darling. You look beautiful.”

      She beamed at him, glowing almost as brightly as the enormous diamond ring on her finger, her short hair falling around her jaw in loose waves. She was wearing a white lace cocktail dress, and Max couldn’t seem to take his eyes off her. “Thanks, Lucian. It’s really good to see you.” Willa turned and grinned at Olivia. “And you must be Olivia. I’m Willa.”

      Olivia returned her smile. “I am. It’s really nice to meet you. Congratulations! Have you set a date for the wedding?”

      Willa and Max exchanged a look and then he nodded, clearly giving her the go ahead to share whatever they’d discussed.

      “We have. It’s going to be here in the city on New Year’s Eve.”

      “This New Year’s Eve?” asked Kayla, her eyes wide. “That’s only like five months away.”

      Max grinned. “Yep.” He gazed down at Willa. “It’s gonna kill me to wait that long.”

      For a long time, Lucian had struggled to truly understand how his brothers felt about their women. He’d never experienced that intense, need-you-can’t-live-without-you rush they’d all fallen headfirst into. At least, he hadn’t until he’d finally stopped fighting his feelings for Liv. Because now, being with her, he got it. Holy hell, did he get it. She’d been his for less than a month and he was already fantasizing about diamond rings and getting her pregnant.

      He bit back a groan, because the idea of Olivia pregnant—round and glowing and lush—with his baby inside her was such a huge fucking turn on that he wondered if there was something wrong with him.

      The discussion shifted to Max and Willa’s trip to Paris, Lauren’s smash hit album, Sebastian’s upcoming coaching season—his first as a snowboarding coach with Team USA—and Kayla’s new job working for a nonprofit.

      “Olivia, why don’t you come and grab a glass of wine with us?” said Lauren, tipping her head in the direction of the bar.

      “Yeah, we want to get to know you better,” said Kayla.

      “And we want all the dirt on Lucian. Obviously.” Willa winked and they all laughed, even Lucian.

      Olivia arched up on her toes and kissed his cheek. “See you in a bit?”

      He nodded. “You owe me a dance.”

      He pressed a gentle kiss to her lips before letting her go, earning a loud round of awwwws from the women. Linking arms, they all made their way to the bar, pulling Olivia into their little group with ease.

      He felt three sets of eyes lock onto him and he wished he had something stronger than champagne in his glass.

      “Okay, let’s hear it,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m a dirty old man.”

      “That’s not what I was thinking at all,” said Max, glancing in the direction of the bar, where the women were all doubled over in fits of laughter. “I was thinking that you seem really fucking happy.”

      “And like, totally in love with that girl,” said Sebastian, nodding.

      “I mean…” Theo shrugged. “She is young. How old is she, exactly?” he asked, scratching his cheek.

      “She’s twenty-six.”

      Theo shrugged. “I mean, yeah. That’s a big age gap. But it’s not like she isn’t an adult. And if you’re both happy, then it’s not a big deal.”

      “How did you guys meet?” asked Max.

      “It’s kind of a long story,” he said with a rueful grin. “We met years ago but only started dating recently.” Although dating felt like too small and simple a word for what they were doing.

      “Well, good for you,” said Sebastian, clapping him on the shoulder. “You seem really happy, Lucian. Happier than I’ve seen you in a long time.”

      He grinned, rubbing a hand over the back of his neck as he glanced in Olivia’s direction. “I’m so fucking in love with her that I don’t know what to do with myself.”

      “The last Prescott to fall,” said Max, raising his glass and clinking it against Lucian’s. “Welcome to the club.”

      It was a pretty fantastic club, Lucian had to admit. Everything looked and felt different now that he had Olivia.

      “Hey, there he is!” came a voice from behind them, and Max turned to reveal their three cousins, Noah, Hudson, and Levi, the sons of their father’s brother. Noah clapped Max on the shoulder and then Hudson pulled him in for a bear hug.

      “Congrats, man,” said Levi, socking him on the arm. Poor Max was going to be bruised from all of that affection. “Where is she?”

      Max tipped his head in the direction of the bar, where Willa was still enjoying a glass of wine with the other women.

      “Oh, wow, who’s that other chick?” asked Levi, tilting his head as he stared at the group of women. “The one with the long brown hair and the amazing legs. She’s really fucking hot. She one of Willa’s friends?”

      Lucian chuckled and then said, “That would be my girlfriend, Olivia.”

      Levi paled and then pasted a grin on his face. “Oh, shit.” He slapped Lucian on the back. “Good for you.” Then he took a step away. “Please don’t hurt me.”

      Lucian just laughed. “Stop checking out my girlfriend and I won’t have to.”

      “Maybe if you actually had a girlfriend you wouldn’t be desperately ogling ladies who aren’t available,” said Noah, a chiding tone in his voice. The other three Prescotts lived to give each other a hard time, always taking jabs and ruffling feathers. Sarcastic banter seemed to be one of their love languages.

      Levi turned to him, looking completely exasperated. “First of all, you’re one to judge, considering you probably haven’t been laid since Obama was in office. Second, if I wanted a girlfriend, I’d have one. And how am I supposed to know that not only is that girl not single but dating the scariest person I know? I can’t read minds,” he said, tapping his temple.

      “I think you touched a nerve,” said Hudson, an amused grin on his face, his heavily tattooed arms crossed over his chest.

      “I think I did,” agreed Noah, grinning. “And it’s none of your business how much or how often I get laid. Worry about your own dick.”

      “You’d think with all those sexy calendars he posed for, he’d have women throwing themselves at his feet,” said Levi, a shit-eating grin on his face.

      Noah made a face. “It wasn’t ‘all those calendars,’” he said, making air quotes around the words. “It was only two. And it was for charity.” A captain with the FDNY, Noah had been featured in two of their annual calendars, and he’d taken crap about it from his brothers ever since.

      Sebastian rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “I know that they call women who are into cops badge bunnies…is there a nickname for women who like firefighters?”

      “I—” started Noah.

      “Hose honeys,” said Levi. “They’re called hose honeys. Not that he’d know anything about that. If a woman threw herself at Noah, he wouldn’t know what to do with her.”

      “If I had time to date, I would. But I don’t. It’s not a big deal.” Noah shrugged his broad shoulders. Then he smirked. “And I’m willing to bet I know a hell of a lot more about women than you do.” He jerked his head in Hudson’s direction. “Why you always picking on me? He’s single too.”

      Hudson laughed. “I’ve got my hands full running my business. But thanks for the concern, bro. Appreciate it.” Hudson ran a successful tattoo shop in Brooklyn, and Lucian knew how much time and effort it took to be a small business owner and entrepreneur.

      Suddenly, Sebastian started laughing. “God, you guys remind me of us just a year ago. All single, not looking for a relationship, making all kinds of excuses as to why we were better off alone.” He kept laughing. “Just wait. It’ll happen to you.”

      “No, it won’t,” Noah, Hudson and Levi all said in unison, which only made Sebastian laugh even harder.

      “Famous last words,” said Theo, raising his glass to them. “I swore up and down that love wasn’t for me, but then…I went from single to engaged in like three months, so. Trust me. It can happen. Even to the most jaded of us.”

      After a few more minutes of catching up, Max moved away from the group to retrieve Willa from the bar and circulate among the guests, breaking up the group. Lucian made his way over to the bar, sliding a hand around Olivia’s waist from behind. He loved the way she melted into him almost instantly.

      “Maybe now’s a good time for that dance,” he murmured in her ear, and she nodded, pushing her empty wine glass aside and slipping down off the stool on which she’d been perched. He pulled her onto the dance floor, tucking her body against his as a slow song started, luring other couples onto the dance floor with them.

      Olivia wound her arms around his neck, her fingers playing in his hair. “It feels strange being back here,” she said quietly. “I haven’t been here since that night five years ago.”

      He brushed his nose against her cheek. “I should’ve taken you home that night. Or kissed you, at the very least,” he said, breathing her in, savoring the way her softness yielded to him. “Kissed you and asked you on a proper date.” Guilt sliced through him that he still hadn’t really taken her on a proper date, but after the attempted attack at the restaurant, they were keeping a very low profile until he tracked Massimo down.

      “Mmm,” she murmured as he kissed the skin just below her ear. “How would that have gone? If you’d kissed me?”

      “I still would’ve resisted. I would’ve told you that I’m too old for you.”

      She grinned up at him. “Hmmm. Isn’t it up to me to decide if you’re too old for me?” she asked, an echo from five years ago.

      “Fine. Then you’re too young for me.”

      “Don’t pretend you don’t want me.” She angled her face up to his. “Don’t pretend you’re not hard just thinking about me in your bed.”

      He glided his hands down her back and to her hips, pulling her tight against him so she could feel that he was, in fact, hard for her right now. He was always fucking hard for her.

      “So what if I am?” he asked. “Doesn’t change the fact that I’m too old for you. We can’t happen.”

      “One kiss,” she breathed. “Kiss me once, and then decide if you really want to go home alone tonight.”

      “You’re trouble,” he said, his voice a low rasp. And then he lowered his head, his lips ghosting over hers. “I shouldn’t.”

      “Do it anyway,” she whispered, whimpering softly as he closed his mouth over hers. The kiss started out gentle, tentative almost, gradually morphing into something hotter and sweeter, lips and tongues melding together. Fuck, it was hot playing with her like this. Hot and sweet and intimate, a game just for them.

      He pulled away after several moments, her lips slightly swollen, her pupils completely blown beneath her hooded eyelids. “Your father would probably kill me if he knew I’d done that,” he said, still holding her tightly against him as they moved to the music.

      “And yet you’re even harder than you were before.” She arched onto her toes, her lips brushing the shell of his ear. “I bet you’re dripping for me.” Then she pulled back to meet his eyes. “I know I am.”

      He made a sound halfway between a groan and a growl, grinding his cock into her hip. “I should put you in an Uber. Send you home. Before I do something I can’t take back.” He kissed her neck and then nipped at her ear. “If you knew the things I wanted to do to you, you’d probably be running for the door.”

      “Like what?” she whispered, her eyes closed as she lost herself to their game.

      “Come with me, sweetheart,” he said darkly, stepping away and pulling her off the dance floor. All around them, people danced and talked and laughed as he led her to a table way in the back, almost hidden behind a pillar. A padded bench seat extended across the back wall, and he slid onto it, pulling her in after him and tucking her tightly beside him, their lower bodies hidden from view by the tablecloth and the shadows around them.

      She was wearing a black halter top that criss-crossed over her breasts and ended a few inches above her navel, and a light pink skirt that flowed around her legs, showing them off with a high slit up one side. As casually as possible, he wrapped his arm around her waist and then slid his hand over her stomach and under the waistband of her skirt, palming her over top of her panties.

      “Not going to fuck you tonight,” he murmured in her ear and then kissed her neck, working his fingers over her in a slow circle. She was hot and wet beneath his fingers, her hips shifting on the bench. “But I will take care of this sweet little pussy. Least I can do for the birthday girl.”

      He pulled her panties to the side and slid his fingers up and down her slit, teasing. She gasped and pushed into his touch.

      “Mmm, nice and wet,” he said, tapping his fingers against her in a way that made her jerk her hips. “Responsive, too.” He stroked his fingers over her clit, his dick absolutely throbbing. She sighed and eased back into him, and it was so fucking erotic, touching her like this in public. Touching what was his. He knew this memory would be branded on his brain, forever a part of him. Of them.

      He slid one finger inside her, fucking her slowly for a moment, and then he added a second. “Fuck, that’s tight,” he said, circling his thumb over her swollen clit. “Tight little pussy that I shouldn’t be touching.”

      “Oh God, it’s so good,” she whispered, and from the tension in her body, he could tell how hard she was trying to stay still so as not to give away what they were doing.

      “You have to stay quiet unless you want everyone here to know that this man you just met has his fingers all over your pussy.”

      She got wetter at his words and he returned to stroking her clit slowly, dragging the tips of his fingers up and down her slit.

      “Why aren’t you going to fuck me tonight?” she asked, her voice high and breathless.

      “Because I know that once I get inside this pussy, I’m going to want to do nothing but fuck you, over and over again. And that can’t happen. You’re too young for me. Shouldn’t be doing this right now.”

      “But you are,” she said, her hips shifting more. “Got your fingers all over me. Inside me. I’m so fucking soaked for you, ready to go off. And you like it.”

      “Of course I fucking like it,” he said, slipping three fingers inside her, opening her wide. “Think I’m gonna spend the rest of the night playing with this pussy.”

      “Oh, shit,” she moaned in a low tone of voice he knew meant she was close.

      “You like that idea, don’t you?”

      She nodded jerkily. “Play with it all you want. It’s yours.”

      He slipped his fingers out of her and pinched her clit between his thumb and forefinger, sliding up and down in a slow, steady rhythm. “Love working this clit. So swollen for me.”

      “I told you I wanted you,” she said with a sigh. “And you want me, too, even if you think you’re not fucking me tonight.”

      He gave her pussy a light little slap and she jerked. “I’m too old for you.” He slid three fingers inside her again. “And you’re so tight that even though you’re soaked, I don’t know if you could take me.”

      She moaned softly, working herself on his fingers. “I could. I know I could. I want you to stretch out this little pussy with your cock. Please. Fucking wreck me.”

      “Maybe. Come on my fingers and I’ll think about it.” He circled his thumb over her clit in slow, steady circles and he felt her start to come, milking his fingers in a way that had him dangerously close to coming in his pants. Gritting his teeth, he stroked her through her orgasm, his balls throbbing with each clenching flutter of her pussy around his thrusting fingers. When she collapsed back against him, breathing hard, he slipped his fingers free of her body and brought them to his mouth, the taste of her making his dick so hard it was on the verge of punching through his pants to get to her.

      She slumped against him and started to laugh, her eyes shining up at him. “Holy shit, baby.”

      “Mmm.” He kissed her then, his entire body vibrating with wanting her. “Gonna fuck you so goddamn hard when we get home. Gonna bury my cock inside you the second we’re alone. Take you hard against the wall.” His balls ached at the thought and it took every single ounce of willpower he had not to drag her off somewhere and sink into her.

      “I’m counting down the seconds.”

      He blew out a breath, trying to dispel some of his sexual tension, and then kissed her again. “I’m sorry that it took me so long to figure out that you belonged with me. You knew it right from the start, didn’t you?”

      She nodded, her head resting on his shoulder. “I knew I wanted you and that I was drawn to you. By the time I’d known you for about a year, I was halfway in love with you and desperately wanted to be with you. You were—are—so sexy and smart and with just the right amount of broodiness. You exude this quiet confidence, this aura that you’re just so damn capable of handling anything and everything.”

      He slipped a hand under her chin and tilted her face up to his. “You know I wanted you, right? The whole damn time, I was fucking consumed with you.”

      She smiled and kissed him softly. “I know.”

      “Thank you for trusting me. To take care of you, and keep you safe. Trusting me with your body.”

      She cupped his face and kissed him again. “Of course I trust you. I’ve always trusted you. Always.”

      He felt like the Grinch, his heart growing and expanding beyond what he’d thought was possible.

      Because of her. His entire life was different, changing into something bigger and better than he ever could’ve imagined, and it was all because of her.
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      Olivia pursed her lips as she studied the tile samples the contractor had left behind for the mosaic feature near the entryway of the bistro. The small building’s air conditioning had crapped out that morning, and she’d been at the site all day, meeting with contractors and suppliers and was just about ready to melt. They were a few weeks into the project, and everything was really starting to come together—minus the busted AC. Manhattan was usually sweltering in August, and today was no exception.

      With the relentless heat, she was so looking forward to getting out of the city for a few days and heading to the beach. Lucian’s brother Max apparently had some amazing house out in the Hamptons, and he’d offered it to them to use this coming weekend. She couldn’t wait to have Lucian all to herself. Couldn’t wait to be hidden away someplace pretty, just the two of them. Because while she was still staying with him and had been for weeks now, life was hectic. He worked long hours and so did she, not to mention the underlying tension of still not knowing where Massimo was. It seemed as though he’d dropped off the face of the earth, and no one had heard from him or seen him in weeks. She was starting to let herself hope that he’d truly disappeared, but she knew Lucian was still on edge, waiting for him to show up. He and his men were still looking for him.

      “Those ones are ugly,” said Killian, striding up beside her and squinting at the tiles. “Too gaudy.” He’d been her near constant companion any time she worked on site at the bistro, and she’d grown fond of him. He was rough around the edges, but she had a feeling that buried deep down—way deep down—was a sweetheart. For all of his gruffness, there was also kindness and humor there. He just didn’t always know how to express it.

      She laughed. “They’re not my favorites either. I’m more partial to these.” She shifted the tiles around and then crouched down, arranging them on the floor in the pattern she liked best. “Maybe like this.”

      Killian stood above her, his massive arms crossed over his chest, his head cocked. “That’s not so bad,” he agreed, nodding. “What’s that phrase I’ve heard you say?” He put on a posh, feminine voice. “They would really elevate the space.”

      She laughed again and stood, giving him a gentle shove. “Hey! Don’t make fun of me.”

      “I’m not. It’s serious business, picking out tiles and paint colors and making things look pretty.” She could see the twinkle in his eye and she shoved him again.

      “Let me guess. Where you live, the walls are white and bare, you have a black leather couch and a king-sized bed with no headboard. The main draw in the living room is the enormous television. You probably can’t tell me what color your kitchen cabinets are. You might not even have curtains. Your kitchen table serves as a bar. How am I doing?”

      He scowled at her. “Smartass girlie, pick your tiles so we can go home.” He jerked his head in the direction of the bathrooms. “Gotta take a leak.”

      “And like I tell you every time, you don’t need to tell me that.”

      He chuckled and sauntered off, and she returned her attention to the tiles, eliminating a few of the options. Her phone started to ring from where she’d left it on a nearby table, and she was surprised to see that it was already after six when she picked it up. Lucian’s name flashed across the screen, and she grinned. He was probably wondering when she’d be home.

      “Hey, baby,” she answered.

      “Olivia, can you come outside? I need to see you.”

      She frowned, moving back to the tiles. “Is everything okay? You sound off.”

      “Yes. I have a surprise for you.”

      She grinned. “Oh, yeah? What kind of surprise?”

      “Come out to the car parked in front and you’ll see. I promise you’ll like it, darling.”

      She grabbed her purse and then looked over her shoulder at the men’s room where Killian had disappeared. Surely he didn’t need to accompany her to Lucian’s car, did he?

      She squinted as she unlocked the door and then pushed it open, her eyes landing on a plain black SUV idling at the curb, her phone still pressed to her ear.

      “Open the door.”

      She’d barely closed her fingers around the door handle when it opened from the inside. A set of arms grabbed her roughly, hauling her inside. The door slammed sharply behind her. She was shoved down onto the bench seat, confusion giving way to panic as she heard a familiar laugh.

      “Hello, Olivia.” Massimo smiled at her from the other side of the SUV. “Take her phone.” The SUV lurched forward with a squeal of tires, taking off down the street with such speed that she felt off balance.

      She turned in time to see two hulking men—one of them must’ve been the one who’d grabbed her—glaring at her. One was bald with a nasty scar slicing across his cheek and over the bridge of his nose. The other was younger with short brown hair and tattoos covering almost every visible inch of his skin. He reached out and pulled her phone away. She tried to hang onto it, struggling, but then Massimo moved out of his seat and kicked her in the ribs. Pain shot down her side and she screamed, her grip on the phone loosening. She watched as the tattooed man snapped her phone in half and then tossed it on the floor.

      She didn’t care that they were moving, she needed to get out of the SUV. Now. She scrabbled for the door, but it was no use. Pain exploded across her scalp as Massimo yanked her back by her hair, pulling her close to him.

      “You’re so fucking stupid, you know that? You should never get in a car with strange men.” Then he laughed at his own joke, and the sound made her want to throw up. A clammy sweat broke out on her skin, her mind reeling with what to do. He yanked her hair again, laughing when she let out a pained whimper.

      “She has gun in purse,” said the bald man in a thick Russian accent, rifling through her bag and pulling out her Glock. “Is loaded.” He removed the magazine from the gun, then threw them both into the front seat.

      “Aw, cute,” said Massimo. The two men laughed and then said something in Russian. “If only you weren’t so stupid and gullible, maybe you would’ve had the chance to use it. I guess we’ll never know.”

      The car took a careening turn and panic shot through her, making it hard to breathe. Making it hard to think. A tremble coursed through her and her eyes stung.

      “Where are you taking me?” she asked, trying to keep the shakiness out of her voice. Her eyes bounced around the inside of the SUV.

      “To my house. Out of state.”

      He pulled her hair again, so hard that she had no choice but to move where he wanted her. And where he wanted her was kneeling on the floor between his legs, her head on his lap. She could see the outline of his erection beneath his pants, making bile rise up in her throat.

      “How did you sound like Lucian on the phone?” she asked, fighting back the nausea cresting over her.

      He grinned down at her and held up his phone. “Voice modulator. Pretty neat, huh?”

      She licked her lips and swallowed, not saying anything. God, she was so stupid. So incredibly stupid.

      “I never intended to let you go, Olivia,” he said, stroking a hand over her cheek. She forced herself not to jerk back from his touch. Instinctively, she knew that fighting wouldn’t get her anywhere right now. Her best bet was to play along and cooperate until they’d reached wherever he was taking her. She was wearing the earrings with the tracking device in them, and when Killian saw that she was gone, Lucian and his men would come for her. She just needed to stay alive. Fighting Massimo wouldn’t help her stay alive.

      “Even though I’m in love with another man?” she asked, earning another sharp tug on her stinging scalp.

      “No, because you see, that makes this even better for me. Because now, I can do two things at once. I’ve got you, and I know that Lucian’s going to come looking for you. I’m not stupid. But I’ll get to kill Lucian and keep you. It’s a win-win for me.”

      “Why do you want to kill Lucian?” she asked, licking her lips. Her mouth was dry, her pulse erratic in her throat.

      “Because he’s in my way. I’ve formed an alliance with the Bratva, something he’d never allow. But guess what? We’re fucking sick of doing what he says. Sick of these stupid fucking rules that he enforces. Once he’s gone, we can do what we want.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “We’re going to take over Manhattan. Drugs. Prostitution. Money laundering. Weapons trafficking. We can do whatever we want, and we’ll have all the power and all the money with him out of the way.”

      “So is this really about you wanting me, or your vendetta against the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen?”

      “Oh, it’s both, my darling. I wanted you the second I laid eyes on you, and even after you broke it off with me, I wasn’t finished with you. You can’t give a man a taste of that sweet nectar and expect him to just walk away. That’s why I know Lucian will come for you.” He reached down and gave her breast a rough squeeze, and she closed her eyes, grinding her teeth together as revulsion rolled through her. She forced herself to take a deep breath, knowing she needed to stay calm. She couldn’t allow herself to panic or give in to the fear coursing through her. It didn’t matter where they were taking her—the earrings would work. Lucian would come. Everything would be okay.

      Unless Massimo killed him.

      Oh, fuck. She blinked rapidly, tears gathering in her eyes at the thought.

      She angled her head, trying to look out the windows, but from her spot on the floor, she could only see blue sky and the very tops of buildings, nothing more. Massimo’s grip on her hair tightened and he pushed her face closer to his crotch.

      “Been dreaming about getting this mouth on me again,” he said. Anger pushed up through her, and while she knew she needed to cooperate and stay alive, she couldn’t help herself from making a snarling sound.

      “I’ll bite your little dick off if you try it, asshole.”

      He just laughed and pushed her face into his crotch. “We’ll see, darling. We’ll see.” Then he yanked her head up by her hair again. “If you won’t cooperate with me, maybe I’ll just sell you after I put a bullet in Lucian. I know a Russian billionaire who’s looking to expand his harem.”

      Her vision faded in and out around the edges as the panic resurfaced, making her shake. Her stomach felt as though it were filled with ice.

      “That’s it,” he said when she didn’t say anything else. “Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t, isn’t that right?”

      After that, he started ignoring her, but left his hand in her hair, left her face only inches from his dick for the rest of the ride. He spent the rest of the time talking with the two Russians, talking about plans for moving weapons, for negotiating with cartels, for taking out Sal Perri and Cian Murphy. They planned to send the organized crime world into pure chaos.

      She lost track of time as she listened to them talk, focusing on her breathing, on the certainty that Lucian would come and kill this asshole. She entertained herself with fantasies of Lucian ripping his balls off and feeding them to him. She’d like to see that.

      Eventually, the SUV came to a stop, and the driver rolled down his window and said something to a man outside. There was a metallic clanking sound—a gate opening, maybe?—and then the vehicle lurched forward again, much slower than before.

      “Here, sit up,” said Massimo, yanking on her hair again. Her legs had gone numb from kneeling on the floor for the past hour—or longer—and she struggled to push to her feet. “Look at your new home.”

      A sprawling mansion rose up before them, surrounded by a dense forest of trees. She looked around, trying to get her bearings, but she had no idea where they were. Connecticut? New Jersey? Pennsylvania? He’d said out of state, but not where.

      Not only that, but the mansion appeared to be in the middle of nowhere. There were no other properties visible, only trees. The heavy gate clanked shut behind them as the SUV wound its way up the long driveway. Running would be impossible, even if she did manage to get away. She had no idea where she was, and she’d probably end up getting lost in the woods and dying of dehydration. The SUV stopped by the double doors at the front of the mansion, and the two Russian men got out first.

      “Take her inside and show her to her room,” ordered Massimo. He released her hair and gave her a shove in the direction of the Russians. Twin iron grips banded around her upper arms as they dragged her inside, and a fresh wave of panic threatened to pull her under. What if the signal in the earrings stopped working? What if Lucian came and Massimo killed him, just like he planned? What if he got bored with her and sold her off to some pervert? Her breathing became shallow, making her lightheaded.

      If she could get away from these two men, maybe she could find somewhere to hide in the house, find a weapon to protect herself, find a phone to call 911. But everywhere she looked, there were armed men. Dozens of them. She wouldn’t make it ten feet if she tried to get away.

      They marched her up a sweeping, curved staircase, down a hallway and into a bedroom, shoving her inside and slamming the door. She heard the unmistakable click of a lock from the outside, and she had no doubt that one of those armed men was standing right outside.

      She turned, taking stock of her surroundings. The room was large, with big windows on two of the walls, a queen-sized bed, and a small sitting area with a sofa and an arm chair arranged around a coffee table. A chest of drawers sat against the wall opposite the bed, and she moved to it, opening the drawers, looking for a weapon, a phone, something, anything. But all she found inside was skimpy lingerie. She shuddered, checking the rest of the drawers, but they were empty. So was the cabinet beneath the flatscreen TV.

      She sank down on the bed, letting the tears come. Lucian was going to walk into a trap, and it was all her fault.
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      “What the fuck do you mean, she’s gone?” Lucian pushed a hand through his hair, panic soaring through him, clamping around his lungs like a vise. He looked around his penthouse, his eyes jumping from one spot to the next as though he might find her in here and that what Killian was telling him would turn out to be completely wrong.

      “I went to the bathroom and when I came out she was gone. Just…fucking gone,” said Killian. Lucian could hear the anguish in his voice, but Killian’s guilt over letting Olivia disappear didn’t make him feel any better. Not one fucking bit.

      Massimo had her. He’d disappeared for weeks, and now he had her. There was no other explanation.

      But he wouldn’t for long. Soon, he’d be dead. He’d get Liv back and put a bullet in that fucker. That was the only way this could play out. The only way he’d let himself imagine it playing out. Other emotions tried to surface—panic, fear, guilt, blame—but he shoved them all down deep and pulled out his pack of Dunhills. Right now, he needed to be the coldblooded asshole everyone was afraid of.

      “Round up a crew. We’re going to get her back and put an end to this shit.”

      “On it.”

      He disconnected from Killian and immediately dialed Sasha, putting it on speakerphone while he slid a cigarette out of the pack. As he did, a scrap of paper fell out, landing on the kitchen island.

      Please quit. I love you. – O

      He let out a shaky breath, slipping the note into his pocket, then jamming a cigarette into his mouth.

      “What’s up?” asked Sasha.

      “I need you to track Olivia. Massimo has her.”

      A string of Russian curses came through the phone and Lucian took a long drag on his cigarette. “Was she wearing the earrings today?”

      “She was. She wears them every day.”

      “Okay. Hang on.” He heard the sound of fingers flying over keys for several seconds that seemed to stretch on forever. “Got her. Moving up 6th Ave. Fast. Might be heading for the Lincoln Tunnel.”

      Lucian nodded, blowing out a long stream of smoke and moving into his bedroom. His heart clenched at the little traces of Olivia everywhere. The bottle of lotion on her bedside table. A pair of her heels in the corner. Her hairbrush sitting on the dresser. Her silky bathrobe strewn across the bed, still exactly where it had landed when he’d peeled it off her this morning.

      “So he’s not taking her to the airport.” A tiny bit of relief burst through him. If he got her on a plane, all of this got a lot more complicated.

      “Doesn’t look like it. Headed for Jersey, I would guess.”

      “Keep an eye on her, gear up, and meet me in front of my place as soon as you can. Killian’s on his way. I’m calling Luca next. Call Ryu and tell him what’s up.”

      “You got it.” A pause. “We’ll get her back, Lucian.”

      “Fucking right we will,” he growled and then ended the call. With his cigarette dangling from his lips, he started gearing up, loading himself up with guns, ammo, knives. As he got ready, he dialed Luca, who answered on the first ring.

      “He’s got Liv. Sasha’s tracking her and we’re going after her. Get here now.”

      “On my way.” He hung up and finished getting ready, only allowing himself to focus on the grim determination coursing through him. On everything he was going to do to Massimo when he got his hands on him. And if he’d hurt Liv…fuck. He turned back and grabbed a set of spiked brass knuckles. If she had even so much as a fucking scratch on her, he was going to pay, slowly and painfully.

      He headed down to the parking garage, where Killian was already waiting in one of their armored SUVs. Lucian slid into the passenger’s side, glancing over his shoulder. Two of their other guys, Mateo and Dmitri, sat in the back, geared up and ready to go. Another SUV rolled to a stop at the entrance to the parking garage and flashed its lights. Luca was behind the wheel, Sasha in the passenger seat beside him, and more guys in the back with them. Ryu zoomed up behind them on his Dodge Tomahawk, engine revving. A final SUV brought up the rear of their dangerous little caravan, filled with more men. Luca pulled out, following Sasha’s directions, and everyone fell into line as they headed for the Lincoln Tunnel.

      Killian’s jaw was tight, his grip on the wheel bruising. “This is my fault,” he said, his nostrils flaring. The sun was setting, flickering between the buildings as he followed Luca and Sasha.

      “What happened?” asked Lucian, lighting another cigarette.

      “She was fine, looking at tiles. Front door was locked, everything was quiet, as it’s been for weeks now. I went to the can and when I came back out, she was just gone. Front door was unlocked and she was gone. Like she just walked out. I didn’t hear a fucking thing and there were no signs of struggle. She was just fucking gone.”

      “He must’ve gotten her to come outside for some reason, grabbed her, shoved her in a vehicle and took off.” Nausea churned through him at the idea of Olivia shoved into some trunk, scared and alone. “It’s not your fault. If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine. Things were quiet for so long that we got lax. I promised her I’d keep her safe.” He ground his teeth together. If something happened to her, this was on him. No matter what, the trauma of this would always be on him.

      She’d be smart to want nothing to do with him after this. After she got a taste of just how ugly his world was. The thought made his heart shudder to a stop, but he knew he needed to accept that as a possibility. He closed his eyes, focusing on what needed to be done right now. To get her back. To make sure she was safe.

      They emerged from the Lincoln Tunnel and took the turnpike, heading north. Tension filled the small space of the SUV, making the silence heavy. Sasha’s voice crackled over the two-way radio.

      “The signal’s stopped moving. From satellite images, looks like they’ve got her at a house on the edge of a nature reserve.”

      “They’re waiting for us,” said Lucian, almost casually. “They know we’re coming.”

      Killian nodded. “That’d be my guess.”

      “This is going to be messy.”

      “Fucking right it is,” he said grimly. “They took her. And we’re gonna get her back.”

      After what felt like an eternity, the convoy rolled up to a set of massive iron gates that were sealed shut. A mansion sat behind them. Lucian’s skin felt tight and hot just knowing Liv was in there. Soon, he’d have her back and this would be over.

      There was also a chance that they’d be over, but he couldn’t let himself think about that right now.

      He watched as an armed guard approached Luca’s SUV. Luca’s window powered down and without hesitating, he fired two shots into the guy’s chest, sending him sprawling backwards. Sasha hopped out of the passenger’s side, gun drawn and pointed at the other guard still inside the security booth.

      “Open it! Now!” he shouted. The man complied, punching in the code. As soon as the gate started swinging inward, parting in the middle, Sasha fired, a single shot to the other man’s head. He jumped back in the passenger side and they moved up to the front of the house, which was eerily quiet.

      “They were both Bratva,” said Sasha over the radio. “Same tattoo as mine.”

      “What the fuck is he doing with the Russians?” asked Killian, the SUV screeching to a halt.

      “I don’t know. And right now, it doesn’t matter,” said Lucian. Then, over the radio, he said, “We might be walking into an ambush. We have to be smart. Organized. Pair off, no man alone. Cover each other and clear the rooms one at a time. No unnecessary shots. I don’t want her to get caught in the crossfire.”

      In front of the house, everyone piled out of the SUVs, and Ryu dismounted from his massive motorcycle. Lucian looked up, scanning the windows for any sign of activity, any sign of her. But there was nothing. It almost felt as though the house was empty, but he knew that wouldn’t be the case. Not with those armed guards at the gate.

      Massimo was inside. Waiting.

      Lucian turned the knob and pushed the door open, not surprised to find it unlocked. As soon as he stepped inside, several armed men came rushing at him.

      He lifted his gun and fired off several quick shots, taking out half a dozen of the men. Gunfire erupted around him, the sounds of painful grunts and moans, glass shattering, bodies thumping to the ground filling the air. The scents of gunpowder and blood hit his nostrils, pulling his focus even more sharply to the present moment.

      One of Massimo’s guys ran at him, and Lucian pulled the trigger, swearing under his breath when the gun jammed. He dodged to the side as the man fired and then ran closer, close enough that Lucian could grab his arm. He broke it with a loud snap and then threw him to the ground, prying his gun from his hands and shooting him in the face.

      Everyone knew they were here now, and the men were dispersing throughout the house. Luca and Sasha headed in one direction, Ryu and Dimitri in another. Killian followed Lucian farther into the house. Footsteps echoed from behind them and he turned, firing two shots at the men who’d been following them. They slumped to the ground, blood pooling quickly around them. He tossed away the shitty Beretta he’d taken from the guy who was now missing half his face and pulled his Heckler and Koch from the holster at his back.

      Locking eyes with Killian, he counted to three and then pushed open a door that led to a sprawling kitchen. Before the men inside could even move, he and Killian fired, taking them all out smoothly and efficiently. More armed men filled the kitchen and Lucian and Killian ducked down behind the island to reload. Once they’d replaced their magazines, they took turns peeking out and firing. After they’d taken out several more men, the kitchen fell silent. Almost. Lucian looked over at Killian and held a finger to his lips.

      Quiet footsteps reverberated through the kitchen as someone entered, clearly looking for them. As soon as he moved past the island, Lucian aimed, shooting him in the knee. He bounded up as the man’s return shot narrowly missed him. Lucian grabbed his arm and threw him down onto the island, where Killian rose up and shot him.

      The sounds of gunfire and shouts still sounded through the house, but were becoming sparser and more sporadic. Lucian had lost track of how many bullets he’d fired. How many men he’d killed. He didn’t care. All he cared about was getting to Olivia and getting her the fuck out of here.

      And killing that fucker Massimo.

      He and Killian moved through the kitchen, now littered with bodies and puddles of blood, and emerged into a huge dining room where Massimo sat at the head of the table, eating steak and drinking wine. Olivia knelt at his feet, wearing nothing but a black lace bra and a pair of matching panties, so skimpy they were almost non-existent. Her eyes widened when she saw him, and he could see the fear and the relief tangling together there.

      Rage, white hot and incandescent, poured through Lucian, and it only grew when he took in the bruise on Olivia’s cheek, her split lip, the bruising on her arm. But she was in one piece. She was alive.

      Thank fuck.

      Massimo took a sip of his wine and smirked at him. “I knew you’d come.” He stroked a hand over Olivia’s hair. “I told you you’d get to watch him die.”

      Lucian let out a mirthless laugh. “And who’s going to kill me? You?” He laughed again. “The pile of dead bodies out there?” He jerked his head in the direction of the kitchen.

      “My men are coming. They’re going to hold you down while I take you apart, piece by piece. While she watches.”

      Lucian held his arms out at his sides. “Fine. Let them come.”

      A moment passed and Massimo paled, taking another big gulp of wine. Finally, footsteps sounded through the house and he sat back in his chair grinning, his bravado back in place. “I’m going to fuck her and make you watch. Then I’m going to kill you and make her watch. Mmm. I’ve been wanting to bring you down for so long now, you arrogant fuck. This is going to be sweet.”

      Several men entered the dining room—Luca, Ryu, Sasha, Dmitri, Mateo. Luca’s shirt was drenched in blood, but he grinned when Lucian met his eyes.

      “Not mine,” he said.

      “House is clear,” said Sasha.

      It was Lucian’s turn to grin. “Good. Liv, come here.” She stood, rising gracefully from her knees. She’d only taken a step in his direction when Massimo grabbed for her, but Olivia was faster. Whirling, she snatched the steak knife from where it rested on Massimo’s plate and stabbed it into his stomach in one swift movement. Then she twisted it, leaning over him as he screamed and moaned, blood pooling rapidly on his shirt.

      “Fuck you, you piece of shit.” She gave it a final twist before yanking it free and tossing it into the corner. She walked to Lucian with her head held high, her legs steady.

      Holy fuck. Heat and pride nearly overwhelmed him as Massimo sputtered behind her. Quickly, he unbuttoned his shirt and yanked it off, wrapping it around her. Then, once she was covered, he pulled her into his arms and kissed the top of her head. “Did he hurt you?”

      She shook her head. “Not badly. He’s mostly talk.”

      He held her away from him and pressed a gentle kiss to her mouth, mindful of her injured lip. He looked her up and down, needing to make sure that she was really, truly okay.

      God. He’d never been so relieved in his life.

      “Killian, get her out of here. She doesn’t need to see this.” He had plans for Massimo, plans that he didn’t intend to subject Olivia to. When she hesitated, he kissed her forehead. “Go.”

      She nodded and turned to Killian, who tucked her into his side, keeping her close. Ryu left with Killian and Olivia, leaving Massimo alone with Lucian, Sasha, and Luca.

      Lucian turned to his brothers in arms, men who’d just risked their lives to save the woman he loved. “Let’s send a message about what happens when someone hurts innocent people,” he said, and they all moved in on Massimo.
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      Olivia leaned back in the bath tub, letting the hot water and bath salts soothe her sore muscles. She had a killer adrenaline hangover, and she still felt a little lightheaded. She’d nearly passed out in the car on the way back to the city, and she’d felt sweaty and overly hot despite the fact that she was barely wearing anything at all. Only the scent of Lucian’s shirt had kept her grounded.

      She closed her eyes, and everything that had happened played on a continuous loop. It was a lot to process and would take time to work through, but one thing was certain: she’d always known that Lucian would come for her. That he would do whatever it took to get to her. She didn’t know how many men he’d killed. She didn’t know what this rescue had cost him, emotionally, mentally.

      What she did know was that she was sorrier than she’d ever been in her life that he’d had to do it in the first place. What if…she opened her eyes, swirling her fingers through the water. What if it was too much for him, having her around? Too dangerous? Too distracting? What happened today was her fault. She’d walked right into Massimo’s trap, and she’d put everyone in danger. What if that was a dealbreaker for him?

      The bathroom door inched open and Lucian poked his head in. Her heart leapt into her throat at the sight of him. She’d ridden back to the city with Killian, who she assumed was still sitting in Lucian’s living room.

      “Can I come in?” he asked, and she nodded, so much love coursing through her just at the sight of him that she felt floaty.

      “Of course.”

      He stepped inside, and she noticed that he was wearing a plain white T-shirt and a pair of gray sweatpants, and his hair was wet. He’d clearly cleaned himself up somewhere else after taking care of Massimo.

      He leaned against the doorframe, his eyes roving over her, as though checking for injuries. Making sure she was still whole.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, his voice like sandpaper.

      She nodded. “I’m okay. I knew you would come, and I’ll heal,” she said, gesturing at her face. “I’m just…” Emotion clogged her throat and she took a deep breath. “I’m really sorry, baby. I feel so stupid for letting him trick me, and putting you and your guys in danger. This was all my fault. I’m so sorry.” Her eyes stung and she shook her head.

      Lucian’s eyes blazed and he pushed away from the door and pulled his shirt off over his head, then shoved down his pants. Before she knew what was happening, he was in the tub with her, sliding in behind her and settling her back against his chest, his arms wrapped around her.

      “You have nothing to be sorry for. Nothing.” There was a pause. “How did he trick you?”

      “He called me using some kind of voice modulator to sound like you. You—he—told me there was a surprise for me, and I just needed to get into the car…” Her voice broke and she shook her head. “I’m so stupid.”

      He stroked his hands up and down her arms. “You’re not stupid. And I’m the one who’s sorry, Liv. I’m sorry that I pulled you into my world. It’s ugly and dangerous here, and…” He sighed heavily. “I understand if it’s not for you.”

      Her chest tightened and she turned, settling herself on his lap so that she was facing him. “I told you a long time ago that nothing about you or who you are puts me off, and I still mean it. If you want me to accept that this wasn’t my fault, then you need to accept that it’s not yours either. You are who you are, and I love and accept you, every single part.” She leaned forward. “It was fucking hot seeing you be such a badass.”

      He chuckled, the sound trickling through her, warming her insides. “What was fucking hot was watching you stab that motherfucker.”

      “Who is now dead.” She just needed the confirmation.

      “Very.”

      “Your world doesn’t scare me, baby. You don’t scare me.” She lifted her hands and cupped his face. “I’m in. Now. Always.”

      He kissed her, gentler than usual. Her lip throbbed, but she didn’t care. She cared more about kissing him than about the dull pain from her small wound.

      “Good. Because there will probably be more of this in my future,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Today felt right to me, taking out the scum and protecting someone innocent. I don’t want to just be the neutral judge in this world. There’s a difference between judgement and justice. I want to focus on the latter. I want to make the city safer. Better. The Kings of Hell’s Kitchen aren’t going to be anyone’s puppets anymore. We’re going to make our own decisions and put a stop to the kind of shit Massimo was trying to pull.”

      She smiled, so wide that she felt the pull of her split lip. “See? You really are Batman.”

      He kissed her again, his fingers stroking over the back of her head. “And you’re really okay with this? This life? What it entails?”

      “It sounds dangerous and complicated and like what you need to do,” she said, curling her fingers into the hair at the nape of his neck. “I think it sounds perfect.”

      “It’s not going to be easy,” he said, kissing her neck.

      “I wouldn’t think dispensing vigilante justice is.”

      He kissed her again, this time with more heat and passion. “First things first, we need a code word or phrase so that no one can ever impersonate me again.”

      “Batman. It should be Batman.”

      He chuckled. “Fine. Batman it is.” He sighed, tightening his arms around her. “You changed my life, Liv. You brought me out of the darkness and into the light. You gave me something I didn’t ever think I’d have. You made me change who I am and what I want.”

      She nipped at his bottom lip. “For the better, I hope.”

      He took her hand and laid it over his heart. “For a long time, any time I thought about the future, I usually assumed I’d either be wearing an orange jumpsuit or six feet underground. I didn’t see any other options.”

      “And now?”

      “Now I see you. Us. A future with a family and happiness.”

      Warmth flowed through her at his words. “And a better, safer city.”

      “That too. Even though I’ve basically just started a war with every single crime family in Manhattan.”

      “Even Sal?”

      He sighed. “I don’t know. I hope not.”

      “I think you and the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen can handle whatever comes your way. They should all be scared of you.”

      He chuckled. “As long as you’re not scared of me or the world I live in. We live in.”

      She shook her head. “Never.” She leaned forward and kissed him, pouring everything into that kiss. Her love, her trust, her happiness, her hopes for the future. All of it.

      “Love you, Liv.”

      “Love you too, baby.” She nuzzled her nose into his neck. “I just have one last question.”

      “Anything.”

      “How come you’re not inside me yet?”

      He laughed, the sound filling up the hollow places caused by the day’s events.

      “Excellent question.”

      And it was one he answered very, very quickly.
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      Lucian sat at the piano in his living room, looking out over the city as the first snowflakes fell, swirling lightly in the wind, cascading up and down and eventually settling far below before melting almost instantly.

      His fingers moving over the keys, he started playing “Walking in a Winter Wonderland,” filling the penthouse with the upbeat, cheerful music.

      The past four months had been the best of his life. Olivia had officially moved in with him and was subletting her apartment to one of her girlfriends. She’d become a part of his life seamlessly, intertwining her life with his. Her father had gradually warmed up to their relationship, especially when he’d seen how happy Liv was and how serious they were. He still had his reservations, but he was coming around.

      His family was healthy and happy, and Max and Willa were getting married on New Year’s Eve in just a couple of weeks. Sebastian had proposed to Kayla at Thanksgiving. Aerin was the world’s happiest mother. It felt as though they’d all endured a shitstorm and had finally come out on the other side, survivors all of them. Like coming out of a storm cellar after a brutal tornado and seeing clear skies. Maybe even a rainbow.

      The Las Vegas expansion was officially a success, and all of the new restaurants and clubs were thriving. And as for the Kings of Hell’s Kitchen…what they’d done to Massimo and his men had sent a message. A loud and clear one that that kind of shit wasn’t going to be tolerated. They were making progress on their new mission, but they still had work to do. A lot of work.

      He glanced around as he started picking out the chords of “Frosty the Snowman,” wondering where Liv had gone. She’d been puttering around not that long ago, fussing with the elaborate Christmas tree they’d put up earlier that day, making cookies that had filled the penthouse with the sweetest, most mouthwatering scent.

      How was this his life now? He grinned, shaking his head as he played. He didn’t know. But he wasn’t going to question it. He’d spent far too much of his life feeling unworthy of good things, and he was done with that. He’d wasted enough time.

      Olivia came from the direction of their bedroom and sat down beside him on the piano bench, her hip bumping against his playfully. “So.” He stopped playing and glanced over at her. Her eyes were bright, her cheeks pink. “I, um. I have an early Christmas present for you.”

      He lifted his eyebrows. “Do you? And what’s that?” he asked, expecting a kiss, or maybe the promise of some sexual favor to come.

      But he was wrong, because she reached into the back pocket of her jeans and laid a pregnancy test over the piano keys. Two bright pink lines stared up at him.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      He didn’t have words for the emotion washing over him. It was joy, but bigger and brighter. Surprise, but lighter and happier. Hope, but deeper and stronger.

      It was everything. Absolutely everything.

      “Holy shit,” he said, a smile stretching across his face as he picked up the test, unable to stop looking at those two little lines that said he and Liv had made a life.

      “Surprise,” she said weakly, and he looked over to see that she had tears in her eyes. “I hope you’re happy, because I am.”

      He set the test down and pulled her into his arms, holding her tight. “I’ve never been so fucking happy in my life,” he murmured against her hair, his throat tight with emotion. “This is incredible. I just…” He shook his head, looking at the test again. He couldn’t seem to stop looking at it, marveling at what it signified. “I thought you were on the pill.”

      She twisted her mouth to the side. “I forgot one last month. I didn’t think missing just one would be a big deal, but…bingo.”

      He laughed and pulled her back into his arms, kissing her, soft and sweet. “Best mistake you’ve ever made.”

      “I agree.”

      He kissed her again as the snowflakes fell, making everything pristine and new.
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        Thank you so much for reading Lucian and Olivia’s story. This wasn’t the easiest story to write. In fact, I started and then re-started because I really wanted to get it right. I hope I’ve given Lucian the story he deserved. If you’re not ready to say goodbye to the Prescotts yet, I have good news! There’s a bonus epilogue that takes place at Max and Willa’s wedding and also hints at what’s next in the world of the Prescotts. To get access to this bonus content, all you have to do is sign up for my newsletter (if you’re already a subscriber, don’t worry, you’ll get a link where you can download this bonus content).

        Click here to subscribe!

      

        

      
        There are more Prescott books coming! Watch for Burning Up (Noah’s story), Skin Deep (Hudson’s story), and Side Effects (Levi’s story) coming in the first half of 2022. Also…The Kings of Hell’s Kitchen are getting their own series! Stay tuned for more info.
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