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“Silence is the ultimate weapon of power.”

 

—Charles de Gaulle
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Present Day

The Savoy

 

“You can’t go in there.” The tall, very blonde maître d’ blocked the entrance, preventing me from passing. I didn’t like the way she looked down her elitist nose at me either.

“But…I saw my boyfriend go in.”

This was The Savoy’s posh restaurant Simpson’s in the Strand, and I knew I looked classy enough for it in my expensive Lily Charis mini-dress layered in twinkling crystals.

Her attitude made no sense. The way I dressed hid my past. I liked it that way. During those desolate years, I’d garnered the kind of wisdom that meant I never talked down to anyone the way she’d done to me. I remembered where I came from, and it was a far cry from the high-and-mighty Strand in the heart of London.

These cocktail-laced self-reflections continued as I watched her close the door to the restaurant in a final act of authority.

Seeing my fiancé had been a chance occurrence. I’d left my best friend Kitty with our other girlfriends sitting at the bar sipping Cosmos while laughing raucously. A rare Wednesday night out because it was her birthday. And, trust me—Kitty Adair could look out for herself.

One cocktail in and we’d “left the station” as far as common sense was concerned, but I wasn’t so drunk I’d misidentify my man.

Leaving my drink at the bar, I’d gotten lost looking for the loo and seconds later caught sight of him strolling nonchalantly through the hotel.

He wasn’t supposed to be here.

The restaurant’s heavy door loomed ahead, and I weighed my options. I could go back and rejoin the others. Pretend I’d not seen him. Ask him about it later when we both got home and hope he shared the truth.

Admitting that Xander Rothschild was out of my league was not a fault-line in my confidence…not at all. Even if his Cambridge education ensured he knew the difference between Beluga and Osetra—caviar to us lesser mortals. Even if he drew a twisted pleasure from dragging me up to his elite standards, I loved him deeply. Xander was always reminding me I was the only woman who truly understood him, which was to say I was the only one who respected his foibles.

Take for example his passion for chess. Okay, it was more of an obsession. The first time I visited his place on Baker Street, I’d walked into his tastefully decorated bachelor pad and gawped at what I saw. Placed sporadically around his living room were ten chessboards set up with games going at the same time. Even now he liked to stroll from board to board moving the pieces as he challenged anonymous players online. He found it relaxing, apparently.

Tolerating this obsession and other quirks that showcased his brilliance was the price I paid to live with this extraordinary thirty-two-year-old man. As I was twenty-three, he constantly liked to remind me that he knew best—about everything. His worldliness was a reminder of how little I’d traveled and how little I’d seen. Personally, I believed he loved me because my background was the opposite of his, since he’d had a silver spoon stuck up his ass for most of his life.

We were opposites in appearances as well. Born to a Norwegian mum and a highbrow British diplomat father, neither of whom I’d met, Xander had inherited seductive looks—dark blonde hair and a sun-kissed complexion that never faded, not even during one of England’s harsh winters. In contrast, I had porcelain skin that stood out against my brunette locks and green irises.

Intellectually, Xander was a match for anyone who crossed his path. He had a thing for manipulating a conversation to prove he was always right. He would throw in one of his drop-dead gorgeous smiles right before finishing off his victim during an argument, using a quip to deliver the final blow.

With me, he was just as insistent on getting his own way. When we fought, which was rare, he had no qualms about delivering an arrogant tongue-lashing. Though after he’d shown me what else he could do with that mouth I’d fallen head over heels for him.

Xander Rothschild was simply mesmerizing.

And tonight he was meant to be at home where I’d left him, sitting on the sofa reading The Outline of History by H. G. Wells…again. My man was a sci-fi buff, always walking around with his head in a book by the likes of Ray Bradbury, Frank Herbert or Jules Verne, to name but a few. I loved that about him. Hell, I loved everything about him and the thought of Xander not being in my life was unbearable.

Which was why my stomach was tied up in knots.

Until now, I’d never doubted his loyalty. The sobering thought of losing him to someone else made my palms sweat and my heart race.

Fuck it.

It’s better to know.

With a Bombay Sapphire Martini onboard to lend panache to my grand entry into London’s most famous restaurant, I shoved the door open and dodged the maître d’.

The interior’s opulent superiority was quickly apparent. Beneath an ornate stucco ceiling, dark wood framed walls added to the grandness. Neatly stationed tables were adorned with cream-colored tablecloths and matching high-back chairs. Here and there were extravagant lush plants rising out of swanky pots, harkening back to that “old world” colonial style.

I looked around, bracing myself in case I saw Xander with another woman.

The quiet place was nearly empty.

Ten or so striking men sat around a corner table, all wearing elegant suits and each nursing a glass of bourbon as they chatted. The empty bottle of liquor sat in the middle of the table.

And there he was…my Xander in his tailored-to-perfection Savile Row ensemble that included a pair of highly polished Oxfords. He lifted an ice-filled glass to his lips and finished off his drink in one gulp.

I saw him set his tumbler down, as though sensing me behind him.

Feeling embarrassed over gate-crashing such a formal elitist gathering, I spun around to bolt and nearly ran into the maître d’.

“I’m so sorry, sir,” she said, capturing everyone’s attention.

I cringed inwardly, facing them with a wave. “Hey.”

Surprised disappointment flashed across Xander’s face as his crystal blue gaze narrowed, and I saw dread reflected in those dazzling eyes. A chill slithered up my spine, my forearms prickling.

Xander threw a look of concern over to one of the men.

I followed his line of sight, blinking at the striking vision of the thirty-something man staring back. Complex emotions bubbled up inside me, a sense of my rising insignificance in contrast to the man’s profoundness. I snapped my attention away from the glare of his raw beauty.

Then, daring to look back, I let his chestnut eyes capture mine and lost myself in what seemed like a multitude of worlds, all touched by privilege.

His hypnotic stare held me transfixed as the room and everyone around us disappeared. I studied his perfect features, his regal nose and full sensuous mouth. Raven-black hair framed his devastatingly chiseled features.

His intense scrutiny took my breath away.

He pushed to his feet with a deadly grace. He was tall, a couple of inches more than Xander’s six-foot-two. Versace-clad broad shoulders made him stand out and when he tilted his head with intrigue, he held the silence hostage, commanding the room.

The way the other men deferred to him with reverence confirmed he had the authority. He was the only one not wearing a tie and his shirt collar fell open casually. For some reason that made him look all the more powerful…

He stood there, exuding power while looking my way, his voice deep and penetrating. “This must be Emily.”
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Six Months Ago

 

“Are you okay?” I gave the man a nudge to wake him.

He rubbed sleepiness from his eyes. “I’m fine.”

No, he wasn’t. I’d just found him curled up in a ball on the filthy tiled floor in a corner of the Piccadilly Circus Tube station, half-hidden behind a pillar. His fancy Burberry coat looked creased and a three-day scruff shadowed his face, matching his dark blonde hair.

Meandering tourists and evening commuters strolled by him without a glance—like he was garbage and not a person who’d fallen on hard times. Goodness knows how long he’d lain there breathing stale air while people rushed by.

It had only been when foot traffic had slowed that I’d caught sight of him from where I’d been busking. For over half an hour, I’d been playing my violin to passers-by trying to make some extra cash to supplement my student grant. Glancing over at where’d I’d been playing, I checked to make sure no one had touched my tip jar.

Turning my attention back on him, I studied his dazzling features and guessed he was probably in his early thirties. His pale blue irises were a stark contrast to his grubby face. I found his Norwegian attributes quite beautiful.

“What time is it?” His accent was pure Surrey…or close. A friendly tone balanced out his posh accent, a contrast to mine.

“It’s just after nine,” I told him.

“Morning or evening?”

“Evening. What’s your name?”

He mulled that over. “Xander.”

“Can you sit up?” I helped him, and he leaned back against the grubby tile and blinked as though re-orientating himself.

“Here.” I handed him a bottle of Smart Water I’d carried over with me.

He eyed it suspiciously before accepting it. “You’re a sucker for advertising, then?”

“Excuse me?”

“I mean…thank you.”

“Much better.” I smiled approvingly.

He mirrored my smile while unscrewing the cap. After taking a gulp, he offered it back.

“Keep it.”

Xander chuckled. We both knew I wasn’t drinking that now.

He searched his wrist for a watch that wasn’t there, and then banged his head back against the wall in frustration.

“Were you mugged?”

He touched his scalp with elegant fingers. “They can be a little overbearing.”

“Who? The muggers? We can go to the police.”

“Is that your real eye color?”

An odd question. “Yes.”

“It’s the Tyndall effect, a scattering of light in the stroma.”

“Excuse me?”

“They’re an unusual green. I thought you were wearing contacts for a second.”

“I thought the same about you. Are you an ophthalmologist?”

“Hardly.” His eyes crinkled as he offered me a gorgeous smile, which faded as he looked down at his dirty clothes. “I don’t usually sleep in Tube stations.”

“What happened?”

His bright eyes roamed over my face. “Why did you do that?”

“You were out cold. I was worried about you.”

“No, I mean why did you get your nose pierced?”

Brushing my nose ring self-consciously, I gave him a pass. Homeless people were very often broken people and he didn’t need the hassle of me arguing over my vanity.

His hands disappeared inside his coat. “Shit.”

“Did they take your wallet?”

“They like to make a statement.”

“Who?”

He shook his head, refusing to elaborate.

“Are you out of money?”

He looked concerned. “You’ll miss your train.”

“I’m busking over there.” I gestured at the adjacent corner, expecting to see my instrument.

Ice-cold fear surged through my veins. My violin was gone, the case empty.

My legs felt like they were moving in slow motion as I pushed to my feet and scurried over to where I’d been busking.

“My violin!” I screeched. “Did anyone see anything?”

My flesh chilled as I glanced around to see if anyone had it. There were too many people, hundreds of commuters hurrying by, and I was being spectacularly ignored by everyone.

I bolted toward the exit and took two steps at a time to the street level, spilling out into the cold air and into a sea of people. Scanning the hands of pedestrians, I fought waves of lightheadedness, ready to bolt after someone as soon as I saw it. There was no way I could lose my precious instrument.

This isn’t happening.

“Can I help?”

Xander joined me on the pavement.

“Do you see anyone carrying a violin?” I zeroed in on the pedestrians again, glancing left and right. Time was slipping away. “Maybe they caught the Tube?” I tried to stay focused, fearing my legs were about to crumble.

“It’s my fault,” he said. “I’ll make it up to you.”

“No, this had nothing to do with you.” It was me who’d turned my attention away from where I’d set up to play. Regret made my head spin.

“Did you see the person who took it?” he asked.

“Oh, God, it’s gone.”

“Have faith.” Xander reached into his pocket. “The fuckers didn’t take my phone.” He stared at it, swiping the screen.

“Are you calling the police?” I turned away to continue studying the pedestrians. There were too many people in the crowd. Too many cars lined up in rush-hour traffic, the sound of their deafening horns heightening the tension.

Heat rose from the Tube station, making the air feel oppressive.

A streak of sweat snaked down my spine. “What am I going to do?”

Xander’s focus was still on his phone. I felt I was wasting time I didn’t have.

“The thief got into a black cab.” He raised his eyes from the screen and peered left. “Traffic’s slow. I can catch him.”

“You saw him? Which way did he go?”

“It’s too dangerous for you.”

I glared at him. “Tell me.”

“I’ll get it back for you if you promise to buy me a meal.”

I groaned in frustration.

“I was joking. But I am pretty hungry.”

I regained my composure. “Bring me my violin and I’ll treat you to a three-course dinner.”

“Five-course.”

“Seriously?” Go on, waste another five minutes.

He gave me a heart-stopping grin and took off at a sprint, dodging pedestrians while scaring a few, before leaping into traffic. A car horn signaled he’d barely missed being hit.

Guilt kicked in. I’d just catapulted a homeless man into some kind of superhero mission. No good deed goes unpunished—and I’d just received the mother of all reminders.

Trudging down the steps of the Underground, I hurried over to where I’d been playing Niccolò Paganini’s “Caprice No. 24,” a piece no one seemed to recognize, which was one of the hardest to master. I’d literally given my violin away while attending to some homeless guy. Who was to say he wouldn’t just take the violin for himself once he got it back…if he got it back.

After swiping away a tear, I tried not to let the floodgates open yet so as not to embarrass myself and bring any more unwanted attention my way from strangers. There was a reason you weren’t supposed to talk to them.

I closed the lid on my glass jar. It had five pounds in it—the same fiver I’d put in there to entice people to give me tips. I threw the jar irreverently into my violin case and clipped the lid closed. When I hoisted it up, its lightness reminded me of my stupidity.

I couldn’t remember how I’d arrived at my stop at Gloucester Street, but somehow I’d made it to the Tube station I always used to get home.

Numbness settled in my bones, but I left my coat hanging open because I deserved to be assaulted by the chill.

I trudged down the pavement, each footstep feeling unbearably heavy as I made my way past the row of terraces to the old Victorian house where I lived. The room I rented wasn’t much and the plumbing was noisy, but my bedroom window overlooked the garden. I always enjoyed the view while I practiced my lessons.

How was I going to practice now?

How was I going to explain this to Mr. Penn-Rhodes, my tutor at the Royal Academy of Music, when I faced him tomorrow?

Someone might as well have ripped my right arm off. Playing that violin had gotten me a scholarship into one of the finest music academies, and though it wasn’t worth much it had become my world. I’d bonded with it. Loving fingertips had traced each ripple in the wood and each flame in the maple. That instrument had warmed to me personally, too, and like an old friend it always came through.

That instrument was my life.

I’d also taught countless children with that precious violin. Those hour-long lessons had been their introduction to one of the most difficult instruments to master. And though teaching helped pay my rent, it also felt good to know I was making a difference.

What the hell was I going to do?

Waves of grief drenched me in sorrow. I’d suffered a terrible violation by a person who had no idea that they’d stolen part of my soul.

Three doors down, Mrs. Kaminski’s golden retriever, Charlie, was barking at something. I usually didn’t mind him going wild over the occasional horn or even another pet, but today it grated on my nerves.

What was I thinking leaving my precious violin unattended?

“No more Good Samaritan,” I muttered.

Unlatching the brass gate that squeaked on its hinges, I continued on between the hedges, trudging down the cobbled pathway that felt uneven beneath the worn soles of my shoes. I lifted my gaze to the door.

No way.

Xander rose from where he’d been sitting on the front steps.

“Hey, Emily.” My violin was in his hands. “Forget the five-course. I’m craving a curry.”

“How did you…?” Get here before me.

He turned the instrument, showing me the front and back. “Undamaged.” He held it out to me with both hands.

I set my empty case down and moved quickly to claim it, hugging the violin to my chest as though my lost child had been returned.

My cheeks flushed with relief. “How’d you get it back?”

“Trade secret.” A wink of mischief was followed by a drop-dead gorgeous smile.

Wait…how the hell did he know where I lived?
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Six Months Ago

 

I thought my life would fall into a downward spiral after my violin was stolen. To be honest, I’d not believed this stranger could save it. Yet here he was standing in front of me, having delivered what seemed like a miracle. I’d last seen him half an hour ago outside Piccadilly Circus, when he’d sprinted off to save my violin like a beautiful angel stripped of his wings.

His eyes lit up as he grinned. “My good deed for the day. Though nothing tops yours.”

I studied him. “Xander, right?”

“Right.”

“I never told you my name.” I narrowed my gaze on him.

“I don’t want to lie to you.”

“Then don’t.”

“You might not like the truth.”

“What does that mean?”

He looked toward the gate.

“Did you set me up?” I snapped. “Were you working with the guy who stole my violin?”

“No, I’ve never stolen anything in my life.”

“Then explain.”

His crystal blue eyes held mine for what seemed like an eternity. “I’m sorry I scared you.”

“I’m still calling the police.”

“You can’t.”

“And why is that?” My foot was poised to kick him in the balls if he made one wrong move.

He let out a deep sigh. “I didn’t get the man’s name. Your violin thief.”

I stepped back. “I need proof you’re not working with him. That you didn’t do all this so I would feel indebted to you, and the next thing I know you’re inside my home stealing my landlord’s shit.”

He chewed his bottom lip, looking thoughtful.

“I’ve never been scared of the truth, so spill.”

“Sure?”

“Don’t underestimate me.”

He arched a brow, and then gave a nod. “While you and I were outside the Tube station I used my phone to access the city’s surveillance system, training one of the cameras positioned on the corner of Piccadilly Avenue to scan your face. Your name came up in their recognition software.” Seeing my look of horror, he added, “At some point you decided to use face recognition to sign in to Facebook. The app recorded the results of your features into its database. All done legally because you clicked the terms of service without reading them. The government buys the data. I have access to it.”

The air crackled around us as I processed his admission.

“And that’s how you got my name?” I asked, stunned.

“Yes, and then I shifted the camera to train it in the direction I guessed the thief had run.”

“How did you know he went left?”

“Most people choose the invariant right. You know, when you walk through a store you usually head right. It’s mainly because you’re right-handed—”

“He went left.”

“His guilt contradicted his instincts.”

“How would you know this?”

He shrugged it off. “It’s my job to know.”

“You did all this in less than a minute?”

He looked surprised at the question.

“Prove it,” I said.

“Apparently, you voted Labour at the last election and you’re registered to this place.” He raised his chin to point to the house. “That’s how I got your address. I checked the voter registration.”

“No, seriously.”

He looked apologetic.

“Isn’t it illegal what you just did?”

“Well, you gave me permission when you asked me to get your violin back.” He flashed a cute smile. “I had to find you to return it.”

Okay…that logic worked, but everything else sounded like a crapshoot of weirdness.

He had me intrigued, though.

It wasn’t just his compelling words, it was the way he stood there tall and alluring with those exotic eyes. I could get lost in their pale blue depths. Right now he seemed to be summing me up, too.

I gestured to his phone. “That’s a little scary.”

“That’s nothing. I can also access your Google searches, your buying habits, and if you give me an hour, I’ll have you profiled all the way down to what you like to eat and your reading preferences.”

I should have been more cautious. This all sounded too farfetched, but I’d been disarmed by him returning my violin.

He grinned, oozing a charm that could be weaponized. Those full lips were seductive.

I was so damn tired and all day tomorrow I’d be teaching my students violin lessons. I needed to get a good night’s sleep. Though there was something about Xander that caused me to linger on the doorstep.

Wait…I did vote Labour.

“It was really nice meeting you, Em.”

Only my mum called me that.

He pivoted and continued down the pathway toward the gate. It squeaked as he opened it.

“Where are you going now?” I called after him.

“I just upgraded myself to crazy-guy level ten.” He gave a shrug. “This is where I make my exit.”

I knelt and opened my violin case, removing five pounds from the jar.

I hurried over to him. “Take this.”

Xander looked surprised. “I’m not taking your money.” He turned and walked quickly down the pavement.

I followed him. “Xander.”

He stopped, facing me. “What now?”

“Show me how you got my violin back.”

He blew out a sigh.

That familiar uneasiness swept over me. “Or not.”

He mulled it over. “The footage is recorded, so…”

A few swipes later and he held his iPhone up for me to see an aerial view outside Piccadilly. The camera was trained on the line of taxis not going anywhere fast. The footage had recorded us outside the Tube. There I was, looking left and right. It captured nothing of the agony I’d felt. Farther down the street was a man scurrying away with my violin. The thief ducked inside a cab.

What followed was Xander coming into frame in a sprint toward the cab, opening the door and then reappearing with my violin.

I shot Xander a look of concern. “How did you get into their system?”

“It’s one of my many talents.”

“Are you a hacker?”

“Not technically.”

“What do you do?”

“Security.” A twist of his lips hinted it was a little more complicated than that.

“Why did you lose your job?”

“Creative differences.”

I hesitated only for a moment. “Okay…one night. You can sleep on the sofa.”

He lit up with joy. “I’ll repay you.”

“You got my violin back.” My eyebrows rose to let him know that was no small feat. “If I wake up dead tomorrow I’ll be pissed.”

Xander laughed and followed me back up the pathway. “Tomorrow, I’ll have access to money. I’ll be able to thank you properly.”

“Trust me, you already did.” I raised the violin.

Not that I didn’t believe him, but we were all one day away from a lucky break that would turn us around. I certainly felt this way.

Reaching into my pocket for my door keys, I rummaged around and then looked up at him. “I rent a room here so bear that in mind.”

“I’ll be quiet.” Xander followed me up the steps. “I appreciate this.”

“Of course.”

“You’re talented. I may have been half asleep, but I recognized ‘Caprice No. 24.’”

“You heard me play?”

“A little, yes.”

The fact he recognized that piece of music added a new dimension to him in my eyes. He certainly carried himself like someone who was cultured and educated.

It didn’t take me long to give him a tour of the house. He was polite enough not to make fun of the country décor with its chintz fabrics, plaid furniture and drapes. Though the kitchen was an improvement, despite my landlord’s love for the French provincial style. The numerous gadgets revealed its owner was addicted to cooking shows and I often benefited from this by finding an assortment of Harold’s delicious creations in the fridge.

He was away visiting his sister in Edinburgh, but Xander didn’t need to know that.

While he used my bathroom to take a shower, I got to work ordering us a curry.

When the take-out arrived, I paid the deliveryman with the money I’d scrounged up. For some reason, getting Xander fed brought out my nurturing side.

I returned to the kitchen and dished out our delicious meal into bowls, placing them on the table. The scent of tomato and spices filled the air.

From the cupboard, I brought down two china plates and pulled out cutlery from the drawer. Then I filled two glasses with water.

“Hey.” Xander stood in the kitchen doorway. “That smells amazing.”

He looked a lot more than presentable, from his softly tanned skin to those locks of dark gold.The scruff gave him an edgy appeal. He reminded me of European royalty.

“Come sit.”

He took a chair at the kitchen table. “Where did you study the violin?”

“The Royal Academy of Music.” I was still there.

“That’s why you’re so good.” He reached for a glass and gulped the water.

“Your techy skills are impressive. You’d make a dangerous enemy.”

He stared at me. “Someone once told me the same thing. But I’m not like that.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“Could you get the thief’s name?” I watched him carefully.

“Do you want me to?”

With a shake of my head, I let him know I wasn’t sure. After handing him the rice dish, I set his chicken tikka masala before him.

He looked like he was saying a prayer. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”

“Hungry?”

“You have no idea.”

I caught him looking at my nose ring. “Go on then, say it.”

“I was going to say you should delete all apps from your phone.”

“Hmmm, you sound paranoid.”

Xander scooped several helpings of the creamy chicken onto his rice. “The problem with society is they’re not paranoid enough.”

“Really?”

He paused with his fork to his mouth. “The richest one percent owns more of the country’s wealth now than in the last fifty years.”

“I’d read that somewhere.”

“But what you don’t know is the extremes they’ll go to in order to keep it that way.”

I picked up my fork. “What do you do again…when you’re employed?”

“My specialty is computers.”

“But you don’t hack into them?”

“Not in the way you think.” He looked thoughtful. “It’s about…communications.”

He ate elegantly, and I marveled that a man so hungry didn’t shovel in his food.

I took another bite of the chicken and rich creamy sauce and the flavors burst over my taste buds. My stomach grumbled. Usually, when I got home, I’d grab a bowl of cereal or something simple, so this was a nice treat.

I had bailed on making any money tonight by helping him. I’d have to make the cash up after classes when I went out busking again. At least I had a season pass for the Tube so I could get to the Academy.

I turned my attention back on the intriguing man opposite me who was dipping a piece of naan bread into his sauce.

He took another elegant bite and dabbed his mouth with the paper napkin. “So good.”

“Who did you work for?”

“Doesn’t matter now.” He fixed his stare on me. “Where does your family live?

“Mum lives in Devon. Dad left when I was a baby. We don’t talk.”

“I’m sorry.”

I shrugged. “He was in the Air Force. A dashing pilot that my mother fell head over heels in love with. He swept in and out of her life as fast as one of those jets he flew.”

“That must have been hard.”

I nodded. “Still, she says she has no regrets because he gave her me.”

He smiled. “I was in the Army for a while.”

“Where were you stationed?”

“All over.” He seemed to realize he was being vague. “East Asia.”

“What was that like?”

“About like you’d imagine.” He turned to the window. “Is your landlord a relative?”

“No, Harold just lets me rent one of his rooms.”

“This is a nice home.” He looked at me as though wanting to say more.

We finished eating in silence, both of us breaking off naan bread and dipping it in our sauce and swapping appreciative smiles with each other.

Xander carried his empty plate over to the sink and washed it, then took mine from me and loaded the dishwasher.

“How did you end up at Piccadilly?” I asked, joining him at the sink.

He tapped my nose ring. “It diverts attention from your beauty.”

A frisson of excitement hit my solar plexus and made me tingle. I wanted to ask him a lot more questions, the kind that would reveal more about him. But he seemed tired and I didn’t want to encroach any more on his privacy.

I set Xander up in the front room on the daybed with a duvet and a pillow.

“Sorry, but the TV stopped working last week,” I said. “Not sure why.”

“I’m just going to crash.”

“Feel free to visit the kitchen if you need anything.”

“If only everyone on the planet was like you,” he said, shaking his head.

“Oh, I’m a little damaged.”

“How?”

“I’m an artist. We’re kind of temperamental.”

“You’re not damaged. You’re deep. There’s a difference.”

He didn’t know me, but I didn’t try to correct him.

“What inspired you to take up the violin?”

“Diana Lucia Zane,” I said wistfully. “My mum took me to see her play the violin in London. I was twelve. I fell in love with the instrument that day and never looked back. Diana’s my idol. She’s from Vienna. Anyway, Mum and I went backstage afterward and I met her. Couldn’t say anything. I was too starstruck. She knew it, too. Diana took my hands in hers and stared into my eyes and announced, “You have the hands of a violinist.”

Xander remained quiet.

“Mum bought me a violin the following week and got me lessons. That concert changed my life.”

The way he stared at me caught me off guard. “What?”

“Which relative of yours is deaf?”

“Why?” I sat back, surprised.

“You lip read. It’s not that obvious. I see things most people don’t.”

“My mum.”

His eyes were filled with sympathy. He didn’t need to say anything—it was written on his face, his understanding that she’d never hear me play.“She encouraged you anyway.”

“She’s pretty special.”

“That doesn’t make you damaged.”

“She was protective. Like, super-obsessive about me going out, or making friends, or doing anything that would place me in danger.”

“Because she loves you.”

“The result is I have a penchant for danger now,” I said suggestively.

A rush of adrenaline hit me when he seemed to catch my drift.

He raised his glass in a toast. “Well, it benefited me so thank you, Em’s mum.”

Xander defused the sexual tension with a friendly smile.

I changed the subject. “She teaches, too…sign language to children.”

“Too?”

“I teach violin to kids.”

He looked impressed.

I headed for the door. “Good night.”

“Emily.”

I paused and looked over my shoulder.

“Thank you for this.”

His sincerity was the kindness I needed. It felt good to help someone. And I had the sense that he understood me. There was something comforting in that.

I left him to get settled and headed to my room and locked the door.

Letting a stranger sleep under the same roof wasn’t one of my better decisions, but somehow I felt like I would be able to rest better knowing I wasn’t alone.

The next morning, daybreak flooded into my bedroom and I blinked awake, realizing I’d taken the mother of all risks.And I wasn’t about to let my violin out of my sight again.

Wearing my pajamas, I made my way downstairs and pressed my ear to the sitting room door. Sounds of movement revealed Xander was awake. I knocked and then opened the door slightly to peer in. He was doing push-ups on the carpet and only wearing his boxers. He rose off the floor with lightning speed, his back muscles rippling as his biceps tightened. He’d gone from being my dark angel to a ripped God-like figure.

He leaped to his feet when he saw me. “Hey, Emily.”

I nudged the door open farther. “How did you sleep?”

“Great. You?”

“Fine.”

My gaze slid from his sculpted broad shoulders to his six-pack abs and down to that impressive bulge in his boxers. My tongue moistened my lower lip. “I’ll put the kettle on.” Blushing, I pivoted and hurried into the kitchen, hoping he’d not noticed me ogling his gorgeousness.

Fifteen minutes later, I left a mug of tea and a fresh egg sandwich for him on a china plate in the center of the kitchen island and returned to my room with my own favorite mug in hand.

I leaped into the shower and raised my face to the rush of hot water to try to forget the memory of seeing him half-naked downstairs.

I’d taken such a risk having a stranger here, but I was kind of lonely. Harold was a generation older and we had little in common other than our love of this place. Hanging out with someone closer to my age had brought the company I’d desperately needed.

Maybe, just maybe, we could be friends. Especially if his homelessness was only temporary. These thoughts filled me with hope as I pulled on my jeans and a blouse and then dragged a brush through my hair.

There was a knock on my bedroom door.

“Come in.” I faced Xander as he entered.

“Hey, thank you for breakfast. You didn’t need to do that.”

“I don’t want you leaving hungry.”

He looked surprised at that. “I took a look at your TV. One of the cables was disconnected so I fixed it.”

“Was that all, seriously?”

“Seriously. I’ll put a new battery in the remote and I’ll be on my way.”

“In there.” I pointed to my chest of drawers.

Turning to face the mirror, I checked to make sure my hair was not too unruly. When I turned back, Xander was holding my vibrator.

Oh, God.

“I’m assuming this is yours?” He smiled as he said it.

“The other drawer.”

“Ah.”

My face was on fire.

He turned it in his hand. “If it’s made in China, there’s a chance they put a listening device in it.”

“Fuck off.” I had to laugh.

He bit his lip suggestively. “I’ll put it back.”

“I don’t use it.” The words came out before I could stop myself.

“I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

“You didn’t.” I lifted a shoulder. “I mean, I prefer to use it on my clit.”

I wasn’t scared of my sexuality, even if my flushed face contradicted this. Under different circumstances I would have led him over to my bed and explored his well-toned body. And then done more to him…so much more.

I raised my chin, wanting to shock him. “Sometimes, I put it inside and turn it up to the max.”

“Well, that’s fine, of course.”

A spark of chemistry passed between us and I sensed a shift in his emotions. He looked intrigued.

Then I remembered how I’d met him. “Harold’s going to be home.”

He placed the vibrator back and closed the drawer.

Here stood a dreamy man whose presence filled the room with a rare aura that was indefinable. If he walked out the door, I’d never see him again.

“Do you have a girlfriend?” I asked.

“I’m not seeing anyone. You?”

I gave him a thin smile. “You could always hack into my bank account and see if I buy dinner for two.”

“You should never pay for dinner.” Xander looked around my bedroom.

I had a feeling he was trying to find out more about me.

He winked. “If your violin goes astray again. I’ll get it back for you.”

“How can I contact you if it does?”

“This is why my relationships don’t work out. I’m too elusive, apparently.”

“What happened?”

“We both wanted more…just totally different things.”

“Are you still friends?”

He mulled that over. “There’s a connection between us that just won’t break.”

Someone still had a piece of his heart and it was kind of romantic.

“I’ve never had that.”

“You deserve to be loved entirely. Your lover should make you feel invincible.”

“That would be nice.”

“Personally, I’m not an easy lover to have,” he admitted.

“Why not?”

“I’m into…things.” He glanced down at the drawer that held my vibrator.

I wanted to ask for details as a rush of excitement swept through me, making me feel giddy. God, if he was into rough sex, I may have met my dream man.

“I should go,” he said.

“Best of luck with everything.”

“You’re the kindest person I’ve ever met, Emily.”

His words filled me with a flush of warmth—like basking in the sun on a summer day.

He moved toward the door. “Thanks again for breakfast. For all of it, really.”

“Would you like to…”

Xander shut the door behind him.

Great. We’d ended things on an awkward note.

I stood there replaying our conversation, and let out a sigh of sadness when I heard the front door close. Tentatively, I went downstairs to the hallway and peered through the peephole. Xander was at the end of the garden closing the gate behind him.

I had pushed him away. My love of music had always been my priority, but now I felt a lingering loneliness. As I entered the sitting room, I cursed my coldness.

As I grabbed up the sheets I’d given him, ready to throw them into the washing machine, his soft scent wafted up around me, mixing with the vanilla aroma of my body wash he’d used last night. He smelt like good company. Like a friend I could get to like a lot.

My thoughts returned to that vision of him standing in front of the unlit fireplace, bare-chested and wearing nothing but his boxers. In a daze, my hands caressed my nipples to soothe my longing. It didn’t help.

Back in the kitchen, I threw the sheets in the washing machine.

“I’m into things.” His words teased me all the way back to my bedroom.

I eased off my clothes and then my panties and bra, my naked body feeling kissed by the cold air as my breaths came short and sharp with anticipation. I removed my vibrator from the chest of drawers and then ran my fingertips over where Xander had touched it. A jolt of arousal overwhelmed me, bringing on a delicious swoon as I lay upon my bed.

As my fingers trailed along myself, I felt the wetness, having been aroused from when Xander had stood only feet away. My clit throbbed as I thought about the way he’d held up my sex toy and caressed its length.

I fired it up, rubbing it along myself. The buzz went deep, making my thighs tremble.

I strummed my sensitized sex delicately at first, mesmerized by the sensations gripping me, my jaw tense, the theatre of my imagination taunting me with forbidden thoughts of Xander doing things to me that were downright dirty.

Losing control, needing to belong to him more than I needed my next breath, I squeezed the toy between my thighs to hold it in place and reached up and pinched my nipples, pretending it was Xander whose tongue was lashing me down there. The slow torture of his pleasure proving he possessed me completely.

The memory of him owned my orgasm as I gasped out loud, my body shuddering as I rode out the seemingly endless spasms.

My head hit the pillow as the residual vibrations began to fade. I cupped my sex to prolong the exquisite throbbing.

“I should have let you in,” I thought, sending a silent message to Xander.

But it was too late—my beautiful stranger was gone.
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Six Months Ago

 

Letting Xander into Harold’s home last night had been reckless.

I knew nothing about him, not even his last name. The relief I’d felt from getting my violin back had made me high and affected my judgment. It could have gone so differently.

I scanned the sitting room where Xander had slept last night. Even though I didn’t know him I missed him. Over there on the carpet, I’d caught him doing those impressive push-ups like he’d stepped out of one of those scorching hot billboard ads you see for high fashion all around the city.

And the TV worked now because he’d fixed it.

I pushed my focus onto playing “Concerto No. 3” by Mozart and this cleansed my musical palate after teaching violin all morning. Three one-hour sessions for teenagers had frayed my nerves. It made me recall my old violin tutor and the patience he’d had as I’d learned to master this instrument.

Notes rose majestically as I pulled my bow across the strings to say what I couldn’t say with words. I closed my eyes as the music flowed through me, soothing my soul.

The doorbell rang, snapping me back into time and place. I set down my instrument and bow and hurried to answer the door.

When I opened it, there was no one there.

My focus fell to the steps, where an antique wooden violin case lay at the bottom.

I knelt beside it to take a closer look.

Maybe there was a clue inside to reveal who the case belonged to. I taught all ages, though had one of my students turned up with this I’d have remembered it. The antique design was gorgeous and unforgettable.

I clicked the case open and inhaled sharply, blinking to clear my vision.

A Stradivarius lay within the velvet interior.

Who the hell had left this here?

I ran my fingertips reverently over the maple neck. This beautiful seventeenth century violin was famed for its astounding sound.

Confused, I looked toward the gate, hoping to find someone there who could explain this extraordinary find. I knew it was worth a fortune.

Returning my attention to the violin, I lifted it out of the case with great care. A Sotheby’s auction tag was tucked beneath the fingerboard.

Could this be from him? The mysterious man who’d entered my life last night and then disappeared? Xander had said that he’d repay me…

It was stupid to think this had anything to do with him. There was another perfectly good explanation. No way could I continue with my day without at least trying to find the rightful owner of the Stradivarius. I knew what it felt like to lose one’s most precious possession, and I didn’t want anyone else to go through the same grief. Gently, I returned it to the case and shut the lid.

I grabbed the violin, locked up the house, and headed out, following my only clue—the auction tag. It was time to visit Sotheby’s.

I put my ear buds in and listened to Demi Lovato sing about not holding on and letting go. With that raw truth reminding me what it was going to be like giving up this priceless violin, I rode the Tube toward Mayfair.

Don’t think about keeping it.

This wasn’t meant for me.

But I couldn’t help but get excited over the thought of owning one of the world’s finest violins. There were so few of these in existence that even playing one was a privilege.

New Bond Street reigned with its impressive architecture and decadent shops. The one I was heading for was tucked between Delvaux, a fancy boutique, and Richard Green, a high-end art store.

Above the frontage of Sotheby’s hung its blue flag stating the company had been established in 1744. Inside were the kinds of experts who would come running to snatch this off my hands when I told them what was inside. The girl with a nose ring would no doubt cause a riot when she appeared with a Strad.

I stepped into the impressive foyer and was greeted by the receptionist, who glanced at the case. She led me to a door with “Charles Bisbee” stamped on the glass.

Inside the small office sat a sixty-something man wearing a tweed jacket and chatting on the phone. When he saw me, he held up a finger to tell me to wait, while he curiously considered the violin case.

He hung up. “How can I help?”

“I found a Stradivarius…” I waited for his surprised reaction, and then continued. “And I want to return it to its rightful owner.”

He leaned back in his chair. “Where did you find it?”

“Outside my house, on the doorstep.I found the Sotheby’s auction tag, so here I am.”

I opened the case to show him the instrument. Shock settled on his face.

“So you remember it?”

“It’s a Strad,” he replied, his tone sarcastic.

“Can you tell me the name of the person who bought it?”

He gave me a thin smile that served as a no.

“Right…confidentiality. Maybe you can get a message to him?”

“If I see the gentleman again,” he said.

“I’m not comfortable keeping it.”

“I’m not surprised, considering it sold for a couple of million.”

“Pounds?”

“No, breadsticks.” He looked over my shoulder. “Are you with the other gentleman who visited after my client left?”

“Who was your client?”

He smiled. “Bravo.”

I smirked at my cheekiness. “Who was the man who came after?”

“Didn’t leave a name.”

I turned and peered out the window with a sigh.

“It was a private sale,” he said. “Details sealed.”

“Was his name Xander?”

“Sealed, as in private.”

“Can you at least give the buyer a message?”

He folded his arms.

I had to wonder if Xander had actually left no way of being contacted.

“Consider this an official report,” I told him, snapping the case shut.

He dragged his fingers over his mouth as though thinking this through. “If the owner returns—”

“He knows where I live.”

“Take care of that violin.” His bushy eyebrows rose with a hint of condescension. “You have something special, young lady.”

I raised the case for dramatic effect. “Circa 1645 to 1750 there was a little ice age. During that time tree growth slowed resulting in unusually dense wood. Boom, you get a violin with superior sound.”

“True. The wood was also meant to come from cathedrals.”

“Debunked.”

He nodded, impressed. “You know your violins.”

“I do, and it’s a shame after talking to you I don’t know more.”

I headed for the door, having failed miserably to get Xander’s contact info.

“Miss? I never caught your name.”

I stopped and looked back. “Emily Rampling.”

“Sounds like that violin was destined to find you, Emily.” His eyes lit up with a smile.

“Not sure about that.”

“Someone obviously thinks so.”

I glanced past him to the back wall. The old black and white photos hanging in fancy frames revealed Charles Bisbee’s passion for instruments. Knowing we had this interest in common, I shared a look of understanding with him before heading out.

I couldn’t think of anyone other than Xander who would have given me something so priceless. I’d lost my only chance of contacting him and as my consolation prize I’d received the most incredible gift. Though I still wasn’t sure keeping it was an option. Falling in love with a violin this remarkable was a bad idea.

As though part of me wasn’t willing to let Xander go, I returned to the place I’d met him.

Beneath the low ceiling of Piccadilly Circus’s Tube station, in the same spot I’d played the night I’d met him, I removed the Strad from its case. I made a wish that music would draw him back to me.

The notes echoed with extraordinary beauty. It was a musician’s dream, holding an instrument of this quality and history. I was in awe.

It was easy to forget where I was as my soul became one with the violin. I played my heart out for Xander, savoring each note as I recalled every second spent in his company.

Although I imagined him listening to me amongst the crowd, I never saw him.

Closing my eyes, I embraced this instrument that had already stolen a piece of my heart.

The heaviness in my chest made me feel like I’d lost a friend. Of course, there was no logic to this emotional connection, and no reasonable argument why I should suffer this way. I just did.
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Six Months Ago

 

Three nights after meeting Xander, I went back to the Tube station at Piccadilly Circus and reclaimed the exact spot in the ticket area.

I was here to play for him…and him alone.

I still wore my music school clothes—a short tartan skirt, thigh-high tights and flat shoes. I’d not even stopped off at home to change first.

The commuters passing by had no idea they were listening to a two-century old violin. I’d not been brave enough to take this instrument into class at the Academy yet. Girls like me didn’t turn up with one of these without arousing suspicion.

I lowered my instrument to my side to take a break, watching the pedestrians flow by. At this time of day, I’d have better luck playing in Covent Garden. But I’d have less chance of seeing Xander.

It was a ridiculous hope, but I clung to it.

A tall man with graying temples stopped in front of me to throw a five-pound note into my case. I gave a bow of thanks and watched him walk away.

I glanced out into the stream of human traffic and glimpsed a familiar face.

Xander.

My heart skipped a beat, and then began to race.

He stood amongst the meandering crowd. Gone were his rumpled clothes. He wore what looked like designer jeans and a black blazer over a nice shirt. A scarf was wrapped around his neck in the sophisticated European style. His looks were more astonishing than I remembered.

The rush of excitement I was feeling suddenly turned into panic.

Xander had turned away and was heading through the turnstile. I watched, dismayed, as he stepped onto a descending escalator, disappearing from view.

Quickly, with trembling hands, I knelt to put my Strad and bow away.

Holding the handle of the case with a tight grip, I rushed toward the escalator that would take me into the heart of the Tube station. I leapt onto the moving escalator, my heart pounding over the fear I was close to losing him.

Xander stepped off the escalator and turned sharply into a tunnel leading to a platform.

I ran beneath the same arch until I made it onto the platform, drawing in sharp breaths when I saw him hop onto a waiting carriage, the doors beginning to close.

I bolted forwards, sprinting through the doors directly in front of me. Even though I’d not be on his carriage, I’d make his train.

Holding onto the handrail and balancing the violin case with my other hand, I felt the Tube rock beneath my feet as it headed down the track. It was soon swallowed up by a tunnel, plunging us into darkness.

When the lights flickered back on, I hurried down the center aisle, peering through the glass divider into Xander’s carriage.

As though sensing my stare, he turned his head and looked at me.

This man had been a constant in my thoughts since he’d walked out of my bedroom and I was too caught up in the mystery of him to walk away.

This chase was exhilarating.

A jolt and a shudder signaled the train was changing tracks. It took off down another tunnel. From the worried expressions of the other passengers, I could tell they weren’t expecting this either. This wasn’t the train’s regular route.

Xander stared back at me, raising his phone.

No, I was imagining it. Surely he’d not just changed our direction with his phone.

The train squealed to a stop at a deserted station. Light bulbs flickered like in some old horror movie where you know things were about to go wrong.

The overhead announcement informed passengers that this was not a working platform and it was closed to the public. There had been a “technical glitch” and we were “being re-routed.”

With my jaw taut with tension, I watched Xander tap the screen of his phone. The doors in front of him opened and he took a leap onto the abandoned station’s platform.

With a whoosh the doors before me parted as well.

Glancing back at the other passengers, my heart jack-hammered over what I was being coaxed to do. From halfway down the platform, Xander held my stare as though challenging me to join him.

I didn’t want to see the expressions of anyone witnessing my leap onto the platform with my violin in tow. I ducked, hoping to avoid being seen by the train’s driver, and hid behind a pillar, inhaling a steadying breath.

The train pulled away with a screech and headed off into the tunnel. I was left standing alone, the silence only interrupted by the far-off sounds of trains flying by on distant tracks. The echo of the Underground clanged around me.

Xander was gone.

A shimmering vaulted ceiling stretched overhead. My addled mind knew this station had been built in the early part of the nineteenth century. I noticed old stains on the walls from water damage, but the rusted arches above were still spectacular.

Xander reappeared on the track about twenty feet away and I let out a sigh of relief. I hurried towards him, wondering why the hell he was making this so difficult.

I closed in on him. “Did you change the destination of our train?” Even as I spoke those words, I didn’t really believe them.

He gave me a provocative smile, which looked a lot like a yes.

“Why?”

“Why not?”

“Because those people need to get to their destination.”

“A bit of adventure never hurt anyone.”

“I’m serious.”

“They need to be shaken from their routine. They need to know that one person can make a difference.”

Maybe he was some kind of vigilante?

I raised the violin case.

“You deserve even more than that,” he said.

“Xander, it’s too much!”

He shook his head. “What you did for me—”

“One night on the sofa.”

“Emily, you saw me. The real me.”

I studied his face. “So…would you like to be friends?”

Though after that trick he’d claimed to pull on the train, he would make a dangerous ex.

He looked conflicted. “A good friend of mine once told me I’m like one of those priceless Ming Dynasty vases. Seemingly perfect, with an invisible crack running through me that makes me deeply complicated.”

“Why would she say such a thing?”

“Because he knows me.”

“I don’t believe that about you.”

“Don’t let this be the good advice you didn’t take.”

“You’re asking me to walk away?”

He pointed. “The exit.”

“I made it this far, right?”

“You don’t scare easily, do you?”

I ignored that. “You heard me play?”

“It was selfish of me.”

“You gave me a Stradivarius.”

“Hearing you play makes everything worth it.”

“What do you mean?”

He shook his head to avoid answering. “It had to be equal to the kindness you showed.”

“That’s silly. This violin is worth millions.”

“Perhaps I should have done more.”

“Oh, stop. Now I owe you, Xander.”

He looked thoughtful. “This is where we part ways.”

“Why?”

“You are everything that is good.”

“And I believe that about you.”

“My life is…complex.”

I wasn’t ready to let him walk out of mine. “Did you find somewhere to live?” I asked.

“I did.”

“You have enough to eat?”

“Yes, I have access to money now.” His gaze roamed over the violin case in my hand. “I’m so happy you kept it.”

“I went to Sotheby’s.”

“I know.”

“Did Mr. Bisbee contact you?”

He didn’t answer.

“I feel like you and me…we could be more…” There, I dared to say it.

He let out a sigh of frustration. “You may not like my brand of friendship.”

“Why?”

He gestured with his chin to an archway. “You’ll be able to make it to the street from there.”

“Maybe I want to stay down here with you?”

Xander hesitated. “I’m not sure I can give you what you want.”

“You’ve seen how and where I live. My life is simple. I don’t need anything other than music.”

His expression changed. “We are deliciously wrong for each other.”

“How do you mean?”

“We’re opposites.”

“Doesn’t mean we can’t be there for each other.”

“I like you too much.”

“That makes no sense.”

“Goodbye, Em.” He leaped onto the track, barely missing an electrical rail, and walked away.

Go home. Forget him.

Yet I couldn’t keep myself from following him. I clambered onto the track, avoiding the rails.The steel rods could change any second and pin my foot in between, so I leaned on the side and continued on. One misstep and I’d be electrocuted.

I just couldn’t lose him again…

Inside the dark tunnel, I saw Xander leaning against the wall as though waiting for me. Shadows danced over his face. This wasn’t the most daring thing I had done lately. That was inviting a homeless man back to my place a few nights ago. But this was a close second.

“What point are you trying to make?” I asked, my voice echoing around us.

“I come with a catch.”

“What catch?” My flesh tingled at his insinuation that maybe, just maybe, we could be together.

Or maybe I should heed his earlier warning.

Yet he was the adrenaline rush I’d yearned for. The apex of an aliveness I’d long craved.

“Are you a criminal?”

He looked amused. “Other end of the spectrum.”

I gestured around us. “Is this a metaphor for how things will be if we’re friends?”

“It is.”

“When you derailed that train—”

“Didn’t derail it. Merely changed its direction.”

And that was a metaphor for him changing the path of my life with the power of his allure.

He looked conflicted. “I’m not meant to have this kind of life.”

“What kind?”

Those crystal blue eyes held mine.

“You had your heart broken?” I asked.

“How can you make a choice when you don’t know what the question is?”

My violin case was heavy, so I leaned it against the wall. “You’re still not making much sense.”

A train roared by and it sounded so close that I leaped forward to hug him, squishing my face against his chest. He felt like the shelter I’d not known I’d needed.

“Other side,” he shouted over the noise.

Relaxing in his arms, I breathed in his heady cologne and closed my eyes, feeling his fingers stroking my hair to comfort me.

The sound of the train receded into the distance, and I peered up at him. “No one has ever been this kind to me.”

He curled his hand against my cheek.“I feel like I’m touching something sacred when I’m with you.”

“You were bold enough to alter the direction of that train,” I said, pulling away. “I raise you my own dare.” I turned away from him, facing the wall with my palms pressed on the cold brick, my spine arched in a seductive beckon.

“And you’re trying to change the direction of my life, too, apparently,” he said huskily.

Far away on another track there came a rumbling of another train, but the noise was pushed out of my mind when I felt the sensation of Xander’s hand running down my spine.

Slowly, he eased up my tartan mini-skirt and hitched it above my waist, groaning as he looked at my tight ass.

Metal was screeching on metal somewhere and the vision of sparks glittered in my imagination.

He tugged on my panties. “Can I pull these down?”

“Please.” I looked over my shoulder. “Fuck me.”

“Anything for you, Em.”

My panties were eased down until they reached my ankles. I stepped out of them. From behind came the noise of a zipper being pulled down. The tip of his cock pressed against my folds as his hand explored between my thighs, his long fingers strumming my clit to make sure I was wet.

He pushed inside me a little, and it made me feel flustered that he was so tall and strong behind me, and I was so vulnerable in this desolate place. I moved back against him so I could bend over more, my breath coming out in ragged gasps.

“Emily,” he whispered. “God, how I want you.”

This was madness. I was reckless and yet my body screamed to let me have this, have him, to surrender. This kind of thrill was all I’d ever desired and I wanted to believe someone as magnetic as Xander could be mine.

Our scandalous rendezvous was the same scenario I’d fantasized about during those nights when I’d believed he was gone forever.

He shoved all the way in. “Em, you feel more amazing than I thought possible.”

The tight feeling of discomfort eased, and my inner muscles clenched him as he began to thrust himself deep inside me.

All those hours I’d spent playing my violin had been me beckoning to him. This was my moment to savor. “Harder.”

My palms scraped against the brick, but all I cared about was this slow, steady burning rhythm, the feel of him inside me. I held on to every second, not wanting it to end.

Xander’s hips acted like a brilliant piston, verging on violent as he forced himself all the way in and then pulled out, keeping a perfect pace that had me quaking with pleasure. My breasts were swollen, nipples beaded tight, legs trembling from his deep penetration. I felt my slickness dampen my thighs.

He slowed a little and his breaths came short and sharp. “You like me fucking you in the filthy depths of London?”

“Yes.”

He reached around and his fingers resumed strumming my clit. The sensations felt delicious.

“We’re not meant to be,” he purred in my ear. “That’s what makes you feel so good.”

The titillating sounds of our bodies clashing echoed around us.

Chasing after the high of coming, my legs weakened as Xander wrapped his arm around my waist to hold me against him as he continued his hard thrusting.

My flesh ignited, my mind letting go as my climax caught me up in a frenzy of need as I rode blissful waves of ecstasy.

“How can you make a choice when you don’t know what the question is?”

I couldn’t finish that thought, couldn’t catch my breath, couldn’t fathom how a ride on a train had brought me to this erotic encounter. No one could hear my moans in the darkness and I wouldn’t have cared if they did. I let go, escaping the here and now…

Afterward, I leaned against the wall, catching my breath and marveling at how this man had come back into my life. It was fitting really, that we’d found each other again like two meteors randomly clashing together.

But not by chance…by careful seduction; both of us equally guilty in this dangerous dance of temptation.

Xander caressed my skin as he pulled my panties back on and tugged my skirt down. He spun me around and pulled me into a hug.

I swooned with happiness.

Us. It felt so right.

“I see you, Emily,” he whispered. “And I really like what I see.”

A rush of contentment made my heart soar. He saw the real me and not the shy student who could appear standoffish. All I yearned for was the chance to connect.

“Promise me you’ll never ask about my past.”

I didn’t hesitate. “I promise.”

He held me tightly against him.“Us, like this, is all I can give you, Emily. Will this be enough?”

It already is.
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Six Months Ago

 

Xander paused before his front door with his key poised, as though reconsidering.

“Everything okay?” I whispered, looking for a sign he’d changed his mind about bringing me home after our incredible sex in the Underground an hour before.

I’d played my violin hoping to see him again and the spell I’d cast with my music had led me here. I was anxious to see where he lived.

Just a few days ago, I’d found him homeless at Piccadilly, so it was reassuring he’d found a place already. I expected it to be bare. Maybe he’d let me help decorate.

Gordon House was smack bang in the middle of Baker Street. The elegant foyer had tipped me off that he’d found somewhere incredible. The inside of this building was just as grand as its street façade, the vertical columns giving away its Victorian heritage. Even his front door was carved with expensive molding.

It was more than obvious that only the rich could afford to live here.

With a twist of his wrist and a smile to lessen the tension, he turned the key and we were in.

We stepped into an open-plan design—the place was fully furnished.

Masculine tones dominated his abode. A large brown leather couch was accompanied by matching dark wood furniture. Sprawling floor-to-ceiling windows let in the street light. I counted ten chessboards placed around the room, their chess pieces scattered across squares as though he were mid-game in all of them.

“Are you playing these at the same time?” I asked.

He looked surprised at the question. “Yes.”

“Doesn’t it strain your brain?”

Instead of answering me, he eased my violin case out of my hand and set it on the dining room table.

“You play chess with people online?”

His eyes met mine. “My opponent is online, yes.”

That made me pause. “Do you live alone?”

“No, my wife’s taking a bath. She can’t wait to meet you.”

“What?”

Xander rolled his eyes. “Yes, I live alone,” he said. “You’ve already asked me if I was in a relationship.”

“You could have a roommate.”

“That’s not what you insinuated.”

I shrugged, and then said, “The chessboards are a little unusual.”

“So am I.”

“Well, I like that about you.”

His frown softened and he flashed a disarming smile.

“This place came furnished?” I asked, looking around.

“The stuff’s all mine.”

The furniture was arranged neatly around us, his taste classic and warm with dark brown and cream fabrics and antique leather chairs that had an “old boys’ club” charm. There was a print of the world on the back wall, opposite a fireplace. A smart TV sat above it to round out the well-traveled and techy feel.

“This is lovely.”

“What are you really thinking?”

“Excuse me?” Then I got his meaning. “You’re wealthy.”

“Does that offend you?”

“Why would it?” But why were you sleeping in the Underground?

“You don’t come from money. There’s bound to be pre-conceived ideas.”

“You say exactly what you think, don’t you?”

“Money means power. That can intimidate.”

I smiled. “Everyone is equal as far as I’m concerned.”

“Not equal in trauma, though.”

“How do you mean?”

“The most powerful are the most traumatized, usually.” He studied me. “It’s that sense of drive that escalates them. Read any biography and you’ll see evidence of deep-seated issues. Think of the last few presidents. All of them deeply affected by painful childhoods.”

From what I could remember about them, he was probably right. “Have you been traumatized, Xander?”

“I’m well adjusted.” He raised his hand before I could speak. “Even though you found me sleeping in the Underground.”

My head eased back when his finger traced my nose. “I took it out.”

“I can see that.” He looked concerned. “Not because of me, I hope.”

“I just fancied a change,” I lied.

“For God’s sake, don’t change, Em.” He blinked at me in surprise. “I need you to stay exactly as you are.”

“I will.”

He looked around his home. “They let me move in right away. And then I walked into Heal’s and told them I needed same day delivery.”

I loved that furniture store. I had strolled around it once hoping to have this kind of stuff in my home one day—a pipedream.

Xander took my hand. “I keep wracking my brain trying to think of how to thank you for being so kind to me at Piccadilly. You let me sleep at your place and you paid for my meal. You were there for me and you didn’t even know me.”

“You gave me a Stradivarius,” I replied flatly.

“That was nothing.”

“I’ve never been given a gift like this.” I glanced over at the violin on the table, still stunned it was mine.

“You’re a good person, Em. But I’m not.”

“Yes, you are.”

Guilt washed over his expression.

“What’s wrong?”

“Once you see beyond the curtain there’s no going back.”

“How do you mean?”

“Seeing how things really are in the world.”

“I know a lot of bad things happen,” I replied, wishing I knew what he was really trying to tell me.

He let go of my hand, staring down at me. “The world needs more people like you.”

A frisson of excitement rushed over me. I was here, with him, and the thought he was back in my life made me giddy with happiness.

“Want a drink?”

“Yes, please.”

I followed him into the spacious kitchen area. Xander removed what looked like an old bottle of red wine off a rack. The glass had scratchy white writing on the side. With a pop, he uncorked the Château Lafite.

I stepped closer. “Is that date right?”

He studied the scrawled numbers on the side…1757. “Must be a mistake.” He licked his bottom lip as he looked up at me. “I’m sure it tastes fine.”

“You have this place looking amazing.”

“You’re amazing, Em. I’m impossible to catch. Yet here you are drinking my wine.”

“I’m sure it’s delicious, too.”

“My work is everything.” He handed me a glass. “Just so you know.”

I held the glass by the stem. “I’m just as passionate about music.”

“I love that about you.” He strolled over to a door that led to a pantry. Inside was enough food to feed a family, with cheese, tubs of caviar, and heaps of cereal boxes. He brought out a packet of chocolate biscuits, opened it, and poured them onto a plate.

“You’re well stocked up.”

“I’m about to go balls deep into a project.” He widened his eyes. “Sorry.”

“I get it.” I gave him a kind smile. “Everything is okay now?”

“Yes.” He gestured around him. “As you can see, I’m settled. Good to go on work and play.” He bit his lower lip suggestively.

I took a sip of red wine to hide my flushed cheeks. The vintage tasted of rich blackberries with a hint of flowers. I couldn’t taste the alcohol, though, and that meant it was a good wine.

He smiled. “Let it breathe.”

I set it down. “Are you from London?”

“Buckinghamshire.”

“Are your parents still alive?”

“Mum is, yes.”

“Do you get to see her a lot?”

“Not as much as I should. How about you?”

“I owe Mum a visit. Haven’t been home to Devon in a couple of months.”

“She must be proud of you.”

“She doesn’t know I busk, though.” I gave a shrug.

“She has nothing to worry about with you.”

I cringed. “She kind of does, obviously.”

I mean, an hour ago he’d been banging me in one of the Underground’s tunnels.

As though reading my mind, he said, “Best sex I ever had.” His comment lightened the moment.

I cleared my throat. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Why were you sleeping rough?”

He considered his answer. “I was…avoiding someone.”

“Who hurt you?”

“My ex-employer didn’t want me to leave.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m good at what I do. I worked for an organization that’s very influential.” He set his glass down. “Be right back.”

My curiosity was piqued. I wanted to know what kinds of things a man could accumulate in two days. Walking down a short hall, I reached an office that had three sleek computer monitors positioned on a long central desk. A leather swivel chair sat before it. I imagined Xander moving from one screen to the other as he multitasked. Maybe he was into stocks and shares. It would certainly explain where all his money came from.

The back wall had two shelves. The only picture displayed was of an attractive woman in her mid-forties. She looked so much like Xander.The lady was wearing wellies and a sleeveless green vest—posing in a quaint village and looking like the ultimate country lady with a black Labrador by her side. I peered closer, squinting, and read the sign on the post office’s wall. The town was Great Missenden.

With a jolt I realized Xander was standing at the door.

“I wasn’t snooping.”

He smiled. “I put our drinks in the sitting room.”

We made our way back and I picked up my wine glass from the coffee table. Then I strolled over to the window and stared out. The building opposite was just as dramatic as this one. Below was a row of the finest stores, people hurrying by.

“It’s an amazing view.”

“I like it.”

“This place is enormous.”

“You don’t make friends easily, do you?”

Feeling ashamed, I kept my focus on the street.

“That wasn’t a criticism, Em.” He walked over to me. “I’m the same way.”

“You are?”

“When I was growing up, I’d spend most of my time in this tree-house at the bottom of the garden. At night I’d hear all these weird noises. We lived in this Old Vicarage and I was convinced it was haunted. Overactive imagination.”

“I believe in ghosts,” I said.

“I grew out of all that. Now I believe in science.” He shook his head. “You can see why I’m crap at parties.”

“Was that photo in your office of your mum?”

He flashed a wary look my way.

“She’s beautiful.”

“When my parents realized their son was different, they put me in boarding school.”

“How were you different?”

“I learned to read at the age of two.”

“You were a toddler?”

“Yes, I was solving complex math equations at that age, too.”

“Seriously?”

He nodded, beaming. “I was a hoot at Tesco’s, apparently. Telling everyone in the checkout line how much they could expect to be paying for their groceries.”

“That’s kind of funny.”

“Yeah, well, Mum didn’t share your sense of humor.”

“What was your childhood like?”

“I’d outgrown kindergarten before I even made it there.”

“So being with the other children was…”

His expression turned vulnerable, as though he was remembering what it felt like to be that little boy again.

“I suppose you’re a genius,” I said.

He offered no response, seemingly waiting for me to continue. “Well? Is this where you ask me to prove it?”

“No need.” Balancing my wine in my right hand, I pulled him into me with my left. “Give me a hug.”

“Gladly.”

I rested my face against his chest. “That’s for all those times you felt out of step with the world.”

“Oh, Em.”

“Thank you for letting me in,” I whispered.

“How the hell did I find you?”

“I found you, remember?”

“Stay tonight,” he said. “I like you being here.”
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Three Months Ago

 

Fingers trailed along my bare shoulder, drawing me out of sleep. He played with my hair as I awakened to the dreamy comfort of our warm king-sized bed. It had been three blissful months of this…me waking up beside Xander.

“Hey.” I stifled a yawn.

He gave me a heart-stopping smile. “Hey.”

“It’s Saturday,” I realized, feeling relieved and happy.

It meant we could stay in bed longer. The day was ours.

“How long have you been awake?” I asked, stretching luxuriously.

“An hour.”

And he’d just been lying here with me, content.

“What’s it like?” he said softly. “Being able to play the violin the way you do?”

That made me smile. “I started so young, I don’t know any different.”

“No.” That answer didn’t satisfy him. “What’s it like knowing you’re the one that’s creating that incredible music?”

“Oh.” I tried to shake off my sleepiness. “It feels like the music is coming through my body. Like something sacred is becoming a part of me from the second my bow touches the strings, as though I’m merely a vessel.”

“A vessel,” he repeated wistfully.

“How about you?” I reached over and touched his beautiful face.

“I lose time when I’m in the zone.”

“Me too.”

His eyes lit up. “They say that’s true bliss…and I believe it.”

I’d been telling myself I should know more about what he did. It always sounded so vague and complex when he talked about it. One day I would sit on his lap and watch him work in his office.

“I get this sense that I was born for this exact purpose,” I said softly.

“I never told you that I play an instrument.”

“You do?”

He bit his lip seductively. “Yes, I play the Emily.”

I giggled.

His fingertips trailed the length of my spine and rested on my ass cheek, then moved downward to caress and tease my sensitive flesh, causing sparks of pleasure. My lower body moved languidly with his strokes as he pressed two fingers through my folds and eased them into me.

“There will be more practice,” he said huskily.

“Happy to hear it.”

“You’re so wet.”

“Oh, God.” My ass lifted in response to his intoxicating touch.

“How’s that?” His fingers teased me.

“I have this theory,” I whispered, “that before a soul leaves heaven for its time on earth it makes a pledge with God. No matter how much we beg or plead to be freed of our pain, he won’t rescue us from it.”

“You’re very chatty this morning.”

“No, listen—” It was a thought I had to get out.

Firm fingers found my G-spot as though trying to distract me from my musing.

Breathless, I continued, “Because our suffering brings us closer to the divine. And it’s through the divine we create art. And through art we touch God.”

“You’re my idea of divine.” His rhythm became faster now, more insistent, bringing exquisite pleasure. “I want to barricade the door and not let anyone in.”

That was kind of romantic, but I didn’t say it out loud. I was so enraptured with bliss I was close to forgetting my own name. His thumb was now inside me and his fingers were languidly circling my clit.

“I love you.” He pressed his lips to my shoulder. “Never forget that.”

I ascended once more to a dizzying height.

“Em, your music makes me transcend time.”

Rising into my orgasm, I breathed, “That’s how I feel about you.”
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Three Days Before

The Savoy

 

“I’m engaged.” I took a sip of my tea and waited for Kitty to react.

My drink tasted of sweet vanilla and I mulled over buying a box for Xander before we left the café. He’d love this.

“Em, that’s incredible!” Kitty smiled brightly. “Let’s grab that booth over there and you can tell me how he proposed.”

Kitty Adair had drawn the attention of every warm-blooded male in the café. She’d gotten her exotic looks—super high cheekbones and her tall, lean frame—from her Tibetan mum and American father. Kitty looked like a fashion model, but she wasn’t. She worked as a manager at Selfridges and it was her sense of fashion that landed her the job, she’d told me.

Even when she dressed down, Kitty was well put together. My student budget wasn’t as generous as her salary. Still, I was spoiled by Xander who loved to take me shopping. The ripped jeans and halter-neck blouse I was wearing at least made me less self-conscious around this glamorous fashionista.

“Okay, tell me how he did it?” She sipped her tea.

“In the Underground…where we met.” No way was I going to share with her that it was in the same spot I’d found him homeless at Piccadilly.

Xander had chosen that exact place because it meant so much to him. He’d told me, while on bended knee to propose, how quickly he had fallen in love.

“Afterwards, he took me to see Hamilton and then we’d had dinner in Alain Ducasse at The Dorchester.”

Impressed, she raised her hand. “No one can get a table in that place.”

“I didn’t know that,” I confessed.

“How long have you been seeing him now?”

“Six months.”

And I’d only met Kitty a month ago, so we were still getting to know each other. She was studying me as though trying to fish for gossip. We’d become fast friends when I’d been busking in Covent Garden. Xander didn’t like me doing it so I’d finally relented and stopped, but those public performances had helped get me used to playing before crowds.

During my last public performance in Covent Garden, Kitty had stood close by and watched me play. Each time I ended a piece of music she’d thrown in five pounds.

Her enthusiastic clapping had won me over and afterward she’d invited me to have coffee with her in The Black Penny—the same café where we’d chosen to meet today.

I found it hard to make friends at the Academy and there was something about her that was so insta-friendly, I’d hardly had to try.

She wriggled in her seat with excitement for me. “No ring yet?”

“I don’t wear it to music school.”

“Bet you look cute together.” She wrapped her hands around the cup. “What does he do again? You never talk about him.”

“Tech.”

“Does he work from home?”

“Yes.”

“That’s good. What kind of tech?”

I didn’t exactly know but wasn’t going to admit it. “Communications.”

“Does he have a nice office?”

“Very.” I sat back and looked out at the passersby. “I feel like he once had this whole different life before me.”

“People do, right?”

“I suppose.”

“Does he seem happy?”

“Yes, I guess.” That was a strange question and I called her on it. “Why do you ask?”

“Just want someone who is upbeat and supportive of you, that’s all.”

“He supports my career.”

“Good.” Kitty peeled off a curl from her paper cup. “You’re living with him now?”

“Yes, we’re on Baker Street.”

“Oh, I love Baker Street.”

“Me too, so very Sherlock Holmes.”

“Nice flat?”

“More than nice. There’s a great view of the shops from our sitting room window. I want you to visit. Let me talk to him about a good day to have you over.”

“I’d love that. Are you in that modern building that just sprang up in Regent’s Park?”

“No, it’s that old-fashioned building with gorgeous architecture. He has lovely taste.”

“Oh, I think I know it.” She flicked her fingers to show it was on the tip of her tongue.

I answered for her. “Gordon House.”

“Oh, he’s rich then!” She laughed.

“I don’t know about that.”

Kitty gave a thin smile. “How’s your studies?”

“Great.” I leaned forward. “Mr. Penn-Rhodes set me up with my audition for the London Symphony Orchestra. This Friday.” Even as I spoke those words, I could hardly believe them.

“Wow. Exciting. How do you feel about it?”

“Really good, actually.”

“You’ll blow the competition out of the water.”

“I hope so.”

“And then you’ll go on to the next audition?”

“Yes.” I sat back. “You know about the process?’

“Let’s meet for drinks on Wednesday. We’re going to Dandelyan.”

“We?”

“Some friends. It’ll be a girls’ night out.”

“Oh, okay.”

“It’s my birthday, actually.”

“Then I can definitely go.” It was her birthday, after all.

“It’s two nights before your audition so it won’t interfere with it.” She reached over and squeezed my hand. “You’re talented, Em. No matter what happens, you’ll always have your music.”

“What does that mean?”

Kindness softened her eyes.“You’ll always be okay.” She looked down at her phone.

“Something important?” I asked.

“My boss wants me to call him.” She pushed to her feet and stared at me for the longest time. “I have to go.”

“Oh, that’s fine. Are you going back to Selfridges?”

She launched the strap of her Louis Vuitton over her shoulder. “You’re a good person, Emily.”

Kitty strolled out without looking back.

My phone pinged. It was a text from Xander: Dinner 8? I’m cooking.

I squeezed my phone to my chest as a thrill made me shudder deliciously. God, I loved this man. We’d made a home with each other in his one-time bachelor pad and not a day went by I didn’t thank God for this life. For him.

Half distracted, I watched Kitty climb into a black SUV.

The car sped off into traffic.


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

The Savoy

 

I looked around the restaurant’s opulent interior, bracing myself in case I saw Xander with another woman.

The quiet place was nearly empty.

Ten or so striking men sat around a corner table, all wearing elegant suits and each nursing a glass of bourbon as they chatted. The empty bottle of liquor sat in the middle of the table.

And there he was…my Xander in his tailored-to-perfection Savile Row ensemble that included a pair of highly polished Oxfords. He lifted an ice-filled glass to his lips and finished off his drink in one gulp.

I saw him set his tumbler down, as though sensing me behind him.

Feeling embarrassed over gate-crashing such a formal elitist gathering, I spun around to bolt and nearly ran into the maître d’.

“I’m so sorry, sir,” she said, capturing everyone’s attention.

I cringed inwardly, facing them with a wave. “Hey.”

Surprised disappointment flashed across Xander’s face as his crystal blue eyes narrowed, and I saw dread reflected in those dazzling eyes. A chill slithered up my spine, my forearms prickling.

Xander threw a look of concern over to one of the men.

I followed his line of sight, blinking at the striking vision of the thirty-something man staring back. Complex emotions bubbled up inside me, a sense of my rising insignificance in contrast to the man’s profoundness. I snapped my attention away from the glare of his raw beauty.

Then, daring to look back, I let his chestnut gaze capture mine and lost myself in what seemed like a multitude of worlds, all touched by privilege.

His hypnotic stare held me transfixed as the room and everyone around us disappeared. I studied his perfect features, his regal nose and full sensuous mouth. Raven-black hair framed his devastatingly chiseled features.

His intense scrutiny took my breath away.

He pushed to his feet with a deadly grace. He was tall, a couple of inches more than Xander’s six-foot-two. Versace-clad broad shoulders made him stand out and when he tilted his head with intrigue, he held the silence hostage, commanding the room.

The way the other men deferred to him with reverence confirmed he had the authority. He was the only one not wearing a tie and his shirt collar fell open casually. For some reason that made him look all the more powerful…

He stood there, exuding power while looking my way, his voice deep and penetrating. “This must be Emily,” he said seductively.

“She’s no one.” Xander shot me a look of concern.

My throat constricted and I tasted gin on a wave of nausea. Xander had virtually denied he knew me.

My fiancé rose to his feet. “Excuse me, James…gentlemen.”

The female maître d’ stepped up to Xander. “Sorry for the interruption.”

“Go away,” he snapped, grabbing my arm.

It was hard to know what upset me more—being dismissed by him in front of his friends or being man-handled.

“You’re hurting me,” I muttered.

“Not here.” Xander pulled me out of the room and hurried me down the green carpeted hallway. He stopped abruptly. “What are you doing here?”

“It’s Kitty’s birthday, remember?” I pointed at him. “I could ask you the same thing.”

He squeezed his eyes shut. “Your best friend is trouble.”

“What? No, she didn’t expect to see you either.”

He looked furious. “Why didn’t you tell me you’d be here?”

“Told you last night.”

“You were going to Dandelyan.”

“Well, we decided to come here, too.” Obviously.

“You’ve been drinking?”

“To celebrate her birthday.”

“You never left your drink alone, right?”

“What? No.”

“I need you to go,” he said. “Right now.”

“Kitty’s at the bar with the others—”

“I don’t care.”

The maître d’ hovered uncomfortably. “Mr. Rothschild, can I help at all?”

He glared at her. “I told you to go away. So, go away.”

She opened her mouth to reply, but then scurried off.

“Don’t speak to her like that,” I said irritably.

His left eye twitched and then he delivered a lie. “Emily, I will explain later.”

“Why are you here?”

He sighed heavily.

“I left Kitty to find the loo and saw you. Who are those men? Why didn’t you introduce me? Are you embarrassed?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Xander glanced down the hallway and cringed.

I saw why…

James was making a beeline toward us.

It was impossible not to be mesmerized by his sophistication. I wondered if he was a wealthy businessman needing Xander’s help with something tech related. I’d stepped into an interview, maybe? Or a business meeting?

At least Xander’s not cheating, so there’s that.

When he reached us, James’ light cologne stirred something taboo within me and I exhaled slowly to hide the heady effect it was having on my senses.

“I’m coming back,” Xander said, before his friend could speak. “One minute, that’s all I need.”

“Are you going to introduce us?” asked James.

Xander gestured towards me. “She’s leaving.”

James arched a brow.

No, he wasn’t going to get away with pretending I was nothing to him and my glare told him that. Not when I was wearing his diamond engagement ring and certainly not when I was living with him.

“James, give us a second,” Xander said.

“Only wish I could.”

“Don’t do this.” Xander was seething.

“Disobedience is answered harshly,” he replied with a drop-dead gorgeous smile.

My breath hitched and the axis beneath my feet tilted as I reached out to the wall to steady myself. It was the booze, along with the effect this mysterious stranger was having on my fiancé that had me feeling off kilter.

Xander caught my arm. “You okay?”

I nodded, but my lingering stare warned him that I didn’t like his friend one bit—even if my body disagreed. In my alcohol-fueled haze, I wondered how this man’s kiss would feel and if his lips would leave a bruise.

He looked like he’d take a woman roughly, in contradiction to his suaveness. My imagination went one further and played out the scenario of him peeling off that expensive suit so his ripped body could get skin to skin with the woman he’d seduced into his bed.

Oh, God.

And I was worried that Xander was cheating!

“I’m James Ballad.” He held out a well-manicured hand in greeting.

Reaching out, I accepted his handshake. He held my hand for a beat too long; his touch sending tingles up my forearm.My soft flush rose at the way he fixed his masterful stare on me. The way his fingers swept over my palm as he let go caused my breath to catch in my throat.

“And you are Emily, right?” he finally said.

“Yes.”

“The one you gave it all up for,” James added, sending a glance Xander’s way. His focus returned to my face. “Have you set a wedding date yet?”

“No,” I replied.

Xander had gone pale. “She’s leaving.”

James looked at him. “So soon?”

“My friends are at the bar,” I explained.

James smiled. “It’s Kitty’s birthday, right?”

Had I told him that?

“Okay, that’s it,” snapped Xander. “We’re both leaving.”

“We’re not done.” James’ pleasant expression belied the tone of his voice.

My stare hopped from one man to the other and I couldn’t work out who was more intense…Xander with his antsy attitude or James with his laser-sharp stare, which had landed back on me.

“I’m thrilled to finally meet you, Em,” he said. “You’ve been kept hidden away.”

Xander’s hand shot up to me in a warning not to say anymore.

James’ gaze swept over me appraisingly. “Would you like to join us for drinks?”

I flashed a wary glance in the opposite direction. “Kitty’s waiting.”

“Tomorrow,” said Xander. “I’ll come back and meet you here tomorrow, James.”

“I want to believe you,” he replied darkly.

I could feel the tension between them, which left me confused.

James caught it. “Xander’s quite protective of you.”

A sudden fear made my stomach feel queasy. Protective?

“That’s what you do for friends,” snapped Xander. “You do everything you can to make them happy.”

“She’s melted that steely heart of yours.” James straightened to his full height. “I approve.”

Xander leaned back casually against the wall. “Remember, I have what you want.” His eyes spoke the rest.

“And you need to remember your oath, Xander.”

“I am seriously considering coming back.”

“This would please me. If I believed it.”

Xander’s nod carried the weight of his sincerity. “Assure me that there won’t be any consequences.”

His dangerous friend gave a nod of approval. “Good, then it’s agreed. I’ll deal with the details.”

“You didn’t answer me,” said Xander quietly.

Something vicious passed between them, a connection so deep they could share a thought.

James zeroed in on me. “Again, it was a pleasure to meet you, Emily.”

“Likewise,” I fibbed.

James strolled back the way he’d come.

“Promise me!” Xander called after him.

“I’ll consider it,” James said without looking back.

Seeing Xander emotionally tortured made my chest tighten.

“Who is he?” I whispered.

His attention stayed on James until he was out of sight, then he pressed me back against the wall. “Emily, I need you to go to The Biltmore. Book a room for us. Wait for me—”

“What about Kitty?”

“Don’t say goodbye. Don’t let her see you leave. Don’t tell her where you’re going.”

So fucking weird.

“All my things are at home,” I said.

He rested a hand on my forearm. “Look, I need time to talk with James…sort things out.”

“Sort what out?” I’m not going to a hotel.

I had my first audition on Friday with the London Symphony Orchestra. No way was I missing it. I’d spent years working toward this goal. I had to be focused and I couldn’t allow any distractions to ruin my chance.

Hugging myself, I said, “Xander, please tell me what’s going on.”

“Take a taxi. Don’t use Uber. Understand?”

“Do you owe him money?”

“No.”

“Who are those men?”

“They don’t exist. And if you don’t leave right now, neither will you.”

“What does that even mean?”

“Keep your voice down.” He rubbed his brow. “Trust me…this is nothing I can’t handle.”

“What did you do?” I asked, my voice trembling.

“We’ll talk later. I have to go.”

“What did you mean about going back to work for them?”

He shrugged, looking frustrated.

I felt a stab of doubt. “When I first met you—”

“Not now—”

“You were running from someone. Tell me it wasn’t him?”

“I said we’d talk later.”

“You’re scaring me.”

He cupped my face with his palms. “Emily, I’ve done nothing wrong. I need you to believe me.”

Even if he was innocent, he’d brought these sinister men into our lives.

He pulled me into a hug. “Don’t use your phone. Don’t use your credit cards. Don’t order room service. Book us under the name Wells. I’ll find you.”

“How can I check into a hotel without money?”

He let me go and reached into his wallet, whipping out a gold American Express card. “Use this.”

Accepting it, I blinked at the name H. Wells on the plastic. Then I remembered.

“As in H.G. Wells?”

“Yes. It’s a secret account.”

My flesh chilled. “Are you involved in something illegal?”

“I told you, no.” He glanced toward the restaurant. “The Biltmore. Go.” Xander pinched my chin. “Am. I. Understood?”

“Yes.” It came out sounding like a question, and I had so many more as I watched him walk back to join James and the others.

I needed to know who that man really was and why he was intent on wielding his authority over my boyfriend.

A fun evening had gone downhill fast.

Turning, I headed down the hallway in the opposite direction, resisting the urge to look back. The grand foyer buzzed with hundreds of well-dressed guests as I double-checked that none of my friends could see me making an exit. Kitty was going to be furious that I’d walked out on her. Not to mention worried as hell.

I hated doing this. Walking out on my friends would be as rude as it got.

I paused in the foyer.

Do the right thing.

Heading back to the bar, I was intercepted by the same maître d’ whose advice I’d rejected. I wished I’d never walked through that damn restaurant door.

She greeted me more brightly than I deserved. “Excuse me, Ma’am.”

“I’m sorry for my boyfriend’s behavior,” I said. “He’s overtired.”

She handed over a business card. James Ballad was stamped in gold lettering above a phone number.

My eyes rose to meet hers.

“You’re to call him,” she said flatly.

A chill rushed up my spine. “When did he give you this?”

“An hour ago.”

I offered it back like it was something toxic, but the maître d’ spun around and quickly crossed the foyer.

I flipped over the business card and read the handwritten note.

 

Good luck with your audition on Friday, Emily.

—James

 

Clutching the card to my chest, I hurried toward the hotel’s door, a fearful rush of adrenaline making me unsteady in my high heels.

The stark chill of the evening met me when I stepped outside onto the pavement, the grittiness of the city wafting like invisible smog.

A taxi pulled up and I headed fast toward it.

There was something terrifyingly provocative about James. The way he’d interacted with us had revealed his charisma. Xander had looked at him with a mixture of awe and trepidation and there’d been something else in his expression, too. Something I couldn’t define. I’d never seen him like this before, full of anguish and uncertainty.

All I wanted to do was go home, climb into bed, and forget this day had ever happened.
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While standing inside the front door to our spacious four-bedroom flat, I listened for a noise, wanting to make sure I was alone.

There was nothing like a threatening interaction with a stranger to sober you the hell up. Leaving Xander behind at The Savoy had been a mistake. One I’d regretted the moment I’d climbed into that taxi.

I’d also walked out on Kitty, which was the kind of thing only crap friends did. It wasn’t like me to let people down. Now, I had an evening of texting apologies and trying to explain away my strange behavior—if I was willing to break the rules and use my frickin’ phone. Later, when Xander got to The Biltmore and discovered I wasn’t there, I’d have to face his wrath. That thought had my stomach twisted in knots.

Entering the deafening silence of the dark living room, I waited for my eyes to adjust. I knew well enough not to turn on the lights yet. Scanning the place for any evidence someone had been here, I couldn’t believe how unsettled I felt in my own home.

Tonight, I’d let Xander down monumentally by allowing him to return to that room with that threatening man and his sinister innuendoes. If my fiancé wasn’t back soon, I was going to back to The Savoy to find him.

A shiver of uncertainty made my skin crawl. This was meant to be our safe place, our sanctuary. Xander’s one-time bachelor pad had morphed into a cozy home for two after he’d asked me to move in with him six months ago. I’d left that rented room on Gloucester Street, grateful to be swapping it out to live with my dream man in Marylebone. Xander made life close to perfect. Though, like anything that resembled perfection, it had apparently all been an illusion.Until now I’d seen no end to our contentment.

I wanted to climb into bed and not get out until I knew all this was behind us.

The ten carefully spaced chessboards remained in place. But the pieces could have been moved and I wouldn’t have a clue. The furniture was untouched, as were the black and white prints Xander had taken from his travels that hung artfully on the brick walls, including photos from Paris, Milan, and New York. A constant reminder of his worldliness and the fact he’d traveled extensively, unlike me.

But now I realized there were so many things I still didn’t know about him. Perhaps I didn’t know him at all.

Walking from room to room, using only the dusky moonlight flooding in through the windows to guide my way, I checked each room with an unhealthy dose of paranoia.

I peered under our bed and poked around in the cupboards, then quickly moved on to the spare room to check in there, too.

Xander’s office was secure and his three computer screens were still there. How he worked on all three at the same time was mind-boggling, but I’d watched him do it, swiveling in his desk chair as his focus jumped from one screen to the other. This was why he loved playing chess, he’d told me, so he could unwind from the intensity of what he did in here.

I only had a vague sense of what that was. Something tech-related, something about networks and conversations and translations and all the other things he’d told me that had my eyes glazing over. I tried to show an interest but his tech-speak was beyond me.

Finishing my walkthrough, I tossed my handbag onto one of the chairs and plopped down on the couch, dragging a throw over my legs and resting my feet on the coffee table. I didn’t want to go to bed yet. I wasn’t sleeping until Xander got home.

I pulled out my phone and sent him a text to let him know I’d bailed on The Biltmore. Then I rested my phone face up on the coffee table so I’d see his reply.

With heavy eyelids, I fought sleepiness, getting up only once to pee and grab a glass of water before returning to my spot on the couch. My head pounded with the stress of waiting as I replayed my interaction with James.

Half in a daze, I set the tumbler on a coaster and watched the condensation on my glass of water evaporate.

The front door slammed.

I sprang up, my heart pounding as those haunting hours at The Savoy slithered back into focus.

“Xander?” Staring toward the foyer, I waited for him to appear while mentally counting the seconds it took to walk the distance.

The wall clock showed it was eleven-thirty.

The only noise I could hear was my own breathing.

A shadow fell over the tall man’s face as he appeared and a scream tore from me…

“I went to The Biltmore,” Xander snapped. “That was a waste of time I don’t have.”

I put a hand to my throat. “You scared me.” My heart was pounding. “I texted you and told you I was here.”

“What did I tell you, Emily?”

I blinked in confusion. “I thought you meant not to call or text anyone else. You didn’t say anything about messaging you.”

“I told you not to use your phone.” Xander ran a hand through his hair in frustration.

“Tell me they didn’t hurt you?” I said softly.

He shook his head. “That will only happen if they don’t get what they want.”

“What do they want?”

His pale blue eyes stared into mine. “Me.”

“Why?”

“It’s the way things are.”

“Can you be any more vague?”

“We can’t stay here.”

“Tell me what you did to make them angry.”

“They’re not angry. Emotions never factor into their decisions.”

“Decisions about what?”

He shrugged.

“Who are they?”

“Look, I need to protect you and I can’t do that if you’re using tech.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “Stay off the Internet. Don’t use your phone. And for God’s sake don’t use your credit cards. Use the one I gave you.”

“You’re making me paranoid.”

“Good.”

I flinched, realizing he’d prepared for this. “You knew they’d come for you.”

“I was careful.”

“Then how did they find you?”

He sighed. “It’s like trying to hide from the sun.”

What the hell?

“Are you a drug dealer?” I snapped. “Or one of those people they use for smuggling…a mule?”

He burst into laughter. “No, I’ve never shoved drugs up my ass. Still, the night is young.”

“This isn’t funny.”

His smile faded. “I’d gotten to the place where I believed we could have all of this. I thought James would understand.”

“Do you have to sell the flat? It’s okay as long as you and I are together.”

Sadness filled the hard lines of his face. “Forgive me.”

“Why?”

“I never meant to expose you to any of this. That’s why I was reluctant to have anyone in my life.”

“We can’t look back,” I said. “We face this together.”

“Then we need to think about our next move.”

“Which is?”

“Grab your passport. We’ll be better off in Europe.”

“I can’t leave, Xander.” I wrapped my arms around myself. “I’ve been waiting on Friday’s audition my whole life.”

And he knows this.

Xander stared at me. “I’m sorry, Em, you’re going to have to delay—”

“James knows about my audition.”

A stark silence filled the room.

“He had the maître d’ give me his business card. On the back was a note wishing me good luck for Friday.”

Xander glanced in the direction of the front door. “Have you got it?”

“In my purse.”

“Give it to me.”

A minute later, in the kitchen, I watched Xander at the sink holding a flame to James’ business card as wisps of smoke spiraled toward the ceiling.

I glanced at the smoke detector, which thankfully had not gone off. “Does he know where we live?”

“Emily, I need you to pack.”

“So that’s a ‘yes.’” My voice trembled. “When can we come back?”

His expression was apologetic.

“You burned his card so I wouldn’t call him?”

He didn’t respond.

“We have to pack up the flat,” I said. “We can’t walk away from all this.”

“The stuff doesn’t matter.” He reached for me. “You do.”

I stepped back. “I’m not missing that audition, Xander. I’ve put in years of practice building to this one chance.”

“Em, please…”

I shook my head. “I’m calling the police.”

“They own the police.”

“That’s not possible.”

“Let me deal with this.”

“You need to tell me everything.”

“It’s best you don’t know. Trust me, right now it’s the only thing keeping you safe.”

I hurried back to the living room to grab my phone. “I’m calling Kitty.”

He came after me.

“I need to tell someone, so they know we’re in danger.”

“You need to do what I say.” He snatched the phone out of my hand and threw it on the coffee table.

“Then give me an explanation.”

He mulled over his answer. “Think of them as the dark matter of power. And like dark matter you know it’s there, there’s just no evidence to prove it.”

My thoughts scrambled to catch up.

“Are they politicians?”

He gave me a sad, sweet smile. “I wanted to be free of it all for a while. Clear my mind. But then…I met you.”

Closing the gap between us and leaning into his chest, I wrapped my arms around his waist. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“I wasn’t expecting to fall in love.”

“You make it sound like a problem.”

He pressed his lips to my forehead. We stayed locked in an embrace for several minutes. This…this was home. He was everything to me and falling in love with Xander had been so easy.

I would fight the whole world to keep us together.

Our first date where he’d kept me at a distance, acting elusive, now made sense.

“You understand me like no one else,” he said softly.

Crushing my cheek to his chest, I said, “And you get me.”

His rare intellect and my musical gift had drawn us together.

“I need you to pack a bag, Em,” he said softly.

All this time Xander had been running from someone.

“I don’t want it to end,” he whispered.

I looked up at him. “What?”

“Us.”

Would his fear cause him to revert back to that closed-off, secretive man whose trust I’d worked so hard to gain?

I broke the quiet. “How dangerous is James?”

A wave of emotion flashed over Xander’s face.

“He seems reasonable.” I recalled the man’s suave demeanor.

Xander looked away.
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I brushed Xander’s hand away.

He was trying to comfort me. I was too unnerved to let him. I didn’t want to be in a room at The Biltmore Hotel. I wanted to be home.

At 2:00 A.M. I should be getting a good night’s sleep. I should be excited for my audition tomorrow—the one that could get me into one of the most prestigious orchestras in the world. But attending that event was uncertain now.

Xander sat on the edge of the bed and watched me pace.

We’d left our Baker Street flat several hours ago. Our suitcases were in the corner. Clothes spilled out from mine where I’d rummaged around for my toiletry bag in a fit of panic. We were on the run from some unseen force and my frustration with Xander hadn’t lifted. I refused to unpack.

Denial was a safer place.

Our hotel room was lovely with its plush carpeting, king-sized bed and marble tiled bathroom, but it felt like a prison.

My stomach ached with uncertainty.

Xander hadn’t given me any real answers as to what was going on with him or who those men were, and his continued secrecy had left me bewildered.

My pacing had brought me once again to the far side of the room. “I can’t live this way.”

“I’ll upgrade us to a suite.”

“I mean on the run, Xander.”

My Strad was in the corner, tucked away in its case. I didn’t care about my clothes, or shoes, or anything else, as long as I had my violin. But my old one, which I had a sentimental attachment to, was back home and the thought of someone damaging it made me sick.

Maybe I was looking at the situation all wrong. Maybe I should return to a place of gratitude. Put it all into perspective. Take responsibility for dating a man with a secret past. I’d known going into the relationship that there was so much about this man I might never understand, but I’d pushed that knowledge aside because I’d wanted him in my life.

He was more important than anything.

I walked over to him and put my arms around his neck, trying to remind him how much I loved him, and that I would be here for him no matter what. He was suffering just as much.

Xander pushed himself up and eased my hands off. “I’m going down to order room service.”

“You can’t call down?”

He shook his head.

Xander had gone cold on me again and it made me nervous. It felt like he was pulling away.

Frustration heated my face. “Are you suggesting the people you’re running from will know you’ve ordered food if you use our room phone? How, exactly?”

He patted his jeans as he looked around for his wallet. He wasn’t even going to charge the order to the room. And he was refusing to answer my questions.

One decision had brought me to this—made on the day I’d watched Xander step off the carriage in the Underground onto that deserted platform. I’d had a split-second to decide whether to join him, whether to take a leap into uncertainty. That tunnel had been more than a metaphor, it had been a prediction.

He headed out. “I won’t be long.”

“You have to let me go to my audition.”

He stopped at the door but didn’t turn around. “We’ll talk about it when I get back.”

“There’s nothing to talk about.”

Xander looked over his shoulder at me. “James knows about it.”

“What can he do?” I raised my hands in frustration. “I’ll attend my audition and leave.”

A flash of pain crossed his face…as though in that moment he’d made a difficult decision.

The door slammed shut.

I stared at the spot where he’d been standing, knowing that his pained expression was caused by the guilt he felt for doing this to us. His eyes had shone with the tears he held back.

I wanted him to know I forgave him…and I should have told him this. Whatever happened we’d be okay.

Ten minutes later, a knock at the door had me sighing with relief, thinking we’d be able to talk some more. I rushed forward and flung it open.

James Ballad’s foot shot forward to stop me from closing the door.

“Go away!”

“Don’t make a scene, Em.” With a shove he pushed the door open and me back with it. The bathroom had a lock, but I refused to hide and leave my violin or our other possessions vulnerable.

With a pivot, I straightened and faced the man who was now standing imperiously in the center of our room. He was taller than I remembered, or maybe it was his threatening stance or the fact I was here alone with him.

His expensive suit appeared to be melded over his toned physique. James’ gorgeous features and playfully ruffled short hair would make one think he meant no harm. His bright chestnut gaze burned through me with a profound intensity.

My heart hammered. “What do you want?”

“To talk.” He scanned the room, noting our suitcases, and then his stare found me again.

He’d been waiting for Xander to leave. I just knew it.

“There’s no easy way for me to say this, Em. Your life is about to change. I need you to face it with grace.”

“How do you mean?” I drew in a sharp breath.

“You’ll meet someone new.”

“Get out.”

“I’m here to protect Xander.” He gave me an amused look. “That name does suit him.”

“What are you talking about?” Exasperated, I didn’t give him a chance to reply. “I was there, remember? In The Savoy when you two talked. He doesn’t like you.”

“Did he say that?”

“Not in so many words.

“You’re out of your depth, Em, and you’ll soon be part of Xander’s past. Accept your fate and leave.”

“We’re getting married.” I watched his reaction as he studied my diamond ring.

“Your engagement is over.”

“You don’t get to say—”

“Rest assured you’ll be well taken care of.”

The audacity of the man! “You can’t get rid of me, James.”

“Hmm.” He paused. “Your audition’s tomorrow, right?”

I gave him a hate-filled glare.

His eyes crinkled into a smile. “With one phone call—”

“How dare you sabotage my career.”

“Actually, you didn’t let me finish. With one call I can ensure you’ll have a place in the London Symphony Orchestra.”

“I don’t want your help, and Xander wants nothing to do with you. He loves me and he’s never going back to you.”

“It’s useless to challenge me. The decision’s been made.”

“I’ll call the police.”

The look on his face made a shiver run up my spine. “That would make things more unpleasant for you.”

“Not from where I’m standing.”

He shoved his hands into his pockets. “I’m trying to be your friend here, Em.”

No, he fucking wasn’t. “You don’t get to call me that.”

“Xander has shown you what he can do with technology. I, too, have those resources.”

My frown gave my ignorance away.

“You have no idea what he does?” He looked surprised. “Well, there’s that at least. You’ve had your fun and now it’s over.”

“Threats won’t work.”

“It’s not just a threat. If you tell anyone about this, I will end you…and then I will end them.”

The sound of a keycard being swiped was followed by the door bursting open. Xander hurried in, snapping a concerned look first at me and then to James.

“Nice of you to join us, Xander,” said James calmly.

Xander studied me, as though making sure I was unharmed.

“He won’t leave,” I told him.

“She has a big day tomorrow.” James held his stare. “She needs some sleep.”

Something passed between them and Xander gave a nod of understanding.

“What was that?” I snapped.

James turned his back on me and rested a hand on Xander’s shoulder for a moment before walking out the door. Xander shrugged it off and didn’t even watch him leave.

A chasm opened up beneath my feet. “What just happened?” It came out as a sob, because I knew.

He reached for me. “Em.”

I stepped back, my chest tightening at his look of resignation.

“Come here.”

“Tell me what’s happening.”

“You know I love you, right?”

“What happened while you were gone? Did they threaten you?”

“It’s complicated.”

“We’re going to be married.”

“Em, please…when I met you, I said we could only live one day at a time—”

“Tell me this isn’t goodbye.”

He moved closer and pulled me into a hug. “I’m trying to protect you.”

I wanted to stay in his arms forever. I held him as though I would. “Don’t you dare leave.”

“Forgive me.”

I stared up at him with tears in my eyes. “What did he say to you?”

He looked away. “They need me.”

“I need you.”

“You’ll never go without money, I promise.”

“I don’t want anything…just you.” A sob escaped me as I buried my face against his chest again.

“Have the best life,” he whispered, pulling away from me.

“Don’t say that. You’re acting like I’ll never see you again.”

He retrieved his suitcase and pulled it toward the door.

I blocked him.

He cupped my face in his hands. “Stay here for as long as you like.”

“Shall I go home and wait for you?”

“That place is gone, Em. I’m sorry.”

I grabbed his arm as he opened the door. “Stop, please.”

“I’ll be thinking of you during your audition. You’ll be amazing.”

“Don’t go,” I said, my voice shaking.

“You’re strong, Em. I know you can handle this.”

“Is your name really Xander?”

His silence was like a knife in my heart.

No…

He pulled away, hesitating in the doorway. “He shouldn’t have told you that.”

The room spun around me.

“I will always love you, Em. Please keep the Strad.”

“I won’t go to the audition.” Grief tightened its noose. “Not if it puts you in danger.”

He stared at me as though memorizing every line of my face.

I thought my heart would shatter over this unfathomable ending of us.

He turned away from me and walked out, shutting the door quietly behind him.

No, no, no…

He wouldn’t leave me like this…

A chill surged through my body. I’d made this decision for him in the moment I’d insisted on attending my audition, my selfish words blazing a trail into my empty future. Grabbing the door handle, I yanked it open and stepped into the hallway.

Xander was gone.
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I stumbled back through the door and hurried into the bathroom, collapsing on the floor. I hugged my knees, staring at the pristine white tiled walls and the walk-in shower with gold-covered taps. Despite all this luxury, I felt trapped instead of privileged.

I don’t remember how long I sat there, feeling numb and hopeless with my life in tatters.At some point I staggered to the bed and collapsed on top of it—still fully clothed—and plunged into a fitful sleep.

As soon as I woke, my thoughts spiraled around scenarios of how I could still save our relationship. We should have left London like Xander had suggested. We would still be together if I hadn’t selfishly put myself first.

Xander had been gone for half the night, but it felt longer. How could I face the world again?

In a daze, I managed to get dressed, not even bothering to shower. I just wanted to go home, I wanted to feel normal and I refused to believe I couldn’t go back to our place. If Xander was selling the flat, I still had time to at least gather my stuff.

I wheeled my suitcase out of the room with one hand while carrying my violin case with the other, and headed for the lift.On the ride down to the foyer, I tried psyching myself up so I could act casual in front of the hotel staff.

I made my way over to Reception as loneliness inched up my spine. “I’m checking out.”

Alone.

The receptionist looked up from her screen. “Did you enjoy your stay?”

Not even a little.

I bit my lip. Reporting what had happened during the night could put Xander in even more danger. At least that’s what James had insinuated.

“It was fine.” I parked my suitcase next to my feet.

“Which room?”

“377.”

She tapped her keyboard. “Huh.”

“Something wrong?” I blinked at her in confusion.

She looked up. “Do you have your keycard?”

“No, sorry.”

“How about the credit card used to secure the room?”

“No, but I need to make sure it’s been paid for. Try looking under the name Wells.”

After a few moments, she shook her head. “No one under that name either.”

I lay my violin case on the desk. “Check under Emily Rampling. Or Xander Rothschild.”

“So you play?” She gestured at my case.

I nodded.

“I had lessons as a child,” she said. “Sounded like cats screaming.”

She clicked away, and her confused expression told me she hadn’t been able to find our names either.

“Has it been taken care of, then?”

With a raised finger, she gestured for me to wait as she answered a phone that refused to stop ringing.

She turned away, and I used that moment to grab my violin and suitcase and leave.

The taxi ride home felt excruciatingly long, but it gave me time to think. I knew Xander would make his way home to me somehow. Or he would at least call me. His walking away last night had been to protect me in that moment. It was so him—putting me first and making sure I had everything I needed.

But Xander’s not his name.

I tried to ignore that haunting voice of doubt.

Relief washed over me when the taxi drew close to our building. I trudged on in and stepped into the lift, riding up to our floor in a daze.

I walked down the hall and saw that our door had been left ajar.

Sweat snaked down my spine as I nudged it open and stepped inside.

The blood drained out of my face and my breathing became unsteady. The flat was empty. It had been stripped of everything during the few hours we’d been at the hotel.

Leaving my suitcase and violin just inside the door, I ran from room to room and checked each closet. The furniture, wall-hangings, every last item in Xander’s office—everything was gone. My photos, my musical sheets, and my beloved old violin, they had been taken as well.

This wasn’t a break-in—they had wiped out my life.

I reached into my handbag and pulled out my phone, pressing the power button to turn it back on. Despite James’ threats, it was time to call the police.

I stared down at the screen in disbelief as it failed to come on. It didn’t make sense. I’d charged it back at the hotel.

The terror I felt made it hard for me to breathe.

I walked by the sitting room and noticed a black duffel bag on the floor in the far corner. I approached it cautiously. Kneeling beside it, I unzipped the bag and my throat tightened. Hundreds of bank notes were inside.

Catching a sudden movement in my peripheral vision, I spun around.

James leaned casually against the doorjamb, his tall frame filling the space easily. My fateful mistake was falling for his gentlemanly demeanor when we’d first met. The Savile Row suit and his sophisticated pose reflected a man who always got his way.

He’d followed me back.

I wondered how he’d react when I set his money on fire.

I pushed to my feet. “Where is he?”

“Five hundred thousand pounds—” He gestured to the duffel bag.

“Don’t want it.”

“You’re going to need it, Emily. Your bank account no longer exists.”

“You don’t have that kind of power.”

He gave me a humorless smile. “The money is enough to pay rent for a few months and take care of—”

“This is my home. I’m staying.”

He pushed off the doorframe and strolled toward me. “That’s not going to happen.”

“What have you done to him?”

He chuckled.

“This isn’t funny.”

“You’re very dramatic.”

“You just kidnapped my boyfriend.”

“He came willingly.”

“Didn’t look like it.”

“That’s because you don’t have the full picture.”

“I need to talk to him.”

“Ah, but he doesn’t want to talk with you.”

“I don’t believe that.”

James looked around at what had once been our home. “He used this as leverage.”

“What do you mean?”

“He warned me he would start a new life if I didn’t give him what he wanted. Xander can be very stubborn. You’re the collateral he used.”

“What are you talking about?”

“This was what he wanted all along—to come back on his terms.”

“No. He didn’t.”

“That money is a small sum to get you resituated. If you follow my instructions to the letter there will be more. A lot more.”

“I told you I don’t want it.”

“I’m willing to place three million pounds in a deposit box at Coutts.”

“Fuck you and your money.”

“You’ll change your mind.”

I pointed to the bag of cash. “I’m going to take this out back and burn it.”

“At least donate it. A lot of mouths can be fed with that.”

I stomped toward him. “If you don’t let me speak with Xander I’m calling the police.”

“That would be an unfortunate waste of time. Mine and theirs.” He moved closer. “Not to mention the punishment you’d earn from me, Emily Rampling.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “How did you find him?”

“You were Xander’s weak link.”

“How? I did everything he told me to.”

He gave a shake of his head. “I’m glad that’s not true. Or we wouldn’t have him back.”

I couldn’t see how this could be true. “What do you intend to do with him?”

“He merely works for us. And he’s well rewarded.”

“Please, let me see him.”

He reached out and tipped up my chin. “Be a good girl and stop asking questions. Let me get you to a hotel.”

I slapped his hand away.

“Cross me, Emily, and you’ll walk through hell.”

“I’ll keep going.”

“I’m fond of Churchill myself, but if you’re going to quote him at least have some grasp of what his job entailed.”

“Oh, like you do?”

James looked at me with a sympathetic expression.

“I won’t let you get away with this.”

“The only reason you’re still alive is because Xander used it as a bargaining chip. I have agreed to his terms for now…as long as you follow my instructions.”

My chest heaved. “I need to see that he’s okay.”

“He’s not coming back.” James reached out and took my hand in his, holding it tenderly. The comforting gesture surprised me.

Then he pulled off my engagement ring and tucked it into his pocket.

“Give that back to me!”

“Your life with Xander never happened, Emily.”

“I have friends who’ll believe me.”

“They never met him, right? He’s simply a figment of your imagination.”

He walked out of the sitting room and headed toward the front door.

I followed him, caressing my ring finger. A faint dent in my skin was the only evidence I was engaged. “Can I stay here tonight?”

James pivoted and held my stare. “No. This is your last chance to accept my offer to get you into a nice place.”

“Fuck off.”

“We’re changing the locks to this flat within the hour.” He headed out and left the door open behind him.

My breathing was so erratic I knew I was close to having a full-blown panic attack.

I slammed the door shut and collapsed against it, letting my body slide to the floor.

Even with James gone, his presence lingered.

I hugged my knees to my chest as I replayed his words. How had I helped them find Xander? There’d been no sharing of photos on social media, no sharing of phones, no breaches in privacy with my friends. But James was right…Xander had never met anyone in my life.

We were both in danger because of me.

And I’d never forgive myself.
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I stood resolutely in front of the crimson velvet curtains on the grand stage of the Barbican Theatre.

It had been my audition to seize, my moment to shine.

Becoming a member of the London Symphony was a real possibility for me now—but only if I’d somehow managed to impress my austere audience of six with Chopin’s “Nocturne” in C-sharp minor.

I’d played my Strad like my life depended on it. And in many ways it did. The dream and agony of loss had left each sweep of my bow like silent tears for my lost lover.

My life had been stripped to nothing.

If felt like years, but it had only been two nights ago that everything had begun to fall apart after I’d left Kitty in the bar at The Savoy. I’d hunted down my wayward boyfriend after seeing him walking into Simpson’s-in-the-Strand. And a day later James Ballad had swept in and out of my life like a tornado, taking my boyfriend with him.

Finally coming down from the adrenaline rush of my performance, I braved a look around the grand auditorium, only now noticing the beauty that surrounded me.

This had been my one chance to accomplish my dream.

With my Strad by my side, I tried to read the faces of the judges.

The place was empty other than the men and women who sat in the front row…the gatekeepers. They would decide who would continue on to the next stage of the submission process. All of us who played today wanted a coveted place in the string section. Only one of us would be chosen.

Maybe it was the lack of sleep, or the fact my life had been ripped apart. But I felt small in the vastness of the theatre. All those empty seats rising into the dark, waiting for people who would probably never hear me play.

The agony of possible failure resonated through every cell of my body. Had I failed to bleed out the notes needed to win my place amongst them?

There came a nod from Patrick Woo, the senior conductor…the man I’d needed to impress above all others. “We’ll be in touch, Ms. Rampling.”

With my instrument clutched to my chest, I hurried to the edge of the stage and stepped down into the dimness of a hallway.

“Is that a Strad?” asked Salme, a fellow student at the Royal Academy.

The dark-haired Baltic bombshell proudly held her precious Carrodus Guarneri, a violin known to have been played by Paganini himself. After relaying this fact to the class, she had made it a point to mock our instruments.

Usually I avoided her. She was about to audition, and God, she looked like a star in that short, glittering dress.

“I’ve never seen you play that violin in class,” she said, looking surprised. “Is it yours?”

I nodded, trying to rise out of my melancholy.

“What a waste.” Her posh accent sliced through my dignity.

Putting her cruelty down to nervousness, I walked away.

“I’m surprised you had the guts to audition,” she called after me.

I turned to face her.

“Stay away from the bridge.” I nodded to her violin. “I heard you practicing earlier and thought you were playing a horror score. Then I realized you were attempting Mozart.”

“Go back to serving tables, Amelia.”

“It’s Emily. And I teach violin.”

“Then I feel sorry for your students.”

“Aren’t you keeping them waiting?”

“I’m just giving them time to recover from your dumpster fire of a performance.”

I stood there staring after her as she mounted the steps to the stage. Then I took a calming breath and hurried away.

Halfway down the hall, I peered into the room where the others were waiting. They were probably going to throw all sorts of questions my way, and I wasn’t ready to face anyone. I continued on.

Over a decade’s worth of lessons…four years at the Royal Academy of Music…a lifetime preparing for one moment.

All of it leading here, to these last fifteen minutes.

And I just knew I’d fucked it up.

Inside a darkly lit room, I placed my bow and violin on a corner armchair and then headed over to a long wooden table. Pushing myself onto it, I lay back, stared at the ornate ceiling, and tried to clear my thoughts.

I’d only slept a few hours since Xander had walked out of our room at The Biltmore. I hoped no one discovered my hiding place.

Nothing to see here.

Just a girl with no talent.

Before visiting The Savoy, I’d been happy with my life. My relationship wasn’t perfect, but Xander was wonderful to me and I loved him completely. A part of my soul was missing. He’d taken it with him.

How could I be expected to carry on as though none of that had happened? I’d been forced out of my home after my boyfriend had left with no explanation. And all I had to my name was that suspicious bag of money.

I’d shoved it into the cupboard of the room I’d booked at the Travel Lodge in Covent Garden. I’d placed a permanent DO NOT DISTURB sign on the door until I figured out what to do with all that cash. If I was going to keep it.

Why must they keep these places so cold? I mused, shivering.

Digging my fingernails into my palms, I drew the pain from my chest into my hands. My life was spiraling into the darkest place and I had no idea what to do next. Finish college? Then what? I sure as hell wasn’t going to be a member of an orchestra; that was for sure.

“Well, I’ve heard better.’’ The familiar voice came from the doorway.

I didn’t need to lift my head for a look to know who it was.

“Come to gloat?” I continued staring up at the ceiling.

“I wished I’d bought ear buds. Let’s put it like that.”

I turned my head to glare at James.

He’d gone for a three-piece suit again—the kind that made him look Brooks Brothers suave, not like a man who enjoyed wrecking lives. His black hair framed stunning sharp features, the raw beauty hiding his sinful leanings.

I huffed out a sigh. “Do you enjoy ruining everyone’s lives?”

“Are you blaming me for your poor audition?”

“Just for the kidnapping of my boyfriend. Things like that tend to fuck up one’s performance.”

“How many times do I have to say it? Xander came back to us willingly.”

“We both know he was forced to. And Xander’s not his name, apparently.”

“He likes to play hard to get.” He shrugged. “It’s his thing.”

“He looked scared.”

“That’s because he likes you.”

“He still loves me.”

“Of course he does.”

That didn’t help. “So now that you’ve ruined our lives, what else is on the agenda?”

“Would you be surprised to hear that I want you to do well?”

“You’re a bit late.”

“Em.” His tone carried sympathy. “Where are you staying?”

“I’m sure you already know.” My throat tightened. “I want him back.”

“I know.”

“I have nothing left.”

“You have everything to live for.” He closed the gap between us.

I refused to look at him. “I don’t even have the will to get up and leave this place.”

“You’ll adjust. Everything will work out.”

I shook my head wearily. “I failed monumentally.”

James grabbed my ankles and pulled me toward him. “I have a message from Xander. He wants to see your dream realized.”

Oh, yes. “Why isn’t he here?”

“I’m a master at saving the day.” He stood between my thighs glaring down at me. “Do you want me to make it right?”

What?

“How much do you want this, Emily?”

“Take a wild guess.”

His long fingers hoisted up the hem of my skirt until it was above my panties.

Raising my head to look at him, I said, “What are you doing?”

“Making your dream come true.”

Surely, he wasn’t going to…

He eased my panties away from my crotch and leaned low.

Oh, God.

His tongue flicked between my folds, circling and masterfully lapping until I was writhing in pleasure, my jaw slack from surprise, my groin grinding against him as I took short, sharp breaths.

My moans echoed around us.

I was letting him touch me.

Him, the bringer of all my heartache.

“Don’t stop,” I burst out.

This is what a girl looks like when she’s lost everything, when she’s given up and wants to have the pain fucked away.

“Like it?” His warm breath purred against me.

“Yes.” I spread my thighs wider for him, not caring if someone walked in and caught us. From the way James was focused on me down there, he didn’t care either.

What the hell was I doing letting the enemy close? Yet this forbidden seduction was wiping out all those thoughts and fears of failure. All I wanted was this…him teasing me, his tongue flicking my sex with a fierceness that sent my mind reeling. We’d fallen into the abyss of other possibilities.

I arched my back and rocked against his chin as his mouth possessed me completely.

Xander no longer wants me.

And that wasn’t even his name.

It didn’t matter that James was overpowering me. I no longer cared. I had lost everything…my dream…my lover. My world had crashed and burned, leaving only memories that brought nothing but hurt.

All I had left was this impending climax.

James raised his head and looked at me. “Want me to continue?”

“Yes.”

He suckled my clit with that dangerous mouth of his, keeping me poised on the precipice.

I may hate the man, but damn he’s good at this.

The enthused noises he made down there as he lapped away sounded taboo. I suddenly felt embarrassed by our reckless tryst. I focused on the ceiling’s ornate plaster, the design a beautiful thing.

My back arched violently. This pleasure is a beautiful thing.

A sigh escaped my lips, and then I flinched as negative thoughts of self-loathing consumed me. There was no talent in my hands. I didn’t deserve to have my dream realized.

My body went rigid.

James stood up straight. “Well, there’s your problem, right there.”

I looked at him, feeling dazed. “What is?”

“You’re not letting go. Not surrendering. Not allowing the moment to steal you away so your soul can sing.”

“What are you talking about?”

“We’re going to try this again, Emily. Only you’re going to give yourself to me completely. Let me own you, and in the depths of your soul believe it. Offer your pussy to me like it’s all you have.”

“It is. I failed.”

“Your dream is a heartbeat away. You’re going to step back on that stage and give yourself over to your instrument and forget yourself. You are inconsequential.”

This audition process didn’t allow for second chances. There were too many applicants. Still, my clit throbbed wantonly for more of his artful mouth, and he must have read my lustful expression.

“Ready?”

I nodded.

“Thighs wider, please.”

I obeyed.

“Let go, Emily.” He leaned low between my thighs again and passionately savaged my pussy with pouty lips and an exploring, feverish tongue. The deep affection of his mouth made me believe he might even know a thing or two about love.

It wasn’t easy to believe—with my thighs spread open we’d had an artful conversation with me exposed erotically like a dancer from the Moulin Rouge.

I’d consented to this act even after he’d destroyed my life.

Yet I didn’t want him to stop.

He raised his head. “Let the pain devour you, the agony of loss consume you until it’s all you are.” He slid two fingers inside me. “Play like this.”

I flinched when he spread his fingers and the pressure inside me grew, bringing a rush of pleasure. He was doing something remarkable with his touch and I stilled for a moment, overcome by bliss and wonder. I inhaled sharply when his other hand went for my swollen nub, strumming it as he finger-fucked me in brilliant unison.

My jaw clenched as the tension built between my soaking wet thighs.

I wanted to tell him I hated him…but blinding pleasure stole my words.

“Play as though you are no longer confined.”

The air left my lungs as his fingers continue to pump inside me and I felt his mouth crash down on my sensitive clit again, his tongue swirling and flicking, possessing me with a skill that made me shudder violently.

I felt too lightheaded to fight.

The notes found me…

Mozart…

A brilliant symphony, ingenious in its creation, destined to leave my strings as the music in my head rushed through me until I was nothing…the endless pleasure possessing me, freeing me until I vanished from the room.

The notes reached a crescendo.

I became aware of his hand as it covered my mouth, suppressing my moan as I came hard, shuddering violently, my body wracked with erotic pleasure.

I’d been so wantonly his.

My fingers ached from where I’d gripped both edges of the table during an endless orgasm.

It was in a daze that I felt him pull me up and straighten my skirt. I sat on the end of the table with my legs dangling and my heart thumping.

James lifted my chin as though gauging my reaction to what he’d just accomplished. He leaned in and kissed the tip of my nose affectionately. It was an intimate, kind gesture…just what I needed in that moment.

My hair spilled over my face and James eased apart the strands to peer at me with a smile; the kind a tutor bestows upon a student for a pleasing performance.

I watched him walk over to the chair and pick up my Strad. He carried it back to me and placed it in my arms, keeping hold of the bow.

I had nothing left to say…all words had been stolen by him in such an exquisite way that my internal muscles clenched, yearning for more.

What’s happening?

James helped me climb off the table. His fingers interwove with mine as he led me out and down the hallway. I felt too shaken up to resist.

I pulled back when he began to climb the steps to the stage. “I had my chance.”

“Turns out you get another.”

“How?”

“You’re with me.”

Apprehension made my heart skip a beat. We were breaking the rules by returning to the concert hall.

With the confidence of a man who could steal a lover away and not show remorse, he guided me to the center of the stage where the spotlight shone upon us. I blinked into the darkness of the vast seating area below and was terrified to see the judges staring up at me.

James handed me my bow. “Play your Strad like that, Emily.”

I watched him leave with a feeling of regret. I could have questioned him, found out who he really was…what he did, and perhaps get a message to Xander.

He’d left me dazed with my legs still trembling, my thighs sticky. My sex was throbbing from the pleasure he’d brought.

Stunned into silence, I looked toward the spotlight, blinking and trying to see past the front rows of seats. It was too dark. I inhaled sharply, trying to catch my breath.

Patrick Woo narrowed his gaze on me, intrigued.

I forced a smile.

“Whenever you’re ready,” said Mr. Woo.

Another judge gestured with an elegant hand. “You have another piece you’d like us to hear?”

“Mozart,” I whispered.

This…a moment that shouldn’t be.

My eyes having adjusting to the dark, I caught sight of Ballad making his way to the back of the auditorium. He slipped out of the exit.

“Let go.”His words found me again.

Lifting my Strad, I placed my jaw on the chinrest and raised the bow. The first note rose…

Closing my eyes, I surrendered.
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Nine A.M. and London’s commuters were out ahead of Saturday’s tourists, who would soon be swarming the streets. The city was alive once more.

I’d made it just in time to watch Lloyds Bank open its doors to allow the queue of waiting customers to stream in. After resting that hefty bag of cash between my feet, I slipped my credit card into Lloyds’ ATM, glancing quickly behind me to make sure no one was looking before tapping in my four-digit code.

Then waiting…

There was no way I could let this situation go on any longer. What kind of person sees their loved one walk away under suspicious circumstances and does nothing?

Surely no one?

And, anyway, that wasn’t me. I’d never cowered under threats or bullying before.

There was no other option but to defy James and go to the police. First, I needed evidence. And as all our stuff was gone now, this was my last hope of grabbing something on paper. Xander and I had been a couple for six months. Our statements would prove we used this bank frequently. Like any other couple, we had a trail of payments from the life that existed between us.

Tapping my fingers on the side of the ATM, I tried to steady my nerves. It was taking too long.

Think of something else.

Anything but having my life wiped from the map.

At yesterday’s audition, James Ballad had set my world ablaze with his brash and very erotic attack on my pussy. Afterward, guilt had settled in over the fact I’d just lain on that table letting him do those things to me. Even now, my thighs tightened together when I thought of it. He’d taken advantage of my fragility after I’d failed my audition. That man went in for the kill when you least expected it.

I needed to remember that.

I stared in horror at the ATM screen, which flashed a message greeting the next customer. Punching the panel with a fingertip, I tried to get it to respond. The damn thing had eaten my credit card.

With sweaty palms and a chest tight with trepidation, I stormed into Lloyds, the heat of anger warming my face. The length of the queue had me gritting my teeth in frustration, but I fell into line and tried to reassure myself.

It’s an admin error, that’s all.

Finally, a gesture to step forward came from one of the cashiers.

I tried to make eye contact with the clerk, despite the irritating smudges on the glass between us. “Your machine didn’t return my credit card.”

“What’s your name?” Her false eyelashes fluttered.

I gave it to her. “It’s a joint account. Try looking up Xander Rothschild as well, please.”

She gave me a suspicious glare. “He’s not coming up either. Are you sure you’re with Lloyds?”

My mouth went dry. “This is the branch where we opened our joint account.” I recognized the fake tree in the corner with the large pot it stood in as though it would one day grow into it.

“Did you open it with another name?” She glanced over my shoulder at the other people in line.

It was worth a try. “Wells?”

“Sorry, no account under Emily or Xander Wells, either.”

“James, you bastard,” I mumbled.

“I’m sorry?”

I shook off my misery.“Can you check one more time?”

“Do you want to open an account?”

“I have one.”

“Then it must be under another name.”

“I need my card back, please.”

“The manager will be here at ten. She’ll have you fill out a form.”

“I can’t wait ‘til then.”

“We don’t have access to the ATM. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other customers waiting.”

I hoisted my bag of cash. “I’d like to open a safety deposit box.”

She studied the bag. “You need at least two hundred pounds to reserve a small box, and five hundred for a large.”

“So half a million pounds will cut it, then?”

She swallowed hard, her arrogance dissolving.

I forced a smile. “Let’s do it.”

After opening a large safety deposit box and stashing the money in it, I tucked the key into my purse and headed out. With Ballad circling my universe, there was a fifty-fifty chance the money would still be there when I came back.

The only man who knew what to do in a situation like this, other than Xander, was Harold. He’d been there for me when I’d hit rock bottom. I didn’t want to put him in danger, but I couldn’t face this alone. At least he’d believe me.

Harold’s motto was “every problem has a solution,” and it was this attitude that had dragged me out of a slump when the flat I was renting had been bought out by contractors. My eviction had threatened to leave me homeless until he’d offered me a place to stay for a reasonable rent.

And I was due a visit.

As I set out on the Tube, everything began to blur together in my mind—all the weirdness, all the lies, all the deceit.

What the hell was Xander’s real name? This deception hurt the most. Didn’t legal names come up when you went to sign a contract like a marriage certificate?

Ballad had wiped out all trace of our finances. The man I’d let touch me yesterday in an intimate way, whipping me into a frenzy, had destroyed the last fragment of proof that Xander and I ever existed. He’d arrogantly gone down on me knowing he’d just closed this account, too.

Before I could squelch it, I felt a vague sense of gratitude towards him for getting me all relaxed for that second chance audition. But still.

It was good to be back on Gloucester Street. I needed the familiarity of my old home, where I’d lived for three years. I needed a friend.

Being back in this neighborhood brought me comfort. I’d visited Harold less and less as my relationship with Xander had grown more serious. There was guilt over that, but Harold had a busy life, too, working in the accessories department at Liberty London, and spending time with his close-knit family.

Life had been harder back then and yet so simple.

The gate squeaked when I nudged it open and it was nice to have this moment of normality.

I remembered finding Xander sitting on the stone steps waiting for me after I’d rescued him at Piccadilly. I wouldn’t take back our time together for anything.

What the hell?

A SOLD sign stood in the center of the garden.

Harold hadn’t mentioned he was selling his house. There had been no email from him with a forwarding address or even a phone call. This home had been his mum’s once, and that was why he’d never wanted to leave—there were too many memories.

Peering through the front window into the living room, I couldn’t help but cringe when I saw that all of the furniture was gone. The carpet had been ripped up, exposing the century old flooring. The walls were bare. No trace of Harold remained.

And there’d be no trace of me here, either.

I walked along the right side of the house and made my way into the garden, where more memories flooded back. All those quiet times I’d relaxed in the sun, reading books and sipping tea on the rickety old lounger, which was now missing. Overgrown weeds revealed this place had been deserted for well over a month.

I should have called Harold. I’d been wrapped up in my happiness and time had dissolved around me. There was always tomorrow, or next week. And yet that had been an illusion.

Rising on tiptoes, I peeked through the large kitchen window. The room was empty other than a roll of paper towels on the floor.

My stomach flipped when I thought that this could be his doing…a stripping away of my present, the erasing of my past.

I left the place that had once been my refuge and rode the train to Westminster Tube station. Within an hour of leaving Harold’s, I was standing inside the reception area of New Scotland Yard, ready to bury James with accusations of what he’d done to me and Xander.

My adrenaline surged even as I took a seat in the waiting area. Waves of dread rose inside me when I thought of how long it might take the police to find Xander.

Or whatever his name was.

I leaned back in the chair, as I replayed James’ threat that going to the authorities would get me in a world of trouble.

Really?

Because what he’d done was going to see him locked up for a very long time.

I was escorted out of the waiting area and into a sparse interview room. If they were going for intimidating, they’d hit the mark. The scent of sweat and suspicion lingered in the air.

I tried to relax and act natural without throwing up. Others who’d waited in here had felt similar frustration apparently, as evidenced by the scratched-up table I sat at. On my right was a two-way mirror and I wondered if anyone else was watching from behind it.

A smartly dressed forty-something woman entered in civilian clothes, her ponytail twisted in on itself like an afterthought. She smiled brightly to greet me. It was the kindness I needed after all I’d been through.

“Emily? I’m D.I. Stewart.” Her Scottish accent lent a friendly air to her demeanor.

She took a seat on the other side of the table and pulled out a frayed notebook.

I smiled nervously. “Thank you for agreeing to speak with me.”

“Of course. Just to confirm, your last name is Rampling?”

“Yes.”

“What brings you here today, Emily?”

“I’m worried about my boyfriend, Xander Rothschild.”

“You were living together?” She turned her notebook for me to read. “At this address?”

“Yes, and I’m here to report him missing.”

“I’m with CID. Sergeant Warren, who took your report, mentioned he was concerned about you.”

My heart hammered. “I’m fine, but I was threatened not to come here. I was warned not to talk with you.”

“Really?”

“Yes, by the same man who forced Xander to leave. His name is James Ballad.” I pointed at her notepad, expecting her to write it down. “You need to find him.”

“James Ballad?” The tip of her pen stilled as she hesitated.

“That’s right. I was there when he ordered my fiancé to leave with him.”

“Xander left with…James?”

“He didn’t want to.”

“Where were you when this happened?”

“The Biltmore. James came to our hotel room.”

“When?”

“Wednesday night. I mean, Thursday morning at two A.M.”

“Where did they go?”

“Don’t know. I haven’t seen Xander since.” I bit my lip, deciding not to tell her that wasn’t his real name.

“Has he contacted you?”

“No.”

She paused, tapping her finger on the file as though mulling over what I’d told her. “How have you been feeling lately, Emily?”

I shook my head. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

“How have you been coping with things?”

“It’s hard, but I’ve been managing.”

“Have you experienced any depression, or any mental health issues?” She threw in a smile. “It’s a question I have to ask, you understand.”

“Sure. No, I’m fine.”

She seemed to be waiting for a confession.

“Look, this really happened. You have to find Xander.”

“To clarify, your boyfriend Xander Rothschild left with…?”

“James Ballad.”

She glanced toward the two-way mirror. “Tell me more about Xander.”

“We’ve been living together for six months. We’re engaged. He’s a tech expert. I think that’s why he’s so important to them.”

“Them?”

“The men who took him.”

“I thought he left with one man?”

“When I first met James at The Savoy, he was with several other men.”

“Do you have their names?”

“No. I didn’t speak to them.” I leaned forward. “James made it sound like Xander could do something special for him…some special skill.”

“In what field?”

“Computers?”

“Can you be more specific?”

“Not really, no. He didn’t like to talk about his work.”

“What did Xander say about James?”

“He confirmed he’d worked for him once.”

“Were there any clues as to what Xander did for them?”

I hesitated because not knowing exactly what your boyfriend did in his day job or otherwise was a firm ten on the Richter scale of weird.

A knock at the door made me jump.

The sergeant peeked in. “Ma’am, Ms. Rampling’s barrister’s arrived.”

“I don’t have a lawyer,” I said.

Stewart pushed to her feet and joined the sergeant in the hall.

Maybe they called a barrister for people who were being interviewed, though somewhere in the far reaches of my mind that didn’t ring true. A lawyer could stop you from talking.

When Stewart reappeared, she looked thoughtful. She sat on the edge of the desk and peered down at me. “How do you know James Ballad?”

“I told you. He took my boyfriend away.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“He’s the man who kidnapped my boyfriend.”

“Was there a violent struggle between them?”

“No.”

“So Xander left willingly?”

“He didn’t want to.”

“Did you argue with Xander before the incident?”

“No.”

“When did you last see Mr. Ballad?”

Oh, God.Yesterday…at my audition.

She studied my face. “Emily, Mr. Ballad is here.”

The two-way mirror.

“He says he’s your lawyer.”

I shot to my feet and backed away.

“He wants to talk with you.”

“He’s not a lawyer.”

Her mouth twisted in frustration. “He presented his I.D.”

I tried to follow her words. “Don’t let him in.”

“That’s not up to me. You’re his client and he has a legal right to see you.”

A chill slithered up my spine.

James Ballad strolled into the room with a confident swagger, his long woolen black coat and neatly combed dark hair giving him the air of a gentleman. A sleek briefcase hung by his side.

Despite his calmness, danger emanated from him. “How long has my client been here?” he asked with an edge.

“You’re not my lawyer,” I snapped.

James raised his hand. “Em, I’ve got this.”

Stewart moved closer to him. “Let’s talk outside, Mr. Ballad.”

He stared at her. “Why are you interrogating my client?”

“Ms. Rampling appears emotional, Mr. Ballad. Want to tell me why?”

James looked around the room. “This isn’t exactly The Savoy.”

“That’s the hotel where your client states she first met you.” Stewart held her ground.

He glanced over at me. “I saw her there once.”

“I was there with my friends,” I clarified. “And with Xander.”

James arched a brow. “Em, it would be best if you remained quiet. You could be held on alleged suspicious behavior outside Gordon House.”

“You mean the place I used to live?”

Stewart pivoted toward me. “Emily, there’s no record of you living there. Though there is footage from CCTV cameras outside Gordon House of you coming and going. There’s no footage of the man you describe as Xander. And I need you to remain calm when I tell you this—” She swapped a wary glance with James. “There’s no record of a Xander Rothschild living there either. In fact, we can’t find proof he even exists. No birth certificate. No social security number. No driver’s license. No tax records. No property records. No footage of him leaving or entering the building…ever.”

My mouth went dry as I realized there were no bank records.

“There’s no evidence of the man you describe at The Savoy,” Stewart added. “Or The Biltmore.”

“No footage at all?” I stuttered.

Her tone was sympathetic. “So why do you like hanging around Gordon House so much?”

James shrugged it off. “Let’s take a closer look at that footage.”

My knees went weak, but I forced myself to remain standing.

James turned to face Stewart. “May I see it?”

“Sure.”

“I appreciate that, Jenny. First, I need a moment alone with my client.” He placed his briefcase on the table.

Stewart glanced my way. “Not sure she wants that.”

“Are you trying to keep me from doing my job?” he said flatly. “Let’s not break the law before lunch.”

“Do you need me to stay?” Stewart’s expression was sympathetic.

“Why would my client refuse to talk with her attorney?” James’ intensity was infused with manipulation. “Unless you told her something that would be misconstrued—”

“Everything has been conducted by the book,” Stewart said quickly.

James gestured to the door. “Then please bring me the footage.”

With a final glance back, Stewart stepped through the door and closed it behind her. We were left alone with nothing but tension between us.

James pulled the chair back from the table and motioned for me to sit down.

“I’m fine.” I wasn’t, of course. My emotions were about to spiral out of control.

He gripped the chair. “I won’t ask you again.”

I hesitated for a moment, then walked over and sat down.

He reached into his pocket, pulled out a smartphone and tapped the screen. “Now there’s no way for them to hear us.”

My gaze flittered to the two-way mirror.

“They can’t watch us,” he said. “That would be an offence. She’d go from D.I. to beating the pavement as a constable if she listens in.”

Panicking, I sprang from my seat toward the door.

He cut me off.

I retreated three steps, but he kept moving until his body pressed me against the wall.

James rested his hand on my chest to keep me in place. “They can’t see or hear us, Emily.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“This is where you listen.”

“Where’s Xander?” I gripped his wrist. “Tell me you didn’t hurt him.”

“Calm down.”

My hand slid to my side. “Tell me.”

“Xander’s fine.”

“Where is he?”

“We’re not talking about that right now—”

“Xander’s using a false name, but he’s real.” I tried to comprehend what kind of technology could erase a life. “How did you remove him from the footage?”

“It’s called ‘deepfake.’ It’s the kind of tech that can save or decimate a life.”

I smirked. “They’re listening to us right now.”

“I scanned for body heat behind the glass,” he said, glancing at the mirror. “And checked for listening or recording devices.”

A tremor ran through my body. “I…hate you.”

“You didn’t yesterday, though. When you came twice against my mouth?” He gripped my chin. “Right, Emily?”

“That was different.”

“You were compliant. I need to see the same obedience now.”

“What do you want?”

“You and I will leave together. You will not speak to anyone. You won’t make eye contact—”

“I’m not leaving with you.”

“There will be consequences should you disobey.”

“You’re a criminal.”

“Actually, I’m not.”

Shaking my head, I tried to ignore the rich scent of his cologne. Those dark notes of seduction reminding me of yesterday…

My limbs tingled, an ill-timed arousal from the way he’d crushed me against the wall. My nipples hardened thinking of the way his voice vacillated between kindness and ruthless power, seducing me with a dark-edged sin.

The memory of his kiss…down there.

I stared up at him. “Who are you?”

“I’m the one who calls the shots, Emily.”

“Are you even a barrister?”

He dared to answer with a smile.

“What you’re doing is illegal.”

He leaned forward. “I don’t break the law,” he whispered. “I fucking massacre it.”

No, no, no. His behavior wasn’t going to be rewarded by me getting wet at the sound of his voice…or the controlling power of his tone. Or the way his palm sat squarely between my tits while pressing me against the wall. An unwanted memory flashed into my mind of how incredible his tongue felt against my skin.

As he leaned in, I felt his hardness against me, a sizable threat that was devilishly pressed into my stomach.

I drew in a sharp breath. “What do you want?”

“What was it I told you, Em?

“I wasn’t to come here.”

“And yet…”

I lifted my chin, fighting the urge to bite his lip. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

“You do as you’re told.”

“Tell me Xander’s safe.”

“Of course he is. Now…are you going to be a good girl?”

“Go fuck yourself.”

“Sure you want to defy me?”

I gave my head a slight shake, my lips trembling.

“Better.”

This felt like descending into madness. “What do you want me to say to them?”

He stepped back. “Nothing.”

The absence of his warmth felt like a terrible loss, his body a protection I hadn’t asked for.

The sergeant came back in. “Sorry, sir, we’re having issues locating the footage of Ms. Rampling outside Gordon House.”

James turned to me with a smug smile. “I see.”

I’d lost my chance to speak with Stewart in private.

“My client and I will be leaving now,” said James.

Stewart appeared in the doorway as the sergeant left. Her glare flittered to me then back to James. “I just need to ask Ms. Rampling a few more questions.”

“How does the footage look?” James asked.

“It appears there is no footage.” She shook her head. “Or at least we can’t locate it now.”

His glare served to chastise their incompetence.

“We have our forensic computer team on it,” she shot back.

“I’m sure you do.” James gestured towards me. “Em and I are leaving.”

The metallic taste of blood filled my mouth. I’d bitten the inside of my cheek.

Stewart frowned. “Emily, will you be okay?”

I nodded reluctantly.

She closed the gap between us and leaned in, whispering to me, her words rippling into my consciousness and providing hope.

“What are you saying to my client?” snapped James.

“Just letting her know I’ll be here if she wants to talk.”

“What a generous entrapment.” He picked up his briefcase. “Time to leave.”

My legs refused to move. If I stayed, that footage would be reinstated, and if I left with him…

“Emily, shall we go?”
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Leaving the safety of the police station with Ballad was insane.

I’d risen to a new level of recklessness.

The look I’d given D.I. Stewart on the way out told her I knew this was a mistake. But seriously, I had no choice. Xander was in danger. And I’d already jeopardized his safety by coming here and spilling my secrets to the police. I’d also jeopardized my own life.

With an ironclad grip on my arm, James led me out of Scotland Yard into the chill of the late morning air. I was walking away from possibly my one chance to convince someone this shit was real. Had his grip not been so tight, I would have run back into the police station.

My life was ruled now by his endless threats.

Waiting conveniently, not to mention illegally, on the curb was a sleek black Jaguar. Standing beside the flashy car was a tall policeman. Instead of handing over a ticket to James he tipped his hat to prove he’d been guarding the Jag.

James gave a nod of thanks to the officer. Then, with the same arrogance he’d shown while extracting me from the station, he ushered me into the front passenger seat.

This was one of those expensive cars where you couldn’t hear the engine running. The interior was all cream leather and maple wood. I would have admired it more if I wasn’t being kidnapped right under the nose of London’s finest.

“Put your seatbelt on.” James threw his briefcase on the backseat. “Don’t want to get you arrested.”

“No, that would be bad.” I rolled my eyes.

He smirked as he steered the Jag away from the curb, following behind a double-decker bus as he navigated into traffic.

I fastened my seatbelt and glanced over at him. “You’re evil.”

“I’m flattered.”

“Xander told me you were sinister. Now I have proof of what kind of technology you use.”

“As in?”

“You deleted proof that Xander ever existed. I just got the mother of all demonstrations.”

“So, Ms. Rampling, what I’m hearing is you don’t need to be locked up and the key thrown away?”

Folding my arms, I refused to comment further. Asshole.

He chuckled. “Shall I elaborate?”

“As long as it doesn’t mean you’ll have to kill me afterward.”

“Very dramatic.”

“Xander told me anything is possible with tech.”

“This is how it works. If we want to own you, we do.”

“And…?”

“I own you.”

“What do you want from me?”

“I want you to obey.”

“Didn’t I just leave the police station with you like a good girl?”

“It’s a start.”

“Maybe I’ll leap out of the car.”

“You’re tainting my mood.”

“This is who I am.”

“And you’re not without your qualities.”

“What did you do to Harold?”

James looked surprised. “Nothing.”

“He sold his house. Totally out of character for him. He loved that place.”

“We offered him double his property’s value.”

I turned in my seat to stare at him. “Making sure there’s no one else left in my life to confide in?”

“You have Kitty.”

“If you touch her…”

“Now, now, don’t be tedious.” James pressed the accelerator and I shot back in my seat.

“You’re going to get a speeding ticket.”

He shook his head, amused.

“Where’s Xander?” I snapped. “Get him on the phone.”

“How did your audition go?”

“Something tells me you already know.”

“I want to hear it from you. I’d have thought you’d be in a better mood.”

“A detour to New Scotland Yard sabotaged my celebrations. That and losing my boyfriend.”

“Congratulations on making it to the final round. I imagine you played beautifully.”

“What do you want? You want me to thank you for persuading Mr. Woo to give me another chance?”

His smile widened. “You’re welcome.”

My thighs squeezed together, remembering what he’d done to prepare this flighty violinist—his tongue going rogue on my clit and flicking me into a heady climax.

I could see why Xander was drawn to him. James was captivating and multifaceted. He had probably cultivated his superior attitude at one of those universities like Oxford or Cambridge.

I’d seen the way Xander looked at him with respect mixed with trepidation. He’d known all along his time with me was limited. Seeing James at The Savoy had proven it. That night my life had taken a nosedive into chaos. They could wipe cameras but not my mind.

“What do you do for a living?” I said. “I mean really?”

“Want to see?”

My throat tightened as a series of images cycled through my mind, imagining what he might show me. A floating corpse in the Thames? A news report of an innocent public figure having committed a crime? Some strung-out woman who had once lived a happy suburban life now exposed to her worst nightmare because she’d crossed James Ballad? The possibilities were endless.

My hands curled into fists. “Are you going to wipe me off the map, too?”

“Annoyingly, you’re everywhere, Em. You’d take an extra day to wipe out.”

“Do you get off on this?”

A ghost of a smile crossed his face as he glanced in the rearview mirror. He was playing with me.

“I’m up for anything,” I said cheerfully.

“Love your spirit.”

“Take me home. Fuck me. Then fall asleep and see what happens.”

“I’m aroused quite frankly.”

The way he held the steering wheel irritated me—his strong hands showing masterful control. He glanced over and gave a sexy smirk to reveal he was enjoying every second of torturing me.

“Why have we stopped?”

He unclipped his seatbelt. “We’re here.”

James had parked the car next to a tall building. A few policemen mingled nearby.

The sign for Downing Street was up ahead. We were close to the headquarters of the British Government and the Prime Minister’s home. Security matched the location. Either he was as reckless as hell or had total confidence I’d not make a scene.

James climbed out and rounded the front of the car—probably to do the gentlemanly act and help me out the Jag.

I shoved my door open before he could. “Where are we going?”

“You’re so intrigued with what it is I do for a living that I thought I’d give you a glimpse behind the veil.” He stepped back onto the pavement.

Xander’s words came back to haunt me…

“There’s a veil. Once you see beyond the curtain there’s no going back.”

I hesitated by the side of the car.

“Consider this an olive branch, Em.”

“In what way?”

He stared down the street as though mulling over how best to answer. “It’s what I promised Xander.”

“What exactly did you promise him?”

He gave me a kind smile. “That I’d help you forget him.”

I squeezed back tears, feeling that old familiar ache of loneliness.

I wasn’t ready to let Xander go. How could I after all we’d shared, all we’d planned? The man heading off down the pathway was a wedge between our happiest years. I had never hated anyone more.

If I wanted to scream, now was a good time.

James walked along the side of a grey brick building with a tall brass fence around it. It looked like we’d be walking directly past Number 10.

I caught up with him. “Aren’t you nervous about all these people seeing me with you?”

“No.”

“You like danger, don’t you, James?”

“I’m not the only one.” He flashed a grin. “I know all about you.”

“Are you referring to my need for an adrenaline rush during a good fuck?”

“You might want to keep your voice down. Don’t want the Prime Minister hearing. He might get overexcited.”

The fact that Xander had shared such an intimate detail about me burned like hell.

I stopped abruptly.

James had led me directly to the highly polished black door of Number 10.

The door swung open and he stepped into an entrance hall. With a pivot, he gave me another heart-stopping smile. In a daze, I followed him in and gave a nervous nod to the policeman who doubled as a doorman.

What the hell are we doing here?

Beneath the long red rug we stood on was a checkered floor and to my right was a large fireplace. Elegant antiquities hinted of another time. This was like a British museum and every painting, ticking clock, and dark piece of wooden furniture had been lovingly cared for. The lemony scent of furniture polish permeated the air and gave the place an old English atmosphere, a bit like a church where the voices are hushed, carrying a reverence as thick as the green velvet curtains.

The way James strolled down the hallway made it obvious he’d been here before. The respectful nods he received from those we passed showed they recognized him, too. I followed quickly, realizing his influence went all the way to one of the highest offices.

What have I gotten myself into? No, what has Xander gotten us embroiled in?

James pointed toward a leather chair. “Churchill’s.”

“He sat there?” I moved closer to study it.

“Those marks on the armrests are where his fingernails scratched the leather in frustration.” James tilted his head to get me to keep following. “Quite a burden carrying Europe through a war.”

We navigated around the staff streaming in and out of various rooms.

James flashed a warm smile my way. “What did the inspector whisper to you before we left the station?”

“She was available to talk if I wanted to come back.” I stared straight ahead to hide the lie. “Where are we going?”

He paused before an office. “Here.” He opened the door and entered the room.

Standing in the doorway, I questioned whether we were even allowed in here. The gold plaque on the desk announced we’d walked into the Prime Minister’s private office.

He’ll get me arrested.

In the center of the room was a generously sized redwood desk. To prove this was the Prime Minister’s office, and to curtail any doubt to my addled brain, there was a photo on the desk of the PM himself, Charles Wildwood. He and his pretty wife were posed happily with their two children in front of a Christmas tree in the foyer here. Behind the desk sat his high-back swivel chair. The one he actually sat in when making those tough decisions. The very man I’d seen countless times addressing the nation.

I’d voted for Wildwood—stood in a booth and ticked the box for the Conservative party, and it had made me feel so grown up. Never had I considered the possibility I’d ever be in his bloody office.

My flesh chilled as I tried to fathom why I’d been brought here.

A large gold-framed mirror hung on the wall and from here I watched James watching me. The floor was made up of intricate white tiles and I wondered who had stood on them before us. Probably visiting dignitaries and all the others members of State who had made their stamp on history.

The ceiling was just as ornate with its white piping. The office was messy but still looked organized. There were keepsakes placed here and there from visits to other countries. Like the curved sword sheathed in silver. There were photos taken with other world leaders. He’d played a round of golf with the American President, and the photo of them relaxing on the green proved they were good at faking that they liked each other.

James was proving how powerful he was.

That’s what this visit was about.

He strolled behind the office chair and held the backrest. “Sit.”

“I’m not sitting there.” I closed the door behind me. “What if he comes in?”

“Then he’ll see you sitting in his chair.”

“I don’t trust you.”

“That’s probably wise. Now sit.”

Approaching the chair, I ran through the different scenarios that could play out, but it was hard to focus while being trapped in here with James. This man was full of surprises and not the good kind. Yet he oozed a dangerous sophistication that made him magnetic and it was hard to pull my stare away from his regal stature. I’d seen how his charisma impressed the police back at New Scotland Yard. Even here, walking the endless hallways in the most reverent of places, he inspired a quiet awe.

My jaw tightened with frustration. “What point are you trying to make?”

He pulled the chair out to give me room to sit.

This, this was surreal. A moment in time that would never be repeated, and one I’d never envisioned. It was something I’d have loved to have told Xander about. Now, thanks to this man, there was no one left in my life to share this story with.

As though reading my mind he said, “Tell no one about your visit here. Understand?”

I gave a shrug.

“No, Emily, not even your mother.”

If James threatened my mum, I’d stab him with that fancy marble letter opener.

I sat in the chair, resting my hands on the armrests, and soaked in the atmosphere. There was a grandeur to it with the many files neatly stacked in their leather binders, a green desk lamp to the right for those late-night sessions. In the center of the desk rested an impressively large Apple monitor. And there, on a coaster, was a half-finished mug of tea. Proving the PM even worked on a Saturday.

This was as close as I would get to a brush with a world-renowned figure.

James leaned forward and took my hand, placing it on the desk and then wrapping his fingers around my wrist. His touch made my skin tingle. The way he held me there was intimidating.

And precariously erotic.

“I get it,” I said. “You have friends in high places.”

When his grip tightened it sent a thrill through me.

“You’re partly right,” he said huskily.

“You influence his decisions?” I peered over my shoulder at him. “How?”

James let go of my wrist. Gripping the back of the chair, he spun me around to face him. “What do you want above all, Emily?”

“What do you mean?”

“I know you want to join the orchestra. Well, you’re one step closer. What other aspirations do you have?”

“You know what I want.”

“A house in Belgravia? Give me a day and you’ll be walking through your new home in the most luxurious neighborhood in London. Money? I can have millions in gold bars placed in that safety deposit box you opened today at Lloyds. If you’re thinking grander, I’m listening.”

I felt a stab of anger at the humiliation I’d endured at the bank because of him. His knowing smile told me he’d followed my line of thought.

Blinking up at him I asked, “Did you help the Prime Minster get elected?”

James cupped my face with his hands. “He had a vision, Em.”

No. Surely, he wasn’t this influential…this powerful.

And my life was in his hands.

I closed my eyes. “James.”

Tilting my head, I leaned into his palm and drew his thumb into my mouth. I suckled, nipping the tip and moving my head suggestively to deep throat it while holding his gaze.

“It’s important you know,” he said darkly, “I can outthink you. Outmaneuver you. And out manipulate you. Flirting is endearing. But it won’t work.” He pulled his thumb from my mouth and gripped my throat. “I own the man who sits here. I made him. I keep him in power. I can remove him.”

His words resonated in the stillness.

It was a profound revelation that I wished I’d not heard. My throat began to ache and whether he intended it or not, I became aroused in response to his aggression. A shudder of pleasure shot up my spine and emanated to my limbs at his show of dominance.

“Interesting,” he said.

Raising my chin higher, I gave him a look that told him I didn’t care if he threatened my life. I wasn’t going to change my mind about Xander.

I pulled away. “You can’t hurt me any more than you already have.”

“The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away.”

He wouldn’t.

His threat to ruin my musical career made my blood chill like ice. “You’re the devil.”

“I own the devil.”

“What are you going to do?”

He studied me with a calm expression. “Everyone has a price.”

“You know what mine is.”

He shoved a hand into his trouser pocket and stood there with the pose of a man who was used to dishing out advice and getting his way.

James broke the tense moment with a confident smile. “The walk back to the car will give you time to think about what’s best for you.”

I rose from the chair and followed him out, turning briefly to take a mental snapshot of one of the most famous offices in the world.

We retraced our steps to the front door.

A sprinkle of rain met us on the other side.

In silence, we walked along the pathway with him glancing at me now and again. Probably to see how such a visit had affected me. Maybe hoping he’d scared me into compliance. James opened the car’s passenger door and gestured for me to get in.

With droplets of rain on my eyelashes, I peered into his Jag. “This is where we part ways, Mr. Ballad.”

“Am I going to be able to trust you?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Are you certain?”

“If Xander wanted me, he would have fought for me.”

The expression in his eyes turned kind, as though his empathy could touch my pain.

I closed the gap between us and wrapped my arms around James’ body, resting my head against his chest, his woolen coat scratchy against my cheek. I didn’t want James punishing Xander for my recklessness. This was me betraying myself to save him. Showing I was ready to let this go.

Let it all go.

James held me in a masterful hug.

Everything about this man screamed a desire to control and an obsession with power. Even his expensive cologne enveloped my senses, possessing the air around us.

My memory drew me back to that dimly lit room in the Barbican center yesterday. That private space where I’d mourned my dream having slipped away, minutes before James had stepped into the room and made me forget my failure.

Forget even myself.

Then, he’d given me the chance I thought I’d lost. My career was holding on by a thread. He could cut through it if I didn’t comply.

This was it then—a choice between my dream and my boyfriend.

“Xander will be proud of you,” he said soothingly.

“If he really exists,” I whispered.

James’ firm lips pressed against the top of my head in a gesture of affection. My body shuddered at the thought of his mouth lavishing me down there, swirling and teasing and luring me into an endless orgasm that he owned with precarious potency.

Peering up into his dark eyes, I whispered, “Look after him.”

“He can look after himself.”

With a shake of my head I said, “Promise me.”

James relented with a nod.

“You pervade everything, don’t you, Mr. Ballad?”

“Now you understand.”

He released me from his embrace.

I turned and walked away, feeling his stare follow me as I kept going.

I rounded the corner out of his sight and then leaned against the wall, exhaling the breath I’d been holding since leaving him behind.
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They couldn’t steal my memories—those precious moments I held onto with all my heart. Our love was sacred.

The time I’d spent with Xander had helped me evolve into the person I was today. There was no avoiding that or pushing that truth aside. The life we’d built together meant everything. And he needed me.

No one was going to break us apart without facing the consequences.

I may have told James I’d accepted my fate but that had been a boldfaced lie. The hell I was letting him win—and no way was I giving him the power to ruin us. My love for Xander was all I had left. Each snapshot of the time between us was absorbed into my consciousness and held up as a shield of truth.

I’d make this right.

This wasn’t me doing anything suspicious.

This was just me remembering the photo in Xander’s office of his mum standing in front of a village post office. This was just me taking a train from Marylebone Station all the way to Great Missenden.

He’d told me he grew up in an old vicarage. As far as I knew, most towns like this only tended to have one of those. It should be relatively easy to find.

Great Missenden was as English as it got with its sprawling fields, blackberry bushes, and family owned stores dating back a century or more. Even the token red phone box outside the old-fashioned post office was a quaint touch. I recognized it from the photo and a jolt of excitement hit me. Maybe, just maybe, I’d find my way back to him.

If Xander’s mum still lived here she may even have heard from him.

Coming here was the ultimate act in defying James.

What did he expect? I would pretend my boyfriend never existed? That a man disappearing under suspicious circumstances would simply be ignored? He had underestimated me.James had thought I’d be intimidated by the visit to Number 10 Downing Street. He’d meant to scare me off.

Yeah, not going happen.

I knocked on the front door of the vicarage, finding comfort in knowing Xander had once lived here. He’d told me this was his childhood home—he wouldn’t cut his mum out of his life, surely?

I glanced back at the quiet lane behind me with a heavy dose of paranoia. I’d made my way out of the city, jumping from train to train to throw off anyone who might be following. I’d worn jeans and a hoodie and had kept my head covered for the entire journey. Still, that lingering sense that Ballad would know I was here made me doubt the wisdom of my actions. Maybe I should go home.

You’ve come too far.

There was no response from my knock. I made my way around the back of the property and stepped into a bright garden with rows of colorful flowers. At the end, a line of lush trees with swooping leaves. It was nice to take a few seconds to imagine Xander playing over there as a boy. Then I saw it, the tree-house resting in the enormous trunk. The one he’d told me he liked to hide in to avoid the strange noises of this old house.He’d also told me he’d spent precious mid-summer days playing out here when he’d been home from boarding school.

He’d not shared much more, though, other than his parents were away a lot of the time living in far-off places while his dad served as a senior diplomat abroad. Places they were reluctant to take Xander. Later, he’d attended the University of St. Andrews in Scotland, rounding out his education in computer science that enhanced his natural flair for tech. He was so smart I imagined he wowed his professors.

This place was a connection.

I miss him.

I should be here with him.

There’d been so many memories left to make.

I suddenly spotted an older woman in a sunhat kneeling over a patch of dirt. She dug a shallow hole with the trowel and threw in a seed, scraping the ground to cover it.

“Mrs. Rothschild?” I called over.

It was her—the woman from the photo. She was a little older, but it was definitely Xander’s mum. She peered at me from beneath her floppy hat. She had Xander’s golden sun-kissed complexion and his high cheekbones and bright eyes. Even the elegant way she rose to her feet and walked toward me reminded me of him.

“Sorry to bother you.” I stepped forward.

There were stains on her jeans from where she’d been kneeling. This irreverence revealed her earthiness. It reminded me of the way Xander would become engrossed in his work, too. Very often I’d see his hair sticking up from pulling an all-nighter in his office, in the morning appearing as cute at hell in his creased PJs. He’d stand in the kitchen munching on a slice of buttered toast and sipping tea, his good morning smile so endearing, making me feel so at home.

God, I missed him.

“I’m a friend of your son.”

“You are?”

“He told me about this place.”

She had his intelligent eyes, the way they assessed a situation before lighting up when he smiled…just as she was doing now. Disarming, but I suppose that was the point.

“I’m sorry I didn’t call first.”

“That would have been wise.” Her accent sounded Norwegian.

I pointed to the treehouse. “He told me he used to play in there.”

“Yes, what can I do for you?”

“I was wondering if you’ve heard from him recently.”

“Didn’t catch your name?” She pulled off her gardening gloves and threw them on the grass.

“Emily.” Not calling him Xander was a challenge, but I didn’t want to freak her out by using the wrong name.

“Our family is very private, Ms…”

“Rampling.” I gave her a kind smile. “Did he tell you about me?”

Her expression made my gut tighten with doubt.

“Where do you live?” she asked.

“London. I took the train down.”

“It’s my recommendation you take the train back immediately.”

“Just tell me if you’ve heard from him. Tell me he’s…” Don’t scare her.

“How do you know him?”

“Did he ever talk to you about his work?”

She scratched her jaw as though needing time to think it through. “My son’s not here.”

“Will you ask him to call me next time you speak with him?”

“Why have you not addressed my son by his name?”

Shit.

“Sweet girl, he obviously wants nothing more to do with you.”

I waited for her to deliver another scathing strike, but she didn’t.

“We live together,” I said.

She frowned, as though this was news to her. “Evidently my son has his reasons for saying goodbye to you.”

“He didn’t say much about you either.”

“Do you see what’s missing?”

Looking around at the well-tended plants and flowers, I tried to catch her meaning.

“Chrysanthemums,” she said flatly. “The flowers one gives on the occasion of the death of a loved one. They are only used for funerals.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Then you don’t know my son.”

“You’re saying his work is dangerous? He’s protecting me.”

“I’m protecting him,” she clarified.

“I would never do anything to put him in danger.”

“And yet you are here.”

“I didn’t mean…”

“Trust his judgment. He’s let you go.”

“I don’t believe that. Not after what we had.” I didn’t want to say anymore and alarm her. “We were going to get married.” My fingers caressed where my ring had been.

A mask of sadness fell upon her. “You should go.”

“Tell him I love him. Tell him…I’ll wait for him.”

I would wait a thousand lifetimes if that’s what it took. I would forgo children, and a home where a family would thrive, and a place where love would reign. My heart was his and it always would be because Xander was too extraordinary to forget.

My stomach ached and I rubbed it to soothe the knots.

I wanted to spend more time here…see family photos and talk about what kind of son he was and hear funny stories she was bound to have. Like when she went shopping with him in Tesco’s when he was a child, and he’d surprise the other shoppers at the checkout when he guessed how much the stuff in their cart would cost them. I wanted to soak in as much of Xander’s history as I could and keep this connection strong.

His mum peered up at the sky as though assessing the weather and there was something uncanny in it. “There’s a shortcut to the station over the field. It’s dense woodland. The coverage is good.”

Was she hinting we were being watched by satellite?

My body felt chilled despite the warmth of the sun. “You know about them, don’t you?”

She pointed to where she’d been gardening. “I’m planting peonies.”

“Please, Mrs. Rothschild, I’m concerned for Xander.”

“Xander?” She stared at me with sorrow.

That’s not his name.

“What’s your favorite flower?” she asked.

I gave a nod of resignation. “Lilies…or roses? I’m not sure.”

“That’s because you’re too young.” She gave me a warm smile.

“Mrs. Rothschild…”

“Use the gate. I’d hurry if I were you.”

“I’m fine with taking the same way back.”

She looked surprised. “Dear girl, my advice is equal in its standing to that of my son’s.”

“He told me the wrong name.”

“Ah.”

“What’s his real name?”

“He always loved secrets.”

“Did you know he’s a chess master?”

“My son showed extraordinary talent for many things at a young age.”

“Like what?”

“He had an uncanny ability to read people. Something tells me you’re very special.”

“I miss him,” I said, pressing a hand to my heart.

“Whatever he has done it is to protect you.”

“You know about them, don’t you?” I stepped forward. “He might have gotten caught up with some sinister people. It’s not my intention to upset you. I don’t know who else to turn to.”

“I’m sure it will all work out.”

“Do you know James Ballad?”

Her lips twitched, revealing that she did. “True power is hidden.”

“I’ve seen a little of his influence.”

“You’ve seen nothing.” She drew in a sharp breath. “And anything you have seen you would be wise to forget.”

“He’s really that powerful?”

“My husband was a diplomat, working in some of the most dangerous places on earth. He’d say his happiness, his safety, his contentment was not important. What he did was for a greater purpose.”

“You know what your son does, don’t you?”

“That’s why I’m telling you to use the gate.”

I refused to give up trying to find Xander. “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Rothschild.”

“Do you have somewhere to stay?”

“Yes.”

“And money?”

“I’m fine.”

She hesitated, and gave me a look of sympathy. “It’s probably best you don’t return to Great Missenden.”

I heard what she said, but I didn’t look back.

I made my way along the side wall and out the front gate, feeling crushed that I’d not been able to persuade Mrs. Rothschild to help me.

Walking along the sundrenched pavement back the way I’d come, my hand ran along the leaves of a hedge as a sob shuddered through me. I’d hit the ultimate dead-end. Her words haunted each step I took with their scathing clarity—Xander wanted nothing more to do with me and I would never know why.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the blur of an SUV as it pulled up next to me.

A rush of terror left me paralyzed.

Four men in combat gear poured out of the vehicle, trapping me between them and the hedge. My heart hammered against my chest as adrenaline spiked through my veins. With unsteady legs, I bolted left to round the car and escape…

Brutal hands dragged me to the back of the car, violently forcing me onto the rear seat. I bashed my head when I hit the other side, trying to get out.

The men trailed in behind me.

One of them snatched at the hair at my nape, keeping my head still. I looked into the angry eyes of one of my attackers. His buzz cut suggested he was military.

“Careful of my hands,” I begged.

I should never have come here…

“Keep still.”

“Get off me.”

“Shut the fuck up,” he snapped.

The scent of expensive cologne seeped under my skin and I tried to inhale another breath. My scream sliced the air.

The barrel of a handgun was shoved between my lips, bruising my mouth as it crushed my tongue. Squeezing my eyes shut, I tasted the cold tang of metal and froze.

Oh, God, he’s going to kill me.

“Blowjob, metal edition,” he sneered, with a chuckle.

He let go of my hair as the gun was withdrawn. I wiped saliva off my chin as I gasped for the air I’d lost. Turning my head, I refused to look into the man’s dead eyes.

The SUV swerved, wheels spinning, and gravity pulled me onto the floor as we sped off.

Military Man held a boot to my stomach to keep me down.

“Careful with her,” said a gravelly voice from the front seat.

“She defied the boss. I’m letting her know she made a big mistake.”

“That wasn’t the order,” came a warning from one of the others.

“He won’t know.” Military Man tucked his gun away.

“He’ll know,” came that same gravely tone.

I dragged in air, my eyes stinging from hot tears. I was drenched in sweat and being blasted with air conditioning, causing me to shiver uncontrollably.

“Not sure why you care,” said my attacker. “Ballad’s not exactly going to be gentle with her.”
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Breathe.

Just breathe.

I hung from shackles with my feet barely supporting my weight, a blindfold pulled taut over my eyes. My lips felt bruised from having a gun shoved into my mouth. Regret filled my every thought, and this time I felt a good dose of rage along with the fear.

“Ballad’s not going to be gentle.”

Trembling, taking deep breaths, I tried to judge how many hours I’d been in this place. I’d lost all sense of time and direction, but it felt like evening. My limbs were battered from the way they’d manhandled me in and out of the car. We’d been driving for what felt like hours in that SUV.

When the vehicle had finally slowed, I’d heard marching, the sound of boots on the ground and a man shouting out orders. If we’d driven through a military checkpoint the guard had failed to see me in the back, bound and blindfolded.

Or perhaps that sort of thing wasn’t out of the ordinary here.

Motivated by frustration, I managed to work the blindfold off my eyes by scraping my face along my forearm.

I looked around at the sparse interrogation room.

Only minutes later, I inhaled sharply as my kidnappers filed in.

One of them lit a cigarette. He offered a drag to his gun-wielding buddy who’d bruised my lips. After inhaling the smoke, he handed it back and then swaggered over to me with a threatening, arrogant expression.

I flinched when he touched my face.

The bully blew cigarette smoke into my face. It stung my nose and left me coughing.

My terror morphed into anger. My defiant stare showed no remorse—not after they’d kidnapped me. Not after I’d done the right thing.

“Who do you work for?” he asked.

“I don’t work for anyone.”

He grabbed my chin. “Lie again and see what happens.”

“Does Xander know I’m here?”

“Who?”

I swallowed the lump in my throat.

“This will hurt. Brace yourself.” He punched my stomach.

Stars blurred my vision and agony flared in my gut as all the air left my lungs. Pitching forward, my wrists snapped in the shackles, stretching my arms painfully wide.

“I’m sorry I went to Great Missenden,” I huffed out.

He pulled his fist back, ready to punch me again.

The door opened and he appeared like a vision of intimidation in his black tuxedo, his striking features seemingly even sharper—perhaps because his fury was only barely contained.

He strode powerfully across the room toward us. “Why is she shackled?”

There came an uncomfortable exchange of glances from the others.

James snapped his attention to me. “You’re making quite a habit of defying me.”

“So you resort to kidnapping a girl,” I bit out. “Bit tacky for you.”

He straightened his back. “As far as everyone’s concerned, you’re in London.”

“I told a friend.”

“You don’t have any.”

I had Kitty. She’d report me missing. Or at least look into why I wasn’t answering my phone.

James smiled as though reading my mind. “Kitty Adair works for me.”

Might as well have been punched a second time. “I don’t believe you.”

“Well, reality seems to be a problem for you.”

“Is setting your thugs on me protocol, too?” I snapped.

“I hate it when my victims yell at me, Emily.”

“I promise not to go back to Great Missenden.”

He rolled his eyes. “Oh? That makes everything splendid.”

“Does Kitty really work for you?”

“She’s actually rather fond of you.”

“Are you going to kill me?”

“Quite honestly, I’m undecided.”

Fear slithered beneath my skin.

“Ms. Rampling, I need to see remorse.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Well, that’s a start.”

I looked over his shoulder at the other men. “I’ll never disobey you again.”

“I’m not convinced.”

“I mean it this time, I promise.”

“Do I need to threaten your family—?”

“Don’t.”

“I’m doing the talking right now.”

Swallowing hard, I cursed myself for not thinking this through, for putting everyone around me in danger. My mum, Harold, and even Xander.

“What will it take to persuade you to forget Xander and go away, Emily?” he said darkly. “Do I need to step out of the room?”

Nausea made my stomach churn. “James, please, I just need to know he’s happy.”

He stepped back with a sigh. “Maybe the only way to convince you is to have him push you away.” James pivoted toward the door.

I drew in a sharp, hopeful breath as Xander appeared.

His expression was as complex as when I’d first met him at Piccadilly…and just as beautiful. My beloved, the one who’d know how to get me out of here. Maybe we’d be able to leave together.

He, too, was dressed in a tuxedo that contrasted greatly with the rough surroundings. Really? They were both wearing posh suits fit for fine dining or an evening mixing with other elites—while I’d been imprisoned and abused in here.

Xander came towards me and I flinched at his glare of disappointment.

He looked conflicted. “What are you doing here?”

“I went to see your mum,” I admitted.

He shot James a look of concern.

“I’m afraid she did,” said James.

Xander slipped into the man I once knew, wrapping his arms around me and resting his forehead against mine, his warm breath against my skin. I clung to hope, but at the same time grief wracked my body at the thought of losing him forever.

With his firm body crushed to mine, I couldn’t imagine him not being in my life. Xander was more than a part of me.This was both sublime and unbearable as I prolonged the agony of him leaving again.

His fingertip caressed my mouth. “Who did this?”

I felt too dazed to answer.

“Em, who did this to you? They cut your lip.”

Trembling uncontrollably, I tried to speak but no words came out. I was too drenched in panic.

Xander spun round. “Who?”

“Step back,” said James.

“I’m going to rip every last one of you apart,” Xander yelled.

“Enough,” James said coldly. “Stay calm.”

If terror bore a name it would be Ballad. His intensity burned white hot, as searing as a furnace of wrath.

The men observed his every move and even Xander gave a nod of compliance and stepped back. Even now, after what Ballad’s men had done, Xander deferred to him.

“Who has the key?” asked Xander. “I want her out of these.”

James raised his hand to quiet him. “My orders were clear. No one touches her.” He assessed the cuffs, reaching up and running his hand along the metal. “Who put her in these?”

The one with the cigarette threw it down and extinguished it with the heel of his boot. “We used the necessary force.”

“There are four of you,” James replied.

The man with the gun tapped his holster. “She made a scene. We made sure no one heard.”

James blinked. “You pulled your gun on her?”

The bully shrugged. “No one saw.”

My teeth clenched. “You threatened me.”

“Emily, your silence is appreciated.” James turned to face the man. “Show me.”

“Show you what, sir?” he replied.

“What you did with your gun?” James closed the gap between them. “You cut her lip.”

“I made her quiet down, sir.”

“Give it to me.”

The gun was unclipped from its holster and handed to James. It happened fast, with James grabbing the man by his collar and shoving him to his knees. There was no struggle, just compliance from his victim to prove Ballad owned this room and everyone in it.

James shoved the gun into the bully’s mouth. “Is this what you did to her?”

The man’s eyes went wide as he tasted the metal barrel.

“Nod to answer,” added James.

The air seemed to crackle with tension.

James looked at me. “Close your eyes, Emily.”

“No, don’t, please.”

“I asked you to close your eyes.”

I didn’t want to look, didn’t want to think my actions had led to murder. Xander’s hand came up and his palm covered my eyes.

James’ voice broke the quiet. “If I give an order, follow it. Don’t get creative, Samuel. Am I understood?”

My eyes squeezed shut beneath Xander’s palm. “It’s my fault,” I blurted out.

“Are you taking responsibility?” asked James.

I shifted my head to see his expression. “Yes.”

The man remained kneeling with his head bowed. No one tore their attention away from the sinister scene.

“I love you,” Xander whispered to me.

And it felt like goodbye.

This was the man I loved, the person I had given myself over to in every conceivable way, and seeing him again, being this close was all I had needed in this moment to survive.

Uncertainty hung in the air like invisible smog.

James rested his palm on the kneeling man’s head. “Key.”

Samuel reached into his pocket and offered up the small cuff key he’d used to secure me.

James took it. “We leave in fifteen minutes.”

I let out a sigh of relief that he was going away.

No arrogance remained in my attacker’s expression. He looked up at Ballad with gratitude and respect. Then he rose and strode quickly to the door, leaving without looking back.

“Everyone out,” ordered James.

The other men followed. The door shut behind them.

I inhaled deeply, trying to calm my trembling limbs.

James handed Xander the key and he used them to unlock the cuffs. As soon as I was free, I fell into Xander’s arms and he embraced me tightly. My limbs ached as my circulation returned. More bruises marked where the metal cuffs had chaffed my wrists. I stretched my fingers, relieved they were unharmed.

“You shouldn’t have gone there,” Xander whispered.

“I needed to know you were….” Tears stung my eyes. Still alive.

“Did they do anything to you?” He tapped near my lip. “Other than this?”

“No.”

James shoved his hands in his pockets with his usual stance—confident and unshakable. “I couldn’t have been clearer, Em. And to be transparent now, no one has ever gotten more than one pass from me. You’re the exception. But I’m done giving second chances.”

“Hurt me and you’ll lose Xander.”

James faced him. “You know what needs to be done.”

“I can handle her,” said Xander. “And it’ll be my way.”

“Because so far you’ve done a stellar job.”

“I can deal with her.”

James looked angry. “I’ve yet to see her convinced.”

Xander rested his hand on James’ shoulder. “Trust me. I’ve got this.”

“Meet me at the rendezvous. The pilot has already burned through enough fuel.”

I stared at James. “I’ll never forgive you.”

“Raise the stakes,” James said sharply. “If you think it will help.”

“Does he know?” I asked. “Does he know what you did to me at my audition?”

He turned to face me. “Yes, he does.”

It was a strike to my heart.

“Then you’re both as bad as the other,” I snapped. “I’m going to go see D.I. Stewart. I’m going to tell her everything.”

Xander flinched. “Em, shut up.”

James turned to me with a dangerously serene expression.

“I have evidence that Xander exists,” I said. “I have it hidden. I’ll show her those photos and she’ll believe me. She’ll investigate you.”

“I’ve failed you,” said James. “My men were too harsh. I should have been more…”

“She doesn’t mean it.” Xander rubbed my arm.

“Show her what you’re capable of, Xander,” Ballad said darkly.

My gaze snapped from James to Xander.

Xander looked away from me, his expression conflicted. “It’s better if it’s me, Em.” He eased me against the wall and reached his hand down, unzipping my jeans.

“What are you doing?” I stuttered.

Firm fingers slid along my panties, finding and flicking my clit, bringing a jolt of pleasure. “I need you to listen to us,” said Xander. “Say you understand the danger you’re in.”

It felt good. It felt wrong.

They were trying to scare me. Make me regret defying them.

Having James watch Xander finger-fuck his girlfriend was a walk into a realm that was forbidden and twisted and yet darkly beautiful.

I gave a whimper of pleasure.

Muscles tightened around fingers that were a fierce piston as he plunged inside me in a steady rhythm, faster and more insistent. The pressure of his thumb on my clit was bringing me closer to the edge.

I turned my head away, confusion raging in my mind at the way these two men were trying to scare me.

What I wanted from them both would scare them more…

Rising out of the depths of my imagination was the fantasy of Ballad touching me, too—of both their fingers playing with my clit, both fingering me, bringing me to a heady climax. I wanted it to be Ballad’s lips on mine and Xander’s on my pussy. If I was brave enough to let my thoughts fly free with what I truly wanted, it would be Xander’s intensity and Ballad’s fierceness capturing me between them.

Xander withdrew his hand and I cupped my sex at the loss of his touch, a near climax never to be realized. When I opened my eyes, Xander was showing me his wet fingertips.

“Lick it off,” ordered James.

My face flushed wildly. Xander’s fingers brushed my mouth and I suckled them, tasting my sweetness, arousal flooding through me like the rush of a drug.

A frisson owned my being and it felt like perfection, a poetic need as potent as life itself that couldn’t be denied. A soft moan escaped me as a shudder wracked my body. I needed to come and being denied this pleasure felt crueler than any words.

They’d teased me to the edge of an orgasm and denied me fulfillment in a final punishment.

I shoved Xander’s hand away and narrowed my accusatory stare on James. “I hope you die a devastating death.”

He headed for the door.

Xander called after him. “I’ll have her sign an NDA.”

“The time for such reasonable actions is behind us. See you at the flight pad.”

Even though he’d left the room, James’ aura haunted the seconds that lingered, and his presence still saturated every molecule of air.

Xander reached into his pocket and withdrew a phone. “Let’s get you out of here.”

What kind of man follows an order to touch his girlfriend in front of another? Xander would never know what was in my thoughts…he wouldn’t guess my secret longing.

They couldn’t break me.

Xander held his iPhone to his ear and barked an order. “I need you to fly me off base.” He listened carefully. “I’ll tell you the location when we get there.”

A slither of dread snaked up my spine.

Xander hung up and shoved his phone in his pocket. “We have three minutes to get to the pad.”

“Where are we going?” I held my breath.

“I’ll do what I can to get you away from here.”

I sprinted toward the door.

He wrapped his arms around my waist, his strong grip refusing to relent.

I tried to wriggle free. “Let me go.”

“You won’t get off this base without me.”

“Where are we?”

“Doesn’t matter. You won’t be coming back.”

Shaking off his grip, I made another mad run for the door.

He trapped me against the wall. “I need you to listen.”

“What’s your real name?” I said on an exhale.

“I don’t want to put you in any more danger.”

“Tell me,” I seethed. “Or I’m not going anywhere.”

His eyes squeezed shut. “Xavier.”

“Xavier,” I whispered.

“Look, I know how to convince Ballad to give you another chance.”

“Why did you leave him?” I tried to make sense of it.

“I wanted something he couldn’t deliver.”

“And he can now?”

“Yes.”

“And you believe him?” I tried to read the truth in his eyes.

He looked away. “I need to get you somewhere safe.”

Xavier led me out of the room and down the whitewashed hallway. With each step we took, I couldn’t help but feel I was trading one trap for another.
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The heat inside the military helicopter was oppressive—the noise so loud it almost drained out our voices.

Exhaustion pulled me down, my body aching, reminding me of my harrowing journey from Buckinghamshire and the rough treatment from my kidnappers. The view below gave me no clues as to our destination. Far below, sprawling homes and endless woodland merged together in a blur until there was nothing but open land.

“Water?” Xavier offered.

I studied his face. All this time I’d been living with a man and I hadn’t even known his real name.

I shouted over the chop of the blades, “Are we going back to London?”

“Somewhere a lot safer,” he replied.

I just wanted to go back to my hotel in Covent Garden. Seeing my boyfriend again came with a catch. The cut on my lip was a reminder of that. It hurt each time I tried to talk. There was an upside of having nothing to smile about.

Behind where Xavier sat was camouflage paraphernalia wedged behind mesh to keep it in place. Ballad had connections to the military. With each interaction, I learned more sinister facts about him…and this one was truly terrifying.

“I left my Strad in the hotel,” I called over.

Xavier loosened his necktie.

“Where were you going tonight?” I gestured at his tuxedo. “I’ve been in a living hell and you’ve been living it up with the boys.”

“You shouldn’t have gone to my family home, Em.”

“You don’t get it, do you?”

He shook his head. “You’ve complicated everything.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You should have gotten on with your life.”

I leaned forward. “What kind of girlfriend would that have made me?”

“I told you I was going back to them. I asked you to forget me.”

“I’ve been out of my mind.” I pointed at him in frustration. “You…you never loved me. I was just a girl you used for a distraction until you were ready to go back to them.”

He sat back in surprise. “I’ve been trying to protect you. I think of you every second of every day. Seeing you hurting like this is ripping my heart out. Don’t accuse me of having fun while you’re out there living your life. What I do is impossible, and you were the only respite from that.”

“Why didn’t you explain?”

He drew in a calming breath. “If saving you means I have to do the unthinkable…”

“What does that mean?”

But he punished me with silence.

“If you really love me…”

His gaze rose to find mine. “There’s only one way this can work.”

“You and me? How?”

“If it doesn’t, we’re both fucked.”

What the hell did that mean?

“Do you know where all our things are?” I asked. “Our passports?”

He ignored my questions, glancing down at the scenery below. “We’re here.”

Beyond a strip of land on the horizon I made out a dense forest. As we banked left over the woods, an estate came into view with a great lake surrounding it. A magnificent vision—we were flying towards a castle.

My jaw tightened. “Where have you brought me?”

“Hold on. We’re landing.”

The helicopter touched down, the blast from the blades bending the trees on the edge of the forest. Xavier unclipped his buckle and came over to help with mine. With my hand in his we leaped out onto a grassy bank, then bent over while hurrying to avoid the bluster from the blades above.

Hand in hand we ran toward a drawbridge. When we made it to the edge, Xavier turned and signaled to the pilot. The helicopter rose off the ground.

I watched my last hope of escape fly off over the trees and bank left until it was out of sight. We walked across a wooden bridge to reach a medieval gate.

I pulled my hand from his. “Are you sure James won’t find us?”

All he had to do was ask the pilot where we were dropped off.

Xavier whipped out his phone. “That’s always a possibility.”

“What’s the plan?”

“Let’s get inside.”

Looking down at the moat surrounding the castle, I had an uncomfortable vision of me swimming across it if the bastard found us.

“Who is opening the gate?” I followed its rise into the stone archway.

He’d punched a series of digits on his phone. “This place is teched-out.”

“You’ve obviously been here before.”

Another layer of his life was peeled away, and it dug the knife of betrayal deeper.

My lungs filled on a panicked breath. “I don’t feel good about this.”

In fact, it was hard to recall my last settled thought.

I walked beside him down the ancient stone pathway towards the entrance. A click signaled he’d unlocked the big door ahead. I only hoped it was as easy to get out.

The door was as heavy as it looked. Xavier gave it a shove and it opened into the castle’s grand foyer.

The décor was as I imagined it would be. Everything reflected old-world England with impressive antiques and a well-worn stone floor. Two regal knights stood frozen in time at the foot of the sweeping staircase, which swept up to an impressive upper floor with ornate railings. From upstairs, one could easily view the entire foyer below.

I could hide out here for a while. Maybe this wasn’t so bad.

Crisscrossed jousting lances hung on the wall of a hallway that we strolled down as though we were on a tour and not two people being hunted. I tried not to think about the reality of our situation, choosing instead to admire the brass chandeliers that hinted at the centuries that had seen this place once lit by candle flame.

“How old is this place?” I asked.

“Sixteenth century.”

“You know your way around well enough.”

He led me into a modern kitchen that still had an ancient hearth with a large empty pot hanging within.

Xavier pointed to a bricked area. “They still make their own bread. It’s delicious.”

“When was the last time you were here?”

“Been a while.”

Over to our right was a long antique dining table, surrounded by several high-back chairs. He shrugged out of his suave black jacket and threw it over the back of one of them.

“How can you be so calm?” I snapped. “After what just happened?”

“I think better when I’m calm.”

“We need to devise a plan,” I said. “We need to think about leaving the country.”

“We should probably eat something first.”

I was still running on adrenaline. “Where’s the staff?”

Xavier unbuttoned his cuffs and rolled up his sleeves. “He releases them for the weekend.”

“Who owns this place?”

Xavier headed for the fridge.

“You brought me to his home?” My heart rate took off and my legs wobbled at the rush of panic I felt.

“This is as safe as it gets.”

“Are you sure he won’t suspect us coming here?”

“How do eggs sound? Scrambled on toast? Your favorite.”

We’d just escaped Dr. Evil and fake name here wanted to play house. Xander…or Xavier…had always been quirky, but this was veering off toward madness.

He was keeping something from me.

Leaning on the central island, I watched him open the fridge and grab a wire basket filled with eggs, a jug of milk, and a tub of butter. He placed them on the central island. Then, he grabbed a pan from a cupboard.

“Xavier,” I began softly, “the pilot will tell him where he brought us.” My fingers gripped the edge of the island.

“We’re locked in.”

“He can’t get inside?”

He broke into a warm smile. “He listens to me.”

“Why have you bought me here?”

He carried over three plates he’d retrieved from a cupboard and set them down on the island. “You could live here for weeks and not need to leave.”

My flesh chilled. “How do you know this?”

“I’ve stayed here before.”

“I gathered that.”

“Don’t be pissy.”

“I’m a sitting target.”

“He would never hurt me like that. We have too much of a history.”

“Who is this man to you?”

Xavier refused to look at me, and, in that moment…I knew.

“Your friendship with Ballad is the only reason I’m still alive?”

He chose his words carefully. “He hides his kindness.”

“Let’s leave.”

“There’s nowhere you can go he won’t find you.”

“Do you really believe you can protect me?”

“Yes.”

“Just come out and say it.”

He went to say something and paused. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“I’m in the middle of nowhere, Xander.”

“Xavier.”

“How do I even know that’s your real name?”

“It is.”

“What about when we got married. You’d have to tell me then.”

“I was going to deal with it.”

“I can’t stay.”

“Running is futile.” He reached for me. “Come here.”

I refused with a wave and my thoughts returned to my suspicions.

It had been the way Xavier deferred to James, the way they’d swapped glances, the way James had relented to his will and Xavier to his.

Xavier gripped the edge of the island. “I’ve got this.”

“What’s really going on here?”

“I will tell you this much…Ballad always gets what he wants.”

“And he wants you?” My voice trembled as I watched his expression, watched him fail to deny it. “Did you…” Have an affair with him?

A kind smile reached his eyes. “I need you to understand—”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

He ran a hand through his hair. “When we met, I warned you that my life is complicated. Told you not to ask about my past—”

“I didn’t expect your past to include…him.”

“You once told me that seeing two men together was hot.”

I ignored that. “Your past has caught up to you, Xavier.” Rage spiked my adrenaline.

He rounded the counter and came over to embrace me.

My hands pressed his chest to prevent him from pulling me close. “I can’t think straight.”

“I tried to avoid this.”

I peered into his eyes. “Why did you leave him?”

A chill washed over me as my gut told me I was close to the truth.

“I wanted…more.” His fingers touched his mouth as though remembering a kiss—not mine. “I told him I would only come back if…”

My lips trembled. “You’re lovers again?”

“I met you, Em. I wasn’t expecting to fall in love. You came into my life and I fell hard for you.” Xavier shook his head adamantly. “Things have changed out there in the world since I’ve been gone. They need me back. This is not about a relationship. It’s about doing the right thing.”

“Why won’t you tell me what it is you do? It would make all of this easier to understand.”

“I’ll talk to James.”

“Wait. Do you set fires with your mind?”

He burst into laughter. “You’re the only person I know who’d say that. No, no fire starting. Nothing like that.” He was grinning now.

“I want you back.”

“I don’t get to decide that, Em.”

“Ballad does?”

“Let’s eat.”

“I’m not hungry.” I caressed my aching stomach. “How does he have so much power over you?”

“I have power, too. I’m not without my influence.”

“Like how?”

“I’m the one they need.”

“But Ballad has the ultimate power?”

“He knows if anything happened to you, he would lose me.”

Thoughts of them together swept across my vision and played out in real time. I tried to grasp this heartbreaking truth that Xavier belonged to James…like that. I was in a fight of my life for the one I loved.

“We’ve not been intimate since I came back.”

I swallowed back tears. “Tell me about him.”

“Not a good idea.”

I looked around to make my point. “He’s aristocracy.”

“Obviously.”

“Is that where he gets his power?”

“Yes and no.”

“Elaborate.” I needed to understand the man whose wits I had to go one on one with.

“History robbed him of his title.”

“What title?”

Xavier looked surprised. “King.”

“Of England?”

“Great Britain and the sovereign of fifteen countries.” He lowered an accusatory stare on me. “Did you even pay attention in school?”

“Did you ever consider the danger you were putting me in?”

“Yes, that’s why I walked away from you on the London Underground. I tried to lose you. You persisted. And then you let me fuck you up against a brick wall in a tunnel. I was surprised you stuck around.”

I slapped him.

“I deserved that,” he admitted. “I didn’t mean it. This is hard on me, too.”

I shook my head. “Why do you insist on pushing me away?”

“Because I’m not the man you think I am.”

“Who are you then?”

“My ability…is unusual.” He brushed a hand over his cheek. “Once people hear what it is, they’re scared of me.”

“I love you.”

“I don’t want to argue.”

“I’m sorry.” I fell against him and crushed my body to his.

“Do you hate me for Ballad?”

“I didn’t know you were into men.”

“Him…it’s him.”

Breaking his stare, I understood more than I wanted him to know. James had this magnetic way about him, an enticing suaveness and dark sophistication. His stark beauty affected all those around him…his regal features carried a social influence that saw him getting his way.

“When did he last kiss you?” I had to know.

“The night before you and I first met at Piccadilly.”

“Nothing since?”

“No.”

“Who beat you up the night I met you?”

“We had a scuffle. I left.” Xavier stepped forward and wrapped me in his arms. “What can I tell you to make you feel safe?”

“How do we leave?”

He held me at arm’s length. “We have to see this through.”

“How do we survive him?”

“I need to earn your trust back.”

Easing away, I let him know it was too late.

“Did you see my favorite tree?”

Blinking up at him, I realized what he was saying. “In Great Missenden?”

He nodded.

“I thought of you in that garden,” I admitted.

“I’d hide in that tree-house with novels I’d found in my dad’s library. He had a thing for sci-fi. I wanted to be just like him. Anything he read I wanted to read.”

I gave a shrug. Him letting me in now felt like a wasted effort.

“What about you?” He kissed the top of my head. “Tell me something I don’t know about you. That if we’d spent more time together, I’d have found out.”

“What’s the point?”

“There’s a chance for us.”

My gaze met his, tendrils of happiness trying to ensnare me. “Promise.”

“I promise.”

The room swirled and I replayed his words while holding onto this chance he was offering.

“I have a thing for dinosaurs,” I whispered.

“Impress me with something I don’t know about the world two hundred and forty-five million years ago.”

“No.”

“Humor me.”

“The chicken is the closet known modern relative to the T-Rex.” I pointed to the eggs. “You’re about to tuck into a dinosaur’s relative.”

He broke into a smile. “I love you so much, Em.”

“Love you, too,” I said, blushing. “You knew that about dinosaurs already, didn’t you?”

He grinned, and said, “Congrats, by the way.”

I peered up at him. “You heard I got through the first audition at the London Symphony?”

He looked full of regret. “I wish I could have been there.”

Outside the window I heard the sound of blades slicing through the air—a helicopter was landing close by.

I felt a chill of terror. “What have you done?”

“I don’t expect you to understand my reasoning.”

A cold sweat snaked down my back. “Is that him?”

“The only way to survive this is for him to fall for you like I did.”

“What?”

“Win him over, Em.”

I shoved him away. “I hate him.”

“Fighting him is dangerous.”

“I will not have that man anywhere near me.”

“It’s not your decision.”

“Well, it’s definitely not yours.”

“You asked why I brought you here.”

“You’ll get me killed,” I stuttered.

“Em, listen to me—”

I bolted out and down the hallway, veering left, recalling every piece of décor that served as a landmark—all the way to the front door.

The handle refused to turn.

I spun round and jolted at the sight of James strolling toward us through the east hallway, his long coat flapping behind him. He came into the foyer looking even more vicious.

From the west hallway, Xavier appeared at a run and stopped abruptly when he saw him.

James glared at him. “I failed to make it to the dinner, Xander. Apparently, someone hijacked my helicopter.”

“Ah.”

“Want to tell me why that seemed like a good idea?” he seethed.

“I brought her here.”

“I can see that.” James stepped closer. “I had a flight to catch.”

“You shouldn’t be meeting with Iv—” He caught himself before saying the man’s name. “Send someone else.”

“He didn’t know I was coming. Or so I thought.” James ripped at his bowtie to undo it. “It should have been me.”

“Bad idea.”

“Did I ask for your opinion?”

“Not this time, no.” Xavier ambled over to him. “What happened?”

James closed his eyes and seemed to be steadying himself. “We’ll discuss it later.”

“Something happened?”

“Later,” snapped James.

“You forced my hand with Em.”

“You think this helps her?”

“The alternative?”

“She’s to be questioned here then?” James didn’t hide his disapproval. “By me. This is what you want?”

“If that’s what it takes, yes.”

“Your order was simple. Clear. Unfuckable.” Ballad’s eyes narrowed on him. “Protocols are there for a reason.”

“There’s always another way. You taught me that.”

“Want to join us, Xander? See the consequences of your actions?”

Icicles surged through my veins.

“Ms. Rampling.” James pivoted to face me. “If you have nothing to hide you have nothing to fear.”

My legs wobbled beneath me. “What’s happening?”

“Who did you speak with about us?” asked James.

Oh, shit. I’d mentioned him to Xavier’s mum. “No one.”

James gestured for me to follow. “Sure about that?”

“Where are you taking me?”

“We’re going to explore how willing you are to obey.”

“I’m not hiding anything,” I said.

Ballad reached out for my hand and took it, squeezing with a firm grip as he wove his fingers through mine. “You’ve been up to no good, Em. Let’s crack that secret open.”

Outraged, I said, “I know his real name.”

“Yeah, might not want to piss me off any more than I already am,” James warned.
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My eyes adjusted to the room.

No, not just a room…a dark chamber with torture devices—like the ones on display in the London Tower. This was James reminding me of his threat against my life.

Still, he couldn’t know what I’d done. Unless he’d gone to Lloyds bank and checked out my safety deposit box. And I had the only key.

“Nice place you’ve got here,” I said with false bravado.

“We’ve kept many of the rooms the same to preserve our history,” James told me with a cold smile.

Walking past Xavier, I headed for the door. “Show me what else you’ve got in the way of medieval paraphernalia. Love those tapestries. How do you ever leave this place?”

“Emily.” James shrugged out of his jacket. “Shut the door.”

Despite my doubt and apprehension, I closed it, leaning back against the wood. This man was the reason I’d lost Xavier. Whatever he needed my boyfriend for could be done by someone else. He’d manipulated him back into his life with some contrived story and Xavier had believed it.

I was going to fight for him.

So, I stayed put. “Xavier told me you have royal blood?”

James shot him a quelling look.

“It was important to establish trust,” Xavier explained. “Share a bit about you.”

“What else did you tell her?”

“Apparently you could have been king?” I answered for him.

“I imagine my ancestors are more upset than I am.”

“Your ancestor, Richard of York, was entitled to the throne,” added Xavier, as he leaned against the frame of a rack.

“What happened,” I asked.

“You’ve heard of the two princes who disappeared in the confines of the Tower of London?” said Xavier.

“Yes.”

“What do you remember about them?”

I recalled my shaky history lessons. “Two Princes were held in the Tower as prisoners. Was it in the fourteenth century?”

James gave a nod. “They were there to be protected.”

“They were brothers?”

“Yes. Edward V, King of England, and Richard of Shrewsbury, Duke of York,” said James. “Ages nine and twelve. They were lodged at the tower for their protection so Edward’s coronation as King could go unhindered.”

I remembered. “But they died before he was crowned king—under suspicious circumstances.”

“They disappeared,” added Xavier.

“I thought their bones were discovered in the late seventeenth century,” I said. “Two workmen found them under the stairs of the Tower? Didn’t Charles II have them buried in Westminster Abby?”

“She does know her history,” said Xavier. “But what you couldn’t know was animal bones were mixed with adult bones.”

“To make it look like they died?” I realized.

“The false bones were placed in the box to protect the boys.” James sat on the edge of the rack…an intimidating move on his part.

I ignored it. “I thought the boys were murdered?”

“The princes survived,” said Xavier.

The weight of this revelation had me staring at James. “They lived?”

Xavier pointed to him. “You’re looking at Edward V’s direct descendant.”

“So they went into hiding.” I studied James’ regal features. “What does this mean? You’ll challenge the crown?”

James laughed. “Not on the agenda.”

I glanced from him back to Xavier.

This could work—us being civil and clearing the air, having a rational conversation even if James was using this place to intimidate me.

A window let in just enough light to throw shadows over the faces of these two gorgeous men. The mood was changing…sinister undertones bubbling to the surface.

I wondered if anyone had died in here.

James pushed to his feet. “I have shared something deeply personal with you, Em. A secret kept over centuries. I’m giving you the same chance to be honest.”

My mouth went dry with nervousness. “How do you mean?”

James patted the rack. “Let’s talk about the note.”

All the air left my lungs.

James motioned to the rack. “Or we can chat here, sweetheart.”

“You took me to number 10 Downing Street,” I said breathlessly. “I didn’t ask to go there.”

James lifted his hands, palms up, in a gesture that didn’t seem sincere. “To prove I trusted you to be reasonable.”

I reached behind me for the door handle.

“Don’t try it,” ordered James.

I licked my lips nervously, trying to swallow my panic. “I admit reporting Xavier missing at the police station was a mistake. I’m sorry.”

James gave me a severe look. “The inspector whispered something to you before we left. What was it?”

“I already told you…she told me I could return to the station if I wanted to talk with her.”

James came closer. “The truth.”

If I ran, I’d be confessing my guilt for hiding the truth of what the inspector really told me. If I ran, I’d never make it out.

I moved close to Xavier and wrapped my arms around him. “I don’t like this.”

He pressed his lips to my forehead. “You know how much I love you.”

James folded his arms across his chest. “Em, how was your trip to Great Missenden?”

Fear welled inside me. “You would have done the same.”

“I’m flattered you expressed such an interest in me to Xavier’s mum,” said Ballad. “Let that be the last time you use my name in public.”

The way Xavier’s expression filled with concern sent a slither of terror up my spine.

I let go of him and backed away. “I didn’t speak to anyone else.”

“That note,” asked James. “Who was it intended for?”

Xavier stepped toward me. “Just tell us, Em.”

“There was nothing about you in the note. I left it in the safety deposit box. I’m the only one with a key.”

I’d left it there in case something happened to me…

James forced a smile. “Actually, I have it here.”

My back hit the wall as I watched him unfold the note I’d left with the money in the safety deposit box.

He read some of it and then looked up at me.

Fuck.

I’d laid it all out on the piece of paper he was holding. Named names and written down the timeline of meeting James and all that had transpired since. James was reading those parts with a brow arched in curiosity.

“Let’s get her to open up a little more,” he said.

Xavier reached out and pressed his hand against my lower spine, pushing me across the room towards the rack. “Don’t fight it.”

He lifted me off my feet and laid me on the contraption. Looming above me, they both strapped my arms above my head with rope and did the same to my ankles at the base.

I knew struggling would be futile, but I did anyway—until my body gave up when the binds tightened.

My wrists stung from the the rope holding me in place.

James leaned over, cupping my face in his hands. “We removed the money when we retrieved the note, Emily. You were warned.”

Somewhere in the far reaches of my mind I knew this torture device was designed to stretch a body to a painful extreme and then snap a spine. Who cared about losing half a million pounds in the scheme of things? I never wanted it anyway.

James tipped up my chin. “Last chance to confess, Em, and then you get to see how much of a bastard I can be.”

“Let me go,” I pleaded, staring at him wide-eyed.

“The truth.”

Swallowing hard, I tried to assess if their threat was real. “The inspector didn’t believe me.”

James gave the lever a nudge and my arms were pulled taut and my legs stretched uncomfortably.

“Did you call her back?” asked James.

“No.”

“Sure?” he pushed the lever farther.

“No doubt you’ve monitored my phone records,” I said. “You already know I didn’t.” My body was wrung out with the pressure of being pulled too taut.

“Have a think about what you remember.” James rose up and grabbed his jacket. “Xavier, after you.”

“She’s telling the truth,” snapped Xavier.

“Don’t leave me,” I begged.

Xavier flinched. “I’m not leaving her.”

James shook his head. “We need to talk.”

“We’ll talk later,” said Xavier

James’ jaw twitched. “They shot the Puma out of the sky.”

“You were meant to be on that flight.” Xavier looked horrified.

“So were you.”

“Was Samuel on that helicopter?”

Ballad’s nod came with a flash of sadness across his face.

It was as though I wasn’t here as they dealt with their unspoken grief for the man they’d sent in James’ place.

“No one knew about the flight,” whispered Xavier.

“Someone knew,” said Ballad, and he glanced at me.

“She wasn’t out of my sight.”

James gestured to the door, indicating Xavier was to leave with him. “Let’s give her adequate time to think about her future…and how she’d like it to play out.”

“Ten seconds,” said Xavier. “That’s all I need. Then I’ll be out.”

James gave a nod and headed for the door. “I’ll be outside.”

With James gone, Xavier hurried over to me and his mouth crashed against mine. He was stopping me from speaking, worried that Ballad would overhear.

His kiss was firm and passionate, his tongue lashing mine. His affection soothed me in this dark, foreboding place. His touch at my wrist made me jolt until I felt him loosening my binding.

When he made it to the door, he glanced back with a look that told me this was it—my last chance to escape.

The door slammed and I heard the sound of a key turning. They’d locked me in.

I tried to ignore the rusted shackles on the walls. That cage for a human. A cupboard-like structure that looked like a person would be shoved inside. My jaw tightened as my secret burrowed deeper.

I worked my way out of the binding and with a free hand was able to get my left wrist undone, too, and then the rope at my feet. With shaky legs, I pushed off the rack and hurried to the door. Despite the echo of a key turning, I managed to pull the rusty door open. Xavier had rigged my escape.

There was no time to explore.

Hurrying along the hallway and up the winding staircase, I made it to the vast foyer and sprinted to the front door.

It was locked.

I’d find another way.

Voices carried…theirs.

No, I couldn’t do it…couldn’t leave Xavier behind. If I could just get his attention, I might be able to draw him away from James.

Tiptoeing down the hallway, I closed in on what sounded like an argument. Pressing my ear against the door, I tried to make out their conversation.

They were talking about a land to air missile. It had taken down that helicopter.My heart skipped a beat at their anger revealing someone had attempted to assassinate James. Or even Xavier. My being at that military base had prevented their trip. Xavier was making this his argument to prove my innocence. Telling James he should set me free.

The door flew open. I staggered back.

James jolted to a stop when he saw me.

Shit.

I bolted down the hallway to escape him and heard his footsteps behind me fast approaching…

Sprinting around the corner, I skidded precariously on the floor, hitting the wall with outstretched hands. My focus snapped up to the jousting stick fixed on two hooks, and I eased the long wooden pole down as it wobbled dangerously.

Heaving it under my arm to balance the thing, I gripped it to still its teetering and readied it to point at Ballad.

Come and get it, fucker.
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James rushed around the corner and closed in on me.

His hand knocked away the tip of the joust as he skidded past, swearing as he dodged it.

Xavier followed fast at a blur, unable to slow down in time to stop. I watched in horror as the point of the joust struck his abdomen. A huff of pain escaped his lips and he doubled over, collapsing to the stone tiles while clutching his belly.

The joust fell from my grip with a loud clang.

James slumped to his knees beside him and reached for his shirt. “Let me see!”

Xavier went still.

A scream tore out of me as I hurried to my fiancé’s side.

I scrutinized his body, trying to see the severity of the wound, vaguely aware of James’ angry glare on me. The one I deserved, the one that told me I would regret this for the rest of my life.

“Please, no,” I sobbed.

“What were you thinking?” yelled James.

Xavier opened an eye and laughed, rolling onto his back and pulling me down on top of him. “That hurt.”

I let out a howl of relief and pressed my cheek to his chest. “I’m so sorry.”

Xavier rubbed his stomach. “I’m okay.”

James sprang to his feet and grabbed me by the back of my shirt, hauling me off of Xavier with momentum and dragging me alongside him down the hallway. My legs were almost off the ground as he forced me to run at his pace.

“James,” Xavier called after him. “I’m fine.”

“Not the point,” James growled.

“It’s kind of funny,” Xavier said, hurrying after us.

“There’s nothing funny about it.” James kicked a door and it flew open.

He dragged me into a grand dining room with a long table surrounded by high-back chairs. The decades in here were as preserved as this man’s fury.

He lifted me up and thrust me down forcefully on my back. Searing agony shot down my spine as I landed wrong, my legs dangling off the edge. My body shuddered under the fierce pressure he exerted when I tried to rise.

It happened fast—James left my side for a beat and then quickly returned with a sword. I heard the grate of metal against metal as he unsheathed the weapon and brought the silver edge to rest at my throat.

I froze, the blood draining from my face.

My flesh chilled with terror. One slice through my neck…

James gripped the hilt with white knuckles. “Want to play, little girl?”

Xavier raised his hands to caution him. “Don’t.”

The sword’s edge pressed deeper into my neck and I tried to swallow as the cold metal dug into my skin.

“James, you promised you wouldn’t,” said Xavier.

“She could have killed you.”

Xavier stepped closer. “Put it down.”

“This is not a game, Ms. Rampling,” James seethed. “This is life or death and I’m done playing nice. This is where your privilege ends.”

“I’m sorry,” I managed.

James pressed harder.

Rage filled every cell of my body as my hate soared for this man. “Kiss me first.” I held his gaze triumphantly.

James shot a frustrated look at Xavier.

Xavier gave a shrug.

James studied me for a few moments. Then he leaned in and pressed his lips to mine, not lifting the sword but keeping it there as an ever-present threat. His tongue was a savage, forceful persuader, battling mine. I found his kiss different than Xavier’s—it was arrogant and controlling, and full of rage. It stung my cut deliciously in an arousing, terrible way.

He pulled back. “Time’s up.”

I pressed my lips together to soften the burn and soothe the cut. “I’ve already told you the truth.”

James wore an incredulous expression as he stared down at me.

Then he rested the sword on the table and his hand moved to my chest to hold me still. “Speak.”

“There’s nothing to say.” I pleaded with my eyes.

James stepped back and stood straight. “Look behind you.”

Warily, I glanced at Xavier and then followed his line of sight, turning my head to see a violin resting on a corner cabinet—my Stradivarius.

I sprang up, but James moved too swiftly, making it down the side of the table before me and reaching for my violin. He held it by the neck, lifting it above his head so I couldn’t grab it from him.

“Give it to me.” I leaped for it.

“There’s about to be one less Strad in the world.”

I struggled to reach it. “Xander, you gave it to me. It’s mine. Tell him.”

“His name’s Xavier,” said James dryly.

My efforts were futile against his towering height. “Please.”

“How much is this thing worth?” James looked thoughtful. “Couple of million?”

“You wouldn’t.” Drenched in terror, I froze before him.

James admired it. “Not to mention the craftsmanship.”

Sweat snaked down my spine. “James, please, I’ll do anything!”

He closed his eyes in fake appreciation. “The music this instrument makes is like no other.”

“No, don’t.”

James grasped the neck with both hands and swung it toward the wall.

I inhaled sharply at the sight of my beloved instrument being flung toward the stone at lightning speed, stopping just short of obliteration.

“She said she believed me.” I drew in a deep breath. “The inspector told me to get her evidence. She’d seen something like this before—people disappearing from cameras. She said you were untouchable without it.”

James held the violin poised an inch from the wall. “That it?”

“Yes, I promise.” I reached out for the violin.

James handed it to me.

I stepped back with the instrument clutched to my chest like it was a lifeline, my heart still hammering and my flesh clammy.

James smiled pleasantly. “I’m going to make dinner. Come with me. I need to keep an eye on you.”

You can piss off.

“That’s an order,” he said.

Falling against Xavier’s chest with my violin pressed between us, I tried to catch my breath.

“It’s over.” Xavier pried the violin from my hands. “Em, let me put it somewhere safe.” He took it from me and placed it in its case.

“You broke into my hotel room and stole it?” I asked James.

“You mean the room I’m paying for,” he snapped.

I went over to the violin case and rested my hands on it protectively.

“Em told you what you wanted to know.” Xavier glared at him. “Now we can all relax.”

James straightened. “We’ll have dinner and then decide what happens next.”

“Seriously,” snapped Xavier. “A little more reassurance, please. And if you ever threaten her like that again…”

“She’s conspiring with outside forces,” said Ballad.

“You mean the police?” I said furiously.

“I lost a man tonight,” said James.

“I know,” soothed Xavier. “I’m sorry.”

“It could have been you.” James tugged on his left sleeve and then his right to straighten his pristine white shirt.

I stared at the sword resting on the table, a reminder of just how fucked in the head Ballad was.

James saw me looking at it and walked over and picked it up. After sheathing the weapon, he carried it over to the wall and hung it back up.

“I want to go home,” I said.

James mulled over it. “It’s on the agenda. But I could change my mind.”

I hugged myself, trying to warm my chilled flesh. “I want Xavier to take me.”

James gave a shrug. “I’ll consider it.”

I looked up at Xavier. “How’s your tummy?”

“Fine.” He hoisted his white shirt out of his trousers to show me.There was a faint mark on his toned abs.

Feeling guilty, I reached out and caressed the contusion. “I’m so sorry. It was meant for James.”

Xavier cringed. “Not a good thing to admit.”

James scoffed at my admission.

“I’m going to check on something,” said Xavier. “I’ll be right back.”

I hated seeing him walk away, leaving me alone with this man. “Can I come?”

He offered me an apologetic look. “Go with James.”

Reluctantly, I followed James back to the kitchen, wary of the man who’d almost destroyed my violin and sliced open my throat with a sword.

At least Xavier was coming around. Our escape was thwarted this time, but we’d get another chance.

While I cleared the island of the unused eggs and milk, Ballad set about uncorking a bottle of red wine and filled three glasses. Xavier’s drink was going to be waiting for him when he came back, which reassured me that he’d be joining us soon.

“Where did he go?” I asked.

James lifted his wine glass and sipped. “I taste berries. How about you?”

Poison, probably.

I took a sip. “Grapes.”

He faked a horrified expression. “Heathen.”

James fitted the mold of a man who would like fine wines and all the other luxuries that went along with high-brow living. I imagined him attracting the cold, beautiful types.

“Are you a Lord?” I asked.

He looked up from his glass. “Earl.”

I needed to learn as much as I could about this man so I could find him again if I wanted to. He was my way back to Xavier if we were ever separated again.

Sitting at the kitchen table with my fingernails digging into my palms to center me, I watched James chop vegetables, peel potatoes, and prepare other dishes with the confidence of someone who loved to entertain. He made this look like I was a guest he’d invited over for dinner.

The two men had secrets between them…a history and a shared love. I had to find out what I was up against and make him think my defenses were down.

I tried to make conversation. “How long have you known Xavier?”

His smile was filled with the warmth of pleasant memories. “A long time.”

“He told me you met in the Army. You were stationed together?”

James looked up. “We weren’t stationed together.”

“Oh?”

“No, I was in the same vicinity as him at some point during a mission.”

“So vague.” I leaned back. “Why are you smiling?”

“Because you’re fishing for clues about me and it’s endearing.”

My shoulders slumped in frustration. “Why are you so secretive?”

“My past reflects my future.”

“How so?”

“How’s your wine?”

I took another sip. “Mysterious.”

His lips quirked in amusement as he picked up the wine bottle and came over to me.

“I get sleepy if I have too much.”

“Well, we don’t want that.”

Peering up at him I said, “I know about you and Xavier.”

James filled my glass and then topped up his own. “What do you know?”

My suggestive look told him.

He set the bottle down and leaned over to kiss the top of my head. “He’s in love with you.”

I felt an odd flutter in my stomach as his provocative cologne wafted towards me, and forbidden thoughts ran through my mind once more. My breath stuttered as though he’d done more than just kiss me. And then I recognized the scent he was wearing—it was the same one that Xavier had once worn.

Knowing that they’d shared the same cologne brought on more feelings of uncertainty. Even when he’d been far away from this man, a part of James had remained in Xavier’s thoughts.

I watched Ballad walk back over to the kitchen counter.

I wish he wasn’t so damn… What was the word? Enigmatic.

He exuded a seductive aura that seeped beneath my skin and made it tingle. Somehow, some way those sensations made their way down between my thighs.

“What are you thinking?” He interrupted my daydreaming.

I swallowed hard. “Are you going to let us continue to see each other?”

When he hesitated, my lips quivered with the thought I was about to lose Xavier all over again.

“Do you forgive him?” he asked softly.

“For leaving me and going back to you?”

“For answering the call to serve his country.” He raised his glass in a toast. “This time as a civilian.”

“You make it sound so noble.”

“It is.”

I sighed. “Thank you for letting me go back to my life.”

“You may take your place in the orchestra. You worked hard to get there. You deserve all the success you have coming your way.”

How nice of him, I thought, managing to avoid an eye roll. “I need to make the final round.”

“You will.”

“And find a place to live.”

He wiped his hands on a cloth and threw it on the counter. “We can help.”

“No, thank you.”

“Why not?”

I nibbled on my bottom lip. “I want to make my own way.”

“Listen, Emily, a love life is incompatible with what we do.”

“It worked for you.”

“Until it didn’t.”

“You admit it?”

He scratched his neck as though mulling it over. “Xavier shouldn’t have shared that with you.”

“I kind of guessed.”

“We put ourselves last and the work first. Just as it should be.”

“Do you love him?”

James grabbed his jacket off the back of a chair and for a second I thought he was going to leave. Instead, he brought it over and wrapped it around my shoulders. “Castles are cold, drafty places,” he said softly.

I tugged it around me, grateful for the warmth. Any more pushing for answers on my part could hinder my return to a life I cherished. With an unbearable heaviness crushing my chest, my thoughts fast-forwarded to a future where I’d spend my days alone. “Let me have one more night with him.”

James reached for his glass and took several sips. “Leaving behind the ones we love is the hardest thing we ever do.”

“You loved someone once?” At his look of surprise, I added, “A woman?”

“Yes.”

“What happened to her?”

His eyes darkened and a flash of sadness crossed his expression.

“You put the work before your wife?” I said.

“Who told you I was married?”

It had been the way he’d touched his ring finger. He realized his mistake and shook off a thought.

“I’m sorry it didn’t work out,” I said.

He finished off his drink in one big gulp, and with that he shut down my line of questioning.

I pushed to my feet and approached him. “Let me have one more night with him, James, so we can say goodbye.”

He gave a subtle nod to show he would allow it.

Reaching for the bottle, I refilled his glass this time, the red liquid swirling all the way to the brim. “I want you to be there,” I said. “I want you to see how much we love each other.”

Looming over me, he looked devastatingly handsome. The moonlight poured in through the window, cutting across his chiseled features and illuminating his eyes.

His jaw flexed as he considered my offer. “You don’t want me in the room, Em.”

“Why not?”

“My control bleeds into those around me.”

I suppressed a shudder. “I want you to see what you’re tearing apart.”

James’ focus moved to the doorway. “Xavier, I cracked open the Chateau Margaux. It’s had plenty of time to breathe.”

I turned to see the man who had once been the center of my world. Xavier looked beautiful standing there, his dark golden hair shimmering in the soft light, his eyes reflecting kindness.

‘Thank you,” Xavier said. “Are you both getting along?”

“Yes,” said James.

“No,” I countered.

Xavier grinned. “Yes, you are.” He was holding my Strad in one hand and the bow in the other. “Play for me.”

My eyes shot to James to let him know I wanted him to see the pain he was causing Xavier…causing us both.

Xavier strolled in and handed me my violin. “I want to hear the music you played the day we met.”

The same music I’d played in the Underground when he’d been lying in a ball on the cold tile because of something Ballad had done to him. I thought it best not to voice that thought, though, and gave him a smile and a nod instead.

“I’ll play for you, too, James, if you wish.”

“I would like that,” he said softly.

The tension crackled around me as a prelude to the pain. The hours that followed would have me seeing these two men through a different lens. Knowing what they once were to each other, sharing glimpses of their past together, witnessing silent words spoken with smiles and knowing looks. I could already see the scorching history that sizzled between them.

Playing my Strad meant I could convey the agony that inflamed my soul in a waywords had failed to do. My heart was breaking, and nothing could be done about it.

I gave James a challenging look. “Oh, that other offer still stands…if you’re man enough to accept it.”

He smirked. “The question is Emily, are you prepared for the consequences if I do?”
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How do I punish a man who has devastated my life?

Take away what he wants more than anything.

So it began like this…

I was directed to one of the castle’s many bedrooms, where I freshened up after grabbing a quick shower. I put on my bra and panties and nothing else. Damn the cold. This was my war and I was ready to fight.

Then I placed two chairs in the middle of the grand ballroom for my audience of two. I planned to invite them to attend their own personal concert with me as the main act—performing in nothing but my underwear.

Let James admire the curves he’d never touch, lust after my beaded nipples pushing through this skimpy bra. He may have tasted me but that was where our intimacy began and ended.

Next, I’d bewitch him with ethereal notes flowing from my Stradivarius—played by a vixen whose talent was going to blow him away.

Maybe James would even notice Xavier, the tortured man sitting beside him, who was about to lose the love of his life.

And, of course, I’d play for Xavier, to stir a need so powerful he wouldn’t be able to contemplate ever being parted from me again.

To taunt James’ desolate heart, I began with Vivaldi’s “Four Seasons,” beginning with “Winter.” I looked over to see the blackness in his eyes fade to grey as the notes flowed and resounded ethereally.

This was my voice…my unique form of expression. My violin was a living, breathing entity that was in touch with each emotion surging through me.

Starting out, my Strad seemed moody from having been separated from me, but now, as though offering forgiveness, it came alive in my hands—the strings bounding with joy.

I transitioned into Niccolò Paganini’s “Caprice No. 24 in A Minor” and caught that ghost of a smile on Xavier’s face as he recognized the piece from when we first met—the memories of that day still vivid.

His beautiful face drew me to him even now—the way he earned his place in the room beside James, the way his expression shared his admiration for me.

Both of us were balanced precariously on the verge of unbearable heartbreak.

Lowering the violin, I paused to read Xavier’s reaction.

“Not that I don’t appreciate the view,” he said, “but aren’t you cold?”

I ignored that. “Why did you ask me to play ‘Caprice’?”

Xavier looked wistful. “It takes me back to when we first met.”

“You were homeless,” I reasoned. “How can that be a happy memory?”

He sat up straight. “Because I met you.”

“And why were you homeless?” I whispered.

He swapped an uncomfortable glance with James.

I raised my Strad and dragged my bow over the strings dramatically, creating a horrible screeching sound. “You were running from…him.” I glanced at James.

Xavier pushed to his feet. “Thank you for playing for us.”

I refused to be shut down. “Why did you leave Pervade?”

“What?”

James looked amused. “I think that’s what she calls us.”

Xavier gave an exasperated sigh. “This is old news, Em.”

“Pervade London, here,” I said, pointing at James, “runs the organization like a monastery.”

James crossed one long leg over another. “It’s best you don’t try to define us.”

“I’m sure you feel that way,” I said tersely. “I’m just trying to wrap my head around what it is you do.”

“That information is revealed on a need-to-know basis,” he said.

I looked at Xavier. “You left because James wouldn’t give you what you wanted…which was him.”

James glanced at Xavier. “We don’t need to rehash the past.”

I pointed my bow at him. “Your past is ruining my present.”

“Emily,” Xavier said. His tone held a warning.

Still pointing my bow at James, I said, “You missed him as much as he missed you.”

A pained expression flashed in James’ eyes revealing there was truth in my assertion. “Our work is far reaching.”

“What are you fighting for?” I snapped. “What are you sacrificing everything for if not so people can be with the ones they love?”

“You don’t see what goes on behind the scenes, Emily,” said Xavier. “No one does.”

James raised his hand to quiet him. “It’s irrelevant.”

Xavier stood and walked over to me. “Sometimes the world must be put first.”

“What do you do?”

“I gave you up,” Xavier snapped back. “That is what I do.”

“Love isn’t allowed at Pervade.” I let that sink in.

It was James’ rule.

“You didn’t expect to meet me,” I reasoned. “You didn’t expect to fall in love. You were just waiting until James came around and accepted your terms. I was collateral.”

James gestured to my hands. “You play beautifully.”

I ignored him and stared at Xavier. “I can have one more night with you. James has permitted it.”

Xavier opened his arms to me as if that would be enough. “Em.”

I pressed my Strad to his chest. “I’m dying here,” I said.

“That hurts me more than you know,” he admitted.

“You love him, not me.”

He stepped back. “Em, it’s not like that.”

“Then say you love me more.”

His expression showed his conflicted emotions, and it wrenched my soul.I shoved the Strad into his hands.

Pivoting fast, I sprinted out of the room.

If I couldn’t have Xavier, nothing mattered. I didn’t care about playing in an orchestra, didn’t care about where I would live, none of it mattered because my heart was shattered irreversibly.

We were over.

I ran blindly through the maze of hallways, rounding sharp turns, continuing on and on to put distance between us.In my head, the ghostly notes from my violin still played, the music haunting me with each step into the unknown.
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Somehow, I was able to find the same bedroom I’d used before. After crashing through the door, I hurried over and flung myself onto the bed, burying my face in the pillow to hide my tears.

Minutes later, I heard the door open and felt the mattress dipping, then comforting fingers stroked my hair.

“Emily, please,” Xavier said, his voice shaky. “I can’t bear to see you like this.”

I braved a look at him. “I love you. I don’t understand why we can’t be together.”

He rose from the bed and paced the length of the room.

I pushed myself up against the headboard. “I want to spend every night with you. Wake up with you. Be there for you.”

“Me too.” He paused and offered me a smile. “More than anything.”

“Don’t you trust me?”

“With my life.”

I swiped away a tear. “I believe you when you say your work is important. If this is what you want…if this will make you happy…”

“Oh, Em.”

Putting a hand to my chest, I whispered, “It just hurts so bad.”

He stared at me with a conflicted expression.“I talk to computers.” He gave me a rueful smile. “Stupid, really. Here you are in front of me…real, authentic, good.”

“I don’t understand. You mean you code?”

“No, it’s very different. When computers talk with each other, I interpret what they’re saying.”

“Computers talk?”

“Artificial intelligence.”

“What do you mean by that exactly?”

“Computers have evolved. They make decisions. Some even take action.”

“What’s it like talking with it?”

“With them.” He shrugged. “Intense.”

“You were talking with the AI at home? You played chess with it…I mean, them?”

“Yes.”

And I’d had no idea…

I was hit with the realization that Xavier’s far-reaching skill was why James was so possessive of him.

“Are they dangerous?”

“Potentially.”

“People need to know.”

Xavier shook his head. “That would cause chaos.”

A shadowy figure appeared in the doorway. It was James, and he looked furious.

Xavier turned and faced James’ wrath. “She knows.”

“You told her?” A muscle in James’ jaw twitched.

“Now she can be in my life,” said Xavier calmly.

“That was not the plan,” said James. “You were to let her go.”

“I changed my mind.”

The air between them crackled as tension scorched the air. I got off the bed and stood closer to Xavier.

“Why did you bring her here?” asked James. “To seduce her into something she doesn’t want?”

“She wants it.” Xavier raised his hands. “And so do you. I see the way you look at her.”

“Don’t even go there.”

“I knew that once you tasted her, there’d be no going back for you.”

“You’re recklessly playing with lives,” he replied coldly.

“You always get what you want, James,” said Xavier. “I learned from the best.”

“Is this what you want?” James moved forward quickly, grabbing Xavier and shoving him up against the wall. “This?”

“I want you to take her hard.”

“If I refuse?”

Xavier cupped James’ balls. “This tells me all I need to know.”

James pressed his lips to Xavier’s in anger. A moan tore from Xavier as they kissed. It was savage and cruel and forbidden, and this could have been hate playing out if not for the searing passion between them.

James pulled back. “Want more?”

“Fuck, yes.”

Both men struggled violently through another kiss, with Xavier resisting and then attacking James’ mouth with equal fervor, their tongues warring for dominance as James fondled Xavier’s cock.

I approached them.

I should have been consumed by jealously, but this was like stepping into a dream. I was seeing two strong men reveal their fierce chemistry as James thrust his pelvis forward to lock Xavier’s hips in place, while Xavier rubbed James though his trousers as they continued their sensual attack.

Their aggressive affection felt different, authentic…and even sacred.

They were beautiful together. Two fierce alphas caught in a violent tryst. Watching them made me feel voyeuristic, and caused my nipples to harden and my loins to ache with arousal at the view. My fingers traced my lips as though they were kissing me.

At last they broke apart, panting, and turned to face me as though only now remembering I was here.

Xavier shoved James off and sauntered over to stand behind me. “Give me this.” He reached for the catch at my bra strap and unhooked it, throwing it to the ground.

I stood there with my breasts exposed and swollen. Glancing over at James, I saw his dark lust. The way he drank me in made my body tingle. He looked gorgeous with that foreboding stance, those broad shoulders both a threat and a promise that made my blood heat and skin flush.

Xavier knelt behind me and tugged down my panties. I let him, wantonly giving him the control to strip me in front of this man.

My body shuddered as Xavier reached around and pinched my nipples, tweaking them.

James watched it all, transfixed. “This is dangerous.”

Xavier cupped my sex. “The room is yours to control.”

“I’ve always given you what you want,” said James. “Made concessions for you. But this is…too much.”

“Why?” asked Xavier.

“Because it’s temporary,” he replied.

“Be honest.” Xavier wrapped his hand around my throat and gently squeezed. “Your cock has never been so hard.”

James’ eyelids became heavy. “You can’t sustain this.”

“Emily knows that it’s temporary, don’t you?”

I managed a nod, aroused, feeling the dampness between my thighs.

“I’ll meet you downstairs,” said James. “We need to talk about finding her somewhere to live.”

“There’s more than enough time for that,” chided Xavier.

James walked toward the door.

Xavier gave my butt a slap. “On the bed.”

I followed his command and sat on the edge facing them, naked and vulnerable, my focus bouncing from one man to the other.

Xavier looked defiant. “I’m giving you both what you need.”

James scraped his fingers through his hair as his gaze swept over my nakedness, lingering on my pert nipples.

My toes curled in anticipation.

Xavier placed his hands on my thighs and widened them. “Ballad, let go of your past and embrace this. Embrace us.”

Now they would see how wet I was.

“I’m sorry it’s cold in here,” whispered Xavier.

Despite being naked I didn’t feel the chill. I was too enraptured by these passing moments of daring eroticism.

“For you,” Xavier said softly.

Mesmerized, I watched James stroll over to the fireplace and lift a box of matches from the mantle. He removed a match and lit it, throwing it into the fireplace. A burst of orange danced in the hearth, a crackle of flames.

He turned and faced us. “This is why you had me go down on her in the theatre,” James spoke quietly. “You manipulated us then, too.”

“And ever since that day you’ve thought about how she tastes,” teased Xavier. “How she feels against your mouth when she comes.”

James raised his chin. “This will be on my terms. Do you understand?”

Xavier offered him a smug little smile. He’d won.

James approached me, moving in a seductive, predatory manner as he unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it off, revealing ripped abs. He unbuckled his leather belt and slid it out, letting it drop to the floor.

He knelt between my legs with an air of dominance, resting his hands on my inner thighs and easing them apart. Those same firm fingers parted my labia to reveal wet folds. His exploration caused delicious tingles to reach my core.

I shot a look at Xavier, expecting to see betrayal in his eyes even though he’d instigated this…

Yet I only saw approval in his eyes. “You both need this more than you realize,” he told us.

James ran a fingertip along my clit. “What was yours is now mine.”

I shuddered at his touch, my sex throbbing with need.

“Ours.” Xavier unbuttoned his shirt as he watched us with lust-filled eyes.

James’ strumming fingers over my pussy brought wave after wave of pleasure, and I felt my slickness beneath his touch. The scent of my arousal was so erotic all I could do was shudder through each breath. My thighs opened farther and I welcomed his probing fingers as they slipped inside me, the pressure bringing a new thrill.

It could have been the flames that had sucked the oxygen from the room. It could have been James’ threat of control, or maybe it was the promise that Xavier would be taking me again soon, but I had no anger left.

Xavier gave me a knowing look and licked his lips suggestively. His delicious teasing made me pulse with need.

“Kiss her here.” James’ fingertip tapped my clit.

Obliging, Xavier knelt beside him and leaned in, pressing his mouth to me and flicking his tongue over my sensitive nub, sparking intense pleasure that had my thighs shuddering in response.

James held a hand to the back of Xavier’s head so he stayed in place between my thighs, lapping fervently.

“Oh, please,” I moaned.

“No coming yet,” ordered James. “I own both your orgasms, understand?”

“Yes.” My head fell back, every cell in my body shuddering with delicious sensations. I lifted my hips, begging for more pressure.

James’ palm pressed my pelvis down, reminding me who was in control.

Xavier lifted his head and gestured for James to take over devouring my pussy.

James willingly took over, flicking me rhythmically with the tip of his tongue. Then he paused to look into my eyes, his lips shiny from my wetness. “You will obey me in all things, Emily.”

“Yes,” I whispered, moaning. “I will.”

Xavier moved to the end of the bed and stared down at me, hypnotized by the way James teased my clit.

“Emily, you want more?” asked James.

“God, yes,” I exhaled breathlessly.

“We’re not offering permanence.”

Those words shot into me like those flames bursting up from the hearth.

No, don’t mention one of us leaving. Not now. Not after this.

I went to rise.

James held me still. “If you leave, this moment will never be repeated.”

The pleasure they brought was too intense to resist. I managed a nod of resignation, and then spread my thighs for Xavier. He sunk between my legs and resumed his brilliant suckling. I refused to give up these precious moments I had earned by staying.

And we’d only just begun…

I ran my tongue over my lips, my face flushing with the vulnerability I felt. I squeezed my internal muscles tightly, knowing they’d see my yearning for them there…a silent plea to be taken.

James rose to his feet and removed his trousers. His thick, erect cock was exquisitely lined with veins, the purple head shiny with a bead of pre-cum.

He saw me staring. “Are you ready for my brand of fucking?”

I didn’t know what that meant, but I wanted it. My head crashed onto the bed and at that moment nothing else mattered but giving myself over to them.

“Get undressed,” he ordered Xavier.

Xavier slipped his pants off and was soon standing naked with his erection devastatingly hard and rising to almost touch his abdomen.

He stroked his cock. “You want us both, Em?” he asked, his voice husky.

“Yes,” I whispered.

“Are you sure you know what you’re asking?” said James. “Your pussy stretched around us as you scream our names?”

“I need it, please.” I moaned.

James slid a finger into me.

Bucking, I responded to the tightness as he added another finger. I squirmed with delight at the sensation of being finger-fucked so brilliantly.

Xavier leaned in and grabbed my left breast, squeezing the nipple, shooting an electric jolt into the bud as his mouth captured it, his fingers pinching the other nipple with determined tweaks. Pleasure rippled through me as though a fine-tuned string was connected all the way down to my sex.

His hand was nudged away by James whose mouth clamped down on my other breast, his tongue matching Xavier’s swirl for swirl as they both possessed an areola each, greedily nipping, their mouths drawing in and letting go.

Crying out at the intensity, my hand reached around and pressed the backs of their heads to hold them in place against my breasts, wallowing in this carnal play.

I reached low.

James’ hand caught my wrist to stop me. “Did we give permission for you touch yourself?” he asked.

With ease, they flipped me over onto my chest and strong hands lifted my butt in the air. James picked up his belt and brought the leather up behind me. With Xavier gripping my wrists together and my ass in the air I was helpless to pull away. I clenched my jaw, preparing for the first strike.

A warm hand examined my buttocks, running over the smooth skin as though testing its endurance.

Strike.

I jolted forward as the agony shot into my flesh and then I froze as the warmth flooded my skin.

“You’ve been naughty, Em,” James taunted. “Show me you accept your punishment.”

“What did I do?” I shot him a defiant look.

“That note, for one thing.”

I looked straight ahead and swallowed my fear. I raised my bum in the air to invite another round of punishment.

Several more strikes from the leather had me quivering on all fours, the pressure from where Xavier clutched my wrists becoming almost unbearable as he pressed my hands into the mattress.

I felt firm lips trace over the blemishes before trailing between the crack of my cheeks. The tip of a tongue circled the rosebud, then pushed through and probed the soft tissue.

My face burned with embarrassment, and yet I wailed, “Oh, please.”

“Go get the lube,” barked James.

Xavier climbed off the bed and hurried out.

“Soon,” James soothed, as his hand brushed over my cheeks.

Within a minute, Xavier was back, and he threw the bottle of lube on the side table. The fantasy of seeing them using it on each other burned up my imagination, arousing me even more and becoming an overpowering need.

When the two men climbed on the bed at the same time and presented their cocks, I knelt before them, my butt rising in the air, still feeling the heat from the sensational burn of the leather.

I dipped my head low to take one cock and then the other into my mouth, hungrily sucking and gripping each erection at the base. Lavishing attention on each one, my tongue rimmed Xavier’s purple head and then lapped at James’, giving them both equal pleasure and delighting in their moans.

Peering up I saw the erotic scene reflected above…

James reached around and grabbed a scruff of Xavier’s hair at the nape of his neck, clutching him violently. “Happy now, Xavier?”

“God, yes.” Xavier’s cock twitched in my mouth.

This was what he needed.

What he wanted.

What he longed for…James holding him in a leisurely passionate kiss, groin to groin, their hands cupping each other’s faces as they greedily ravished each other’s mouths.

And me spurring them on by drawing their purple tips into my mouth, squeezing them together as my lips stretched wide to accommodate them, erotically teasing them with my flicking tongue.

I shifted lower to suckle their tight balls, my fists wrapped tightly around each man’s base and stroking them briskly.

It felt like I’d always been destined to belong to them.

The thought sent ripples of happiness through me.

Xavier pulled me up and turned me around, clutching my back to his chest. He hugged me so tight I couldn’t escape. Not that I wanted to.

He lowered his hands and yanked my thighs open.

With one long thrust he buried himself deep inside my pussy, his fullness stretching me uncomfortably. The sensation quickly morphed into a delicious throbbing. I was imprisoned in his arms, impaled on him, my thighs spread open and my soaking wet sex exposed.

James leaned down between my thighs. “How does your pussy feel?”

I let out a long groan.

“Say it,” he demanded.

My muscles clamped around Xavier’s length and tightened around him. “It feels amazing.”

“Good girl,” said James, tapping my clit with a fingertip. “And?”

I begged him with my eyes.

“You’re asking me to go down on you while Xavier’s inside you?”

My breathing quickened at the thought my fantasy was becoming real.

“Do you deserve it?” he teased.

“I want to.” I was dizzy with lust.

“Say you are ours,” cooed James. “Admit you belong to us.”

I nodded furiously. “Yes.”

James gave me a satisfied smile. He reached out to ease apart my folds, his fingertips trailing along my skin. Dipping his head, he drew in Xavier’s sack and began suckling him.

“Jesus,” Xavier’s voice sounded raspy.

Blinking down at James, his head between my thighs, his hair tickling my skin, I exalted at his desire to savor us both. His five o’clock shadow gave him an edgy beauty, making him even more mesmerizing. It made me wonder how Xavier could bear to be so close to him and not have this level of intimacy.

I had never loved Xavier more. He was giving me to the man he loved…and him to me.

My head lulled to the side and I went with these sensations, unaware of time as it passed.James trailed the tip of his tongue along where Xavier’s cock disappeared inside me, circling and then flicking my clit, teasing and titillating.

My moans sounded primal, responding to a desire so pure, a need to be captured like this by these two men.

“Both of you,” I whispered.

James ignored me, his intense strumming morphing into licks and kisses, a devouring that caused my legs to tremble violently as he worshiped every crevice, explored each fold, and focused on my pulsing clit, jolting bliss into my core.

My heart soared, beholden to him with each inhalation. He’d stolen my ability to breathe, to reason, to resist, and all I wanted was for time to hold its breath and keep us here.

“You have the most beautiful cunt.” James pressed his lips against my sex in a long kiss. “You taste like a goddess.”

“Make her ready,” demanded Xavier.

In a daze, I watched James rise up and grab the bottle of lube. He returned with it and explored my puckered ass, poking a fingertip inside to test it.

Xavier lay back and pulled me with him. I lay along him with my thighs spread wide by his strong hands gripping my knees apart.

James gave a nod of acknowledgment and used the clear liquid to prepare that puckering; the slickness a strange sensation at first as he tried two fingers lathered in lube. His probing felt wrong, and yet so right.

“I’m going to help you, Em.” He pushed two fingers further into that tenderness. “Relax. That way we can give you what you want.”

“Both of you?” I said breathlessly.

“That’s right. We’ll both be deep inside you.” James gave a nod to let Xavier know I was ready.

Xavier’s hold on me tightened and I knew what came next.

He withdrew his cock from my vagina and then pressed the tip of it against my taut ass. James gripped Xavier’s shaft and guided his friend’s cock. I bucked at the pressure as he entered me.

“Deep breath, Em,” James said.

With a nod, I told them I was ready for more of Xavier’s penetration. He remained behind me, with my back to his front.

The dreadful burn, the cruel stretching, finally transmuting into an intense arousal and I relaxed a little when James strummed my clit to ease the discomfort.

Xavier tipped his hips to thrust deeper. My panting filling the room, my sex spasmed though empty, my anus stretched wide to accommodate Xavier’s width.

James rose over us with his right hand directing his cock toward my pussy. This was really happening—both men were taking me at the same time.

Drawing in a sharp breath, I told myself I wanted this, had needed it since I’d first met James at The Savoy. That same night I’d felt the searing heat rising off both men, their close proximity to each other too terrible to bear and impossible to refuse.

Again, came that gentle tapping to test my readiness, this time it was the tip of James’ cock. “How’s that feel?”

I nodded frantically, clutching his shoulders. The stretching felt like I might be ripped apart, a pressure too much and yet not enough, a promise, a prayer, a deep longing.

James slid in more and I squeezed my eyes shut to endure the burn of them both inside me, a tsunami of sensations at being owned by two men.

Panic rose inside me. “It’s too much—”

“Look at me,” coaxed James. “That’s it, breath through it. Just relax. Let me rub your clit. See, how’s that? It’s helping, right?”

Squeezing him with taut muscles, I felt him twitch and harden inside. I’d been captured for the sole purpose of his pleasure…their pleasure. Crushed between them. I felt safe and nurtured and understood as these two men gave me what I needed.

James continued to stimulate my clit. Never had I felt more connected, or loved, or believed I was quite this beautiful.

Finally, Xavier had let me into his world—all the way.

They were all the way in and if this was divinity, I believed it.

I wrapped my thighs around James’ waist to hold him, not wanting these sensations to cease. Not ever…

I never wanted to be parted from either of them.

“How are you doing?” James whispered.

“So good,” I said, my voice shaking.

“How does it feel?” he added.

“Oh, God,” I managed.

“Ready for a hard fucking, Em?”

I gritted my teeth at the jolt of arousal his words brought. “Yes.”

It started slow, a leisurely sliding in and out, James’ enormous girth stretching me wider and bringing a pleasure that was close to blinding.

Between them, I was forced to remain still as these two men took the lead and rocked against me, hips a piston from front and behind, their deepening thrusts proving they were in sync.

The rhythm changed, with James withdrawing all the way out and then thrusting in all the way to completely impale me with a controlled pummeling—Xavier matching him thrust for thrust in my ass as both men sent me into oblivion.

I heard a long groan from one of them. “Your cock feels incredible—”

I was too gone to know who’d spoken. Xavier was wildly pounding me now, and James was all power and control above, perspiration spotting his brow, his strong arms holding him above us. His pecks flexed as I dug my fingernails into tight muscle.

From his vantage point, James stole glances of them both sliding in and out of me. His face filled with desire as sticky wet sounds filled the room.

The fire warmed us even though we didn’t need it.

James swirled his hips in a circle, his pelvis brushing against my clit. All I could do to endure this deep pang was dig my fingernails into his back.

He bit into my shoulder. “Harder.”

His teeth felt divine against my flesh.

Appeasing him, I scratched my fingernails down his back and felt him swell even more inside, pushing the boundaries of what I believed I was capable of enduring.

“We come together,” James ordered.

Xavier shuddered behind me and I felt him stiffen and go still as he rose toward an orgasm, his groans revealing he was barely holding on.

“Come, Emily.” James gave his order.

My nipples burst into tight buds of ecstasy as Xavier squeezed them rhythmically in time with James’ thrusts, until all I knew was white-hot bliss, a burning pleasure in my sex that I fell into as we came together.

The two men became frenzied in their pounding, delivering strikes so bold all I could do was grip onto James and give myself over to them completely.

I had a vague sense of them spilling their heat within me.

I saw stars as a violent shuddering took hold of me, my orgasm stealing my thoughts, my sense of time and place.

It was my groaning that drew me back into the room as a second climax prevented me from catching my next breath. Then I felt nothing but the pressure of two bodies…filled completely by them as they came down from an indescribable high.

I relished the feeling of their kisses on my shoulder, cheek, breasts, and mouth—saying a silent prayer for time to swallow me into its center and hold me between these two men forever.

“Fall asleep, Em,” coaxed James. “With us inside you.”

My thighs fell apart as I melted in their arms, spent and satisfied, willing to do anything they asked of me.

And fully aware that my feelings of lust for James had changed, teetering on the edge of something more.
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The table had been tastefully set with fine china plates and crystal glasses for this late-night dining experience. The room’s décor—now that I had a moment to take it in—was regal and elegant. A line of high-back upholstered chairs surrounded a long oak table—the same one I’d been thrust on hours ago.

Silver domes covered three plates, a glass of red wine placed at each setting.

After showering, I’d found my clothes—the ones I’d put on this morning for my trip to Buckinghamshire—on the end of the bed and they’d been washed, since my experiences in the holding cell hadn’t been kind. Xavier had been the one to wash them; spoiling his girlfriend was a habit he’d yet to break.

It was hard to look down the table at James after everything we’d done together. Trying to make sense of these swirling emotions, I looked over at Xavier. He sat at the other end offering me a look of reassurance.

Turning my attention away from the medieval weaponry on the walls, I admired the massive stone fireplace. Bright red flames crackled in the hearth. Not unlike the fireplace that had warmed our naked bodies as we’d tumbled around in ecstasy.

Along the walls were paintings of chivalrous-looking knights. One of them actually resembled James.

He sat at the head of the table, the distance between us an ocean apart. This formal seating plan seemed like a punishment, as though we were returning to the status of what we had once been…enemies.

With a nod from James, I lifted the silver dome to reveal a meal of roast chicken, assorted vegetables, and the deliciously aromatic scent of rosemary.

My stomach grumbled with anticipation. “Nice going on the seating plan.”

James lifted his crystal glass and took a sip.

“Considering what the three of us just did.”

“It was…” James bit his lip before continuing. “A detour.”

Which made me swallow nervously as a recollection of being squished between them raced through my brain, holding me suspended as I replayed the scene.

“Try your roast chicken, Em,” said Xavier.

“What? Oh, yes.” I cut into the sumptuous meat and took a bite. My smile revealed how amazing it tasted. “James, you’re a great cook.”

“He considers himself a chef,” said Xavier.

“Ah, I see.” I paused, and then reached for my glass. “Are we allowed to talk about the AI?”

Ignoring James’ glare, I took a sip of wine. Flavors of blackberries and grapes danced on my tongue.

“I’m sure it’s a more comfortable conversation than what we did to you in the bedroom,” James said, arching a brow.

My cheeks blushed wildly.

Thoughts of me going down on them at the same time sent a shiver down my spine; two kneeling men before me, all alpha power and taut muscular bodies. I squeezed my thighs together, trying to ease the pang.

The way James was staring at me proved he’d enjoyed teasing me. I took another big gulp of the smooth wine.

He topped up my wine glass.

“Thank you.”

“Better be careful,” James said, topping up his own. “We all know what happened last time you had more than one glass.”

“You mean I played my violin for you?” I threw in a cute smile.

James picked up his fork. “Yes, of course I meant that.”

“Any chance of a tour?” I asked.

“I’m sure we can arrange that.” He looked relaxed for a man who had the weight of the world to consider. The sword on the wall was a reminder of how far he’d go.

He saw me staring at it. “It was used at Trafalgar Square.”

Several more swigs of wine and I was still trying to read him. “You get off by threatening women?”

“Only the ones that need taming.”

Xavier laughed. “You can be a bastard, sometimes.”

“Really?” said James. “And you’re the master of unseen moves.”

I raised my hand in the air. “I had the most incredible time with you both.”

James grinned and so did Xavier, and I sensed their relief that I’d finally broken the ice.

“Endear me to you, James,” I said. “I mean, what you did upstairs was enthralling, but I need to know more about you.”

“He was a naval officer,” said Xavier.

I turned in my seat to look at him. “Not an attorney?”

He threw off a salute. “I’m not as fascinating as Xavier.”

“Oh?”

“Don’t talk about me,” ordered Xavier.

“If we’re going to enlighten Ms. Rampling,” James said, licking his lips, “let’s go all the way.”

Xavier looked nervous. “You want her to hate me?”

Sparks flew from the fireplace, making me jump.

“Did he share the level of his I.Q. with you, Emily?” added James.

I let out a sigh. “He’s well read and…”

“Well over 350.”

“Not sure why that’s relevant,” said Xavier.

“Considering that, before you, the highest recorded I.Q. was 300,” said James. “To put it into perspective, Emily, Stephen Hawking’s IQ was 160 and Einstein’s 190. William Sidis, an American child prodigy, scored 300.”

I tried to fathom why Xavier hadn’t shared this with me. “And you’re good with languages.”

“You could say that.” James looked amused.

“You’re a linguist, too,” Xavier piped up.

“A little French,” admitted James. “A little German.”

“Fluent Russian,” Xavier added.

“And you have a good memory, too, Xavier,” I offered.

“That’s an understatement.” James skewered a carrot on the end of his fork and brought it to his mouth. He chewed elegantly as he stared at Xavier. “It’s photographic.”

My gaze bounced from one man to the other. “I knew you were special.”

Xavier grinned. “Glad we cleared that up.”

“How about a demonstration?” said James.

“Of what?” Xavier acted innocent.

“Of when you first met her.” James placed his fork down. “Tell her what you remember from that day.”

“She found me in the Underground.” He shrugged it off.

I noticed the seductive narrowing of James’ eyes. He was trying to coax Xavier into opening up.

“He remembers,” I said in his defense. “We often talk about it.”

James gave him a wry smile. “Show Emily your gift.”

“Well, she already knows I’m special.” Xavier grinned.

“You haven’t touched your wine,” James said smoothly.

“I’m looking forward to a second round with us all in your bed.” Xavier winked at me. “That’s the only party game I’m interested in.”

I set my glass down. “I’d like to see a demonstration of your talents.”

Xavier took a sip of his wine. “I don’t want to scare you, Em.”

“No fire starting, then?” I smirked at him.

“No, a little more…memorable.”

“What would be more memorable than—”

“I remember everything.”

“But that’s normal, right?” I reasoned.

“He is able to recall the number of commuters in the Underground that walked by you as you talked with him,” said James. “He’ll be able to tell you what you wore that day, down to your earrings. He has the ability to replay, word for word, your conversation. Each flicker of an eyelid, each reaction you showed during your time with him is remembered in minute detail.”

I was stunned.“You remember every word from that evening?”

Silence fell…

“Traffic’s slow,” Xavier began. “I can catch him.” Xavier’s eyes glazed over as he continued…

“He got into a taxi.”

“You saw him? Which way did he go?”

“It’s too dangerous for you.”

“Tell me.”

“I’ll get it back for you if you promise to buy me a meal.”

“Seriously?”

“I was joking. But I am pretty hungry.”

“Bring me my violin and I’ll treat you to a three-course dinner.”

Xavier studied me. “It went something like that.”

“Huh.” I managed.

He’d replayed our full conversation—the one we’d shared on the pavement outside Piccadilly during those seconds he’d offered to retrieve my violin from a thief.

“That’s impressive,” I muttered.

“One hundred and twenty-three people passed us on the street while we were talking,” added Xavier. “And two dogs walked by with their owners. A Lab and a Corgi. Shall I read off the number plates of the cars caught in traffic? It’s a bit boring.”

I shot to my feet, staring at him.

“How about dessert?” said James. “Xavier, go grab the key lime pie from the fridge. Bring three plates, please.”

“I scared you,” whispered Xavier.

“It’s unnerving,” I admitted.

“And forks too, please,” added James.

We both watched Xavier push to his feet and head out. Even with him gone I was still staring at where Xavier had been sitting and replaying what had just happened. Pivoting toward James.

“That’s another reason he plays chess,” said James. “It soothes his mind from every single second that gets recorded in his brain.”

“How can he bear it?”

“It’s what makes him quirky.”

“You’re using him. His talent. His ability to talk with…AI.” I gave him an accusatory glare.

“Please sit down, Emily.”

“I need to check on him.”

“He left so we can talk. So, let’s talk.”

“I’m fine.”

“I told you to sit.”

I sank back into my seat. “I still know him better than you.”

“My job is to protect him. Make sure he has everything he wants and needs so he continues to work for us.”

“You make it sound cold. He’s not a machine.”

“Work for us, Emily. Not the Russians, not the Chinese, not some billionaire with money to burn. Us.”

“He would never betray England.”

“I would hope not.”

“You’re keeping him prisoner.”

“He’s free to come and go. Relationships, however, are…”

“Because he’s the only one who can do what he does.”

With an elegant hand, James removed his necktie and laid it before him on the table. “Can you continue to love a man so potentially dangerous?”

“You?”

“I’m talking about Xavier.”

How dare you.

Pushing to my feet, I closed the gap between us. With a shove, I moved his dinner plate aside and squeezed myself between him and the table, lifting myself up to sit on the end with my legs dangling. It was an interesting vantage point that had me looking down at him.

Bringing my high heels up, I rested them on his thighs, then grazed his groin with one pointed tip, letting him know I could use it like a weapon—like that sword on the wall.

He grabbed my ankle and moved it away from his cock. The thrum of his firm touch sent a tingle into my calf.

“Tell me more, Sir Ballad.” I reached forward and lifted his tie, running it through my fingers to tease him.

James stared up at me. “I’m his guardian. I help ensure that his brilliance soars.”

“He’s priceless to you.”

“You can only imagine my concern when I thought you’d impaled him on a jousting pole.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t leave such dangerous weapons hanging around.”

“Put your hands behind your back.”

“I’m in control here, James.”

He pushed to his feet. I caught the tip of my tongue between my teeth in response.

James was now looking down at me. “You want to feel connected. I can give you that. You want to be cherished, nurtured, spoiled or fucked within an inch of your life. These things I can give you.”

“But not him?” I fluttered my eyelashes and threw in sarcasm. “Perhaps I can just have you?”

He leaned in and his lips brushed mine. “It’s within my power to crush you. Wipe out any evidence of your existence. Scorch the earth bare where you step. One wrong move and your name might as well have been written in water.”

“You don’t scare me.”

His jaw clenched. “It seems to me the only way to handle you is to have you.”

“You don’t want me. You just want to make Xavier happy.”

There had to be a way to figure out if James felt something for me. If I relented and let him take me again, I might be able to discover his true feelings.

“Place your wrists behind your back.”

Raising my chin in defiance, I delivered my response. “My greatest revenge is going to be making you fall in love with me.” I placed my wrists behind me anyway.

He leaned around my body and secured my wrists together with his tie. “Feel that? This is me taking back the power. Your fate rests in my hands.”

I felt a twinge of apprehension, but it was too late. I was bound.

James’ fingers trailed down my chin and then my throat, bringing a tingling as they brushed my shoulder, and then circled a nipple. “You are the greatest treasure.”

I was coming undone…

He rubbed his thumb over my lips, making them plump. “This moment with us, here, will change your life forever.”

“How?”

“I don’t want to do this.”

“Do what?”

James looked over my shoulder. “It’s best if I deliver the poison with some sugar.”

Turning to follow his gaze, I saw Xavier. He was focused on us as though trying to read what was unraveling.

James smiled over at him. “I’ll take one of those.”

Xavier approached and placed a dessert plate near us on the table. Then he walked over to a seat nearby and pulled it out with his foot. He sat down and placed the other two dessert plates in front him, quickly digging into the pie with a silver spoon, his full lips smacking together in delight.

James reached toward the dessert, lifting the small silver spoon and using it to scoop up some of the creamy pie. He brought it to my lips.

Opening my mouth, I tasted the sweetness of cream and the tang of lime, both dancing on my tongue. I savored the sensations.

“Em, when you do that thing with your mouth,” Xavier said softly. “You are so…”

Ballad turned my attention back on him with a tilt of my chin.

My pleasure was his to deliver. “I wish I’d stabbed you with that joust,” I taunted.

Xavier chuckled.

“She’s certainly beguiling.” James scooped up more of the cream and again brought it to my mouth.

I pressed my lips together in protest.

“Open.” The spoon was eased into my mouth.

“What did you mean, poison?” I said through a bite.

“What I’m about to share will leave a bitter taste.” James wiped cream off my lip with his thumb and licked it off his finger. “It’s about that night when I came for Xavier at The Biltmore.” He dabbed my mouth with a napkin. “We needed him urgently.”

A chill slid up my spine.

“Two computer systems belonging to two opposing countries were talking…with each other. Two foreign entities classed as enemies. The governments had installed AI to monitor and control their weapon systems. Bad idea, as you can imagine.”

My brain went into overdrive, my wrists tugging on the restraint behind my back.

“The AI systems were communicating for over a month before anyone noticed. Though no one knew what was being shared between them at that time,” he continued. “Specialists tried to shut them down. They failed. Each respective country went on high-alert. The U.S. and Great Britain went on red alert. We were called in. I needed my expert. Who was currently hunkered down with a violinist at The Biltmore getting his rocks off.” He flashed an affectionate smile at Xavier.

“We were hiding,” I threw in.

“You can’t hide from me, Emily.”

I ignored that. “You needed Xavier to interpret what the AI were saying to each other?” I cringed at the memory of my temper tantrum at The Biltmore when James had turned up. “What happened?”

“Xavier has quite the knack for translating AI language.” James broke into a smile. “He talked them back from the ledge.”

I realized the danger. “Oh, God.”

“He’s certainly close to that, yes.”

“Which countries?” I had to ask.

“As you can see—” James looked over at Xavier. “We need him. With no distractions.”

My mouth went dry.

James’ focus returned to me. “How’s the dessert?”

“Sweet.”

He tipped up my chin. “There’s good in this world. We’re trying to preserve it.”

“Thank you for trusting me with that.” The words slipped out quietly as I glanced at Xavier.

He looked so innocent licking cream off his spoon, so sweet-natured, and the thought he’d potentially saved the world from a disaster was mind-blowing.

James untied my wrists. “That was to stop you from running.”

“What happens now?”

“You go to bed. And you try to sleep.”

“With you, right?” I said softly. “With both of you.”
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I awoke to the pressure of being squeezed between two men—all firm muscles and heat. Wiping the sleepiness from my eyes, I saw that James and Xavier were still passed out. Them being here brought me the comfort I needed, along with a feeling of trust.

I’d climbed into James’ bed last night after drinking too much wine. My world had been rocked by revelations that still made my head spin. I’d believed the more booze I drank the clearer things would get and the more I’d understand.

But it had just made things fuzzier.

James’ right leg lay over mine and Xavier’s arm was wrapped protectively across my chest. Easing them off, I sat up trying not to wake them.

I looked over to see if either of them had a glass of water on their side-tables. There was only a small clock announcing we were an hour away from dawn.

My thirst was too intense to ignore. Scooting to the end of the bed, I climbed off and headed into the bathroom. I caressed the finely woven material of the robe I found hanging there, and pulled it on, breathing in the delicate scent of James’ cologne.

Wrapped in an enormous amount of warm snugness, I walked back into the bedroom and glanced over at my two lovers, who were still asleep.

Those two gorgeous and very secretive men had a history.The sleeping beauty of a man lying beside Xavier was the one who had launched my life into chaos. But after last night’s revelation, everything had fallen into place. The reason for his possessiveness had finally been revealed, and had brought about an understanding that made enduring all this a little easier.

Before now, I had touched the veil but never seen beyond it. Faced true power but not truly comprehended it. And found love but was destined to never reach its pinnacle.

I’d fallen under James’ spell—just like Xavier, who was caught in the web of his mentor’s allure. I was being drawn toward this man like the pull of centrifugal force, no matter how much I tried to resist. There was no going back.

What now?

Weeks of pleasure before they sent me away? Even with the knowledge that pain waited for me on the other side of this decision to stay, I’d refused to deny myself these precious moments…these unbidden pleasures from those two charismatic men. Quite simply, after everything, this was what I’d needed to heal.

All that was left was to savor every erotic interaction, every inspiring conversation, every stolen kiss and kind word that I hungered for.

Time spent with James was enlightening. Most of all it was opening my heart again so I could play my violin with the kind of passion that would see my ambition realized. Those days without Xavier were too terrible to bear.

Those who have been burned up, obliterated and renewed, are the fearless ones who blindly fly toward the stars because they have nothing left to lose.

I wasn’t going back to that place of loneliness where I would have to be without Xavier. I was going to find a way to keep us together.

Ballad had asked me what I wanted that only he could deliver. I wanted to play my violin for the masses—that was my dream—but I wanted to make it on my own terms.

More than this…I wanted to marry Xavier.

I was willing to do anything to see this become a reality.

Barefoot on the cold stone floor, I retraced my steps back to the dining room, the location of where those secrets had become known.

James had finally shared it all with me—or as much as possible, though his motivation was still unclear. Perhaps he wanted me to have a greater understanding of his actions. Perhaps he needed to be remembered as a man who was good, who had dedicated his life to a greater purpose.

The demonstration of Xavier’s astounding memory had nearly overwhelmed me. My own memories were now tinged with another perspective, one that included knowing he had lived through our mutual experiences differently. He’d held onto our shared moments with a clarity that I could only barely comprehend.

All evidence of our dinner here last night was gone. The room had returned to its pristine state. James had returned this space to order. And that, I realized, was what he needed—to control his universe and everyone in it.

My imagination ran wild with what they had done when I had gone to bed. They’d possibly shared a late-night drink and talked some more, or shared a kiss, perhaps they’d made love.

I felt a twinge of jealousy, but pushed that thought away and continued on to the kitchen.

I grabbed a glass from a cupboard and held it beneath the refrigerator door’s dispenser. Gulping the water and finally quenching my thirst, I took time to admire the modern appliances that tastefully blended with the ancient décor.

Memories of what we had done together in this vast place was etched in my mind, and I clung to them for the comfort they brought. Each kiss from them meant we were becoming more. Surely this was a beginning and not an end?

Wiping my hand across my mouth, I had the vague thought that James woulddisapprove of my uncouth gesture.

Although he’d promised to show me around, it was too enticing a place to wait to explore. After placing my glass in the sink, I left the kitchen, enthused by a rush of intrigue that made me long to see more.

The dark wood hallways were lined with grand oil paintings of serious-looking figures, all of them having been immortalized by talented painters over a century ago. Antique pieces of weaponry hung along other corridors, enhancing the medieval atmosphere and proving that Ballad had gotten his lust for blood from his ancestors.

It made me wonder how he felt about never being able to inherit the crown.

He’d taken the power anyway.

I entered another hallway and noticed that the door at the end was standing ajar. I stepped into a vast office that doubled as an impressive library. Thousands of books were stacked in dark wooden floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. A sofa rested in the center of the room, facing four leather chairs, all of them positioned upon a red and gold weaved rug. The scent of pine needles emanated from a giant stone hearth, atop which was carved a shield with two lions on either side and a crown above them. I assumed it was Ballad’s family crest.

Nearing one of the bookshelves, I fingered the ancient spines as I scanned the many classics. Easing one of them out, I opened it and saw it was a first edition dating back a hundred years. James’ rare collection would make historians dizzy with envy.

Time dissolved as I breathed in the antique book smell that was a heady combination of earth and burned vanilla, wood and smoke.

Continuing on around the room, I admired the other antique objects, like the rusty keys that were displayed in a glass case. A feather pen was showcased, it’s end stained where it had been dipped in ink. Beside it, leather-bound folders were stacked high on a tall table inlaid with leather, and a strange white rope behind a glass frame hinted that the item was of a nautical origin. Reaching a desk, I noticed a thick book, its pages filled with military submarines from around the world.

My fingers trailed along the edge toward the left drawer…

Something moved in my peripheral vision and I let out a yelp.

James was standing across the room.

Dressed in jeans and a white shirt, he looked surprisingly awake. Only his tousled hair gave away the fact that he’d just woken. He was holding two mugs, wisps of steam spiraling up from each.

“Can’t sleep,” I said by way of apology.

“Me neither. Xavier, on the other hand.”

“He does love his sleep.”

“When he’s asleep his mind is quiet.”

“But he has dreams.”

“He does.”

There was only one way he’d know that. I wondered if he still dreamed of me.

James came closer. “Warm enough?”

I looked down at the robe I was wearing. “It’s cozy.”

“Glad you like it.”

“I should have asked to borrow it.”

“I’m glad you felt comfortable enough to wear it.”

Okay. Who swept in during the night and gave this man a personality transplant?

“Something wrong?” he asked.

“You made tea?”

“Milk, no sugar, right?”

I nodded.

Hours ago, he’d been intent on making my life hell. I liked this new version, the one where he gave me blinding orgasms and made us tea. He was coming around to like me more, it seemed.

He seemed to read my thoughts. “I feel we made progress.”

“Oh?”

“We’ve established that you want what’s best for Xavier. And for the country.”

I reached out and accepted the mug, welcoming the heat against my palms. “I love him. I would never hurt him.”

“It’s the letting go that’s the problem.”

“It was hard for you, too, then?” I dug at his heart.

His gorgeous face wore an unreadable expression.

“This place is endless,” I said, changing the subject.

“It is.”

“How much time do you spend here?”

“A good amount.”

“Did you grow up here?”

“I spent a lot of time abroad.”

“Where?”

He hesitated and then said softly, “In sunnier climates.”

“Like where?” Mr. Mystery.

He caught his bottom lip between his teeth to stop himself from answering. He even made uncertainty look sexy.

I took a sip of my tea and it was warm and refreshing.

“Your father worked there?” I pushed.

“No.”

My mind searched for the reason he’d grown up away from England.

“Are you warm enough?” He gestured to the fireplace. “I can light it if you like. If you want to stay and read.”

I gestured to the bookshelves. “Have you read any of them?”

He looked surprised. “Of course.”

“It would take a lifetime.”

“I started young.”

“You live alone?”

“There are staff.”

“That’s not the same.”

“They’re like family.” James gave me a smile.

With each passing second, I saw why Xavier liked him. It was as though he was finally pulling down his wall and letting me in—even if some of the details were sketchy.

“How do you feel about us being together again?” I asked.

He mulled it over. “It pleases him.”

Still. “Xavier seems happy now.”

He looked away and sighed. “Well, he got what he wanted.”

“Are you only sleeping with me for his sake?”

“I don’t think it was the sleeping together that necessarily pleased him.”

“The fucking then.”

He avoided answering me, instead taking a sip of his hot tea.

“I’m the only one who truly gets him,” I chided.

“If Xavier was a country, you would merely have visited the capital.”

“I lived with him.”

“His biggest fear?”

“He doesn’t seem scared of anything.”

“His biggest fear is of anything happening to you.”

I raised my mug in a toast. “And you threaten him with that to control him.”

“Anyone close to us is at risk.”

“Find someone else who does what he does.”

“There is no one.”

“Are you jealous of what he can do?”

“God, no. His gift is a curse.”

“How do you think of him? Simply as a genius?”

“He’s even beyond that. He’s unique.”

“You knew where he was the whole time. You spied on us.”

“I gave him the time he needed to decompress.”

“Then you came for him.”

James smiled. “I let him have you. I allowed you to have him.”

“How generous.”

“I have my moments.”

“We share the experience of knowing what it is to love him,” I said. “The intensity of his affection.”

He strolled over to one of the bookcases and paused before it. “How adventurous are you?”

“Turns out I’m really adventurous.”

He thumped the bookcase with his fist.

It made me jump and tea swooshed around in my mug. Nothing spilled out, thank goodness, as I was standing on a Persian rug.

A door swung open revealing a dark passageway. A throwback to when the castle was at risk of being under siege.

“Where does it lead?”

“Want to find out?”

Heading into the dark unknown with him was potentially a bad idea. “What about my drink?”

“Bring it.”

I blew off a niggling feeling of doubt and followed him into passageway, a chill meeting us as we entered the darkness. James walked beside me with the confidence of a man who knew every inch of this place. The only noise I heard was our footsteps and my shaky breaths. Even if danger loomed, I was mad for letting him put distance between myself and Xavier. Enough distance to silence my screams. And yet…this was exhilarating.

He was exhilarating.

James gave a panel a punch and another doorway opened. We stepped into a living room that was cozily decorated and modern and for the first time I had a sense of James’ true taste in furniture and the arts.

He shut the door behind us.

I wanted to trust this moment, trust him, but he was a hard man to read and that hint of the sinister about him put me on edge. Despite that, it was wrong of my thoughts to go there, back to the way he’d touched me in the bedroom. The way he’d tasted, or even the way his body felt crushed to mine. This was me craving more time with him. I was being honest with myself, at least.

“These are your private rooms?” I said.

“My living quarters.”

The thought of him never taking me hard again filled me with dread. If he could read me as well as I believed, he knew this, too. He’d welcomed my submission, allowing him to lead us to this place he controlled. Like he controlled everything.

“I’ll show you around.”

The room lit up as sensors detected our movements.

We stepped into another study, its walls covered with photos of Officers in the Royal Navy. Each frame held a picture of military men in a line-up, dressed in their fine uniforms. Something told me if I searched their faces, I’d see his.

Neatly stacked files rested upon a simple desk, with a sleek computer monitor rounding out the modern feel. The computer was unplugged, and now I knew why. He didn’t want an AI system hooked up in here.

Strolling over to one of the photos, I read the inscription above it that revealed this formal shot was of a line-up of submarine captains, James being one of them. He looked younger, but that firm jaw and his dashing aura made him easy to spot. And God, if he didn’t look hot in uniform…

“You worked on submarines?”

His smile reflected a time in his life he’d enjoyed.

“You were the captain of one?” I said, impressed.

He gestured. “This way.”

The thought of him mastering one of those impressive vessels made my flesh tingle with pride for him. Or maybe it was the way my arm brushed over his as we entered through the doorway, too close to avoid each other.

James led me to his bedroom.

A grey and white themed decor complemented the low bed with its high-backed headboard.

His real bed…

From the way he kept his distance, I could tell he had no intention of taking me on it. Not yet, anyway.

I couldn’t resist strolling into his walk-in wardrobe for more clues. James followed me in and I flashed him a wry smile, running my hand along a row of bespoke suits. In the center was a chest stacked with expensive-looking shoes.

“Why did you leave the Navy?” I asked.

“I switched careers.”

“You joined Pervade?”

He gave me a reluctant smile.

I pulled out a drawer and peered in at a fine selection of watches. Farther down were more drawers filled with elegant ties.

“What’s in there?” I pointed to a steel door.

“My doomsday collection.”

“Supplies? Are you serious?”

“You’ll never know.”

“Until you let me in there.”

“If I let you in.” His words sounded seductive.

“When the world falls apart, I’ll come here.”

“I’m afraid it’s already fallen apart.”

“And whose fault is that?” I teased.

“I’ll come get you…how about that?” Shadows danced over his devastatingly handsome features.

As though picking up on my scrutiny, he raked a hand through his hair. With that stubble peppering his jaw, he oozed a sensual masculinity that was dangerously alluring.Thoughts of how he’d controlled Xavier and I in his bed flashed through my thoughts, taunting me.

Luckily, the heavy material of his robe hid my beading nipples. I squeezed my thighs together as the delicious soreness in my pussy throbbed, reminding me of what he was capable of.

“Welcome to my private chambers, Ms. Rampling.” His lips curled in an erotic smile. “Only the elite get to see it.”

“Elite?”

“The ones I like to fuck.”

In that moment I knew Xavier would never give him up. James was too devastatingly gorgeous, too charismatic. Whatever had brought them together had forged a bond that made the one I had with him seem pale in comparison.

I stared into his eyes. “How long were you lovers?”

“Don’t do this to yourself.”

“It helps to make sense of everything. My heart is breaking.”

“I know.”

“Where did you meet?”

James stilled and then said softly, “The Far East.”

“How?”

“I was commissioned to escort him to a location.”

“While you were in the Navy?” I mulled it over. “Why did you say you were a lawyer?”

“I’m allowed to lie.” He arched a brow.

There was too much information being exchanged and I nosedived from exhilaration to terror. If he was willing to share these details it could mean he no longer saw me as a threat. And there was only one reason for that…

“Pervade is part of the Secret Service?”

“Careful…”

“I’m intrigued.”

“I’m telling you as much as possible without endangering you.”

“Why would it be bad for me to know more?”

“People want to hurt me.”

“That helicopter crash…” I narrowed my gaze. “They thought it was you.”

“Apparently you saved my life, Emily. You pulled me back here to deal with you. Obviously, I’d rather fuck than be shot out of the sky.”

A chill descended over me as his words hit home.

“I may or may not regret letting you take me,” I said.

“Always the charmer.” He winked.

“You didn’t like him at first?”

James looked surprised. “I thought Xavier was…complicated.”

“What happened to cause your attitude to change?” For him to fall in love.

“I saw what he was capable of. The good he could do.”

“You gave him a pass for his behavior?”

James gave a shrug. “My preconceived ideas were torn down. He gets anything he wants.”

“But not you?”

“Evidently that plan is skewered.”

“I can’t live without him.”

He set his mug on a table and took mine and placed it next to his. “Want to see something cool?”

As though rising from a dream, I realized these unfolding moments had given me insight into understanding them a little more. What they had and how they had evolved into something greater. I wanted to know more about the Far East, and what they’d done there.

My eyes stung, but I refused to let a tear fall. There was still hope that James would come to trust me completely. And let me stay with them.

“I have something fun to show you.”

I shook off the self-doubt. “As long as it’s not skeletons in your closet.”

“Close, actually.”

That devilish grin revealed his playful side.

Hand in hand, we continued along the winding hallway until we reached a chrome door. After deactivating a security system, we went through it and I realized we were standing in a temperature-controlled chamber.

James lifted me up and sat me on the edge of a long table. “I’ll bring them to you.” He handed me a pair of white gloves.

Intrigued, I slid the gloves on and watched him approach a chrome cabinet. After he punched in a sequence of numbers on a panel I heard a click. James pulled on a pair of gloves himself and reached in to remove a small tray, upon which rested an arrowhead, its worn down point proving it had been used back in its day. James lifted it from the tray and carried it over to me, leaning forward so he could show it off.

“How old is it?”

“1271. From a crusade stronghold.” He let it slip into my gloved palm.

I held it reverently. “Where was it found?”

“Scotland. More specifically, in the ribs of a skeleton.”

“How come you have it?”

“It’s part of my family’s treasures.”

“Your ancestors are Scottish?”

“On my dad’s side.”

There was something else I had to ask. “Have you ever killed anyone?”

James blinked in surprise. “How would you feel if I admitted I had?”

“I would be sad for you.”

“Me?”

“That you had to live with that.”

His expression changed, becoming somber. “If you knew innocent lives had been saved because of it you would not judge me so harshly.”

“Enough lives to make it worthwhile?”

“That’s the idea.”

“Did you like doing it?”

His brow furrowed, but it was in response to my robe falling open, revealing my breasts…and my sex. I let it stay like that to distract him.

I studied his face. “I don’t judge you.”

“Yes, you do,” he said, as his jeans brushed my bare thighs, sending a jolt of arousal through me.

“You want to ruin my life.” I leaned forward and brushed my lips against his.

He stepped back, biting his lip seductively. “Want to see something special?”

I tried to keep my mind on the ancient artifact in my hand.

His gaze fell to my lips. “I’ll get it.” He lifted the arrowhead out of my palm with care.

After he stepped away, I drew in a sharp breath, trying to erase the effect he was having on me. But there was no denying that my clit was still throbbing from the way he’d brushed up against me in a devilish tease.

He pressed a button and the arrowhead was returned to its drawer. From the same cabinet he withdrew a gold crown inlaid with emeralds and rubies.

I reached out to take it from him. He pulled it out of reach.

I rested my hands in my lap. “Sorry, it’s just so pretty.”

“It was destined for Queen Anne Boleyn.”

“It’s so beautiful.”

Mystical even, the way the fluorescent light bounced off the jewels, transmuting them into shards of colorful light. My thoughts raced over what I knew about Henry the Eighth’s second wife, who had fallen victim to his passion for beheading his women.

My thighs widened again to give James the room he needed to get closer and he confidently stepped between them. I exhaled sharply as I felt the pressure of his erection through his jeans. It gently rubbed against my clit, causing my lips to quiver at being kept in a climactic holding pattern.

“Dazzling,” he whispered.

We both looked down at the crown he was holding.

“Anne and I belong to the same club,” he said matter-of-factly, “both of us were destined for the throne.”

“She was beheaded.” My voice sounded breathy.

“I fared better.”

“Does it make you sad you aren’t king?”

He looked amused. “I fulfill my role in other ways.”

“How?”

“I ensure Britain remains a sovereign state.”

“It’s not the same as being king?”

He leaned in. “I still rule.”

It was the way he held my stare that titillated me. More than this, it was the way he was causing a delicious arousal to burn through me with each move of his pelvis. I’d never been one to chase power, but he was mesmerizing.

“I want to see a demonstration,” I said breathlessly.

“Of my authority?”

“Yes.”

“I doubt you’d like what you see.”

“Why?”

Sadness flashed across his face. “‘I am death, the destroyer of worlds.’”

The spell shimmered toward a nightmare…

I swallowed hard. “That’s a quote from Oppenheimer? The man who created the atomic bomb.”

He gave a nod. “It comes from the translation of the Hindu scripture the Bhagavad Gita.”

“What does it mean?”

“Despite personal concerns or views, one honors his duties. One remains a warrior. Does what is needed.”

“You’re saying…”

“No one gets in my way. No one.”

Until me.

His jeans pressed against my sex and he held himself there. A heady mixture of pleasure and fear slithered up my spine.

I readied for his deadly kiss. James’ lips were parted and near, so full of promise, so ready to deliver that final strike of power.

Shuddering, I was being drawn into the flame of his sensuality, not caring if it singed my wings, unable to resist him. Unable to deny myself what only he could give. Yes to him pushing me back. Yes to him ripping open my robe all the way. Yes to his cock pressing into me and him fucking me hard on this table.

Yet my body remained rigid as though my mind was his to control, only my gasps revealing my rising climax brought on from the pressure of him against me.

“You are breathtaking,” he whispered huskily.

“James.”

“Not without Xavier.” His warm breath on my lips.

I dipped my head. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“We both know what you were thinking.” He broke into a heart-shattering smile.

“What must you think of me?”

“This.” Raising the crown, he then lowered it to rest on the top of my head.

Wearing such a priceless piece made me self-conscious. I reached up to touch it and then pulled my gloved hand away respectfully.

James pulled off my gloves. “Touch it.”

“What about keeping it preserved?”

“Anne would want you to enjoy it.”

My fingers curled around the bejeweled spikes. “Her memory is captured in this.”

“So is yours, Emily.”

“I see the good in you,” I whispered.

His irises darkened. “It’s inevitable that at some point I will shatter your heart to smithereens.”

“Then I better make the most of it.”

“That’s my recommendation.” He leaned forward and kissed the end of my nose.

I wanted to tear his heart apart like he was threatening to do to mine, but all I could do was surrender to these sensations that were making my face flush.

“I will be inside you again soon,” he whispered. “With Xavier present.”

I gave a nod and tried to look casual at his sensual promise.

James grinned. “Looks pretty on you.”

“Wish I could keep it,” I said. “Though I don’t know when I’d wear it.”

“Keep it on.” James reached for my hand to help me down. “Xavier will enjoy fucking you while you wear it.”

“Then I’m never taking it off.”

“I love that plan.” He weaved his fingers through mine. “Let’s go to the battlement.”

“What?”

“Roof.”

With me still wearing this precious crown, we wound our way up a stone staircase until we reached a door.

We stepped out into the crisp early morning air and strolled along a turreted wall.

“It’s cold,” I said.

“I have just what you need to warm you up.”

Turning a corner, I saw what he meant.

Staring out at the horizon was a vision of loveliness—Xavier.

He’d carried the duvet up with him and had wrapped it around his shoulders, the mound of material swamping him as he snuggled within its sumptuousness. He turned to look at us and his face lit up with a smile.

Rushing forward, I fell against the warmth of his naked chest. PJs were his only clothes, and he was barefoot, too. He welcomed me beneath the generous duvet and hugged it around us, then kicked it out so we could stand on the trailing material.

Facing the wall, I stood with my back against his chest and peered out at the dramatic vista with its oranges and yellows and bright reds lighting up the morning sky as dawn ascended along the horizon.

Xavier looked amused as he glanced over at James. “Is her crown from the collection.”

“Yes,” he replied.

I leaned back against Xavier. “It was Anne Boleyn’s.”

“Oldest trick in the book,” joked Xavier. “Make a woman your queen and she’ll do anything.”

James gave us an indulgent smile. “I’ll come back with coffee.”

“Stay,” I told him.

Xavier pressed his lips to my shoulder, as though thanking me for saying it.

James turned to go. “Take the time you need.”

We watched him disappear from view.

“He cares so much for you,” I said softly.

Though James’ need for Xavier was multi-layered, and he had to know this.

“How are you feeling?” Xavier leaned forward to look at my face. “That was a lot to take in yesterday.”

“I’m doing okay.”

“Sure?”

I drew in a sigh of happiness at being back in his arms. “So many questions.”

“Ask me.”

“The secrecy has lifted?”

“Some.”

I needed to mull over what I’d seen and heard. Needed to come to terms with what I believed was happening with us all.

“Our second date,” I began quietly. “What did I wear?”

His sigh matched mine. “Black halter-neck dress. Strappy shoes. A thong that snapped easily. You’d removed your nose ring. Which told me you were already addicted to my cock.”

My elbow hit his ribs. “Earrings?”

“Gold studs.”

“What else do you remember?” I asked wistfully.

“I wanted to impress you, so I took you to Hide, that restaurant in Mayfair.”

“I was already impressed.”

“We had oysters. You wanted to know how pearls are made. I told you over a bottle of oaked chardonnay.”

“Xavier,” I coaxed.

His grip tightened. “Are you sure you want me to go there?”

“Yes.”

A raven flew low and landed on a tree in the distance.

“You blinked over one thousand three hundred and ten times during the first hour. That was another way I knew you liked me.”

“What?”

“The average is one thousand two hundred.”

“You counted?”

“Not consciously. That would be tedious. I can recall at will.”

“What must that be like?”

“I don’t know any different.”

My mouth went dry. “Something else.”

He tapped his hips against me. “You’re as bad as James.”

“I need this.”

“Remember our table at Hide? We sat near the window. Watched the commuters scurrying by.”

“It was raining.”

“Two inches fell.” He chuckled. “Two point four, to be exact.”

That was six months ago. I felt a chill through my bones.

“On the back wall of the bar were the spirits. I can tell you the amounts in each one, if you like. All twenty of them. The vodka bottle was empty. Rum half-full. Jack Daniels had a torn label from when the cap was opened. Wine bottles lined along the top of the bar. Ten of them. A row of white and then red. The barman had a lime stain on his tie. He checked his wristwatch seven times during the last hour of his shift. He looked like he was going to meet someone. He’d check his reflection too many times for him to be merely heading home that night.”

“Something else.” Hopefully something I would remember.

“The couple sitting to our left,” he continued. “Remember them? The woman wore red. She played with her silver cross necklace. Nervous. We’d guessed it was their first date.”

“I remember.”

“He received a text from his wife during dinner.”

“You saw that?”

“I saw her face. Then his. It was disappointment that he’d gotten caught. He’d already taken Viagra.”

“You saw that?”

“He went to the restroom to take it. The tablet needed several swigs of water to wash down when he got back to the table. The drug kicked in at the thirty-minute mark.” I turned my head to look back at him and he added, “His pupils dilated. He adjusted his trousers. Twice.”

At some point in the evening I remembered glancing over to see the woman in the red dress looking deflated. I’d guessed the dinner wasn’t going well. This fit my memory of it.

“She left after dessert,” said Xavier. “Took a cab. The advert on the side of the car was for the musical Wicked. The driver opened the door for her. Across the street a couple were arguing. A pedestrian was struggling with his umbrella. He never did open it in time for his Uber to arrive.”

“Tell me something else,” I said.

“You’re beautiful when you sleep.”

“You watch me?”

“It replaces my need for chess.”

“Oh, Xavier.”

“Want me to go on?”

“Maybe one more?”

“I know when you lose an eyelash.”

“Seriously?”

“And Emily, I recall every single orgasm you’ve ever had in minute detail. Their length, their power, and those times where you came more than once.”

“Oh, God.”

“Obviously I know when your period’s due. That’s easy. I make sure we have in your favorite meringue pudding. The one from Marks and Spencer.”

“Ha.”

“The one you like to dip your finger in and then lick off the cream.” He tapped his hips playfully against me.

“I want that life again,” I whispered.

“We have it.”

“Permanently,” I said, testing him.

“I’ll always watch over you.”

There it was, the possibility of us ending swinging around again. I refused to believe it.

I refused to let my hope die. “Do you know how to stop time?”

“It’s my superpower.”

“I wish we could hide out here forever.”

He pulled me closer. “Nothing can touch you.”

Together, beneath the warmth of the sumptuous duvet, we watched the sun rise. Beautiful and cruelly unstoppable—a profound vision of blazing colors drenching the landscape in purples, reds and golds, the brightness dancing over the trees and fighting off the grey. As the colors burned into being, my heart was scorched with the inevitable.

Xavier squeezed me tightly. “You’re my greatest love.”

“What about…him?”

He dipped slightly to kiss the nape of my neck, his lips staying there as the sun continued to rise over the landscape. “We’re perfect together. All three of us.”

His fingers trailed down my abdomen and then dug in as he gripped me to him possessively.

This crown felt wrong. Like an omen, or a portent to something in my future—as though Anne Boleyn’s fate was somehow aligned with mine.

“I love you, Emily Rampling,” Xavier whispered.

I felt a rush of warm happiness, which was quickly swallowed by a swell of concern. James was standing a little ways off and he was looking out over a turret.

The helicopter flew low over the fields, banking toward us.
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I’d been pissed off when I’d first arrived at Ballad’s castle. Now I didn’t want to leave. The irony was not lost on me.

With the noise of the chopper blades above us, our voices were virtually drowned out. We’d had to put on headsets and that had made it possible for me to listen to the chatter between James, Xavier, and the pilot.

The castle turrets faded from view.

After the rush of adrenaline dissipated from our rapid take-off, I was lulled by the thrum of the engine and the view of James and Xavier sitting opposite me. Our civility hid what we’d been to each other back in that ancient fortress.

What we’d done with each other.

What they’d done to me.

I squeezed my eyelids closed for a beat, enjoying the soothing memory of being wrapped in their arms. I already missed spending time alone with them.

My experience at the Ballad estate had been flawed at the start, but the threat of torture had morphed into carnal pleasure. Even now, hours later, my body thrummed from our lovemaking.

No, love wasn’t part of it. It had strived to be something darker, something forbidden. A ménage-à-trois that took fucking to an entirely new dimension—the forget-you-exist kind.

It was hard to tear my eyes away from James—the architect of my pleasure and pain. That wicked mouth had delivered blinding pleasure, his charismatic presence placing him firmly at the center of the universe. It made me wonder what drove him, what spurred him on to place himself as king of everything. Or, who made that decision for him.

Gone were the jeans and shirt from before—he had donned a designer suit, a shiny pair of brogues, and had even put on an expensive watch. His tousled hair had been arranged in a sophisticated style.

I hate him.

Hated how he’d drawn me into the center of his flame.

Had I gone willingly?

His promise to take me again soon with Xavier present alighted my being, burning me from the inside out. The attraction I felt for him was intoxicating, and even though uncertainty plagued me, I couldn’t walk away. This craving for more of them—more conversations, more shared meals, more passion—was impossible to deny.

I needed it…needed them.

As though sensing my stare, James looked up from the screen. He didn’t smile, though, and there was no reassuring gesture. No kindness. With each beat of his heart, he was transforming back into the man I’d first met, reasserting his control.

Xavier’s eyes were closed as he relaxed during the flight, as though us being whisked away was perfectly normal. He’d gone for a more casual look, wearing jeans and a Polo shirt—and wearing a different pair of shoes than the ones he’d arrived in. He kept clothes back at Ballad’s castle, and I found it unsettling.

Xavier opened an eyelid for a split second and offered a smile. His way of saying there was nothing to fear.

I knew better.

Xavier was my home—which made James the wilderness that led away from him. There was no escaping this experience. No escaping James. My feet were already entangled in the brush and I was tripping to get away.

And yet my attachment to them always pulled me back.

From the arrogant glance James gave me, exuding his authority, he could see I was falling for him. If we were ever intimate again, I’d bite his lip and make him bleed—bleed like he was making our hearts bleed for him.

James eased a sleek briefcase off the seat beside him and pulled out a laptop. He rested it on his knees and cracked it open. He typed away with his focus on the screen.He was missing the picturesque scenery of winding country lanes and endless hedges, the vast stretches of greenery along with the richest tapestries of color.

I watched him work, hoping there was no end in sight to our ménage-à-trois. My chest tightened when I allowed my thoughts to drift there.

The helicopter dipped.

Neither of them flinched. I was the only one gripping my seatbelt like it made a difference and could actually save me if this thing went down—like the Puma that was shot out of the sky because they’d believed Ballad was on board.

Jesus. I hoped they’d not gotten intel about his latest movements. I’m sure there were perks to his lifestyle, but this sinister threat didn’t make them worthwhile.

My violin case sat securely on the empty seat on my left. James had strapped it in to keep it from shifting during the flight. Its aged case and what lay within was a reminder of the responsibility of owning it. That Strad brought the promise of a brighter future. Something I could trust.

This was what my life had become…helicopter rides, castles, and revelations that the world was not as it seemed. And these two enigmatic and complicated men who had vague job descriptions and even greyer connections to power.

The thought of the last twenty-four hours brought on a tidal wave of emotions. Tendrils of doubt burrowed deep inside me.

Xavier undid his seatbelt and came over to me, sitting on my right. He took my hand in his and brought it to his mouth, kissing my fingers. Then he offered me a drop-dead beautiful smile. He rested our clasped hands in his lap as though sensing my nervousness.

Puffs of billowing clouds dissipated to reveal the River Thames twisting through the landscape.

“You’re missing it,” I told James.

He looked up at me and blinked, as though replaying my words. Then he turned to look out at the scenery, a curl of a smile at the corner of his lips.

“What are you working on?” I asked.

“A speech.”

“When do you have to give it?”

He gave me a rueful smile.

“Can you read some?” I threw in a cute grin.

James’ long fingers reached for the mouthpiece. “Microphone off, please, Carl.”

The pilot’s voice crackled through my earpiece. “Got it, boss.”

I readied myself for the upcoming lecture he was about to deliver—something about not asking too many questions.

He gave his laptop screen a slight nudge and drew in a breath. “What is the cost of one life?” he began poetically. “Even one life is too high a price to pay. We know this, we feel it in our souls as profoundly as we comprehend it. However, the winds of change have turned against our allies and we are again reminded of our profound history. And, like before, when we refused to bow to tyranny, or cower in the face of evil, we took action. We refused to allow our allies to crumble beneath savage attacks, from savage people. We cannot expect our brothers and sisters, our allies, to endure this on their own. We cannot abandon them. We will not abandon them. It is with a heavy heart, but a strong heart no less, that I say…we must do what is good, what is right, what is honorable…” James’ gaze rose from the screen. “I’m still working on the last line,” he said, using his usual tone of voice.

“Did you write that?” I breathed.

“It’ll do.” Xavier winked at him.

“What’s it for?”

James tapped his lip thoughtfully. “To persuade.”

I watched him close his laptop.

“Seatbelt, Xavier,” said James firmly, sliding his laptop into his briefcase.

Xavier clipped in his seatbelt and then turned and gave mine a customary tug.

London came into view.

And just like that James shut down, as though his connection to this city once more drew his full attention.

We landed in Regent’s Park, where a black SUV waited for us. We left the helicopter and trudged the distance across the grass to our car, with Xavier carrying my violin case and James leading the way with his briefcase in hand.

Sitting in the backseat of the car, I turned to Xavier. “Where are we going?”

“You’ll love it.”

I wanted to ask why we’d left the castle so quickly, but as I’d not been meant to see it, I chose not to remind James how much I’d learned within those mighty walls.

Recognizing the scenery, my thoughts began to race, wondering what we were doing here. This was a stone’s throw from Camden Market, and one of my favorite towns to visit: Primrose Hill, a quiet village just north of Regent’s Park. It offered visitors the quaintest coffee shops, bookstores, local boutiques, along with picturesque walkways.

The car slowed to take a corner and I recognized the eclectic homes lining the winding street. The terraced houses and their bright colors made it easy to forget we were still in the city.

There was a history here. Ours.

Xavier liked this part of town because H. G. Wells had based his book War of the Worlds in this location. He loved that novel. He got a kick out of walking along the green where the aliens were meant to have landed. It was such a geeky thing to do. Now, I realized he’d been looking for a way to escape those nightmarish details in his head.

I couldn’t fathom how he endured it.

It was also during our first trip to Primrose Hill that he’d introduced me to the poems of Sylvia Plath—his way of broadening my education after learning of my compromised one in that secondary school in Devon. Crooking my neck, I could see Plath’s old home, No. 3 Chilcot Square. Fans of her poetry could often be seen outside paying homage to her.

We, too, had our moment with Sylvia Plath outside her home—both of us huddled beneath an umbrella while I read “Lady Lazarus,” setting her words free into the late evening, relishing their rhythm and flow, both of us glancing at the place she’d lived as though some part of her spirit still resided there.

The car idled at the curb not far from her former home. I gave Xavier a curious glance, a silent question as to why we were here. He gave me nothing.

The driver opened the rear door for us.

With me clutching my violin protectively, we got out and walked the short distance to a house that was three doors down from Sylvia’s. The elegant facade and arched windows provided a dash of character. I wondered who lived here.

This expansive home was in the same style as the others lining the street, except it had elegant brass balconies above the ornate windows.James pulled out a key and threw me a disarming smile before he unlocked the door.

A lemon-scented foyer greeted our entry. Each of us wiped our shoes on the doormat before walking into the elegantly furnished sitting room. Everything looked new.

I gave a sideways glance at James and got a wink back.

I tried to process what was happening.

“Let me show you around,” said Xavier.

He led us through the generous upscale living spaces. Warily, I left the masculine décor of the lower floor and followed them to the upper level. We walked in and out of the bedrooms—all six of them.

“Who owns this place?” I asked.

“Better than a hotel, right?” said James.

“It’s yours?”

“Ours,” said Xavier.

My mouth went dry. I wished I’d finished that coffee before we’d left James’ estate. We’d been rushed out of there like the place was on fire.

“Why did we leave the castle so quickly?” I asked.

“I’m needed here,” said James flatly. “I have an appointment in The House of Commons this afternoon.”

His admission reassured me that he trusted my confidence at least. I suppressed a smile at the thought as I parted the blinds and peered out at the extensive garden, its privacy protected by a sweeping line of trees.

“Do you like it?” asked Xavier.

“You’ll stay?” I asked.

Xavier glanced at James.

James approached the window and peered out. “For now, yes.”

“How long?”

Xavier pivoted to look at me. “Garden’s nice, right?”

“We can change the décor.” James shoved a hand in his pocket and turned to look at me. “You’ll continue to act under my guidance, of course.”

I glared at him. “Under your control?”

“Yes.”

“I can come and go?”

“With certain limitations. You may attend your final audition.”

“What about teaching?”

“Cancelled, for now.”

“But my students—”

“They’ve been provided with another tutor.” James shrugged it off.

“You can’t do that.”

“Yes, I can.”

Xavier came toward me. “Afterward, you’ll own this place outright.”

A rush of excitement dissolved as I replayed his words. “After what?”

“Why don’t we all go into the kitchen?” said James. “I’ll make breakfast.”

Xavier smiled. “I’ll make coffee.”

“I don’t want anything,” I lied. “When did you find this place?” I ignored their attempt at playing Martha Stewart to distract me from the news that I was essentially their prisoner. “When did you stock the food?” I added.

“We move fast.” James smirked. “It’s our specialty.”

“This is a temporary fuck-pad,” I bit out.

James didn’t flinch.

“I’m a temporary plaything?” The sarcasm dripped from my tone. “Instead of playing chess, you get to fuck me.”

“Don’t,” said Xavier.

I studied them both.

“You know why,” said James.

Hurrying out, I descended the hardwood steps, gripping the banister as I went, and quickly made it to the front door.

“Emily.” James thundered down the stairs after me.

I spun to face him. “I need to know what this is!” Because I was seconds from walking out.

James glanced back to see that Xavier had followed us. Turning to me, he said, “This is essentially a slow goodbye.”

“Slow?”

“I need to reacclimate you after all you’ve learned.” He shrugged. “Nothing has changed, Em.”

“Not even after…” That night when we’d bonded on an entirely new level.

“Not even after that,” he confirmed.

“Why?”

“Because you’re dating a man who does not exist,” he snapped.

“Xavier?”

James looked surprised. “I don’t count.”

“Because you’re allowed to have a life. You’re allowed to exist. To stroll the mighty chambers of Number 10. To wield your power around London.”

“What you want is incompatible,” he replied calmly.

“With what?”

“Being a famous violinist,” he said sharply. “You want to rise in the orchestra. Have a solo career.”

“I never told you that.”

“Don’t, James,” said Xavier. “Not now.”

James ignored him. “I’m giving you this house. How about a ‘thank you’?”

“How about a ‘fuck you’?” I said.

James’ jaw clenched with fury.

I stood defiant. “You took our home away, remember? I once had a place…with Xavier. We had a good life.”

“You can’t have both, Em,” James said quietly.

Tears stung my eyes.

James sighed. “Any attention on you brings attention to Xavier.”

“And on Pervade?”

“Don’t call us that,” he said. “Please.”

“I’ll give up on joining the orchestra.”

James shook his head. “That choice is not yours to make.”

Xavier came closer. “I would never ask that of you.”

“It’s fine. I’ll teach.” I nodded as the pain of what I was offering them hit home. It would be like every bow pulled and every note struck meant nothing.

“That would destroy you, Em,” said Xavier softly.

“Not to mention national security,” said James.

Xavier glared at him. “Seriously?”

“Yes.” James returned his angry stare. “I’ve been more than generous. I trust you, Em, but if I see that trust broken…”

I yanked open the door, revealing a burly man in a black suit looking down at me, an earpiece visible beneath his white collar.

James’ tone turned dark. “Shut the door.”

The man obeyed the command and closed it.

I pivoted to face James again. “You can’t keep me prisoner.”

“It’s protection.”

I glared at him for twisting the truth. “From who?”

“Where do I begin?” James delivered coldly.

“You act like you own me.”

“Essentially, I do.”

I let out an exasperated sigh.

“We can give you what you want,” James said. “If you’ll…submit.”

What the hell did that mean?

“Do you need me to convince you this is the right decision?” he continued.

“You can try.”

James held my gaze for a few moments.

Then moved on me fast…

He cupped my face with an ironclad grip and crushed his lips to mine. Forcing his tongue into my mouth, he punished me with brutal lashes that made my insides melt, setting me on fire with lust, lit by his domination.

I felt Xavier’s palm at my nape, holding me in place, keeping me still so James could continue his ravishment of my mouth—letting his fantasy play out.

A moan escaped my lips, muffled by that brazen mouth of Ballad’s, so harsh and unforgiving. Yet I desired his show of power. It sent tingles into my chest, shooting pleasure down between my thighs and dampening my panties, my nipples beading in response.

James broke away. “In order to fulfill my promise to Xavier, we needed someplace special. This is it.”

“What about what I want?”

“Emily, keep talking. If you want to test my resolve, go ahead.”

I hated him for saying it…this gorgeous man with the dangerous allure who wielded power over both of us.

My hand burned with the urge to make contact with his cheek.

He seemed to read my mind. “I wouldn’t do it if I were you,” he warned.

“What would happen?”

“Do you really want to find out?”

“Fine,” I said, relenting. “How long do we get?”

He arched a brow. “Much better attitude.”

“You are death,” I threw his quote back at him. The same one he’d used in his chamber of horrors. Okay, there was that pretty crown in there and I hadn’t seen everything, but something told me it was an array of weaponry that was still bloodied from its victims.

“Emily, shall we show you the benefit of your compliance?” said James darkly.

I stared at him, trying to resist giving an answer.

This wasn’t happening…

I wasn’t burning up for them, my soul wasn’t yearning for their touch, my core wasn’t thrumming with the promise of pleasure. My entire being wasn’t demanding more control, more sensations rushing through me, owning me.

If I stayed, we’d create the co-mingling of more memories…ones that would have to last a lifetime. With these unraveling thoughts, my shoulders slumped in defeat.

If what they were looking for was submission, they were seeing it.

The promise of the cruel yet luscious way James would direct each lash of his tongue at my sex, each vicious fuck and prolonged pounding that I had come to desire were what I needed now more than my next breath.

Say yes.

Accept their passion…all the passion you’re craving.

Most of all, I needed to accept the inevitable pain that would shatter my soul.

And maybe, if I dared to stay, I’d bridge Xavier’s transition away from his old life to the one without me. This, after all, was true love.

All I had to do was splinter…

And if I survived, the coming back together again would see me rise.

I held on to that thought, because that was all I had.

All I could hope for.

Shards of light flooded in through the bay window by the door, dancing upon Xavier’s flawlessness, his stark beauty reminding me of the impossibility of us. His expression pleaded for me to stay.

What was being asked of me was merely the giving up of my happiness.

“What do I get out of it?” I asked, even after that dark musing, a philosophical truth spilling like rain.

“You mean other than a house?” James delivered the quip.

“Yes. Do I get…?”

He tucked his hands in his pockets. “Me?”

There came no answer to whether James was part of the temporary deal, but I knew that he was.

That became obvious when he removed his hands from his pockets. “Show me.”

A frisson of awareness captured me, causing addictive tingles in my chest. Damn him for having this effect on me. Damn him for making loving him possible.

Unzipping my jeans, I pulled them down a little.

His hand came down on mine and together we eased my jeans lower to expose my underwear.

He focused between my thighs. “It seems you like to argue.”

Oh, God. That spot of wetness on my panties revealed how much this man turned me on. How much they both turned me on. Quickly, I zipped up my jeans.

Thoughts of the past with us all wrapped together in a tangle of bodies and sweat were too enticing to push away, the erotic imaginings of what else we’d do together too alluring to ignore.

“How does your clit feel?” He leaned in. “Is it throbbing? Are you fantasizing about my tongue on you again? Just like you were in the helicopter on the way here?”

Yes.

He continued in that husky tone. “Is your cunt hungry for me again? Your ass clenching with need to be filled by Xavier? Is us taking you at the same time all you can think about?”

I turned my head away sharply, cheeks flushing, even as his thumb continued to rub my bottom lip. My tongue licked his thumb as I glanced at Xavier, relieved when I saw his nod of approval.

“I own your pleasure, Em.” James drew me back to him.

Instinctively, my bite came down hard on his thumb in rebellion.

“Very good,” he said with no response to the pain, merely shoving his thumb deeper into my mouth and running it back and forth along my tongue like he was fucking me with it.

“I like it when you show strength,” he added. “That we can use.”

I swallowed my saliva as best I could despite the tip of his thumb nudging my throat seductively.

He removed his thumb. “Take them off,” he demanded.

Obeying, I kicked off my shoes and then leaned against the wall, dragging my jeans all the way down over my hips and then stepping out of them.

I felt his warm hand on my hip, and then heard the snap of my panties as James ripped them off.

“Spread your legs a little,” he ordered.

Again, I obeyed, watching him as he reached down and began thrumming my clit with a swift fingertip. Glancing up, I saw Xavier watching in awe.

“Eyes on me, Emily,” snapped James. “What do you say?”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Very good.”

Breathing sharply, my clit spasming at his touch, I looked down to see his speed increase, nudging my folds with his frantic rhythm.

Remembering his command, I broke my stare from what he was doing.

“Part your labia,” he ordered. “Show us more of you.”

Obediently, I parted my folds, the exquisite tingling sensation feeling extraordinary.

“That’s it, Em,” Xavier encouraged.

James continued flicking with panache as he said huskily, “You didn’t know before you were living in my city. You had no idea how much of your life I had access to. Now you do. You couldn’t have comprehended that all that power belonged to one man. You couldn’t know your pussy was always destined to belong to us.”

My eyes widened with that revelation.

James’ tone darkened. “Come hard and show your compliance. Or don’t come at all.”

“I want to come,” I whispered, as twinges of arousal made me breathless.

“I will allow it.” James gave a nod of approval. “But before you do, agree to obey me in all things. No more rebelling—or I will burn away your disobedience.”

“I promise to be good.”

“Then you may come.”

His chestnut irises sparkled with glints of gold. They were devastatingly hypnotic and I fell under their spell as easily as I fell into my orgasm. My thighs trembled as I disappeared into the bliss of his sexual prowess.

My deep-throated moans filled the room as I rode out the intense climax.

“Come again, Emily.” His flicking once more accelerated. “Another orgasm, please. This one for Xavier.”

Gasping, I surrendered—chasing after what was mine with rocking hips and endless moans, reaching down to grip his wrist, keeping his fingers dancing in place to carry me over the edge again.

And again…
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The Palace of Westminster, ensconced along the River Thames, was easily the most famous and recognizable of British landmarks—the towering clock known as Big Ben a regal part of its vast gothic architecture.

James helped me out of our chauffeured town car and we headed into the palace. My body was still buzzing from that devious clit play he’d recently demonstrated so brilliantly in front of Xavier back in Primrose Hill. Our erotic show had been enjoyed by all three of us, apparently. There’d been no time for more. Ballad had a meeting that had brought him here.

All of these emotional highs and lows were making my head spin.

Xavier didn’t come with us, but I had been invited along.

James didn’t tell me why. He’d virtually ignored me during the entire trip here while working on his laptop. I didn’t really mind…it had given me the chance to stare out the windows and admire the view. Admire him, too.

This morning had seen him escalate his authority. He’d sent me reeling and it was hard to come down. It was exhilarating to be toyed with, and I relished the memory of how he’d pleased Xavier by playing with me in front him. It titillated my senses to know Xavier had enjoyed seeing it.

James was the director of all the chaos. The thought of it kept me in a constant state of arousal. Despite this, I had merely clutched my hands in my lap and remained silent for the entire ride, trying to figure out my place in all of this intrigue.

With a flash of Ballad’s I.D., we were allowed entry into the Palace of Westminster, which housed the Houses of Parliament.

Not once had I ever considered the possibility that I’d be strolling along these lofty corridors one day, peering up in awe at the spectacularly designed interior.

And certainly not like this—wearing a sleek blue Chanel business suit, high-heels, and a short-bobbed wig. They’d dressed me in a disguise.

Ballad didn’t want anyone to see the real me, apparently. I looked like his secretary walking beside him, carrying two folders to round out the executive assistant feel.

From the outside, Parliament was gorgeous with its triple towers, gothic architecture, and sprawling structure that included the House of Commons and the House of Lords.But it earned its palace status on the inside, too.

James led the way through the impressive lobby. Together, we continued into a familiar room—one I’d seen on TV but never really paid attention to before, since it was in huge contrast to my simple world. This was the House of Lords.

The policeman who permitted our entry had given us a cursory nod of permission to go in. We found ourselves alone in the lavishly decorated chamber.

The massive door closed behind us with a deep thud.

Red studded leather seats circled the center stage—fit for the bums of Britain’s elite who scrutinized the Bills brought into being by the House of Commons, a stone’s throw away. The men and women who’d found themselves a place here had inherited one of these lofty seats. That was pretty much all I knew.

Peering up at the ornate ceiling, I admired the grandness of the paneled compartments showing ancient emblems. The stained-glass windows offered intricately colored patterns. Shades of red and gold drenched us in soft bronzed light.

“Wow.” My voice echoed as I turned in a circle to take it all in.

“That’s where the Queen sits.” James pointed to a majestic throne. “During the state opening of Parliament when she delivers her speech.”

“Can I sit there?”

“No.” He smirked and gestured to a long red seat. “Sit there.”

I wanted to open the folders I was holding and have a peek inside—the same ones he’d told me not to look at under any circumstances. Fingering the edge, my imagination ran wild with what information it might contain. Maybe it was merely a prop for a well-healed secretary, or maybe it was a test to see if I obeyed and didn’t sneak a peek.

James closed the gap between us and towered over me. “I’m going to give you the talk.”

Crooking my neck to look up at him, I tried to interpret his words.

“There’s a car waiting for you. The driver has been instructed to escort you to a safe place.”

“What is this?”

“Xavier and I believe that with him present, you feel pressured to stay.”

“James—”

“I need you to listen. To understand that if you stay, even though it may be temporary, anything you see or hear must remain confidential.”

“I can do that.”

He knelt before me. “Emily, the danger’s real. It’s as insidious as it is unpredictable.”

“What are you saying?”

“If you stay there’ll be consequences. Lives will be threatened. Lives—including yours—will change beyond all understanding.”

“How would that be my fault?”

“Because of your association to me…to us. That’s why you’ve been disguised.”

“I’ll be careful.”

He studied my face, looking unconvinced.

My eyes pleaded with him. “I want to stay.”

“The cost is high. Perhaps too high.”

“Will they hurt you because of me?”

“That’s a frequent threat. But it’s not me I’m concerned about.”

Reaching up, I caressed his jaw, my fingers trailing over his cleanly shaven face and cupping his cheek with affection. “Let me stay.”

His hand rose up to take mine and he brought it to his lips, kissing it tenderly.

“Why are we here?”

James pushed to his feet. “For the truth.”

The air left my lungs as I sank deeper into the seat with my heart racing.

“Pervade?”

James straightened his back. “We exist to protect humanity.”

My flesh chilled at the change in his stance, that domineering nature slipping back into being as his eyes darkened.

“Do you do bad things?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have a license to kill?”

He gave me a wry smile. “Do you think I’m James Bond?”

My lips turned up in amusement. “I was beginning to wonder.”

“I’m on the side of the angels. But I’ve already told you that.”

I processed his words. “Why are you letting me in now?”

He mulled this over. “If you stay I’m going to use you.”

Struck by his honesty I said, “How?”

He leaned low and tipped up my chin. “Your beauty, and your talent, would be useful to us.”

Knocking his hand away, I got to my feet. He held his ground, keeping a small gap between us, looking down at me with the authority this place gave him.

Glancing at the door I said, “You want me to stay for Xavier’s sake?”

“For now, yes.”

“But not for you?”

A flash of raw emotion darkened his vestige. “I want you to know you have a choice. Xavier doesn’t. And I’m giving you the opportunity to walk away. Xavier will always watch over you.”

It would never be enough…

“I don’t want to know any more secrets,” I said sharply. “Don’t tell me anything that will put me or you or Xavier at risk.”

“Emily, you went to Great Missenden. It’s a mistake that cannot be reversed. My advice is this—retrace your steps down the hallway, all the way back to the car. Don’t look back.”

“And you trust me to remain silent about all of this?”

“All of what?”

“Right.” I exhaled slowly. “Did you suspect I was a spy?”

“Yes.”

“That’s why you were angry when I turned up at your castle.”

“Concerned, yes.”

“But not now?”

“No.”

“How would you know for sure?”

“It’s part of what we do. We needed time to turn over every leaf. Search every connection. Retrace every step you’ve ever taken.”

My lips trembled at his confession.

“I’ve yet to totally violate you. If you stay, however, violating you will be my pleasure…”

“That’s a monstrous thing to say.”

“You’re still standing here.”

“Because of Xavier.”

“Because of me. Admit it. Then, and only then, can we move forward.”

“You want me to tell you I have feelings for you?”

“Don’t insult me with such banality.”

“Love, then?”

“You fell in love with me back at the castle.”

“Arrogant…” I bit back the rest.

“If I have no hold on you in that regard, leave now.”

“I’m staying for Xavier.”

“Honesty, please.”

“I find you compelling. Charismatic, even. And love and hate are such similar emotions I find I’m having difficulty telling them apart these days.”

“What is your answer?”

“Don’t make me say it.” Don’t make me betray Xavier.

“Emily. Look at me.”

I held his stare, my expression telling him what he wanted to know, how I really felt. Yes, there was love in my heart for him and I couldn’t remember the exact moment it had happened or even why, all I knew was that this man had a hold on me.

Though I hated him, too.

“I approve,” he said coldly.

This was madness…this giving in and letting go. Perhaps my walking away would be the most sensible thing I’d ever do.

Yet…

“Thank you for giving me the chance to decide.” I studied him. “You already know my decision.”

“Agree to obey me in all things. It’s the only way I can keep you safe.”

“Yes…” I let out a shaky breath. “I agree.”

“I’m about to test your promise, Em.”

How?

I shivered, but there was no real fight left in me. I was too consumed by this heady mixture of affection and intrigue.

“Thoughts?” he pushed.

“You’re a complicated man, James.”

“You have no idea.”

He’d entrusted me with more details, even if the veil still covered my eyes.

“What’s your part in all this, Sir Ballad?”

“Small steps, Emily.”

A knock at the door drew my attention. We both stared off at the man who’d poked his head in.

The policeman threw me a respectful nod and then gave one to James. “Sir, I’ve been told to advise you that Hawk has arrived.”

“Good.” James gave him a thin smile. “Thank you.”

When he left I turned back to James. “Hawk?”

“Let’s grab a tea first.”

“Where is that?”

“Down the hall.”

After a quick stop-off for a cup of tea—which was so James—we made our way down the sprawling hallways and on through another grand door. His comment that he could use me should have scared this undergraduate who’d once had a simple life. But intrigue was too strong a pull for my ego, which was being caressed by a promise that I could offer something more to the world than just making music and playing in an orchestra. I could play a part in something even greater.

Halfway down the hallway, I realized my mistake.

“James, the folders!” I said, panic-stricken.

“You left them in the ante-room,” he said calmly. “On the coffee table.”

“Yes.” I went to turn back. “I’m so sorry.”

His strong arm wrapped around my waist and he hugged me to him. “You’d make a lousy spy, Ms. Rampling.”

He seemed unperturbed and continued on into the House of Commons with me by his side. Scanning his face for signs of anger, I considered pulling away from his grip and hurrying back for the folders. Maybe they were empty after all, merely props to deceive others.

James took my hand in his and led me up the steps toward the back wall. We made our way along the rows of seating until we reached the end. He’d chosen the upper most area, far from anyone and private enough to allow us to talk.

The place was quiet. Only a handful of men and women sat on the lowest seats, talking softly. We were far away from them in the lofty seats and they seemed not to notice us.

James sat close to me, his arm pressing into mine and my left hip crushed against his so that I felt his body heat through that sharp suit. The sensations were almost too much for me to handle…these electric pulses of excitement from our intimacy. His subtle cologne filled my senses with a potent mixture of him.

I tried to distract myself by looking down at the grand sight below. The chamber was easily recognizable from when I’d watched Charles Wildwood, the Prime Minster, debate members of the opposition. This was where chaotic shouting occurred during the speeches, a cause for anger, bravery and much swagger from men and women born of privilege, and others who’d clawed their way up to the highest ranks of politics, all fighting over policy, change, and ideology.

I’d not really watched them debate on TV for any length of time, to be honest. I often found myself changing the channel because of the disruption from politicians shouting at each other over their podiums. Or worse still, the terrible jeers from the members of the opposition.

My pulse spiked when I saw him.

Tall and lean and handsome in that academic way, his coattails flapped behind him as though he’d just stepped out of that preppy university in Oxford that he’d once attended. I was looking at the Charles Wildwood, the Prime Minister himself.

He glanced furtively around at the few people in attendance, his gaze flitting to James but not showing recognition, which I found strange. After all, we’d been in his office. I’d sat at the Prime Minister’s desk as James had told me that he owned this man.

That grand PM stood about ten feet away from the podium, checking his phone. Glancing over at Ballad, I was surprised his ego hadn’t been bruised that he’d not received a wave from the Prime Minister.

With a loud bang the doors were closed by a young man wearing round glasses, looking preppy in his duffle coat. He approached the Prime Minster.

My breath hitched when I saw it—a folder that looked startlingly like the two I’d carried and then left behind on the coffee table. Even from my vantage point, I could see where I’d worried the corner with fretful fingers.

“James,” I got his attention.

His hand came down on my thigh. “Shush.”

“It’s your folder.”

The warmth of his palm soaked into my skin and I was calmed a little by this, and by his seeming serenity. I had to wonder if our pause for tea had been planned all along.

The young man handed the Prime Minister the folder. It was carried off by the PM with an air of assuredness as he stepped up to the podium.

“This is all very impressive,” I muttered.

“I’m giving you a code name.” James lowered his sights on me. “In public, I’ll address you as Ms. Kingston.”

“Why?”

“It’s what we do.”

“Can’t I choose the name?”

“Hush, now.” His palm slid to my inner thigh.

His touch ignited a flame inside me. My skin quickened beneath his caress, legs opening farther so he could slide his palm higher. The pleasurable sensations caused my nipples to bead.

“These things can be tedious,” he whispered.

I bit my lip suggestively. “Don’t want you to get bored.”

“I’m afraid it’s unavoidable.”

Shielded by the seat in front of me, I hoisted my skirt to show James I wasn’t wearing any panties. “I want to please you.”

My body shuddered as he cupped my bare pussy. “Well done, Ms. Kingston.”

“Do it again…what you did back at the house.”

He rested his palm against me, still and firm.

“Will Xavier mind?” I whispered.

“I’ll let him punish you,” replied James, turning his focus back on the Prime Minister.

The PM was reading from that folder now, his familiar voice sounding eloquent as he practiced his speech, readying it to deliver to Parliament when the time came.

After several minutes, James drew my attention back on him. “You’re nice and wet.” He patted my pussy to show his approval.

My thighs shaking from tension, I tried to focus, tried not to shiver through this intense arousal wetting his hand.

James continued to stare straight ahead, listening intently to the speech, nodding occasionally, narrowing his gaze as though focusing in on a phrase or a word.

Drawing in a sharp breath, I ran through my options. There were none, not really. I needed to obey this man and please him, so I could prove that my promise was authentic…so I could stay.

Leaning back, I spread my thighs wider, our dirty secret concealed by the high-backed seats in front of us.

“Good girl,” he said softly.

Waiting…

And waiting…

“James.”

“Patience.”

With a dry mouth, I held my pose as my humiliation rose. Yet I was painfully aroused, my clit throbbing deliciously beneath the pressure of his touch, my muscles aching for relief.

Finally, his firm fingers trailed along my folds, exploring, opening, teasing…causing my breathing to hitch. My body went rigid and my internal muscles clenched when he slid in, beginning a slow, steady finger-fucking.

“So wet,” he teased.

“For you.”

“Silence.” He pressed the base of his palm against my clit to emphasize his point.

With my teeth embedded in my bottom lip, I tried to endure the pleasure quietly, tried not to grind my pelvis against his hand now that it had found its steady rhythm, my right hand clutching the end of the seat to hold on through this erotic punishment.

All the while the cheerless words flowed from below.

Familiar…

The PM emphasized each sentence as he read from the page before him.

“Even one life is too high a price to pay. We know this, we feel it in our souls as profoundly as we comprehend it. However, the winds of change have turned against our allies and we are again reminded of our profound history. And, like before, when we refused to bow to tyranny, or cower in the face of evil, we took action. We refused to allow our allies to crumble beneath savage attacks, from savage people.”

This was James’ speech.

“We cannot expect our brothers and sisters, our allies, to endure this on their own. We cannot abandon them. We will not abandon them. It is with a heavy heart but a strong heart no less, that I say…we must do what is good, what is right, what is honorable…”

It was the same speech James had written in the helicopter. The same one he’d read out loud to us. These thoughts and others filled my mind as I rose and rose and rose into the stratosphere, hovering near an orgasm as James’ fingers expertly manipulated me.

“I’ll only come when you say,” I said breathlessly, barely holding on. I knew this would please him. This was what he’d meant when he’d asked for my submission.

James’ fingers delved deeper. “You’ll wait until the end of the speech, understand?”

“Yes, sir.” I bit my lip, trying to endure the intense longing for release.

His thumb joined the fray and rubbed my clit with lightning speed. “You’re exquisite. Was it Xavier’s idea for you to go pantiless?”

“Mine.”

“Why?”

“I want to please you.”

He gave a nod of satisfaction, though his focus stayed on the man giving the grandest of speeches. It was a speech about war…a speech about changing the world.

“I can’t wait,” I whispered.

The rhythm slowed, bringing me a continued buzz, one I could only barely endure. “Thank you, sir.”

I glanced down as his soaked fingers strummed my glistening pussy, my clit swollen beneath his touch. It sent me close to the edge again…

Mercifully he whispered, “Come.”

Shuddering, grinding against him as slowly and surreptitiously as possible, I squeezed my eyes shut and disappeared into the nothingness, drenched in pleasure, absorbed by light and warmth as I chased after waves of release.

In his hands I was a tight bud desperate to flower. A young woman obsessed with the two men in her life who owned her every waking thought.

This was outrageous and forbidden and daring and filthy and I reveled in it. I was a dirty girl with dirty thoughts doing dirty things with a regal man in a bespoke waistcoat. The ultimate exhibitionist’s high. If Ballad wanted to prove he knew my darkest fantasies he’d landed on more than truth—he was fulfilling my darkest needs and satiating all of my secret desires.

My orgasm tore through me as I gripped his wrist so tightly it had to hurt.

He didn’t seem to mind. “Good girl.”

The air in my lungs finally found its way back as his fingers continued caressing me to bring me down slowly, proving he truly cared about my pleasure.

I leaned back, completely out of breath.

The Prime Minister seemed happy with the speech.

He strolled out of the chambers with the same dignity with which he’d entered. The few other men and women who were present trickled out behind him.

James whipped a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped off his fingers, then slipped it back. He tugged my hem down as I sat up straight again and tried to pretend I’d not just had the best public orgasm of my life.

The warmth in my cheeks remained and my body shuddered as though the memory of his touch was too much.

“I love you,” I managed.

His voice was unemotional. “For my purpose it’s pleasing to hear.”

“Why are you so cruel?”

“Why do you crave my cruelty?”

I don’t know.

Reaching over, I grabbed his hand and his thumb brushed over my palm as though to reassure me. It wasn’t enough, I needed more.

“Say something,” I pleaded.

“Xavier will be pleased with how well you’ve done.”

I threw my head back in frustration, though hearing Xavier’s name brought some reassurance. I’d probably fall at his knees in relief when I saw him.

This had all been too much…that speech written by Ballad, and his gift of pleasing, proving his possession. The fact he’d been arrogant enough to do it here. And I wanted more, craved more of him…

Even as his coldness endured and he shut me out.

“You passed the test, Emily.”

“You passed mine, too,” I said, pouting prettily. “I look forward to more of the same.”

He gave me a crooked smile as though this was all business as usual and pushed to his feet. I followed him down the stairs and out of the House of Commons into a grand foyer. We carried ourselves with the kind of grace that would fool everyone. No one would believe that we’d just committed some naughty act in the seats of Parliament that probably carried some ancient punishment.

My thighs were sticky, and I couldn’t ignore the feeling. I looked around for a place where I could freshen up.

A familiar face came into view.

Mike Todd, the burly Labor leader and head of the opposition, strolled by us, his rosy cheeks and waddle unmistakable. He was heading into the House of Commons.

At least this time James received a nod of recognition from him.

Todd paused before entering the grand chamber that we’d just left to exchange courteous words with the young man in the duffle coat who had handed the Prime Minister one of our folders.

Todd was handed the other one.

With a nod of approval, the Labor leader accepted it and then headed into the House of Commons.

James grabbed my hand to get my attention. “Don’t stare, Emily, it’s rude.”

I turned to look at him with wonder and trepidation burning my soul in equal measure. James Ballad seemed to be the man pulling the strings on everything.
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“Head for the Tesla,” James said.

“What happened to the other car?”

“Walk faster.”

I spun to look back at the Houses of Parliament. He grabbed my elbow with an ironclad grip and guided me over to a flashy car idling on the curb. The blacked-out windows prevented anyone from seeing inside the Tesla.

I paused next to the vehicle, replaying what had just gone down inside those hallowed chambers. “Who gave you that level of authority?”

“God, I suppose.”

“God?”

“Fate, then.”

“My vote means nothing?”

“It’s not that cut and dry.”

“Your man always gets in?”

“Or woman, yes. Undoubtedly.”

“Who else is in on it?”

He gestured to the car. “Get in, Emily.”

“Who are you, really?”

He yanked open the Tesla’s rear door and shoved me inside, then climbed in and sat beside me.

I felt a rush of relief when I saw who was behind the wheel.

Xavier turned his head to glance back at us. “How did it go?”

“The speech needs some tweaking,” said James. “But we’re close.”

Xavier’s gaze lingered on me. “How did it go for you?”

Glancing cautiously over at James, I wondered if now was a good time to share what we’d done. “We were about to discuss the ethics of it all.”

“Drive,” snapped James.

“We can talk more later,” added Xavier.

“I’d rather talk now,” I said. “Help me understand this shaky democracy.”

“Well, royalty gets some say,” said James. “Drive, please.”

Xavier pulled away from the curb and pressed his foot to the accelerator. “You had fun?” he asked.

“I finger-fucked her,” said James dryly. “In the House of Commons.”

“You have no heart.” I turned in my seat to face him. “You don’t know what love is.”

He focused on the view of the Thames.

“You’ve gone rogue,” I blurted out.

“Know what’s criminal? Politicians using war for their own political advantage. When they have a sketchy history it’s easy for a foreign country to control them. Some men will do anything to get the attention off of them after a scandal, including and not limited to starting a war.”

“It still seems unfair.”

“We know things, Em,” James said, his tone firm.

“You play the all powerful role?”

“I don’t play it. I am it.”

Xavier glanced at us in the rearview. “Do your Jamaican accent for Em.”

“Seriously?” snapped James.

“Yes, I want Em to see your playful side.”

“It’s retired.” James tugged on his shirt sleeves. “Along with my patience.”

I studied his face. “You like playing God, or more accurately, the Devil. What made you that way, Earl Ballad?”

“I don’t know. Why don’t you reflect on that in silence?”

“Honesty,” I whispered. “That’s all I’ve asked for.”

He looked out the window again, and ran a hand through his hair. “I need to keep you safe. There’s a balance between that and giving Xavier what he wants. What I want.”

“You want there to be an us?” I asked wistfully.

James looked conflicted. “Our time together is…”

“What are you afraid of?” I reached for him.

He swept my hand away. “This is futile. You are futile, Em.”

“Have you ever loved anyone?” I seethed.

He glared at me. “I loved my wife.”

“And you divorced her.”

“Never,” he said, pausing with a pained expression. “I was two thousand feet below the surface when I got the news.”

An icy chill raced up my spine as we turned in the opposite direction away from Westminster Bridge, leaving the murky Thames behind.

“What happened?”

“She was assassinated.” Grief filled his eyes. “She was in her car outside our home.”

That was undoubtedly why he’d left the Navy.

I swallowed hard. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

“How could you?” He shook his head. “I shouldn’t have told you this.”

“You and I—”

“I’m merely the liaison between you and Xavier.” He blinked in frustration.

“No, you’re much more.” Scooting over to him, I cupped his face and kissed his cheek tenderly. “Thank you for telling me this,” I whispered.

“It was a long time ago.”

I reached for his hand and brought it to my lips, kissing his fingertips to let him know I wanted him to find peace.

“How the hell did this happen!” he yelled at no one in particular.

“You mean us?” I said. “What we have?”

James leaned back against the headrest and stared at me, giving me a sensual look that bared his thoughts.

“Let me soothe you.” I reached for his zipper.

His hand came down on mine to stay me. “I either need a stiff drink or…”

“I know what you need,” I coaxed.

His dark countenance hinted at conflicting emotions, as though he were struggling with ghosts that had found him again.

Finally, he gave me a slight nod of approval.

I began to caress him through his trousers, feeling him grow stiff beneath my touch as I pulled his zipper all the way down to free his hefty length. Leaning low, I licked the frenulum and then laved the ridges of his hardening shaft, massaging the base with my palm.

My tongue moved to the tip of the head, lapping at his pre-cum.

Stroking him I whispered, “Harder?”

“Yes.” James’ eyelids squeezed closed. “Should I give you more of my cruelty, Em?” he asked huskily.

I gave a nod. “I want that, sir.”

My sex throbbed as his hands fisted my hair with painful force, pressing me down on him, my throat opening and constricting around his tip and taking his full length as he moaned with pleasure. This was what I needed to hear more than anything…his arousal and his impending relief—his happiness.

Mercifully, he let me come up for air, only to push me down once more and guide me at a forceful pace. With a taut mouth I gave him the same aggression he shared with me, my palm burning from the strain.

“Xavier,” he called out.

Ballad’s firm hands went around my waist as he turned me to face forward, pulling me onto his lap and pushing my skirt up around my waist. I cried out as he entered me with one powerful thrust, his full length burying deep inside. He lifted me up and down aggressively so that our fucking was frenzied and forceful. It felt vicious and cruel, and was everything I needed in this moment. Everything he needed.

Blinking in surprise, I watched Xavier unbuckle his seatbelt and slide through the gap in the two front seats to join us.

The car was still driving.

“We’ll crash!” I gasped.

Xavier maneuvered onto the floor of the backseat as I braced for an accident.

Wait…it’s a self-driving car.

Of course it had to be, because Xavier was kneeling on the floor of the backseat between my thighs as I rode James. He took James’ balls inside his mouth, suckling and lapping at them.

And we were still moving…

My focus veered from the action happening below me as our car changed lanes, avoiding the Mercedes in front of us. It picked up speed, navigating its way through traffic.

“Jesus,” growled James.

His strong hands slowed my rhythm to a leisurely pace. And when Xavier’s mouth rose to my clit, I let out a primal moan, thrashing as I rode James like a woman possessed, bouncing and breathless.

James pulled out of me and I looked down to see his erection between my thighs, slick and throbbing. Xavier moved in and captured James’ shiny shaft in his mouth, a moan escaping them both as he wrapped his full lips around his lover’s shaft, his head bobbing between my thighs in a dazzling display of male power as he deep-throated James’ length with verve.

James shuddered behind me, his gasps and moans and shaking thighs proving he’d allowed himself to be swept up into the vision of us.

Reaching low, grabbing a handful of Xavier’s hair, I controlled his bobbing head on that impressive cock, taking away their ultimate power. It felt divine and deliciously addictive.

The grand pillars of the National Gallery came into view. Trafalgar Square was opposite, its regal lion statues surrounding Nelson’s Column.

“Put me back in her,” demanded James.

I felt the fullness of him enter my pussy once more, making my limbs quiver. Xavier was now focusing his tongue on my swollen clit and I loved him for it.

James put a hand around my throat, holding my body captive. All I could do was stay still as James pounded into me with shocking speed while Xavier teased my pussy, interfering with my ability to breathe.

I let out a moan of joy when I saw Xavier pull out his rock-hard cock and begin stroking himself as he devoured my folds possessively. Then he slid his lips down to tease James’ balls once more, playing us one against the other.

The rapture is consuming us all.

With James thrusting into me from below and Xavier licking and flicking my clit expertly, my surroundings faded and I seemed to be floating, overwhelmed by pleasure. I was only vaguely aware of the erotic sounds we were making.

Xavier shot pearls of white over the three of us. My moans rose and mingled with their groans.

James grabbed my hair and turned my head, crushing his mouth to mine. My pouty lips widened to accept his tongue as he fucked me fervently, our mutual keening quieted by our kiss.

The Tesla left Buckingham Palace in our rearview.

“I want her,” breathed Xavier.

James lifted me off him. “Here, take your girl. Fuck her hard.”

“She’s our girl.” Xavier’s tongue ran along my inner high, lapping at the creamy silkiness he’d left there, his half-hooded eyes lusting for more. His cock grew hard again, ready for me.

“Yes,” James said softly. “Ours.”

I was on all fours now, being pounded from behind by Xavier, his hand reaching around to strum my clit as I knelt to draw James’ slick cock into my mouth. This was more than perfect, it was a union that had always been destined.

As the car hugged a tight turn, my body wracked with pleasure, the heart-stopping climax sweeping me away. Consumed by this frisson, I continued to lavish my affection on James.

Beholden to these remarkable men.Our decadent love-making was all we needed.

In my heart, I knew we’d find a way for us to be.

The three of us were perfect together.
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Dawn broke through the blinds and scattered light across the bedroom. I didn’t open my eyes. I was in bed with my beloved Xavier, and I wanted to hold onto this feeling of being nurtured.

There came an awareness of an ache between my thighs, a soreness reminding me of yesterday when I’d been taken hard in the back of a Tesla by two men with furious appetites for the wildest love-making. The self-driving car—with “special upgrades”—had carried us through the city while we’d done dirty things inside, as though our actions were perfectly normal for a Tuesday afternoon.

Afterwards, there had been time for mutual pampering, sharing hugs and kisses as we’d laughed all the way back to Primrose Hill.

For my part, it was mostly relief we’d not crashed the car. For Xavier, it seemed it was what his complex psyche had needed…being flanked by two lovers who could ease his existence.

As for James, his motives were still unknown. Yes, he’d hinted this was all for Xavier, but I sensed he was coming around to wanting more. I sensed he’d needed that mind-blowing threesome, and I’d loved seeing him relax—seeing glints of happiness find their way through the cracks of his steely shell.

My heart soared even now despite the risk of possible heartache, my feelings morphing from trepidation to contentment remembering each kiss and each caress.

With my eyes closed, I replayed my time at Parliament. In my mind I heard the conversation with James in the House of Lords and his haunting words. My eyelids fluttered in remembrance of what had followed in the House of Commons.

Stretching, I pried an eye open and glanced over at Xavier. He was wide awake and sitting up against the headboard, focusing on his Kindle.

He reached over and caressed my naked shoulder. “How are you feeling?”

“Pretty special, actually,” I replied, smiling. “What’s the time?”

“Only six. You can go back to sleep.”

I rolled over to rest my head on his lap. “How are you?”

“Great.” He played with my hair and it tickled my scalp.

“What are you reading?”

“Just jumping around the Internet.”

With a gentle tug I grabbed the end of his Kindle and turned it to face me.

“Chess?”

He gave a resigned nod.

I sat up. There was more going on in that beautiful head.

With a squeeze of his arm I asked, “Can you share what you’re thinking?”

“Not right now.”

“Is it what we did yesterday? Together?”

He raked his fingers through his hair. “Nothing to do with that.”

“Are you playing chess with an AI?”

“Maybe.”

“Yesterday…”

“I want to do it again.” He glanced at me. “How about you?”

“Only if it pleases you.”

“Emily,” he said, trying to force the truth from me.

“I’m going to hop in the shower.” I got out of bed and made my way into the bathroom, feeling the burn of his stare on my back.

I was reminded that he noticed everything…every flutter of an eyelid, every curl of a lip, every frown. Nothing was off limits. I was constantly being “scanned” by this man.

Luckily, I loved him, and part of me felt like he could see into my soul.

A few minutes later I was standing beneath the torrent of hot water, turning my attention on what might happen today. I’d missed a week of study at the Academy and was going to have to go back to class with some made up excuse. The thought made my stomach churn.

It wasn’t exactly my fault, though. James had prevented me from attending classes. As cruel as that was, it also meant I’d been able to hang out with the two of them, which brought its own privileges. Compared to my old life, when I was scrambling around for lost change in order to eat, this was preferable—though my life before all of this had seen me at my happiest. My dream was hanging on by a thread and it felt like a lifeline, no matter how tenuous.

Either way, I was going to have to play my violin later today—if for no other reason than to get my music fix.

I rummaged through the bag of toiletries on the counter. There were tampons, face wash, face cream—everything a girl could want while being held captive…but no deodorant.

Standing in the bathroom doorway wrapped in nothing but a towel, I called over to Xavier, who had popped in ear buds.

He saw me and eased a bud out.

“Can I use your deodorant?” I asked.

“You’ll smell like a man.”

“Don’t mind.” I’ll smell like you.

“You will when someone mentions it at the Academy.”

I brightened. “I can go in?”

“Don’t see why not.” He slid his finger along the screen of his Kindle. I assumed it was a chess piece he was maneuvering.

“Deodorant,” I reminded him.

“Down the hall. We should have everything you need in the last bedroom on the left. Your clothes are in there, too.”

I didn’t want to point out that this felt like a violation. Not yet, anyway.

Trudging down the hall, I tried to comprehend that this house could one day become mine. But I’d give it all up for reassurance that Xavier would always be in my life.

I felt myself relax for the first time since my world had been turned upside down and broken into a million pieces, scattered to the four corners of the earth.

With a nudge, I opened the last door on the right.

A blur of movement made me pause.

My vision adjusted to the dimness in the room and I saw a man lying in the bed in the corner. He had a gun pointed in my direction.

All the air left my lungs…

James sat up, bare-chested, and lowered the weapon. “Shit, Em. What the fuck?”

My heart hammered against my ribcage as I struggled to breathe.

“I’m sorry.” He gestured for me to come closer as he shoved the gun beneath his pillow. “You startled me. I was asleep.”

“Why do you have a gun here?”

He brushed a hand over his tired eyes, letting out a sigh of frustration. Then he glanced to the expensive watch on his wrist.

I swallowed hard. “It’s early.”

“Yes.”

“I should have knocked?”

“You should have.”

“Xavier told me my stuff’s in here.”

James blinked at me. “You turned left when you exited your bedroom.”

“Oh.”

He broke into a smile. “Climb in.”

“Where were you last night?”

“Working. I didn’t want to wake you.”

“I missed you.”

He patted the bed.

I let the towel slip from my body as I padded over to him.

He drank me in and then whipped up the sheet. “In. Now.”

I eased beneath the duvet and snuggled against his warm body, resting my head against his hairy chest.

“There you are,” he soothed. “Much better.”

I breathed in his heady cologne, my heart rate finally slowing.

He pressed his lips to my head. Maybe he was replaying our close call and needed a minute to recover, too.

“I’m okay,” I reassured him.

He exhaled slowly. “I keep it under my pillow.”

“Good to know. Um…why?”

“In case stray girls come looking for their panties,” he said sarcastically. “The threat is real, Em.”

I didn’t want to think about the danger. I stared into his dreamy chestnut eyes.

“Can I attend music school today? Any more time off and I could be in trouble.”

“Stay with us.”

Letting out a moan, I rested my cheek against his chest. “God, I want to.”

Then I remembered there was gun beneath the pillow. The thought that he might have to use it on someone made my skin crawl. My body stiffened against him.

He said softly, “I’ll have a car take you in and bring you home.”

“I can make my own way.”

“I’m the boss.”

“Yeah, I remember.”

“You did very well yesterday.”

“In Parliament?”

“Yes, in there, too.”

“The coffee room was the drop off point for your speeches?” Feeling intrigued, I recalled that young man handing the folder to the PM.

“Watching you orgasm in the House of Commons was a delight. Might add that to your job description.”

I ignored that. “Does the PM know you write the speeches?”

“Afterward…in the car with Xavier.” He shook his head as though remembering. “You are an exquisite gift.”

“You can tell me,” I insisted, refusing to abandon the subject.

“Everyone knows I write the speeches, yes.”

“The PM pretended he didn’t know you.”

“I get that a lot.”

“Do you ever talk to the President of the United States?”

“My little spy,” he teased.

“I forgot your folders, remember? I’d make a crappy spy.”

“Artists often do. We need scientists, mathematicians, techies—people who aren’t driven by their imagination but can act on it.”

“You knew those files would be picked up by a member of your team?”

He broke into a grin. “Sure you’re not a spy?”

“You’ve spied on my life. You probably know me better than I know myself.”

“You’re too extraordinary. Spies need to appear boring so they can remain invisible.”

“Xavier’s interesting… and so are you.”

“We’re not spies.”

“Then what are you?”

“Someone who pervades.” He smirked at that.

Oh, God, he was magnetic…so charmingly dashing it was hard to look away.

“To be honest, you’d be an asset,” he continued. “You’re obviously not a spy, so it’d be an ideal disguise.”

“Where did you go last night?”

“Whitehall. Made a decision. Gave an order. Came home.”

“Home?”

He caught himself and snapped his gaze to mine.

My toes curled. “Did you miss us?”

“More than you know.”

He sounded sincere. I rested my cheek on his chest, feeling the intensity of his closeness.

His fingers trailed through my hair. “Do you like the house?”

“Of course.” I raised my head to look at him. “Do you prefer your castle?”

His head crashed back on his pillow and he stared at the ceiling. “Anywhere you both are…”

“You like what we have?”

His lips quirked. “Don’t you?”

My fingertips trailed lazily along his chest and then ran over his firm abdomen, venturing lower.

“Careful, Em.”

“Because I’m not allowed to without Xavier?”

“It’s only fair.”

“What if I did this?” I reached low and teased his length with my palm. He grew hard against my hand as it glided up and down his fullness.

He grabbed my wrist.

“How about this?” I pulled away to kneel beside him on the bed, lowering my head and running my tongue along his erection. I let out an erotic moan as I rimmed his purple tip.

James grabbed a fistful of my hair and held me suspended above his cock, close enough to see the ridges and veins of his perfectly taut head.

“I’m a bad girl,” I whispered, licking my lips as I tried to get close.

He held me firmly, not letting me up and not letting me have what I wanted. What I needed.

Him.

Oh, to taste that silky skin stretched over his steeliness, his scent filling my senses and driving me wild.

“You are bad, aren’t you?” he said darkly. “You know what happens to naughty girls?”

“They get what they want?” I asked breathlessly.

With ease, James yanked me across his lap and his hand came down in a series of strikes on my bare ass. My skin burned as arousal flooded through me at this sensual attack. He caressed and pinched and squeezed and then spanked my hot flesh again. It felt raw and honest and, despite my squirming, I liked it.

His erection grew harder beneath me and the feel of it pressing against my stomach was intoxicating. I wriggled some more.

“Hold still.”

“Can’t.”

There, peeking out from beneath his pillow was the handle of his gun. James seemed to notice me staring at it.

He pulled me off his lap and I lay beside him. “You liked that?”

I let out a moan and pressed my mouth to his chest, feeling the burn worsen.

Rolling on top of me, he grabbed my wrists and raised them above my head, pinning them against the mattress. A shudder ran through me at the pressure of his weight, his firm chest on mine. My nipples beaded beneath his hardness and my thighs parted. I wrapped my legs around his waist.

“Caught you,” I said triumphantly.

Surprise flashed across his face. “Why must you be so beguiling?”

“Why must you be so dominating?”

“This is nothing compared to what I want to do to you.”

I let out a provocative moan.

He stared down at me. “Owning you is a privilege I accept.”

I felt the wetness between my thighs and shuddered at the promise of pleasure.

“Show me how to make you happy,” I whispered.

His eyelids squeezed shut as he pressed his hips against mine. Then he drew his cock along my wet folds and ground his pelvis in a circle.

“Yes,” I said. “I need this.”

“You know what I want?”

“Tell me.” I’ll give you anything.

His expression showed he was mulling over a decision. “Coffee.”

James climbed off the bed.

The loss of his weight and warmth felt shocking.

I stared after him as he strolled across the room and entered the bathroom, shutting the door behind him.

“Dark roast,” he called through the bathroom door. “Go make it, please.”

I heard the sound of the shower coming on, and then water splashing.

Sliding out of bed, I shivered as the chilly air hit my naked body. Moving silently across the room, I paused to pick up my discarded towel as I headed for the bedroom door.

And then I remembered the gun.
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The gun felt heavy in my palm.

Turning it, I wrapped my fingers around the grip and raised it to peer through the sight. I wondered if he used a silencer.

James Ballad was above the law. That much was true.

But he was also just a man. A man who’d had his life torn apart when his wife was murdered. A man who had dedicated himself to making the world a better place—in his mind, anyway.

And God, he was devastatingly alluring.

Here he was in this small house—small by his standards—in Primrose Hill, a man whose authority reached the upper echelons of our government. A man who kept a weapon beneath his pillow.

I wondered if Xavier knew about it.

Examining the hard metal, I ran a finger along the barrel. It was beautiful and deadly at the same time…so very Ballad.

James called through the closed door. “Put the gun back were you found it, Emily.”

I shoved it beneath the pillow.

“No sugar in my coffee,” he added. “I like it strong.”

Make your own fucking coffee.

I was an open book. He, however, was uncharted territory. Of course, I knew his Navy background had contributed to his love of adventure, a need to explore, and a willingness to risk his life. And there was so much more to discover.

With a turn of the handle, I eased open the bathroom door.

I shouldn’t have.

It would’ve been wiser to go downstairs and brew some dark roast in that posh Keurig. But there was something compelling about him. And having James on top of me had stirred an arousal I couldn’t shake.

Still, I had an agenda, and nothing was going to stop me.

I stood before the shower—his shower—staring through the glass at this naked and very soaped-up Royal Highness. Streams of water drenched his dark hair and splattered over his face as he tipped his chin into the stream, the downpour striking his ripped torso and splashing over his taut thighs and pert ass—the same one I liked to squeeze and dig my fingernails into.

He noticed my presence, and wiped his eyes so he could see me better.

Moving closer, I dropped my towel and pressed my palms to the glass.

My eyes swept over his erection, full and long, and I felt a swell of pride that he was hard because of me.

The only words that slipped from my lips were honest ones. “I want to watch.”

Conflicting emotions flashed across his face and perhaps he, too, was considering if watching could be construed as intimacy.He turned his body to face mine, his intense focus making the atmosphere thick and erotic, like molecules were shifting and dancing around us, joining us together.

All I could do was press my forehead and both hands to the glass. Despite my nakedness, I had lost all feelings of self-consciousness. With him all barriers dissolved.

He pressed his forehead against the glass, his eyes staring down into mine. James wrapped his hand around his shaft. He slowly began to stroke himself, soon quickening the pace, and I watched his erection grow in size.

His dazzling dark eyes watched me watching him.

James was all hard muscle wrapped in sophisticated, devastating allure. My mind flipped back to the moment I’d first seen him. I’d looked away because his refined beauty had been blinding.

Now, I couldn’t look away.

It was impossible not to be captivated by his erotic expression as he brought himself closer to the edge.

His long groan echoed within the four walls of his shower, and I felt the distance that kept us apart. I desperately wanted to wrap my hand around the hard length of him and ease his strain as his hips rocked. I wanted the chance to feel the warmth of those silver steaks as they became glistening ribbons.

I loved the way his lips pouted, the way his rigid body rode out the bliss with shudders…the way his eyes rose to meet mine as though to say it’s because of you.

Because of you…

Our hands mirrored each other’s on the glass—pressed together to keep a connection as though neither of us could bear it to end. Neither of us was willing to break this heady spell.

“You shouldn’t be in here,” he said softly.

Blinking, as though awaking from a dream, I stumbled out, grabbing my towel on the way. I hurried down the hallway and entered the room I should have chosen.

I found my clothes and more toiletries and shoes and all the things I would ever need. And all of them had been brought here by James, I just knew it. Some were new, some from my old life, and the thought that he’d touched these things sent a wave of excitement through me. The way everything was hung or folded or tucked away in the chest of drawers showed Ballad’s touch.

Thinking quickly—though not clearly—I slid into my underwear. My mind was still in James’ bathroom, replaying that sensual scene over and over. I chose my old jeans, pulling them off a hanger, along with a satin shirt. That long cardigan would give me the artsy bohemian look I craved because it was from my old life, the one where I had some say.

Though crave was now a word reserved for the way I felt about Ballad.

Heading downstairs, I gripped the banister. Perhaps one day I’d know every creak on every step and every inch of every room. In a daze, I made it to the kitchen.

I understood now…

I finally realized why Xavier had done what he had to get this man back in his life in this intimate way, why he’d blackmailed him. All because James’ love had been denied, and for Xavier, it might as well have been oxygen James was holding hostage.

Moving swiftly, I placed a filter into the coffee maker, and then found three mugs, the milk and the sugar, all those movements helping me keep my mind busy…

Arms came around my waist.

I turned, peering up to see Xavier towering over me. He was my port in the storm. My one true love.

But was I his?

He looked fresh and gorgeous and as complicated as he always did. This morning he’d dressed down in jeans and a jumper, which he wore over a white shirt to round out his casual style.

Reaching up to cup his face, I gave him my forgiveness. I bestowed upon him absolution for his past, forgiving him for returning to James—and for taking me to that castle in the middle of nowhere, and for everything that transpired within its ancient walls. And I also forgave him for this…a continued unknown.

Because I truly got it now…more clearly than I ever had.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Just making coffee.” Because it didn’t feel right to tell him I was shaken from bathing in his friend’s aura.

The delicious aroma of dark roast and vanilla filled the room.

Xavier’s attention drifted to the door.

We watched James stroll toward us. In contrast, he was wearing a white shirt and a waistcoat and jeans. He hadn’t shaved that stern jaw. He seemed to be going as an alternate version of himself, oozing a devilish suaveness.

“What?” He noted our stares as he stopped at the kitchen table.

Surely he knew how devastating he was? How that swagger and decadent smile made time stand still.

“Nice waistcoat,” said Xavier.

James gave him a look of disinterest.

“I’ll make toast.” Xavier got to work preparing breakfast.

I poured us all a coffee and handed them out. When my hand reached James’, it trembled, and I hoped he’d not caught it as the mug was passed to him.

James accepted his drink with a nod of thanks and sat down at the kitchen table.

I, the moth, had flown directly into the flame unknowingly. I stared at him and he offered me a smile. I could tell it was meant to reassure me that what had happened in his shower was no cause for guilt. Not for him, anyway.

A chill ran through me as I noticed that Xavier had been watching the two of us. My heart rate sped up as I wondered if he’d caught that special moment. The one that revealed I’d walked into the wrong damn room this morning.

After joining James at the table, I played with the Special K in my bowl. Xavier remained standing as he ate his muesli while running his thumb across the screen of his Smartphone. It made me wonder if that chess game was still going on.

James bit down on a slice of buttered toast covered in Marmite and then took a sip of coffee and gestured for us to join him.

The silence was awkward.

From James’ wink my way, I could tell he felt it, too.

Xavier didn’t move. “How can you eat that?”

James paused mid-bite. “Marmite?”

“Yeah.”

James bit off a corner and then slipped into a cute smile. “An acquired taste.”

“Your tastes are unusual,” chided Xavier.

“As are yours,” James quipped.

“I would say you’re looking awfully dapper today, but I’m sure you’re aware.”

“Did you get out of the wrong side of the bed this morning?” asked James.

“Why?”

“No reason.”

Xavier grinned. “Do your Jamaican accent for Emily.”

“Playing games so early?”

“You love games…”

“Did you live in Jamaica?” I asked.

James ignored me.

“You’re both so serious this morning.” Xavier bit his lip. “What brought this on?”

James nodded at his phone. “How’s the weather?”

Xavier looked at the screen. “The usual.”

“Do I need an umbrella?”

Xavier gave a shrug.

James leaned back. “I miss my London Times.”

“Read it on your phone.”

“Not the same.”

Xavier’s gaze rose to meet mine briefly before once more landing on James.

“What happened this morning between you both?” he asked.

My cheeks burned as I watched them parley.

James studied him. “Any more coffee left?”

“Come here,” Xavier said to me.

My chair scraped the floor as I stood. “I’m looking forward to going into the Academy today.”

Xavier grabbed my mug from me and placed it near the sink. Then his large hands gripped my shoulders and he pushed me back against the counter. He peered into my eyes to assess my reaction.

“What?” I whispered.

“I’m trying to work out what happened this morning.”

James set his mug down. “She needs to get ready for school.”

Xavier’s steely glare fixed on me. “Something scared you.”

I swallowed hard.

“What happened, Em?”

“She came into my bedroom,” admitted James. “She got turned around.”

Xavier arched a curious brow.

James let out a sigh. “I was going to tell you.”

His chin raised in suspicion. “Confess your sins.”

“Don’t,” snapped James.

“I gave you permission to finger-fuck at will.” Xavier glared at him. “That’s it.”

My breath left me, and I looked from one man to the other, struck silent by the tension coming alive, turning into something more between them.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

Xavier smirked. “Guilty.”

James sipped his coffee. “No need to be jealous.”

Jealous of whom, though? My thoughts raged with this question.

James reassured him. “It was quick and unimaginative.”

With wide eyes, my mind contradicted this as the scene played out in my memory of that beautiful man in the shower, all ripped and gorgeous and coming in his clenched fist.

Xavier caught every flicker of an eyelid, every dilation of a pupil, every quirk of a lip.

“I shouldn’t have followed him in there,” I stuttered. “His bathroom.”

“That’s why we’re in this place,” Xavier soothed. “To bond.”

“I just looked.”

“At what?” He furrowed his brow. “What scared you?”

James pushed his plate away. “I pointed my gun at her.”

Xavier flinched. “You pointed your fucking Glock at my girlfriend?”

“Obviously, I didn’t know it was her.”

Anger blazed in Xavier’s eyes. “Be. More. Careful.”

James took a swig of his coffee, dragging out the tension.

“And after that you did something sexual?” snapped Xavier. “Seriously? While she was feeling vulnerable?”

“Stop judging me.”

“Let me clarify what I’m picking up,” snapped Xavier. “To make up for almost shooting Em, you displayed your dick in the shower?”

“Yes, I shower naked.”

Xavier blinked at him. “You jerked off in front her.” It wasn’t a question.

Jesus, how did he do that?

“We had a moment,” admitted James.

Xavier slid into a devilish grin. “Has she melted your black heart, Ballad?”

“And your point is?” snapped James.

“Wish I could have been there,” said Xavier with a wry smile. “I wouldn’t have let you spill a drop.”

James finished off his coffee and set the mug down. “Em, what time do you need the car?”

“Eight, please.”

James nodded. “I’ll tell the driver to be ready.” He looked at Xavier. “Give Emily her new phone. Our numbers are in it, Em. Call anytime. For anything.”

I felt a great rush of relief that I was getting a phone.

“Whenever you’re ready.” James raised a finger in the air as he walked toward the door.

“I’m not going in,” Xavier called after him.

He paused but didn’t turn.

“I want a day off,” added Xavier.

“Very well. Plans?”

“Haven’t decided.”

James looked back at him over his shoulder. “Escort Emily in and then go do something fun.”

“Don’t patronize me.”

James pivoted to face him. “Want to talk about it?”

Xavier’s stare snapped to his phone and at that moment I realized he was reacting to something he’d seen on there.

“Get your fucking AI off my back,” said Ballad.

Xavier gave him a thin smile. “I’ll meet you later to brief you on what I know.”

“And what’s that?”

“What you’re plotting, Ballad.” Xavier smirked. “You need me to sign off on it.”

“Actually, I don’t.” James flashed him a smug smile. “You left your queen exposed. You know better.”

“Thought we agreed there’d be no games.”

“Good, then. Glad we go that cleared up.”

“Wait.” Xavier walked over to the kitchen table and reached for James’ mug. He carried it over to the counter and poured fresh coffee into it, then closed the gap between them and handed it back.

James wrapped his fingers around the mug. “If this is a peace offering, it’s accepted.”

“It is.”

“Much better attitude.”

“See you later then.”

Ballad’s eyelids became heavy as though affected by his words. “I look forward to it. Keep me abreast of your movements.” James looked at me. “Emily, no straying from the Academy. You go in and then come home.”

“I don’t want to be followed,” I said.

“That’s a shame, Em. Have fun.”

James seemed to be considering what else to say, but then spun around and left.

“What’s wrong?” I asked Xavier quietly.

He was staring at the spot where James had stood seconds before. “He spies on me. I spy on him.”

My face blanched. “Why?”

“We’ve got each other’s back.”

“And?”

Xavier broke into a smile. “We’re just watching out for each other. That’s all.”

“Is everything all right between you?”

Xavier raked his fingers through his hair. “What did he say to you in the House of Commons?”

“Why?”

“You were rattled when you got in the car, yesterday.”

“He controls the government. It’s mind-blowing. He didn’t want me to talk about it in the open. He got all controlling and bossy.”

He waved that off. “Before that?”

I swallowed, not liking the bitter aftertaste of the coffee. “He gave this long speech about how…”

“Say it.”

“He might find me of use?” I said softly.

“Those were his words?”

“Yes.”

Xavier rubbed his eyes in frustration.

“Do you regret this?” I asked.

“No. It’s just…there are always consequences with him.”

“That’s what he told me.”

“He hasn’t shown you how possessive he can be. Not even close.”

“He’s like that with you?”

He shook his head. “I’ve done worse.”

Was he referring to running from James and living with me? From the way Xavier shook himself out of his daydream, I felt this was the only conclusion. But James had hunted down Xavier until he was back under his command, so they were both guilty for their freefall into chaos.

“Your relationship with him is complicated,” I whispered.

“He owns my soul, Em. Sure you want that?”

“What should I do?”

“Ballad’s falling for you.” He gave me a rueful smile. “Use that to your advantage.”

“You love him,” I said.

“Fervently.”

“Has something changed between you both?”

He pulled me into a hug. “We’re wrong and yet so fucking right. You’ve merely glanced at the black star that is Ballad. I’m inside it.”

And once you were caught in the gravitational force of a black hole, there was no escape.

Xavier looked down at me. “He’s gotten to you.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I recognize that look in your eyes. Same one I had after I met him.”

“Does it bother you?”

“I’m hiding you beneath his wings, Em. Safest place.”

“I’m sorry about the shower thing,” I whispered.

Shame scorched my cheeks.

His hands wrapped around my waist and he lifted me up onto the countertop, his fingers working the zipper of my jeans.

I stared at him. “What are you doing?”

“You’re going to talk while I go down on you.”

“About what?”

“What happened in his bathroom…tell me everything in precise detail. Leave nothing out.”

“You mean…”

“Describe how he looked. What you saw him do.” He yanked my jeans off and dropped them on the floor. “And I’ll do this.”

He slid my panties down.
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It was good to be back in class at the Royal Academy of Music. The familiar presence of my classmates had restored some normality to my life.

I sat clutching the Strad to my chest like it was a baby, trying my best to concentrate on the class. It was like trying to traverse two worlds—one with two men who consumed my every waking thought, and this, my old life of lessons, practice, and big dreams for a future in music.

I felt caught between these two worlds.

Stifling a yawn, I returned my attention to our instructor.

“Am I boring you, Ms. Rampling?” said Charles Penn-Rhodes, a retired orchestra conductor out of Vienna whose accent was as thick as his round-rimmed glasses.

Cringing, I said, “Sorry.”

Salme raised her hand. “We strive for perfection,” she answered his question brightly. “We become the violin.”

Penn-Rhodes awarded her a smile. “In the beginning, we must be prepared to fail. With failure comes learning. It’s only with constant practice that you can become a maestro.”

Salme Baker came from royal orchestra stock. Her mom was a senior cellist in the London Symphony Orchestra and that meant she had the advantage over us lesser mortals—not to mention owning a multi-million pound violin. She played well and I didn’t begrudge her that. It was the fact she’d taken a dislike to me for no obvious reason.

But today, my wielding a Stradivarius made me a worthy opponent.

“Ms. Baker, play without worrying about perfection,” said Charles. “Don’t try. Do.”

Salme rose to her feet with the grace of a dancer.

With her bow raised and her chin high she swayed to the music as the beautiful strains of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s “Concerto No. 3” filled the room. I imagined that’s how Mozart had imagined it being performed when he’d scribed those notes on parchment, proof to the ear she played exquisitely. If this was meant to represent her not trying, she’d just been anointed star pupil.

Charles had influence at the London Symphony Orchestra, the kind of pull that made us all sit up when he walked in. His assignments were taken seriously by students who wanted to make a name for themselves.

I’d just committed professional suicide when I’d stifled that yawn. I muttered a self-scathing remark under my breath and then realized everyone was looking at me.

“If you think you can do better,” chided Penn-Rhodes.

“No, I was…somewhere else.” That sounded just as bad.

“Up you get,” he invited me to play with a sweep of his chubby arm.

I pushed to my feet and hurried into the center of the room, waiting for permission to begin.

“Emily.” Charles raised his hand to stay me. “Let’s try something else.”

My gut clenched with tension at the unfairness of him favoring her. Something told me I was about to endure a humiliating test.

A test. Unlike the one James had given me in the House of Commons…

“Emily, focus, please.” Penn-Rhodes gave a nod. “Show us how you scale without obvious change in the note.” He bowed respectfully. “Let’s not shame that Stradivarius.”

The look on his face was pure speculation, a silent question as to how I’d gotten hold of this instrument.

Positioning my chin on the rest, fighting a case of nerves and feeling self-consciousness mixed with doubt, I slid my bow across the strings and produced an A-major 3-octave.

“Again, please.” Penn-Rhodes shook his head. “This is your time to impress, Emily.”

Was that a hint he’d put a good word in for me at the orchestra?

Salme was tapping her foot and it was an off-tempo rhythm. I pivoted away to avoid being put off.

“Face this way, please,” said Penn-Rhodes. “Eyes open.”

This meant Salme and her tapping foot was directly in my line of sight. I raised my violin again and repeated the single-note scales and arpeggios and increased the tempo.

Penn-Rhodes raised a hand to stop me.

Laughter rose from the class.

“Again, please,” he demanded. “Trust your violin. It knows more than you.”

The rest of the day went the same way—in each class I felt progressively off-kilter. Perhaps I’d fooled myself into thinking I had any talent at all.

I finally headed out of the Academy, my violin case feeling heavier.

The weight of defeat?

Farther down the pavement, I saw Salme chatting with a group of friends. I had to walk past them to get to the waiting SUV—the one with the bodyguard waiting beside it. He wasn’t the same driver who’d brought me here, which caused me to feel uneasy.

Swallowing my pride, I put my head down and hoped Salme wouldn’t see me.

“Hey, Emily,” she called after me.

“You played great today.” I tried appeasing her.

“Where have you been?”

I was surprised she’d noticed my absence. “Just…around.”

“I think you might need to give up the Strad.” She glanced at the SUV. “It’s not working for you.”

“Excuse me?”

“Your violin is pushing back.” She smirked. “It’s alive, you know, and it senses the person playing doesn’t deserve it. It’s a bit like a horse. It knows when the rider is scared.”

I’d find my stride again.

She raised an envelope in her hand. “Did you get one?”

I blinked at her and stared at the embossed envelope. “What is it?”

The waver in my voice made her smile.

“Penn-Rhodes’ top students have been invited to play at the Russian Embassy. We’ve been chosen to entertain a visiting dignitary.” She stepped forward. “Peramivir will be there.”

“Who?”

“The Russian Ambassador.”She beamed with pride. “You didn’t get one?”

“When is it?”

“Tomorrow night.”

Taking in their faces one by one, I could see they were enjoying this. These were the elite students who’d been bestowed with the honor of performing at the highest level. Each of them held the same envelope.

“Congrats.” I tried not to let my mortification show.

“Another VIP is going to be there.” She combed her thin fingers through her dark hair.

“Who?”

She glanced at her friends, amused.

“Ms. Rampling,” the bodyguard called over. “We have an appointment.”

Salme studied the man and then the car. “Looks like you got yourself a sugar daddy. Is he the one who gave you the Strad?”

“What?”

She burst into laughter. “Someone paying your rent?”

My face flushed brightly, which let everyone know she was close to the truth.

Except it was two men, not one, and they were far from her description. Of course, I’d never be able to say anything about them. That was the rule.

I couldn’t think of a clever retort. “I have to go,” I said, as I headed for the car.

“What happened to your other violin?” she called after me.

I turned to look at her. “Why?”

“You might want to play that one instead.” She pointed at my case. “Give someone with talent the chance to do it justice. It’s wasted on you.”

Her friends laughed.

A rush of humiliation mixed with doubt nearly overwhelmed me. Closing my eyes for a second, I thought of Xavier. The memory of his love calmed me like a warm embrace. She couldn’t touch me now…no one could.

“Good luck for tomorrow,” I told them.

With confident strides, I hurried over to the driver. He opened the rear passenger door and I leaped in. The vehicle was different from the one that had driven me here. It made me wonder if James had a car park full of them.

I pulled my seatbelt on.

The driver turned to look at me. “Do you know him, ma’am?”

“Who?”

There was a rap on the window.

Penn-Rhodes was standing there signaling to get my attention. A jolt of hopeful uncertainty tore through me. I reached for the button and nothing happened. “Can you lower the window, please? That’s my tutor.”

The glass came down.

I knew immediately what Penn-Rhodes was holding in his hand as he passed it through. “I get to go to the Embassy?”

“You know about it?” he asked.

“Salme told me she’s going.”

“I was looking for you.” He glanced inside the car. “This is nice.”

I took the envelope. “Thank you.”

He pointed a finger at me. “Play your heart out tomorrow.”

“I will. I’m sorry about today.”

“Not everyone can access their heart like you, Emily. That’s a gift. The world makes accessing our soul that much harder. Don’t let it change you. You’ll soon be leaving us, and I wanted to say that, at least.”

That was the first time he’d addressed me by my first name.

“Thank you so much.”

As he headed back into the Academy, the car window wound its way up. We took off into traffic. It filled my heart with happiness to know that a musician as prestigious as Penn-Rhodes considered me worthy of playing at such an event.

“I have to make a call, ma’am,” said the driver, holding my gaze in the rearview.

I felt terrible I’d not asked his name. The screen between us came up before I had the chance, hiding him from view. I made a mental note to ask him as soon as he lowered it.

Peeling open the envelope, I read the gold embossed invitation stamped with the white, blue and red of the Russian flag. The invitation included the dress code required—black-tie for the men and evening gowns for the women. We were expected at seven P.M. and scheduled to perform an hour later. Leaving us all enough time to make it through security and get set up.

This would be my moment to shine.

In the envelope was a list of music Penn-Rhodes had chosen for us to play. I’d have plenty of time to rehearse these. Salme was probably heading home to an evening of practice, ready to get ahead of us all.

I noticed the driver had turned the wrong way. Instead of choosing Prince Albert Road, the car was driving through Marylebone and heading in the opposite direction, away from Primrose Hill.

I rapped on the glass. “Excuse me, we’re going in the wrong direction.”

Primrose Hill was only ten minutes from the Academy—a thoughtful touch by James to have me so close. He’d not mentioned us meeting anywhere else later today, though. In fact he’d told me to come straight home.

The glass remained between us as we picked up speed, swerving past Bond Street. Selfridges passed by in a blur on our right. Panic-stricken, I reached into my handbag and pulled out my phone, turning it back on.

The screen took forever to appear. I tapped James’ number and put the phone to my ear.

My heart pounded against my ribs as it rang and rang.

“Ballad,” he answered sharply.

“It’s me,” I said quickly.

The call dropped.

My fingers tightened around the phone as I went to redial. The car came to a jolting stop and I looked out, recognizing nothing.
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The car door flew open and I saw a young man standing on the pavement looking in at me. His Middle Eastern features reflected a sharp intellect.

He made a sweeping gesture, inviting me to climb out of the vehicle. “This way, Ms. Kingston.”

I wasn’t moving. “Where are we?”

“Mayfair. You’re joining Sir Ballad.”

“He’s here?”

The young man glanced behind him.

Leaning low, I tried to look beyond him and peer through the Park Room Restaurant’s window, but I couldn’t see James.

“I’m Akmal,” the man said, making eye contact with me. “Nice to meet you.”

With a shaky hand, I grabbed my violin and then let him assist me out of the SUV, all the while glancing around at the passers-by as though they could help.

He eyed the violin. “You can leave that with me,” he said.

I clutched my case tighter and shook my head. “I’ll hold onto it.”

No way was I giving a stranger my Strad.

He shut the door behind me with a slam and gave a wave to the chauffeur.

“How was the drive?” he asked.

Terrifying.

“Fine.”

The concierge opened the door to the restaurant for us and Akmal motioned for me to go on ahead. I walked in carefully, eyeing the other diners.

We were led down a narrow hallway. I stopped suddenly when I saw a bodyguard positioned in front of one of the doors, that telltale wire spiraling from his earpiece.

“She’s with Ballad,” Akmal told him.

“They’re expecting her?” asked the guard.

“Yes.”

“Open the case, please,” the guard demanded.

I laid it on a nearby table and reached for the catches, flicking them open while thinking of different scenarios. No way would James allow any harm to come to me. He’d seemingly made every provision. I took a calming breath.

“Slowly, please.” The guard stepped forward to watch me open the case. “Take it out.”

I did as he ordered, gently easing the violin out, and then flashing a wary glance at Akmal.

“Protocol,” he reassured me.

I wondered who else this man was guarding in that room and a shudder of nervous excitement slithered up my spine. I couldn’t wait to see Xavier. Hopefully it was him.

“It’s fragile,” I told the guard as he took the violin from me.

He held it up to the light. “Looks old.”

“As in two centuries…”

“Whoa,” said Akmal. “Careful.”

With a nod I was handed my instrument back and I re-secured it in the case.

The guard opened the door for us and Akmal escorted me in.

James sat at a corner table. He was still in that waistcoat and jeans and his hair was playfully ruffled in an attempt to look less intimidating. It didn’t work. He still oozed a deadly suaveness.

He was accompanied by a sophisticated looking blonde in her forties. She looked familiar and I tried to recall where I’d seen her. My heart sank a little when I saw Xavier wasn’t with them.

The room was classically designed in a minimalist style, with hardwood floors and black and white prints of London’s landmarks. There was only one dining table. It was a discreet setting in the heart of Mayfair for private functions and meetings.

James stood and pulled out a chair for me, then took my violin case and placed it on the seat beside mine. “Ms. Kingston,” he said warmly. “How was your day?”

“Fine, thank you.”

We both sat and it felt reassuring to be close to him again.

James smiled. “Allow me to introduce Ms. Kingston.” He studied my face for a few moments and then gestured towards the woman. “The Right Honorable Agatha Parish.”

“Nice to meet you.” I reached over and shook her hand.

I recognized her now. Agatha was a senior member of the government, a woman who frequently held court with the press announcing her doom and gloom policies on behalf of the Prime Minister.

Her stare grew cold as she clutched my hand for the longest time, assessing me.

“It was good to see you again,” James told her.

She finally released me and leaned back in her chair.

“Home Secretary,” said Akmal, “I’ll see you out.”

She offered him a strained smile and then turned her attention back on me.

“Didn’t catch your first name?”

Ballad pushed to his feet. “Have a safe trip to Chequers Court.”

She’d be heading to the Prime Minister’s country estate, I knew that much. It was where he got to relax, and only the top members of the cabinet had the privilege of knowing what went on there. This included Ballad, apparently.

“Thank you, I’m quite looking forward to it.” She rose elegantly and reached for a large red case embossed with a royal crown and the initials E.R. beneath it. Her intense stare landed on my violin case. “You play?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said respectfully.

Her lips formed a slow smile. “Ballad, you’ve been keeping this jewel locked away.”

“You have no idea.” He winked at me.

“Now, regarding the matter at hand,” she said, her expression stern, “the Prime Minister—”

James interrupted her with a confident wave. “Inform Charles nothing has changed. War is off the table—”

“But the speech—”

“He’ll appear to be the reasoned one. Let the United States carry this. They owe us.”

“You’re making a mistake,” she chided.

“I’m fully aware that you have your sights set on becoming PM.”

“A rumor.”

“You’re a hawk, Agatha. Some would call you bloodthirsty.”

“I’m merely putting the country first.”

“I suggest you visit the countries where you want to send more troops. Check out all the amputees. Then move on to the graves at home.”

“Don’t be crass.”

“Don’t throw away lives for political gain.”

“You’re no saint, Ballad.”

“That’s the most insightful statement you’ve made.”

Agatha sighed and sent a condescending glance my way. “She’s very young, James. Doesn’t she bore you?”

My forearms prickled in response.

He arched a brow. “Look at her one more time in that manner, Home Secretary, and you’ll be serving your country from Siberia.”

“Well, I must admit,” she said, her tone softening, “she is quite lovely.”

He gave a nod. “I’m grateful for that change of attitude. Please give Charles my regards.”

She walked away in a cloud of expensive perfume, glancing back nervously as Akmal led her out and closed the door behind them.

James turned in his chair to face me. “Wine?”

“Yes, please.”

He signaled the waiter. The bottle was ordered and the table was cleared.

“She looked like she was scared of you,” I said. “The Home Secretary.”

“That’s because I can have her on a plane to Siberia tonight if she crosses me again.”

“Oh, the heady power.” I gave him a cheesy grin.

James grinned back at me as a bottle of wine was delivered to us.

“We’re having dinner later,” he said. “But I can order you an appetizer if you like.”

“No, thank you.” I rubbed my stomach to ease the ache.

“I would have shared with the Home Secretary that you’re the most exhilarating woman I’ve ever met, but I didn’t want to stir up any more intrigue.”

That made me breathless. “Of course.”

James pulled his napkin off the table. “How was your day?”

“Fine.” I looked toward the door where the Home Secretary had exited. “What was your meeting about? Was it to discuss a possible war?”

He flashed me a mega-watt smile.

I flashed one back as he poured the golden wine into our glasses.

“You’re here to clean my palate.” Seeing my confusion, he added, “I need to cleanse myself of the bitterness of politics and have my fill of something pure.”

“I’m flattered.”

He studied my face and then leaned back. “Did something happen today?”

The car ride had rattled me, but I chose not to tell him that. Instead, I used his conversation with the Home Secretary to segue into mine. “So, sending her to Russia would be bad?”

“The KGB are still a thing.”

“Is it okay to talk?” I arched a brow, glancing around the room.

“Yes, this place was swept for bugs. The location was chosen spontaneously so there would be no time to plan something nefarious.”

“Good to know.”

“What’s up?”

“What are your thoughts on Russians who are on our home soil?” I went for it.“As in the Russian Embassy?”

“Are you fucking joking?”

“No, why would I be?”

He waved a hand in the air. “The Russians have a thing for poisoning operatives…ours and theirs.”

I frowned. “Which is bad, obviously.”

“They’ve also developed a tsunami bomb. The last thing Europe needs is a thousand-foot high wave coming at it. One could go as far as to say they’re the biggest threat to national security. But I’m sure you’re aware of this from the news?”

“Uh, sure.” I decided to change the subject. “So, is Xavier joining us?”

“Yes. He has a surprise for you. In the meantime, I thought I’d get a read on how you’re doing?”

“Without Xavier here?”

“Yes, no pressure.”

He continued to stare at me, so I added, “I’m still getting used to everything…the idea of living in Primrose Hill.” I smiled. “It’s close to the Academy, which works out great for the commute.” I could be there and home in a heartbeat—back with my boys.

James straightened in his chair. “How does it suit you? Us all being there?”

I grinned. “It suits me fine.”

He was trying to read me. “You’re okay with me staying there with you?”

“Yes.” I reached over and placed my hand on his. “More than anything.”

“I’m glad.” His smile faded and he pulled his hand away. “You were given an envelope by one of your instructors. What was in it?”

I raised my hand defensively. “I was going to tell you.Actually, it was the only good thing that happened today.” I took a sip of wine.

“Tell me more,” he said.

“I’m not sure about…” I shook my head, trying to find the right words. “There’s a student in my class and she plays beautifully.”

“Same instrument?”

“Yes.” I glanced at my violin case. “Her name’s Salme. She has no self-doubt at all. She’s confident and is never scared of performing and she has no flaws.”

“That’s a flaw, Emily.”

I let out a sigh. “I just wish I had her balls.”

“You question yourself? Your talent? Your ability to play at the top of your league?”

“Constantly.”

“Keep on doubting and questioning yourself. That way you’ll always be evolving and striving to be your best.” Seeing my skeptical expression, he added, “You’re in great company. Extraordinary artists who doubted themselves in the past were Raphael, Rembrandt, and even Leonardo da Vinci.” He drew in a dramatic breath. “Even Pulitzer Prize-winning author John Steinbeck was plagued with self-doubt.”

“But—”

“No buts. Don’t change. Be you. For goodness sake, Em, when God made you, he dropped the mic.”

I let out a laugh and clapped my hand over my mouth.

Oh, the way he spoke, so poetic and masterful and seductive. It was all I could do to sit here sipping chardonnay and not throw myself at him.

“Feel better?” he asked.

“Much.”

It made him smile. “Salme’s going to trip on her sense of greatness. She’s stunted and will never evolve because in her mind she’s perfect. And perfection is an illusion.”

Wait.

Was that why Penn-Rhodes had asked her to play without chasing perfection today, because he’d detected this? I had to wonder what he heard with a maestro’s ear when she played.

“The envelope, please.” James held out his hand.

I reached into my handbag and rifled around. “You won’t like it.”

“You have no idea how many times I hear that each day.”

I pulled out the envelope and handed it to him. “Say I can go.”

His brow furrowed.

“It’s important. It pertains to my career.”

James opened the envelope and used his napkin to pull out the card. “From Penn-Rhodes?”

“You know him?”

He read the invitation and then used his right hand to pick up his phone, lifting it to his ear. “Akmal, I need to see you.”

Akmal entered the room immediately and strode over to our table. “Yes, sir?”

Still using the napkin, James slid the invitation back into the envelope and handed it to him. He obviously didn’t want his prints getting on it—or perhaps he didn’t want to smudge the ones already there.

“Usual protocol, sir?” asked Akmal.

James nodded.

I shot to my feet. “Where are you taking it?” Panic had my stomach tied in knots. “I need it to get into the embassy tomorrow night.”

Akmal walked off with it.

“Sit down, please.” The order came swiftly from Ballad.

Plopping down with a huff, I said, “If I don’t go it’ll look strange. Penn-Rhodes will be there. He has contacts at the orchestra. He can put in a good word for me.”

“That location is out of bounds, Em.” James shook his head. “What part of ‘thousand-foot high wave’ don’t you understand?”

“No one there will know about us.”

James’ gaze snapped to the door. “Xavier, great timing.”

Xavier strode in confidently with fresh-faced brightness. His sexy ripped jeans and blue jumper giving him a friendlier, more causal air than Mr. Serious, here.

Xavier greeted me by kissing my cheek and then moved over to pat James on the back.

“I got invited to the Russian Embassy,” I bit out. “I have to go.”

“You don’t have to do anything,” said James.

“This is my career.”

“Let me look into it.” Xavier stood next to me and consulted his phone. “Hmm… interesting.”

We both studied him, intrigued.

Xavier glanced at James. “Peramivir is an hour away from arriving at Heathrow.”

Slowly, Ballad pushed to his feet. “His embassy didn’t notify us of an official visit.”

Xavier nodded. “He’ll regret that when the home office doesn’t provide the level of security he needs.”

“Well, he has his beloved KGB with him, right?” But what the hell did I know about such things…

Both Xavier and Ballad turned to stare at me as though I’d misspoken—as though those very words had set off a landmine. Then Ballad began to pace the room.

“Is Ivor Mikhail with him?” he asked.

Xavier frowned. “I’ll see if he’s on the same flight.”

The expression on Ballad’s face worried me.

“Who’s Ivor Mikhail?” I asked, pushing to my feet.

Xavier approached James and grabbed his shoulders. “It’s not happening. Let’s go see Em’s surprise and grab a pizza. Then we can go home and sit this one out.”

My stare bounced from one man to the other. “I can get you in.”

I was sure the embassy would allow for an escort. Or maybe I could have James double as a tutor.

Xavier glared at me. “I need you to step out of the room, Emily. Right now.”

“Why?”

“Leave us.” Xavier turned an accusatory stare on James.

Tension was razor-sharp between them.

Leaving my violin behind, I rushed out of the room and pulled the door closed, then pressed my ear against it.

“Step away, please,” said Akmal.

The bodyguard had left with the Home Secretary, so I assumed Akmal was now tasked with guarding the door.

I glared at him. “Where’s my envelope?”

He gave me an apologetic smile. “You’ll have to discuss that with the Boss.”

Voices rose from inside the room. I turned and listened…

Xavier’s tone had turned dark. “Because you threatened to use her, Ballad. Of course that’s my first conclusion when I hear Mikhail’s name.”

“Not like that,” James said. “Use her in other ways.”

“Other ways?”

“For me,” James snapped back. “For my pleasure. And yours.”

His words set off a firestorm of desire within me, but my erotic thoughts scattered as the sparks continued to fly between the two men.

Despite feeling the burn of Akmal’s glare, I pressed my ear to the door.

“Very convenient,” snapped Xavier.

“This has nothing to do with me,” James responded. “Your conspiracy theory is off base.”

“Why don’t I believe you?”

Silence fell, and then I heard angry whispers.

Akmal grabbed my arm. “Step away from the door, Miss.”

“But…I have to check on them.”

Akmal led me away.
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“The Diplodocus was one of the longest dinosaurs to walk the earth,” Xavier announced to us in the deserted museum.

I mulled this over, trying to forget the last hour when things had gone off the rails. Five minutes ago, we’d walked through the main doors of the Natural History Museum when an amiable botanist had let us in after closing. She’d invited us to wander the exhibits without a guide.

This would be considered the date of the century—me with two hot men in South Kensington, wandering around one of the most interesting places in the city.

With Xavier by my side, I crooked my neck to stare up at the vast skeleton of “Dippy,” the dinosaur showcased in the main entrance. The exhibit was taking up most of the room, proving just how long its body was.

Our dramatic surroundings reminded me of a cathedral with its arched stained-glass windows and carved stone walls. All this beautiful architecture was inspiring and totally free for the public to enjoy.

I’d be in my element if it hadn’t been for James sabotaging my career back at the Park Room Restaurant.

He was standing a few feet behind us. His mood hadn’t changed from when we’d left the private room in that Mayfair restaurant. We’d driven here in complete and very icy silence. I’d decided chatting about what had happened in such a wide-open space was a bad idea, so I’d joined them in remaining quiet. But my mind was buzzing with a million thoughts a second as I tried to think of a way to persuade James to let me go to the Russian Embassy tomorrow.

What would Penn-Rhodes say when I told him I wouldn’t be participating? What would my fellow student think if I turned down this chance? Salme would win again. The thought of her smug smile made my stomach churn with anxiety.

“There’s other ways to get you where you want to be,” he muttered, moving forward to stand beside me.

My frustration was evidently burning a hole in the stratosphere—as well as my aching stomach. Rubbing my tummy didn’t help ease the pain.

Was I really willing to let these men dictate what I could and couldn’t do?

Don’t let them know you’re scheming.

“Dippy,” Xavier repeated his name.

“How many bones?” I assumed he’d counted them without trying. He didn’t even have to look at the description.

“A lot.” He glanced over at James, who rolled his eyes.

“These aren’t the real bones,” James informed me. “They’re plaster cast replicas of the fossilized ones.” Seeing the surprised look on my face, he added, “They don’t bore holes into prehistoric animals if they can avoid it.”

“None of them are real?” I asked.

James raised his brows. “Take this as a lesson in life. There’s so little you know about the truth.”

Xavier glared at him. “Can you take it down a notch, please?”

“It’s fine,” I said. “I’m open to learning—if you’re willing to talk.”

“Well played,” said James. “But no.”

James’ alpha moves aside, it was nice to think we had the run of the place. Museum security would be tracking us but we could walk around and not have to stand in line for any exhibits. “James, how did you pull this off?”

“I pulled it off,” said Xavier. “How do you like your surprise?”

“I love it.” I moved closer and wrapped my arms around him.

He embraced me tightly, and I wanted to swoon when he kissed the top of my head.

“You were telling me how much you love dinosaurs back at the castle,” he said. “I made a call to an old buddy who works here.”

“Of course you remembered,” I whispered.

“See? I was listening.”

“More like mentally recording,” muttered James.

I stepped away from Xavier and stared at Ballad. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not here, no,” he said flatly.

“I should be the pissy one,” I said. “Considering the fact you’re sabotaging my career.”

James moved forward and took hold of my hands, his thumbs caressing my skin.

“I can get you into that place you’ve always dreamed of,” he said softly.

I yanked my hands away. “I want to get in on my own merit.”

“Tomorrow can’t happen.”

Raising my chin, I said, “Nothing has been decided.”

Xavier cringed. “It’s been decided, Em, and we need you to accept it.”

“We’re talking about my career,” I whispered.

Xavier looked at me sympathetically, but James spun round and headed off.

“Oh, look, this way to the Tyrannosaurus,” he called back.

We followed him, strolling up to the enormous T-Rex skeleton with its short arms and big head—and that grimacing jaw. Somehow knowing it was a plaster cast took the shine off seeing it. “How accurate is it?”

“Very.” Xavier stared up at it admiringly. “To me it’s the sexiest of all the dinos.”

“I’m more of a Spinosaurus kind of guy,” James chimed in.

We turned to look at him.

Xavier piped up, “That one’s ugly.”

“Yeah, but he’s capable of ripping your T-Rex to shreds, so there you go.”

Their rivalry amused me—along with the fact that James’ sensitivity was showing, finally. He knew his refusal to allow me to perform at the Russian Embassy was hurting me, and that seemingly hurt him, too. Reaching out, I gave his hand a squeeze to comfort him. He responded with an affectionate smile and then brought my hand to his lips and kissed it.

Xavier nudged between us and looked at me. “Did you know the T-Rex had an extensive vocabulary?”

I thought about it. “In what way? You mean the noises they made?”

“No, they liked to read the Thesaurus.” Xavier grinned at me and winked.

I let out a snort of laughter, which caused James to laugh at me.

With the tension defused a little we continued our tour, strolling through the Darwin Center and then onto the treasures of the Cadogan Gallery with its objects that were over 4.5 billion years old.We got up close to a meteorite and then a dodo. Next, we explored our ancient relatives, the cave men. The male of the species hadn’t really changed, I secretly mused. They were still chest-beating alphas. James was probably a direct descendant of the one at the back—all crazy-ass ruggedness, hailed as the leader of the tribe.

It was impossible to forget that an hour ago, Xavier had accused James of setting me up to play at the Russian Embassy. Or that’s what I’d deduced from the snippets of conversation I’d heard while eavesdropping.

Lowering my voice, I said to James, “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” He peered into a glass case containing fossilized tools. Right then he looked like any other person and not someone with the weight of the world on his shoulders.

“The moon landing fifty years ago,” I said quietly. “Did it happen?”

James blinked in surprise. “Are you about to launch an interrogation into conspiracy theories?”

“Yes.” That earned me a scowl from him—probably because he’d figured out I’d overheard their conversation at the restaurant. “It’s just that with your influence I’m sure you’re privy to these things.”

“Aliens are real.” Xavier waggled his eyebrows playfully.

“Seriously?” I felt a rush of excitement, and wondered what else I should ask about.

“Global warming is real,” began James, “and the world isn’t flat. Stop the madness.”

I waved my hand through the air. “I know all that.”

James looked amused. “But did you know there are a series of tunnels and secret passageways beneath London?”

My eyes went wide. “Really?”

“Yes, right beneath your feet.”

“What about the pizza conspiracy theory?” asked Xavier.

“Haven’t heard that one,” admitted James.

Xavier brightened. “Apparently, the female of the species can devour an entire pizza on her own.”

“That’s not true,” I said, defending woman-kind.

“Let’s go get some and test the theory.” Xavier led us back the way we’d come.

Outside the museum, the weather had turned drizzly. We quickly shuffled toward the curb where the car was scheduled to pick us up.

I looked up at James. “Who is Ivor Mikhail?”

Sadness flashed across his face. “I need you to forget you ever heard that name.”

Xavier took my hand in his. “You’re going to have to trust us.”

James threw a wave to the driver as he approached the pavement.

“I know it’s hard.” Xavier patted him on the back. “But you have us now, James. We’re your family.”

James shrugged. “What hurt is you thinking I would use Emily to get access.”

“Maybe I had it wrong.” Xavier reached for the car’s passenger door handle and opened it.

James stepped back. “It’s that doubt that’s pissing me off.”

I climbed into the backseat and watched them matching off with each other, the tension rising.

“Go ahead,” James said. “I’ll see you at the house.”

“Where are you going?” asked Xavier.

“I’m going for a walk.” James shoved his hands in his pockets. “I need to think.”

“We’ll have food waiting when you get home,” I called out to him.

He gave a nod and strolled away. Within seconds he was lost in the meandering crowd.

Xavier climbed in beside me and our car navigated into heavy traffic.

I didn’t ask because I didn’t need to—Ivor Mikhail had something to do with James’ past. It was the tortured look I’d seen in his eyes.

I grabbed Xavier’s hand to get his attention. “Tell me what’s happening.”

He yawned. “Nothing for you to worry about.”

“Mikhail is an old enemy,” I whispered. “From the cold war.”

Xavier laughed hysterically. When he’d recovered, he said, “Ballad’s not that old, Em.”

Right… A Google search later would provide some answers.

As though reading my mind, Xavier snapped, “Don’t fucking Google anyone.”

“I’m out of the loop on everything.”

“Best place to be, trust me.” He took a deep breath. “I envy you.”

Primrose Hill was a welcome sight as we drove along the familiar roads. We made it home within the hour. Xavier had ordered dinner and we’d stopped off for a family-sized, deep-dish pan pizza from a restaurant on the way.

We headed into the house and it felt good knowing we could make a home here together. His faith in our endurance was something I held onto with every part of my being.

I would always love playing house with him no matter where we ended up.Xavier brought out two beers from the fridge and pried the caps off so we could drink from the bottles. Within minutes we were sitting at the kitchen table with a slice of pizza each on our plates and sipping cold beer. My taste buds lit up with the flavors of tomato sauce and cheese.

The carbs did nothing to dull the ache inside. I couldn’t think of how I should have done things differently. I would always want Xavier in my life.

Tomorrow, I’d have to face Penn-Rhodes and I dreaded the thought. He was the reason I’d gotten into the Academy. As senior admissions officer he’d granted my scholarship and navigated me through years of training. I bit off a corner of thick crust as I mulled over how I’d be wording my excuse for not attending. Two more slices and I was close to proving Xavier’s pizza theory.

A ring of the doorbell made me pause halfway through a bite.

“I’ll get it.” Xavier pushed to his feet and headed off to answer it.

When he came back he wasn’t alone.

Kitty was behind him.

She’d dressed formally in a business trouser suit and her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. No make-up, though she was no less pretty for it.

I pushed my plate away. “What are you doing here?”

“I invited her,” Xavier said softly. “It’s good to have friends, right?”

I glared at him. “She was never my friend. She only pretended to be.”

“We got along great, Em,” she said. “I know our dynamics changed but we liked each other a lot. That means something.”

Xavier shot me a sympathetic look. “I don’t want you to feel isolated, Em.”

I took a swig of my beer, stalling. I couldn’t get there, to a place where I could pretend she’d never betrayed my trust. Then again, James had been a royal asshole and I was sleeping with him.

I pivoted in my chair toward Kitty. “Tell me something, that night I first met James in Simpson’s-in-the-Strand, did you know he was there meeting Xavier?”

She blinked.

“Was the directive from James to let me see him?” I continued. “He knew I’d follow Xavier into the restaurant?”

She didn’t need to say yes.

I didn’t disguise the bitterness. “That’s why you arranged for us to go to the Savoy. Was it even your birthday?”

She gave Xavier a nervous glance.

I wiped my hands on a napkin. “You realize that was the night James dropped a bomb on my life?”

“I’m sorry,” she said softly. “But it all worked out, right?”

The elephant in the room had never been dealt with—Xavier had lied about his name. And James had pressed a sword to my throat in a castle I probably couldn’t find again if I tried.

Our history was as shaky as our future.

The event tomorrow night would be what would save me when they left this house.

When they left me…

Xavier’s kind expression told me there was hope. He was fighting hard for our love, scheming behind the scenes and doing what had to be done to find a way.

His ability to read my thoughts was uncanny.

“I love you so much, Emily,” he said. “I’m sorry for the hurt we’ve caused.”

“I’m sorry for my part, too,” admitted Kitty. “When you’re dealing with situations of this sort, there’s bound to be a few bumps in the road.”

These were not bumps, these were craters.

“It’s good to talk.” Xavier pulled a chair back for her. “Want a beer, Kit?”

Her hesitation gave her away.

“You can’t drink can you?” I pushed away from the table and walked by her. “Because you’re on duty.”

I headed up to bed.

“Emily.” Xavier called from the bottom of the stairs.

He ran up the steps and closed the gap between us. “Listen, I want our life to be like a meditation. As enlightening as it is peaceful.”

“I want that, too,” I whispered.

“I just wanted to say that,” he whispered. “Before tomorrow.”

Tomorrow…the day I’d missed that all important concert.

“Go to bed.” He leaned in and kissed my forehead. “I’ll join you soon.”

As I made my way down the hall to our bedroom, his words resounded in my head like a prayer.
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Penn-Rhodes peered at me over his round-rimmed glasses. “You’re going to have to help me understand, Emily.”

His office was tucked away in the rear of the music department. I wondered how he could bear such a small room—though most of his time he was out teaching in the classroom. He graded papers in here and did all those other things instructors do when they weren’t wrangling students.

This man was a renowned violist and had toured the world with the Vienna Philharmonic, one of the finest orchestras in the world. So yeah, he deserved a room with a window.

I met his perplexed gaze. “It wasn’t an easy decision.”

“Are you serious about your career, Stellina?” He’d softened his chastisement by calling me his little star in Italian, the way he did once before—the day I’d been accepted into the Academy. Penn-Rhodes had been the one who’d told me I’d landed a scholarship within these hallowed walls. The warm memory of that day stayed with me. These were the weeks that counted, when the end of our time here neared and we were meant to spread our wings and make the school proud.

“There’s some things going on in my personal life,” I began.

He studied my face. “Who gave you the Stradivarius?”

“A friend.”

His scrutiny stayed on me.

“I’m working through something,” I admitted. “Just need time.”

His hand shot up to stay me. “You can’t let anything get in your way if you want a professional career.”

“It’s just that…”

“Say it.” He snapped off his glasses. “Is it Salme?”

“No, I mean she’s…you know.”

“Oh, I know.” He sighed heavily. “I deserve an explanation.”

“I’m sorry I can’t make it, but…I’m not comfortable with the location. ”

He rose and rounded the table, standing closer to me.

“You have a fear of water?”

“What?”

“You don’t like boats?” He laughed. “It’s not taking off, Emily. The yacht will stay in the Thames.”

I pulled my eyes away from the sauce stain on his tie. “It won’t take place at the Russian Embassy?”

“The location was moved. The event’s being hosted by Renaldo Zane on behalf of the embassy. He’s arranged a lavish party on his yacht.”

Zane. That name made my flesh tingle.

“What kind of people will be there?” Russians?

“There will be lots of guests. Americans. Members of the British government. Patrick Woo.”

“Patrick Woo?” I said wistfully.

The music director of the London Symphony Orchestra, the man who’d already seen me audition. The elite conductor could open the door to my professional future.

“You see how important it is for you to be there.”

Still, James had told me this couldn’t happen. Even if the location seemed safer.

“I’m sorry.” I stepped over to the office door.

“Emily, I’m so surprised by your decision.”

Clutching the knob, I inhaled a deep breath. “I’m sorry to let you down.”

“I just assumed you’d be thrilled to see her again.”

I looked back at him. “Who?”

“Diana Zane.” He slid his glasses back on and stared at me. “I thought you were a fan.”

“She’ll be there?”

“Of course. She’s Renaldo Zane’s wife.” He paused, then said, “If you go, she’ll hear you play, Emily. Wasn’t that your dream?”
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Xavier left the kitchen and came over to give me a hug. “I’ll see you out.”

We strolled through the front door toward the SUV idling on the curb.

I wished I could think about anything other than the events of the next few hours. Only yesterday, Penn-Rhodes had informed me who would be attending the event tonight. Diana Zane would be there, my childhood hero, for goodness sake. And Patrick Woo, the man who held the keys to the kingdom.

My heart was breaking…the decision far from made.

“I’m glad you came around.” Xavier opened the rear passenger door of the SUV. “Kitty really likes you.”

“Talking it over helps.”

“You eat and come home, okay?”

“Right.”

He leaned in and called to the driver. “Chez Antoinette in Covent Garden, please. No detours. And Gary, don’t take your eyes off them.”

He gave an informal salute off his chauffer cap. “Got it, sir.”

Xavier leaned in for a kiss, and then made me uneasy by pulling back a little.

It was as though he was trying to read me better, the way he assessed me with his laser-sharp perception.

“I’m nervous about seeing Kitty again,” I said quickly. “I was a bit mean to her yesterday.”

“Nothing to be nervous about.”

I reached for the seatbelt and clipped it in.

“You’ll have a great time.”

“Yes.”

He started to turn away, and then looked back at me. “Are you hiding something, Em?”

“Did you know?” I asked, gazing at him steadily. “That she was spying for James.”

Xavier gave a cautious glance over at Gary and continued in a low voice. “I should have taken the time to meet her.”

“You didn’t want to meet my friends.”

“We’ll talk more when you come home.”

He leaned in and kissed me tenderly, his soft lips as yielding as mine—as forgiving as they were comforting.

“I love you,” I whispered.

His eyes crinkled into a smile and then there came a change in his expression, an uncanny reflection of doubt in those pale blue irises. Then he pulled away and walked back into the house.

Had I just given myself away?

After unclipping my seatbelt, I leaned forward to get Gary’s attention. “I forgot something.”

He let me out and I ran back, ducking by the front window. I accessed the garden with a turn of the key and then quickly picked up my violin case, along with the canvas bag that was resting beside it. Sneaking along the wall, I exited the garden and hurried back to the SUV.

After settling into the luxurious passenger seat, I braved a look into the rearview mirror and found Gary staring back at me.

“We can go now,” I said.

“Ma’am, I thought you were having dinner?”

“I am.”

“Then why are you bringing your instrument?”

“Kitty’s never seen a Strad.”

His brow furrowed. “What’s in the bag?”

I glanced down. “A gift.”

His fingers tapped the steering wheel as he thought this through.

I stared through the front window, trying to act casual. “How’s traffic?”

Giving me one last suspicious look, he relented and started the engine.

Don’t do it.

Let the future you dreamed of become something different…filled with love.

Yet I knew the three of us had an expiration date. James had threatened me with it too many times.

So there you are.

We arrived at Covent Garden in less than thirty minutes. I loved the West End’s theatre district. I’d done pretty well when I’d busked here. The place was always bustling with tourists who meandered around its elegant piazza, with its market, teashops, restaurants, and luxury fashion stores making it one of the most popular shopping destinations.

And a great place to get lost in.

With strict instructions not to have Gary take his eyes off me, Xavier had upped the ante on my Svengali escape act.

But I knew Covent Garden—more specifically Chez Antoinette. I’d busked in the courtyard and snuck in there on my breaks to take a pee. It was easy to get lost in the shuffle in this thriving place. But there’d be no tasting their delicious meals today.

Gary took a spot in the corner with a good view of my table. Luck was on my side because we were early. I pretended to peruse the menu as I waited for Kitty, while trying to keep my limbs from trembling.

I let a few minutes pass before pointing at the loo so Gary would know that’s where I was heading. I brought my violin case and the bag along, too, all under the intense scrutiny of my bodyguard.

Around the corner, I rushed into the loo and changed into an elegant silver halter-neck evening gown and heels. I stuffed the other clothes in the bag and stashed it in the bin.

I made a beeline for the back of Chez Antoinette. With a quick glance toward the dining room to make sure I’d not been seen, I headed for the exit.

As soon as I stepped outside the restaurant, my bare flesh was stung by the chilly evening air.

Carrying my beloved violin case, I hurried away.
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A brisk breeze blew brunette strands across my face and caused my silver gown to cling to my body as I stood on the landing peering up at Renaldo Zane’s super-yacht, The Venetian. My grip tightened on the handle of my violin case when I saw her. She was leaning on the balustrade, staring out at the view.

Diana Lucia Zane looked elegant in her stunning chiffon gown with her hair up in a chignon. She was a musical goddess, this woman whose words had changed my life in so many ways—whose music owned my soul.

Growing up, I’d devoured interviews and articles about her, my imagination filling in what was not shared of her private life. I devoutly scoured the pages of Vogue, Elle, and Vanity Fair, and all the other magazines, to see what fashions she favored and the exotic places she visited, getting rare glimpses of her. More than this, I loved hearing about the theatres she performed in and the musical pieces she adored. She’d married billionaire Renaldo Zane in her late forties.

Diana’s words to the little girl I used to be all those years ago had led me here tonight, an opportunity mixed with all the complexities of life.

Penn-Rhodes’ words repeated like a dark promise, “Diana will get to see you play.”

“Are you a musician?” a voice rose in the dark.

I looked up at the towering guard. “Yes.”

“The musicians are tuning up in the staffroom.” He gestured to the ramp. “I was about to secure the boat. Head up through the security check-point. Do you have your invite?”

I grimaced, my eyes telling him no.

He answered in kind with a look that said, “Then you’re not getting on.”

I glanced up at the balustrade. Diana was no longer there. It felt like a piece of my heart had been ripped away, my chance lost. Hearing her play live was a gift. Diana hearing me play was now a dream that would never be realized.

My stomach twisted in knots.

At least Xavier’s trust wouldn’t be quite as shattered if I didn’t make it on board. I’d lied to them both about meeting with Kitty. I’d left Gary to shoulder the blame. I’d been selfish, but I’d not asked for their political intrigue and strict rules.

Seeing the hurt in their eyes would crush me, I knew. Worry and guilt tightened my throat.

Not getting on the yacht was probably for the best—even if it meant the ruination of a lifelong dream.

“Emily?” Penn-Rhodes waved to me from the bridge. He scurried down the boardwalk.

“She’s with you?” asked the bodyguard.

“Yes, she’s my student. She’s with us.” Penn-Rhodes led me onto the boat. “So glad you found a way to be here.”

My opportunity returned like a dark and magical promise. Maybe my two lovers would understand…and forgive me. Maybe the consequences James had talked about were merely imaginary concerns.

“This way,” said Penn-Rhodes. “Hurry.”

Dutifully, I followed him up the steps and we were waved through the security check-point.

I’m really doing this…

At the rear of the yacht I saw the raised platform where we’d be performing. Arranged before it were a hundred or so chairs waiting for an audience. I could see why security was high. The soirée was an elegant affair with the male guests wearing tuxedos and the women adorned in sweeping gowns, all of them sipping champagne. I scanned the glamorous crowd, searching the faces for Patrick Woo.

Penn-Rhodes led me down a twisting staircase. “Remember when I had you play your violin facing the other students?”

He’d forced me to face Salme and her tapping foot.

“When you perform there are always distractions,” he said. “Ignore the audience, their restlessness and their cell phones. Ignore it all. Do what you were born to do.”

“Thank you, Maestro.”

He went on ahead.

I braced my palm against the wall, trying to balance my shaky legs as I remembered Xavier’s accusation that James wanted me at this event. Would James have known I’d refuse to miss this chance of a lifetime? Was I the equivalent of one of Xavier’s chess pieces being moved at will?

“Forget something?” asked Penn-Rhodes.

I shook my head, trying to push the trepidation away. My heels clicked along the polished floor as we headed toward the sound of musical notes emanating from a room. I heard the erratic plucking of violin strings and the chatter of excitable students.

Ignoring a glare from Salme, I found a spot in the private cabin and turned my back on her.

I flipped open my case and eased out my Strad, then began the methodical process of drowning out the noises in the room so I could concentrate on fine-tuning my violin.

The fine hairs on my nape prickled when I saw Penn-Rhodes move from student to student handing out nametags. He handed me one. Reluctantly, I stuck it to my dress.

With a dry mouth, I focused on a string that wouldn’t give. It was too new. Too perfect. Too resistant to my trembling fingers.

Salme appeared at my side. “What did you do?”

Her dress was bright red like her lipstick. I noticed that she’d overdone her rouge and eye shadow. My eyeballs began to burn as her obnoxious perfume singed my retinas.

“You have no right.”

I blinked past the sting. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Penn-Rhodes chose you.”

The heat in the cabin intensified.

“You’re supposed to play the second set.” She glanced at my violin. “Hope they brought their earplugs along.”

That would mean I’d be front and center.

I suddenly needed air…

I rose abruptly with my violin and swept past Salme, retracing my steps up the winding staircase until I made it to the upper deck. Clutching my violin and bow as though a gust from the Thames could steal them away, I leaned my body gratefully against the balustrade and drew in great gulps of air, its scent tinged by river water.

The memory of my time with James and Xavier weighed heavily on my spirit. So many thoughts swirling through my mind made it hard to think straight. There were other orchestras, other opportunities, and, after all, James had offered to help with my career. Turning him down meant I would lose him.

My pride had set me up for a fall.

I stared out over the rippling water without really seeing it. I knew that both worlds contradicted each other. Xavier was too precious with his rare gift. James too powerful to be compromised.

Boarding this yacht had sealed my fate.

Love would no longer be mine to cherish.

It was over.

All this time I’d believed it was them who held power over my future. A sob wracked my body at the realization that I’d thrown away the greatest love I’d ever have.

A waft of delicate perfume took me back in time. In a daze, I followed the delicate fragrance around the corner. Diana Lucia Zane was leaning casually against the railing, staring out at the river bank.

I approached her hesitantly.

She smiled when she saw my violin. “I hear you’re to play after me, Bella?”

“Yes,” was all I managed.

She’d hardly changed from when I’d watched her as an eager child in the front seat of a concert hall. I noticed that the fine lines around her eyes only brightened her smile. She was still just as glamorous and beautiful as I remembered.

“I met you once,” I whispered. “When I was a child.”

Her lips quirked, her expression kind.

“You were so…perfect.”

Her smile turned sad.

Consumed with awe I said, “You told me I have the hands of a violinist. It’s why I play.” I held up my Strad.

“Darling girl.”

“You changed my life, Signora Zane.”

She gave me a concerned look. “You must leave. Right now. Get off this yacht.”

“But…” I glanced back to see my fellow students pouring out of the stairwell door and trailing over to the other side of the boat.

Diana reached up to trace a delicate finger along my jaw. “Bellissimo.”

She entranced me with the way her delicate fingers first traced the strap of my dress, that same hand capable of so much profoundness when she played, and then glided to my chest, landing on my nametag. She ripped it off.

Wide-eyed and full of confusion, I watched Diana stroll grandly away as though she’d not just spoken those ominous words of warning, her chiffon dress billowing around her in the breeze like an exotic sea creature.

I saw the last student exit and trail around the corner. My heart began to pound against my chest as stage fright devoured me, causing my hands to shake so much I didn’t believe I could play.

Suddenly I felt the boards beneath me quake, and my terror intensified when the vessel began to move.

The yacht was heading down the Thames.
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My throat constricted as I watched the city’s landmarks passing by, Diana’s haunting words replaying in my mind as we glided beneath London Bridge’s towering metal structure.

I took deep breaths, trying to calm my racing heart. With trembling fingers, I touched the place where my nametag had been. I knew Diana’s actions had nothing to do with jealousy. Somehow, she knew certain people here tonight shouldn’t see my name.

Penn-Rhodes signaled for me to follow him. The time had come to step onto the stage and perform. Reluctantly, I hurried around the corner and stopped abruptly when I saw Patrick Woo standing in front of the raised platform.

Just breathe…

I’d played for him once before. No, it had been twice, since James had somehow arranged for me to have a second chance to impress the guardians of the orchestra.

Why did Diana want me off this yacht?

The seats quickly filled with guests as we took our places on the stage. I scanned the many faces. A line of dignitaries sat in the front row. Peramivir, the Russian Ambassador, sat amongst them, and beside him, a burly man with a grumpy face and thinning hair…Ivor Mikhail.

I tore my gaze away, recalling James’ visceral response in the Park Room Restaurant when he’d heard the man’s name. Remembering his pained expression caused dread to shudder through me. I’d felt compelled to do research on Mikhail sooner rather than later, because I’d never seen Ballad look so tortured before.

Diana took her place before us.

In a daze, I realized my feet were resting upon the same stage as hers. My beloved idol was mere feet away and playing Mendelssohn’s “Violin Concerto in E Minor.” These lowly students bathed her in grandeur as her soul poured forth musical notes from her Mary Portman Guarneri violin. Yet again she reminded everyone why she was hailed as an iconic star. She moved elegantly, playing with the ease of a world-famous violinist.

Afterward, there came the thunderous quake of awed applause.

Penn-Rhodes signaled it was my turn.

I, Emily Rampling, was to follow the greatest violinist of the twenty-first century. My talent would pale.

With a kind nod of support from Diana, I hurried forward, raising my violin and bringing up my bow, positioning my chin rest.

Brahms’ “Violin Sonata No. 3” sang from my Stradivarius as my heart chased after each note, my body moving with the music, my soul cracking into a thousand shards of misery. The melancholy piece had been written to honor the creator’s forbidden and unrealized love. Ignoring the audience, and the many faces focused on me, I played with every fiber of my being. I had once desired to perform in public, but now I struggled to keep control of my confused emotions and self-consciousness.

I wasn’t meant to be here.

I’d stolen this moment that was never destined to be mine. This realization cried through my strings to convey what I was incapable of saying. Each note, each draw of my bow was a plea for forgiveness.

Pulling my love for Xavier out of the ether, I played for him, recalling the first time we’d met in the Underground…the way he’d bravely chased after my violin to rescue it. The fact he’d given me this one in its place was as astonishing as it was profound. He and James had gifted me with a beautiful home. In return, I’d betrayed their trust and lied to them.

A future with the three of us together was never going to happen.

Destroyed by these thoughts, I let go and gave myself over to the music completely, as only a true lover can.

Just as James had taught me.

And then it was over. I stirred from my melancholy, lowering my bow and staring out at the sea of faces looking back at me, and then snapping my gaze over to Penn-Rhodes.

He gave a nod. “Whatever is ailing your heart, cling to that.”

The clapping grew louder until there was a standing ovation.

Awed by their reaction, I managed to smile. Their fervent applause to my performance made my heart sing with joy.

Exhilaration took hold of me. This was a memory I’d always hold on to.

The evening progressed with my fellow students showing off their talent and lending their youthful brilliance to this esteemed setting. Diana played once more to end the evening’s recital—again reminding everyone present why she was hailed as the queen of the international stage.

Afterward, we huddled in the corner congratulating each other on a concert well done. Penn-Rhodes’s tutoring had been honored.

A hand rested on my shoulder.

Pivoting, I saw Diana.

“You play beautifully,” I said breathlessly.

“Come with me.” She spun around in a cloud of chiffon-filled elegance and strolled toward the staircase. “You’re to play for a VIP, Bella.”

Glancing back, I realized I had no choice but to follow.

She led me down the staircase. “You have been summoned.”

“Who by?” Less than an hour ago she’d warned me to get off this yacht, and now she was leading me into its depths.

She looked back, offering me a thin smile. “You don’t get to say no.”

My uncertainty rising, I clutched the neck of my violin, my bow’s strings burning red lines into my palm.

“You warned me earlier,” I whispered. “Why?’

“It’s too late now.”

Oh, God. Could they know about me and James?

We entered a dark room.

The rich scent of cigar smoke hung in the air, filling the space of the small cabin. I noticed a spiral of white smoke rising out of the far corner, and the figure of a man who was cloaked in shadows, only the tip of his expensive brogues revealed in the dimness.

A shudder of cold slithered up my spine as I realized Diana was leaving.

The door snapped closed behind her.

“Играй за меня, маленький котенок,” he said, his voice a low whisper.

“I don’t know what that means,” I admitted, straining to see his face.

His hand swept towards me, revealing the cigar he held, its smoke snaking closer.

“Signora Zane said that you want me to play for you?” I wrinkled my nose at the unpleasant scent in the air.

He didn’t answer.

“Modern or classic?” I offered.

His voice sounded like sandpaper when he spoke. “С первого момента, как я встретил тебя, я влюбился в тебя.”

“Okay, modern it is.” I raised my bow.

The violin sang out its revolt. “The Devil Went Down to Georgia” seemed like the perfect offering for this mysterious and arrogant asshole. I dragged my bow across the strings to reveal the high notes of this rebellious song, letting him hear proof that I’d sensed his cruelty, his dangerousness, his foreign power. The reckless notes flowed and danced around us.

Xavier didn’t know I was here.

Neither did James.

Nor Penn-Rhodes. Or any of my friends. Only Diana, who had told me to leave.

I’d ignored her advice—a terrible mistake.

My only anchor to these dreaded moments was my bow sweeping the strings to express my outrage that this man had demanded I play. I wouldn’t have cared if he was the leader of Russia itself. This talent was mine to give to those worthy of hearing it—not those who demanded or threatened or intimidated.

This may be the lion’s den, but I was a lioness.

Afterward, breathing heavily from my physical performance, I glared at him through the smoke.

I heard the hiss as his cigar was snuffed out.
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Silence fell over the room as the last wisp of smoke faded away. The man uncrossed his legs and rose to his feet.

My chin lifted in defiance.

He strolled out of the shadows, taking the few short steps needed to remove my violin and bow and carry them over to the side table where he gently placed them down.

Oh, God.

James walked up to me and brushed his fingers through a lock of my hair.

“You speak Russian?”

“Russian, Italian, French, Spanish…” He gave a slight shrug, as though these were just a few.

Somewhere in the far reaches of my mind I remembered Xavier telling me this. It had been in that castle, where James had threatened my life and forbidden me to leave.

I squeezed my eyes shut as his palm cupped my cheek.

“You can’t help but defy me,” he said darkly.

“Patrick Woo is here and he’s—”

“I know who he is.”

“And Diana Zane.”

“I pulled you out of danger.”

His words struck a nerve so deep I couldn’t catch my breath. It was that look of disapproval, the way he towered over me threateningly, and the lingering scent of his rich cigar.

My heart fluttered in my chest. “If that’s why you pulled me in here, then what’s the reason you made me play?”

“Quite frankly, it’s often a struggle to resist asking you to play.” He sighed, and then continued. “Our paths have met at a treacherous crossroads. When we return to the deck, don’t even look my way.”

Those men up there were dangerous…

“Does Xavier know I’m here?”

“Yes.”

Doubt flooded my mind. “Did you change the event from the Russian Embassy?”

“Anything to secure your safety.”

“You’re not Russian, are you?”

James chuckled. “No.”

Moving in, I wrapped my arms around him and rested my head against his chest.

“I need you to do exactly as I say. Will you agree to that?”

“Yes.”

“You’re going to return to the cabin where you tuned your violin. Stay there until the yacht docks. Disembark with your friends.”

I nodded.

He tipped my chin up. “I’ll be close.”

“Say that afterwards, it won’t be goodbye.” My heart cracked with his look of uncertainty.

“We’ll talk.”

“Ivor is here,” I whispered.

“I know.”

I read the painful truth in his eyes. “Did he kill your wife?”

He looked away. “I don’t blame you for coming here tonight.”

I shook my head. “You were always going to leave.”

“Let’s get you home safe.”

I moved quickly to block the door. “I can’t be without you, James.”

He trapped me between him and the exit, peering down with an intensity that burned me up from the inside out. Cupping my face and leaning in, he pressed his lips to mine. His tongue slipped inside my mouth, searching and comforting, then he nipped my bottom lip before pulling away.

Don’t let this be goodbye.

“What will you do?”

“You’re my priority. I’ll remain in the shadows.” He opened the door and motioned me ahead. “I’ll be right behind you. At the top of the stairs, head left. That’s the way back to your cabin.” His lips quirked in amusement as he handed my violin and bow back to me. “And Em, go left.”

It made me smile.

Leaving him was the hardest thing I’d ever done, or so it felt. The distance feeling eternal with each step I took as I ascended the staircase. I turned left and made my way along the back of the boat, my precious instrument clasped tightly against me.

A shadowy figure strolled around the corner.

Ivor Mikhail.

I flinched under his stare.

His face wore an amused expression as he came closer. “Ah, the violinist,” he said, his accent thick as he checked around to make sure we were alone. “Do I know you?”

This I’d read about—the men of the KGB were capable of anything from blackmail to kidnapping to assassinations, and he was one of them.

He rapidly closed the gap between us, backing me up against the balustrade and towering over me.

He glanced at where my nametag should be. “Why are you looking at me like that? Like you know me…”

A voice from behind us snapped, “Get away from her.”

Ivor spun to look at James. A flash of recognition.

James threw a look of reassurance my way. “This was inevitable.”

Ivor’s gaze snapped back to my face as though trying to connect us.

“Step back,” seethed James as he placed a fingertip to his ear. “Do you copy?” He gave a nod as though hearing confirmation. “Three minute window. Stern. Portside.”

Ivor’s attack on James was swift. He maneuvered closer, first throwing a strong punch and then swinging a kick that proved he’d been trained in hand-to-hand combat.

James landed a strike to Ivor’s gut. The man doubled over and then sprang up, knocking James against the wall and landing a blow to his jaw.

“I’ll get help,” I called out.

“No,” snapped James.

The men gripped each other’s collars as they spun violently toward a wall. Ivor tripped and his phone slipped from his pocket. He went to grab it and James pulled him back.

They tumbled through a doorway that opened up into a deserted dining room.

James leaped to his feet in one sleek move and swung his leg up and around in mid-air, aiming for the man’s neck.

Ivor jumped aside and then leapt at James, flinging his entire weight on him. They fell to the ground and skidded along the highly-polished floor until Ivor got the upper hand, straddling James, grabbing him by the throat and strangling him.

It was impossible to watch.

James’ face flushed with blood as Ivor banged his head onto the deck.

I rushed into the room and laid my violin and bow on one of the tables. Then I reached for the back of a chair. When my hands slipped off, I realized the thing was secured to the ground. Desperately, I looked around for another object to use.

James snapped his hands straight up and outward, breaking the man’s grip and shoving him off. They wrestled each other out the door toward the back of the yacht. A sharp punch to James’ jaw tipped him back. Ivor hoisted him up onto the railing as James fought for balance.

I saw his terrible look of realization—he was going over.

I grabbed the neck of my violin with both hands, raising the Stradivarius into the air above my head and rushing forward, bringing it down hard on Ivor’s skull. A loud crack rang out as the violin splintered, spraying pieces of precious wood around us.

Ivor slumped forward onto James, only dazed.

I dropped the one recognizable piece of my violin—the neck with its strings dangling like stray wires.

I went for Ivor’s phone, but he saw what I was doing and rushed towards me.

James grabbed Ivor from behind and picked him up, using the momentum to hoist the man onto the balustrade. “You’ve outstayed Her Majesty’s welcome.”

James pushed him over.

I clapped a hand over my mouth, muffling a scream.

Breathless, James looked back at me. “You okay?”

I managed to nod my head, my hands shaking.

“Just sent him into third class.” He forced a smile and then his expression changed when he saw my shattered violin.

He looked horrified.

“Best moment of creativity I ever had.” I gave a strained chuckle.

With a sympathetic expression, he retrieved the pieces of my instrument, along with the bow, and threw them into the Thames to hide the evidence of our struggle.

From the stern, we stared out at the water as it swallowed up the pieces of the Strad into its greyness. It felt like icicles were forming along my forearms, a dreadful chill soaking into my bones.

James brushed broken glass off his trousers and then straightened his tie, looking calm and well-put together and nothing like a man who’d been in a deadly fight. But I knew that fairly soon, bruises caused by Ivor’s blows would appear on his face.

Sadness swelled in my chest. “He deserved it.”

Ballad drew in a steadying breath.

“Is he…?”

“The fall killed him.” He straightened his back and stretched. “Let’s get you to the cabin.”

He escorted me the rest of the way. When he opened the cabin door, he gestured inside and asked, “You know everyone?”

There were several students milling around inside.

I scanned their faces and nodded. “Yes.”

He held out his hand.

Reaching into my jacket pocket, I withdrew Mikhail’s phone and handed it to him.

James turned it off. “Once they realize he’s missing they’ll track it.” He handed it back.

What? No.

My fingers tightened around the phone as I realized what he wanted.

He watched me carefully. “Hide it in your violin case. Carry it off the yacht. Kitty will take it from there.”

“She’ll meet me?”

He gave a nod. “Make sure the phone leaves your side within sixty seconds of stepping foot off the ramp. Understand?”

My wide-eyed stare conveyed I was having a “what the hell” moment.

He gave me a look of sympathy. “They won’t suspect a student. The phone can’t be on me. Everyone goes through security when we disembark.”

“Won’t I?”

“No.” He smiled. “You’re the entertainment.”

“Where are you going?”

“I can’t be seen with you.” He went to touch my face, but then drew his hand back.

“I’m sorry for it all,” I whispered.

“I’ll meet you on the other side,” he said, and then slipped away.

Hurrying into the cabin, I made my way over to my violin case, drawing in a deep breath as I unclipped the lid and flung it open. With a sigh, I ran my fingers over the soft velvet where the Stradivarius should have rested. It was only then I noticed my hand was trembling.

The reality of this evening was starting to sink it. But I didn’t have time to dwell on it. I was still in danger.

I still had to get off this yacht.
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Sixty seconds.

It seemed like a reasonable amount of time right up until I had to stroll down the walkway to disembark, shuffling beside the other meandering students who were getting in my way—trying to appear like I didn’t have a dead member of the KGB’s phone in my case.

Glancing back, I saw James being patted down. Cars were parked along the pavement ready to collect passengers. Desperately, I searched for Kitty.

I had to get rid of this device.

“Emily,” Penn-Rhodes called to me.

I spun round to see him behind me.

“Patrick Woo wants to talk with you,” he said. “He was impressed with your performance.”

I continued to walk backwards. “Can I meet him later?”

He looked baffled.

Forty seconds.

“Did you enjoy the event tonight?” His frown deepened.

“Very much so. But my lift home is here.” I turned and hurried toward the pavement.

Penn-Rhodes came after me and quickly caught up. “Emily, this is your career we’re talking about. Five minutes of your time could change your life.”

30 seconds.

“I’m sorry.” The crushing injustice of it all made my chest ache.

I saw Kitty standing beside a sports car. Scurrying away from Penn-Rhodes, I made my way over to her.She took the violin case from me and rounded the other side of the car, where she was now hidden from the crowd.

A motorbike roared towards us and swerved by where we were standing. The pick-up of the phone was as discreet as it was fast. The driver sped off.

I looked back the way I’d come, and saw Penn-Rhodes talking with Patrick Woo next to The Venetian’s ramp.

Another chance slipping away…

“Get in,” snapped Kitty.

Reluctantly, I leaped into the front and was thrust back as we zoomed away. Only now did I realize that sweat had snaked down my back, causing my dress to stick to my spine. My hands were shaking.

After a while, The London Eye came into view and I focused on the exquisite colors as they changed from blue to purple and back to blue.

Kitty pulled the car over and we came to a stop.

I swung a worried look her way.

All I could think of was Patrick Woo’s disappointment as I’d turned my back on him, refusing to speak.

Kitty narrowed her eyes at the rearview. “Your ride’s here.” She nodded for me to get out.

“Who is he really?” I had to ask. “James?”

“Your worst nightmare.” She flashed a sexy smile. “Serving Her Majesty’s every whim, no less.”

My hand reached for the handle. “Sorry I stood you up tonight, Kitty.”

“Goodbye, Emily.”

I flung the door open.

I hurried toward the town car behind us. The rear passenger door opened, and James gestured for me to join him. Slumping in the seat beside his, I tried to calm my racing heart, realizing I’d left the violin case with Kitty—not that it mattered now.

“Primrose Hill,” James ordered the driver.

The glass divider rose up between us and the chauffeur.

We were going home.

He pulled me into a hug, and I rested my head on his shoulder, Kitty’s words about his nightmare reputation haunting me.

“How do you know Diana Zane?” I looked to him for the answer.

“Need to know basis, Em.” He flashed me a dazzling smile.

“You know what she means to me?”

“I know.”

This man was intoxicating, and after seeing how he’d handled his attacker, I had a renewed sense of respect for him.

We pulled up outside the Primrose Hill house. James sat looking straight ahead, seemingly deep in thought, making no effort to get out of the car. His delay and our silence were too painful for me to endure.

Finally, I broke the quiet. “You’re not coming in, are you?”

He sighed deeply. “Every student is about to be placed under surveillance by them. We can’t stop it. Only monitor their actions.”

“When will I see you again?”

He shook his head, letting me know I wouldn’t get an answer.

I peered at the house, hoping Xavier was at least still inside. “I’m sorry.”

He took my hand and brought it to his lips, kissing my fingers tenderly.

“My mum’s sacrifice…that she would never hear me play,” I continued softly. “I could have been a dancer. Could have studied anything other than music. I could have chosen something she could have enjoyed.”

“Her happiness comes from seeing you happy.”

“I just threw it all away.”

“British lives are sacrificed every day for a greater purpose, Emily. You’ve joined the ranks of heroes who put their own dreams on hold to make the world a better place.”

“Me? How?”

“Mikhail’s phone.” He gave a firm nod. “You just changed the course of history.”

I let out an uneasy breath. “Do you think you could have ever loved me?”

He squeezed his eyes shut and said, “Xavier is my sky and you are my stars. I don’t want it to end.” He started to say something else and then stopped himself.

Resting my forehead against his arm, I tried to breathe through these final heart wrenching moments.

James’ tone became formal once more. “Return to school and behave as normal. Don’t conduct any online searches. Don’t visit any of the places we took you to.”

“I promise to never speak of us. Or about any of it.”

He gave me a somewhat skeptical smile, but I saw kindness as well.

Tears stung my eyes like acid, but I refused to let them fall.

“It’s time, Emily,” he said quietly.

I got out of the car and walked towards the house, feeling like my life-force was being stripped away. With his aura still enveloping me, I made my way up the walkway to the front door.

I turned the key and stepped inside, hearing the car drive away.

The stillness within these walls was deafening.

I strolled from room to room looking for Xavier.

Finally entering the sitting room, I collapsed on the couch. Closing my eyes, I let the grief consume me, my throat burning in agony in my effort to hold back the bitter tears I wanted to shed over the loss of him—of them.

I’d believed these two men had captured my heart and were keeping it prisoner. But all this time it had been music that had truly owned my soul—and I both loved and hated the muse for it.

Staring down at my hands, I tried to remember what had happened to the Stradivarius, as though my mind was protecting me from the memory.

The hope of happiness had always been an illusion.

My beloved Xavier was gone.
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Two Weeks Later

 

I set my violin case on the stone step and rose to stand on the outer edge of Trafalgar Square’s fountain.

The passers-by mostly ignored me, only a few looking up and then soon dismissing the girl who wasn’t up to much, who was seemingly staring at the view. Though I was secretly peering at the security cameras trained on this location.

Before me stood Nelson’s Column and surrounding it were the vast bronze sculptured lions positioned at all four corners. The same landmarks I’d driven by in a Tesla with James and Xavier while making love on the backseat.

It made me smile even now.

In the two weeks since James had left me outside my Primrose Hill home, my emotions had been vacillating between loss and hope. There were enough scorching memories of our love to last me a lifetime, and this was what I held onto. Though not being able to have contact with either of them was causing my hope to fade fast.

Standing straight on the stone edge of the fountain, I held my palm in front of my face, then raised my thumb, index finger and pinkie finger. Keeping my ring and middle fingers down, I moved my hand back and forth—using sign-language to get my message across.

I love you.

I love you.

I love you.

I placed my palm on my chest as though this could ease the ache in my heart. Please, send me a sign you got this.

It was time to return to the Academy for my afternoon class after stealing away during my lunch hour—feeling satisfied that I’d sent a message to my beloved Xavier the only way I knew how.

Since I’d seen him last, I had dutifully continued with my ordinary routine—attending classes daily and then leaving to go straight home. On the weekends, I had taken up busking in my favorite haunts in Covent Garden and had returned to the place where it all started—Piccadilly Circus.

Just in case…

Thankfully, I’d found a vast sum of money deposited in my Lloyds bank account, upwards of half a million pounds, which would last quite a while for someone who lived simply.

And my old violin—the one I used to play before I met Xavier—I’d discovered in a cupboard. I was quite happy to be reunited with my beloved instrument, having many fond memories of owning it. And it had brought Xavier and I together, after all. I was even thinking of going back to teaching music lessons.

These thoughts burned up my mind as I wandered along the corridors of the Academy. I stopped off at my personal locker to gather books for my next class. A blur of movement next to me caught my attention and I turned my head to see Kitty Adair.

She didn’t look at me, only pretended to be fussing with a locker catch. “How are you?”

I played along and stared into the cavernous space that was the inside of my locker. “Fine,” I lied. “Did he send you?”

She gave a subtle nod. “You have your finals, right?”

“Next week.” I had to fight the urge to look at her.

I smiled, feeling that this was the moment I’d been waiting for…a message, a word, a sign that I’d see them again. And on the eve of my exams it couldn’t have come at a better time.

“Em,” her tone changed. “Have you heard from Xavier?”

I swallowed hard. “No.”

“You’re sure?”

“I think I would remember that,” I bit out. “You’re more likely to hear from him.” A shudder of fear slithered up my spine. “Is he okay?”

She hesitated for a moment. “Yes, I’m sure he is.”

I rested my violin case against the locker. “What happened?”

“Don’t look my way.”

“I need to speak with James,” I said vehemently.

“I get that.” She gave a nod as though her work was done and walked away.

I looked over at where she’d been standing and exhaled a shaky breath of doubt.

Oh, God. Had something happened to Xavier?

Salme walked by looking smug. “Hey, Emily.”

“Hey.” I looked over her shoulder at Kitty’s back as she strolled away.

“How are you?” She smiled brightly, which was so unlike her. “What happened to your Strad?”

“Um…” Biting down hard on my lip, I tried to act casual.

“You’ve been playing so well. Doesn’t matter what instrument you play, to be honest. You’re talented. You’ll make it.”

I stared at her for a moment, realizing what she was insinuating…

I lifted my case. “Got to go.” Scurrying away, I rounded the corner and hurried all the way to Penn-Rhodes’ office.

I rapped on his door.

He was sitting at his desk munching on a sandwich. He reached for a serviette to wipe the crumbs off his fingers. “Emily.”

“They chose her?”

“Salme was a strong candidate.”

“But I played with all of my heart and soul.” I inhaled sharply. “You said Mr. Woo was impressed with me.”

But I’d snubbed him that night after the event when we’d disembarked, and I’d refused to return and speak with him. That had to be it, right?

Penn-Rhodes blew out a sigh of defeat.

I flew out of his office and ran back the way I’d come, my violin case banging against my leg. I dashed out into the drizzling rain where I finally caught my breath, my chest tight with exertion, my mind breaking into a thousand splinters of doubt.

I’d lost out to her.

Salme stood beneath an umbrella on the curb waiting to be picked up. “What are your plans after you leave here, Emily?”

I sucked in a wary breath. “I don’t know.”

“Keep practicing. There’s lots of local bands around here you can join. Pubs love cheap musicians like you. And you know what they say, if you can’t do, teach.”

“You never did like me,” I replied flatly.

She chewed on the thought. “You walk around like you’re better than everyone else.”

“You read me wrong.”

The sky opened up and rain poured over us. She was shielded beneath her umbrella, but I was getting drenched.

A gust of wind caught her umbrella and she fought to keep hold of it. Her violin case slammed to the ground. We both stared down at it. After a few moments, I picked it up and handed it back to her—for the sake of the instrument.

Of course, there was no thank you in return.

I headed away, off down the pavement, welcoming the downpour. Anything to hide these tears. Anything to wash away this day.

Please let Xavier be okay.

And if he was elsewhere it meant he hadn’t seen my message from Trafalgar Square.

Penn-Rhodes’ voice called out from behind me. Clutching a large black umbrella, he hurried to catch up.

“I wanted you to know, Emily,” he said, sounding out of breath, “that Patrick Woo was very impressed with your performance on the yacht. And he told me the audition you gave, the second one at the Barbican, was the finest he’s ever seen.”

I swiped a damp strand of hair out of my eyes. “I don’t understand. Why not me, then?”

His expression was sympathetic. “Things don’t always turn out the way we want them to.”

“And I wanted it so much.”

“I know, and I wish there was something else I could do.”

“Thank you.” I gave a nod. “For coming and saying these things.”

Anger flashed across his face. “Salme’s father made a hefty donation to the London Symphony Orchestra.”

So…Salme’s father had paid for her place. Not to mention the fact that her mum was a renowned member. I’d never stood a chance. Had James known this all along?

I blinked in surprise. “How is that fair?”

“I didn’t want you to think it was anything you did wrong.” Penn-Rhodes shook his head in disgust. “Don’t let such things change you, Emily.”

My nod was weak.

I’m already changed.

With his head bowed under his umbrella, Penn-Rhodes hurried back to the building.

I trudged home.

When I entered the empty house, I immediately headed upstairs to peel off my wet clothes and pull on a T-shirt. I would have worn one of Xavier’s, but all of his clothes had been removed.

Remembering the lone beer left over from when we’d had pizza a couple of weeks before, I headed downstairs. Now seemed as good a time as any to crack it open.

When I walked into the kitchen, I was stopped in my tracks by what I saw resting on the countertop—a chrome case in the shape of a violin. With trembling fingers, I unclipped the lid and pried it open. Within the velvet casing lay a sleekly designed and very modern violin, the color a gorgeous cobalt blue. The matching bow nestled beside it was equally exquisite.

A single card lay on top: One of a kind —created from the once lost design by Leonardo da Vinci.

In awe, I lifted out the instrument and ran my fingers along the strings. It felt light in my grip as I raised it up and slid the bow across it.

No… It sounded off…like it needed more than just tuning.

Beautiful in every conceivable way but not quite right…it was the echo that resonated. Such a shame that something so exquisite wasn’t as perfect as it first appeared.

But I didn’t care, because it came from him…my Xavier.

He would have been heartbroken when he’d heard what had happened to the Strad—the same one he’d left on my doorstep the night everything had changed.

I needed him like a poem needs a voice.

Xavier is my sky and you are my stars. I don’t want it to end.

Oh, my beloved James.

I sighed heavily at the beauty of this remarkable cobalt blue instrument, and I had a gut feeling that if I corrected the fault its music would astound everyone.

Just behind the F-shaped hole that every violin has on either side to enhance its acoustics, a corner of something white peeked out. I pulled on the paper and it slipped past my fingers, falling to the floor.

Carefully, I placed the violin back in its case along with the bow and then knelt to retrieve the envelope.

Easing up the seal, I slid out an invitation.

 

You are cordially invited to

Royal Court Manor

Montego Bay, Jamaica

 

Hadn’t Xavier tried to coax James into speaking with this very accent?

His connection to this place was now glaring as I recalled all he’d shared with me during those hours together in his castle. All that time I’d had my sights set on Xavier…

My thoughts swirled with the hopeful possibility that this invitation came from them. Perhaps they were trying to share the allure of crystal-clear blue waters, swaying palm trees, and the luscious taste of mouth-watering pineapple. All the while watching glorious sunsets as we took long walks along the pristine white-sand beaches.

More than all of this, I’d have the chance to fall into their arms again.

My beautiful men.
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“The wound is the place where the light enters you.”

 

—Rumi
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Emily

 

I removed my sunglasses and was almost blinded by the blue sky’s brilliance, anticipation swirling inside me as the tall brass gates swung open for my chauffeur driven car.

The estate’s long driveway was lined with palm trees and lush foliage. I lowered my window and let the warm breeze kiss my face, breathing in the exotic scents of Jamaica. The island’s extraordinary beauty had exceeded my expectations.

Royal Court Manor was impressive with its colonial-style design and tropical flower beds—a contrast to James’ castle in England. When I’d visited there, I’d never imagined I’d be seeking him out on foreign soil.

My stomach flipped when I realized how close I was to seeing them. It had been just over a week since I’d received the invite to fly here all the way from London. Yet it felt like a lifetime ago. My last note of responsibility before throwing caution to the winds had been my final exam. During my last days at the Royal Academy of Music, all I could think about was being back in their arms.

Six months ago, I’d met the beautiful and brilliant Xavier Rothschild in a chance meeting on the Underground at Piccadilly. That event had sent me spinning in a new direction. As time went on, our idyllic life had unraveled and I’d discovered he was not the man I thought he was.

Yet I loved him no less.

I’d fallen for two men for entirely different reasons. I loved Xavier Rothschild for his rare beauty and remarkable intellect that even now was startling to comprehend—his ability to interpret the language of artificial intelligence a rare gift.

I’d also fallen hard for his friend. James Ballad was a man of dangerous grace, his authority reaching all the way to the highest echelons of society. I’d personally witnessed that power and even now it sent chills down my spine to think of the influence he had on the world. I’d seen beyond James’ coldness and glimpsed a light he rarely shared. Getting to know him had been exhilarating. It was all I could think about.

Out the back window, I watched the chauffeur remove my luggage and violin case from the boot. I felt butterflies in my stomach and my heart began to beat faster with anticipation, my skin flushing in response. I couldn’t wait to fall into their arms.

James and Xavier both had a complicated past. It was as complex as their futures…our futures. What had once seemed unimaginable had morphed into reality—a ménage à trois that saw three opposites melding together exquisitely in a passionate love affair.

These were the thoughts scratching at my mind as I tried to reassure myself that the decision to come here had been the right one. Not that I could have resisted being reunited with my Xavier. We were connected in ways I couldn’t define.

The car door opened and I climbed out, thanking the driver for fetching me from Sangster International Airport. Then I watched him drive away toward the gate.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves, and admired the well-tended shrubs and trees and the vibrant beauty of the colorful flowers. The exotic birdsong filling the air reminded me how far I’d come.

I lugged my suitcase up the stone steps and knocked on the ornate wooden door.

No one answered.

The door was unlocked. I stepped inside the foyer and was enveloped by the scent of tropical fruit mixed with ocean air. Excitement twisted my stomach into knots of uncertainty as I looked around the elegant interior with its tall palms resting in ceramic pots. A Louis Vuitton trunk was pressed up against a wall to lend a sophisticated touch. The décor revealed the owner’s desire to make this place into a home.

Dread worked its way into my chest. Why hadn’t Xavier come to greet me?

See, that’s the doubt you let in.

He wouldn’t allow me to get on a plane and fly all the way to Montego Bay if it meant I’d be in danger.

Would he?

The journey had left me grungy and I couldn’t wait to take a shower and freshen up. I welcomed the breeze from the ceiling fan whooshing above that helped cool the interior during the heat of midday.

Respectfully, I slipped off my shoes and left them beside my luggage and violin case.

“Hello!” Making my way barefoot through the house, I peeked into the vast dining room and then the cozy sitting room filled with lush palms, a long couch and a walled TV.

Following the sound of lapping waves, I continued on through the manor to the back of the house and found a door that led outside.

Oh, God, the beauty of it all…

There, beyond the garden and its sparkling pool, was a pristine beach lined with coconut palms. Beyond all those white crystals lay the ocean. To the right was a long dock where a sailing boat was tethered. I allowed myself a few moments to take it all in…

The sound of a sanding tool drew me away from the spectacular scene. I made my way along the rear of the house and peered into an open workspace.

A jolt of happiness hit me when I saw James…

In the center of the space hung an upside down boat—the name on its side was faded but I could still read it: Liberty. Some of its worn wooden slats were being refurbished.

James was bare-chested and wearing cream-colored slacks, his toned abs flexing as he dragged a Black & Decker sander along the edge of the boat. His thick hair fell forward in raven waves. I hardly recognized him with his jaw unshaven. His chestnut eyes were focused on the job at hand as he dragged the tool back and forward with impressive precision and strength.

At his castle, I’d seen evidence of his military service in photos captured of him with his fellow Navy officers. His love of boats should have come as no surprise.

Seeing a half-naked James looking sweat-soaked and scruffy was a contradiction to the usual bespoke tailored suits he insisted on wearing. Watching him show off his skill at fixing a boat was a reminder I never knew this man at all—not really.

His dark eyes flittered to meet mine, sending a thrill throughout my body; a delicious frisson…reminding me how easily it had been to fall for him. It was as though he was able to reach into my soul with one look and own me.

He turned off the sander and rested it on the table behind him.

“Hey.” I smiled.

“Emily,” he said with a flash of happiness in his eyes.

Then it was gone.

For a moment, he had seemed like the man I’d gotten to know when I’d experienced his kinder side. He’d spoken my name with feeling.

He ran his fingers through his hair. “How was your flight?”

“Fine.” It had been more than fine. I’d traveled first-class. “It was wonderful. Thank you for my ticket…for inviting me.”

I didn’t care that James was sweating or a little dirty from the work, I needed to be closer…needed to see evidence of the affection he’d shared our last few days together when he’d come to see we were all three perfect for each other.

Hurrying forward, I pressed my cheek to his chest, breathing in his soft cologne mixed with perspiration. Relaxing in his arms, I felt myself surrender again to this mysterious man. All he needed to do was soften toward me again. To remember what we’d had. To offer up a kind smile and conversation that would reassure this tired girl who’d traveled halfway around the world to be here.

Yet there were no strong arms wrapping around me in way of a welcome. I pulled back and stared up at him, my throat tightening with uncertainty.

“Your exams are over?”

“Yes,” I said, glancing around. “I graduated.”

“Congratulations. We’ll celebrate later.”

“Is Xavier here?”

James wiped his hands on a cloth and tossed it aside. “When was the last time you saw him?”

I swallowed hard. “When he saw me off to have dinner with Kitty?”

“Right.”

A feeling of unease crept over me, mixing with the lingering doubt.

“Do you want a drink?” His foreboding eyes studied me.

“No, thank you.” I was too nervous to keep anything down.

“We have a situation, Emily.”

“Oh?”

“Xavier…he’s missing.”

“What do you mean?”

“He left us.” He waved his hand through the air. “The organization.”

Left Pervade?

He refrained from saying what I knew we were both thinking: The last time Xavier had left him. This time, he had left because of me.

“When?”

“The day after you boarded Mr. and Mrs. Zane’s yacht.”

“You think it’s because of me?”

“I believe it’s because he thinks I wanted you to be there that day.”

“Why?”

He looked away. “I hinted at your usefulness.”

“That’s not what you meant, though.”

“What I meant was that you were good for Xavier.”

And I’d been the one to tell Xavier that James saw value in me…

“I can see why he might think it was your idea,” I said warily. “But I went on that yacht of my own accord. I was selected to be part of a concert from the Academy. It was about my career. Andrew Woo was a guest and as the senior conductor, he was the one who could get me into the London Symphony Orchestra.”

My hero, world-famous violinist Diana Zane, had also been aboard that night. After seeing her in concert as a child, I’d begun playing the violin. Not attending the event on board the yacht would have felt like a betrayal of the little girl I’d been who had once dreamed of playing before her idol. I’d sacrificed too much to give up that chance—studied for too many years to abandon my gift.

Though the night had turned deadly.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I pushed away the memory of the Russian man being shoved over the side of the yacht to his death. It had been a facet of Ballad’s identity I’d chosen to ignore because the raw truth of what he was capable of disturbed me.

I’d made a choice that evening…

Regret saturated my bones. Even after all that risk and betrayal and deceit, I still hadn’t landed a coveted place in the orchestra. It had gone to a fellow student, a girl whose father had paid for her place with a generous donation.

I’d been left with nothing.

No, that wasn’t true. James had given me the house in Primrose Hill and the memory of being there with him…with them…had been all I’d clung to over these last few weeks.

To think I’d honestly believed we were going to be reunited in Jamaica. The loss of this hope caused my heart to ache.

“I’ll explain it all to Xavier,” I said.

“We’re out of touch with him, Em.” His tone was harsh.

Pressing my palm to my chest, I ran through the kind of danger Xavier could be in and the vulnerability he faced because of his genius nature. His complexity drove him to make perilous decisions. Like the one he’d made the evening I’d first met him. Stranded in Piccadilly Circus tube station with no money and nowhere to live, he’d risked staying with me for one night.

No words could convey the terror I felt for him now.

“It’s my belief—” James’ tone was filled with sadness. “Xavier feels betrayed by us.”

“That’s why you invited me here?” My throat tightened with the realization of James’ motive. “Us being here will draw Xavier out of hiding?”

“More specifically, you.”

James didn’t say the words I’d been expecting to hear—that he loved me.

Instead, all I’d found here was trouble and cold detachment.

My body slumped against the boat and it swung back on its structure. James stepped forward and caught me, his right arm wrapping around my back as he yanked me toward his chest. He held me suspended with his mouth dangerously close to mine, both of us captured in a moment of intimacy.

In his arms there came that familiar illusion that there was something special between us—a connection that should stretch beyond the confusion and have us finding forgiveness in each other. I saw the longing in his eyes, and his lips brushed against mine as though neither of us could prevent it.

“You’re back under my control, Emily.”

My nipples beaded against his firm muscles. “I thought that you and I…”

“No.”

“I’ll find him without you,” I breathed.

“Impossible. It’s Xavier, remember?”

Pushing him away and finding my footing, I said, “I can try.”

“Did he come to you?” James narrowed his gaze on me. “Has he gotten a message to you?”

“He gave me a new violin.”

“But other than that there’s been no contact between you?”

“The invitation?”

“I placed it in the violin. He wouldn’t know about it.”

“You came into my house? When?”

“When you weren’t there.”

Squeezing my eyes shut, I tried to hide the shame I felt at believing we could ever be lovers again.

He rubbed his hands together. “I need to clean up.”

“You and I, James, what are we to each other?” The words slipped from me.

“We fucked a little. It was pleasant.”

“I’m leaving.”

“With what?” He forced a smile. “Your bank account is closed.”

“I have money—”

“I froze your account.” He leaned back. “You broke our contract, Emily. You disobeyed me.”

“How?”

“You went on the yacht.”

“How can you be so cruel?”

“You knew what I was capable of, Em.”

I swallowed hard. “You think me being here will draw him back to us?”

To me.

“We must be imaginative.”

“How do you mean?”

“We must stir Xavier’s protective side. Have him want to save you.”

“Save me from what?”

His eyes darkened. “Me, of course.”
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James

 

Emily couldn’t know that my heart was shattering—that my intense longing for her was burning me up inside.

All I wanted was to wrap my arms around her. Tell her everything was going to be okay. Instead, my weapon of choice was coldness and occasional silence as I kept myself from reacting to her presence.

She had the kind of beauty that made time stand still. I watched as she stood in front of me, her deep green eyes taking in my boathouse, looking as bewitching as I remembered her.

I knew she loved me.

What she could never know, however, was that I loved her, too. I’d fallen for her more deeply than I had imagined possible.

Her feelings for me would cloud her vision. She could never suspect that inviting her into my sanctuary, a place I kept secret from the world, meant I felt something for her. I hadn’t been prepared for the ache of nostalgia that swept over me upon seeing her again after what had happened between us—or my pining for more time with her and Xavier.

I had to let any chance of us reuniting as a threesome die.

I saw through my own lie…this belief that such weakness shouldn’t be tolerated and that I had a responsibility to remain distant. I had once been certain that my profession didn’t allow for extra-curricular emotional involvement. With anyone.

That mistruth had worked its way into my consciousness and taken up residence in my psyche. I’d had the privilege of love once and had massacred everything that was good about it. About her, my beloved Victoria.

Guilty men are not left unscathed.

What I had with Xavier and Emily had been extraordinary. My mind, body and soul yearned to return to those lust-fueled nights. They were the memories I clung to with all my might. We’d dabbled in pleasures that, once tasted, couldn’t be denied. That was where the danger had been ignited. I’d toyed with the idea that revisiting love was possible. I had to burn that hope to the ground.

Despite my better judgment, I’d let the affair go on…the intimacy, the exposure, the brilliant fucking between three people who shouldn’t even be allowed in the same damn room. The distraction was a risk to all of us. My lack of focus caused by these two enigmatic friends could destabilize the universe.

I’d prepared for this moment. Reassured myself I could handle her dazzling beauty, her enduring sweetness, and sassy attitude. What I’d not accounted for was an overwhelming surge of feelings for a woman who was never destined to be mine. She had always been Xavier’s.

Even so, he’d given her to me willingly. I knew in my heart why.

Xavier’s attempt to push this woman into my arms was him trying to break me down. Getting me to a place where I might find room for something more. He’d tried to crack my steely shell. The light he offered had seeped through the cracks of the wall I’d built around my heart and had managed to touch me…for an instant.

The night we’d spent on board that luxury yacht, The Venetian, had made me realize how much I loved this woman—the same beauty standing before me in the floral dress looking windswept and innocent and jet lagged from her long flight.

Though that evening aboard the yacht on the River Thames had brought about the realization of what kind of threat she was under with us in her life.

Another threat loomed with Xavier being gone. He was my right-hand man and the keeper of all my secrets. My best resource to fight political crime had walked away. It was up to me to find him—by any means possible. He was the ultimate tech guru. Which also meant he had the skills to evade me.

I only had one hand left to play…

Her.

“What are you trying to say?” Her voice was a whisper.

“I’m going to do things to you, Em.”

My senses became aroused by her vulnerability, her exquisite naiveté.

She still had no concept of Xavier’s true importance. That he alone had what it took to change the landscape of national security. I’d tried to make her understand when she’d visited my castle back in England. Since then, she’d singlehandedly destroyed Xavier’s trust and sent him hurtling away like a meteorite into the void. We both held the responsibility of pulling him back by any means necessary. Millions of lives were at stake.

Emily’s eyes widened. “What kind of things?”

Could I actually go through with this…touch her and yet remain cold, or at least feign indifference? Could I make her believe there was nothing between us?

My body tightened with the thrill that I might find pleasure in being intimate with her. Of course, I’d find pleasure in it. She was exquisite in every conceivable way. And my duplicitous thoughts were the mark of a monster.

This was the plan, so easy to implement: Push her away and draw Xavier closer. Have her fall out of love with me and fall deeper in love with him.

My heart twisted in an unfamiliar way, but I ignored the pang of loss and bravely glared into the abyss.

“You like it dark, right?” That was something I could work with. “I’m going to do very erotic things to you.”

She blushed wildly.

I let out a sigh of resolve. “Xavier knows me. He knows what I’m capable of. He knows what I like.”

“What you like?”

It made me smile. “I will spoil you in the same way Xavier liked for me to spoil him. Does that appeal to you?”

She looked uncertain.

Xavier had once blackmailed me by starting a life with her so that I’d take him back. She didn’t need reminding of this painful fact. His plan had backfired when he’d fallen helplessly in love with this woman.

“Xavier will always crave me, Emily. Crave what only I can give.”

The cruel remark made her flinch. All I had to do was crank up the viciousness and watch her crumble.

“You want him to be jealous of me?” She looked astounded. “Why would I consent to something like this?”

“It’s the only way back to him.”

“In London, you told me you didn’t want us to end.” She sucked in a deep breath. “That you loved us…”

“Such a sentiment isn’t in my repertoire. Nor do I have any use for it.”

“You did say it!”

“We need to bring him in.”

“I won’t betray him.”

“This is about you asking for his forgiveness.”

“What sorts of things are expected of me?”

“You want to know Xavier completely? You want to know why he’s addicted to the things I can do to him? I’m offering you this insight.”

Emily was thinking it over, and looking so damn sensual. It was the way her mouth parted, the way she licked her lips to wet them as she mulled over whether she could deny herself what I was offering.

“Xavier stays here sometimes,” I said. “Did he tell you that?”

She shook her head and scanned the workspace as though trying to imagine him here. A hurt expression flashed across her face. He’d teased her with my connection to Jamaica, but she’d never taken the bait to explore the matter further. Never asked the important questions, like why here.

“In this very house, Xavier and I agreed to always do what is right. Not what is easy, but what serves the greater purpose.”

“That’s why you started Pervade?”

Her calling MI8 “Pervade” had always been endearing. I helmed a directorate of Military Intelligence that secretly existed. I’d hijacked the organization after MI6 had tried to take me down. Then elevated myself to a position where I controlled every aspect of British society. Pervade, as Emily liked to call what I did for a living, was not far off from my job description. I owned the government. Hell, I owned several.

Yet she was the ultimate thrill I would never get over.

“You should never have betrayed him, Emily.”

“You threatened what we had by saying it was temporary.”

“You chose music over him.”

“I’ve dedicated my life to the violin.”

“But you didn’t take up my offer to join the orchestra.”

“I wanted to make it on my own.”

I shrugged. “In the end it came down to money.”

Emily’s rightful position had been given to a less talented student because the girl’s father had coughed up a generous donation—all in the name of art.

Pain was evident in her expression. “I’m just as talented as Salme.”

“If only that was how the world works.”

“I’ve always made it on my own.”

“Emily, you’re naive.”

“You told me I was merely a distraction for Xavier.”

“A pleasant distraction. Facts are important.”

She swayed slightly and it made my chest tighten with remorse. Jesus, this could be the final act that destroyed me. Then again, it coated my darkness with self-hate that could be useful. I deserved the misery because I didn’t believe love was in my destiny—and I was using her faith in it to destroy her love for me.

Her eyes filled with tears and she clutched her palm to her chest to prove the cruelty of my words had seeped into her soul. The dagger I’d sent hurtling into her heart might stay wedged there forever.

This was good.

I needed her to hate me…needed her on her fucking knees willing to do anything to draw my rogue operative out of hiding. Despite Xavier pulling back, he’d still be spellbound with this beguiling violinist. They’d lived together for six months before I’d torn them apart. He’d never get over her. And he really shouldn’t have to.

No one could do what Xavier could and if we didn’t get him back the consequences were unthinkable. His ability to translate artificial intelligence into a language we could work with was unmatched. His remarkable skill at communicating with wayward AI was unparalleled. If I hadn’t seen his talent first hand, I wouldn’t have believed it. His kind of brilliance was rare. Xavier was irreplaceable.

“Is stirring his jealousy the only way?” she asked softly.

“Not only jealousy, Em. We’re talking about his desire for balance and certainty…his hunger for more of what only I can deliver.”

She looked smug. “You’re not enough to lure him back here.”

“And evidently neither are you.”

She closed her eyes for a moment. “Don’t.”

“I’ve been wrangling with this truth a lot longer.”

“He could find love anywhere.”

“You know that’s not true.”

“What if he never forgives me?”

“It’s my forgiveness you must earn.”

“I’m sorry. Tell Xavier I’m sorry, too.”

I turned away because it should be me apologizing. What I was doing was abhorrent. My cock ached in contradiction—my body yearned for the impossible. She was going to give herself to me willingly. I was going to earn her hate.

“I can leave at any time?” she asked quietly.

I faked a smirk because I’d already let her know I’d frozen all the funds in her bank account to immobilize her movements.

“When does it start?”

“When does what start?” I wanted to hear how she saw our arrangement.

“Us.”

“There’s no us, Emily. It’s just you on your knees before the man who holds all the power.”
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Emily

 

I pressed a hand to my chest, trying to lessen the ache in my heart.

Xavier wasn’t here. There wasn’t even a message from him…a sign that we were still together. Even after all this time apart.

Our love was broken.

Seeing him again had been all I could think about since we’d parted weeks ago. It was all I could do to hold back sobs.

There’s no us, Emily.

My eyes prickling with tears, I reached for my suitcase and violin and then hesitated at the bottom of the staircase. I’d been told how to find my room—turn right at the top of the stairs, third door down.

James’ words that we were not in a relationship of any kind pierced my heart and made my breathing thready. What was I to do? How could I continue knowing all this time it had been Ballad who had lured me here for this purpose? The invitation to Montego Bay had been from him and not from them.

Xavier had given me this new violin after I’d been forced to destroy the precious Stradivarius he’d gifted me. Even though I’d saved a life by bashing it over the head of a KGB agent, Xavier wouldn’t forgive me for what had happened to it. The beautiful instrument was worth millions, though it had been worth so much more to me…an extension of my being.

Maybe this violin represented a goodbye gift. Because that was the kindness that Xavier always showed even when he was angry.

After what Ballad had done to me in his castle, I was crazy to think he had suddenly morphed into a good man. Yet my body pined for what he was offering. He knew the art of pleasure in all its forms. I quivered with the memory of the way James had once ravished me. The affection he’d shown, the kind words he’d spoken, and even those rare times we snuggled in bed.

At least he’d not locked me in this time like he’d done at his castle in the middle of nowhere. To be sure, I walked over to the front door and pulled it open—proof I could leave if I wanted to.

A sound from somewhere in the house made me close it.

I had nowhere to go and yet I couldn’t proceed up those stairs either. My body trembled with uncertainty.

A hand brushed against mine and took the suitcase from me. “I’ve got it,” said James as he took the first step up and turned. “Violin.” I handed it to him and he carried them both upstairs.

Leaving here was still an option, though I didn’t have enough money to buy a ticket for the flight home. I’d not thought this through. I’d assumed the invitation meant the three of us would be reunited. Now I was stuck here…with him.

Until Xavier came for me; if he came for me.

Following James up the steps, I rallied my courage to at least stay overnight until I could think up my next move. I didn’t want to ask Mum for the money because that would scare her. Maybe I’d do the unthinkable and “borrow” James’ credit card. I’d never stolen before, but then again, I’d never been put in a situation like this. If he really had frozen my funds, the same ones he’d given me, then I was going to have to be cunning to find a way to leave Jamaica.

Even after Ballad’s harsh greeting and cruel words, it was impossible for my gaze not to sweep over his tall, toned body as he moved up the stairs with an elegance that equaled domination. Masterful and yet worldly.

Don’t love him anymore; he doesn’t deserve it.

James gestured to a door on our right. “This one.”

I went on ahead and looked around at the sparseness. It was pleasant enough with its burgundy and gold-patterned wallpaper. A white spread covered a king-sized bed. A couple of still life prints on the wall and there you had it—the guest bedroom.

James placed my suitcase on the bed and lay my violin beside it.

“Enjoy the house,” he said, as though he’d invited me here on friendlier terms. “However, you will not leave without my permission.”

As if I’d stick to that order.

Looking around, I came to a sudden realization…

His wife had decorated this place. I could tell from the feminine touches, the delicate gold flowers on a backdrop of burgundy. I wondered if she’d imagined one of the rooms could be a nursery. I doubted James had the sentimentality to go there.

This was the key to understanding Ballad. Get to the bottom of his grief and the real man lay at the deep end of that catastrophe. He was capable of great love—I’d seen it. Great passion, too, there was no doubt there. I’d even seen glimpses of his need for closeness. The same intimacy he’d lost after his wife had died. This was the end of the string to him and if I tugged, I’d unravel the man.

He pointed. “Bathroom’s in there. Take a shower. Meet me downstairs in the dining room in twenty.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“I’m not inviting you to lunch, Em.”

“I need more time,” I whispered.

“Present yourself naked.”

“As if.”

“Bring the violin,” he added.

“I’m not playing for you.”

He was already out the door.

The shower was nice enough. All pale blue tiles and ocean themes in keeping with the location. I’d expected to be running around laughing and downing cocktails, eating fresh fish and endless chips. Having hot sex and getting sand caught in weird places. Followed by endless cuddles with my men.

Anything but this.

I brushed my hair until it was neat and straight down my back and changed into a fresh sundress. Maybe James would let me walk along the beach. The thought of feeling warm sand between my toes was enticing. It might even cheer me up a bit.

I brought my violin case downstairs with me. I’d use it to take a swing at him if necessary. Refusing to play even one note was a good way of staying in control.

James was waiting inside the dining room. He’d showered, too, and was now in ripped jeans and a shirt pulled taut over his toned body. He didn’t need a suit to show off his power; it was the way he stood tall, his confident expression and his body language emanated control.

If a man could be beautiful, Ballad was that man with his high cheekbones and regal nose, and that dark hair framing a perfect face. His heavenly chestnut eyes showed more than they realized; to me, anyway.

He rose from a dining room chair and came toward me. “Why are you dressed?”

“This is what evolved humans do now.”

“Take it off.”

“You take it off.”

He eased the violin case out of my grip and laid it on the long table. Then he closed the gap between us. He worked the catch of my dress at my nape. He took hold of the top of my dress and tugged it down and over my hips. A tap from him told me he wanted me to step out of it. Reluctantly, I complied, my skin tingling where his fingertips brushed over me.

With a clip he had my bra undone. With that off he moved to my panties and eased them down and around my ankles. This time his strong hand lifted each foot to get me out of them.

I wanted to say something but was too enraptured by being back in his presence. I’d seen the level of his ferocity back in London. For some weird reason I craved it. I’d also seen his kindness.

James had seen me naked before, of course, yet I still clutched my forearms over my chest to cover myself. With me naked and him still dressed I felt my power slipping away. Who was I kidding? The moment I’d walked into this house I’d relinquished all control to him.

He cupped my face, then leaned in and kissed me…

This was everything I knew it would be, passionate and loving, his tongue quickening, its movement savage and possessive. He couldn’t stay cruel and indifferent for long…this proved it. This kiss was too personal, too consistent with affection to prove otherwise.

When he broke away, I was breathless.

James backed me up until my butt hit the table. My stomach clenched when I saw his eyes glaze over as he retreated into his dark shell.

“James,” I said soothingly. “Talk to me.”

With his large hands around my waist he lifted me and sat me on the edge. He leaned over and flipped open the lid on my violin case.

“I’m not—”

“You’re not the one playing, Emily.” He reached in for the bow. “Lay back.”

I straightened my spine, refusing to move.

His hand pressed between my breasts and he nudged me back until I was lying on the table looking up at the ceiling fan with my legs dangling over the edge. He stood between them.

My nipples were taut beneath my crossed arms.

James brought his phone to his ear. “Xavier, she’s lying naked on the dining room table.” He was leaving a message. “Remember that time in here between us? It’s like that.”

“Xavier!” I called out.

James’ glare silenced me. “Arms by your side.”

I huffed out my frustration as I obeyed by positioning my arms on either side of my body.

“I’m holding her violin bow. Can you imagine the music I’ll play?”

Reaching for his wrist, I curled my palm around it to stay him. The bow strained in his grip. He was holding the bow like I did—like he was going to play.

“Call me back, Xavier. Or this continues.” James threw his phone down and it skidded past my head.

Stretching to look at my lifeline to Zavier, I felt Ballad’s silent command, forbidding me from reaching for it.

The last time I’d called Xavier his line had been disconnected. James had another number for him. One I needed in order to get a message to him.

James yanked his wrist from my grip and brought the bow to my mouth, drawing the strings slowly along my lips. Pouting, I felt the tingle of gentle pressure as it worked its way along my mouth. It was as daring as it was erotic.

He was playing me like an instrument.

The intimate way he was caressing me with the bow immediately weakened my resistance.

The scent of rosin found me as he dragged it along my lips, then downward over my nipple, causing it to bead beneath the caress of strings. He moved over to my right breast and circled the areola until it was erect. The heady sensation of arousal filled me with need. There was no fighting this. I didn’t want to.

This was the intimacy I’d craved from him.

The dark part of me that I kept suppressed was close to bursting open like a ripe fruit. My short, sharp breaths revealed how much I desired his depravity.

“James,” I said his name like a prayer—but not to stop him.

I wanted him to take me to that place of darkness and hold me there suspended because the words he’d spoken in the boathouse were right: I needed something more than the ordinary.

I saw a glimmer of softness in his expression. Then his pupils dilated as he tilted the bow and used it to tease my pubic bone, sliding it lower still. Raising my hips slightly, I tipped my sex to greet the strings as they brushed along me, exhaling sharply when he ran it along my clit, making it throb.

I couldn’t keep myself from moaning.

A brilliant pleasure erupted, causing me to shudder violently.

This was an exquisite tease. James using something I adored above all things to arouse me, reminding me that I’d put music before him and Xavier—letting me know this intimacy was what I’d lost because of my stubborn decision to perform on that yacht.

That night I’d willingly thrown us away.

Those first days with them had felt like I’d been gripped with a kind of madness…

This was true passion—what he was doing with the bow, the way he controlled each tilt, each draw of the strings that rippled along sensitized flesh, easing apart my folds to caress my clit, causing my back to arch.

James set the bow on the table to my right and leaned over me. “Stay like this. Don’t move. Keep that cunt on show.”

His words were depraved and yet my sex clenched in need because of them. James’ degradation was filling me with an aliveness I craved.

How long would he leave me like this?

Raising my head, I looked over at my underwear on the floor and considered hopping off and getting dressed before he came back.

Yet my body refused to move. That stickiness between my thighs revealing just how aroused I was. Those ripples within proving what I hoped might happen when he returned. My mind racing with what he and Xavier had done in this very room.

My gaze snapped over to the phone that was within reach.

And then James kicked the door open. He carried in an open bottle of Dom Perignon and two crystal glasses, giving a nod of approval when he saw I hadn’t moved from how he’d left me. He poured champagne into two glasses and set one of them on the table next to the bottle. I made a mental note not to thrash around and knock them over.

James took a sip of his drink and closed his eyes in appreciation. Then he dipped his fingertip into the bubbles and brought it up to my lips.

I suckled his finger, tasting the sweetness, my lips parting to let him press in further and trace along my tongue. Then he lifted his glass and poured a trickle of champagne over my chest and leaned in to lap it up, his tongue circling my nipple.

I watched him tip his glass and pour the entire contents over my sex. It splashed and went everywhere. He placed the glass down on the table and then grabbed my thighs to pull me toward him. Leaning low, he began suckling up what he’d poured and ravishing me with such an obsession that the pleasure felt overwhelming.

“Oh, God!”

“I’m your God.” James’ warm breath brushed over me.

“Did you do this to Xavier?” I couldn’t help but ask.

“Yes, and then…” James stood up straight. “I fucked him on this table.” His finger explored my entrance and it made me jolt.

He unzipped his jeans and placed the tip of his cock at my pussy, easing the tip in a little. He reached for the second glass of champagne and sipped from it. With him tapping my vagina with his erection and sipping bubbly this was as decadent as it was arousing. I watched the way his mouth met the glass, the way he swallowed the sweet liquid, giving a small sigh as he did.

Remnants of the liquid trailed between my folds and then I felt the sticky dampness between my ass cheeks. One thrust and he was inside me. I gritted my teeth against the tension of his penetration, squeezing my muscles around the delicious length of him.

He took a sip from his glass, staring down at me with a curious focus. “Xavier knows I’m inside you.” His left thumb pressed my clit and circled. “I’m sure he’s also guessing that I’m preparing you for a good fuck.”

“Maybe it will turn him on,” I taunted.

“Undoubtedly.”

James shoved his hips forward and slid all the way in. “As Xavier remembers everything, he’ll be able to imagine what this feels like.”

“Only you fucked him in the ass.”

He set the glass down. “Of course.”

“It’s like he’s here,” I whispered.

James stilled. “Yet it’s my dick inside you, Emily.”

“I hope he finds me.”

“Let’s hope he takes his time.”

He looked even more dangerous…feral even, as he pulled all the way out then began a slow steady fucking. The fullness was almost too much to bear, the tension unyielding and yet blissfully sensual.

“Please…”

“Breathe, Em,” he said softly.

A wave of arousal caused me to reach low and begin rubbing my clit, flicking it faster to match the pleasure inside, causing me to tremble.

He nudged my hand away and took up strumming my clit for me. “Hands above your head.”

Doing as he asked, I raised my arms and rested them above my head, surrendering to him…to this…my thighs easing farther apart so he could have his way with me.

“Close your eyes.”

I obeyed, letting the sensations ripple through me, my channel squeezing and milking his cock. A part of me was missing. A part of us. Surely James missed Xavier too.

“Keep your eyes shut,” he demanded. “Don’t open them until I say.”

Managing a nod, I tried to exhale through the lightheadedness.

“Good girl.” James leaned along my body and planted a kiss on my mouth, and I opened my lips to greet his, my tongue lapping his and tasting champagne as his kiss reached into my soul, devouring my will to resist.

His body lifted and he picked up the pace of his thrusts. “You’re soaking wet, Emily.”

“Because of you.” I writhed beneath him.

“Do you want me to rub your clit again,” he asked huskily.

“Yes.”

“How’s this?”

“Don’t stop,” I managed, eyelids burning with the effort of keeping them squeezed shut when what I wanted was to see his expression of lust.

He shifted his body a little so he could go deeper and faster and still match his pounding with rapid flicks of his finger. His firmness grew harder as he buried himself inside me, his low growls proving he was nearing his release, too.

A climax gripped me and I was lost in my desire, struggling to inhale as my body surrendered to this unrelenting ecstasy.

“James!”

I blindly felt for his arms because it was too much, and at the same time it wasn’t enough. I wanted to see his face when he came.

Beneath me the table shook violently in response to our lovemaking. The dampness of my juices mixed with champagne and the sweet scent mingled with his cologne. The heady aroma wafted over me and absorbed into my being.

James roared as he spilled his heat inside me, his cry of release thrilling to hear as he stilled and then began a leisurely pace of grinding against me so, so deep, the warmth of his cum sending a shiver through me.

“Come again, Emily.” He set about playing with my clit, flicking it with his fingertips even faster than before.

“Can I open my eyes?”

“Not yet.”

With his two flicking fingers circling my sex, he alighted every cell of my body, causing me to relax and let him have his way…

I screamed when the climax possessed me; he possessed me as I willingly let myself be drawn into the shuddering place of forgetting.

I opened my eyes and lifted my head. James was still buried deep inside my pussy—and he was also holding up his phone.

No, please, no…

James had called Xavier so he could hear everything.

“I believe I made my point.” James hung up.

He pulled out of me and tucked himself away. Then he shoved the phone into his pocket and walked out of the room without looking back.

I felt the flush of heat drain out of me with the realization James had grabbed that phone when he’d kissed me. Xavier would have heard me calling out Ballad’s name.

Instead of sitting up, I remained on my back on the table. My eyes followed the spinning fan above while my thoughts spun out of control.

Tears stung my eyes, blurring my vision.

Come for me, Xavier, my love.
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James

 

Ultimate View, my forty-five-foot sailing vessel, was tethered to the end of the dock. Victoria had chosen the perfect name for our gorgeous yacht. The first day we’d sailed her out on the ocean we’d happily christened her by drinking the best champagne. There were so many fond memories…

A rush of nettles tethered me back to reality, a familiar grief choking out my joy. The kind that tore at my soul to remind me Victoria would never again climb aboard her.

Don’t, Victoria…

Don’t cloud my thoughts with sentiment.

Moving on would be the worst kind of betrayal.

I glanced back and saw that Emily had caught up with me. She stood several feet behind me on the dock, seemingly unsure whether to proceed. She had every reason to be reluctant. Xavier wasn’t here and in his place was a royal bastard with bad intensions.

She looked dazzling in her sunhat, sundress, and strappy sandals. Strands of her brown hair were blowing over her misty eyes, and she pulled her sunglasses down to shield them.

An hour ago, I’d taken her hard on the dining room table, teasing her body with her violin bow. Though she’d experienced pleasure, our sex had been unsentimental. I’d refused to show her how I really felt.

God, I could be so fucking unromantic at times.

This trip out on the water was aimed at Xavier.

If his memory served him correctly, and Xavier’s curse was that it always did, he’d remember what had happened after I’d taken him hard on the dining room table.

Six months ago, we had stood on this very spot before boarding the Ultimate View. He’d looked just as uncertain as Emily did now, with the same hope in his eyes that we could be more.

Spending time with him in Montego Bay had eased my grief for brief periods—as though he was able to hold back the tidal wave of pain. That was the only reason I’d relented to the intimacy he yearned for…

I’d yearned for it, too.

Holding my hand out, I coaxed Emily to join me and I helped her onto the yacht, pointing to where I wanted her to sit on the starboard side. I hoisted the sail and we were heading out onto the open crystal blue ocean within minutes.

The coolness of the salty breeze rushed over me as the late afternoon sun drenched us in warmth. There was nothing that came close to this feeling of freedom, the absolution of all responsibilities; though I wouldn’t be granting myself any precious leisure time. This was all business.

Glancing over at Emily, I asked, “Do you have sunblock on?”

She looked sheepish. “It’s in my bag.”

I secured the mainsheet to maintain the sail and moved toward her. “You don’t want to end up with sunburn.”

She gestured to the vast sail. “That’s impressive.”

“This yacht is as big as it gets with one for a crew.”

“Sorry I’m not much help. You can teach me. I’ve always wanted to learn how to sail.”

“We have to protect your hands.” I cupped them in mine.

Her fingers were delicate and I explored their elegance. The hands of this woman who would one day become famous. Her talent was that profound. Emily would no doubt inspire future violinists, too, just as the renowned Diana Zane had done.

“Let me in, James,” Emily whispered. “Talk to me.”

Stirring from my daydreaming, I realized I’d been holding her hands for a little too long. Letting go, I stepped over to adjust the sail to full mast. I didn’t want Emily anywhere near the rigging. Couldn’t risk her fingers getting injured.

From the moment I’d learned to sail I’d gone out alone. My love of the ocean had morphed into a serious career—those years spent on submarines feeling like my natural habitat, despite how confined life could be.

“What’s the other boat you’re working on? The one called Liberty?”

“A hobby.” I played it down because that smaller boat I was renovating felt like it had my bloodline running through it.

I’d gifted it to Victoria on our wedding day, and it had been swept out to sea during a hurricane. We’d rescued it but the hull had been damaged. Whenever I was in Montego Bay, I worked on it a little, trying to bring the boat back to its original beauty. It was taking time to fix, though. It was a challenging boat to grapple with. Maybe it was the hull, or the design, or…

Reaching into Emily’s beach bag, I pulled out the bottle of sunblock and squeezed lotion into my palm. “Turn around.”

The touch of her skin felt as soft as silk. Gently, I eased the straps of her dress off her shoulders. She was wearing a bikini beneath. Working the cream over her exposed back, my palms tingled as they caressed her. I breathed in her faint floral perfume, and leaned down to drink in the fresh, wind-blown scent of her hair.

Emily was so real…so pure—unaffected by her talent and wistfully uncaring about her natural beauty.

She reached up and rested her hand on mine.

I allowed it to remain.

It would be easy to wrap my arms around this exquisite woman and let the sailboat set its own course. It would be easy to bury my face in the crook of her neck and inhale her beauty.

I moved around Emily and knelt before her so I could massage sunscreen over her face and neck. She gave me one of her cute smiles as though suspecting how much I needed this intimacy. As though me fighting it was adorable. It took every ounce of control I possessed to resist kissing her.

I turned my attention to her feet, removing her sandals. The thought of sucking on her red painted toes hit me and my fingertips traced the sole of her foot.

“James?”

“You have to get it between the toes,” I told her, rubbing in the lotion.

She pulled her foot away, as though ticklish, and I eased it back and finished applying the cream. She continued to watch me closely with a curious expression.

“What about you?” she asked.

“I applied it before we left.”

“You seasoned sailor, you,” she quipped.

I whipped out my phone and sat next to her, lifting it up ready to snap a shot of us together. “Smile, Em.”

She frowned suspiciously instead.

The fact that Emily hadn’t smiled would hopefully stir Xavier’s empathy when I sent the photo to him. He’d believe she wasn’t enjoying herself and that would motivate him to come rescue her from the big bad wolf.

The wind filled the sail and the boat took us farther out to sea.

Thoughts of Xavier crowded my mind and I tried and failed to push them away. It was the endless blue that brought him back to me. He’d sat where Emily was now, looking out at the view with his short blond hair ruffled by the breeze, scruff covering his face from where he’d given up shaving for weeks. His Norwegian complexion tanned easily, making the color of his eyes pop like these crystal-clear turquoise waters. I recalled the way his smile reached his eyes in reaction to all this beauty—revealing his affection for me.

That happy grin of his had once melted my heart and revived my life.

Every moment in his presence felt easy. He was sacred in every conceivable way. What we’d shared was ours alone to cherish. The intimacy so profound I cursed the part of me that had rejected the future we both deserved.

Even after all my soul-searching, I’d denied my feelings for him. Even up to the day we’d fought, and he’d run into the heart of London. The same evening Xavier had fallen into Emily’s arms.

My jealousy had been veiled behind my need for Xavier’s professional talents. I did need him on that level, but my heart had yearned for him, too. It hurt like hell knowing it had been me who’d sent him reeling.

He didn’t deserve any of it. Because Xavier was not only brilliant in every conceivable way, he was kind and compassionate and everything that was right in this world.

“Are you thinking of him?” Emily interrupted my daydreaming.

I decided to ignore her question and change the subject.

“Want to swim?” I hooked the line to the sail and reeled it in. “This is Doctor’s Cave.”

“Why’s it called that?”

“It was a favorite place of Dr. McCatty and his friends, who were also doctors. They had to enter through a cave. This was back in the 1880s.” There was more to the story, but I wasn’t in the mood to tell it.

“You love this place.”

“There’s a lot to love.”

“I bet you think of Victoria a lot when you’re in Montego Bay.”

I managed a nod.

I shrugged my shirt off and then slipped out of my shorts, beneath which I wore swimming trunks.

She let her dress slide off her body. “Is the water warm?”

My gaze moved over her curves, my attention lingering. I sensed she had picked up on my reaction to her captivating figure. Her hands rested on her hips in a confident way, as though she knew I was fighting this attraction.

But she would never break me, even though she’d once gotten close. Since our time in London, I’d regrouped and reconstructed those walls with an impenetrable will of steel.

“Much warmer than what you’re used to. I’m afraid this will spoil you for all other oceans.” Rummaging in the canvas bag, I brought out two masks and a snorkel each. “Have you snorkeled before?”

“Yes, once.”

I handed her the mask.

“It was in Devon. Couldn’t see much though.”

That made me smile. Especially since she was about to become acquainted with the impressive range of visibility here.

Within minutes, I’d run over the safety checklist and made sure she’d feel comfortable wearing the gear. With her sitting on the edge of the boat, I helped her pull on her fins before donning mine.

Swinging my legs over, I said, “Let’s go see some fish.”

I lowered myself in and the water felt cool on my overheated flesh. It was refreshing. Dipping my head for a moment below the surface, I cooled my face. I tasted salt as I slipped the snorkel into my mouth. Taking steady breaths through it, I peered into the clear blueness below. The soothing colors of the reef shifted my mood and brought on a sudden clarity.

It was something I’d not realized I’d needed.

When I came up for air, I saw Emily with her mask on, easing herself into the water. She dipped in and out then looked at me, breaking into a grin.

An endearing moment passed between us and it felt like all was forgiven. As though she knew I was ice itself and she had the power to melt me. Maybe, just maybe, a part of me believed this.

If only I deserved it.

She slipped her snorkel into her mouth and leaned forward until her body was aligned with the water.

Leaving her to gain confidence, I inhaled deeply to fill my lungs with air and dived into the depths, using my fins to take me lower and swim toward the coral. Blue-striped grunts swam by and I instinctively reached for them. They skittered away.

I felt at home beneath the surface of the water—even during those long tours when I’d spent months at sea. There was something compelling about the deep, it provided tranquility and an authenticity that couldn’t be found anywhere else.

Still, I should have put all of that behind me when I married. Which would have meant I’d have been there for Victoria when she really needed me.

Emily was diving confidently toward the coral reef with her fins moving gracefully behind her. My attention would stay on her now. Her hand brushed along the sand and she dug something out of the golden grains. She kicked her fins and rose to the surface.

I followed her up.

Reaching out, I eased strands of wet hair away from her face. With a sweet expression, she spat out her snorkel and beamed at me with happiness.

“Look.” She opened her palm to reveal a shell. “To remember today.”

I avoided her stare.

“It’s okay,” she said. “I’m having fun.”

Only I was close to turning this day into one she’d not want to remember.

Her smile widened. “Thank you for bringing me out here.”

Damn it, why did she have to be so forgiving…

“I wonder if fish like music.” She peered down into the water and giggled.

My lips were drawn to hers and there was no way I could stop myself from kissing her. My hands wrapped around her waist and I held her suspended above water, my chest pressing her against the side of the boat, my feet treading water as I supported her easily. She opened her mouth wider and my tongue darted inside, searching and exploring. We could have been anywhere, because the world faded from existence when she was in my arms.

Yet she belonged to another man and this dawning realization made me feel like I was committing a sacrilege.

“I’m in love with you,” she blurted against my mouth.

I nipped her lip, trying to distract her.

A jet ski zoomed past us, disrupting our privacy. I went to yell at the teenager riding it, but he had already sped out of earshot.

I snapped my focus back to her. “Emily…”

“I know you still love Xavier,” she said. “I can tell when you’re thinking of him. You miss him.”

“He’s hard to forget.”

“Maybe you and me and him…”

“There can never be an us, Emily. You’re just a girl who was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Why kiss me then?”

It had been impossible not to.

I had kissed him like that, too. In this very cove.

Then I’d done the unthinkable to him.

A rogue wave lifted and dropped us. I reached out to steady Emily. She grabbed the side of the boat. Calming a little, she brushed wet strands of hair out of her face, her nervous giggle endearing.

“You okay?”

She grinned.

“Do you want to go under again?”

“Why did you bring me here?”

I gave a careless shrug. “This is where I told Xavier I was sending him away.”

Her eyes filled with tears. “That’s why he left you?”

“He was going to be transferred to Washington.”

“He didn’t want to go, did he? That’s why he ran from you back in London.”

I nodded. “After we arrived home from our time here in Jamaica, we spent a week in London, where I tried to persuade him we’d still be working together.”

She flinched, realizing my intention. “You’re not sending me away.”

“Prague. There’s an orchestra that will take you—”

“No.”

“Your first choice didn’t work out, and this is a great opportunity.”

“You’re not doing this.”

“Doing what?”

“Getting rid of me.”

“I’m giving you another chance at your dream.”

She pointed a finger. “You’re going to extremes to get him back. Fucking me on your dining room table. Bringing me out here on your boat. Trying to make him jealous so he’ll come back and walk right into your trap. You love him. Even if you don’t love me at least don’t deny your feelings for him.”

“My work is all-consuming.”

“Listen to yourself.”

“This is not about me,” I snapped.

“It is. You won’t allow yourself to love us.” She swam away, kicking her fins furiously through the water.

I called after her. “Where are you going?”

She was swimming in the direction of the beach.

Resting my forehead against the hull, I cursed myself for not telling her the truth…for not dealing with my feelings of vulnerability, scorching in its rawness.

Tell her how you feel.

Say it…

That I love her beyond words. That I love Xavier just as much. As simple and yet as complicated as that.

“Emily,” I called out to her. “I’m sending you away with Xavier.”

The sound of the returning jet ski drowned out my words.

I was sending her somewhere they’d be safe. They’d be together at last and the damage would be undone.

The teenager was speeding recklessly through the water, not accounting for swimmers, or even sea life.

Fuck.

He was zooming dangerously close to her.

“Emily,” I yelled. “Watch out!”

The damn kid nearly hit her.

Swimming after her, I replayed the cruel and unreasonable things I’d said to her. She’d been caught up in the complex lives of two very different men and she didn’t deserve this. I should have told her how I felt and explained why going to Prague was the safest arrangement for them both.

She was owed the truth.

I caught a blur of movement on my left—another jet ski was barreling towards me. The rider tried to correct his direction and swerved as I dove under the water.

Then pain exploded in my skull.
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James

Before

 

Pain exploded in my skull as I cracked it hard against a ceiling pipe.

I’d forgotten to walk with my right shoulder forward down the passageway and dip my head when those pipes appeared, which were standard on submarines. You’d think this would come naturally having lived on one during my Navy career. Only I was lacking in sleep and it was messing with my focus. Mainly because of that major issue of an agent going rogue not that far away in Macau.

My head pounded and I blinked through stars, trying to hide my embarrassment from the occasional crew member who passed by—smiling at them like I hadn’t just sustained what felt like permanent brain damage.

Damn this mission.

My gut had warned me it was flawed from the start.

We’d gone covert in Chinese waters and were beyond detection, thanks to the sub’s stealth capabilities, which meant the crew was safe. I, however, was developing one hell of a headache, and not just from walking into that damn pipe. My arrogance had been cranked to the max—and now I was on the receiving end of a shot of karma.

I’d spent too long on land as a civilian since leaving and it was showing.

A few minutes ago, I’d left a message with the petty officer that I wanted to see Commander Hague right away. Thoughts of his impending fury had rattled my concentration.

It’s temporary, I reminded myself for the millionth time. You’ll be off this sub and on land in a matter of hours. Even if leaving it meant facing possible danger, it was better than dealing with the claustrophobia. For a man who’d once loved every second of this life, it seemed like a cruel twist of fate.

I’d traveled over five thousand miles on the HMS Renowned, an Astute-Class nuclear submarine, to covertly deliver our agent to the drop off point; a task that I’d successfully completed forty-eight hours ago.

Now, my order was to walk back the damage of our agent’s insubordinate conduct. I’d tried to work out what the hell had happened out there. At least none of the crew members were in on this operation so there was no one to debrief on the catastrophe. That pleasantry would have to wait for when I got back to the U.K.

“Deal with this by any means possible.” The order had been brought to my cabin earlier by a junior officer, a hint from my boss back in London that I had permission to make this problem go away courtesy of my Walther PPK.

As the senior officer on this mission, I’d been tasked with escorting the agent from the HMS Renowned all the way to Macau by sea, letting him loose so he could do his thing—whatever the hell that was. I wasn’t totally in the loop on this one and it pissed me off.

The agent had entered the infiltration point alone.

The young man wasn’t even out of his twenties, and I recalled his temperament didn’t fit the job. He obsessed over too many details at the same time. Like one of those gamer boys with fingers on every gadget.

A few days ago, I’d gone to brief him in his cabin and found the young officer reading a book while playing a game of chess and listening to rap music—while eating a hamburger. What the hell happened to recruiting the right character for becoming a spy, for God’s sake? The way he held himself revealed he’d attended a prestigious university where’d he’d garnered a tech degree. Other than that, he was an enigma. Though he’d shared one thing, and that was the fact his Norwegian mum worked for the U.N., which seemed to make him proud.

The second update from London on the mission had come one hour ago by way of VLF radio via the Coms Tech. She’d delivered the private message to my personal cabin. In the transmission, MI6 had informed me that all contact had been lost between us and our operative.

Before I’d let him loose at Her Majesty’s pleasure in our adversary’s country, I’d managed to get his name. Only his first, though, and “Xavier” fit the spoiled boy profile I’d allocated to him. He’d kept to himself, mostly reading in his cabin and eating his meals there, too. He was a geeky kind of loner.

He’d also remained quiet during the journey on the Pearl River boat from Hong Kong to Macau under the cover of darkness. I was intrigued by him, but I resisted the urge to ask more questions, knowing when to leave well enough alone.

Apparently, Xavier had failed to meet his contact at the checkpoint thirteen hours ago. Another field operative had observed him disappearing into the gaudy lights of The 13 Hotel on Rua das Champacas Brancas in Macau. Wearing a tuxedo, no less.

An hour later, the second message was delivered to my cabin from “C” at MI6: “Deal with this now.”

The risk to national security was too great to let Xavier fall prey to capture and interrogation. The fact he had strolled nonchalantly into the most expensive hotel in the world indicated he was offering himself up on a platter. There were choices to be made but I found the final decision unpalatable—seal the intel. A nice way of saying assassinate the bastard.

I felt sorry for him.

There was something unique about Xavier that I’d failed to unravel. Though we’d not spent enough time together to stir camaraderie, we had shared a code of respect that came from working for the same government. Or so I had believed.

His knowledge of this submarine was impressive. While aboard, he’d read up on the specs of this Astute-Class sub and memorized them, sharing his opinion on its nuclear capabilities, which he’d seemed overly fascinated with. In my rearview, that now looked suspicious as hell.

It should have been me out there in the field. Not here, waiting for the schoolboy to send a message to say he’d completed the job and was ready to rejoin us. Despite being the senior mission officer, I’d been tasked with the emasculating job of securing his movements from England to East Asia. Xavier was the blue-eyed lieutenant of foreign intelligence who had been commissioned with a secret assignment.

I kind of liked him, actually. Even if there were moments he revealed a quirkiness that made him stand out. There was something about him that captivated me.

Part of it was his sharp wit. I’m sure he’d used it to lure numerous women into his bad boy trap. His personality was a cross between suaveness and sophistication with a layer of superiority. And his I.Q. had to be way off the charts from the way he grasped new concepts.

We’d shared several conversations and at one point the bastard had replayed one of them for me word for word. He had to have a photographic memory. More time with him would have confirmed it.

With a turn of my key, I was back in my cabin, ready to strip off and change into my military grade wetsuit. This was not how I’d envisioned my day would go. Chasing after an operative that was too valuable to lose.

Xavier was a smart civilian who didn’t deserve a uniform. He bore none of the traits of camaraderie one would expect from someone who held a commission or who had been trained at Sandhurst. He had evidently been plucked out by British Intelligence to serve in new and interesting ways.

To say he’d gone rogue was an understatement.

Even if he’d pissed off into the ether with both our secrets and the kind of money that could keep him hidden for a lifetime, I had the skill to find the bastard. Had he gotten to know me better, he’d have realized this fact.

Xavier had taken a leap into counterintelligence without knowing who was about to hunt him down. HQ had informed me of the money-wire tracked from the Bank of China to Coutts of London on the day after he arrived…right into his personal bank account. In the two days he’d been gone, Xavier had apparently dabbled in espionage.

The knock on my cabin door carried with it a level of anger that could only come from Oliver Hague. This need to know level of insight always drew unwanted attention from the higher-ups.

I slung my waterproof backpack over my shoulder and braced myself to face off with the Commander. He was certainly more courteous than me. I’d have thrown an officer off my sub if he’d pulled what I was up to.

“We need to talk.” He closed the door behind him.

This well-respected officer was hardly ever rattled. Considering he commanded a nuclear sub this was a good thing. No doubt it was my diving gear that rubbed salt on his bruised ego. That, and the fact our man had vanished. We were meant to be out of these waters by now.

Tension between Oliver and I had hung unpleasantly in the recycled air since I’d pulled rank at Portsmouth.

“I just received a Sit Rep from HQ.” He leaned back against my cabin door and folded his arms. “They appear disgruntled.”

“They don’t have the intel,” I assured him.

His jaw flexed as he continued his rant, “The Admiral of the Fleet sent the transmission himself. He’s not the only one riled up that we’re in Chinese waters. Do you know how many lives I have onboard?”

Being a former submarine Commander, I sure as hell did know.

I gave a respectful nod. “The Chinese won’t know we’re here.”

“What’s your plan?”

“You know what I do.”

“What if we lose you both?”

“You go home.” I grabbed my diving facemask. “How close to Macau are we?”

His lips curled in fury. “Goddamn Secret Service. We’re in enemy territory and I have the Navy ordering us to go back. So, we’re going back.”

“Get me to the surface.”

“And what then?”

“Wait twelve hours. If you don’t hear from me take the sub home.”

“What do you think happened to your operative?”

“Right now I know as much as you.”

“Damn it, James. You’re the one who sent him into the field.”

“I escorted him.” I was trying to remain calm.

Either way, lives were at risk. Mine, specifically.

“James, there’s other ways of entering a country.”

“They can’t know I’m here. If they do…” They’ll move in on him.

“Your career is over. You know that, right?”

From the outside it would appear so. From inside, I was right where I’d been ordered to be. Get Xavier into China unseen. By any means possible.

Nuclear sub it is then.

“You were the youngest Commander this Navy has seen, Ballad.” He made it an accusation. “They’ve ruined you.”

I suppressed a wry smile because I was ruined well before I’d joined the Secret Service.

The years I’d given the Royal Navy flashed through my consciousness. My time with MI6 was wearing thin, too. My boss had talked about Xavier like a commodity. We were pawns to be moved around at will to get the job done. I was getting too old for this shit.

“They’re denying this mission, James.”

“That wouldn’t be a first.”

“I’m destined to take the fall.”

“I’ll take the fall. I outrank you.” I yanked up my oxygen tank. “I’m guessing we’re at the coordinates.”

“This could be a national disaster.”

“My specialty is preventing them.”

“Look, you never got over what happened to Victoria…”

Nice try, buddy, but I was too hardened to care about my widower status. Or my family reputation. I’d always fought against my privileged background and kept it to myself. Getting servicemen to respect my word had nothing to do with the wealth I’d inherited. No amount of money could protect a man destined to live a life of danger. Which meant I lived with a certain code. The kind that brought a level of loneliness most men shied away from. The walls around me were higher than those of the castle I’d been bequeathed.

Still, I had a good life waiting for me on the other side of this. An estate I could wander around, with no chance of getting assassinated.

I intended to live long enough to enjoy it. That castle had a decent supply of wine in the cellar. In my mind I’d uncorked all of them and finished them off, from the Saint-Cernin Blanc I’d been saving to the bottles of Dom Perignon. I couldn’t wait to make that a reality—getting boozed-up and privately wallowing in my grief.

Alone.

Getting home and getting drunk felt like a goddamned luxury at this point.

All that was left was to get this mess over with and find the fucker.

“We believe they have him in their sights,” I replied calmly. “If we don’t retrieve him, that disaster you’re talking about could happen.”

It was unpalatable to tell him I might even bring back Xavier in the form of an inanimate corpse. Especially as I’d be the one to place our agent in that state.

Oliver straightened. “If this crazy plan of yours doesn’t work out, there’ll be hell to pay, Ballad.”
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You might imagine that finding your missing operative hanging out in the same location where he was last seen—one of the most expensive hotels in the world—would be a good thing.

Not so much.

As soon as I stepped out of the elevator on the top floor of The 13 Hotel and entered the swanky lounge, I spotted Xavier sitting alone at the bar nursing a drink.

This scenario made my pulse race. He knew we’d come for him. Betraying one of his brothers-in-arms would be added to his repertoire of fuckery. Adrenaline surged though my veins and I embraced it, soaking in the fear of possible danger and weaving it into gold. This was so damn arousing it almost made me hard.

Scanning the area, I assessed how many foreign operatives I was up against. Five, apparently, all standing out with their savage glances.

Okay, good to know.

Leaning with my elbow on the bar, I held back a quiet rage as I studied Xavier’s pretty-boy face. I saw him in a new light now. His Norwegian ancestry and that hint of a tan added to his privileged air. Those pale blue eyes held an expression that left me in the dark as to whether he had any good left in him. His dark blond hair was military grade, and yet he made the tuxedo ensemble work.

He was checking me out, too.

“You scrub up nice.” He flashed me a warm smile. “Commander.”

“Steady,” I warned.

Let’s not announce to the entire place my rank, status, and mission.

Little shit.

And, yeah, I too had donned a tuxedo. It’d taken me less than an hour after arriving in Macau to get to the safe house. My contact, Jason Zhao, had ensured my entry into the country was as smooth as it was covert. Our journey to the safe house had been uneventful. Half an hour later, I was changed into a tuxedo with my gun discreetly hidden in its holster, ready to find Xavier.

The pianist in the corner was playing Gabriel Fauré’s Pavane and it was easy to discern that the piece was being performed slower than the composer intended. Or maybe it was the effect of the tension that filled this luxurious place.

“What do you want to drink?” Xavier gestured to get the barman’s attention.

I gave him a thin smile.

He arched a brow and said, “Somehow I don’t think it would affect your aim.”

“You don’t strike me as someone who’d set a trap for one of their own,” I said. “Yet here we are.”

“Those men aren’t with me.”

The barman topped up his drink with top shelf bourbon.

I scanned the room to make sure the operatives weren’t moving in yet, or getting ready to—the ones I could see, anyway. The hairs prickled on my nape thinking of the ones I couldn’t.

“What’s the plan?” he asked.

“Classified,” I said softly.

Xavier turned to face me. “Before you do the deed at least let me talk.”

“A waste of time I don’t have. We have all the evidence we need.”

“Are you here to…?”

“By any means possible.”

He tipped back his drink and finished it in one gulp. “May I suggest a head shot?”

“I have to present you to your family when we get back. I’m thinking they might want to have a peek at your pretty boy face before they bury you six feet under.”

“That’s very thoughtful of you.”

“I like to think so. Why, Xavier?”

He gave a smirk, which was oddly sexy.

He was devilishly good-looking in a European way. Tall, fit, and his hands looked like they could play an instrument. His long fingers were sensually tapping his tumbler. Whoever had plucked him out of the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst to train him should have realized he would stand out like a fucking Abercrombie and Fitch supermodel. I imagined all eyes had been drawn to him the moment he’d stepped into the room.

He dragged his teeth over his bottom lip. The look he gave me messed with my concentration—something in that moment had passed between us and it was hard to define.

Xavier held my gaze for a beat too long and this time I had trouble dragging mine away. He had an extraordinary presence and his intelligent eyes were hypnotic. His stare slid to my mouth and a foreign sensation made my dick twitch.

It had to be the adrenaline rushing through my veins. I sensed he was about to bolt. The end for him was imminent. That’s what this was, me drawing on my dark side so I could implement this order flawlessly.

He smiled at me. “This is not what you think.”

“That bank transfer says otherwise.”

He looked surprised, as though he’d not expected us to have caught his illegal wire transfer.

“You’ll never get to use it,” I added.

“That money has nothing to do with me.”

“Other than the fact it landed in your bank account.”

He looked offended. “You don’t know me at all.”

“You stayed in your cabin for the entire trip here.”

“Those were my orders.”

“Right.”

He raised his empty glass to the barman. “I wish I’d gotten to know you back on the…”

Xavier was careful enough not to say “submarine” in front of the bartender.

He glanced at me with a grin. “Rumor is you’re some kind of hero.”

“Don’t believe everything you hear.”

“You do realize the irony?”

“Head for the lift.”

“I have another drink coming.”

“Would you like to wear it?”

Xavier slid off the barstool and strolled ahead of me to the lift. He punched the button and when the doors opened we stepped in.

He leaned back against the wall. “Aren’t you intrigued by what I know about you?”

“No.”

He pulled out his phone and began punching the screen.

“Put it away.”

“I’m cutting the cameras and audio so we can talk.”

“With your phone?”

“No, with my dick.”

“Is this the elevator pitch where you try endearing yourself to me?”

“Now we can talk.” He tucked his phone away. “What’s an Earl doing out in the field?”

“Earldom things.”

“You have no interest in leveling with me, then?”

My back straightened. “You haven’t earned my trust.”

“This is a suicide mission and I’d like to know why you accepted it.” He hesitated and then said quietly, “Victoria’s death was why you left the Navy?”

I assumed the crew aboard the sub had been gossiping. It made the hairs on my nape prickle.

“Something like that changes a man,” he added.

“Don’t even go there.”

“You joined MI6 so you could find her killer?”

My chest tightened. No one knew that…

“James, I have the skill to find the man who made you a widower.”

“You’re a loose cannon.”

“You keep everyone at arm’s length.”

“Now you’re boring me.”

He shrugged. “Looks like we both know too much.”

“Or not enough,” I muttered.

“That’s my point.” He folded his arms. “So, this is the great James Ballad in action.”

“You might not like my endgame,” I said as the lift reached the ground floor.

He bit his lip and he even made that look erotic. I imagined he’d pleasured women to within an inch of their lives with that smart mouth. The trust I saw in his eyes when he looked at me made me want to know more about him. He didn’t seem the type who’d betray his country.

The doors to the lift slid open. Foreign operatives in the bar hadn’t prevented us from leaving, which made me suspect there were more men here on the ground floor. Getting the location of our safe house and the name of our operative here in China would be a coup for them. Chances are they also didn’t want to be captured on the security cameras, which meant once we slipped outside the hotel the danger would be elevated.

We stepped out of the lift and the way ahead appeared clear. We strolled through the luxurious lobby where high-paying guests hustled about, dragging along their over-priced luggage.

“Don’t try anything,” I snapped at Xavier.

He gave me a wicked grin, which did nothing to reassure me.

“Going back to the U.K. is not an option,” he admitted. “Not until I’ve cleared my name.”

“That’s the risk you take when you dabble in espionage.”

He gave me an incredulous look. “You’ve got it all wrong.”

“Then you can enlighten me on the way.”

“I’m not going back to the sub.”

“Let’s agree to disagree.”

The oppressive humidity hit us as we strolled out into the night. The rumble of city life reminded me of Hong Kong. Macau was a thriving metropolis and with its casinos and malls on the Cotai Strip, it easily earned its reputation as the Las Vegas of Asia.

I led him toward the waiting Jeep, and was pleasantly surprised when Xavier willingly climbed in the front passenger side. I got behind the wheel.

Xavier turned to face me. “You don’t strike me as the kind of man who follows orders blindly.”

“I’m full of surprises.”

He shook his head. “What I don’t understand is why they sent you. You’re a national hero, James.”

That was a personal dig at my relationship with the royal family. I’d done some personal work for the Monarchy, and he seemed to be alluding to it. Now that secret was going to my grave.

“I’m just trying to get it through to you that I’m innocent.”

“Are you this annoying at parties?”

He ignored that comment. “Turns out my skill is a liability to those in power back home.”

“And what skill is that?”

“A classified one.”

That made me smile.

“I have secrets, too,” he said, smiling. “The kind that could blow up a career. Someone in London has been very naughty. He knows that I know he’s a double agent. That’s the reason you’ve been sent to deal with me. He wants me to go away. He wants me silenced.”

“You need to tell me that person’s identity.” I said. “Right now.”

If it was even true.

“I’m not putting anyone else in danger.”

My hand reached into my jacket. This used to be a lot easier.

He stared at me. “You’re doing their dirty work.”

“Depends on your point of view.”

“They knew what time I was arriving. Just as they knew they’d be sending you after me.”

“Not convinced.”

“Five hours ago, you received a message by way of VLF radio via the Coms Tech. That message was an order to kill me.”

How the hell did he know that?

“Someone wants us both dead, James.” He used my first name like we were friends.

I pulled my hand out of my jacket and placed it back on the wheel. “Are you referring to the MSS?”

“British side. Have you not been listening, Commander?”

I glared at him. The bastard was paranoid.

“You know we’re being followed, right?”

I’d already seen the Range Rover following us in the rearview. “Give me specifics, Xavier.”

“Someone at MI6.”

“Who?”

“I need more time…”

“Keep talking.”

He huffed his frustration. “I reached the rendezvous in Macau and there was no one there to meet me.”

“Where have you been for forty-eight hours?”

“Got a hotel room. Used my tech skills to order food and clothes.”

“Like that tux?”

“Why not?” He let out a sigh. “Couldn’t risk trusting the safe house.”

“What made you nervous?”

“You mean what had me running for cover?” He reached up and grabbed the handle bar. “I hacked into MI6. They know.”

“You work for MI6. What would motivate you to hack into their system?”

“I needed to look inside someone’s personal computer at HQ.”

“I’m going to politely ask you to shut the fuck up now, Xavier. I’m trying to lose the car behind us.” I turned right onto Estrada do Dique Oeste.

There was the Zhujiang River Estuary on our left and vast structures on the right. We were heading into a built-up area. The traffic was denser.

“The odds of us getting out of this alive are slim to none,” he said. “Even with you at the helm.”

I shoved the car into fifth gear and pressed the accelerator.

“They sent me here to die,” he added softly.

“I’m not feeling any sympathy, since I found you sitting in a bar knocking back their best bourbon.”

“I needed time to think and figure a way out of this mess.”

“While intoxicated? Nice try.”

He shook his head in frustration. “Where are we going?”

“Wherever the hell I say.” I flashed him a careless smile. “I suggest you go into silence mode.”

I focused on losing the vehicle trailing us, zigzagging around the cars ahead that were moving too slowly.

I was counting on Jason Zhao to come through for us with a speedboat.

My next thought was lost as the Jeep took a sudden hit from behind.

I heard the grinding of metal and glass as our vehicle spun around and went into a skid, sparks flying outside my window. The white van crashed into us again, jolting us forward. My seatbelt sliced into my chest as my head snapped back against the headrest.

Another strike from the side forced the Jeep to spin around sharply with nauseating force. I raised my arm in front of my face to protect it as the windshield shattered and glass sprayed over us.

The car came to a stop, its rear tires mere feet from a fatal drop.

I took a deep breath and glanced over at Xavier.

He was staring straight ahead, his eyes widening in horror. I followed the direction of his glare, my vision clearing just in time to see the white van heading straight for us again.

I braced myself for another collision as Xavier frantically tried to get his seatbelt unfastened.

The van struck us from the front, pushing us backwards towards the estuary. Our two vehicles were locked together. I strained to see who was driving the van, but the darkness hid their identity.

I pulled my Walther PPK and fired at the van’s windshield. The glass shattered as I emptied the magazine into the other vehicle. The van came to a stop. We came to a halt, just short of the edge.

Xavier was frozen in his seat, hands digging into the dashboard, trying to catch his breath.

I sat there feeling numb until the thickening smoke became blinding and the heat stirred me to action. I holstered the gun and snapped a hand to my face, checking for injuries before moving down to my chest. I shifted my arms to make sure they weren’t broken.

I heard a hissing sound from the engine and saw flames beneath the rising smoke, licking the front of the vehicle.

I tried moving my legs and couldn’t.

I had to get out.

Needed to get Xavier to safety.

Coughing to clear my lungs, I reached for Xavier. My hand fell onto an empty seat. His door was open.

Xavier was gone.
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I shoved my shoulder against the driver’s side door, but it wouldn’t budge.

Petrol burned my eyes and the bitter taste of fumes coated the back of my throat.

The door suddenly opened with violent force. Xavier reached in and grabbed my shoulders.

Instinctively, I wrapped my fingers around his bicep and coughed to clear my lungs.

“Legs.”

“I’ve got you.” He reached down and grabbed my calf. “Twist your foot.”

I shook my head. “Stand clear, the car’s going to—”

“I’m not leaving you!”

“Consider it an order.”

“We both know I’m crap at those.”

Pain resonated in my ankle as he twisted it free, and I was able to extricate my other leg. Xavier dragged me out of the Jeep and backward along the asphalt until we were in the clear.

A blinding flash of light lit up the night as our vehicle burst into flames. An intense wave of heat hit us and we turned away, hurrying to reach a safer distance up the road. We leaped over a barrier and jumped down to a cement walkway, sprinting shoulder to shoulder along the edge to escape the mayhem.

Relief flooded me when I saw the speedboat tethered to the dock. “Get in.”

We clambered aboard.

“Get down,” I ordered.

While Xavier lay on the floor of the boat, I got reacquainted with the controls, navigating us out of the river and into the South China Sea.

Brushing my hand through my hair, I felt glass splinters scrape my palm. I leaned over and shook them out. The humidity was suffocating. I peeled off my jacket and threw it down, then glanced over to make sure Xavier was okay.

“Are you hurt?” I called to him.

He waved that off.

Using the map on my wristwatch, I checked our coordinates. Our estimated arrival at the checkpoint was thirty minutes away. I pushed the boat hard and the engine roared against the strain. My shirt stuck to my back from the wet heat, the stickiness nearly unbearable. I felt a dull ache in my bones, aftereffects of the crash, but there was no time to deal with it.

Keeping my eyes open for the Coast Guard, I gunned it through the open water. If we were stopped it would be a catastrophe. They’d arrest us, then keep us locked up long enough for MSS to arrive—Chinese operatives who’d make us disappear.

Checking the fuel gauge, I realized we didn’t have enough petrol to get us back to land if that sub didn’t show.

I looked over at Xavier. He had rolled himself up into a ball.

“How are you doing?” I asked.

“I’m going to throw up.”

“Hang in there.”

“This is why I didn’t join the Navy,” he called up. “That, and you’re all a bunch of assholes.”

“Not appreciating the onboard entertainment?” I flashed a smile.

Using Morse code to signal to the Renowned, I sent a message via my wristwatch to let them know we’d arrived at the pre-arranged location.

Xavier leaned over the edge of the speedboat—to vomit, I assumed—and his eyes widened at the sight of surging water nearby. The long vessel rose out of the water nose first and then crashed onto the surface. I navigated our boat on half throttle towards the sub.

“Leave nothing behind,” I told him, grabbing my jacket.

Minutes later, we’d abandoned the speedboat and were descending the steps into the submarine. I made sure Xavier went first.

We both looked like shit in our scorched, stained clothes—and we reeked of acrid smoke.

The master-at-arms, along with the two military policemen, greeted us.

“Have Doc check him over,” I ordered.

“Yes, sir,” replied a midshipman.

“Where’s the Commander?” I asked.

“He’s in the comms room, sir.”

Xavier was escorted to his cabin. I imagined that was where he’d spend the duration of his time until we arrived in Britain.

I needed to clean up and change before debriefing a man like Oliver Hague. The few crew members who’d noticed our disheveled appearance knew what they were seeing was above their paygrade. They diverted their eyes out of respect.

With my hand on my chest, I tried to make it appear that taking deep breaths wasn’t an issue. Or the neck strain I was feeling didn’t hurt like hell. Or that my ankle didn’t burn with pain as I walked on it.

I went off to wash the rest of the glass splinters out of my hair. This shower would equal thirty seconds to warm the water, thirty seconds to soap up, and less than a minute to wash off the grime. Not the half hour shower I coveted. I’d grown soft since leaving this life.

After wiping fog from the bathroom mirror, I studied the bruises covering my face. There was a small cut on my chin, but it didn’t need suturing.

I stole a few minutes to apply ice to my ankle and rehydrate.

It was a hard fact that Xavier had had a chance to bolt at the crash site. Instead, he’d saved my life. Something wasn’t adding up. Either he’d changed his mind or that crash had given him cold feet. Or maybe, and it felt like a stretch, but there might just be some truth in what he was saying. I needed more time with him to dig deeper.

Back in my cabin, I found a bottle of Advil and swallowed four tablets, washing them down with a glass of recycled water. After getting dressed in black-ops combat gear, I headed out to visit Xavier. The young officer guarding his door was reluctant to let me in. Apparently, there was a no visit order.

I pulled rank.

Even if I was retired, my Commander status still meant something.

Xavier was lying on his bunk. Warily, he watched me enter.

I approached him, feeling an unfamiliar emotion at seeing this man trapped in here. He could have escaped to freedom, and yet he’d done the honorable thing.

Xavier had showered, too, and unlike me he’d gotten off light on the bruises. There was a cut on his right eyebrow covered in a steristrip from where the doctor had given him the onceover.

His blue eyes looked no less trusting and he welcomed me with a dazzling smile, which had a curious effect on my senses. This compelling need I felt to reach out and draw him to me made my brain freeze.

It’s because we’ve shared a common threat, nothing more.

I forced a smile. “How are you feeling?”

“Better than you, apparently.”

I reached for the glass of water on the side table. “Here.”

He took it. “That was a bit of a rush. Bet you liked it.”

“That’ll teach you to accept a ride with a senior officer.”

He drank the glass dry. “I’m not allowed out of here?”

“I’ll talk to the Commander.”

“Your bestie, Oliver Hague.”

I smiled ruefully. “I’m fairly sure I’m on his shit list.”

Xavier stretched out his legs “I really need to jog around.” He peered up at me. “How the hell could you stand this confinement for all those years?”

“I kept busy.” I gestured towards him. “The doctor gave you the all clear?”

“Yeah. Bruised ribs, that’s about it. How about you?”

I placed my hand on my contused chest. “I’m invincible.”

“Still, they might want to get their prized commander checked out.”

“You’re the man of the hour.”

“Looks like they had a contingency plan.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Those were our men who attacked us on the road.”

I’d not seen who was inside the lorry that had crashed into us, but that made no damn sense.

Instead I said, “Maybe I can help with your case when we get back to England?”

“I’ve tasted your brand of help. Don’t care for it.”

“Start talking, Xavier.”

“Why are you suddenly interested?”

“The mood takes me…now talk.”

He pushed himself up. “My mission was to wipe out any software evidence of what the British government was up to on foreign soil.”

“It couldn’t be done remotely?”

He shrugged. “Their firewalls prevented anyone from the outside accessing it.”

“You believe you’re at risk from the intel you gathered?”

He shook his head. “You were told to assassinate me if I refused to comply. Aren’t you curious why?”

“I will neither admit nor deny—”

“You think I went rogue?” He gave me a sad smile.

I sat on the edge of his bunk. “Tell me everything.”

Xavier shifted back against the wall. “That’ll put you in more danger.”

I grinned, letting him know I never shied away from adventure.

“You think you’re doing me a favor by bringing me home,” he said.

“I’ll tell your barrister you came willingly.”

“Right.”

“That you saved my life,” I added. “You could have just saved yourself, Xavier.”

He could have left me to die.

Xavier swallowed hard. “How can I get you to believe me?”

“Tell me the name of the man in MI6 who you believe is a national risk.”

At that moment I saw the real man behind the quirky demeanor. Gone was his arrogance—though a near-death experience tended to tame the ego.

I rested a palm on his shoulder. “I’ll make sure your transport to the U.K. goes smoothly.”

He shrugged off my hand. “You’re never going to see me again.”

“Are you going to refuse to see me?”

“Of course not.”

“Then what’s the issue?”

“They’ll come for me.”

“Who?”

“Can you get me off this sub?”

“When we reach England, yes.”

“It’ll be too late by then.”

“I suggest you take up meditation, Xavier. This confined space—”

“I want to trust you.”

“You can.”

He threw me a paranoid look. “I’m guessing we’re thirty minutes from Hong Kong?” He squeezed his eyes shut. “If you can get me to Lan Kwai Fong, I’ll tell you everything.”

He was asking me to take him to an expatriate haunt famed for its bars. “What’s there other than the party scene?”

“From there I can find my own way home, Commander.”

He was delusional.

“Lieutenant, we’re going back to the U.K. in this vessel.”

Xavier closed his eyes in resignation.

I pushed off the bed and stood. “I’ll find you something to read.”

He looked more lost than I’d ever seen anyone, perhaps only now realizing the consequences of his actions—a prison cell reserved just for him.

With this miserable fact burning a hole in my chest, I gave a heavy sigh and headed for the door. There came a sense of loss at leaving him.

His words back in Macau lingered in my mind. “James, I have the skill to find the man who made you a widower.”

If I stayed, there could be answers that would unravel a past I hadn’t been able to let go of. Or just more games played by a treacherous agent trying to manipulate a broken man. I was a senior operative who usually hid his pain well beneath his contentious demeanor.

Damn him for seeing through me. Damn him, too, for being so likeable.

Outside the cabin, I gave a courteous smile to his guard, trying to ignore the fact that I was feeling protective toward this young man. I had to fight the urge to turn around and walk back in…

I bit down on my cut lip to refocus.

Half an hour later, after grabbing a hot meal of processed lasagna in the officer’s mess, I gathered a couple of books from the communal shelf. Alex Cross by James Patterson and 12 Rules for Life by Jordan B. Peterson, which I thought would be of interest to Xavier. With these in hand I made my way back to his cabin.

The Master-of Arms who’d been guarding his cabin was gone.

The door was open.

My gut wrenched in alarm when I saw Xavier wasn’t inside. He wasn’t in the head, either. I flung the books onto the bed for when he returned. I wondered where they’d taken him. To have that walk, maybe? He’d desperately wanted to stretch his legs.

The submarine tilted and I braced myself.

We were banking—that familiar sensation similar to a car cresting a hill. The sub had broken through the surface of the water.

With my throat tight with dread, I leaned sideways to avoid the overhead with my right shoulder forward as I made my way through the passageways. I eased through the open hatches, throwing courteous nods to the crew as they passed.

“Where are we?” I called to one of them.

“Just off Hong Kong’s harbor, sir,” replied the young midshipman.

What the hell are we doing here?

A rush of heat and heavy air hit me when I reached the exit to the surface, peering up the ladder through the outside port at the night sky, glittering with stars. I heard the distinctive chop of blades slicing through the air. With two hands on the ladder, I rushed up the rungs toward the outer hatch.

Oliver Hague was standing on the bridge and beside him were two military policemen. I looked up at the Royal Air Force helicopter hovering above.

Xavier was being winched off the sub by rope.

The fierce wind from the chopper blades created a surge; a light spray covered us.

“What’s a SAR-H doing out here?” I yelled to Oliver over the noise.

The RAF left in the late nineties when Hong Kong returned to Chinese rule. There were no military bases here now. Not for the British, anyway.

Xavier was pulled through the chopper’s door.

Oliver studied my bruised face with disapproval. “Want to tell me what happened in Macau?”

“Not particularly.” I gave a nod at the helicopter. “Where are they taking him?”

“Looks like it’s your turn to be out of the loop, James,” he shouted.
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On the way back home, I had a long time on the HMS Renowned to replay the catastrophe of Macau. The way they’d extracted Xavier from the vessel without consulting me filled me with a quiet rage. This was way off protocol.

London was as gloomy as when I’d left it for the trip down to Portsmouth, where the journey of a thousand cuts had begun aboard that nuclear sub.

Standing before my boss’ desk back in Vauxhall, I tried to gauge his mood. Terrance Farmer, otherwise known as ‘C’ for Chief—though I substituted another “c” word on days like this—was a man I’d once respected. At the moment he seemed distracted and uncomfortable in my presence, like I was taking up too much of his time. All five fucking minutes of it.

Farmer, with his long face and cold eyes, could be a grumpy bastard at times but today he was even more wound up. He looked older than his years. Serving in Berlin before the wall had come down had obviously taken a toll on his body and soul. Despite his frosty demeanor, I had always tried to see beyond his sternness to his more amenable side. Two years ago, he had offered me a civilian position with MI6 and it had altered the trajectory of my life. I’d retired from the Navy and had finally put to good use the linguistic skills I’d refined at Eton.

After losing Victoria, I’d found being on a submarine for long periods of time suffocating. Something had changed and I’d been unable to define what it was exactly, so I’d looked for an out. It had been Farmer who’d given me an exit plan.

Inside this secret agency, I’d discreetly dug around in my wife’s old files. She had served here after leaving Cambridge, right up until her death. My work, and looking for anything that would lead me to understand what had happened to her, had kept me busy. Not having personal relationships was a side effect of my efforts to understand why my life had gone downhill so fast.

Right now, Terrance and I were at an impasse.

He leaned back in his office chair. “You left quite the mess, James.”

My still being alive didn’t factor in, apparently. Though this was standard for my profession so no surprise there.

“Can we talk about the lieutenant?” I moved over to the chair in front of his desk.

He gestured to stop me from sitting. “I’m expecting a call from the Prime Minister. Let’s meet at the club later.”

“Don’t you want to be debriefed?”

“Not necessary.”

“I have questions of my own.”

“I’m sure you do. Let’s not get into them now.”

“The vehicle that crashed into my Jeep—it was being driven by one of our operatives?”

“Who told you that?”

I stood my ground. “My report—”

“Unnecessary. We’ve cleaned up the damage.” He sat forward. “Take time off.”

“Xavier hinted there could be something nefarious—”

“Xavier?”

“That’s his real name, right? The lieutenant involved?”

He pushed to his feet. “Forget this one, James.”

His way of ordering me out.

I gave a nod. “Give my love to Chelsea.”

“Of course.”

I felt his stare on me until I was out the door.

The old-boys club had closed ranks and I hated the way they’d disregarded a man’s career in the process. A man’s life, even. Xavier deserved better.

I bloody well deserved better.

Pausing before his secretary’s desk, I gave Katherine Adair a nod of respect. This time next year she’d be promoted to field work. As a civil servant who worked under Farmer’s purview, she’d be fast-tracked into more interesting pursuits for Queen and Country.

It was also a hard fact these operatives were getting younger, and my bruised ribs and aching body reminded me why.

Adair rose out of her chair to acknowledge my rank. “It’s good to see you, sir.”

“James.” I gestured for her to sit. “Please.”

“I’m glad you’re back, James.” She sounded sincere.

I gave her a brilliant smile. “The old man appears extra grumpy.”

“Can’t imagine why.”

Her Nepalese heritage gave her the versatility she would need as an agent. Though in my book she was too pretty for field work. She was damn well safer behind a desk.

Christ. I could be a chauvinist at times.

She smirked. “The boss has been in a bad mood for a while.”

“Hope you’re not blaming me.” I arched a devious brow. “Sure it’s not his gout?”

She narrowed her eyes in playful chastisement.

“Where did they take him?” I asked.

“Who?”

“You know who.”

Seriously, Xavier would have had all the ovaries exploding in this place.

I studied her reaction. “He was here for a while. Then moved to GCHQ?”

“For his tech skills,” she agreed. “Do you remember him from here?”

“Before my time.”

She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I have a friend at GCHQ who saw Xavier’s personal records. She told me his IQ was unrecordable.”

It amused me that she’d dug into his background. “He failed to sit still for the test?”

“He was amazing with languages. I mean, I know you’re a linguist, James, but he could speak at least ten. And he had this whole Alan Turing thing going on. He could hack into any computer.”

“Did he hack into any of the ones here?”

She looked aghast. “He wouldn’t do it here.”

“Right.” I feigned agreement.

Xavier had told me otherwise.

Katherine smiled. “His memory was impressive.”

“How?”

She seemed to realize she’d revealed too much. “I heard it was you who brought him back?”

“He was airlifted out of my hands. Any chance you know where to?”

“I imagine that would be classified.”

“Ah.”

“Have a lovely day, Sir Ballad.”

“It’s Mr. Ballad.”

“Of course. Sorry.”

“Anything you can remember would be appreciated. I need closure on a couple of matters connected to him.”

“I’ll have a think.”

With my right hand tucked inside my trouser pocket, I made my way toward the hallway, leaving Katherine with her interest piqued. I only hoped I’d appealed to her empathetic side.

Predictably, an hour later, Katherine arrived at my office door.

I gestured for her to sit opposite my swivel chair. “This is a pleasant surprise.”

She leaned forward in the seat with her face in her hands. “What am I doing?”

“I’m good with secrets,” I reassured her.

“I signed the Official Secrets Act.”

“We both did.”

She stared at the wall opposite as though gathering her confidence, then turned to look at me. “He came straight here from Sandhurst.” Her eyes watered with emotion. “We all liked him.”

“There’s a lot to like.”

She munched on her lower lip nervously. “Did Xavier go rogue?”

“I’m trying to figure that out.”

“Do you know anything yet?”

I blew out a sigh of frustration.

“James, I’m worried about him.” She glanced toward the door. “There was a coded email.”

“From?”

“The Prime Minister’s office. I have a knack for code-breaking.” She leaned forward. “Either Farmer forgot that detail or he was careless.”

“What was in it?”

“It mentioned a request for someone to silence him.” Katherine looked at me nervously. “The request came from Farmer.”

“I see.”

“I shouldn’t have told you,” she mumbled.

“What do you know about Xavier?”

“He’s very private. Though I know that he was awarded best cadet at Sandhurst. I did learn his father was a diplomat. His mum is Scandinavian and worked for the U.N. He was an only child. He’s a proud Brit, I can tell you that.”

The vision of Xavier being drawn into the belly of the helicopter flashed into my consciousness, and I felt again a dreadful sense of loss at seeing him being taken away under nefarious circumstances.

She caressed her brow. “I shouldn’t have come.”

“We never talked.”

“Cameras are everywhere.”

“I borrowed a pen. You wanted it back.”

She smiled weakly and for a split second I saw her younger self before the Secret Service had snagged her out of Oxford and showed her…things. Lifted the veil to what the world is really like. You see that same disturbed look on the faces of new recruits, once they get a glimpse inside Pandora’s Box—and realize that lid will never close again.

Her smile faded with the weight of it all.

“It was good seeing you, Katherine. Thank you for stopping by.”

She was up on her feet again. “It’s a burden, James. To know what we know and not act on it.”

“That’s the job.”

“There was some talk…”

I leaned forward. “Go on. You know you can trust me.”

“Farmer was on the phone talking about how Xavier had betrayed his country.”

“You personally overheard that?”

“That just isn’t Xavier. I’m sure there’s some misunderstanding.” She pressed her hand to her chest. “Xavier was on the Underground when an explosion went off. You remember that one? The terrorist attack a year ago. He helped commuters find their way down a deserted track. Xavier saved countless lives that day. He didn’t just run off and save himself. He stayed to help. That shows compassion. I’m a good judge of character. He’s a good man.”

Recalling my time with him certainly reflected this. Though men changed and motives evolved. Still, I was sitting here alive because of him.

“Katherine, when I walked into Farmer’s office you looked surprised to see me, why?”

Her nervousness showed. “We weren’t sure you’d…make it back.”

I placed my hands behind my head in a casual pose. “That old gout making trouble again.”

Her eyes widened with hope. “My friends call me Kitty.”

“Kitty, thank you for your honesty. It really helps me see this through a clearer perspective.” I reached into my drawer and pulled out a mobile phone.

I handed it to her.

“Is this a burner?”

“Just in case.”

She looked unsure, but then threw it into her handbag anyway. Reaching for a post-it note on my desk, she scribbled down a number. “If you need anything.”

I took it from her.

Kitty paused in the doorway and without looking back, whispered, “They’re holding him in a military prison. He’s being moved to an undisclosed location today.”

She closed the door behind her.

I felt the brunt of her words. They were holding Xavier illegally—the equivalent of throwing away the key.
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I doubted I’d ever call her.

But for some reason, I memorized Kitty’s phone number before shredding the post-it note. Sitting back, I took a deep breath, feeling everything was about to change.

I kept thinking about those conversations I’d had with Xavier—his implication that he could help me resolve the issue I’d been working on since I’d arrived in this place. My research into Victoria’s private files had turned up nothing. All I’d found were redacted documents, which led me to suspect that someone here knew more about her death than they were willing to share with me.

Me…her husband, who worked for the same agency and had virtually the same clearance.

Resting my face in my hands, I sank into the despair I knew so well…a dark hole I had no way of climbing out of it. On the surface, I feigned all was fine, but I felt dead inside.

If I walked out that door I’d never return.

Don’t do it.

This world has gone to hell and you know it—nothing can be done.

What I was thinking of doing was professional suicide: following through on this impulse risked my sanity. I had a family name to live up to. My father had been close to royalty. That had brought me a certain privilege…an access to the echelons of power.

The kill switch on my downward spiral was inaccessible.

I made my way over to the quartermaster’s supply room. Interestingly enough, my actions reflected a calm man, a reasoned man, who was meant to be here rummaging through wardrobes with countless uniforms, all of them used at one time or another for covert operations. I found one that would be most useful—a senior Army officer’s garb that carried the authority needed to pull off my precarious ruse. It fit well enough. I slipped it into the suit carrier. With no QM currently on duty to sign me out, there’d be no record of me stealing this Brigadier’s uniform—with campaign medals, no less.

I was certifiable.

Probably nothing that a few rounds of therapy couldn’t cure—if I still gave a fuck. Trouble was I’d been pushed to the brink. Pulling back from the edge towards reason seemed an unlikely choice.

This is not about you.

This is for Victoria.

Without her I might as well be dead.

You have nothing left to lose.

I left the building with that sentiment guiding my way, feeling like I was having an out-of-body experience.

I soon reached the parking structure, where I threw the uniform carrier onto the backseat of my car.

Driving my Aston Martin V12, I made it from London to Colchester in less than two hours. As each mile carried me closer to my destination, I felt the inevitability of how this day was going to end.

On the way, I stopped to change into the uniform I’d stolen.

For some reason, I already held a deep affection for that compromised agent I was risking my life for. He was the opposite of all I’d known. There was a rebellious streak in him that appealed to my more sensible side—a side that was now fading. I was a man of order and logic and yet this felt right. Or maybe this was the suicide mission I’d been pining for. I couldn’t live without Victoria, and that was a hard fact. Since her death I’d been half the man I was before.

Since her death all I’d felt was emptiness.

My concern for Xavier increased with each passing second. He didn’t strike me as the kind who could survive prison. Or carry the burden of being wrongly accused. He was probably feeling the same futility. I could be a bastard sometimes, but I had yet to hang up my humanity.

My fake I.D., and the uniform of a Brigadier in the Royal Army Medical Corp, got me into The Glasshouse, the military’s only prison based in Colchester. Getting into the restrictive area was going to take a little more fenagling.

If Kitty’s intel was right my man was here.

I pulled out my phone and called her.

She answered the burner phone after one ring.

“It’s James,” I said.

“I didn’t think I’d hear from you so soon,” she quipped. “Hold on.”

I heard the muffled sound of her moving to a more private area. “Okay, I can talk.”

“If you don’t hear from me in the next few hours, can you retrieve my Aston Martin V12?”

I would be stepping into a high security facility—getting out was going to be a challenge. In fact, my fate could be aligned with Xavier’s if I took one more step.

“What’s going on?”

I gave her the number plate. “Keep my car out of MI6’s hands, will you?”

“Where is it?”

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

“James?” She sounded nervous. “Where would I hide it?”

“Consider this a command task, Kitty. If you do well it’ll be an open invitation to work for me in the future.”

“I already have a job.”

“Working for a grumpy old misogynist bastard with gout?”

She chuckled.

“Maybe consider working for another misogynist bastard who’s easier on the eyes.”

She went quiet, realizing I was serious.

“Thank you, Katherine. The keys are under the hood.”

“Be careful. Whatever you’re up to.”

“Just so you know…you’re the best thing about that place,” I said, and hung up.

I was asking so very much of Kitty Adair. Our paths would cross again. I felt sure of it.

A young Private escorted me to the main office. The soldier led me into the station’s HQ.

Entering the Captain’s office, I learned that his commanding officer, Colonel Flaherty, was up at Milbank. And his second-in-command, Major Howard, was also in London. A pleasant advantage that meant I could pull rank.

I reached out to shake the hand of the officer left in charge and delivered the lie, “I’m Brigadier Henley.”

“I’m Captain Rawley, sir.” He returned a strong handshake. “Welcome.”

I glanced at his nametag. “And the E stands for?”

“Edward, sir.”

“Edward, I’m from the RAMC. I’ve been requested to provide a psychological profile on one of your prisoners…Xavier Rothschild.”

“He’s not here.”

“On paper or otherwise?”

He looked nervous. “Colonel Flaherty comes back tomorrow.”

“That will be too late.”

“For what?”

“To get my report in.” I waved it off. “Rothschild isn’t on record as being here, but of course I know that he is. I respect the fact that puts you under a lot of pressure. You’re under a great deal of stress keeping this covert. Especially from his family, who will no doubt be distraught that he’s MIA. If you ever want to talk with me, I’m up at Milbank.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Who’s representing him?”

“In what regard, sir?”

“His barrister?” Then I realized the truth. “He doesn’t have one?”

The captain looked vexed. “We’ve been advised that no visitors will be allowed.”

“I’ve driven all the way from London,” I said.

“Sorry to hear that.”

“No, that’s quite all right. My concern is that our officer shuts down and those vital secrets become irretrievable. Countless lives could be lost because I didn’t have access. I’ll just put that in my report.” I glanced at his nametag. “National Security can be a prickly business.”

“I’ll have to make a call.”

“I’ll explain your concerns to Field Marshal Pembridge.” I checked my watch. “I’ll just miss the traffic on the A12, so I’ll meet him back in the office to debrief him on how things went with you, Captain.”

And there it was—a look of fear on the man’s face that went bone deep.

We were soon walking across the barracks heading into the prison’s medical facility. Nothing like a threat from the highest-ranking officer in the Army to make another officer compliant.

The hallway was long. Depression drenched the atmosphere. It smelled like hope had abandoned this place. Guilt hit me like a punch to the chest that I’d let Xavier slip through my fingers back on the sub. I’d promised him safe passage to the U.K. The delivery into the hands of a military barrister hadn’t happened. Which meant they were keeping him from talking. The question was, why?

“He’s in here.” Edward finally stopped in front of a steel door.

“I’ll take it from here,” I reassured him.

The clank of keys he used to unlock the door echoed back the isolation.

I stepped inside…

Jesus Christ.

What the hell had they done to him? There was nothing humane about what I was looking at. Xavier lay on his side on a stained mattress—the only furniture in this dank cell was that excuse for a bed. A lavatory took up one corner. The wall tiles were cracked and the ceiling paint was peeling.

My blood boiled when I saw that his face was bruised and swollen. They’d interrogated him…using any force necessary, apparently.

I snapped my gaze to Edward. “Who did this?”

“He arrived in this state, sir.”

“Leave us.” I slammed the door in his face.

A few short strides brought me over to Xavier. I knelt beside his bunk and whispered, “Hey.”

Xavier pried one eye open and flinched.

I raised my hand to reassure him. “I’m here to help.”

He winced as he tried and failed to push himself up. “You’re the last person I expected to see.” His frown deepened when he noticed my uniform.

I smirked. “I’m full of surprises.”

He blinked through swollen eyelids.

“Who did you piss off, Lieutenant?”

He grimaced. “Right now, it feels like everyone.”

“Did you see a doctor?”

“Not yet.” He pushed himself up onto an elbow. “Looks like I’ve managed to drag you into this mess.”

“I’m here willingly.”

He whispered, “Brigadier?”

“When in Rome.”

“Impersonating an officer could get you court martialed?”

“You have to be in the military to get court martialed. I’m a civilian now.”

“And I thought I was crazy.”

“How much did you tell them?”

“Nothing…that’s why I look like this.” He rested his head back on the pillow. “If anything happens to me, that intel is on a timer and will be released.”

“Sounds like a decent contingency plan.”

He looked at me suspiciously. “Is that why they sent you?”

“I don’t work for them.” Not anymore, anyway.

He wanted to believe me, I could tell, but he wore a doubtful expression.

“I just blew up my career to come here,” I admitted.

He studied me, his brow furrowing.

“I no longer work for MI6,” I clarified. “Not after today.”

“They fired you?”

“Fired myself. I need to get answers about what happened to you in Macau.”

“I’m flattered.”

“Is there somewhere you want to go?” I forced a smile. “I hear Lan Kwai Fong is nice.”

“You’re crap at humor.”

“I’m just warming up.”

“Lucky me.”

“I’m serious. Do you want out of this place?”

He stared at me.

I gave a shrug. “You can either stay here or…”

“I suppose you had your chance in Macau to end me.”

I smirked. “Never was good at following orders. Like you.”

“I know what this is. I know why you’re here.” His bloodshot eyes held mine. “James Argyle Ballad. Retired Navy Commander. MI6 bad boy. And widower.”

Yeah, it was no surprise that someone with Xavier’s insight could see right through me. She was my only weakness. Most people wouldn’t know Victoria’s face still haunted my every waking second. Then again, Xavier wasn’t most people.

“You miss her. Even after all this time?”

The words I tried to say in reply were weak and useless. There came a constriction in my throat when her name reached my lips.

He looked away as though mulling the situation over. “If I find out who killed your wife for you what do I get?”

“Freedom.”

An offer he couldn’t refuse.

He tried to smile but his lips were too cracked and dry. “So, in reality you blew up your career for revenge.”

“Semantics.”

He gave a knowing smile. “You think they tried to kill you, too.”

“Farmer wasn’t expecting me back.”

“Seems like you’ve been pissing people off.”

“You have no idea.”

He sat up slowly. “You found your wife’s restricted files?”

“That’s quite the gift you have there.”

“Reading people is not all it’s cracked up to be.” He watched my reaction. “Everything important was redacted in the docs you found on her?” he added.

I nodded. It was remarkable to see this bright young man unravel unspoken clues.

“She worked for MI6,” I said, wondering if he knew this.

He gave a nod to confirm he did. “A field agent.”

“Did you know her?”

“Met her once,” he said. “That was it. She was really nice.”

“You seem to know a lot about me.” I was tempted to reach out and soothe his mouth with a caress. The shock of that thought had me rising to my feet.

“Sorry about your wife,” he said. “And…the way she died.”

“She lived for a few days afterwards,” I said, my voice cracking with emotion. “She was admitted to a burns unit in London.”

“You have a lot to be angry about.”

“I’m here for you too, Xavier. Just so we’re clear.”

“Playing hero?”

“Trust me?”

“Kind of. I sort of like you, Ballad, in the way a person might enjoy being at the top of a rollercoaster right before it tips over the edge and nosedives. Then it’s like ‘well, this is a stupid idea.’”

That made me smile. “Then you’re in?”

“I’m listening.”

“There’s this place…” I knelt before him again and reached out to brush a drop of blood away from his eye. That cut on his eyebrow would leave a scar.

He rested his cheek in the palm of my hand, and I let him, giving us this moment we both needed. Two destroyed men. Time stood still as these unfolding seconds allowed us to reconnect. We’d escaped death back in Macau and that kind of bond went deep.

His lips trembled and it made him look vulnerable. Rage stirred within me for the men who’d done this to him.

“Were they military?” I asked. “The men who did this to you?”

“Civilians as far as I can tell. I’ve memorized their faces, though.”

“Hold onto that thought.” I gave a nod. “We’ll get to them afterward.”

“After what?”

“After we find out who’s fucking with us.”

“FYI, I remember everything.”

“Good to know. Do you think you can walk?” I went to help him.

“Yes.” Xavier’s blue eyes were mesmerizing. Despite his bruises and all that swelling he still looked remarkable.

“You did say you wanted to see me in action.” I threw in a grin.

Xavier smiled, and then flinched at the pain from a cut on his lip. “Back under your command…sir.”

“Let’s not be too hasty,” I retorted. “You know what happened last time.”

“I’m willing to give you a second chance.”

I stared into his eyes, oddly elated at the thought of being back in the same space with him.

I turned my back on him and headed for the door.

“Guard!”
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The pungent scents of bleach and antiseptic were unmistakable. The chill of air-conditioning made the hairs on my forearms prickle. Standing at the end of the ward and seeing Xavier lying in a hospital bed looking so damn vulnerable made it hard for me to take another step. Patients were lined up in their beds against each wall. Private rooms were reserved for the seriously ill, apparently.

Outside the window came the unmistakable sound of home, the place of my birth.

The chirping of crickets was the song of Montego Bay—the island I’d grown up on. My mother had left me a private home on the beach and I’d never shared that place with anyone—except Victoria.

The stab of guilt I suddenly felt for bringing someone else here quickly disappeared when I looked over at him…

Moonlight shimmered over Xavier’s naked chest. The sheet barely covered him from the waist down. It was hard to look at the bruises scattered over his flesh without feeling I was responsible. Had I stayed close to Xavier he wouldn’t have left the submarine so abruptly. I’d have stayed with him and made sure the Geneva Convention’s treaties were honored. I’d have made sure no one touched him.

The nurse’s Jamaican accent was soothing. “Go say hello to your friend.” Her bright, warm expression comforted me.

Xavier’s crystal blue eyes followed my progress from his hospital bed. I wondered if he regretted coming here. Breaking him out of Colchester had made things worse.

We’d left The Glasshouse in the back of an ambulance that had transported him to Colchester’s Accident and Emergency Department. It was our ruse that he needed urgent medical treatment, and Captain Rawley had fallen for it.

Xavier had been ordered a CAT scan by the attending medical consultant. I’d advised Xavier’s military police detail that as a member of the RAMC, I was more than qualified to watch over him during the test. Avoiding radiation exposure had the policemen seeing the logic in that decision.

That had been our opportunity to exit left.

We’d taken a private jet from Stansted Airport to Jamaica a day ago. I’d used a couple of fake passports so there’d be no record of us leaving the country.

After our nine-hour flight, I’d brought Xavier to Cornwall Hospital to rehydrate with IV fluids and undergo the kinds of tests he’d skipped during our great escape.

A quick headcount revealed he was one of ten men on this ward. He looked deceptively well compared to some of the other patients. The only obvious injury was to his right arm, which was now in a sling. They’d strained his wrist during an interrogation. Nausea welled inside me when I thought of what they’d done to him.

Xavier gestured for me to come closer.

I stood over his hospital bed. “How are you feeling?”

“Like a free man.”

I smiled.

He stared at me for a beat. “You’ve been here before?”

“Yes.”

“I knew that posh British accent was hiding something.”

I gave a shrug. “I was sent to boarding school in England and lost my Jamaican accent.”

“Pity.”

“Children tend to bully you if you’re different, as you know.”

“You should have kept it. More chances of getting laid.”

He made me chuckle.

The Caribbean felt like home. It would always be a special place to return to when the world was too much for me to handle. I could be myself here.

“How does it feel to be a civilian?” I asked.

“Let’s just say that being a wanted man gave me quite the adrenaline rush—and not in a good way.”

I gave him a look of sympathy. “We’ll sort it out.”

“Forever the optimist.”

“No, I just don’t care about the fuckers.”

The smiling nurse approached us. She removed Xavier’s IV with the skill of someone who’d done it a million times before. “It’s time to get dressed, Mr. Smith.” She waved her hands to usher me out.

“He can stay.” Xavier twisted his legs around and sat on the edge of the bed. “He’s family.” Xavier whipped off the rest of the sheet. He was wearing hospital PJs.

The curtain was pulled around us and I went to step out.

“Stay.” Xavier gestured.

“I’ll wait outside.”

“James, help me find my trousers.” He lifted his sling a little to make his point.

“We’ll be fine,” I told the nurse.

Inside his bedside cabinet, I discovered his clothes in a plastic bag. I pulled out his trousers and handed them to him. “They’re a bit creased.”

“Like I care.” Xavier pulled his arm out of the sling, tugged on his shirt and then scooted to the edge of the bed. He rose to his feet and slid off his PJs. When he stepped into his trousers, his legs suddenly collapsed beneath him. I caught him, wrapping my arm around his waist to keep him from falling.

Xavier stared at the floor, seemingly shocked by his weakness. His eyes rose to meet mine.

“You okay?” I asked.

I should have let him go at that point, helped him sit on the bed. But the way he leaned against my chest made me realize he’d needed this moment of kindness. This intimacy felt pure. I conveyed with a look of empathy that I wouldn’t let him fall.

He reached back and lowered himself onto the edge of the bed. “Thank you,” he whispered.

“You’re coming home with me,” I said firmly. “This is not a discussion.”

“I’ve already been quite the burden.”

“I’m pulling rank.” I winked. “You can continue to convalesce at my place.”

“It’s safe?”

“Safest place on the planet.”

“Montego Bay,” he spoke the name like a song. “Wow.”

His endearing reaction hit me in my gut and I felt a swell of affection for him.

This wasn’t me. Empathy wasn’t something I had any use for. Yet he was compelling. The swelling had gone down in his face and he once again looked striking, those sharp cheek bones giving him an exotic aura. His golden skin made his eyes pop as they reflected his curiosity.

He pulled back a little. “What?”

I shook myself from daydreaming.

“Do I look that bad, Ballad?”

“Call me James.” I helped him slide his arm back into its sling. “Let’s get you home.”

“Home?”

I assisted with his trousers and pulled them up.

He took over with his zipper. My hands brushed over his toned body when I pulled his shirt on, causing a tingling sensation in my fingers—so much so that I snapped my hands away.

I noted the bruises scattered here and there, and traced one on his neck with a fingertip as I tried to find the words to express how bad I felt for him.

Xavier held my stare. Maybe it was my culpability that made me allow this moment to pass between us. Or maybe it was the rare connection of two men who’d faced off with death. We’d needed each other in Macau. We needed each other now. Fate had thrown us together as powerfully as one of this island’s storms.

His attention slid from my eyes to my mouth and then back up again. It could have passed for an intimate moment if I didn’t know him better.

“How do you get used to it?” he asked softly.

I blinked, clearing my thoughts.

“The frogs singing,” he clarified.

“I don’t hear it anymore.” I yanked open the curtain and came face to face with the nurse. “We’re ready to leave.”

“I’ll get the wheelchair,” she said.

“I’m walking.” Xavier leaned on me.

“It’s protocol, Mr. Smith.” She hurried off for his transport.

“Mr. Smith.” He rolled his eyes. “Next time call me Kingston. It’s believable.”

“Kingston it is.”

Within half an hour, we’d left behind the confines of Cornwall Hospital and I’d driven us across town toward the water.

Xavier leaned forward in the front seat of my Jeep to better see the grand house ahead when we drove through the gates of Royal Court Manor. He stared out of the window, seemingly admiring the abundance of palm trees that lined the driveway leading up to the estate.

With no luggage, I’d have to find Xavier some fresh clothes. Eyeing his size, I considered what clothes of mine might fit him. We’d buy some for him as soon as he was up for a trip into town.

The colonial style interior’s wide-open spaces, decorated with tall palms in lavish pots, cream couches and plush chairs all leant a homey atmosphere. The fans were going at full spin to cool the place. I’d left them like this before leaving to pick him up from the hospital.

Xavier stood at the entrance of the sitting room. He didn’t say anything—he didn’t have to. His expression was full of wonder at the touches of old-world England mixed with the coziness of the tropics. The effect was of time standing still. This was how it had been designed by Victoria when we’d redecorated. A refuge to slip away to and find peace.

“You can stay for as long as you need.”

“Careful, I may never leave,” he said.

I wanted to say that would be fine, but it was so not me. I preferred solitude and isolation and that would never change.

I tried to see the room as he did—as though I were visiting it for the first time. I’d been away too long. These rooms were the sacred keeper of my memories of Victoria. We’d honeymooned here. Afterward, we’d come back frequently, so there were enough memories to last a lifetime.

She should be here…laughing as she ran from room to room, her hair falling across her beautiful face as I playfully chased her through the house.

I should have kept the photos of her displayed. Hiding them away now felt like betrayal. Still, it hurt to look at them. Grief had wrapped its suffocating tendrils around me, and it had been easier to cope without the constant reminder of what I’d lost.

I wondered if Victoria’s ghost ever found its way here…back to me, to our home.

“You okay?” Xavier’s voice broke the quiet.

I shoved thoughts of her aside. “Iced tea?”

“I’d love that.”

“We can drink it on the veranda.” I pointed. “Let me get you settled out there.”

Again, I saw that look of wonder in his eyes as he stared out at the swimming pool and the ocean view beyond. The sun caused the surface to glint and shimmer, bringing a familiar peace. It really was a breathtaking sight.

With him comfortable, I set off to make tea.

When I came back with our cold drinks, Xavier had stripped off his shirt and was lying on a corner lounger fast asleep. I placed his drink on the glass table beside him, then reached for one of the throws and spread it over him. He stirred a little and then fell back asleep.

I had to remind myself he was in his twenties. The lines on his face evened out when he slept to make him look younger and more vulnerable. I stared at him for longer than I should, my gaze roaming over his exquisite features and that full mouth. He reminded me of a sleeping Adonis…the God of desire.

I reined in these foreign yearnings…the shocking thoughts that would turn me from a friend to an enemy. I should be ashamed of myself for thinking such lustful thoughts…

My lips on his.

His hand wrapped around my cock as he squeezed me from base to tip. Him sucking my dick as he knelt before me, looking up at me with those blue eyes that told me he was grateful for the chance. Xavier deep-throating me with such skill that he emptied my balls along with my mind.

Great, I had another reason to hate myself. I’d just saved a man from the clutches of evil and was tempted to take advantage.

This is insanity.

An absurd imagining from a straight man. Brushing my fingers through my hair, I shook off these thoughts. This is what exhaustion brings, I reassured myself. It changes your chemistry and messes with your mind.

Lieutenant Rothschild had the ability to find out who had ruined my life and taken away my one true love. I’d brought Xavier all the way down here to use him.

And that was bloody well what I intended to do.
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Xavier

 

Shielding my eyes against the sun’s bright rays, I stood in wonder for a minute, taking in the stunning view of the sprawling ocean.

My hands fell by my side as I flexed the tension out of them. My sprained wrist hurt, but keeping it in a sling was slowing me down. I pulled it off and tucked it in my trouser pocket.

Ballad’s influence was in everything here—from the sophisticated fixtures to the expensive art. Though what really stood out was the extraordinary taste of a woman.

On the way in, I’d noticed that the paintings all had a nautical theme. There were also photos of sea life. This man loved the ocean and it seemed strange that he’d chosen to leave the Navy for MI6. Becoming a widower had changed his life drastically.

This grand place was both Colonial and Georgian in style. Victoria’s presence permeated every corner. Lush plants added a cozy touch that made if feel like a home.

Standing on the porch, I remained awed by the endless blue ocean shimmering beneath the midday sun, promising warmth.

With an uncanny ease, I processed my surroundings. A coconut tree swayed in the breeze, its leaves forming patterns. A sunflower nearby stretched toward the light, its florets in perfect spirals; 55, 34, and 21, the sequence of Fibonacci. This golden ratio’s astounding functionality proving time and time again it was an essential characteristic of the universe.

Concentrating in a different way, I tried to view the garden as others would, as merely a lavish display of plants and flowers with an inviting pool that I imagined was heated by the sun. I was tempted to strip off and wade into the sparkling warmth.

I wasn’t one for prayer, but I prayed now—thanking the universe for getting me out of Colchester.

How the hell did I end up here?

Closing my eyes, I tried to squeeze out the memory of when my life had imploded. But it was too late—my mind was back analyzing and data crunching each detail.

I’d put my life on the line for the truth, which had seen me in Macau with both British and Chinese operatives after my blood. An interesting turn of events—the what-the-fuck kind that took the shine off travel.

I’d been ill-prepared for field work…something they had counted on, apparently.

No one would believe my intel that a well-respected senior agent at MI6 was a Russian operative. The man who’d ruined my life was a permanent fixture at Boodles—that gentlemen’s club where he rubbed shoulders with the Prime Minister and other members of Parliament. A Knighthood waited for him when he retired.

My military career had started with such potential. The Queen’s Commission now seemed like a futile aspiration. My talent was my greatest weakness…my genius the greatest threat to others.

After that car accident in Macau, I’d had my chance to run. I’d suspected there was a boat waiting. After all, Ballad had been driving at breakneck speed toward the estuary. I’d reasoned that the boat would have enough fuel to get me to Hong Kong.

But leaving Ballad behind to die hadn’t been an option. I just hoped I’d not live to regret it. There was still the chance he’d use me to garner favor so he could restart his stalling career…

I pushed these thoughts away and focused on the ocean view to fill my mind with something other than betrayal. This place was extraordinary.

A red parrot flew low and landed on a post at the end of a wooden dock leading out over the water. It was like someone had designed their dream home to be a paradise.

I’d craved the vastness of this kind of space after living in the confines of a submarine for a month—right before my life had crashed and burned in Macau. I had no idea how James had made a vocation out of living in those closed quarters.

He’d blown up his career to help me. Though it was likely that getting revenge for his wife’s death had been his only motivation.

And there he was, standing barefoot and not that far away on the sand. The spectacular view was enhanced by James Ballad himself. He’d stripped off his shirt and was showing off his ripped abs. His low hung shorts revealed muscular thighs. All this time he’d been hiding that ripped body beneath his combat gear. I knew he was fit but this view highlighted his athletic physique.

A national hero who’d thrown it all away. He was one thought away from regret, probably.

He’d set up a badminton net and beside it lay a beach towel. Atop that sat a bottle of sunblock and beside it were two bottles of water—one for me, I assumed. This enduring loneliness lifted when I was around him, my awkwardness lessoning.

I should be happy with the idea of some much needed R & R. Still, I knew this badminton net and the impending match was him speeding up my rehab. This was him doing the right thing and not throwing me to the dogs back in England. The very cultured and moneyed dogs, no less.

Soon, I’d be out of Ballad’s thick, dark hair. That hair and clothes of his were an obvious act of rebellion after the time he’d spent in a Navy uniform.

He caught me staring. “I didn’t want to wake you. Where’s your sling?”

Twisting my right arm, I let him see I didn’t need it. “Just a sprain.” I walked down the porch steps and joined him. “This is a great place.”

“I think so.”

I knelt to retrieve a bottle of water and lifted it in way of politeness.

“Yes, that’s yours.” He threw in a brilliant smile.

He had no idea what that did to me—nor would he ever. I knew his type. The alpha arrogance inside that would never allow him to lower his standards to dabble with someone like me. A proud military history to prove he possessed an off-the-scale level of machismo.

Though we’d had our moments… I’d watched him consider what kissing me would be like. Then came his subtle knee-jerk reaction of self-chastisement for daring to go there.

“I thought we’d play.” He pointed to the rackets. “If you feel up to it.”

“Great rehab,” I countered.

He nodded and then looked off toward the ocean.

For some reason, the way he’d turned his back on me hurt like hell—like he suddenly regretted having me here.

“Thanks, but I think I’ll pass on the game.” I headed back up the steps and walked into the mansion, quickly making my way to the front entrance. I wasn’t sure where I was going—I just needed some space to think more clearly. Ballad’s dominating presence had messed with my head.

This crush on him was a curse.

I yanked open the front door. A hand came around my right side and slammed it shut in my face.

James pressed his body to mine, trapping me between him and the door. “What was that?” he growled. “You walked away from me with an attitude?”

I spun round and leaned back—he was too damn close. His face wore a dangerous expression and his intelligent eyes stared intensely into mine.

“I know what this is, Ballad.”

“What exactly do you think this is other than generous hospitality?”

I gave him an accusatory glare. “Once I’ve told you what you want to know you’ll hand me back to them.”

“Them?”

“MI6.”

His focus moved down to my lips.

James caught himself and stepped back in a rush. “That’s not the plan.”

“Forgive me if I’m low on trust.”

“So us working together to find out who ruined our lives is no longer on the agenda, then?”

I chewed my lip as I tried to decide if this idea would even work. Once I gave him what he wanted, why would I even matter?

He looked frustrated. “I wrongly assumed that you wanted your problem resolved. Apparently, you’re a genius. How about engaging that big brain to make yourself useful?”

“Who told you that about me?”

“Someone back at MI6.”

“I’m afraid you’re just like all the others…”

“I have no idea what the hell that means.” James took several steps back. “If you want to leave, leave.” He turned and headed up the staircase.

“Where are you going?” I called up.

“None of your goddamn business.” He made it to the top and disappeared from view.

Uncertainty dripped from him as thick as the guilt. He blamed himself for Victoria’s death. I imagined something like that would haunt a man. James had seemingly lost his trust in life.

Maybe in order to save his own career he’d eventually end up sacrificing mine. Men had done far worse.

Heading up the stairs after him, I followed Ballad into the bedroom and then continued on toward the sound of a shower.

Great.

Ballad was wearing nothing but his fury. He’d stripped out of his clothes and was ready to walk into the spacious shower stall.

“Maybe I should have let you walk out of the house,” he snapped.

“Maybe I should have insisted.” Do not look below the waist.

He glared. “Let’s agree to get today over with and we’ll part ways tomorrow. I can have a car take you to the airport. I don’t need to know where the hell you go.”

“Why the change of plan?”

“This is—” He gestured toward me and it looked a lot like he was negotiating with himself. “An unconceived idea.”

Even though that hurt like hell, there was something seductive about the way he dragged his teeth over his bottom lip in contradiction. He was fighting his attraction to me.

Now that was one hell of a surprise.

This revelation had me staring in fascination at his turmoil…his cock twitched, betraying him.

I quickly looked back to James to avoid embarrassing him. Perhaps it was fury that was an aphrodisiac for him. His dick seemed to confirm this as it curled up his abdomen.

His jaw tightened. “It’s best you leave.”

My fingers worked the buttons of my shirt and I shrugged out of it, tossing it on the floor. Next, I slipped out of my shoes and then pulled off my trousers and boxers until I was standing naked. I strolled by him and walked into his shower.

I reached for the unmarked chrome tap that I hoped would turn on the hot water. A burst of heat cascaded from the showerhead and soaked me.

Ballad loomed behind. “What are you doing?”

“Looking for the cold water.”

James stepped forward and turned on another tap. “The last thing I need is you getting burned.” The water cooled as it sprayed us in a more temperate downpour.

“You have a real problem,” he snapped.

“Your problem is you’re lonely.”

“And how would you know that?”

“James, on the submarine you wanted off it in the worst way. You once loved that life. It’s the sign of an unsettled mind.”

“How do you figure that?”

“Lately, you’ve had a hard time living with yourself.”

He stepped away. “I’ll be down the hall in your guest bathroom.”

Ballad looked as powerful and commanding striding for the door as the first day I’d met him on the submarine.

I’d misjudged him and I felt like crap for being the awkward guy who makes everyone around him feel a level of disquiet.

Turning my face into the stream, I closed my eyes to let the water whoosh over me. It crashed against my skin and burst against my limbs. My body acclimated to the pressure hitting each contusion.

Loneliness found me again.

I’d misspoken and pushed him away.

His expression had sent mixed messages, as though he himself wasn’t sure of his desires.

My brain was firing off at a constant rate, assessing every single interaction I’d ever had with him. Replaying every word from every conversation with every volition to curl the words this way or that in their meaning. What was not being spoken was just as powerful.

As a child, a neurologist had told me I’d grow out of it—this leaning toward quirky, with a side of genius. As a man it had only gotten worse. They’d labeled me “nature’s Frankenstein”. I’d been eight years old when I’d overheard a medical professor call me that.

I still felt out of place in the world.

Caressing my wrist, I tried to soothe the ache from where the guards had dragged me across the room before bashing my head against the wall. Apparently, water torture was still a thing. I’d personally learned how miserable it felt. Part of my ability to cope had been from knowing my enemy back at MI6 would eventually go down in history as being the traitor he was. But only if I could hang onto my sanity.

Opening my mouth, I let the water fill it to recreate how being suffocated had felt, desensitizing myself so I could face what they’d done to me.

I jolted at the bang of the bathroom door.

My back struck the tile when I saw Ballad storm in. His towel dropped from his waist as he rejoined me in the shower, his cock rock hard. Lifting my forearm in front of my face, I braced for his strike.

He paused right in front of me with his chest heaving. I closed my eyes, expecting to have new bruises added to my collection.

James yanked down my arm and pain resonated through my wrist. I exhaled in a rush as I braced for more agony.

Cupping my face with his firm palms to hold me still, Ballad stared into my eyes with a fierceness that warned of harsh words to come, both of us drenched in water as we readied for war.

“Forgive me,” I said, though unsure why.

James clenched his jaw as though trying to control his anger. His stern glare snapped to my mouth.

He crushed his lips to mine in a punishing kiss and his tongue darted into my mouth, searching and tangling with mine for control. I jolted with the shock and tried to pull back, but his hands tightened at my nape to hold me still.

I wanted to trust it, trust him…

My mouth opened wider to receive more of this delicious lashing. Familiar sensations of desire and surrender made my cock stiffen as he pressed his body to mine.

His right hand rose to my scalp and grabbed a fistful of my short hair. My moan echoed into his mouth as I sank into the thrill of feeling his firm chest against mine, his uncompromising strength. My erection nudged his and the sensation felt like life itself. Like everything I’d been through had happened for a reason—it had led to this moment.

Led me to him.

He pulled back and glanced down at the sight of our cocks pressed together. “Oh, God.”

“Well, that was unexpected.”

“Did I hurt your arm?”

“I’m fine.”

“I’m not sure what just happened…”

“Let me touch you.”

He watched my palm wrap around his full length and his face showed me the pleasure he was feeling. His jaw slackened and he nodded to let me know he wanted this to continue.

“Want me to lead?”

“No.” He broke into a dashing smile as though all the tension was slipping away.

“How’s this?” I stroked his cock while watching his expression, gauging his reaction, knowing this was a balance between exploration and coaxing.

Ballad could break out of this trance and pull away. I needed him to stay with me. To trust this. Trust me.

Kneeling before him, I leaned forward and ran my tongue around the ridges of his balls, lavishing pleasure that made them tighten in my mouth—letting his cock hang with tension, teasing him. He gripped himself to cope with the pleasure. Wrapping my hand over his, I pumped him long and hard and fast and he grimaced as though in pain, but his throaty groan revealed desire.

My lips met the tip of his head. I opened my mouth wide and slid his cock all the way to the back of my throat as I stared up at him.

This felt as pure as it got—an unspoken trust, a spectacular intimacy.

He pressed his hands against the glass of the stall to brace himself as he studied me with intrigue. A flash of affection appeared in his eyes, along with wonder as he watched me deep-throat him until his body was trembling and his breaths were short and sharp, his moans echoing around us.

He tasted of falling water and pre-cum, his heady cologne evaporating in the steam, his cock filling my mouth with profound dominance.

The taste of hope and salvation.

The taste of a truer freedom.

He gripped the back of my head and forced me to go faster and take him deeper. My moan resonated around his girth, making him quiver. He needed to remain in control. To know all the power was still his to command.

I pulled back and pushed to my feet

“I’m not ready for…” He looked uncertain.

“When the time comes you can fuck me.”

“When the time comes?”

“We need lube.”

“Right. I don’t have it.”

I cupped his face in my hands, just as he’d done to me. “We’ll take it slow.”

“That’s good. That’s…a good plan.”

“Are you okay?’

“I haven’t…since…Victoria.”

I took his hand and wrapped his palm around my erection. “Here.” With my hand clasping him tightly, we pleasured each other.

James leaned in for a kiss and I pulled back. He looked at me inquisitively.

“Promise you won’t regret this,” I whispered.

“Never.”

Peering into his eyes for the truth, I gave a nod, but it was more for me than it was him. Opening up and offering my heart to a virtual stranger was madness, yet it was exhilarating and everything I needed but hadn’t believed possible.

I let him have that kiss, our tongues tangling, our lips firm and demanding; his smile against my mouth sending a shiver down my spine.

“James, can we go to the bedroom?”

“This is happening?”

“Only if you want it to.”

He looked thoughtful, then reached for my arm and ran a hand over my bicep—sharing a moment of tenderness. My hand slid around to cup his ass and hold him.

Words fell away…

With the shower off and us wrapped in towels we padded down the hallway. When he led me into a room that was obviously his, I felt a rush of anticipation.

He turned to me for guidance.

With a nudge, I shoved him onto the bed. James scooted up and lay with his head on the pillow. I began kissing the inside of his ankles, moving up his calves to his thighs as he relaxed. His eyelids were heavy when I rose above him and suckled on first one nipple and then the other.

We shared a look of understanding—a realization of why this was happening. Why he was here with me, the man he’d risked everything for. This was him seeking solace from the crushing stone that sat where his heart should be.

James reached for my hand and kissed my palm. Sucking on each finger, his focus remained on me as we dived further into this affinity. He pressed my hand to his chest and closed his eyes as though needing a moment.

Tension crackled between us.

He pushed himself up and pulled away.

Our moment lost…

I searched his face, my heart racing from the fear that he would think of this as wrong. James slid off the bed and stood before me as though trying to find the right words—perhaps an admission that all of this was a misunderstanding as to why we’d felt drawn to each other. Whatever thoughts he was searching for he couldn’t find them.

He strolled toward the door and headed out.

I fell back onto the bed and stared at the ceiling, my heart aching. I felt no regret for kissing him. It had felt right to me and had happened easily between us. I tried to bury the sinking feeling I’d offended him. Or misjudged what he’d needed.

He kissed me first.

I’d opened up and made myself vulnerable, and that wasn’t even my first mistake. My first mistake was accepting that mission in Macau when in hindsight, it had clearly been a way to get rid of me.

James Ballad had saved me then…

The ceiling fan began to spin, causing a refreshing breeze.

James stood in the doorway having just flipped on the switch. In his hand was a black bottle of Imperial Rum. He lifted it to his mouth and took a swig, his fascinated stare roaming over my naked body as I lay sprawled on his bed.

With a shaky smile, I leaned up on my elbows and took the bottle from him when he offered it. I gulped the liquor. It burned my throat. I handed it back and James took another long drag of rum.

It was easy to admire this man with his toned, naked physique and sculptured body…all conflict and desire and dark beauty.

“You’re a good man, Xavier.” He dragged his teeth over his bottom lip. “I don’t want to take advantage.”

“You’re not.”

His dazzling eyes rose to meet mine. “You want this?”

I smiled, and let my head crash onto the pillow.
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James

 

The heat from the rum burned through me and made me heady. These unfolding moments with Xavier had a dreamlike quality.

I’d not been intimate with anyone since her. Before, even the thought of it had felt like betrayal, as though even kissing someone else would be like cheating on Victoria. After all these years, moving on still seemed impossible.

Yet here I was, with this remarkable man, finding the courage to touch him…letting him touch me. It felt dangerous and startling, and yet it made me feel alive again. This erotic exploration was unforeseen; my body yearned for it to continue, even as my mind questioned how far this could go…

Xavier was like a dark angel stealing all my reason.

Stealing all the oxygen from the room.

Don’t fight it.

It felt so damn good.

I knew Xavier’s expression—it warned me that if this didn’t happen, he’d be full of regret.

I stared at his naked, sculpted torso as he heaved breaths of uncertainty. My eyes roamed over the length and form of what lay between his thighs, a hefty cock that was erect. Even that looked beautiful to me. I was opening up to this man, letting him in.

The walls I’d built inside were being destroyed and my heart was beating once more.

I set the rum on the nightstand and joined Xavier on the bed.

He climbed on top of my body, his biceps bulging as he kept his weight off me, brushing his cock along the length of mine…watching my reaction to his pleasurable thrusts below.

A tight, new tension rose between us.

This passion felt natural and worthy of this room…turning this lonely sanctuary into something sacred. I rose from the depths of my disquiet and replayed Xavier’s words in my head…he wanted this.

Before now, my every waking thought had been wishing I could go back in time and have Victoria here, that I could return to the moment when I’d boarded the HMS Majesty. It had taken me to the depths of the ocean, so far from her—for the last time.

Now, my wants and needs were filled with something new. A sense of hope that came with a new kind of exploration.

Having Xavier in this room felt right. After all I knew about him, he deserved to be treated with respect. I wasn’t sure I had it in me to give him what he needed, though. If he wanted something permanent, I wasn’t there yet.

“It’s going to be done my way,” I said, my tone gravely from the rum. “I need to control you, Xavier.”

“Oh, God,” he whispered.

I pushed him off, reaching for the rum and offering him more. Xavier shook his head, so I took one more swig and set the bottle on the nightstand before rising and opening the top drawer of my dresser. I pulled out two neckties and carried them over to the bed.

With an intrigued expression, Xavier watched me secure his right wrist to the metal bedframe, and then I did the same to his left one. He hadn’t resisted at all, and that trust stirred a forbidden yearning inside me. He probably wondered if I’d done this to my late wife. Obviously, I had a thing for kinky sex, but that was a conversation for another time.

By leaving his feet free, I at least gave him some ability to move—and to resist, if necessary—if what I did to him became too much.

Wrapping my fingers around his cock, I examined it. This was the closest I’d ever been to another man with this level of intimacy. I traced him, running my thumb along his frenulum. He shuddered beneath me. Continuing, I delivered the kind of pleasure I liked, the fast and steady pump of a fist until a bead of cum appeared on his tip. That same pre-cum glistened on me.

“I’m going to…,” he said, panting. “Unless you slow down.”

I sucked on my forefinger to soak it and then lowered it to the puckered flesh of his ass, easing it into him a little. Xavier’s back arched and his muscles clenched around my finger.

“Relax,” I soothed.

My erection grew harder and my balls tighter at the sight of me finger-fucking him in the ass. With my other hand, I provided a steady rhythm with my palm around his shaft. This was me showing how much I cared…how much I wanted this to be special. I wanted to bring him blinding pleasure, make him forget his troubles.

Because forgetting was what we both coveted—what we both wanted was to find a way to make it through another day.

Controlling another man like this had to be the ultimate thrill.

I knew how each stroke, each touch, and each brush of my thumb would feel. It would be easy to bring him over.

“James!”

“Not yet.” I needed this to go on longer, to become what it promised to be. Our first time a mark of strength and submission.

His moan of frustration echoed around us.

I continued even as he clenched around my finger possessively, his breathing ragged, his body shuddering as he wantonly gave himself over.

I ran my fingers along the ridges of his scrotum, leaving his cock abandoned to build his frustration—just as he’d done to me in the shower. Xavier gritted his teeth as he tried to endure my neglect, his thighs shaking in revolt at my taunting.

With a fierce hold on his cock now, I stroked him with an iron-clad grip.

“Harder, Xavier?”

“Yes, but I can’t hold off.”

“I don’t want you to. I want to watch.” Squeezing still, I used my hand as a piston to move faster along his shaft.

Outside, the crickets sang their evening song as nature’s tropical backdrop heightened our senses, providing an exotic ambience to our surroundings, a mystical aura that lent a profound mood to our intimacy.

Xavier squeezed his eyes shut to cope with the overwhelming pleasure, panting as his expression morphed into wonder. A multitude of emotions flashed across his face.

He felt like the best kind of escape for me…a way out…a way through. An intense feeling of affection for him rose inside me.

Xavier Rothschild was the only thing pulling me back from the brink.

“I’m glad you’re here,” I whispered.

He shuddered, his body stiffening as he stretched out his limbs to endure the violence of his orgasm. I continued to pump as a fountain spurted in reams, covering his abdomen as he groaned.

His climax was a thing of beauty.

Finally, he stilled and his breathing slowed.

“Thank you for rescuing me from Colchester.” His eyes opened and met mine. “You saved my life. You know that, right?”

Xavier, you saved me…

“You’re an extraordinary man,” I said softly.

“I was just thinking that about you.”

“There’s no redeeming me.”

He arched a brow. “If there’s anyone who has a gift for unlocking a mystery, it’s you.”

I smiled at him.

“You okay?”

I rose from the bed and walked over to the bottle of rum. I took a swig and raised it in a toast. “To you.”

“No…to us.”

I gave a nod. “That was beyond…” My expectations.

“Untie me. I want to touch you.”

“We should get to work, I think.”

“No, you don’t, Sir Ballad.” He gave me a seductive smile. “You’re not the only one who likes to be dominant.”
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Xavier

 

My mind stilled when James touched me. Hell, it stilled whenever he walked into the same room.

What we’d done in this bedroom felt like a daydream. In a three-day period, I’d had my life threatened on foreign soil, survived a car crash, and had ended up an anonymous prisoner in jail. Now, life had turned into something phenomenal thanks to this incredible man. Within an hour of arriving in his home, we’d been rolling between the sheets.

It was me now between his thighs, giving him what was probably the best blowjob of his life. His short, sharp breaths and rigid body proving I had him rising fast toward a climax. I slowed down so I could savor this experience.

Flicking my tongue along his tip, I teased him as I held his stare.

“I might have fantasized about this,” he admitted.

“I’ve wanted you from the first moment I met you on the sub,” I said. “It was the combat gear.”

“I’m flattered.”

“You’ve never been with a man before?”

“No. And don’t stop.”

I smirked, knowing I was about to blow his mind, too. I began to deep-throat him, sucking as I drew back along the length of his cock. James would feel the pleasure surge as the intensity increased.

I watched with satisfaction as he closed his eyes and began to pant. He came hard, shuddering and yelling through the blinding orgasm as I swallowed his cum—increasing the pressure with a suck-pull of my cheeks.

His ragged breathing filled the room as he tried to recover.

I fell onto the bed beside him. We lay on our pillows staring up at the ceiling. He shook his head as though stunned we’d made our way to this point of intimacy.

A few minutes later, I slipped away to take a shower. I returned with a towel wrapped around my waist. James was still naked and sprawled out on the bed. He welcomed me back with a drop-dead gorgeous smile.

It was going to take hours for us to come down from this high after our mind-shattering sex. The fogginess from the rum made everything that much more dreamlike.

“Hey,” he said, patting the space beside him on the bed, inviting me to rejoin him.

I exhaled in a rush of relief that he showed no regret.

“How are you feeling, Xavier?”

“I should ask you that.”

God, the things he did to me with just his voice. I imagined he’d once driven women crazy with that suaveness. Though something told me the weight of his grief might have prevented him from moving on.

I smiled, and climbed into bed beside him. “You know this place is like paradise, right?”

“Yes,” he said, beaming. “I grew up here.”

“Oh, how you suffered.”

“Spent some time in England, too.”

“That’s right.” I rolled onto my side to look at him. “You own Argyle Castle.”

“You know a lot about me.”

“I did my research.”

“Seems like an unfair advantage.”

“No worse than you living in a castle.”

“It’s freezing in winter.”

“You prefer Jamaica?”

“How can I not? When I was a kid, I’d borrow my mum’s boat and sail off.”

“She let you do that?”

“She didn’t know. I wouldn’t go far. It was just enough to give me the independence I wanted.”

“Then they sent you to a school in England?”

“Yes, which was an interesting experience.” James looked over at me. “Tell me about your time at MI6?”

“Wasn’t there long. I arrived right out of Sandhurst. Once they learned I had unusual tech skills they transferred me to GCHQ.”

“Unusual tech skills?” He studied me.

“Most people don’t understand what I do.”

He looked thoughtful. “I arrived at MI6 just after you left. I know most people over at GCHQ. They kept you a secret.”

I grinned at him. “I think we’d have gotten on.”

“Doubt it.” He winked.

That little show of affection caused a shiver to run through me. “We definitely wouldn’t have ended up in bed together.”

He ignored that. “I’m glad it was me who brought you in from Macau.”

“Me too.”

“Though nothing adds up.”

“Tell me something. Would you have killed me out there if I’d tried to run?”

“That’s classified.”

“I’m serious.”

His dark eyes found mine.

“Better not to know, right?” I tested him.

“I should have been more decent to you.”

“How did you find me in Colchester?”

“Someone told me you were in a military prison.”

“Kitty Adair?”

He looked impressed. “She was worried about you.”

“I always did like her.”

“Obviously, she likes you back.”

“Only because I remember her birthday.”

He was quiet for a few moments, and then said, “Why do they fear you, Xavier? What did you do to make them feel threatened?”

“Most people look at me with disbelief when I tell them. I’m a top-secret issue.”

“I’m not most people.”

“I communicate with AI.”

James looked puzzled. “How do you mean?”

“I can show you later if you like. If you need proof.”

His frown deepened as he realized the implications. “You have access to anything online.”

“Anywhere, anytime—the world is an open door. It’s a bit like The Matrix, only without Agent Smith riding my ass.”

“You do have a nice ass, by the way.”

“Thanks. So do you.”

He suppressed a smile. “Go on.”

“I can control everything…traffic lights, cameras, personal computers, phones…”

“You influence national security.” James looked impressed.

I shot an amused glance over his naked body. To be sufficiently impressed, a person had to look no further than Ballad. It was hard to stop staring at him.

He climbed out of bed and rummaged around in a drawer, pulling out two pairs of boxer shorts and two white T-shirts.

“Hungry?” he asked.

“Famished.”

We got dressed and made our way downstairs, heading for the kitchen.

He opened the fridge and pulled out a pre-prepared dish. “You haven’t lived until you’ve tasted Jamaican cooking. I’ll add some rice and peas when this is done. It’s jerk chicken.”

“Who made that?”

“I have a housekeeper who takes care of the place when I’m away. She always prepares this recipe when I come into town.” He strolled over to the oven and turned it on.

This domesticated version of Ballad made me smile.

“Can I do anything to help?” I asked.

“Just relax.”

I sat at the kitchen table and James prepared a quick snack for us—some cheese and crackers.

The smell of cheddar made my mouth water. I munched on the delicious snack and washed it down with iced tea. “I could get used to this.”

“I’m glad you feel that way. I have a hard time relaxing.” He took a sip of his drink. “Victoria used to get frustrated because I’d bring my work home…in more ways than one.”

“And she didn’t?”

“No, she had this ability to leave work mode behind and just be…” He seemed to slip into a memory of her.

“Thank you for letting me stay here, James.”

He blinked as he rose from his thoughts. “Of course.”

“Is that a boathouse I saw out back?”

“It doubles as a workshop.”

“Can I see?”

“Sure.” James led me out and along the back of the house. We entered the workspace and there in the center hung an upside-down boat named Liberty.

“What happened to it?” I asked.

“Broke loose from the dock during a storm a few years ago. I bought it for Victoria when we got married.”

I ran my hand along the hull, admiring what it had once been. “You were both renovating it?”

He looked astonished. “How can you tell?”

“Victoria had a lighter touch.”

“She insisted on helping.” He gave me an endearing smile.

“How long have you been working on it?”

He looked away as though unsure of the answer. I saw him staring at the boat’s name, doubt and sadness clouding his features.

I suddenly realized the truth of his situation. If he finished renovating this boat it could very well represent saying goodbye to Victoria. He would finally have to face the fact that she wasn’t coming back.

“Want to talk about it?” I said softly.

“About what?”

My chest tightened as I sensed he had no idea. That boat was never getting finished.

“Let’s go back,” he said.

We returned to the house.

James opened the kitchen door for me. “Once you’re feeling better, we’ll fly back to London.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“How old were you when you realized you were gay?”

It made me smile. “I’m bi.”

“I’ve never looked at a man…like that before.”

“Like what?” I teased.

He gave me a dazzling grin. “That’s some good rum.”

I shook my head, amused.

James set about making a fresh pitcher of iced tea. “Sounds like you can do a lot of damage with your AI skills.”

“I sure can.”

“Don’t ever turn it on me.”

“You’re capable of so much more devastation, James.”

His eyes darkened with this truth. “I believe I am.”

“Besides the fact we both worked for MI6 once, we have something else in common.”

“Oh?”

“The same bastard who ruined your life also wants me dead.”

He looked horrified. “Terrance Farmer? He’s the double-agent?”

I nodded. “He’s working for the Russians.”

“Jesus Christ, the damage he must have done.”

The Right Honorable Terrance Farmer, member of the old-boys club, was a traitor—and he’d been the one who’d recruited us both. It was a catastrophic strike against our country.

“Get me a laptop and I’ll provide you with the proof you need,” I said.

“How long have you known?”

“I went deep into my research when I was in Macau. Blew right through his firewall—that was when I knew he’d send you after me.”

James stared at me in disbelief. “I was in his office before I came for you at Colchester. He ushered me out faster than usual. I sensed something was wrong.”

“I’m sorry for what he did to your wife,” I said softly. “I believe he gave the order.”

“What they did to her—” James shook his head. “Cruel beyond belief.”

“What are you going to do?”

He gave a casual shrug. “Kill him.”

“Just like that?”

“First, we need to find out who his connections are and then eliminate them. Take the power back.”

I offered him a wry smile. “You’ve been considering taking over the world for quite a while, then?”

“I’m going to burn the system down.” His eyes roamed over my face looking at my bruises and contusions. “They messed with the wrong man.”

“Other agents are at risk if we don’t stop him.”

He gave a nod. “Undoubtedly.”

“You believe Victoria suspected Farmer? She discovered what he was doing? That was why he had her killed?”

“He ordered Ivor Mikhail to do his dirty work.”

“I’m so sorry, James.”

“Turns out you’re about to get a demonstration of just what I’m capable of.” He stepped forward and cupped my face.

“It’s you and me against the world now, Ballad.”

“If I had to go down the foxhole with anyone…” He brushed his thumb over my lip. “God, the things you do to me, Rothschild.”

“No regrets, then?”

“I want you to stay.”

“So we can put this right?”

“That’s one reason, yes.” He stared intently into my eyes. “Xavier, I haven’t felt this kind of peace since…”

“How about we steal the keys to the kingdom?”

A lust for power shined brightly in his eyes.

“Consider me your tech guy,” I added.

His grin widened. “Maybe a new agency is in order. One that we control.”

“With influence that reaches around the entire world.”

“I’ll own the Prime Minister before the year is out.”

“With your connections to royalty, I’m sure you’ll get support from the Crown.”

He smirked. “They’ve always had a thing for colonies.”

“You’re serious about all of this?” I had to ask because what he was suggesting was control on a global scale.

“I’ve never been more certain about anything.”

This was what if felt like when James Ballad made a claim. Like you’d been burned up from the inside out and you were rising from the ashes. Like you had become something more because of your time with him.

“Do you want to be by my side, Xavier, as I take the world by storm?”

Fuck, yes.

I saw a pattern in our future…a sequence that spiraled into perfection. I sure as hell couldn’t go back to my old life because I’d burned all of my bridges by going rogue.

Moving forward with James was the only way to survive.
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Emily

Present Day

 

“Thirsty…” James’ voice was husky.

A sob of relief escaped me as I reached out to squeeze his hand, careful to avoid his IV. The bandage around his head was proof of his injury.

He was conscious now and that was all that mattered. I felt like I’d been holding my breath for an eternity. They’d given him a private room, a place where the lights could be kept low and the room quiet.

“James,” I said softly.

His eyes fluttered open. “Where am I?” said James, barely above a whisper.

“Cornwall Hospital.” It was one of the best hospitals on the island, and he was lucky to be here. I don’t know what I’d have done without the kindness of the staff.

He reached to explore the bandage on his head and flinched. “What happened?”

“There was an accident. In the water.”

He took a few seconds to process that.

“You have sutures,” I said.

“How many?”

“Just a few.” I downplayed it. “I’ll let the nurse know you’re awake.”

I reached for the call button.

“Not yet.” James rested his hand on mine, becoming more alert. “Is Xavier okay? Is he back at the house?”

“Um…”

He shot me a look of concern. “We were having dinner. No, wait…that was before…” James tried to sit up. “Let me think a second.”

“Do you know what year it is?”

He stared at me, frowning. “You hit me on the head with a sharp object.”

“No!”

He smirked. “It’s less mortifying than being wiped out by a teenager on a jet ski.”

Relief flooded through me. “So…you remember?” Thank God.

“We were at Doctor’s Cave.”

I leaned forward and cupped his cheek. “You were trying to swim after me. Do you remember? I should have stayed by the boat.”

“Yacht,” he said, correcting me. He raised his hands. “See, can’t help myself. I’m a certified—”

“I’m so relieved you’re okay.”

“It was my fault, Emily.” He looked around the room. “How did I get here?”

“The young man who hit you also rescued you. We put you in the boat—I mean yacht—and when we reached the beach an ambulance was waiting to bring you here.”

“What happened to my yacht?”

“A lifeguard told me he’d take care of it until we came back. The boy on the jet ski felt terrible he’d hit you.”

James grimaced. “I’m still going to punch him in the face.”

“He told me he was on holiday.”

James’ brow furrowed. “How long was I out?”

“Twenty-four hours.”

“You stayed with me all that time?”

“Of course.”

He took my hand and pressed it to his lips.

“What’s my diagnosis? Concussion?”

“Yes.”

“That it?”

“Yes, and that cut on your head. The doctor wasn’t sure how quickly you’ll recover…”

“Hand me my phone.”

“It’s not charged.” I bit my cheek in frustration. “You can’t be exposed to light and I knew the first thing you’d do was look at it.”

“Does Xavier know what happened?”

“I’m not sure.”

“He’ll be worried if he doesn’t hear from us.”

“You two weren’t talking, remember? Well, not in the conventional sense.”

He flashed me a wary look and it seemed as though the memory of him taunting Xavier had just popped into his mind.

“I was dreaming,” he said.

“About?”

James slid into an uneasy smile.

I smiled back at him. “You need to tell Xavier that when you see him.”

He blinked at me. “I fought against us. He didn’t deserve…any of it.”

“Well, you’ve had a scare. It redefines everything.”

“It helps you see what’s important.”

The affectionate way he looked at me made my body tingle. “Can I get you anything, James?”

“Is that the bathroom?” He sat up and swung his legs around the end of the bed. He took a moment to steady his balance then unattached himself from the various monitoring devices and silenced the machines. “Can you help me with my IV?”

I rushed around to make sure he didn’t fall. “You’re not to get out of bed.”

“I’ve never been one to follow the rules.”

“But…still…”

He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and stood, leaning on me for balance.

I reached for the IV pole. “Let me get the nurse.”

“Can’t pee with an audience.”

Together, with me nudging the IV pole forward, we shuffled into the bathroom.

“You’re going to have to step out, Em.” He glanced back and realized I wasn’t leaving. “You’re as stubborn as him.”

“Yet not as stubborn as you.” I scooped up the small plastic container the nurse had left behind. “Here, the nurse told me that if you pee, they need a sample.”

He reluctantly took it from me.

I moved toward the sink and turned on a tap. “It’s supposed to help.”

“If you say so. I need you to charge my phone.”

“I’ve already told you why that’s not a good idea.”

He sighed. “I’m an idiot.”

“Will you hurry up and pee?”

“It’s very hard when you’re barking orders.” He let out a sigh. “I’ve put so many people at risk.”

“How?”

“By being unavailable.”

“Please, don’t blame yourself.”

“I wasn’t talking about the accident, Em. I’m talking about not doing the right thing here…and back in London.”

“Try not to think about all of that right now.”

“God, my head hurts.”

“I don’t think you should be standing. When you’re done, you’re going right back to bed.”

“That’s not going to happen,” he mumbled.
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James

 

I texted Xavier: Come home. We need you. More to follow…

I held the phone to my chest as I waited for him to respond.

I was reminded how much I loved sleeping in my own bed. I stretched out, feeling relieved the entire hospital debacle was over. Almost over, my aching head reminded me. I needed to recover quickly and get back to work.

The black-out blinds threw me into complete darkness. The size of this manor ensured it was quiet when you wanted it to be. Outside, the sound of the crickets kept me company as I dozed on and off.

What if Emily had been hit by that jet ski instead of me? The thought of it made my chest tighten. If anything happened to her, Xavier would never forgive me—and I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself, either. I wasn’t sure I could continue to live with that kind of guilt. I was already laden with so much of it.

Admittedly, leaving the hospital against my doctor’s orders wasn’t reasonable. I couldn’t stay there, though. I needed to be here.

I didn’t want Xavier showing up and finding us gone.

I’d taken on a profound responsibility here in the Caribbean. The agency back in London drew most of my attention, but another responsibility had fallen on me years ago and this was another reason I needed to stay alive. It was that secret that weighed heavily on my mind.

My thoughts turned to Xavier and our first days together in this house before we’d returned to London to set the world ablaze.

A near-death experience can change one’s perspective, apparently. The truth followed a pathway my heart had yearned for. My mind had forbidden this fantasy, however. An us was all I wanted, but even now it wasn’t something I had a right to.

The door creaked open and I heard footsteps padding towards me.

“James,” whispered Emily.

“Hey.”

She squeezed my arm. “The doctor told me to check on you frequently.”

“I’m fine.”

“How am I to know whether you’ve gone unconscious again or you’re just sleeping?”

“I’m not having any symptoms.” Other than this splitting headache and the soreness where some doctor had sewn stitches into my scalp. I had yet to remove the bandage and look at the wound.

“Can I get you anything?” she asked.

I lifted the blanket. “Climb in.”

“I’m dressed.”

“Come on.”

She kicked off her shoes and climbed in beside me. Her body molded perfectly to mine and I dipped my head to bury my face in her lustrous hair, her soft scent stirring warm emotions that brought me comfort.

I can have this intimacy, I reassured myself. I can enjoy this innocent time together until she has to leave.

“Do you have everything you need?” I asked softly.

“I do.”

“You’re low maintenance.”

“So are you.”

“I’m glad you’re here.” I pulled her more tightly against me.

She pressed her cheek to my chest. “I don’t want to go to Prague.”

“What’s in Prague?”

She remained silent for a few moments. “The orchestra.”

“We’ll talk later about where you want to be.”

“But…you remember, right?”

Did I remember telling Emily I was sending her away? That I’d been cruel beyond all comprehension? That I’d not even been there to greet her at the airport? I was able to do those appalling things because my heart had shut her out. Ironically, it was the reason I was in this mess. Now I could see the wisdom of allowing love into my life—if only I deserved it.

“I have no memory of that conversation,” I lied.

“That’s not good.”

“Allow me to forget this one bad memory, Em.”

“I’ve forgotten it, too.” She reached up in the darkness and brushed her fingertips over my face. “You know how I feel about you.”

“I don’t deserve you.”

I should have told her it was love I was feeling…but there would come a time when I’d have to let her go and this would be easier on both of us.

“Are you hungry?” she asked.

“A little.”

“I found some chicken soup in the pantry. I’ll go get it.” She pushed herself up and scooted out of bed.

The loss of her warmth wrenched my heart. I reached for her, wanting to pull her back, even as my stomach grumbled.

“I’ll bring it up on a tray,” she said from the doorway. “Don’t go anywhere.”

I chuckled. “Where would I go?”

“One never knows with you.”

“True.”

She started to walk away, but then paused to look back at me.

“I love it here so much, James. I’ll stay for as long as you need me.”

Her words sounded full of the forgiveness I needed. “Emily, I’m sorry I hurt you. I don’t deserve all this.”

“Oh, stop.”

A noise at the end of the hallway made her turn her head and stare in surprise.

I pushed myself up on my elbows. “What is it?”

“It’s nothing,” she said quickly, and hurried out of view.
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Xavier

 

Pressing my fingertip to my lips, I warned Emily to remain silent. I didn’t want James to know I was here. I needed to catch my breath and adjust to being back at Royal Court Manor. The last time James and I had been in this house together, just over eight months ago, he’d told me he was sending me away to Washington. That had been the catalyst for all that followed.

It had led me to her.

My beautiful and elegantly poised Emily.

She took a step past James’ bedroom door, out of his line of sight, and fixed her astonished stare on me. This woman was beautiful in every conceivable way. I’d memorized the dazzling color of her irises, a glimmering emerald green that revealed an enduring trust in me. I had dreamed of the way her mouth naturally pouted, the way she emanated an aura of enchantment. Being apart from her wrenched my soul—I loved her more than life itself.

The cruelest truth I’d learned was that letting someone go can be the purest form of love. Yet the fallout devastates the one left behind, a fact I had also discovered.

Emily hurried forward with her expression full of hope.

Opening my arms, I embraced her, drawing her close to my body and surrendering to her affection.

“Is he okay?” I whispered.

“He’ll be okay. I’m so glad you’re here.”

“Downstairs,” I mouthed.

Quietly, we broke apart from our hug and descended to the first floor. Her presence stirred up my emotions like it always did. Emily was a reminder that there was beauty in this mess of a world. Not just in her stunning features, but her kind-hearted nature.

Taking long strides ahead of her, I forced my expression to become passive and unreadable—just in case she’d decided she didn’t want me anymore. I’d put her through so much. She needed to know I was ready to let her go if that’s what she desired.

All I wanted to do was turn around and embrace her again. Tell her I loved her and that I was never letting her go…but that would be selfish.

It was as though time stood still in this grand manor. Memories of my first visit here with James came flooding back as brightly as the natural sunlight seeping in through the blinds. As we walked through the house on our way to the kitchen, the recollection of what had once occurred in each room we passed triggered a visceral response…each conversation I had ever had with James, every caress that had passed between us, every moment that had felt as natural as breathing itself.

The place was dark because Emily had turned off the lights in case James ventured out of his room. Her willingness to care for him came as no surprise. I knew she was good for James—even if he didn’t.

I led her through the long winding hallways until we reached the kitchen, where even more memories flooded my synapses like fireworks lighting up the night sky. In this room, James and I had plotted our return to London. We’d prepared ourselves to take on the world.

Before, I had dreamed of going back to those days of just me and James and our grandiose plans, but now things were different. Emily was an exquisite gift.

“Did you hear what happened?” she said.

“Yes.” I shook my head at the thought of such a serious accident.

“Thank you for being here.”

I wasn’t sure if I could stay and resist the urge to touch or kiss her—but I didn’t want to admit that now. Not after seeing her eyes fill with tears of relief. Or maybe they were tears of sorrow for what I’d put her through.

“How are you?” she asked, moving closer.

I wanted to give her a comforting smile, but I didn’t know if her feelings for me had changed. “Fine.”

“What’s wrong, Xavier?”

“I just need a moment to process everything.”

She suppressed a sob. “Why didn’t you come before now?”

“I was close.”

“On the island?” Her expression revealed her emotional turmoil.

“I’ve been watching over you.”

“I needed you here. With me. With us.”

“I’m sorry, Emily.”

“Did you leave me because I attended the event on The Venetian?”

“No. I would have done the same.”

“You didn’t answer my calls or texts.”

“I stepped away to protect you.” I gave her a sad smile, trying to convey my sincerity. “We couldn’t have anyone connect me or James to you.”

“Did you miss me?” she asked, her voice breaking.

I let out a pained sigh before I could stop myself.

She hurried into my arms and I couldn’t refuse her embrace.

I planted a kiss on her forehead. “I shouldn’t have dragged you into this.”

She raised her eyes to mine. “Well, I’m here now…and I want to stay.”

“Emily…”

“I’m sorry about the Stradivarius.”

“All I care about is you.”

“Thank you for my new violin.” She rested her cheek on my chest. “It was from you, right?”

Giving her an instrument was nothing—I should have given her a goddamned castle. But, of course, Ballad had that covered. “James shouldn’t have brought you here.”

“I came because I believed the invitation was from you.” She stepped back. “You disappeared. No messages. No phone calls.”

“The KGB were monitoring you, Em. They were watching all the students. After what happened to Ivor on the yacht, they were looking for who was responsible.”

“You’re the smart one. You could have worked out a way to get a message to me.”

“One mistake and you’d have them hunting you. I couldn’t take that chance.”

She seemed to realize the burden. “I refuse to let them control my life.”

“We did what we believed was best—”

“James needed my help to find you. He took a photo of me and sent it to you.”

“I got it.”

She looked nervous. “You overheard us in the dining room?”

“He can be…dark…sometimes.”

“James needs you.”

“You’re as forgiving as ever.”

“He’s been seriously injured. He has a concussion.”

A jolt of uncertainty hit me. “How’s his memory?”

She shrugged. “Seems intact.”

“His mood?”

“Why don’t you go say hello.”

I wanted to, but seeing a look of rejection in his eyes was something I wasn’t ready for.

“Don’t disappear again, Xavier.”

I turned away, reluctant to share that my feelings for her burned as brightly as they always had. My love for her could never be diminished. I’d cross oceans to make sure she was safe. To make sure she was happy.

And I’d do the same for him, too.

James stood in the doorway, the bandage around his head revealing what he’d gone through. It made me feel a rush of sympathy for him, and more than a little regret that I’d not been here to protect him.

Emily still had her back to the door. She hadn’t seen him standing there yet.

Her soulful eyes stared into mine. “Do you still love me, Xavier?”
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Emily

 

I held my breath. The world around me was a whirl of confusion as I waited for Xavier to answer.

It was an easy question.

Was he still in love with me?

I’d regretted the words as soon as I’d spoken them. If the answer was no, and Xavier no longer felt anything for me, my heart couldn’t take it. I’d been longing to see him since we’d been parted in London—believing we’d be together again as though it were fated to come true.

“He loves you very much, Emily.” James’ voice came from behind me.

I exhaled slowly and turned around to look at him. “You shouldn’t be up, James.”

He looked over at Xavier. “Hey.”

“How’s your head?” asked Xavier.

James forced a smile. “Feels better than my pride.”

Xavier swapped a wary glance with me. “James is right, Emily. I’ll always love you. But I’m afraid of what you think of me now.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I snapped.

“Do you still love me?” he asked, his voice strained.

“Of course I do!”

Relief flashed in his eyes. “Em.”

We rushed into each other’s arms.

I hugged him close, feeling the strength of his embrace. “Say it again.”

“I love you, Emily. I never want us to be separated again.”

“He was always watching over you, Em,” James whispered.

“I always will,” said Xavier.

“Why did you wait so long to come back?”

Xavier stepped away from me, looking harried. “James was admitted to the hospital under the name Kingston. It took me awhile to figure things out.”

“I thought it would be safer not to use his real name,” I said.

“You did well, Emily.” James approached us. “Xavier, where were you exactly?”

Xavier looked uncertain. “With Louis.”

It was hard to read James’ expression, but it looked a lot like surprise.

“Who’s Louis?” I asked.

“A good friend,” James replied.

“He doesn’t know about your accident,” whispered Xavier.

James gave a nod of approval.

Xavier looked around the kitchen. “This place hasn’t changed.”

“Only the people.” James smiled over at me. “Emily is making soup. Want some?”

“Sure.” Xavier smiled. “Any iced tea?”

“In the fridge.” James leaned on the central island with a pained expression.

Xavier rushed forward. “Let’s get you back to bed.”

Seeing James’ pale face made my heart race. I rushed around to his other side to help Xavier support him.

“You shouldn’t have left the hospital,” I said.

“I’m fine.”

With Xavier on one side and me on the other, we helped James back up the staircase and into bed.

Xavier sat on the edge by his side. “When was the last time you took a pain pill?”

James mulled that over. “I was reluctant—”

“What were you prescribed?” Xavier looked concerned.

“Tylenol.”

Xavier looked over at me. “No aspirin at any time, got it?”

I gave a nod. “I remember.”

Xavier stared at James’ bandage. “We need to clean your wound.”

“I’m fine.”

He ignored that and went into the bathroom to wash his hands. When he returned, he unwrapped James’ bandage carefully, and then gave him a look of reassurance.

Xavier gathered what he needed to cleanse the wound. I braved a look at the laceration along the side of James’ head, held together by stitches. The doctor had shaved around it a little. Xavier dabbed a wet cotton ball over the laceration, wiping away old blood. He found a fresh dressing and secured it with medical tape.

I could tell they needed time to talk…time to heal the rift between them.

I left them alone and went downstairs to make us lunch.

Back in the kitchen, I thought the smile on my face would never lift. Xavier’s confession that he still loved me had lifted my spirits and brought me hope. For the first time since arriving, I felt a sense of calm. Having him here to help care for James was so reassuring.

Within twenty minutes, I returned to the bedroom carrying a tray with three bowls of chicken soup and some warm rolls and butter. Xavier and I sat on either side of James, the three of us enjoying our lunch in bed.

Afterward, we both snuggled up to James and he wrapped his arms around us. There came a sense of peace at being reunited.

James looked at Xavier. “I’m glad you came.”

There was a glimpse of resolution in Xavier’s pale blue eyes. James lay staring up at the ceiling as though deep in thought. I reached over and held his hand and he threaded his fingers through mine.

“I know,” said James softly.

His words gave us permission to let the world stop spinning for a while. We could take time for our hearts to trust again.
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James

 

I lay stretched out on a lounger, watching Emily. She’d changed into a blue bikini and was swimming laps in the pool. It was good to see this trip morphing into the holiday she deserved. We needed to celebrate her graduation. This was a good start.

Xavier was shooting hoops through the basketball net at the far end of the garden, shielded by tall coconut trees, their leaves rustling in the warm ocean breeze.

He’d removed his shirt and the sweat from his exertion covered his ripped, tanned torso as he bounced the ball. Now and again he looked over at me. I feigned disinterest, turning my focus back to the book I was meant to be reading, Thomas Harris’ latest offering to the literary world. It should have been a great distraction from the drama in my life.

Ironically, all this madness was of my own making. I’d been the one to lure Xavier into my dark scheming plans years ago. He was still here, his trust in me as strong as ever.

This crushing headache was finally lifting. I’d managed to play it down for Emily’s sake. But Xavier knew me too well. He’d not left my side since yesterday. He and Emily were helping with my recovery and I couldn’t be more grateful.

The true miracle was seeing them together with their feelings intact.

I’d reunited them.

Unfortunately, I’d also nearly been taken out in a freak accident in the process.

With Xavier’s arrival, Emily had finally brightened, and I was again reminded of what they were like together. Theirs was a powerful love that should be allowed to flourish. The fact I’d once torn them apart caused my heart to squeeze with guilt.

Emily had once asked me, “If we aren’t fighting for love, what are we fighting for?” Her words had haunted my days because I’d known the weight of this truth. My own fear of falling in love had brought chaos to those I cared about. Especially to Xavier, who had stayed despite this wall I’d built around myself. The same one he’d once managed to tear down.

I’d carried this cross of guilt because I could never forgive myself for Victoria’s death. Moving on felt like betrayal. Her memory brought more love than anyone could give—or so I’d believed until that night in Argyle Castle when Xavier and Emily and I had become something more. I’d highjacked their love and made it my own that night…and I craved it now.

Still, I refused to let their happiness be tainted. Someone had to guard the gates to their paradise and protect them. How could it not be me?

Did I feel the same love for Xavier? Yes, at the deepest level. But if I admitted my feelings to him, I could very well destroy the future they deserved together. As a couple they were perfect for each other. Xavier’s intellect was balanced out by Emily’s creativity. The years he had on her meant his experience could protect her through life’s hurdles. Her youth and ebullience softened his complicated nature.

It was a heartbreaking fact that showing either of them any sign of affection could stifle their attempt to thrive as a couple. Or even encourage them to leave.

This felt like a slow-motion car crash that was going to hurt like hell. The pain was imminent.

Reaching for my iced tea, I decided I’d have to behave as though having them here was no big deal. I didn’t want to guilt them into staying. It was time to let them go—give them the freedom to be together at last. Xavier deserved to be happy. As did Emily, whose profound musical career lay ahead of her. Her talent, beauty, and exquisite nature made me think of her as an exotic bird that was ready to spread its wings and fly.

She climbed the stairs out of the pool and walked toward me looking stunning in her skimpy blue bikini. It was easy to be mesmerized by the sway of her hips and her bright smile.

“Want to swim?” she coaxed. “You can keep your head out of the water, so your stitches don’t get wet.”

“Best I don’t.” I returned my focus to my book.

She chewed her bottom lip. “Can I take my top off?”

“Sure.” This may not have been the most sensible response.

But my cock seemed to think it was a stellar idea. And why spoil her fun? For Xavier’s sake, this was the right answer. I was destined to sit on the sidelines and let him enjoy his time with her. It was my job to nudge them back into the serious relationship they’d once had.

I looked Emily right in the eyes as she approached. “Let me know if you need anything?”

“I have everything I need,” she said, glancing over at Xavier.

This caused my feelings of loneliness to spike—and they hadn’t even left yet. When they did this place would feel emptier than it ever had. Even after one day, I’d gotten used to their laughter livening up my home. I’d gotten used to having Emily around again. That brief moment of intimacy between us on my dining room table would be something I would hold on to forever.

Soon, all I would have left was the memory of them.

When Xavier arrived yesterday, we’d fallen back into our comfortable, familiar routine. We’d eaten dinner late last night and our conversations had continued into the wee hours. We had even shared my bed, with all three of us falling asleep together.

Exhaustion was finally setting in from my relentless efforts to keep some semblance of balance in a world that favored chaos.

This place was a refuge and I was selfishly committed to upholding a sense of peace until I was strong enough to send them off into a better future together.

Emily was still standing next to me, her bikini top in her hand, her breasts pert and nipples hard.

“Everything okay?” I threw in a smile.

“Xavier says you were born in Jamaica?”

“It’s true. I was born in this house.” I pointed to the farthest window on the end. “That room there.”

“Your mum had a home birth?”

“With a midwife, yes.”

“Was your mum Jamaican?”

“She was.”

Emily twisted her mouth as she though she wanted to ask another question.

I answered it for her. “I’m Jamaican and of course half British.”

“So, how did your mum meet your dad?”

“He was in Montego Bay attending a yacht race.” The stories she’d shared came rushing back. “They met in Dunn’s River Falls. It’s a stunning waterfall a few hour’s drive from here.” I still had the first photo taken of them on the day they met. Mum was wearing a blue bikini—the same color as Emily’s. “Dad saw her splashing around in the falls like a water nymph and was smitten.”

“They didn’t want to live in your castle?”

“Sometimes they did. Mum preferred being here.”

“I can see why.”

Mum had been a free spirit, which was what my stuffy father had probably seen in her—a barefoot island beauty.

“Your father was an Earl?”

“Yes. He served in the Navy just like me.”

Xavier called over. “His dad was an Admiral.”

“That’s why he loved your mum,” said Emily brightly. “She was from the Caribbean. They were opposites.”

“True.”

“James, you seem happier here.”

Because you’re here, Em. I didn’t say it though. Instead I went with, “It’s a beautiful place. Easy to relax.”

Xavier made a noise of chastisement, like he knew I was denying, or at least hiding, my true feelings. He shook his head in quiet condemnation.

“How did you end up in England?” asked Emily.

“At eight I was sent to further my education at Ludgrove in Berkshire.”

“Why were you sent there?”

“My dad attended the same school.”

Xavier came over. “His mum died so he was sent away from his beloved Jamaica to attend a stuffy boy’s school. That’s why he’s so mercurial.”

“Eight was very young.” She pointed at me. “I see through that hard shell of yours, Mister.”

“You only see what he wants you to see,” quipped Xavier.

Emily stared at him as though sensing he’d already chipped away at the details of my past.

“One day he’ll treat you to his Jamaican accent,” said Xavier. “You’ll fall hard when he does.”

Emily looked at me with an expression that said she had already fallen.

What could have been…

But she belonged to him.

Just as I had once.

And I knew the power of his love—that all-consuming passion from a man able to read the whispers of a soul.

Should I allow myself to follow what my heart desired? How did anyone sustain a ménage à trois for a lifetime? It was too easy with us and surely that was where the flaw began.

“Why did you lose your accent?” Emily broke into my meandering thoughts.

Xavier looked pained. “The school bullied it out of him.”

I placed my book on the small table beside me. “You can take a boy out of Jamaica…”

“I enjoy hearing your stories.” Emily flicked a wet strand of hair out of her face. “I like getting to know you better.”

She was unwittingly taunting me by standing so close, looking windswept and sexy as hell. I wanted to grab her hand and pull her on top of me…run my fingers through her damp locks and caress her sun-kissed skin.

“You had no brothers or sisters?” she asked.

“Just me.”

“Were you lonely?”

Xavier huffed out a sigh. “He threw himself into his studies and James ended up being one of the youngest commanders the Navy has ever seen.”

“In a nutshell,” I replied.

“You climbed the ranks fast like your father,” Xavier added.

“I resigned my Navy commission early.” Which blew that plan up.

I took my life and made it unrecognizable—then flew out of the ashes like a phoenix, rendering my enemies dead.

Xavier had been right there beside me as we’d taken on the British and Russian political oligarchs and brought them down one by one. The only man left to kill had been Ivor Mikhail, but I’d eventually caught up with him on Zane’s yacht. Revenge for Victoria’s death had finally been mine.

Though the pain in my chest still feels the same.

On that night, Emily had seen what I was capable of—yet she was still here, looking at me with a loving expression.

“Now you run Pervade.” She smiled at her mischief.

“You’ll never get to the center of him, Em,” said Xavier, smirking.

She stared down at me. “You have more secrets?”

“No,” I said with a shake of my head. “Nothing that would interest you, anyway. All boring matters that are of little significance.”

Xavier used his hands to imitate an explosion.

“Thank you for your discretion.” I emphasized my annoyance.

There were many secrets between us. We’d become dependent on each other, which had turned into a liability. On this island lay another secret…one kept for decades. One that could change the landscape of Britain if it was ever divulged.

Xavier was unabashedly staring at Emily’s breasts. She turned and caught him ogling, the look they shared sparking fireworks between them.

She sidled up to Xavier and tugged on the waistband of his shorts, exposing his erection. Laughing, she then turned and padded toward the sparkling pool, diving into the water. Xavier slipped out of his trunks and ran after her, completely naked. He jumped in and made a big splash, the droplets reaching me and cooling my skin.

I pushed myself up, intent on letting them have this moment alone together. After all they’d been through, they shouldn’t be denied. As I reached the door, I glanced back at the pool and felt a surge of joy when I saw them kissing.

Love would find a way…for them, anyway. Knowing they were happy would have to be enough for me.

When I made it to the kitchen, I found a glass and poured myself a drink. A sudden movement across the room made me jolt in surprise.

I drew in a sharp breath at the vision of Louis Coburg standing by my pantry door.

He looked so much like his father, a devastating reality we rarely spoke about. He’d been separated from his family at a young age, and that fact still caused my heart to flinch every time I saw him.

His high cheekbones and arched eyebrows made him painfully handsome—beautiful, really. That rare elegance of his could draw unwanted attention. He was only ten years younger than me, but I still felt paternal toward him. Even though he’d experienced a great loss in his young life, he’d always maintained a gentle outlook.

Louis stepped out of the shadows and gave me a warm smile…the kind that hid decades of him trying to deal with not only what he is, but who he is.

Every time I stood in the same room with him, I was filled with reverence.

“What the hell happened to you?” He was staring at my head.

I reached up and touched my bandage. “It was nothing, really. Merely had a run in with a jet ski.”

He gave me a pained expression. “You know, sometimes I think you’re completely mental, James.”

“Well, you’re far more important than me, Louis.”

“Not true.” He came closer. “Take better care. Without you, I’m royally fucked.”
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Emily

 

Finally, I was able to breathe properly, because the sense of dread crowding my mind was lifting. I was feeling safe once more in Xavier’s embrace. Having watched him take a running jump into the pool reminded me of his playful side. We would always be drawn into each other’s arms.

Xavier beamed with happiness.

“I wasn’t sure if you still felt the same,” I admitted.

“I need you to be sure about us.”

“How could I not? You’re everything to me.”

His body crushed me against the tile. I wrapped my arms around his neck as his fingers tangled in my hair, his hands roaming my body fervently, proving he’d been as starved for me as I was for him. A shiver passed over me when his lips trailed along my shoulder and slid up my neck. His tongue forced my mouth open and I felt his passion flow through me with overwhelming need.

Xavier broke our kiss reluctantly and said, “I’ll always find you, Em.”

Then he became savage in the way he possessed me, driven to be as close as possible, his tongue tangling with mine as we expressed what we meant to each other—what we’d failed to say since yesterday, our sighs revealing the depth of our intimacy.

What we had together felt so pure, his nakedness sacred as his body pressed urgently into mine. He snapped off my thong with a cheeky grin.

I stole a glance over to where James had been lying. I couldn’t help it—I didn’t want to hurt him. I was relieved to see he had stepped into the house. Even after everything, he didn’t deserve to feel pushed out.

Xavier cupped my face and forced me to look at him. I could tell he needed confirmation that I was doing okay. Was he thinking of James, too? Was he sensing something missing?

Wrapping my legs around his waist, I held onto him as though this was the only way to keep us together. My body jolted when his hand cupped my pussy.

We fell into a fit of laughter, and then silenced each other with more passionate kisses. No longer could we pretend we were not meant to be—we had proved we needed each other.

His cock tapped my pussy, demanding entrance, and my body welcomed him as he pushed all the way in. We froze for a beat as though needing to catch our breath over finding each other again, locked together in a perfect union.

Xavier’s hand reached for my right breast and pinched my nipple, sending a shudder of pleasure all the way down between my thighs. I squirmed on his erection, squeezing him tightly, never wanting to separate. He lowered his head a little and drew my pert nipple into his mouth and sucked, eliciting a moan from me.

“So tight,” he growled into my ear, sending a shiver up my spine.

He nipped my earlobe. “I need to taste you.”

With ease he lifted me up and onto the edge of the pool. As I lay back, he yanked me toward him and buried his face between my thighs, his tongue lashing my clit and causing me to writhe.

Self-consciously, I glanced toward the house.

“He’ll come around.” Xavier caressed my inner thigh to comfort me.

“He doesn’t want us anymore.”

Xavier shook his head and I realized how terrible that sounded…as though he wasn’t enough for me. The man who had been in my every waking thought since I’d last seen him.

I sat up and stroked his face to comfort him. “I didn’t mean—”

“Emily,” he said, his voice low. “James needs time.”

“For all three of us to be together?”

“I can see how much he cares for us. He’s just…”

I stared down at Xavier, seeing the pain in his expression. “He listens to you. Tell him how much we love him.”

“He knows.”

“I don’t want him hurting.”

“All I want right now is to have you again, Em.”

I leaned forward and clutched his hair, pulling him between my thighs, refusing to deny myself the pleasure I’d been yearning for. I surrendered to the blissful sensations of Xavier expressing his love for me with lavish strokes of his tongue.

Rising, and rising, and rising…

My entire body shuddered as the intensity of the orgasm claimed me.

My breathing ragged, I sank back into the water, into Xavier’s arms. Wrapping my legs around his waist again, I wriggled closer until I felt the tip of his erection. With one shove he was inside me.

We rocked against each other and the sensations felt so good. I rested my forehead against his as we moved slowly, savoring our pleasure.

Digging my fingernails into his back, I felt Xavier shiver as he began to move faster. My body responded to his fevered thrusts and I focused on the rising pleasure, the drive to reach oblivion…

Xavier whispered, “I love you.”

I came hard, gripped by unrelenting shudders as pleasure rippled through my body. Xavier stilled and spilled his heat inside me.

We pulled back a little, both of us breathless and searching each other’s faces as though needing to know this was real, our grins wide with joy.

“I’m sorry for everything, Em.”

“Me too.”

“You had every right to be on that yacht. To pursue your dream.” He dipped his mouth to kiss mine.

I whispered, “Don’t ever leave me again.”

“Never.”

Xavier’s promise caused a rush of happiness to surge up inside me. Our hearts had drawn us back together. Surely this proved we were meant to be.

He rested his forehead against mine. “I want James to be this happy.”

“Me too,” I agreed. “More than anything.”

“Go get him.” He nodded with conviction. “Tell him we won’t take no for an answer.”

I pushed myself up and out of the pool. Grabbing a towel, I dried myself off and then dropped it on a lounger. Not caring that I was stark naked, I padded toward the house.

I hurried through the kitchen door and then stopped in my tracks when I saw James wasn’t alone. Mortified, I put one arm across my breasts and my other hand between my thighs.

“Em.” James turned to look at the tall, handsome man standing opposite, and threw him an apologetic glance.

The stranger respectfully turned his back on me.

James yanked off his T-shirt and tossed it to me. “Put this on.”

Quickly, I tugged his shirt over my head and dragged it all the way down until it covered my thighs. “Sorry, I didn’t know you had a visitor.”

“It’s fine.” The young man turned around to face me and gave me a reassuring smile. “I’m naked under my clothes, too.” He winked to lessen the tension.

I laughed and looked over at James. He rolled his eyes.

The stranger was beautiful and had the kindest brown eyes. He was in his late twenties, maybe. He was dressed in “island garb”—a white shirt and beige khakis.

I realized this might be the man Xavier had been with all this time.

“I’m Emily.”

“Louis.” He threw a wry smile over at James, who gave him a nod.

Xavier burst into the kitchen and stopped abruptly. He’d wrapped a towel around his waist and dried off a little, his dark blond hair sticking up all crazy.

“Hey, Louis.” He came to stand behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist.

It dawned on me that, had Louis stepped into the garden, he’d have caught us going at it.

“I hear you’re a talented violinist, Emily,” said Louis.

Xavier nodded. “She is.”

The three men swapped wary glances.

Louis raised the bag in his hand. “I brought mangos, fresh from the garden. Great for making margaritas.”

Glancing from one man to the other, I detected the awkwardness between them and a sinking feeling settled in my gut.

“Emily.” James gave a nod toward the door.

“I’ll get dressed,” I said. “It was lovely to meet you, Louis.” I hurried out, trying to get a read on the uncomfortable silence.

Pausing briefly in the hallway, I strained to hear their conversation, hoping to find out what was going on between them. I knew it was wrong, but there’d been something intense in the way James and Xavier and Louis had interacted without words.

Louis’ quiet voice reached my ears. “She’s quite lovely.”

“In more ways than one,” said James.

“I’m sorry,” added Louis. “I just wanted to check on Xavier.”

“You shouldn’t be here,” James whispered.

“I know.” Louis sounded sad.

“Thank you for the mangos,” Xavier piped up. “I’ll make cocktails.”

“Are you still coming to my charity event?” asked Louis.

“Of course,” James replied, his tone kind.

“Emily is very young, James.”

“She’s with Xavier.”

“Right.” Louis’ tone revealed his skepticism.

“I’ll walk you part of the way back,” said James. “Give you some company on the way home.”

Quickly, I turned the corner to avoid being seen.
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James

 

Standing in my bedroom, I clutched Victoria’s silver framed photo to my chest, allowing memories of our happiest times to flood my mind.

God, I miss you.

I miss everything about you.

I miss us.

Grief could only be held at bay for so long, the loss of her threading its way through every sinew of my being. It hit me like a punch to the chest, as visceral as the day I’d walked into the ICU and seen my wife unconscious, hooked to numerous tubes, her face unrecognizable.

Don’t fucking do it.

Don’t go there…

Painful, loving memories filled each room in this house. It was impossible to even imagine a future here without her.

But seeing Xavier and Emily happy together made me remember what a true romance could be like.

I tried to suppress this feeling of uncertainty that threatened the plans I’d made.

I hadn’t been able to hold on to Victoria…or protect her. I’d not been there when she’d needed me the most. With that truth burning a hole in my heart, I placed the silver frame back in the drawer and closed it.

I turned around to see Emily standing in the doorway.

The brief annoyance I felt at this invasion into my personal space lifted when I took in her beauty. She was still barefoot, wearing my T-shirt, her damp hair curling around her face.

A few steps in her direction and I’d closed the gap between us. “Everything okay?” Not waiting for the answer, I eased past her into the hall and started to walk away.

“Did I do something wrong?” she called after me.

“No,” I said, pausing with my back to her. “Everything’s fine.”

“Doesn’t feel fine.”

I turned to look at her. “I’m happy to see you and Xavier getting on so well.”

“I wanted to talk to you about that.”

“There’s nothing to talk about, Em.” I made a gesture to reassure her. “You two are great together.”

“We have your approval?”

Running my hand over my five o’clock shadow, I gave her a nod. “Yes, of course.”

She breathed a sigh of relief.

What was I to say? That keeping them apart in London had been a mistake? I’d done what I’d believed was best for national security. For Xavier. Even though I knew what she meant to him. I’d seen the benefit of her in his life.

Shit. Benefit? I was even shocked by my own coldness sometimes.

“I have some work to do.” I descended the staircase and headed for my office.

I’d reasoned that my liberation from this agonizing grief would happen when I finally caught up with Ivor Mikhail—as though that act alone could set me free. Revenge had been mine and it had been as terrible as it was satisfying.

Emily had witnessed me in the act of destroying my last enemy, when I’d thrown Ivor over the side of the yacht to drown him in the Thames. Afterward, we’d ensured there was no political scandal. Emily had witnessed my devious side firsthand—no doubt troubling even though it had been for the sake of Queen and country.

It was a mystery to me why she followed me downstairs and into my office. She should want to put thousands of miles between us.

“Emily, what do you want?” I asked.

“Just checking on you.”

I wanted to lean in and kiss her…taste her lips and know her again like I once had, intimately and reverently.

“Go play outside.” I pointed to the door.

“I’m not five.”

I glanced at my watch as a hint that I was busy.

She crossed her arms and stared at me. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Was that a photo of your wife?”

“What photo?”

She sighed and moved closer. Way too close. “Come swim with us.”

“I’m dressed now.”

“Please? Join us.”

“All that’s over, Em.” Even as I said the words, my mouth hovered over hers as though I were responding to a magnetic pull.

God, to kiss her again…

I stepped back.

Her embrace was the only way to forget the ghosts of this place. Emily’s presence shooed out the nightmares. Still, I’d made a promise to keep my distance.

Anyway, I deserved those nightmares…

“I have a lot to do back in London.” I walked over to my desk and fired up the iMac.

She refused to budge. “James, who was that man?”

“No one special.” A whopper of a lie.

I’d given Louis permission to come find me in case of an emergency—his emergency. He wasn’t supposed to pop in for a social visit. Seeing his expression at my reaction had crushed me. But Louis shouldn’t have come here. Not with Emily sniffing around and asking questions.

“Xavier stayed with Louis for a while?” Emily interrupted my musings.

“Yes.” That was another conversation for another time because Xavier had broken protocol.

Emily bit her bottom lip. “Do you think—?”

“No, Emily, there’s nothing like that going on between them.”

“Not even with you?” she asked. “I saw the way you looked at Louis.”

“I’m a sucker for a fresh mango.” I gave her a thin smile.

Her eyes narrowed. “Why can’t he visit?”

You little spying minx.

Before she realized what I intended to do, I had her flung over my shoulder.

I carried her effortlessly out of the house, despite her struggles. When we reached the garden I slapped her on the butt.

“Ouch! James, what are you doing?”

Young Mata Hari here liked to listen in on people’s conversations, so it seemed reasonable to fling her back into the swimming pool as a punishment for her indiscretion.

She let out a yelp as I tossed her into the water.

I waited until she rose, gasping, to the surface before turning and walking away.
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Xavier

 

I knew this man better than he knew himself.

The greatest loss of control for him was falling in love. He’d gone through hell as a widower, so it was easy to understand why this affected his ability to fall for anyone now.

I’d always fought for him. Even doing the unthinkable and leaving him so he’d realize what we had. If not for finding Emily, I’d have never survived the loss of James. The fact he’d searched for me for months proved his feelings, even if he didn’t want to acknowledge it. I needed to persuade him we had something that was too precious to throw away.

I kicked James’ office door open and stormed in.

He didn’t react. He continued sitting behind his desk clicking around on his iMac, refusing to even look at me.

This room couldn’t be considered a reflection of the man—even with the black and white prints of sailboats and the antique furniture. There was an empty space on the wall where he’d once hung a photo of himself with Victoria. Didn’t he realize that missing memento spoke volumes about his state of mind?

Without looking up, James said, “I know, I know, throwing your girlfriend unceremoniously into the pool could be construed as rude behavior.”

Folding my arms across my chest, I stood on the other side of his desk and gave him the silent treatment.

James relented and sat back, finally looking at me.

I gave him a dry smile. “The only reason I’ve not punched you in the face is because you’ve already taken care of that level of stupidity by headbutting a jet ski.”

“The jet ski hit me.”

“Punching you is still an option.”

“You love this handsome face too much.”

I shook my head, trying not to be amused. “I feel like I’ve lost you again. What is going on with you?”

“What else have I done?”

“James, the list is endless. The way you treated Louis—”

“He knows the rules.”

“Fuck your fucking rules.”

“Does this have anything to do with the fact I’m about to throw you reprobates out of my home?”

“Seriously?”

“Xavier, I have work to do.”

“Why are you being like this?”

“Because there would be plenty more issues for me to apologize for if you stay.”

“You were looking at her photo, weren’t you?”

He casually placed his hands behind his head. “If by ‘her’ you mean my wife—”

“Late wife.”

“Yes, I like to look at my late wife’s photo.”

“You need to talk about her.”

“Emily’s been gossiping.”

“If you ever show any violence towards her again—”

“That’s unnecessarily dramatic.” He let out a sigh. “Xavier, I’m sure if anything happened to Emily…”

“Was that why you kept us apart in London? Because you didn’t want me to go through the same pain as you, in case they…hurt Emily?”

“I’m busy.”

“You’ve eradicated every threat.”

“It would be naïve to think so.”

“You think that kid on the jet ski tried to kill you deliberately?”

“Akmal is looking into it.”

My frustration rose. “That’s what I do.”

“Your judgment is compromised right now.”

“What makes you say that?”

“You’re in love. It’s a weakness. You may continue to work for the firm—”

“I am the firm.”

“You deserve a life that isn’t complicated.”

“Are you firing me?”

“I’m adjusting the leadership.”

“In this current state you’re not fit to rule, Ballad.”

“Careful.”

“You’ll apologize to Emily and then you’ll call Louis and tell him we’ll attend his party tomorrow. We need to drag your dark soul out of its cave and throw a little light on it with some music and dancing. We’ll drink rum and listen to the steel drums playing. You love steel drums.”

“How about this? I go fuck Emily in way of an apology. Then I’ll call Louis and advise him he will no longer have any contact with you.”

“You suspect there’s a hit out on you, don’t you?” I read him all too easily. “That’s why you’re sending us away.”

“I’m following protocol.”

“You wrote the protocol.” I rounded his desk and stood over him. “This is about the three of us. We can make it work.”

“And what then, Xavier? Whose baby will she carry? Mine? How would that make you feel?”

“We’ll have one each.”

“If only it could be that simple.”

“It can.”

“And what would we tell the children?’

“The truth.”

“Let’s keep the insanity to a minimum.”

“You promised when I came back that you and I would be together again. I came back. I rejoined the team. I’m saving the world again right beside you.”

“But now there’s three of us.” He glanced at my mouth and gave himself away.

“Are you saying this could work without Emily?”

“Of course not. What I’m saying is that you two are perfect together.”

“You’re fighting this for the wrong reasons.”

“I’m giving you an out, Rothschild.”

“Are you willing to blow up your life again?”

“How exactly did I do that?”

“You blamed the world for what happened to Victoria. You stormed back to London—”

“You were with me—”

“Yes, I was. Right by your side…and I saw the level of your pain played out in real time as you took down Britain’s leaders and made yourself King of the World.”

“I still am.”

“You think the Russians know we took out Ivor Mikhail? That what happened to you at Doctor’s Cave could be retaliation?”

“It’s a theory.”

“No, they don’t know we killed Ivor. I blocked all cameras in the vicinity. We made contingency plans. He went missing without a trace as far as they’re concerned.”

“I have a lot of enemies.”

“Are you trying to make more?”

“Xavier, do you seriously want me anywhere near your relationship? Think about it. What you have with Emily is as good as it gets. I’ve already threatened it once.”

Ah, so this was his issue—he was worried he wasn’t welcome in our relationship or he would end up ruining it. “I would never feel whole without you, James.”

He dragged a hand through his hair. “I want to see you happy.”

“Stand up.”

“Why?’

“I need to sit there.”

He pushed to his feet with a huff and stepped out of my way. I sank into his chair and readjusted his keyboard. Grabbing the mouse, I clicked away and accessed our private mainframe.

“Emily gave you the young man’s name?” I asked.

“Matthew Smith.”

The man who’d struck James with his jet ski had accomplished what the entire KGB had failed to do by taking James out—at least temporarily.

I got to work.

Initiating my AI assistant, we went deep into Matthew’s life. It didn’t take long to access because he was barely eighteen. Swiftly, working in unison, we profiled Matthew, finding his passport data, studying his education, his bank accounts, his family and other relatives, his political affiliations, and his recent travel history. Matthew was an asshole, which I quickly gathered from his social media accounts, but he was no assassin.

I stepped out from behind the desk. “Looks like he’s clean. Our AI will complete the profile. Shouldn’t take long.”

James let out a sigh of relief.

I gave a nod. “Yeah, the only ninja warrior trying to take you out is you.”

James rolled his eyes.

“You’re human,” I said. “Don’t forget that. You’re allowed to love again. Victoria would want you to be happy.”

“Easier said than done,” he whispered. “It’s Emily you want.”

“It’s me you’re talking to, James.” I drew in a sharp breath. “You still want me. Nothing has changed.”

His demeanor was as fierce as it was defensive. “Let’s end this meeting for now.”

“This is not a meeting,” I snapped. “This is you and me standing in the fucking trenches and there’s no abandoning each other. Not now. Not ever.”

“What do you want from me?”

“I want you to admit what we have.”

“What we had, Xavier. It was extraordinary, but now it’s over.”

“You need to see the pattern.”

“Pattern?”

“You brought me to this place years ago. You drew me into the center of your world. You did the same with Emily. You invited her here. You want to stay in this house, but you can’t bear to be alone.”

He turned away, unable to deny it.

“See the truth for what it is.”

His jaw twitched in annoyance, proving I’d touched a nerve.

“I need you to trust me,” I said.

“You may regret what you’re asking.”

“I doubt it.”

His stare snapped back to me. “Take Emily to the guest bedroom. I’ll join you.”

“Is this one of your games?”

“Do you want to play?”

“If you do one thing that makes it look like you’re trying to hurt us…to push us away…”

“Are you willing to take that risk?” He cupped my face and leaned in for a kiss. His mouth forced mine open and his tongue fought with mine. It was as erotic as it was cruel, a dark and seductive tease…and Ballad was so damn good at it.

I bit his lip.

James pulled back—then gave me one hell of a smile.

“I can outsmart you,” I said, breathing hard.

He relented with a nod of surrender. “I can’t cope with any more heartbreak, Xavier.”

“Have I ever let you down?”

“You left me once.” He gripped the back of my neck and dragged me in for another devastating kiss. “Oh, God,” he said into my mouth.

Relenting, I closed my eyes. If this could be construed as stealing a kiss, then so be it. My body had yearned for this closeness with him since my arrival.

James was my refuge, my savior, and no amount of denying this was going to make it any less true.

What we once had was sacred. The very life he secretly craved with me could be ours, but he was refusing himself this happiness.

This relationship was the very thing we all deserved.

“It’s our time,” I muttered against his lips.

“I know.”
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Emily

 

The silver framed photo of Victoria showcased her large, kind eyes. It was easy to see why James had fallen so deeply in love with her. She had a sweet face with a cute button nose and dimples in her cheeks.

Xavier had actually met her before he’d been transferred out of MI6. He told me she’d been in her late twenties when she’d died under tragic circumstances.

My chest ached with the thought of what had happened to her.

And my heart ached for James, too. He’d lost the woman who was meant to be his life-long partner. Thinking of his grief filled me with sadness. He’d never gotten over her.

Being in his bedroom was wrong, but Victoria was a missing part of him, and this was me trying to understand him on a deeper level.

The room was sparse…cold…as though he’d removed every personal item, leaving the space barren. I doubted this attempt to push memories of her away even worked.

I turned my attention back to the photo, wondering when it had been taken. The garden behind Victoria was easily recognizable. It had been shot with her standing in front of the tall palm trees. I imagined them happily wiling away their summer days by the pool. Pure love was reflected in her pose, and I knew James had taken the photograph because her affection for him was reflected in the depths of her eyes. I was glimpsing a moment in time between them.

Wanting to see if the photo was dated, I unclipped the back of the frame and eased it open. Inside was a folded piece of paper. I set the frame on the dresser and unfolded the note.

From down the hallway, I heard the sound of voices.

Quickly, I read the letter…

 

 

Dearest James,

 

I cannot think of any man I’d rather have undertake such a tremendous responsibility. These are difficult times. Impossible in so many ways. A mistake has been made that is both a blessing and a curse. Our future rests in your hands, James. His existence must remain a secret. It is no small thing you do for us.

 

I skimmed down the page with the seconds I had left…

 

The boy is yours now.

Love him as we would have…

 

Yours,

E t S

 

The signature was faded as though someone had purposefully smudged it.

A thousand questions swirled around in my mind as I tried to make sense of it.

The boy is yours…

James’ voice reached me from down the hallway. “Where’s Em?”

Quickly, I folded the letter and shoved it back behind the frame. Then flicked the catches closed.

I turned my head and saw Xavier hurrying towards me with a glare of disapproval. He snatched the frame away and gently placed it inside the drawer, shutting it quickly.

Then he spun me around and held me in a protective embrace. Wide-eyed, I looked toward the door.

James was standing there. “What are you doing?”

“She got turned around,” said Xavier. “You know how she is.”

Looking skeptical, James’ glare bounced back and forth between the two of us. “Not here,” he finally said.

He walked away and we followed him into another bedroom.

James leaned back against the wall with his arms folded. Something had happened. I wished I knew what. Tension crackled between them, their chemistry edging toward anger.

As James looked at me his expression softened. I was again reminded of all he’d endured…all that had made him this way—hard and unreachable.

I raised my arms as Xavier pulled James’ T-shirt off me.

“Tie her to the bed,” James demanded.

Xavier hesitated as though trying to read his intentions. He looked around and then went over to a chest of drawers and pulled out two ties. Proof again these men shared a history.

A shiver of uncertainty raced over me at this hint of erotic danger. Even so, I felt a rush of excitement that we’d made it back to this.

James closed the blinds, pushing out the daylight and casting us in shadows. I lay down on the bed and Xavier used the neckties to secure my wrists to the headboard.

I immediately became aroused as I caught their shared glances of intimacy. I’d yearned to see their affection for each other because in the space between them was the expanse where I belonged.

“I’m going to fuck her and you’re going to watch,” warned James.

Xavier threw him a wary glance.

My body shuddered at seeing their rivalry fueled with masculine power, the sensual scene continuing to play out despite all the uncertainty.

James quickly stripped off all his clothes, proudly displaying his muscular body—that haunted look in his eyes revealing so much…

He approached the end of the bed, staring down at me like I was prey he was about to devour, his erection stiff and curling up his abdomen.

Xavier began to undress, keeping his gaze on James.

James ignored him. “Emily, this is what’s known as a goodbye fuck.”

Xavier walked over and grabbed James’ arm. “We talked about this.”

Freeing both wrists, I sat up and watched wide-eyed at what looked like a fight brewing.

James pressed Xavier back against the wall. “You know it’s the right decision.”

“You’re not doing that to her,” snapped Xavier.

“Don’t accept an invitation to bed and show surprise when I blow the whole thing up,” James sneered. “It’s me, remember?”

Xavier pushed James away and then spun him around so that his back crashed against the brick. “You’re trying to make us hate you by pushing us away.”

James was already leaning in for a forceful, passionate kiss, an impressive show of power. Their lips clashed together, their tongues lashing, mouths widening, each man struggling to gain control before they both surrendered, slipping into an affectionate embrace.

James stepped away. “You still love me after everything,” he teased. “How endearing.”

“You know I do.”

“That’s your mistake.” James opened the top drawer of the dresser and pulled out a tube of lubricant.

“Seriously?” Xavier’s erection contradicted his scornful tone.

Both men faced off with each other in an erotically dark scene. James squeezed some clear lube onto his fingertip and grabbed Xavier, spinning him around and smearing the lube between his opponent’s ass cheeks before slapping him playfully.

Xavier broke away and shoved James backwards. The men struggled to overcome each other like two naked Olympians fighting for control, looking both dangerous and gorgeous.

James grabbed the back of Xavier’s neck and pushed him down on all fours until he was kneeling on the carpet. “Do you want this?” he asked hoarsely.

“Fuck you,” snapped Xavier.

“Last chance, Rothschild.”

“Yes…please.”

With one swift move, James mounted Xavier and thrust his hips forward, burying his cock inside Xavier’s ass. Both men cried out, one in savage victory and the other from the fierce penetration that had him shuddering.

James continued to dominate Xavier by holding him down.

I put my hand over my mouth, watching in shock and awe.

Xavier arched his spine, letting out a long moan. He then tried to buck off his rider, but James was relentless. He gripped Xavier, his biceps bulging as he mastered him with a powerful hold, his erection buried deep.

James brought his hand around and stroked Xavier’s cock from base to tip, causing the younger man to groan loudly, proving he was reveling in each thrust. They continued to buck out their pleasure as though needing this erotic struggle, yet denying each other the win.

My cheeks burned from witnessing such raw intimacy, my sticky thighs giving away how indulgent this felt—their intense passion played out before me in an exquisite show of power.

I rose to my knees on the bed, ready to pounce to the floor if Xavier called my name. Yet his expression was one of pure ecstasy. James’ hand was wrapped tightly around his hardness like a relentless piston, causing him to rock back into him.

Moments later Xavier stiffened and gave a deep-throated groan as he climaxed, spurting cum in an arch into the air. James squeezed the last remnants from him as he himself stilled, his grunts sounding primal as he came inside his lover.

James leaned over onto Xavier’s back, both of them breathless as he caressed Xavier’s shoulders—a show of affection that perhaps he thought might make up for his attack, even though Xavier had seemingly enjoyed it.

It was beautiful to see this moment of understanding between them. Despite all their words of resistance, their actions revealed a truth they could no longer deny. The men had a fiery chemistry that would constantly draw them back together.

They finally broke apart and pushed to their feet. For a long moment the two of them stood staring into each other’s eyes as though assessing what to do next.

Then Xavier followed James into the bathroom and they closed the door. I heard the sound of the shower being turned on.

My head crashed back onto the pillow and I replayed that stunning scene of my beautiful men fucking each other wildly. My fingers moved down between my sticky thighs, feeling the wetness and the tingles that would make withdrawing my hand impossible.

All I wanted in this world was them.
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Emily

 

My body shuddered at the sight of James walking out of the bathroom naked. When he reached the bed, he leaned over and kissed my forehead.

“I’m sorry, Emily,” he said softly. “I’ve been cruel.”

“Are you okay?” My voice cracked with emotion.

James glanced over at Xavier, who was leaning against the doorjamb watching us.

“Em, you have to trust me when I say…” James brushed a strand of hair out of my eyes. “I adore you.”

I raised my head to whisper in his ear. “Please say goodbye properly. Do it for Xavier…for the three of us.”

He gave me a tender smile. “You know I can’t deny you anything.” His eyes held a sorrowful expression. Something held him back, and we all knew who she was.

It made my heart shatter like glass.

He looked distraught. “I wish I could be more for you.”

“Let’s cherish this time together.”

James looked back at Xavier as though gauging his reaction. Xavier offered a nod of encouragement, his eyes assessing us both.

A moment passed between them, unspoken and unguarded.

I looked up at James. “Take what you need.”

James sank onto the bed and his mouth crashed down on mine on what threatened to be our last kiss. It was passionate and loving, conveying all the sentiments he couldn’t find a way to say.

I saw the pain reflected in his eyes and my heart twisted.

I tugged down the throw I’d covered myself with, exposing my breasts. James caressed my sensitive nipple and it pebbled at his touch. A jolt of arousal panged deep.

I’d found my way back to him—if only for these few precious hours.

This felt right and pure—it was something I could hold on to when we were no longer together.

James drew my nipple into his mouth and suckled rhythmically, making my clit tingle with his teasing.

I closed my eyes and let out a sigh when Xavier’s lips closed over my other nipple. This felt divine, as though something holy was happening between us as they showed how much they cared with their demonstrations of affection.

Both men left a trail of kisses down my abdomen, moving lower still until they were kneeling before me. They each hooked an arm beneath one of my knees to spread my legs farther apart until my sex was completely on display to them.

I saw the lust in their eyes as they surveyed my pussy; no doubt a reflection of my own expression.

I wanted this…wanted them. I needed to be loved entirely, fucked entirely.

Mesmerized, I lay back on the bed, panting, as I watched them lean in to lap at my sex at the same time. Surely this would prove they could share me. It felt divine as each tongue flicked my clit with a feverish desire—now and again their tongues clashing with each other.

“Oh, God,” I moaned.

James sat up and inserted two fingers inside my pussy, sliding them in and out steadily. Xavier continued to lick me with brilliant precision, his tongue working circles on my swollen clit, causing my thighs to tremble and my hips to rock. Clenching my teeth, I tried to endure the intensity.

I told myself this wasn’t goodbye. This was us finding our way back to what we were meant to be. They were mine and I was theirs. Fate had always intended to bring us back to a place where we could just be ourselves—the three of us together at last.

James pulled his fingers out and reached for my labia, parting the folds so that Xavier’s tongue could ravish me in greater swirls.

“I need you both,” I pleaded.

I took their hands and pulled them back onto the bed. I climbed onto all fours in front of my beautiful men. They rose up onto their knees and brought their cocks together. Dipping my head, I took the tips of their erections a little way into my mouth, stretching it wide. A long moan escaped me as I tasted and teased, lapping at their pre-cum, my hand holding their shafts together.

James grasped my hair to control my movement, lifting my head to position it over Xavier’s cock. I took it all the way into my mouth and then James lifted my head again so I’d take his erection deep into my throat. I went back and forth between them in a perfect rhythm as easy as a metronome. This was James proving how exquisite it was to share.

With me still on all fours, Xavier navigated himself so that he was behind me. His hands gripped my hips and he slid his cock into my pussy, pushing through my tautness and grinding his hips with steady thrusts.

I continued to deep-throat James, saliva dripping from my mouth until he was slick. This was him ruling me all over again. With Xavier fucking me from behind and shoving me forward, I eased into a perfect pace.

Xavier withdrew and flipped onto his back, sliding under me so that his face rested between my thighs. His tongue darted to my labia and he began eating my pussy aggressively as I continued to suck James off, hearing his groans and sighs and sharing them as I went with this heady mood of erotic divinity.

I never wanted it to end.

“Turn around, Emily,” demanded James.

Xavier sat up so I’d have room to move. James pulled me onto his lap so that my back was to his chest. I sank down onto his cock with ease, and it felt firm and familiar. Leaning back against James and holding Xavier’s gaze, the connection between the three of us felt profoundly moving.

Here with them in Montego Bay, it was though love promised to find its way.

Xavier leaned forward between my thighs and, with a gentle hand, eased my folds apart. His breath felt warm on my sex and then came the sensation of his tongue circling my clit. My moans resonated around us.

I felt like I was going to die from pleasure, with Xavier licking my pussy and feeling each delicious thrust from having James inside me, the fullness almost overwhelming.

All I could do was rest the back of my head on his chest and let him take me.

“Oh, please, don’t stop,” I keened.

“How does your cunt feel?” asked James.

“Amazing.” I was so close to coming it was making me dizzy, my breath coming in ragged gasps.

I was going to do everything within my power to heal the fracture in our relationship. Reassure James that what we had was rare and wonderous and everything they both deserved. Everything I deserved, too.

My thoughts scattered as I felt a rush of blood to my head.

My orgasm detonated and I squeezed my eyes shut to endure the blinding pleasure. I lost all sense of time and place—all that was left was calmness, a sense of belonging, an awareness of loving them entirely and being loved back.

Coming down from my high, I wanted them to feel the same rush they’d given me. “I want to watch…”

We all moved to accommodate my request, which was to have James kneeling up on the bed and Xavier leaning low between James’ thighs. Xavier went down on him with verve, his mouth enveloping him, bobbing his head to deliver tantalizing oral sex to James. The way he sucked was exquisite to watch.

James brushed his fingers through Xavier’s hair as he looked down at him with affection. Xavier deep-throated him with refined skill as he stared up into his eyes.

I slid off the bed and went over to look for the bottle of lube. With the ointment lavishly smothered over two fingers, I reached behind James and smeared it over his ass. He didn’t protest.

Slowly, I slid two fingers into James’ puckered ass and watched his expression turn to bliss as the sensations of my finger-fucking flooded through him, complimented by Xavier sucking him off with an insistent mouth.

This was me respecting their shared history, proving I could stand by and give them the time together they craved.

I wanted to thrive as a selfless lover, grow into a woman who was there for them, like they’d been there for me.

“You like that?” I whispered to James.

“God, yes.” He gripped Xavier’s hair and his body rocked with the blissful rush that surged through him.

I moved closer so I could whisper into his ear. “This is what we are. Don’t fight it, James.”

He opened his eyes, that sadness returning for a second before he looked away.

“What do you want?” I asked softly. “What do you need?”

“I need you to be okay, Em.”

“This makes me okay.” Kneeling, I dipped between James’ thighs and joined Xavier in lavishing affection on James. Cupping his balls with a gentle hand, I licked the tip of his purple head, running my fingertips along the ridges and sliding down along his girth until I grasped the base. I let Xavier’s mouth engulf James’ cock once more and together we savored every inch of this man’s hardness.

This was us trying to push his pain aside, trying to show how much we loved him, and we wanted nothing more than to see him healed.

It was my turn to go looking for something to tie hands with…

I came back to them and confidently demanded Xavier place his hands behind his back. He relented and I used one of the neckties to secure his hands behind him.

James smirked until he realized I was going to do the same to him.

“Hands behind your back,” I demanded.

James obeyed, moving his wrists so that they came together behind his lower back. I restrained him with the other necktie, tying it in a tight knot so he couldn’t escape.

“That’s a first,” said Xavier.

Now I knew that no one before me had ever managed to restrain the great James Ballad in this way.

“Face each other,” I said.

They did as I asked, staring into each other eyes, half amused and half intrigued with what I was going to do.

“Stay like that,” I ordered, reaching for their cocks with each hand and then stroking them in unison, savoring the stickiness, the sleek firmness beneath my touch as I jerked them off at a dazzling pace.

“Kiss,” I demanded.

It was an easy order to follow. Both men leaned in and savaged each other’s mouths, their lust-fueled passion seeing their tongues attack each other, their moans breaking the quiet.

“Look into each other’s eyes,” I said.

They obeyed and moved back a little, both restrained and unable to fight my demands because my domination was too arousing to ignore, with me pumping my hands all the way to each base and tugging hard to the tip, faster and faster, jerking them off with panache.

My thighs were slick and my clit throbbed as I commanded this mesmerizing scene—controlling two of the world’s most powerful men.

They were closing in on their climaxes, their jaws slack and their bodies trembling as they moaned and soared toward their shared pinnacle.

“Come together,” I commanded.

A low growl escaped James, his face contorting with his impending release as he struggled to free himself from the necktie restraining him—at the same time seeming to revel in its restriction.

“Keep your eyes open,” I ordered.

“Oh, God,” moaned Xavier. “I’m close.”

Perspiration covered their brows and upper lips as they surrendered finally to my order. My focus fell to their iron-hard shafts held firmly in each of my hands.

I couldn’t wait to see it…

Semen spurted in an arcing fountain, striking them both as they cried out in unison, shuddering as they came.

I continued to milk them until they were dry, my palms buzzing from the exertion and my fingers hot from the friction.

James and Xavier collapsed onto the bed with their hands still tied.

After I released them from their bindings, I said, “Kiss.”

Watching them sharing their deep affection for each other made me feel complete. These two naked men with their mouths devouring each other was something I could watch on replay. Cupping my sex to the dull the ache, I rubbed my clit as their extended show of love played out in a show of strength.

Leaning forward, I joined in on their kiss, our mouths refusing to end this passionate embrace. We collapsed breathless and sated.

We snuggled beneath the covers, not caring about the stickiness or the mess of our lovemaking.

Sandwiched between my two men, I knew I had to savor every last second of our togetherness. Xavier fell asleep first, his light snore endearing. Resting my head on James’ chest, I was lulled by the sensation of his fingers caressing my shoulder.

I looked up at him. “Do we make you happy?”

He squeezed his eyes shut as though my words cut into him, then he opened them and offered me a reassuring smile. “I never thought I’d love again,” he whispered. “I want you to know that.”

I let out a contented sigh.

I didn’t want to fall asleep. I wanted to hold on to these precious moments.

I felt James press his lips to my forehead.

I can’t lose you.
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James

 

Beyond lay a blueness of endless ocean.

My thoughts tried to settle on the promise of calm that would eventually be mine—all I had to do was get this inevitable breakup behind me. Though something told me that I’d never find the peace I craved in life.

Standing before Louis’ glass wall and looking out onto the vast stretch of lawn below, I was finally able to relax a bit. I’d put distance between myself and Xavier an hour ago. That man was the equivalent of kryptonite. He was an addiction I couldn’t kick. No matter what my mind told me to do to extract myself from him, my body refused to let him go.

I considered my weary expression reflected in the glass, revealing how haunted I looked. This bespoke tuxedo and cleanly shaved jaw didn’t hide what was going on inside me.

I was unraveling.

I’d been strong all these years because Xavier had been by my side. I’d opened my heart and let his love in. It was time to conquer my vulnerability…hide my feelings. No small feat when dealing with a man like Xavier who read every nuance of an expression.

My bowtie was constricting. I untied it and let it hang around my neck. I’d go formal again when it was time to step out there…

Out on the lawn sat a hundred tables and chairs arranged for this evening’s party—a charity event Louis hosted each year to raise funds for the local orphanage. I played my part, too, in running the grand manor named after my wife. We all wanted to help make sure the staff was worthy to teach and care for the kids who’d been dealt a challenging start in life.

Tonight was also a chance for Louis to do what he loved, which was play the piano for an audience. It also served to make him look like a man with no secrets who was willing to open the lower floor of his home and let guests roam about.

He would never leave the island—this was the arrangement. A deal set in stone decades ago and Louis admirably carried the burden.

I’d never get used to the inside of this grand mansion. His home sat minutes from mine by car. Although there was an alternative route, it was the best choice while staff was circling the mansion.

Each room was decorated with the grandeur of a palace. If you were into gold and marble, you’d be happy here, I guess. Louis didn’t care much for either. Though he seemed at home despite the isolation. Or maybe it was the fact he never complained, never shared how much his home felt like a prison.

This place is what guilt buys.

Louis suddenly appeared in the glass wall’s reflection—he was standing a few feet behind me. I turned to face him, giving him a warm smile.

He looked suave in his black tuxedo. His short hair stood up in its usual mussed style. Had he been allowed to attend Oxford, as he’d once wanted, he’d have fit right in with those foppish boys.

Louis was holding two glasses of champagne. “Where are the others?”

I shoved my hands into my pockets. “Em was taking forever to get ready.”

“You know that’s kind of normal for women.”

“I was giving them some time alone…”

I couldn’t share that this morning I’d woken up with my lovers on either side of me. That it wrenched my heart to spend any more time with them because I knew we couldn’t sustain our relationship. Yet, for a while, it had felt like paradise had returned to find me.

But I was stealing time I didn’t deserve.

Emily had asked for a passionate goodbye, and last night one had been spectacularly delivered. My wrists tingled from how she’d bound me—and my cock twitched with how liberating being tied up had felt. My bruised lips were testament to Xavier’s fiery passion.

Not having either of them again would be the equivalent of drowning.

“How’s your head?” Louis asked.

I rose from daydreaming. “Fine.”

“Does it hurt?”

“Itches.”

“Can you drink?”

I held out my hand for the glass. “Let’s see.”

I needed a shot of alcohol. Soon Xavier would be here. I’d have to face him with the news that our reunion couldn’t continue. I took a sip of champagne, then another, hoping to deaden my pain.

“Are you going to sue the fella?”

“Who?” Then I realized Louis was talking about the jet ski kid. “It was an accident.”

So far, everything Xavier had turned up about the teenager proved he was innocent of malice—as innocent as you can be after running over someone with your jet ski.

Louis moved closer to me, staring out at the view. “You’ve got yourself in a bit of a pickle. Want to talk about it?”

“In what regard?”

“The way you look at her, James.” He gave me a knowing glance. “The way she looks at you.”

“I’m deeply fond of Emily.”

“She feels comfortable enough with you to run around naked.”

“I’m easy-going.”

“Are you having an affair with her?”

“It’s not what you think—”

“Don’t hurt Xavier.”

“We’d never do anything to hurt each other. You know how close we are.”

“So why was he staying here and not with you? While Emily was with you?”

“How long was he here, Louis?”

“Ask him.”

Louis had always been protective of Xavier.

“Xavier’s happiness is more important than my own,” I told him.

What he didn’t know was that I was about to prove this beyond all measure. Soon, I would deliver the news I was stepping away from this ménage à trois. Xavier needed protecting from me.

I’d watch over them until my last breath. This was my burden to carry. My cross to bear was enduring a loveless life.

Louis patted my back. “Granny sends her love.”

That made me smile. “Send my regards to her.”

He smirked. “She wants me to keep an eye on you.”

“I’m flattered.” It was endearing.

“She wants to see you…move on,” he said. “Heal from all that stuff with Victoria.”

“I’m doing fine.” I was getting used to this lie.

“She adored your father.”

“The feeling was mutual.”

“James…”

I turned to face him.

“I want to date. Not just have these one-night stands. I want to find someone I can marry.”

I felt a jolt of concern. “You’ve met someone?”

“Admired from afar.”

“Send me her name and everything you know about her—”

“Can I get to know her first?”

“No, Louis, you can’t.”

“What’s the harm?”

Then I realized the truth. “Will she be here tonight?”

He stared out at the water, his stubborn side surfacing. “No.”

Which probably meant that she would be and he didn’t want me to scare her off.

I patted his back. “We’ll talk later.”

Xavier was standing in the doorway.

“Hey,” I greeted him.

“Very nice,” said Louis, admiring Xavier’s tuxedo.

He strolled toward us with that long stride and gorgeous smile.

Why the hell did he have to look like this…?

The black tuxedo showed off his sculpted frame to perfection. His dark blond hair looked messy, probably from the drive over in the open-top Jeep. His clean-shaven jaw highlighted chiseled features and his bright blue eyes brought out his Norwegian heritage.

“Did you have the roof down?” I scolded him, but in truth it was because he stirred something inside me I couldn’t define. Xavier looked so damn sexy. His casual swagger and dashing smile made my cock stir.

I adjusted my stance.

Xavier brushed his fingers through his hair self-consciously. “It was a great drive over. Even if it was short. The views are spectacular. I wanted to get out of the car and go roll around on the sand.” He rested his hand on his chest. “Only thing that stopped me is this pricey get-up.”

“Where’s Emily?” It came out harsh.

He pointed. “Checking out the party. She brought her violin.”

“Good,” said Louis. “I look forward to hearing her play.”

“She’s quite something,” I offered. “Isn’t she, Xavier?”

“Em’s talented.” He shook his head in awe. “Every time I hear her play I’m just as impressed as I was the first time.”

Emily appeared on the lawn, pausing to look at the ocean view. She was dressed in a long red shimmering gown, the material hugging her curves and showing off her hourglass figure. When she turned and peered up at us, I had to catch my breath.

She waved.

I exhaled slowly, deeply moved by her beauty. “That dress…”

“I bought it for her today,” said Xavier. “Isn’t it gorgeous on her?”

My brain tried to unscramble itself. She looked exquisite, like a rare and precious jewel that was unreachable.

Her taste…

The thought of never having her again was ruining me.

Louis noticed my reaction, and a look of warning appeared in his eyes. He thought I was admiring her a little too much in front of Xavier.

“Well done, Xavier.” I threw in a smile. “Good choice on the gown.”

Louis continued to glare at me. “I’ll go and show Emily where she’ll be performing.”

We waited until he was out of earshot before speaking.

“She looks stunning, Xavier,” I said.

He smirked. “She’s not wearing any panties.”

“Did you have to fucking tell me that?”

“Thought you might like access to her clit.” He bit his lip suggestively.

I got hard before I could stop myself. With all the blood rushing down there, my brain failed to reply with a witty repertoire. I was literally stunned into silence by her beauty.

Xavier waved down at her. “She’s excited to play.”

Emily gave us a dazzling smile.

How the hell could I be in the same vicinity as Emily now? Not touching her was going to be nearly impossible. “I may not stay…”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Anyway, Louis wants you here.”

“Louis secretly hates me.”

“You know that’s not true.”

“I’m the gatekeeper who holds the golden key.”

Xavier rubbed his hand up and down my back to comfort me. “James…”

I kept my focus on the ocean. The words I’d practiced saying running through my mind. I had tried to find the right ones that would end us with compassion. “I’ve been thinking, Xavier.”

“I want to show you something.”

He walked away and I watched my opportunity to have that chat disappear. Following Xavier, I crossed the living room and went down a hallway, bracing for the onslaught of gaudy décor. That family had Louis contained in a shiny cage.

Xavier led me through a doorway into a library that would make any scholar envious—it was filled with books collected over a lifetime.

I caught up with Xavier. “Louis suspects there’s something going on.”

“With you and me?”

“Me and Em.”

“I’m okay with that.”

“I’m not, Xavier. I’m trying to project normality.”

“Don’t take everything so seriously.”

“Unlike you?”

“Exactly. I’m not going to let what others think of me dictate my happiness anymore.”

“Well, good for you.” As if it was that easy.

He fished around in his pocket. “Do you think she’ll like it?”

My chest tightened because I knew what was inside that small black velvet box. He lifted the lid to reveal an oval sapphire—at least 12-carats surrounded by diamonds.

“What do you think?” He studied me.

“It’s…” Spectacular. “Are you proposing tonight?”

“I’m undecided.”

A wall of guilt crashed into me because I’d confiscated the last engagement ring that he’d given her. “I still have the other one.”

“The other one is tainted,” he said flatly.

“Right.” Bad idea.

He flashed a smile. “I’ve forgiven you.”

This ring was a new start for him.

For them…

All I had to do was be prepared for the agony of losing him again. I’d faced it once—months ago, when he’d left me and fallen into the arms of the beautiful and talented Emily. At first, I’d been reassured that he was safe…that he was being loved, even. But as the days without him had gone by, I’d felt more and more like I was living in the wreckage of that decision—of having told him that permanence wasn’t in our future.

You’re about to repeat that mistake…

Still, I didn’t deserve any kind of happiness with these two.

“Why?” I heard myself say.

He looked confused. “Why what?”

“I mean, how can you have forgiven me?”

“I know you, James. I know what you went through.”

“Still…”

“Wait,” he said brightly. “I have something else.” He removed a small envelope from his jacket pocket and opened it. A gold band fell into his palm.

I offered a nod of approval. “Very nice.”

“This one’s yours, James.”

My jaw slackened as I processed his words.

What just happened?

He tucked it into my breast pocket. “I know you’re not ready to wear it.”

“Are you asking me to…”

He leaned back a little. “You don’t like the location? You love books. I thought proposing in a library would be cute.”

My heart hammered in my chest. “I do…love books, I mean.”

His look of devastation caused my heart to flinch. “It’s a kind thought.”

“I figured after last night…”

Last night I’d shown him with more than words how much I cared about him and Emily, with an unrelenting passion. All we’d done was fall sleep and then wake to make love again…a cycle of passion that had us all sleeping late this morning. Xavier and Emily had woken me by delivering a mind-shattering blow job that made my balls ache when I recalled it.

We were too perfect. But it was a happiness we couldn’t sustain.

Xavier’s expression turned uncertain.

“I don’t need one,” I said. “A ring, I mean.”

He looked worried. “Don’t say you’ve changed your mind?”

“I was never swayed, Xavier.” It hurt like hell to say it.

Xavier stepped back, his face twisted in agony. He spun around and headed out, slamming the door behind him. His sudden absence left me bereft.

Shit.

I was an idiot.

My empathy for his pain was too strong to pull back from. I hurried after him, fleeing down the corridor and quickly closing the gap between us.

I grabbed his shoulder. “Wait.”

“There’s nothing else to say, James,” he said, his voice cracking with emotion.

Stepping forward, I cupped his face in my hands and crushed my lips to his, lashing his tongue with mine, kissing him fervently, trying to get him to understand I was doing this for him.

I would stand guard at the doors of their relationship until my last day on earth. I’d be their knight in shining armor from afar.

There was no denying that being this close to him was like finding my breath after being held underwater. It was a momentary sanctuary in a world that I no longer felt a part of.

Nipping his lip, I forced him to surrender…to understand what I was trying to do for him…and for Emily.

Finally, he relented, relaxing against me and opening his mouth wider, allowing my tongue to lash his with more affection, showing him what I’d failed to say—his wellbeing was more important than mine.

Agony constricted my heart because deep down I knew happiness would always be one heartbeat away for me. Love was for others, for people who were free to give themselves completely to another. Not for men like me with blood on their hands, who were courted by death. Men who were monsters.

Undeserving pleasure surged through me and I went with it…a rush of aggression in response to the way this man made me feel. Xavier brought light to fight my darkness, clearing the shadows away with his brightness. He deserved to be punished like this for being so annoyingly perfect.

I broke our kiss and swiftly shoved his back against the wall, my body pressing into his.

Xavier trembled against me.

“You may not want to get on your knees for me,” I scolded him playfully. “But I have no problem with kneeling before you.”

He swallowed hard at my suggestion.

Leaning in, I nipped his ear and brushed my lips over his cheek, returning to his mouth again to find it soft and relenting.

God, this is my prayer. Give me these final moments to shower him with affection and show him how much I love him. Let him see I love him so much I’m willing to let him go.

My hand brushed the material over his erection, my fingertips tracing his full length, feeling him stiffen beneath my caress. My fingers found his zipper, this need to pleasure him growing wilder.

He let out a breathless moan.

“Surrender,” I groaned into his mouth. “One last time.”

“James.” He gripped my wrist and eased my hand away.

One more kiss, then all I had to do was walk away.

“Listen to me,” he said.

I pulled back.

“You’re not allowed to kiss me like this,” he said huskily. “Not until you’re wearing our ring.”

He stepped around me and walked away.

My hand snapped to my breast pocket where he’d slipped in the gold band. Feeling dazed, I leaned back against the wall as I tried to regain my composure.

It was torture, watching him leave.

Xavier spun around to face me as he continued walking backwards. “You have your rules, James. I have mine.”

He turned the corner and was gone.
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Emily

 

Being around a grand piano of this caliber sent chills down my spine. Reverently, I placed my hand on the maple wood and admired its majestic design. I couldn’t wait to hear Louis play. This expensive instrument had been wheeled outside and placed on a patio near the sprawling lawn, which overlooked the ocean.

Louis had been kind enough to invite me to play my violin, too. The thought of performing in front of an audience filled me with joy. There was something special about sharing your music with others. It was cathartic—though the last time I’d played for an audience had been aboard Diana Zane’s yacht and that night had quickly taken a nosedive. Afterwards, things had continued to go downhill.

Nothing was going to soothe my disappointment at failing to get into the London Symphony Orchestra. It made my heart ache each time I thought of it. Still, my gift was mine to cherish and tonight there’d be a chance to heal my pride—for a little while, anyway.

I ran my hand over the cover, knowing this piano had a history. Adoration had kept this instrument pristine.

Louis walked toward me with exuberance, his face lit up with excitement for tonight.

I smiled at him. “I love your Steinway.”

He opened the cover, revealing the elegant keys. “My most cherished possession.”

“I can’t wait to hear you play.”

“The feeling is mutual, Emily.” He turned and shook hands with a couple he seemed to know well, engaging them in lively conversation.

I was also excited to play for Xavier so he could hear how amazing my new violin sounded. He always came through for me. Even though I’d saved James’ life by bashing my Strad over Ivor’s head on the yacht, the loss of the instrument was a terrible blow. But Xavier had stepped up again and replaced it. Even after I had betrayed him by playing at the concert he’d not wanted me to attend. I vowed to prove to him I could change and grow from that experience.

Closing my eyes, I felt the comfort of the warm breeze caressing my face and lifting my hair. The Caribbean already felt like home, with its natural beauty and famous beaches. It was a strange thought from a girl who loved living in London. This contrast to the city was a welcome change.

A few early guests were carrying boxes of toys into the house to donate to the orphanage. I loved being part of something so special. Across the lawn, a steel band were setting up. The musicians were laughing and showing off their island spirit.

Not far off, crashing waves provided a distinctive backdrop to this glamorous setting. The sunset cast spectacular shades of reds and oranges across the horizon. More guests were trickling in and finding their tables with their assigned seats.

“You look exquisite,” said Louis, turning his attention back on me.

“Thank you.” I tried not to blush. “Your home is lovely, Louis.”

“You haven’t seen the inside yet.” He beamed at me. “You’ll need therapy afterwards.”

“Why?”

“Don’t think badly of me.”

I sat down on the piano seat. “Why would I do that?”

“I had no say in the décor.”

“Oh, why not?”

He pointed to the stage. “You can play before or after me. It’s all very relaxed here. It’s how we are on this island.”

Narrowing my eyes on him, I wondered why he’d dodged the question. “Why did you have no choice in the décor?”

“I wasn’t asked. Simple as that. I’m grateful for this place. Trust me, it could be worse.”

I nonchalantly changed the subject. “How long have you known James?”

“A long time.”

“How did you two meet?”

“We were introduced years ago.”

That was as vague an answer as one would expect from an acquaintance of James. “So you must be good friends?”

He nodded. “Just as you are, apparently.”

I focused on the black and white keys, placing my fingers on them reverently and ignoring his insinuation. I needed to remember not to look at James like he was a sex god. Not when we had company, anyway.

“Do you play?” he asked.

My fingertips traced the keys. “I wish.”

“Obviously you have musical talent.”

“Did you know Victoria, James’ wife?”

“Yes, she was lovely. The accident was tragic.”

“Accident?”

“Yes, the car accident.”

I blinked at him realizing he may not know the details of what happened. “Did he and Victoria have a baby?”

Louis stayed silent, staring across the lawn.

Oh, my God, he’d not denied it.

Following his line of sight, I looked at the young man making a beeline toward us. He was in his late twenties. In contrast to the other guests, he was wearing a white shirt and creased slacks, with a beige jacket flung over his shoulder. He studied us with troubled eyes.

“Hey, Louis.” He rested a hand on the piano.

Louis pushed to his feet and stood in front of me, almost protectively.

“How’s things?” asked the man.

Louis shot him a suspicious look. “How did you get in?”

“Through the gate.” He leaned around Louis and offered me his hand.

Not wanting to make a scene, I gave him a polite handshake.

“Trevor’s a journalist.” Louis’ expression held a warning for me.

I felt a nervous fluttering in the pit of my stomach.

“Are you going to introduce us?” asked Trevor.

Louis shook his head.

Trevor smirked. “How about we clear the air?”

Louis looked annoyed. “Go interview someone else. I’m not interested.”

“Okay, but I do have a question for you,” said Trevor.

“I have guests arriving. I need to greet them.”

Trevor looked smug. “How are you paying for all this with no bank account?”

“Excuse me?”

“Your account at the National Commercial Bank was shut down fifteen years ago,” Trevor added.

“I moved it,” snapped Louis.

“There’s no record of you having an account in any bank in the Caribbean. Your funds must be coming in via an off-shore account.”

Louis glared at him.

The snide man didn’t let up. “Just doing my job.”

“Actually, Trevor, I’m really rather boring.”

“There’s a story here, Louis.” He glanced at the mansion and its lavish setting.

“Will you excuse me, please?” Louis gave me a warning glance and hurried toward the house.

Trevor turned his attention on me. “Didn’t catch your name?”

“Excuse me.” Scurrying after Louis, I resisted the urge to look back.

Having a journalist trying to learn more about me would piss off James, since all paths led back to him. I’d have to tell him about this man, but right now James seemed to be avoiding me.

Seeing Louis distressed caused my stomach to churn. I wondered why Trevor was so interested in him. Maybe in the safety of his home, Louis would feel comfortable enough to share the truth with me.

I entered the house and a guard gave me a nod, letting me proceed into the cordoned off area that guests weren’t allowed to access. Looking around, I tried to locate James or Xavier.

My thoughts carried me back to the previous night when I’d bound James and Xavier’s wrists with neckties. My palms buzzed with the memory of how glorious their cocks had felt in my grip. The chill of the air-conditioning helped cool my heated flesh.

Not wearing panties now seemed like a dumb idea. Just standing near James made my pussy wet, and Xavier’s touch verged on erotic even when he was merely caressing my back with affection. Both these men energized me whenever I was near them. I’d never written music before, but inspiration for a remarkable new composition stirred within my brain. This is what they did to me.

Ahead of me, I saw Louis turn the corner.

I hurried to catch him. He disappeared through a doorway and began to descend a spiral stone staircase. I removed my heels so I could walk faster, and followed him down the steps.

Even though I’d only wandered down one hallway, it was fair to say this was the most opulent home I’d ever visited. Even James’ castle in England was modest compared to all this grandeur. White marble and gold embellishments were everywhere.

Nudging another door open, I peered into a vast kitchen that was decked out with modern appliances.

Louis was standing by the sink and he was holding a tumbler filled with a golden liquid, ice clinking in his glass. His hands were shaking.

Tentatively, I entered the room. “Are you okay?”

He was startled, but then broke into a warm smile. “Hey, Emily.”

“He’s a bit of a wanker.” I made it a joke.

“Trevor? Yes, he is.”

“How horrible to have someone sniffing around your life.”

He lifted his glass. “Want one?”

“What are you drinking?”

“Rum.”

“Yes, please.”

He walked over to a cupboard and pulled out a bottle. “Only a tipple, though, since you’re playing later.”

“And boy do I need my violin fix.”

“Where did you train?”

“Royal Academy of Music.” I accepted the glass he carried over to me. “Thank you.”

“What a great place to learn the violin.”

I took a sip and it burned my throat a little. “I just graduated.”

“Congratulations.” He raised his tumbler in celebration. “Quite the accomplishment.”

“How about you?”

He leaned his elbows on the central island. “I learned here.”

“In a music academy?”

“No, in this house.”

“Can I ask you something?”

His back straightened.

“What do you do?”

“I play piano, mostly.”

“People hire you at parties and stuff?”

It made him smile. “No, I don’t need the money. I play for pleasure.”

Louis had inherited his money just like James.

“Why is Trevor interested in you?”

“I’m a deeply private man. That tends to make people curious. Human nature, I suppose.”

“James is the same. He’s very private.”

“How did you meet?”

“Through Xavier.”

“And how did you meet Xavier?”

“Bumped into him in London. Hit it off right away.”

“And started dating?”

I nodded and took a sip of my drink.

“You have a crush on James, don’t you?”

I nearly choked on the rum.

“One of my faults is that I’m extremely frank. Can’t help it. My nanny was the same, so I take after her.”

“What about your parents?”

“Not really in the picture.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Emily, the way you look at James is endearing. But I think Xavier may have noticed. I just thought you should know. We’re good friends and I care about him. I care about them both.”

I’d never leaned toward mistruth and I didn’t want to start now. “I’m very fond of James.”

“Hope I didn’t offend you.”

“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

I downed my drink and waited for the burn to soften. “Did James and Victoria…have a baby?”

“What makes you say that?”

“Just…a feeling.”

“Why don’t you ask him?”

“It’s a sensitive question. I thought you might know.”

He looked away. “That would be very sad if it were true.”

“Why?”

“Because he never talks about a child.”

Maybe, just maybe, that was why James had returned to this island. Perhaps his son was being kept in a safe place here, being kept a secret. That letter I’d found had inferred as much. I wondered if the person who’d signed it as ETS was the boy’s grandmother.

Louis’ demeanor changed and he stared at me as though he was trying to figure me out. “Do you know what James does?”

“I know a little, yes.”

“What…exactly?”

The hairs prickled on my forearms. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“We all have secrets, Emily.”

“Do you?”

“I’m an avid photographer,” he said. “Would you like to see?”

Relieved at the change of subject, I nodded enthusiastically. “I would.”

“I’ll give you a tour on the way.”

I set my empty glass down and picked up my high heels. “I promise not to judge the décor.”

“Do you like art? I have some interesting pieces.”

“Yes, I like it very much.”

He sounded enthused. “I have quite the collection of European silver.”

“Oh, lovely.”

“I fucking hate it.”

He made me giggle. “Then why do you have it?”

“Bad luck, I suppose.” He pointed at the shoes I was carrying. “Are your feet hurting?”

“These high heels are extreme.”

“As long as it’s not reluctance to walk on Italian marble. It won’t scratch. Trust me, I used to skateboard over it.”

“Your family didn’t mind?”

“They don’t visit.”

“I’m sorry.”

He reached out. “Shoes.”

I handed them to him.

“You’ve spent too long with men who’ve forgotten what chivalry is.”

“They’re pretty chivalrous.”

It was impossible not to be amused. Louis was charmingly eccentric. He also held himself with a refined elegance that hinted there was more to him than met the eye. It would be fun getting to know him.

“We have an impressive library.” He nudged a door open and motioned for me to go on ahead. “I’ll show you later, if you like.”

“I love libraries.”

“How do you feel now that you’ve had some rum?”

“Warm.”

“Not too sleepy?”

“No, a little buzzed.”

“There’s so much to see on this island. So much wildlife. I spend my days capturing them with my lens and immortalizing them in photos.”

We strolled in a new direction down a chilly corridor. Goosebumps broke out on my arms. Glancing behind me, I tried to remember the way back.

My fingers reached out to trace the ripples of gold in the marble wall, glistening beneath the dim lighting. “How long have you lived here?”

“Most of my life. I was born in England. Moved here when I was a boy.”

I still felt the heat in my throat from the rum. “Why did you move here?”

“You ask a lot of questions. I’ll be calling you Trevor soon.” He winked.

“Where are we going?” I winked back. “I’m allowed to ask that, right?”

“My darkroom.”
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Xavier

 

Strolling around the lawn, I scanned the faces of the many guests in attendance looking for Emily, all the while trying to ignore the agonizing hole where my heart should be. James had eviscerated it yet again.

Sharing his pain would be unbearable if I didn’t know I’d be seeing Emily soon and wrapping my arms around her. She’d soothe my agony. I hoped my love would soothe hers. She’d be devastated to learn that James was pulling away from us. I’d believed that last night had meant something more to him.

I was angry with myself for failing to persuade him we were all deserving of a relationship. He’d closed down again, refusing to take that final step into loving us. He was a brilliant and charismatic man and that was why walking away was so hard. He’d always own a piece of my heart.

Mindful of the guests surrounding me, I tried to hide the fact that I was close to losing it.

These were good people—the best Jamaica had to offer. It was an eclectic crowd from different cultures who emanated a passion for life. Their love and respect for others made it feel like a privilege to be amongst them. These were the men and women who had donated to Louis’ great cause, helping the orphans on the island live in a safe environment and have a future they could be excited about. The fact that James helped him run the school proved yet again he had a gentle side.

There were already guests dancing to the Caribbean music, the steel drums bringing an energizing vibe to the party, along with the cocktails that were liberally flowing.

Emily would be easy to find in her eye-catching low-cut red dress. Our visit earlier to the Shoppes at Rose Hall had been where we’d found the stunning gown. For Emily it had been love at first sight.

Only one person other than her was able to distract me to the extent I could quiet my mind, and that was James. His doubt was excruciating.

A wave of concern hit me—there was no sign of Louis, either.

I headed back toward the house.

“Looking for someone?” asked a man with a creased cream jacket.

My gut clenched in alarm. He looked like trouble. He wasn’t staff and he’d not respected the dress code.

“If you’re looking for our host he went inside.” His shady eyes wandered over me.

“Thank you.” I gave him a cordial smile.

This was an invitation only event. We had security, so either he was supposed to be here and hadn’t gotten the dress code memo, or we had a serious problem.

“I’m Trevor, by the way.”

“Sorry, just got a text.” I whipped out my phone and pretended to type a reply. Instead, I discreetly took his photo. “Never a day off,” I threw in.

“What do you do?”

“Shipping.”

“Are you a friend of Louis?” he asked.

“Yes.” I answered truthfully, in case he’d noticed me staying here last week.

His scruffy hair and creased clothing hinted at a career that had him sitting in cars for long lengths of time—a journalist or private investigator, maybe?

“I’m looking for the loo,” I said.

“If you see Louis tell him I’m happy to wait.”

“For what?”

“To talk to him.”

“Everything okay?”

His snide smile revealed crooked teeth.

I let out a steadying breath, realizing this was not the first time he’d bothered Louis. James would be rattled to hear this man was sniffing around the house. Louis had a series of rules to abide by, which was to keep off the press’ radar.

Trevor sidled up to me. “Looks like Louis has a girlfriend.”

“Girlfriend?”

“Pretty. Red dress.” He nodded to the house. “She followed him in there.”

I walked away.

Trevor called after me. “Haven’t I seen you around here before?”

Ignoring him, I entered the house without looking back. The potential damage a journalist could do was far reaching.

Once inside, I used my phone to connect with my counterpart AI and shot the photo of Trevor its way. Boom, that fucker would be analyzed by sunup and we’d have a detailed profile. It was the kind of intel that could ruin a life…a weaponized trick of modern tech.

I could never get over how gaudy this place was with all its magnified shininess. It was like someone went shopping in Harrods and if they saw an item that burned a hole through their irises they added it to the décor. Though the antiques were tasteful and balanced out the gold embellishments—almost.

This was where they’d tucked Louis away. I fucking hated the elite—but it could be argued I was one of them. My bank account would give millionaires a hard-on. The money I earned on the stock-exchange was all legal. Admittedly, I may have an advantage due to my unusual brain power, but why the hell not? If there was a pattern involved, I was your man for figuring it out. Even when it came to bitcoin. I crushed ownership of that crypto-currency and it was fun to play around with. A lot of good could be done with that much liquid cash.

This place wasn’t Louis. He loved the earthy tones of nature. It was like caging one of those exotic parrots I’d seen flying over James’ home. Louis was forever trapped inside this cursed place. James was right, he’d inherited the key to enforce that family’s wishes to keep Louis contained.

I punched in James’ number and snapped my phone to my ear.

He answered on the first ring. “Xavier? This is nothing a glass of rum won’t solve. Me and you talking it out—”

“I can’t find Em.”

He was silent for a moment. “Where are you?”

I looked around, frustrated. “I don’t know. All the rooms blend into one. Where are you?”

“In the chapel.”

“This place has a chapel?”

“I thought you stayed here?” He sighed. “Meet me in the foyer. I’ll get the entry and exit points closed down as a precaution. Where did you last see her?”

“When I was with you earlier enjoying the view. She was on the lawn.”

“Right.”

“Some guy told me he saw her come into the house. She was following Louis.”

He hesitated. “She was with Louis?”

“Apparently.”

“Who was this guy you talked to?”

“Can we discuss this later?”

“Meet me in the foyer,” he snapped.

I made it there before him and then paced its length until he arrived.

James appeared from the west hallway. “I’m sure she hasn’t gone far.”

“If anything happens to her—”

He shook his head. “We need to get her a phone. I was waiting…”

“For what?”

“Doesn’t matter now.”

“You were waiting for us to leave the island?” I glared at him.

“Let’s focus on finding her.”

He continued down the marble curved stairway and from there we accessed a spacious kitchen. Two empty glasses had been left on the counter. One of them had a smudge of soft pink lipstick on the rim. Same color Emily was wearing.

He reached for a glass and brought it to his nose. “Rum.”

“Where would he take her?”

James was already walking through another doorway, hurrying to find Emily.
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James

 

I shoved my way through the kitchen door.

Tonight’s plan had been simple—attend tonight’s charity event and support one of Louis’ favorite philanthropic pursuits. Which meant I was here for him one hundred percent. The least I could do considering I was strict in so many ways. I could keep an eye on him during his one public appearance of the year.

Secondly, make sure Xavier and Emily had a great time. They needed to dance, and laugh, and party hard. They needed time together.

It was imperative I stayed out of their way—watch them from afar and allow them to reestablish their relationship. They were falling in love with each other all over again and it was too precious for anyone to interfere with.

This was their time.

Ironic that it had been me who’d torn them apart before. Now, I was thrusting them together with the last remnants of my heart.

Xavier’s proposal of marriage had me questioning everything. Pressing my hand to my breast pocket, I considered the best way to return the ring. Not tonight, obviously. Tomorrow, when they’d had time to recover from this soirée where the rum flowed freely and the mood was high and they both had a chance to finally let go.

Why the hell was Xavier making this hard on me? He knew I always got what I wanted…what I needed. And what I needed was for them to be happy together and have a certain future.

This would be a lot easier if I wasn’t about to be around Emily again. Keeping my distance from her had been a grand idea. Though her disappearance was making us both antsy.

There was no getting in or out of this party without my team monitoring it, and Emily had not left the property, apparently. She’d last been observed entering the home. So there was that, at least.

A red light was on above the closed door ahead.

“They’re in his darkroom,” I said.

Xavier stepped forward and banged on the door. “Em? You in there?”

“You can’t come in,” Louis’ voice rose from behind the door.

“Open the door, please,” said Xavier.

“I’m sure they’re processing a photo,” I reassured him.

Xavier rested his forehead against the door. “Em?”

“The light will ruin it,” Louis called out.

Xavier growled in frustration.

We waited a full sixty seconds, though it felt longer, then the door opened.

Louis blinked at us through the dimness. “I’ve made a new friend. Can I keep this one, James?”

“Yes,” I said. “You can keep her.”

Because soon it wouldn’t matter. Emily would be off the island and far away. Right now, Louis was lonely, and I probably had more to do with that than I cared to admit. In truth, I didn’t want her caught up in his drama. And on the flipside, it was my job to protect him. His life was in my hands.

Emily was peering into a large dish filled with chemicals. “I’ve developed my first photo!”

Xavier smiled with pride and then said, “Careful of your dress.”

“Of course.”

The scent from the development process was sour. Above it rose the notes of Emily’s perfume. From here, I could see the soft red lighting outlined her silhouette.

Being this close felt like torture. Her red dress clung to her curves and nudged up her breasts. I wanted to lean in and kiss her throat and work my way down her neck. I wanted to peel away the material covering her pert nipples. I wanted to catch them between my teeth and suckle, hear her moan, feel her come around my cock.

If it was true she wasn’t wearing panties, not touching her tonight would be impossible.

Somewhat reluctantly, she looked at Xavier. “Louis is so talented. Have you seen these?”

“Yes,” he said. “He’s a great photographer.”

Funny coming from Xavier, who had almost barreled into his darkroom.

“I’ll photograph you both,” Louis offered with forgiveness in his tone. “If you like.”

“Em?” Her name had been burning the tip of my tongue all evening. The same tongue that wanted to taste her.

“Louis has been taking good care of me,” she said brightly, still not looking at me.

“My pleasure, Miss Emily,” he said.

“Thank you for showing me your wonderful photos, Louis,” she said softly.

He bowed reverently. “An honor.”

With her head down, she walked out without looking at me and continued along the hallway.

“Go after her,” whispered Xavier.

“Why?”

“She’s headed outside.” He pulled out his phone and showed me a photo on the screen. “His name’s Trevor. I think he’s a journalist.”

“Is he?” I asked Louis.

Xavier showed him the photo on his screen.

Louis scrunched his nose. “I haven’t told him anything.”

“You’ve met him before?” I said sternly. “You failed to share this with me.”

Louis gave a shrug. “Didn’t think anything of it.”

Shit.

Emily was heading in the journalist’s direction.

Her hips were swaying elegantly, and she looked stunning in her gown. She stood out like a rare jewel. When she played her violin, she’d have everyone swarming around her, commanding their attention.

Barefoot, holding those strappy heels in her hand, she walked across the marble tile emanating the kind of freedom I coveted. Maybe that was why she held such an allure. Emily was everything I wanted and could never have. She was a mirror to my solitude. The beauty to my beast. The way her hair curled in luscious waves down her back made me want to brush my fingers through their silkiness.

I wanted to breathe her in and stay in that moment.

“I was going to tell you about the journalist,” said Louis quietly. “Didn’t want to ruin your evening.”

“It’s fine,” I told him. “I’ll handle it.”

After a glance at Xavier that told him to watch over Louis, I bolted after Emily.

Once outside, I saw her pulling on her shoes, seemingly unaware that a young man was making a beeline toward her—it was the journalist from the photo.

Soon, we’d have his entire life dissected and all his weaknesses presented to me on a platter. Journalists could play dirty. I’d raise the stakes to my level and play deadly.

I cut him off and made it to Emily first. “Dance.”

With my hand gripping hers, I led her away from the stranger. His stare stayed on us all the way to the dance floor. I could give the order to throw him out but that would only rile his curiosity. We needed a strategy that would extract him artfully.

Emily and I weaved between the tables until we reached the space where several other couples were smooching to Bob Marley’s “Is this Love.”

Fuck, why did it have to be this song?

“You’re talking to me again?” she muttered under her breath.

“Evidently.” I pulled her into a hug.

“I’m honored.”

With her right hand in mine and my left hand on the arch of her spine, I led her in a slow circle.

Don’t think about the fact she’s pantiless.

“Why are you avoiding me, James?”

“Let’s discuss this at home.” I glanced back at Trevor, relieved to see he was no longer watching us.

“Home?”

I snapped my focus back to her. “My place.”

“Right.”

“We believe he’s a journalist, Emily.”

“He wanted to talk with Louis. Why?”

My body went rigid with tension. “Not sure. There’s no news here.” A lie I almost believed.

She moved closer and her pelvis brushed mine.

My cock stirred from having her so close. “Could you stop that, please?” I said.

“Stop what?” She looked puzzled.

Her crime was pressing her body against mine. My crime was I couldn’t resist getting hard for her. This was why it was imperative I kept my distance. Being this close made my body react in inconvenient ways. Her perfume caused my senses to reel.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“Do you know his last name?” I asked.

“Louis called him Trevor, but I don’t know if that’s a first or last name.”

“Then we’ll work with that.”

“I don’t like him.”

“I hope you didn’t talk with him?”

“Give me some credit.” She huffed her frustration. “Why are you being like this?”

“You mean cautious?”

“With me?”

“Just need to be sure no one misspeaks—”

“You doubt my ability to be discreet?”

“Let’s enjoy the dance.” It was probably our last.

That thought struck me like a fucking arrow. I felt the shock of it deep in my chest.

She was studying my reaction. “Is he dangerous?”

I kept my attention on the crowd.

She sighed heavily. “Can we call a truce?”

“Sure.”

“I like Louis.”

“He’s a great guy.”

“You’re very protective of him.”

“As I am of you and Xavier.”

“Why is Trevor so interested in him?”

“He’s having trouble finding a story, I’m assuming. He’s turned his sights on a private man.”

“I’m just going to come out and say it, James.”

“As if I could stop you.”

“You’re hurting Xavier.”

Really? Because I was the one throwing myself onto my sword—for both of them, no less.

She squeezed my hand. “Why?”

“Xavier’s the better man, Em. You’d do well to remember that.”

“You’re a good man, too.”

“You watched me throw a man off a yacht to his death. For most people, that would be the proof they need of my true character.”

“You were saving my life.”

“And mine.”

“You took your revenge for your wife’s murder. Now it’s over.”

I glared at her. “I told you not to board the yacht.”

“No, you told me not to visit the Embassy.”

“Are you riling me up on purpose?”

“You should have been clearer.”

“Em, are you deliberately crossing me?”

She tried to pull away.

My arm wrapped around her tighter. “Stay and suffer the consequences.”

“What are those?”

“My wrath.”

“Is that what this is? Are you punishing me because I messed up in London?”

“Partially.”

“I know your secret, James.”

My brow furrowed at her insinuation. “What are you talking about?”

She looked triumphant. Studying her, I tried to work out what she knew.

“Your face gives it away,” she whispered.

“Come with me.”

We headed back toward the house with me pulling her along and doing my best to look as natural as possible. Having that journalist set his laser sights on us as we hurried past him pissed me off. Who the hell let him in?

Emily stumbled and I caught her.

“James—”

If she knew about this house and what we had hidden within…

Impossible.

The chill of air conditioning hit us when we entered the mansion.

“Where are you taking me?”

I guided her along the hallway and into a room that served as a study. There was nothing personal in here—it was merely a set piece should anyone visit. Emily certainly didn’t need to know about this ruse of staged areas, one after the other, to make it look like a normal home that didn’t protect the most precious of people.

She pulled away from me. “I know this is hard for you, James.”

“Who told you?” I was going to fucking kill them.

Would Xavier have shared this—a secret so well-guarded that men were prepared to die to keep it? Surely not Louis? He knew better by now.

I towered over her. “You will tell me everything you know.”

She looked around. “I know he’s the most important person in your life.”
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Emily

 

There was something odd about this study. Maybe part of the reason it seemed “off” to me was because I had James staring me down. Still, the room looked impersonal, as though no one ever came in here.

James stared at me. “Who are we talking about exactly?”

I folded my arms across my chest.

It didn’t feel like the right time to ask him if he was a father—I’d bring up that subject later when he’d calmed down. His behavior led me to believe I was on to something. James was acting protective towards Louis—and this house, too.

But getting to the bottom of all that intrigue could wait a while longer. He seemed to be in denial about his true feelings for me, but I had proof.

“Xavier’s been teaching me Russian,” I said, smiling.

His jaw clenched with frustration. “Why?”

Languages were his thing. James was a linguist and was even fluent in Russian. He may not be as profoundly intelligent as Xavier, but he was brilliant nonetheless—the total package if you were into dark and dangerous.

It was like stepping into the thick of night and getting lost and yet I couldn’t stop chasing after him into the blackness. I knew deep down he was a good man. More than this, Xavier needed him.

I need him.

Standing my ground, I delivered the truth. “When we were on Renaldo Zane’s yacht, you spoke to me in Russian. Now I know what you said.”

I’d defied his order to attend the event on board and had joined my fellow students from the Royal Academy to play for visiting dignitaries. Admittedly, some had been Russians, though not all. But I’d ended up mingling with the bloody KGB—unintentionally, of course.

Diana Zane, Renaldo’s wife, had been there, too. My childhood hero had led me down to the lowest level of the yacht and had nudged me into a cabin. Waiting for me had been a dark stranger who sat quietly in the corner, hidden by shadows. He’d ordered me to play for him. I had obeyed, full of trepidation. My sinister audience of one had tried to intimidate me. But when that man had stepped out of the shadows, I saw that it was James.

Xavier had once told me my recklessness was why I’d been willing to open myself up to these men and their passionate world…and their dangerous existence.

James frowned. “Xavier was listening in that evening.”

“You had an earpiece in, remember? Xavier was monitoring your safety aboard The Venetian. He overheard everything that happened in the cabin between us. Everything you said to me after I played my violin for you.”

James raked his fingers through his hair. “He told you.”

Raising my chin high I repeated his words that day. “Play for me, little Kitty.”

Recognition flashed across his face. “Em…”

“С первого момента, как я встретил тебя, я влюбился в тебя,” I said, quoting his Russian. He’d spoken those words believing I’d never know what they meant.

“Well, now you have me believing you’re a Russian agent,” he said dryly.

“You told me you loved me in Russian, James.”

“That’s a pretty good guess at what was—”

“From the first moment I met you,” I interpreted his exact words. “I fell in love with you.”

“Impressive.”

“You love me. Why are you pushing me away?”

“I kept you apart from Xavier, Em. I tried my best to destroy your relationship. Why have you forgiven me?”

“Because I love you.”

He gave a slow nod. “I brought you to this island…to undo the damage I did to you and Xavier.”

“You told me it was to get him back.”

“That was inevitable.”

It made my heart do a flip to know he wanted to make amends.

“You want this, Em?” He stepped forward and wrapped his hand around my throat. “My brand of hell?”

My fingers wrapped around his as I tried to loosen his grip, the hint of pain in my throat stirring arousal.

“There’s no changing me,” he said. “No making me a better man.”

“I love who you are.”

“Have you even considered what kind of life you will have if you and Xavier and I stay together?”

“I will always love you…no matter what.”

“I didn’t ask for that.”

“I’ve given it a great deal of thought.” I let go of his hand. “You and I could have a child—”

He released me and stepped back. “You’d be willing to carry a child from us both?

“Of course.”

“But that would make you a whore, Em.”

I slapped his face, hard, but he didn’t move. He merely closed his eyes for a moment, his expression unreadable.

“This is about love,” I stuttered out.

“You deserve better.”

“I deserve honesty.” I bit my lip in anger. “You brought me here. You need a resolution and so do I.”

“Tonight was a mistake.”

“I sat by your bedside, James. In the hospital. I never left you for one second. I was there when you needed me.”

James pulled me into his embrace. “I’ve never deserved you, Emily.” He stared into my eyes. “I’m doing what is best for all of us.”

I saw a yearning, a need for love so great that I knew he was holding back for all the wrong reasons.

“Listen to me,” he continued, stepping away. “After Victoria died, Xavier was the most important person in my life, and not just because of his gift.” He paused. “But I hurt him. I kept him close because I knew the world needed him. There was no setting him free. No giving him the life he deserved. I have done terrible things, Em, and I will continue to do them. That’s why you deserve better than me. You deserve him.”

“We both deserve you, James. Please open up to me. Have I not earned that?”

“Me holding back is my way of protecting you.”

“No, that’s the lie you tell yourself.”

He sat on the edge of the desk and rubbed a hand across his face. “What can I say to convince you I’m not right for you…or Xavier?”

“Nothing. You were happy with Victoria. I want you to tell me about her. ”

He let out a frustrated sigh. “We married and things ended tragically.”

“I already know that, James.”

He gave a resigned nod.

“How did you meet? Maybe start there.”

“You want to do this now? Here?”

“Yes, I do.”

His shoulders slumped in defeat. “We met at the Britannia Royal Naval College in Dartmouth. I was there for officer training. Victoria’s brother was a fellow student. She came with him to a regimental dinner.”

My kind smile encouraged him to continue.

He gave me a reluctant smile back. “I overheard a conversation amongst the other officers at the dinner. They were placing bets on who would get to take her to bed. She was so gorgeous the men were stalking her all night. They were drunk, of course. I told her about the bet. Thought it was the gentlemanly thing to do. At least that way she would be protected from some dashing rogue of an officer who made a move.”

“How did she react?”

“She was grateful.” He shrugged. “Victoria took my number and a week later she called me.”

“You started dating?”

“No, though we did talk on the phone for a couple of hours. Still, I was heading for my first tour aboard a submarine and she was halfway through her training with MI6.”

“She was an agent stationed where you were?”

“Yes, and a good one, too. A year later, I attended a briefing in Portsmouth. She was the one giving the talk on home security. She was intelligent and funny and brilliant and so damn brave. I asked her out, not willing to let her slip through my fingers this time.” His face brightened as though the memories had found him again. “We were married within six months.”

“Did she want children?” I watched him carefully.

“Yes, of course.”

My heart jolted at seeing his earnest expression, the way he pressed his hand to his chest. It looked endearing and so unlike Ballad’s usual strict stance.

“I’m sorry she died, James.”

“I let her down.”

“How?”

“I wasn’t there…” His face paled. “I couldn’t prevent what they did to her.”

“How could you have known what would happen?”

“I was on a sub when she needed me. Perhaps she’d have shared her concerns about the possibly of a death threat if I’d been around more often. I could have done something.”

“You got him, James…the man who killed her.”

“It was more sinister than that, Em. The man who gave the kill order was the man who would one day become my boss at MI6. He was Victoria’s boss, too. She trusted him.”

“What happened to him?”

He answered with a dark look of resolution.

I realized that was why he’d created Pervade. It would mean he had access to secrets and personnel files…he would have the intel to prevent anything like this from happening again.

“You have someone precious in your life—” He made a fist. “They’re right there. Then all of a sudden, they’re gone. All because of a selfish decision.”

“It wasn’t your fault.”

“She was mine to protect, Em.”

“You’re scared of being hurt again?”

“It will be a clean break between us. You and Xavier—”

“He needs you, James. He loves you on a level I never knew possible. Maybe it has something to do with the way his mind works…I don’t know. But he can’t live without you.”

“I’ll always be here for him.”

“It won’t be enough.” I stepped forward and rested my hands on his chest. “We have something unique. Something special. Something worth fighting for.”

James leaned forward and pressed his lips to my forehead. “You showed me what it is to trust again, Emily. You showed me I’m still capable of caring deeply for someone and I will always be grateful for that.”

“Are you trying to be honorable?”

“The decision is made.”

I pulled away from him. “You’re sending us back to London?”

“The location is undecided.”

I was having trouble processing his harsh words. “I need a minute…can you give me some space, please? I need some time alone.”

He gave me a wry smile. “You can’t throw me out of my own place, Em.”

“Your place?”

His smile vanished as he realized his mistake. “I use this office from time to time. Sometimes I stay here.”

“Why?”

“Louis is my friend. We’ve known each other a long time.”

“I don’t understand why you won’t trust me, James. Why won’t you let us love you?”

“It won’t hurt for long, Emily. Forgetting me will be easier than you believe.” James gave me a sad smile and then left the room, closing the door behind him.

My throat constricted with grief. Walking forward, I rested my hands on the desk to steady myself.

The room felt devoid of life without his striking presence. Trembling, I replayed his words trying to decipher what was not being said by him.

Louis lived here…but did James own this house?

I remembered Louis saying he hated the décor, and this wasn’t James’ taste, either. So why was Louis living here?

Maybe Louis was the guardian of James’ child. There had to be clues. A child’s bedroom, maybe? Or a stray toy. Even this room seemed odd with its impersonal décor. I moved around behind the desk and opened a drawer. Empty.

This would explain why James remained guarded—maybe he was hiding his child in Jamaica. He would put him first to keep him safe, denying his own happiness so the child wouldn’t be exposed to danger. A man so powerful would have powerful enemies. It made sense he would choose an island far from his dangerous life. This would also explain why he visited Jamaica from time after time—and why this mansion was so close to Royal Court Manor.

I scurried from room to room, looking for anything that would support my theory. The guard at the bottom of the staircase gave me a nod of permission, allowing me to proceed upstairs. Having such heavy security was another clue they were keeping something important here.

I checked out one luxurious bedroom after another, everything tidy and neat. I had hoped there would be a child’s bedroom somewhere up here.

Opening one of the bedroom closets, I found clothing that probably belonged to Louis. A nice collection of suits and T-shirts and casual clothes all lined up neatly. A rush of guilt swept over me that I was snooping in his personal space.

Louis had dropped his wristwatch near the bedside table. I couldn’t bear to think of it being damaged, even though picking it up would give away what I’d been up to. I reached for it anyway. On the back of the watch was an engraving of a family crest. I’d seen James’ crest back at his castle, but it was different from this. This style was simple, with a knight’s helmet and what looked like dragon heads inside the shield—which hinted that Louis had connections to aristocracy. He certainly carried himself that way.

Heading out, I hurried along the hallway, excitement building in my chest that I might find a child asleep in one of the rooms. His precious boy.

“What are you doing up here?” Louis’ voice called from along the balcony.

I tried to hide my guilt. “Looking for James. Have you seen him?”

“He’s outside.”

“Right, thank you.”

“You need to be careful, Emily.” He shook his head. “Don’t cross him.”

“What do you mean?”

“James wouldn’t want you up here.”

“Why?”

He stared past my shoulder and his eyes widened with concern.

I turned and saw James reach the top of the staircase, his disapproving glare on me. A surge of fear gave me a jolt of adrenaline, and I rushed away from him in the opposite direction.

I sprinted precariously on my high heels, turning a corner and trying the first door on my left. With my heart hammering, I dashed inside and turned the key, locking it.

The sparse bedroom had a chaise lounge in the corner and a walled bookcase with stacks of children’s books lining the shelves.

Oh, my God.

Could this be his child’s bedroom? Had the small bed been removed for tonight?

James pounded on the door. “Emily.”

With my hand over my mouth, I stood still, hoping he hadn’t heard me. His footsteps trailed away, and I exhaled in relief. James would probably go to any lengths to keep this room a secret and I’d chosen this one to hide in.

I’d wait a few minutes, then go back downstairs and rejoin the party. Pretend I hadn’t seen anything. I’d try to avoid James by dancing and mingling and getting very, very drunk.

I liked this plan. It meant I could avoid his wrath.

I heard a noise and looked behind me. The walled bookcase slowly moved forward, revealing a passage.

Oh, fuck.

James stepped into the room with me.
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The bookcase closed behind James and he strode quickly towards me, backing me up against the wall.

“Why are you in here?”

He pressed me against his firm chest so closely that I felt his body heat, causing my breathing to turn ragged. This was the way my body always responded to this man—with a rush of arousal that made my legs weaken.

“Emily?” he said huskily.

“You’re too closed off to love,” I said softly. “You want to open your heart, but you can’t. It’s because you’re an enigma even to yourself.”

“How very poetic.” His mouth hovered over mine and I detected a hint of rum on his breath. “What have you been doing up here?”

“Looking for you.”

“I don’t believe you, Emily.”

“I need your brand of fucking, James. I need to feel you inside me one last time.” It wasn’t exactly a lie—more of an escape route.

He gave a knowing grin, proving he didn’t believe my excuse.

“I knew you’d come find me,” I whispered.

His smile faded and I saw a sinister look in his eyes. Xavier had warned me that James had an even darker side.

“You’re trespassing.” He gave a nod. “There are consequences for being so naughty.”

My hand reached down and I cupped him though his pants. He was hard.

“You’re asking for a goodbye fuck, Em?”

“Yes.”

“Something to remember me by? You want me to take you hard and fast?”

I gave a nod, doubting I could refuse.

“I gave you that last night.” He stepped away. “Go back to the party.”

“At least kiss me.” I reached for my hem and raised my dress above my waist, so he’d see I wasn’t wearing any panties. “Kiss me goodbye…here.”

James drew close again, pushing me against the wall. His fingers trailed over my shoulder straps and he eased them both down, pulling on them until my breasts were completely exposed. He caressed my bare skin, pinching both nipples with a heady rhythm, the intense pleasure causing my sex to pang.

“Is this what you want, Em?” he whispered.

“Yes,” I answered breathlessly.

“Tell me how it feels?” He dipped his head and drew my left nipple into his mouth, suckling.

My head crashed back against the wall as James took his time to lick and bite and nibble each breast until I was at a fever-pitch of arousal.

“Answer me.”

I moaned. “It feels like my clit is throbbing.”

“Show me,” he teased.

Raising my dress again, I revealed my pussy glistening with wetness. He reached low and ran a finger along my slit. It felt heavenly as that small nub tingled and throbbed, longing for release.

He raised his wet fingertip and slipped it into my mouth, forcing me to taste my own sweetness.

His cologne wafted over me, making me lightheaded, causing me to suckle harder, causing my moans to linger and vibrate around his finger.

He removed his finger from my mouth. In a daze, I watched him ease my breasts back into the cups of the dress and then pull up my shoulder straps.

“Let go of your hem,” he demanded. “My pretty slut.”

Hearing him talk dirty was like an aphrodisiac and my body thrummed with need.

“Denying you an orgasm seems like a fitting punishment for your trespassing offense,” he said quietly.

I turned my head away, too stunned and embarrassed to look at him.

He leaned in and whispered. “Go find Xavier. You belong to him.”

I did look at him, then, my lips trembling at his rejection.

His expression softened with sympathy. “He believes there should be no further intimacy. I imagine that also means between us, Emily.”

My breasts rose and fell in anguish.

I’d been seconds away from coming, thanks to his thrilling touch.

“Em, you and I need to keep our distance…”

Walking out would be like abandoning the lifeboat. Though even that was apparently sinking before my eyes.

I hurried to the door, turned the key, and pulled it open.

“Emily,” he said, stopping me from running out with his commanding tone.

Pausing in the doorway, I refused to look back at that devastatingly gorgeous man whose ghost of a touch lingered on my skin.

“I’m afraid you can’t play your violin,” he said. “You’ll draw attention. The journalist is still here.”

No, he couldn’t refuse me this.

“I’ll be just another musician,” I reasoned.

“Emily, you’re beautiful. You’re like the brightest fucking star in the galaxy.”

Turning, I leaned back against the door. “This is you pushing us away. You’re very convincing, James.”

“Tonight is all about Louis, Em. Let’s make this his best party ever.” James stood there looking dashing and resolute. “Xavier’s waiting.”

My feet carried me away from him as my heart fractured with the realization I’d never feel his touch again. Hurrying down the staircase, I retraced my steps outside.

Music and laughter hummed around me and everyone seemed to be having a fabulous time. Some of the guests were dancing while others enjoyed lively conversations in the company of friends. Navigating around the tables, I walked toward Louis who was playing the piano.

Xavier was sitting at a table nearby. His face brightened when he saw me. He rose to greet me and I fell into his arms, immediately feeling safe and loved.

Louis was striking the black and white keys with extraordinary talent, his fingertips effortlessly gilding over them. He was singing Bob Marley’s “Could You be Loved?”

My smiled widened when he looked over at us and he grinned back with magnetism. He was clearly in his element entertaining the audience, who were all just as enamored with his showmanship. His deep, seductive voice was incredible.

I snuggled against Xavier and he wrapped his arms around my shoulder and hugged me.

“I just saw James.” With a shake of my head I let him know it didn’t go well.

“How is he?” He handed me a glass of water.

I turned my face away, not wanting to see Xavier’s hurt expression. “James doesn’t think I should perform.”

I took a drink of the refreshing water, hoping to ease the lump of sadness in my throat.

Xavier leaned back in surprise.

“He thinks I should keep a low profile,” I added.

“You’ve been so excited to play.”

“Yes, but I’d rather keep you and James off that journalist’s radar.”

“Em, I’m sorry.”

I’d learned my lesson aboard Diana Zane’s yacht. “You’re more important to me than any concert.” I’d rather die than risk losing him ever again.

His eyes softened with emotion as he mulled over my words.

“Listen.” I reached for his hand. “You will always be put first in my life. I can never go through losing you again.”

“Emily,” his voice cracked with emotion.

“I love you so much, Xavier.”

He looked away, his eyes glistening with tears.

I squeezed his hand. “I’d do anything for you. You know that. I never forgave myself for what happened in London.”

“Playing the violin is the equivalent of breathing for you. What kind of boyfriend would I be if I didn’t do everything in my power to help you perform?”

“If you throw Trevor out it will only make him more suspicious,” I reasoned.

“I know.” He waggled his eyebrows playfully.
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My girl was going to play her violin tonight. No one was going to stand in the way of her doing what she was born to do. I’d learned the hard way how important performing was to her when she’d risked everything to play aboard Diana Zane’s yacht.

I’d almost lost her because I’d not respected her need to be heard. She’d dedicated so many years to her passion. Not allowing her to use her talent was cruel—even if James had forbidden her to play in order to keep us all safe.

Louis joined us at our table. He invited a waiter over, who cracked open a bottle of champagne for us. We raised our glasses and toasted his performance. Guests approached our table to congratulate him on a great concert. He was patient and graciously chatted with all of them.

Now, it was Em’s turn to shine.

Leaving her with Louis at the table, I headed over to stand behind the bar so I could focus. Pulling out my phone, I quickly got to work.

There came that familiar rush I always felt when I used my gift to hack into a person’s device and dive deep into their life. The intel came up fast—Trevor was a staff writer with the Washington Post. Somehow, he’d uncovered a small thread in Louis’ life and was pulling on it, hoping to unravel a bigger secret.

According to the exchange of texts in Trevor’s phone, he’d bribed one of the musicians to let him in. How do you get a reporter off your tail? You make him feel like he’s getting closer to the story he’s chasing.

I hacked into the phone belonging to the musician Trevor had bribed. Trevor had paid his way in with cash. I’d deal with the musician later—or James would. That unfortunate employee had signed a non-disclosure agreement.

Pretending to text from the same drummer’s phone, I informed Trevor there was an exclusive number of guests who were invited to join Louis on his private yacht this evening. Just a select few in an intimate jaunt around Montego Bay. These lucky VIPs were going to get to mingle exclusively with their enigmatic host.

Arranging the yacht excursion took a little longer.

Standing barefoot on the sandy beach, I watched Trevor stroll down to the dock. He boarded the yacht, along with thirty or so other guests. Trevor would no doubt be eager to get closer to the man he was hoping to feature in his investigate piece.

I stood there until the yacht sailed away.

Even from here, I could see Trevor pushing through the crowd of party guests looking for Louis.

After I dusted the sand off my feet, I pulled on my socks and shoes and ambled back to the party. Louis was shaking his head with amusement when I reached our table. He’d remained in the house until Trevor was on his way out to sea.

I widened my arms, showing I’d gotten rid of our problem. “Boom.”

“Boom indeed,” said Louis.

Within a few minutes, Emily took to the stage with her violin. The crowd hushed and guests gathered closer to the stage.

James pulled out a chair and sat beside me. “She’s playing?”

“Champagne?” Louis offered him.

James accepted the glass from him. “Thank you.” He turned his attention to the stage, where Emily was poised to begin. His look of concern deepened as he scanned the crowd for Trevor.

“He’s on the yacht,” I said without looking at him.

James let out a sigh of relief and patted my back.

I’d do anything to make Emily happy. I’d lost her once. During that time, I might as well have had my oxygen supply cut off.

The fine hairs on my forearms prickled as her bow caressed the strings of her violin, eliciting an unearthly magic, her instrument an effortless extension of herself. Notes escaped like an incantation set free as she mesmerized the audience. She began with the piece she’d played just before we’d first met in London—Niccolò Paganini’s Caprice No. 24, and I knew she was playing it for me.

Louis shook his head in awe. “Have you ever heard anything like it?”

“Honestly, no.” James’ tone was filled with pride.

I saw the way he looked at Emily with adoration, his face haunted with misery as though only now realizing what he was losing.

He’d hurt her to protect her from himself. James was being crushed by the weight of his own convictions. He rose from his seat, perhaps too overwhelmed to listen any longer to those beautiful endless notes. With a touch of his forearm, I asked him to stay.

Emily would want him to.

James gave me a nod of understanding and sat down again, grabbing his glass of champagne. He finished it and Louis poured him another. James quickly finished that one off, too.

“I know,” I whispered.

James refused to look at me—he was too choked up to answer.
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Louis handed me the shot glass of espresso with a look that told me it would hit the mark. He really did make the best coffee. It tasted bittersweet, and the buzz made me blink. I savored the rush despite it being 1:00 A.M.

James leaned against the kitchen counter with an inquisitive expression. The last of the party guests had left and we were starting to wind down. He looked over at Louis who was drinking champagne from a bottle.

“It went well tonight,” said James. “Are you happy?”

Louis took another swig. “We have a lot of great toys to drop off. Will you help me deliver them?”

“Of course,” said James. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

James shifted his stance, as though ready to have that chat.

Louis became worried. “Problem?”

“I’m tightening your security,” he said.

Louis’ smile faded.

“Just for a while.”

“As long as I don’t see them.” Louis tipped the bottle and finished it off.

James turned to me. “Get Emily.”

“She’s staying here tonight,” said Louis.

James gave him a curious look.

“She’ll be safe here,” I said. “You and I are taking a short trip, James.”

He glanced at his watch. “Where?”

The sound of helicopter blades cutting through the air had him pinning a glare on me.

“I’ll brief you on the way,” I told him.

Within five minutes, I’d kissed Emily goodnight in one of the guest bedrooms and had escorted James out to the helicopter, which sat at the edge of the garden.

I secured the backpack I’d brought in the seat beside mine as the helicopter flew us away from Louis’ estate.

James pointed to my rucksack. “What’s in there?”

“Stuff we’ll need,” I answered, being deliberately vague.

“What the fuck is going on?”

“We’re going to change a life.”

“Brief me.”

“I’ll brief you on the ground.” I tapped my earpiece hinting I wanted to keep this covert.

With the dark blue ocean on our left we flew low over the coast. I was glad for the thrum of caffeine buzzing through my veins.

James’ jaw was tense as he tried to figure out where we were going. He looked exhausted, which I’d use to my advantage later.

“Do you trust me, James?”

“Usually.”

His gut was probably telling him something was off. There was no way I could share the fact that his instincts were right. I needed him compliant.

Within twenty minutes, our helicopter set down at the deserted entry point to Dunn’s River Falls. During the day this area was full of tourists and locals eager to make their way up the pathway to the spectacular waterfall. At 2:00 A.M., we were the only ones hiking up the trail. I fished a flashlight out of my sack and then flung the backpack behind me, pulling my arms through it.

James pointed to his tuxedo. “We’re not exactly dressed for this.”

“It’s only a twenty-minute walk over there.” As he well knew.

“Are we meeting someone?”

The helicopter lifted off and we shielded our faces from the spray of debris. It banked left over the tall palm trees.

James kept the chopper in his sights until it disappeared. “I’m not taking another step until you tell me what’s going on.”

I hurried over to the trailhead while ignoring his grumbling, which was understandable considering we were in the middle of nowhere and we should have passed out in bed an hour ago.

The familiar sound of frogs singing filled the warm night air. My flashlight lit the pathway, clear from the usual endless visitors who’d crowd it during the day.

I trudged forward with a sense of grief. I didn’t want to do this…didn’t want to put James through any more pain.

“Xavier!” The fact he wasn’t breathless was proof of his fitness.

Up ahead there was a vast rock formation with a foaming river tumbling over its side. A full moon illuminated the picturesque setting. I breathed in the cooler fresh air, easily lulled by the rush of the waterfall that cascaded into the silvery pool of water several yards ahead.

Watching my footing, I made my way to the edge of the water and then set my rucksack on the ground, shoving my flashlight inside.

“Wow.” I took in the breathtaking view of the lagoon shimmering in front of me, being careful not to fall off the ten-foot bank into the water below. “You used to come here as a boy?”

James was scanning the surrounding area, waiting for our contact to emerge from the lush foliage.

“James?” I got his attention.

He joined me at the edge. “Yes.”

“Happy memories, I imagine.”

He shrugged. “At least I was wearing more appropriate shoes.”

“You came here with Victoria?”

“My mum met my dad here.”

“You brought Victoria here, too?” I pushed for an answer.

“Yes, of course.”

“Have you been back since?”

“Since when?”

“James,” I said, my tone chastising his avoidance.

He let out a sigh. “No.”

“That’s a shame.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“Still, this place is a part of you.”

He turned to face me. “If you’re going to propose marriage again—”

“I proposed back at Louis’.”

“Then what is this?”

“I broke a promise.”

“What promise?”

“You and I made a promise that we would never use our technology against each other.”

“I’ve kept that promise.”

“I know.”

“Xavier, what’s this about?”

“I accessed the footage recorded around the time of Victoria’s death.” I paused. “Ivor was responsible. Farmer gave the order for him to plant the device beneath Victoria’s car.”

“This is old news, Xavier.”

“True.”

“So what did you discover?”

“You were aboard the HMS Majesty the day of your wife’s death.”

“Which is documented on the ship’s log.”

“You were placed on compassionate leave immediately.” I turned to face him. “The HMS Majesty surfaced, and you were transported by helicopter to Germany. From there you caught a military flight back to London.”

He gave a nod, his brow furrowed as he followed my words.

“You arrived at The Royal London Burn Unit just after 9:00 P.M. I imagine you were exhausted. After all, you’d been running war drills for forty-eight hours prior to that and hadn’t slept in days.”

“Not unusual.”

“The doctor stopped you before you went in to see Victoria in the ICU…to prepare you.”

“What the fuck is this?”

“I think I know why you can’t move forward, James.”

He stepped back. “Fuck you for bringing me here and making me replay the worst day of my life.”

“You need to face the truth.”

“How, exactly?”

Closing the gap between us, I shoved him hard. James lost his balance and fell backward into the lagoon, splashing as he went under, fully immersed.

James rose quickly to the surface and pushed himself up, standing chest high in the pool of water. “What was that for?” His face contorted in shock. “Have you any idea how cold this is!”

“I can only imagine.”

He swept his streaming wet hair back from his face. “You’ve lost your mind.”

“I tracked your movement through the hospital,” I called down to him. “Utilizing the archived footage caught on the hospital security cameras. You spent two days sitting beside Victoria in the ICU. She was on a ventilator, barely clinging to life, and so severely burned you didn’t recognize her.”

James still stood where he’d fallen, seemingly riveted to my words, his expression one of anguish.

“They say the unconscious can hear conversations around them. I imagine you talked to her. Comforted her.”

“Why are you doing this?” he asked quietly.

“Because I know.”

He shook his head. “Know what?”

“What happened in your mind.”

“You can’t rewire a person, Xavier, like one of your AIs.”

“An hour before her recorded death, you left Victoria’s side to go to the chapel. I watched you on the security footage.”

He looked away, as though resigned to the fact this story would find its way out into the world—this truth he’d never shared with anyone.

“And you prayed for her…for Victoria,” I said softly.

Though there were no cameras in the chapel, I imagined him kneeling with his hands clenched in prayer, perhaps resting on the front pew as he pleaded with God.

He shook his head in despair.

“Say it, James.”

“Say what?”

“Tell me what’s haunted you all these years.”

“I’m not doing this.”

“If not now, when?”

He shook his head as though fearing to go there.

“It’s me,” I said, my voice low.

“I prayed for Victoria to die.” James raised his hands in frustration. “And God answered my prayer. What kind of husband does that?”

“James, I examined the records. Nothing could be done.”

He ran a shaky hand through his hair. “I wasn’t strong enough for her.”

“I disagree.”

“I should have prayed for her to live.”

“You prayed for her to be free of pain.”

“I let her go. I gave up and didn’t fight for her.”

“The doctors asked for your permission to remove the ventilator, James. I imagine you prayed for God to make the decision for you. That’s what anyone would have done under the circumstances.”

His anguished gaze rose to meet mine.

“You did nothing wrong,” I told him.

“You should be asking yourself if I’ve ever done anything right.”

“You have a wound so deep no one can reach it, James. Not even you. Help me to help you heal that fissure in your broken heart.”

Chewing his lip, he held back on showing emotion, his Adam’s apple rolling as he struggled to swallow his surging grief.

“Forgive yourself,” I said. “That’s the only way you’ll heal and move on.”

He stared off toward the rocks as though seeking answers that were just out of reach. “Why here?”

This place ran through his blood—though I didn’t think he was ready to hear that sentimentality.

He splashed over and climbed onto the bank. I leaned down and offered him my hand, pulling him up.

James pointed to the rucksack. “That better be fresh clothes in there.”

I knelt and opened the bag, pulling out a towel, jeans, a T-shirt, and shoes for him.

“Was this meant to be some kind of baptism?” he snapped.

“A purification.”

“I can’t believe you’d have the audacity to do this to me.”

“I would do anything to reach you.”

James stripped out of his wet clothes and used the towel. “How long have you been planning this debacle?”

“Guilt is eating you alive. I will not abandon you when you need me the most.”

“I fucking deserve it.” He waved his hand through the air. “Now you know what kind of monster I am. If anything happens to you, I’ll be praying for your swift death, too. How does it feel?”

“The reason wasn’t because she’d be disfigured if she survived, James. You would have been there for her no matter what.”

“And you know that for sure?”

“Yes, I do.”

“How do you know?” He tugged his T-shirt down.

“Because you blew up your life, Ballad. You resigned your commission with the Royal Navy and joined MI6. You left your beloved profession for her. Then you went on a killing rampage to get revenge for what they did to Victoria. You proved you would do anything to get justice for her—including risking your own life. Obviously, you would have done anything to keep her alive.”

He stared at me, furious. “You are an abomination, Xavier. Your brilliant mind is a fucking curse.”

I exhaled slowly, keeping my reaction cool. “It’s not the first time someone’s mentioned that,” I admitted.

He was walking away, returning to the path that led back to where the helicopter had landed.

You failed him.

I glanced back at the clear lagoon, my feet refusing to move. Water had a way of healing…but sometimes, it was merely a place to drown.
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An empty bottle of Appleton Estate Rum rested on the kitchen counter.

I stared at it for the longest time, second guessing myself for monumentally fucking up last night. I was the reason that bottle had been consumed.

With Emily still over at Louis’ place, I’d woken this morning with nothing to distract me. No cheeky grin from my girl, no crazy life musings from her that always set my day off right.

I had to face the haunting fact that I’d only succeeded in hurting James when I’d flown him to Dunn’s River Falls and made him relive the most agonizing time in his life.

A misfire…

With all that rum inside him, the fallout from last night was going to mean he’d kick off this morning with one hell of a hangover. As I was responsible, I set about making it right, flicking on the coffeemaker so I could brew him a hot drink and pouring some orange juice. Even though he’d probably not want it, I made him breakfast.

Carrying the tray holding my peace offering, I ascended the stairs to his room, running through all the things I’d say to explain my reasoning. I might even have appeared selfish, though that wasn’t truly the case.

I’d wanted to set James free—wanted him to find love again, no matter where. I just wanted him to be okay.

He wasn’t in his bedroom.

I found him in one of the guest rooms. The door was open a little so I nudged it and went in. James was lying on his stomach, asleep and snoring softly. The sheets had slid halfway down his body showing off his muscular back. Above him the fan whooshed on maximum spin while a warm breeze blew in, billowing the curtains.

I didn’t want to wake him. Didn’t want those same nightmares within his tortured mind to stir and cling to his every thought. I liked seeing him at peace. Free of the ghosts of his past. Free of the agony that followed him.

Quietly, I placed the tray on the bedside table and pulled the bottle of Tylenol out of my pocket. I set it down beside the tray and turned it to face him so it would be the first thing he’d see.

This man meant the world to me. We’d been to hell and back together. We knew each other better than we knew ourselves. Or so I’d thought. James had been pushing me and Emily away from him in order for us both to be happy.

He was shoving his own happiness aside.

Overwhelmed by a crushing sadness, I said a quick prayer that he would find peace and love.

I started to leave, glancing back at the lonely man I adored, and froze when I saw the gold band on his left hand.

James was wearing my ring.
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I aimed the basketball high and it fell through the hoop. I caught it, bouncing it along, enjoying the steady cycle that helped me get lost in the rhythm.

An hour ago, I’d walked into James’ bedroom to deliver him breakfast and a hangover cure. That short visit had me discovering that he was wearing the ring I’d given him. Hope surged through me. Maybe, just maybe, he’d realized what we had was worth fighting for.

Raising my hand to shield my eyes from the glare of the late morning sun, I watched James stroll barefoot out of the back of the house toward me, wearing only his PJ bottoms.

He had on Ray-Bans and his uncombed hair and unshaven face made him no less charismatic. Hung over, he looked like a sexier version of himself.

I smiled…but then I saw he wasn’t wearing the ring anymore.

“Hey,” he said.

I bounced the ball, trying to hide the fact I had a lump in my throat that wouldn’t budge.

James nudged his sunglasses higher up his nose. “How are you?”

I cleared my throat. “Fine. Did you manage to eat something?”

He gave me a sheepish grin. “Some toast. Thank you.”

I wanted to see his eyes. Instead I was looking into those dark shades. “How’s your head?”

“As you’d imagine. Don’t remember much.”

There it was…Ballad shutting down in his usual fashion.

“Xavier…,” he began.

I dropped the ball and let it bounce away. “Sorry about last night.”

He released a long breath. “I don’t like surprises.”

“Except at Christmas, maybe.”

I guessed he was rolling his eyes.

“I just figured that, way out there, no one would hear us talk,” I admitted. “You and I could be ourselves.”

“Dunn’s River Falls holds precious memories for me.”

I shrugged. “You hadn’t gone back there in years.”

“You forced me to talk about the worst time in my life.”

“You’ve been avoiding it.”

“It’s true…I blamed myself for being on the sub when Victoria needed me.”

“It’s time to let that go, James.”

He shook his head in frustration.

“What are you thinking?”

“The world has gone to hell, Xavier. We’re constantly reminded of its cruelty. Sometimes, it’s hard to come to terms with what goes on. We can’t always reach the people that need us and make things right for them. Every single day that is what you and I have done. We’ve tried. We’ve striven to make a dent in social injustices. We sacrifice our own happiness to put others first.”

“I would do it all over again.”

He mulled that over. “Last night, you accused me of seeking revenge in London.”

“It was two in the morning.”

He snatched off his sunglasses and squinted at me. “What I do is not just about revenge for Victoria. It’s about me fulfilling what I believe I’ve been put here to do.”

“And you do it so well.”

“I’m serious.”

“Me too. No one could replace you. You would never be content with taking a back seat and letting someone else rule. It’s who you are.”

“I want to change the world, Xavier. I haven’t given up on it. I want to continue to strive to make it a better place.”

Which was why I admired him so damn much.

James shoved his glasses onto his forehead. “Which means I will constantly be in a place of danger. Nothing changes.”

“You don’t have to face it alone.”

“You’re brilliant and kind and patient and everything that is good with this world…”

I braced myself for his final blow—the words that would deliver the ultimate ending for us.

He reached into the pocket of his pajamas. “Until you forgive me for what I said to you at Dunn’s River Falls—” He opened his palm to show me the ring.

The same one I’d given him. The same one I’d secretly caught him wearing this morning when he’d been sleeping.

I smiled to break the tension. “The bit where you told me you usually wear comfortable shoes when you go hiking?”

“No, the bit where I told you…” He shook his head as though shaking off an unpleasant thought. “I’m the abomination, Xavier. Not you. We both know this. Until you forgive me for saying those words—” His eyes were glassy. “I can’t wear this.” He stared at the ring.

“Nothing to forgive,” I whispered, hope crystalizing.

“I spoke out of anger. It’s not how I feel about you.”

“And how do you really feel?”

“Every time I think of you leaving—” He stared at me with an intensity I’d seldom seen. “You bring meaning to my life, Xavier.”

“Thank you for sharing this.”

His jaw trembled. “I’m letting you down by not being strong enough to let you go.”

“You know I don’t want you to.”

“I don’t deserve you.”

“I could say the same.”

“You’re not the one who did all those things.”

“I stood beside you as you did what had to be done. Wars are not won by men who shy away from doing what is right. You tackle evil with a bravery few men have.”

He gave a nod of resignation. “How do we make sure Emily can have her dream fulfilled and be kept safe?”

I tapped my head. “Got it all figured out.”

“I’ve been in a…bad place lately.” Pain flashed across his face.

“Have you ever considered, James, that what you had in your marriage with Victoria was so remarkable, so profound, that it takes two people to fill that void? That is a testament to your love. I will always honor what you had with your wife. We’ll keep Victoria’s memory alive.”

His shoulders dropped as he studied me. “All that’s left is for you to forgive me. If you can. Though I’ll understand—”

“You’re the one holding the ring, James.”

He closed his hand around the gold band. “This is like us getting married without a ceremony, then?”

“Our lives are the ceremony,” I said. “We have earned the right to happiness.”

“We always felt sacred,” he said softly, sliding the band onto his left ring finger.

I felt a fluttering in my chest that always came from being this close to him. It made me catch my breath. Somehow, some way, we’d found our way back to each other.

Only this felt different. A better version of who we were.

“Small steps,” I whispered.

“I’m all for leaping in.” He grinned at his Dunn’s River Falls innuendo.

“Sorry about that.”

“Yeah, well…the only risk was getting an infection and a flesh-eating disease.”

I grinned as he moved closer and rested his forehead against mine. This intimacy, this understanding, this respect, that’s what we were. Forging a rock beneath us that would stand the test of time.

“I’ll always be here for you, Xavier.”

“Likewise.”

James stepped back and pointed to the basketball. “We need to work on your game.”

“Ready when you are.”

Emily burst out of the door and rushed toward us in a flurry of happiness.

“Hey, I had so much fun staying with Louis,” she said, laughing. “He just dropped me off. I like him so much. Let’s see him again soon. How are things here?”

We swapped a knowing smile.

“Who wants to go the beach?” asked James. “I want to take you both somewhere special. A place I used to take…Victoria.”

Emily wrapped her arms around him. “We would love that.”

James raised his gaze to meet mine, his expression asking me if we were going to tell Emily about us.

I shook my head. Not yet.
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The sun’s bright morning rays kissed my skin and I raised my face to absorb the warmth, my bare feet sinking in the sand, squishing between my toes.

I’d stripped off my T-shirt and shorts to reveal my blue bikini, and had just spent the last few minutes smothering myself in sunblock oil.

James had a private beach back home, so I wondered why he’d brought us to this one which was half an hour away by car.

I glanced back to see Xavier smearing sunblock on James’ shoulders and had to look away. Jeez, those two men could power a city with their eroticism. When caught between them, I lost time chasing after the pleasure they brought.

Things were heating up and not just from the sun. James and Xavier were in a good place with each other, and it was reassuring to see. They were deep in conversation, and the tension was gone, replaced with smiles and gestures of affection as they continued to cover each other with sunscreen.

Green-blue waves lapped over my feet and I breathed in the calmness. Palm trees lined the beach, bending and swaying in the breeze. There were a few straw huts where sunbathers could rest.

The place was deserted apart from us, but it was early, and I imagined the tourists would soon be arriving to enjoy the white sand and clear water.

Xavier shoved his T-shirt into his rucksack. He and James were both wearing swimming trunks.

James came over and joined me by the water’s edge. “How was Louis this morning?”

“Great. He told me he had fun last night. He’s so talented.”

“As are you, Em. I loved your performance.” James hesitated. “I’m glad it worked out and you were able to play.”

“Me too.”

“Did you have breakfast together?”

“Yes, he has a butler who spoiled us.”

James gave a nod. “Fredrick.”

“Louis and I drank coffee and talked.”

“What about?”

“How much he loves the island. He was telling me all the things there are to do.”

“Louis is fun to hang out with.”

“There’s something about him.” I studied James for a clue as to what that might be. “I can’t put my finger on it.”

“He’s one of the nicest men you’ll ever meet.”

“Where’s his family?”

James let out a sigh. “Well…”

My eyes shot to James’ hand—he was wearing his wedding band. I reached out and brushed my fingertips over his gold ring.

He was holding on to her.

James’ expression changed as he read mine. He went to say something and then glanced over at Xavier.

“Thank you for bringing us here. It’s so beautiful.” I brought his hand to my mouth and kissed his wrist. “Xavier really needs this.”

“We all do.” His brow furrowed. “Emily…there’s something I’d like to talk to you about. I mean, Xavier wants to say it—”

“Look!” I hurried toward the three horses being led down the beach toward us.

James caught up with me.

I felt a rush of excitement. “Are we riding them?”

“Yes, we’ll be riding bareback.”

“I haven’t ridden a horse in years,” I admitted.

“That’s okay. They’re very gentle.” James ran a hand over the muzzle of one the horses and then gave a nod of thanks to the young Jamaican who had led them down the beach.

“We can take it from here,” he told him.

Xavier took the reins of the white horse. “Let me help you mount, Emily.”

He and James mounted up and took the lead. With anticipation shuddering through me, I squeezed my thighs gently around the horse’s ribcage. My horse followed James’ toward the ocean.

He turned and smiled back at me. “They swim.”

Xavier was taking great delight in my reticence.

“They love it!” James gestured for me to follow.

My thighs tightened further as my horse waded into the water. The sea lapped at my toes and rose as we went deeper until it was around my thighs.

Within minutes, we were waist deep in the clear blue water with our horses swimming below us. They really did seem to be enjoying it. Mine was even going out into deeper water, showing no fear. Xavier managed to direct his horse to catch up with me. He grabbed my horse’s reins and then guided us back into shallower water.

James turned to look at me. “Having fun?”

“This is amazing.”

The picturesque green-blue vastness met the bright horizon in a dreamy vista.

“I can never get over all this beauty,” I said wistfully.

“Can you see yourself living here?” asked James.

I shot a look over to Xavier. He smiled back warmly with a look of encouragement. There was only one answer. It was the one that made me grin with happiness.

James gave a nod at my reaction but that was all he offered. It felt like the moment of hope had dissolved as he led his horse away. James made my mind reel with his complexity. From the first moment I’d met him, I’d seen him transition into a new man. Xavier and I had fought for him, relentlessly, and for the first time I was seeing a change in him, as though he was rediscovering faith in himself. That was the best way—the only way—for me to describe what I saw in this mercurial man.

After our grand adventure with the horses in the ocean and a picnic on the sand, we returned home. We hung around the pool, swimming and talking. If my life would have ended that day, I’d have already been in Heaven.

Later in the evening, we settled in James’ kitchen, where he and Xavier set about making dinner. I found three glasses and poured iced tea into them. I cut up a lemon and dropped slices of the refreshing fruit into each drink. James cracked open one of the coconuts from his garden and poured out the rich milk, then carved up some of the shell for us to munch on. Now this…this was the vision I’d held in my mind when I’d flown all the way down here. Us hanging out together with the ease of old friends.

“Can you grab the olives?” asked James.

Inside the pantry, I scanned the shelves while rubbing my arms to warm myself up from the chill. I brought out a jar of black olives and showed them to him. “How are these?”

“Perfect.” James twisted the top open for me. “Chop them up, please.”

I glanced back at the pantry. “That room is so cold. It’s like a fridge in there.”

“That’s because James has a secret tunnel at the back of it.” Xavier laughed and shook his head, amused.

James didn’t find it so funny, for some reason, but it made me laugh. I reached for a knife and chopped up the olives, tossing them into the salad bowl.

I watched James round the counter.

He kissed my shoulder. “You got sunburned a little. I’ll get you some ointment.”

“I’m glad you’re wearing your ring.” I gave his arm a squeeze.

“Em…” James looked over at Xavier. “It’s not my wedding band. Not the one I had before…”

The words rushed out before I could stop myself. “Are you married? To each other?”

James sat on the barstool next to mine. “Well, a ceremony might be tricky.”

Xavier rolled his eyes. “He means for all three of us, Em.”

My heart thundered and I wondered why they were only telling me this now. Yet, I knew to trust Xavier…trust this moment. We had all fought so hard to get here. There was no room for doubt. I surrendered to the faith I had in them.

Xavier smiled at me. “James has invited us to move in.”

“Here?” I asked breathlessly.

His grin grew wider as he nodded.

“Emily, we can’t know what the future brings,” James said. “That will never be something we can control. You and I and Xavier…”

I rose so I could sit on his lap. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I snuggled against his firm chest and his strong arms wrapped around my waist, his soft cologne stirring my senses with its heady tones.

“Oh, James.” I kissed him along his jaw line and then my lips found his mouth.

I didn’t want to ask why or how he’d changed his mind—I just wanted to settle into this blissful feeling for as long as possible.

He leaned back a little. “I can’t imagine life without either of you.”

“I love you,” I whispered. “Both of you. So much.”

“Go show Em your surprise,” said James.

“Are you sure?” asked Xavier.

James gestured to the countertop. “I’ll finish dinner.”

Xavier led me out of the back of the house and pulled me along the dock. Right at the end was a strange looking speedboat with large metal flaps on either side. I knew what this was, but a thousand questions crowded my mind. We clambered inside the two-seater boat. Xavier pulled on a headset and talked into it—asking for permission to take off.

My expression must have been incredulous. As far as I knew, Xavier couldn’t fly a plane.

“This belongs to Louis. He’s leant it to us.” Xavier punched the controls on the front panel. “He taught me how to fly it last week.”

Unable to catch my breath, I watched in awe as he navigated the boat away from its mooring. Out the window, the large white metal flap glided downward and become a wing. The same thing was happening on his side, too.

I flashed him a look of surprise that we were really doing this. Then I felt a jolt of fear that Xavier had only just learned to fly. I knew he picked up things quickly, but still.

We quickly gained speed as we took off across the ocean.

I covered my mouth with my palm to prevent a scream from escaping.

Soon, I relaxed as Xavier showed just how competent he was at controlling the unique machine. My grin was ridiculously wide as we lifted off the water, and I clutched the side as we banked right along the coast. Beneath us, the ocean was vast and shimmering with its crystal green and blue water. My heart soared as the coastal homes shrank and the sand and palm trees brightened the view. I felt giddy with excitement.

We flew low over the water until all that was in our line of sight was an endless blue unfolding into a bright clear sky.

“Emily.” Xavier reached into his jacket pocket. “Will you marry me?”

He was doing this now!

With me heady and nearly hyperventilating from shock, he held out a small black box.

Even though he’d asked me once before and given me an engagement ring, I knew this was him offering us a new beginning. Xavier slipped the ring onto my left ring finger and I admired the striking sapphire and diamonds.

“It’s beautiful,” I said breathlessly.

“Is it still a yes, Em?”

Reaching for his hand, I threaded my fingers through his. “It’s always been yes.”

“I’m glad.”

I peered out at what could one day become my home. The thought of it filling me with joy and hope and so much happiness.

He glanced over to study my reaction. “James…”

“This ring is from both of you?”

“I’ve known you a lot longer, Emily. But please believe that James wants to give us his all in this relationship.”

I knew what he was saying, that time would tell if we’d endure, even though all three of us fit together perfectly. What we had was rare and precious…a bond that would require so very much of us. Yet nothing had ever felt so right.

Xavier turned the plane around and we headed back to shore.

The jewels on my finger sparkled exquisitely. “I love it so much.”

“I’m committing the rest of my life to you,” he said. “I’m going to make sure your dream comes true.”

“My dream has come true, Xavier.” I beamed at him. “I have you.”

“This place isn’t so bad, right?” he gave me a cheeky grin.

I peered out the window and saw James standing on the end of the dock. “It’ll do, if you have a thing for paradise.”

“Look—” Xavier pointed at James. “He can’t wait for us to get back so we can celebrate.”

“I want to make him happy.”

“You will,” he said. “We both will.”
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Adrenaline was still buzzing through my body like electric shockwaves when we made it back to the dock. Xavier was endlessly full of surprises. This latest one was going to be hard to beat. He’d literally stunned me into silence on that small plane with his ability to learn a new skill at lightning speed. This man was a never-ending cycle of awe-inspiring feats.

I was sure he was the most brilliant man I’d ever know.

We disembarked, and exhilaration stayed with me as James swept me up in his arms and carried me into the house. His playful side was showing. I loved being with this man. I loved that Xavier was back where he was meant to be…with James, their relationship stronger than ever.

Xavier followed us into the house.

James carried me all the way to his bedroom. Not one of the spare rooms, but here, in the place that meant so much to him.

Gently, I was placed on the bed. I scooted up and lay back with my head on a pillow, looking at these two gorgeous men who towered over me, both powerful in their own way. This attraction to danger had been how I’d found myself all the way around the world. The anticipation of what was to follow caused me to shudder.

I didn’t want to wait for them to undress me. We were too far gone for that, and all three of us quickly stripped ourselves of our clothes…all of us needing that skin to skin contact as soon as possible, craving a dose of raw edge sex that was addictive and thrilling…

James sat on the edge of the bed. “You’re committed to each other. This makes me happy, Em.”

I took Xavier’s hand and then grabbed James’. “I love you both.”

Xavier nudged me. “How about we show you how much we love you, Emily?”

“I want to watch you together,” James teased as he climbed in beside me. “Watch you make love.”

This felt daring and sensual and forbidden, something I yearned for.

Xavier lay above the covers and I climbed on to straddle him, rocking my hips so that my clit rubbed along his shaft, my breasts bobbing as pleasure surged. Xavier caressed my nipples tenderly.

Ready for him, wet and needy, I lowered myself onto his cock and sunk low, letting him fill me completely, exalting at the bliss between my thighs. We intertwined our fingers and this connection drew us deeper into the moment.

I glanced over at James. The way he watched us with a heady dark lust in his eyes was erotically mesmerizing.

Tearing my focus away from him and back to Xavier, I bounced, riding him as my lust surged to fever pitch, my hair flopping over my face, my nipples peeking through the long strands. Xavier sat up and pulled me into a kiss, his lips forceful and insistent, his tongue caressing mine as his hands swept up through my hair.

He broke away and lay back down again.

James reached over for my hand and kissed it, eyeing my exquisite engagement ring. His thumb brushed over it affectionately.

“It’s gorgeous,” he said. “Just like you, Em.”

This was what they did to me—they made me feel beautiful and wanted, safe and protected. I threw my head back and circled my hips, so into this moment…so into them.

I love everything about you…both of you.

You are mine.

And I am yours.

Xavier’s hands wrapped around my waist and he controlled my pace.

This was how it must feel after a long battle is won. When the warring is over, and a future can be imagined. No more fighting or holding back. That’s what this felt like, us finally making peace with what we were…three lovers who were meant for each other.

Xavier lifted me and I realized that he wanted me to climb onto James now. I did just that, sliding over so that I straddled his hips and was rubbing my pussy along his shaft. This back and forth movement of my sex along his erection increased my slickness, bringing on a throbbing pleasure I never wanted to end. As James clutched my hips, I raised a little, and slid down onto his cock so it would fill me entirely, my head falling back, hair tumbling behind me as I rode him with the same passion.

Xavier rolled onto his side to watch, reaching out from time to time to play with a lock of my hair, or brush his hand over my breasts, or kiss me.

I was lifted and returned to Xavier, James gripping Xavier’s shiny, engorged cock to help me slide onto him. He lay back again to watch me thrash about on Xavier’s lap.

Losing count of the times I was shared between them, my juices wetting my thighs, wetting them, I fell into a mesmerizing rhythm, having faith for what we would become, trusting us, finally allowing myself to believe our future was certain and we’d always be this.

Lying on my side now, I turned toward James and he drew me toward him, helping me lift my right leg so he could slide inside my pussy. I placed a hand on his bulging bicep to slow him down, helping me accommodate his impressive girth.

Xavier climbed off the bed and walked around it to the other side, climbing in behind James. I was vaguely aware that Xavier had reached for a tube of lube from the nightstand. When James’ expression twisted, I knew Xavier had penetrated his ass.

All of us were edging closer to release.

James’ expression was blissful as Xavier fucked him from behind. His lust-filled eyes watched me, his hand reaching for Xavier’s wrist to grab hold of it.

Rocking together, all three of us moved in unison.

With James inside me, and Xavier inside him, and my right leg stretching over both men, we began a hypnotic rhythm of choreographed thrusts, our heavy gasps intermingling as we writhed in each other’s arms.

We came as one, our climaxes easy to reach as we shuddered against each other, our moans filling the room, our bodies slick with sweat as we stretched out our pleasure.

Not caring about the rumpled, messy sheets, we lay panting, catching our breath. My head rested on James’ chest. Xavier’s arm was flung over us both.

Quiet descended on the room and I slipped into a contented doze.

When I awoke, I was still in James’ arms. His head was turned, and he was kissing Xavier passionately. Seeing them like this was everything I’d hoped for. Their passion breathtaking to watch. Their love pure and so generously shared with me. James pulled me in to join their kiss. We were all mouths and tongues, and nips and bites, sharing what we were. Sharing all we’d become.

This precious ménage à trois was unbreakable.

“I never want to leave this room,” said James.

I sighed. “Me neither.”

“It’s time to reveal the true Jamaican,” whispered Xavier.

It made me smile. So many times, he’d asked James to reveal the accent he’d had as a child, and so many times James had refused.

“I want to hear it,” I said to James, kissing his chest.

I wanted to hear the authentic accent of a man who’d changed all those years ago. Perhaps this had even been the catalyst that had caused him to construct the wall that would hide and protect his true self.

“Mo’ Bay is true paradise, mon!” James said in a thick Jamaican accent. “We got the sun and the rum! The moon and the food! But most of all in this beautiful island we call home…we got you!” He gave me a wink, then turned to Xavier. “And you!”

Xavier laughed with joy, replying with his best Jamaican accent, “And you, mon!”

James grinned, reverting to his English accent. “Not bad.”

“It sounds like poetry,” I breathed.

James kissed my nose.

I loved these men so much it made my heart swell with exhilaration. Overwhelmed with these emotions swirling through me, I reached out and placed my hand over theirs, and we interlocked our fingers.

James smiled against my cheek. “Stay.”
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Wearing one of Xavier’s white shirts and nothing else, I padded barefoot over the hardwood floors, walking through the house looking for James or Xavier. I may have had one glass of champagne too many last night. We’d spent the evening celebrating us, while rolling between the sheets and then drinking bubbly well into the night.

My body ached deliciously, my sex still thrumming. My face flushed when I thought of what those men had done to me.

So much love.

The kitchen was empty, though I gave a silent hallelujah when I saw coffee brewing and smelled the rich, inviting aroma. I found the biggest mug in the cupboard and filled it, adding a drop of milk. This bucket of caffeine would shake off my sleepiness.

Continuing my search through the house, I admired the prints of marine life hanging on the walls. I’d seen similar photos in Louis’ darkroom, and I had to wonder if these had been photographed by him. If so, it revealed a friendship that went way back.

Sipping my drink, I leaned on James’ office door and peered in at Xavier who was sitting behind the desk and working away on the computer.

He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, and his blond hair was styled in that careless, sophisticated way that looked adorable.

Xavier smiled to let me know he was aware of my presence—he was fixated on the screen as he typed away.

Finally, he looked over at me. “Here’s the love of my life.”

I pushed off the doorframe and came in. “What are you working on?”

“It’s confidential.” He winked.

I rounded the desk. “Oh, intrigue.”

Xavier leaned back so I could sit on his lap. Balancing my mug with both hands, I nuzzled into his neck and breathed in his soft scent. He was cleanly shaven and as I pressed my lips against his skin, I inhaled his fresh aftershave. My body thrummed with being this close to him. He felt like home.

I reached over to the desk and set my mug on a coaster. “Here, you have this one.”

He picked it up and took a sip. “Nothing tops Jamaican coffee.”

I peeked at the computer screen. There was a series of digits and codes and I was amazed anyone could interpret them.

“I’m analyzing data.”

“No wonder you don’t mind me looking.” Then on a hunch I asked, “Are you researching Trevor?”

He mulled over his answer.

“Why do you think he’s interested in Louis?” I pulled away a little to read his expression.

“Louis is pretty much a recluse.”

“That’s hardly a crime.”

“No, but the fact he makes a habit of avoiding the public attracts attention.”

“Louis isn’t dangerous, is he?”

“Not in the traditional sense,” he mumbled.

“What does that mean?” Then I realized. “He’s like you. He has a special talent for things like this?” I pointed to the iMac. “What’s his superpower?”

Xavier shrugged.

“Does he work?”

“He spends his time on philanthropic pursuits that he’s passionate about.”

“Has Louis done something bad in the past?”

“No, never.”

Then why did I have a feeling they were hiding him away.

“Maybe Louis is keeping something from you.” I waited for Xavier to respond.

He reached for the mug and gulped half of its contents down. “I don’t think so.”

I planted another kiss on his cheek. “Thank you for making sure I got to play my violin.”

“I’ll never get over how gifted you are, Em.” He pressed his lips to mine and kissed me tenderly.

“I only wish I understood your gift,” I joked, kissing him back. “Will it be too distracting for you if I sit here for the next few hours?”

“No, it’s a perk.”

I glanced at the screen. “You’re so clever.”

“Cursed is what I am.”

“What you do can help people.”

“I think what you do is far more profound. You take people’s minds off their lives. You stir passion with your music.”

I sighed. “I think I’ll just teach violin. That would make me happy.”

“Right. How well do I know you?”

“Freakishly well.”

He nodded with a smirk.

This was Xavier reassuring me he’d find a way for me to perform on a grander scale—perhaps even see my dream of joining an orchestra realized. My priorities had changed, though, and that meant letting go of a career in music. I was never destined to fulfill that dream. My heart was still wrangling with letting it go, but I didn’t want him to know that. I’d already blown our relationship up once by making a bad choice.

It’ll take time.

I stifled a yawn. “Where’s James?”

“He’s out with Louis. They’re dropping off the donated toys at the orphanage.”

I sat up. “Orphanage? I thought it was a school?”

“It’s a school, too. Taking care of the children is Louis’ passion. He’s the one who set up the manor alongside James. He helps him fund it.”

“The children…” My brain processed his words. “That’s wonderful.”

What better place to hide a child than amongst other children? It was genius really, though devastating to think of a child living without parents. Surely James hadn’t tucked his boy away in such a place? My mind rejected the thought.

Xavier narrowed his eyes on me. “What’s going on in that noggin?”

“Do you think I could help deliver the toys?” I sucked on my bottom lip as my plan came together. Being around James when he interacted with the kids would enable me to watch him, see if he connected with a specific child…his child.

I pushed to my feet. “I’d love to help.”

“Don’t see why not. James would love to have you there. I’ll arrange a car to drive you down.”

“Wonderful!”

“Come on,” he said. “I’ll make us breakfast.”

I gestured for him to stay seated. “I’ll make it. It’s important you keep working. Do you want some more coffee?”

“I’d love some.”

Outside the window I saw a flash of lightning and heard a crack of thunder.

“Oh, no,” I said. “What about the toys?”

“These storms blow over quickly. Let me save this.” He clicked the mouse. “In case there’s a power outage.”

“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“It’s about James.” I swallowed my trepidation about broaching the subject of him having a secret child.

“Em.” He pulled his hands back from the keyboard. “Let’s just be grateful that James is exploring a relationship with us. You don’t need to know how he got there. Let’s put all our focus on us, okay?”

“Okay.”

Somehow, he’d reached James and the how wasn’t important. Just seeing James happy was enough.

Xavier and I had been so damn serious for such a long time. I wanted the old us back, the playful us, the cute couple—the two people who loved unconditionally and deserved their happily ever after.

I headed out of the room, deep in thought.

“Hey, you okay?” he asked.

I spun back around to face him and yanked open my shirt to flash my boobs. “Can I interest you in something a lot less boring?”

He pushed himself up out of the chair and grabbed for me.

I squealed and leaped back, turning and bolting out of the room.

His footsteps were close behind. I ran into the sitting room and flung myself onto the luxurious couch. Xavier flung himself on top of me and pinned my arms above my head, leaning in to kiss my neck, his soft lips tracing along my throat and gliding over my jaw. I wrapped my legs around his waist and held him to me.

The shirt had ridden up over my waist and the bulge of his jeans pressed my sex, causing a tingling between my thighs as desire rushed over me.

“Xavier, tell me this is real.”

“You’re my girl, Em.” He let go of my wrists and worked his way down my body. “Never forget that.”

My shirt was hoisted above my breasts and he pinched my nipples, his head between my thighs. He ran his tongue along my clit and there came a rush of pleasure.

He planted kisses on my sex, each time repeating “I love you.”

“Oh, yes.”

“You’re supposed to say I love you back.”

“I love you back.” It made me giggle.

“The word ‘back’ is redundant.”

“Stop it.” I laughed.

He tickled me. “You’re a miracle, Emily.”

A bolt of lightning lit up the sky.

Xavier pulled back and beamed at me. “See, even God concurs.”

I laughed with joy, and then arched my back as he went down on me again, the pleasure edging me closer to release as his tongue teased me, his hands kneading my swollen breasts.

An orgasm snatched away my voice and I let out a thready cry, quivering as my body thrummed like an instrument played to perfection, my fingernails digging into his shoulders as I exhaled shakily.

Xavier sat up and reached for his zipper.

The sound of a ringtone reached our ears, and he squeezed his eyes shut in frustration.

“Ignore it,” I said.

He raised a finger as he pushed himself up. “Hold that thought.”

Xavier hurried out to answer the phone.

When he didn’t come back after a few minutes, I pushed myself up and padded through the house to find him.

Xavier was leaning against the central island in the kitchen, texting.

“Who was it?”

He looked up at me, shaking his head. “A message from Louis’ butler. That journalist is back at his place.”

“Trevor?”

“Luckily Louis is at the orphanage.” He pinned his stare on me. “That fucker won’t give up.”

Fear slithered beneath my skin. “Why?”

Xavier snapped his phone to his ear. “Ballad? Can you talk? That journalist is at Louis’ place. You might want to stay where you are for a little longer. Yeah, that’s my advice. Make the call.”

Xavier hurried out of the kitchen and returned to the office. I heard him close the door behind him.

My heart thundered in my chest as I replayed Xavier’s words. What the hell were they going to do to that journalist?
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Emily

 

My chest tightened when I read the brass sign on the gate of the orphanage: Victoria Manor.

The red brick architecture and arching windows leant a grand British air to the private school. The campus looked vast from the front.

The chauffeur who’d driven me here gave a wave that he was ready to leave. I waved back with thanks, then turned to look at the truck parked outside. It was stacked high with boxes. A small number of staff were retrieving them out of the back and carrying them in through the arched stone doorway.

Like all things related to James, this was an impressive example of his influence. This sprawling place was perfect for keeping a child hidden. The building looked like it had been plucked out of Oxford University and placed here. Perhaps the fact his child was growing up within such a grand estate lessened his guilt. Still, that boy needed to be near his father.

But I supposed ensuring his safety was more important.

James strolled out from beneath the archway at the entrance and walked toward the truck. Seeing him volunteer pulled at my heartstrings—even though his unshaven appearance and dark looks intensified his dangerous edge.

I felt partly responsible for keeping him up all night. That memory sent a shudder through me. Seeing him in those sexy ripped jeans and tight black shirt was doing things to my body. He moved with a regal elegance as he lifted a box and handed it to another volunteer.

Then he saw me…

I hurried toward him. “Did Xavier tell you I was coming?”

“Hey, Emily,” Louis called over, having just walked out of the building. “Thank you for being here. Grab a box.”

James seemed to shake himself out of a daze.

“It’s okay, right?” I asked him.

“Of course.”

I tried to read his expression, to see if there was caution in his demeanor…the kind a protective father might have.

We both waited for Louis to carry his box back through the doorway before speaking again.

“I want to make myself useful,” I explained.

James cupped my face. “You see the problem.” He pulled his hands away. “When I’m this close not touching you is impossible.”

His words made my body thrum.

“Last night,” I began.

“Not here.”

“I was only going to say it was amazing.”

He smiled. “You have very kissable lips. And other parts of you are as well.”

A few more volunteers hurried toward us and we stepped back.

I threw off a salute. “Just tell me what to do, Commander.”

It made his grin widen. “Careful calling me that, or I’ll be sending you over an assault course. Though instead of obstacles like walls and trenches it’ll be my body you have to climb over.”

“Sign me up.” I winked.

I set to work, helping carry in the boxes.

Soon, the truck was empty and all the boxes had been placed along the wooden tables in the great hall. Inside, the architecture was just as impressive. The place had a Harry Potter theme going with its Hogwarts-style dark wood, cathedral-like arches and portraits hanging on the walls. The large window at the end stretched from floor to ceiling.

Standing back, we watched the children being led into the hall in an orderly fashion. Their ages ranged from five-year-olds to kids in their teens. A multicultural mix of sweet faces, all eager to see what gifts had been delivered.

“We’ve unleashed mayhem,” said Louis. “My favorite day of the year.”

“I never get tired of this.” James beamed at the children.

A collective roar of joy echoed around us as boxes were opened and toys were handed out. The kids ran around with their gifts, some showing them off to their teachers, others scurrying into corners to play with them. It was a controlled chaos of the happiest kind.

I watched James to see if there was any recognition in his eyes or if he showed any affection towards a specific child. James’ gaze found mine, his look of curiosity lingering.

Was he onto me?

Louis joined me at the back of the hall. “They’re adorable, aren’t they?”

“They are. You do such great work.”

“I don’t do it alone. We have an awesome team.”

“I assume the manor is named after James’ late wife?”

“Victoria, yes. This place only exists because of James.”

“You two must have known each other a long time.”

“Yes, his father introduced us.” He pointed to a young girl who was showing James her ballerina doll. “Now that’s cute.”

James had knelt so he could chat with her eye-to-eye about her new doll dressed in pink. My chest tightened at the sight of his gentleness. The way his eyebrows were raised inquisitively as she spoke to him, the way he made her feel safe.

It made my ovaries explode.

It also stirred my intrigue.

Louis nudged my arm. “If you stay in Montego Bay you could teach violin here.”

“I could?” I asked, turning to look at him.

“Why not?”

“I would love that,” I said. “Do you teach music here?”

He gave a nod. “We want them to have the best education and the greatest chance of success in life.”

“You’re a hero, Louis.”

“If you’re looking for a hero, Emily, look to James. He’s made all of this possible.”

“Where do all of the children come from?”

“I’m afraid many are abandoned by their parents due to poverty, or illness, or even death.”

Their brave faces were full of hope. It wrenched my heart to know they’d suffered the loss of their families. I wanted to wrap my arms around all of them and give them the love they deserved.

“I need to lock the back of the truck.” Louis started to walk away.

“I’ll do it.” I held out my hand. “Stay here. Enjoy this.”

He handed me the keys to the truck and I made my way back to the building’s entrance. When I reached the truck, I carefully closed its back door and then pulled the padlock through the catch to lock it.

I returned inside, and jolted to a stop when I saw Trevor walking toward the great hall. When he heard the door close, he glanced back and saw me.

“Hey,” he said, scurrying over. “You were at Louis’ party?”

I tried to get by him, but he blocked my way. “Excuse me.”

“Can I tell you something?” He smirked. “You might want to hear this.”

There was too much at stake for me to risk interacting with this man. Drawing attention could lead to him digging around in James’ private business. That could lead to him sniffing around Pervade.

Then I remembered what Xavier had said about getting rid of him. That thought sent a shudder of uncertainty through me. How exactly were they going to do that?

“Your friend Louis doesn’t have a birth certificate,” said Trevor. “Don’t you find that strange?”

I shrugged, wondering if maybe Louis was an orphan, too. Then I remembered him talking about a family he had little contact with—but I wasn’t going to tell Trevor that. Maybe that was why he was here, to investigate whether or not Louis had ever been a resident of this place.

Trevor pulled out a piece of paper. “I saw you slip past the guards in his house during the party. Can I ask you something? Did you happen to see anything like this amongst his things or in any photos?” The sheet of paper had at least twenty family crests printed on it.

And one of them was the same crest I’d seen engraved on the back of Louis’ watch.

“What are you showing me?” I said.

“Recognize any of these?”

James appeared at the end of the hallway and stormed toward us. “This is private property.”

Trevor visibly shook at the sight of him. “I was hoping to report on the good work that gets done here.”

James caught up with us. “You need to contact the administrator of the school before you enter these premises.”

“I just need to chat with Louis for a second.”

James rested his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Let’s take a walk.”

They headed back down the hallway, and I watched them disappear out the front door. Following them, I stopped just outside the entrance and waited by the archway. They were both out of earshot.

James escorted Trevor to his Ford Escort. Whatever words were exchanged between them, it made Trevor nervous. I could see it from the frantic way he was trying to get his key in the ignition.

James strode quickly away from him and gestured to me. “Go back inside.”

We walked side by side down the hallway.

“Where the hell is our security?” He shook his head, annoyed.

I hurried to keep up with him. “I didn’t say anything.”

“What did he say to you?”

“He wanted to talk with Louis.”

James pivoted and grabbed my arm. “This way.”

He nudged a door open and we stepped inside an empty classroom. James turned the key and locked us in. He led me over to the teacher’s desk and lifted me up onto the edge.

“Emily, what was he showing you?”

I turned my face away.

“I asked you not to talk with him.”

“He blocked my way.”

“He’ll pay for that.”

“James, he looked scared…”

“Trevor has every reason to be.”

“What are you going to do to him?”

“None of your concern.” James traced my lips with his thumb. “Your addiction to danger is inspiring, Emily.” His thumb entered my mouth and he slid it in and out seductively. “But there are rules. Please keep to them.”

“I tried not to talk with him—”

His lips curled into a devilish smile. “If you ever disobey me again…”

“You promised transparency, but there are still secrets between us.”

“On your knees.”

I slid off the table and defied James by staring at him. But his sensual disapproval was too strong to ignore. Being close to him was making me quiver.

Kneeling before him, I bit my lip in anticipation and stared up at him. His chestnut eyes shimmered with dominance.

James unzipped his trousers to reveal his hefty erection—veins lined his shaft and pre-cum tainted the tip. “This is how you affect me.”

“Oh, God.”

“If you are a good girl and obey me…you get to have me.”

I dragged my gaze away from all that potential pleasure, my eyes meeting his.

“Would you like to take my cock in your mouth?”

“Yes, please.”

“Shall I show you how I punish disobedience?”

Licking my lips, I focused on his cock again. “Show me.”

He grabbed my face with an ironclad hold and shoved himself inside my mouth, sliding in and gagging me, pumping my throat fiercely. He knew how much I craved this…an erotic edge that only he could deliver. Saliva trickled down my chin and I wiped it away.

With my eyes wide and full of wonder, my expression showed how much I wanted this to last forever. I’d craved it. I’d been starved of his brand of darkness. James was luring me beneath his wing where I wanted to stay. His passionate dominance made me feel safe. Xavier would always be the light in my world, but James was my darkness and I never felt more balanced than when he was fucking me.

Suckling his balls now, my hand wrapped around James’ shaft as I pumped him fast to retaliate at his domination—even though I hungered for it.

His jaw went slack from the pleasure and I felt a rush of triumph when his cock became even more rigid in my grasp.

I moaned as James growled through his arousal. “Are you sure you can love a man like me forever, Emily?”

“Yes.” I leaned in and suckled his tip.

He pulled me up, spinning me around and leaning me over the desk.

My palms splayed to balance myself, my cheek flush against it, feeling James’ hands sliding up my dress.

He snapped off my thong. “Tell me what you want.”

“Fuck me,” I pleaded.

“But first…”

I felt a whack to my butt, and it made me jolt forward. Looking over my shoulder, I saw the ruler he was holding.

Ouch.

Yet the sting burned lusciously.

“Face me,” he demanded.

I turned and faced him.

He lifted me up and sat me on the edge of the desk. My thighs spread for him, my sex on show.

James lifted my legs up and helped me wrap them around his waist. With a shocking swiftness, his cock sunk deep, completely impaling me. My moans were silenced when his palm crashed against my mouth.

I squeezed him with my muscles and felt him twitch, growing larger inside me. A jolt of pleasure hit my clit when his fingertip flicked against it. James’ expression told me he was immersed in the moment, too.

I bit back a loud groan, dissolving into the blinding pleasure of climaxing. James rocked against me, spilling his hot semen, his hips a slow piston as he rode out his orgasm.

He leaned in to kiss my lips, his cock still throbbing as my channel held onto him.

James leaned close to my ear. “Now talk.”

This was too much…we were so close I couldn’t refuse him anything.

“He showed me something,” I admitted.

James dragged his teeth over his bottom lip, and it looked seductive. His fingertip was back on my clit, circling it and bringing on a dull ache that promised to build again.

“Go on,” he said, his voice husky.

“It was a sheet of paper,” I said softly. “There were family crests on it.”

“Did you recognize any?” He pumped into me leisurely.

A tremor slithered through me…a dark frisson that made me yearn for more of his dangerous edge.

He tipped up my chin. “Well?”

I swallowed nervously. “I saw one of the crests on the back of Louis’ watch.”

“Did you tell anyone?”

“No.”

“Forget you saw it. Do you think you can do that?”

“Yes.” I’ll try.

His irises dilated, though his expression remained the same. He seemed calm and unaffected.

“What do those crests mean?” I muttered.

“It means I have another reason to punish you for snooping.”

“What are you going to do?”

“This.” His thumb pressed against my clit and he circled it slowly.

With him still inside me, his masterful control made me forget what had brought us into this room. My rising bliss turned into another mind-blowing climax.

Finally, I fell back and stared at the ceiling. A few moments later I slammed my palm over my mouth as guilt washed over me.

“What’s wrong?” James sounded sincere.

“We shouldn’t have done it here.”

James reached for the tissue box on the desk and cleaned himself off. “No one will know.”

I sat up and stroked his cheek. “No, not because of that. Because this is where… your son lives.”

James was dumbfounded. “What?”

“Your boy. I know you’re keeping your son a secret to protect him. I promise never to tell anyone.”

“Em, I don’t have a child. Victoria and I…there’s no boy. You think I’d leave him here instead of being his father?”

“Only to keep him safe.”

“What makes you think I have a kid for God’s sake?”

I looked away for a moment.

“Emily?”

“I found the letter. Behind the photo of Victoria.”

He considered my reply for a moment, his expression hard to read. He reached for another tissue and dabbed me between my thighs. It was intimate and sensual—and kind—considering my outburst. Considering I’d snooped into his private life.

“That letter wasn’t addressed to me.” He looked like he was going to say more.

“It’s addressed to ‘James’.”

“A different James.”

I wasn’t sure I believed him. “Then who is the child mentioned in the letter?”

“Some secrets are never meant to be shared, Emily.”

“Do you hate me now?” For my crazy reasoning.

Though there was still a secret to be unraveled. That letter still meant something…

His eyes became glassy. “I’m in love with you. And you also know that I like to dominate and fuck you very hard.”

“And you know that I like it.”

“You mean you love it.”

I smiled sheepishly. “I’m sorry I read the letter. I was trying to find out more about Victoria. I want to help you celebrate her life.”

He stroked my cheek with affection as a plethora of emotions crossed his face, his touch tender and loving. A precious understanding shimmered between us.

“Do you want children?” I whispered.

He looked away and then smiled. “With the right woman, yes.” He reached for my hand and pressed his lips to my engagement ring.

My fingers tingled as his lips caressed them. “Am I that woman?”

“You know you are, Em.”

A flutter of excitement raced over me as I replayed his words. “I love you, James.”

He broke into a wicked grin. “Remember that time back at my castle when you warned that your revenge would be me falling in love with you?”

“Oh, yes.”

“How does it feel to be right?” he asked, pulling me into a fierce embrace.
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James

 

Smiling, I leaned against the kitchen’s central island and quenched my thirst by sipping a Coke.

Victoria would always be part of this house—as she was a part of me. I could finally allow the good memories to linger now that I felt strong enough to push the bad ones away.

A new love had given me this ability…this privilege.

Xavier had understood the complexity of my heart. He had found the equation that was needed to decipher how to help me be free and find peace. He’d calculated it would take the love of two people to push out the level of pain I’d been feeling for so long.

I thought about those early days when I’d first brought Xavier here. The first crack in my steely heart had appeared the moment he’d stepped into my world. I’d trusted him completely. He was an easy man to love. Though Emily had arrived years later, it had been her who had helped melt my ice-bound soul the rest of the way so I could finally let go of my demons.

To think I’d almost let Xavier and Emily go…sent them away. What kind of man would I have become had I gotten my stubborn way? Sometimes it can be a blessing when things don’t work out the way you’ve planned.

Today was going to be challenging—but I wasn’t going through it alone.

Emily burst through the door into the kitchen. “Where did you go?”

She was covered in dust from where she and Xavier were helping me refurbish the yacht. It had lived in the boathouse for years. I’d been working on her before Victoria had even died.

“I’m grabbing our drinks,” I told her, picking up the other two chilled bottles of cola and offering her one.

We headed back out to the boathouse, where Xavier was admiring our handiwork. He accepted the soft drink and sipped it as he checked the halyard of the sail.

“She’s gorgeous,” he said. “Bravo.”

I ran my palm over the letters that spelled Liberty. “Victoria chose the name.”

Xavier swapped a glance with Emily.

I set my bottle down and grabbed a pair of gloves. “Let’s get her in the water.”

Together, we worked the mechanisms to swing her out and align her with the Jeep. With Liberty secured on the back of the vehicle, we towed her toward the dock, the distance short and the terrain smooth.

Within the hour, we had her lowered into the ocean.

With the evening sun beaming down on us and the breeze kissing our skin, we sat together on the end of the dock with our legs hanging over, looking down at the beautiful results of our labor. Liberty was pristine again.

“James,” Xavier said softly, letting me know he got what this moment meant to me.

Swallowing this nostalgia I was feeling and replacing it with a sense of pride, I surveyed the new sail that had replaced the old one. The bright paint made her look like a new vessel. She was as striking as the day I’d secretly sailed her here to surprise Victoria on the morning of our wedding day.

She represented so much.

“I’m ready.”

I threw in the rucksack filled with bottles of water and then lowered down the picnic basket—the same one I’d used with Victoria for those fun trips we’d taken.

With Liberty tacked up, I checked for seaworthiness, and then we headed out along the coast.

Words were not needed.

The sail caught a strong breeze and carried us along. The view was as spectacular as always, the water as blue and inviting. The moon rose to light our way.

Silently, I spoke a prayer of gratitude.

A red cardinal flew down and perched on the railing of the stern. I’d never seen a bird like that out on the ocean before. Unable to pull my attention away, I studied its sweet face and red plumage.

Xavier watched it, too, his expression full of awe…and understanding.

The cardinal flew off toward land.

A sense of peace flooded over me—the ocean had always been a place where I’d found balance.

Breathing in the salty, refreshing sea air, I marveled at how far we’d all come. Our relationship easily made me feel complete. It would be something I would always fight for because we were so remarkable together.

We were a family.

There, at the end of a long pier, stood Louis, his grand home behind him. He’d been waiting for us. He waved, and within minutes he’d climbed aboard with us—showing off his talent for sailing as he took over steering us out to sea.

We anchored just off Doctor’s Cave.

I’d wanted to bring Emily back here, hopefully have her see the place in a better light.

We opened the picnic basket and rummaged around inside for the stuffed olives, crackers, and cheese, all of us washing them down with a glass of chilled champagne.

Louis raised his glass in a toast. “To my three best friends!”

I toasted Louis with my flute held high. “To Louis. One of the most remarkable men of the twenty-first century.”

“I’m really rather happy,” he said.

“I promise to do everything I can to improve on that,” I offered brightly.

Wistfully, he looked around, taking in the company and the vast expanse of sea. “All this and heaven, too.”

“There’s something we want to share with you,” I told him, swapping a meaningful smile with Xavier and Emily.

“I figured it out already.” He held his glass up proudly. “You do realize the number three has mystical connotations? It’s a holy number.”

That made me smile. It didn’t really surprise me that he’d suspected all along what we were to each other.

I’d never felt more ready to face this brilliant future…together.
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Emily

One Week Later

 

I rolled over onto my side and reached out…

Xavier and James had already risen from bed. I let out a sigh of disappointment—there would be no morning snuggling.

I stretched luxuriously, reluctant to get out of bed.

Moments later, my eyes flew open as a sudden realization hit me… The clues to the mystery had been here all along in James’ house, hidden in plain view. Xavier had given it away as a joke and I’d taken it as such. But now all the pieces of the puzzle were coming together. If my hunch was right, the answers were within my grasp.

I sprang out of bed and quickly pulled on my jeans and a T-shirt, slipping my feet into sandals.

Then I hurried downstairs and burst into the kitchen.

I stood staring at the pantry door, wondering if I’d lost my mind with this crazy notion. Could it be true?

I pulled the door open and stepped inside the spacious room, which was filled to the brim with an abundance and variety of food. It was just as cold in here as I remembered. I shook off the chill and looked around, spotting several luxury products imported from England—including a packet of Cadbury cakes.

I’ll have one of those later.

Moving closer to the back wall, I ran my hand along the shelf there, my fingers knocking against a tin and cracking a knuckle. I brought my bruised finger to my mouth to soothe the ache. I turned to leave, feeling ridiculous.

Wait, that tin hadn’t moved.

I went back and reached for it again, pushing and then pulling it.

Bloody hell!

With ease, I pushed the back wall open to reveal a seemingly endless tunnel.

Stepping into the entrance, I stared into the darkness ahead. This thing went on forever. It was below sea level, which was an engineering feat. Money had been poured into its construction. Had I merely found a pirate’s smuggling tunnel?

A light flickered on, just bright enough for me to proceed safely forward. Every ten steps or so the lights behind me went off as more lit my way ahead—all of them primed to respond to movement.

The air got thicker as the chill deepened.

I’d left the pantry door open behind me so at least they’d know where I’d gone. This felt like the adventure of a lifetime.

After twenty minutes of walking, I second-guessed myself and realized I’d make a terrible mistake. What if this went on for miles? What if I became trapped down here?

I started to turn back, and then the lights flickered on ahead of me, revealing a steel door. I’d made it to the end. I rushed forward and turned the handle.

Oh, God.

It was locked.

The risk I’d taken had been ill-conceived…all because of my curiosity. Still, Xavier knew about this tunnel. Why shouldn’t I? Why hadn’t James told me about it?

I heard a soft click.

I had to know what was on the other side. I slowly pushed the door open a few inches and peeked around it…into Louis’ kitchen.

The sound of a piano being played in another room reached my ears, the notes beckoning me as I recognized the song: “Praise, My Soul, the King of Heaven.” My mind swirled with questions. Why would there be a tunnel between James’ home and Louis’?

Tiptoeing up the central staircase, I continued on cautiously, the familiar marble floor beneath my feet and the walls threaded with gold a contrast to the man I knew who lived here.

Ahead lay the entrance to the vast ballroom. The music was coming from there…

I hoped Louis wouldn’t be mad at me for snooping and finding the secret passageway that led to his home…or for entering uninvited.

Maybe going back was the best option.

The music stopped.

Taking a step inside the grand ballroom, my throat tightened when I saw James and Xavier standing beside Louis’ Steinway. It was as though they’d been waiting for me. Maybe they’d discovered that pantry door open…

Louis turned in his piano seat to watch me enter.

“I couldn’t help it,” I said in way of an apology.

Louis pushed to his feet and walked toward me. “That was quite a trek.”

“Why do you have a tunnel?”

“In case I need to escape,” he said simply.

I swallowed hard. “Escape what?”

Louis looked down at his hands. “My secret has been protected for decades. Men have sacrificed so very much to keep me hidden.”

Hidden?

“I want you and I to be friends, Emily. As you are going to be living on this island and visiting me frequently…”

My mouth went dry as the tension crackled between us.

Louis glanced back at James and Xavier.

“It’s your secret to reveal,” whispered James.

Louis gave a nod. “James, you and your father have done everything possible to make it so much better than it could have been for me.”

I looked over at James. “Your father’s name was James, too?”

He nodded.

So…the letter I’d found behind Victoria’s silver picture frame had been addressed to his father.

 

The boy is yours. Love him as we would have…

 

The letter was about Louis.

“I want her to know,” he said softly to James and Xavier.

Xavier stepped forward. He faced Louis and bowed. “As you wish, your Majesty.”

Louis’ smile of acknowledgment turned sad. “You see, Emily, despite the grandness of those words, they can never leave this place.”

“I don’t understand,” I said shakily.

“A young prince,” he began, “the oldest son of the Queen of England, had a child out of wedlock. That baby was destined to be a king one day. Only this scandal threatened to shake the very foundation of the monarchy. Therefore, it was decided the boy would remain a secret. He would be sent to a private home with a nanny. Then, at the age of four, he would go to a boarding school to live. He would be kept away from his family. When rumors leaked amongst the aristocracy of that boy’s possible existence, he was sent to live abroad.”

“To Montego Bay,” I said.

“A boy whose bloodline proved he could become king one day, but he could never claim the throne because…he doesn’t exist.”

I let out a pent-up breath. “Can nothing be done?”

James shook his head. “The fear that the scandal would ruin the reputation of the royal family went deep.”

“James,” I said. “The Queen asked your father to hide him?”

I realized she had written the letter to his dad asking him to take care of Louis.

Louis spoke up before James could answer. “James’ agency, with its unique and cutting-edge AI capabilities, was determined to be the best option for taking over the task of protecting me.”

“Pervade,” I whispered. “Pervade Montego Bay.”

James gave a nod. “The safest place.”

The pieces fell together like the notes of a perfect symphony. After James’ father had died, it had then been passed down to him to protect Louis. Keeping him out of the public eye, seeing that Louis had all he needed. Though there would be no property in his name. No public appearances except for that one day every year when he performed at his favorite charity event for the Victoria Manor.

Being a place that James had intimate knowledge of, Montego Bay was a perfect location with its mountains and lush landscape, diverse population and tourists.

The true heir to the throne was hidden away in paradise.

“Does the Queen know you’re here?” I asked.

“She does,” said Louis. “The books in what used to be my nursery are all from her.”

It was the same room in which I’d hidden from James. Before that, I’d discovered the watch that Louis was now wearing on his wrist—the one that had been engraved with his royal family crest.

“She’s really rather fond of me.” He crinkled his nose. “She sneaks in and visits sometimes.”

“The Queen gave you that?” I pointed to his wristwatch.

He glanced at it. “Yes.”

“Her Majesty couldn’t forget you,” I whispered respectfully.

“I was sent away before she had her say. Afterward, when she found out about my existence, she made sure my life was a good one. She commissioned James’ father to build a home for me on the island that was befitting…”

Befitting a future king…

“What would happen if the world knew?” I said wistfully.

“The monarchy can’t risk such a scandal. Not after having hidden me away for so long.” Louis placed his hand on his heart. “So here we are in paradise. Not such a bad life.” He grinned. “I’m really rather spoiled.”

“Trevor suspected you were special?” I asked.

“He never got to the end of the mystery,” said Xavier. “And he never will. Trevor will never again get back into Jamaica.”

“You can do that?” I asked softly.

“We can do anything, Emily,” said James. “We’re Pervade.” He followed that up with a wink.

Hurrying forward, I pressed my cheek against Louis’ chest and hugged him. He held on to me tightly.

“James and Xavier are my family.” He peered down. “So are you now.”

“I will always protect your secret,” I whispered.

“Maybe…” He looked coy. “Would you be willing to teach me how to play the violin? I’ve always wanted to learn.”

“Of course,” I said, glancing over at James and Xavier. “Anything for you, Louis.”

“Likewise, Emily.”

“Thank you for sharing this. It helps to understand you…”

“You mean my quirkiness?”

“I mean…understand why…you live here.” I looked around. “It’s clearly not how you would decorate a home.”

He burst into laughter. “Granny has expensive taste.”

Louis was talking about the Queen of England. The thought made my legs tremble.

“You need to come hang out with us more at James’ place,” I offered.

“Our home, Em.” James gave a nod. “You’re right, I’ve been overly cautious. Louis, mi casa es su casa.”

“Well, look at that,” joked Louis. “James Ballad is a changed man.”

James shook his head in amusement. “I suppose we all are.”

“In the best way possible,” said Xavier.

“I hope you closed the door to my secret tunnel!” said Louis.

My hand slapped to my mouth in delayed shock.
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Emily

Seven Years Later

 

Someone knocked on the door. “Five minutes, ma’am.”

“Thank you,” I called back.

Familiar tingles of nervous excitement raced through me as I heard the thrum of instruments being tuned up and the shuffle of an orchestra getting settled on the stage.

This was close to the seven-year anniversary of the first day I’d stepped onto the majestic stage of the Barbican Theater to audition. I’d come a long way from that young woman hoping for a place with one of the world’s premier orchestras.

Pivoting toward the mirror, I ran my hands down the front of my favorite red dress—the one I always liked to perform in. My hair curled over my shoulders and down my back. The heels I’d chosen were comfortable enough to perform in.

The years had changed me irrevocably—turning me into an empowered woman who carried herself with an air of confidence and grace.

The love of two good men can give that to a woman.

The bouquet in the corner of the room lifted my spirits even higher with its subtle perfume of lilies. It was a gift from them, for my performance tonight. The first of a series of concerts I was giving around the world. Events had been arranged that would see me playing my violin in Vienna, Prague, Los Angeles, and New York.

I’d never been more prepared for this experience. I’d continued to master my craft in Montego Bay, and in my free time I’d taught the orphaned children of Victoria Manor. I played for them too, giving back all that had been gifted to me.

Leaving the dressing room with my Lord Wilton violin, I retraced the steps I had once taken to audition here, all those years ago when I’d hoped to impress the gatekeepers of the London Symphony Orchestra. I’d dreamed of one day joining the string section—but fate had had other plans in store for me.

I took my place in the center of the stage as a soloist, offering a warm smile to the conductor to let him know I was ready. The sweeping red curtains were pulled back.

The audience hushed.

The orchestra burst alive with their astounding talent, a brilliant array of instruments melding together with perfection. I bowed before these brilliant musicians who were accompanying me. It was an honor I cherished.

With my violin raised and bow ready, I joined them in playing Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. I let my instrument sing, let the bow have its way as I swayed dramatically to the ebb and swell of the notes, my emotions swirling…telling this story as it was destined to be heard. The music swept me up into its truth, its mystery, its magic.

The cage had opened.

I was set free.

Xavier had known this about me from the beginning. That for me, music was as necessary as the air I breathe. He’d insisted I follow my dream. James had agreed wholeheartedly. Their support and ingenuity meant I could play to the public freely.

Their work to make the world a better place continued relentlessly, with both men making good headway with their peace-keeping endeavors in far away countries, and here in Great Britain, too.

Our home in Montego Bay remained our sanctuary. It was a place we could be ourselves and love freely. A place where a family could settle and create new memories.

Victoria became a precious part of our legacy. Her name, her memory, would forever live on…

As always happened when I played, calmness descended over me. With my instrument leading the way and sharing its precious notes, the music became a part of my soul.

I smiled into the audience, finding the sweet faces of my two boys sitting with their fathers. My cute, dimpled and very blond Alexander, who was five years old, looked just like his father, Xavier. My darling three-year-old, Louis-James, took after his dad with his dark, ruffled hair and those same moody eyes. He soon broke into that familiar grin that mirrored James’—the one that always tugged at my heartstrings.

They were their fathers’ sons—all of them were dressed smartly in tuxedos, too, for this perfect family outing.

Also sitting in the audience with my family was Uncle Louis, as he was affectionately known. True royalty was sitting in plain view. I wondered if his secret would one day be known.

Not today.

In the program, I was known as Daughter of Mousia, after the Greek goddesses called muses who all had their own distinctive attributes, like erotic poetry, astronomy, history, and, of course, music.

So very appropriate…

The public would know me merely as a mysterious violinist whose face they would never see…because I wore an exquisite mask.

Xavier had designed it, a fine gold creation that covered my face completely to hide my identity, leaving just enough space to use the violin chinrest in comfort.

This disguise caused intrigue to surround my performances, making them even more compelling. It also protected my beloved boys and their fathers, my husbands, so they could continue their work with Pervade.

For me, this mask also fulfilled my desire to have my instrument be the star, allowing my gift to share the emotions of the human spirit and reach into the hearts and minds of people everywhere.

Even now, I marveled at how destiny has a way of finding us.

How love always finds a way.
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Pervade London (Duet 1)

Pervade Montego Bay (Duet 2)

 

 

PERFUME GIRL

&

 

THE ENTHRALL SESSIONS:

ENTHRALL, ENTHRALL HER, ENTHRALL HIM, CAMERON’S CONTROL, CAMERON’S CONTRACT, RICHARD’S REIGN, ENTHRALL SECRETS, and ENTHRALL CLIMAX

&

 

THE ICON TRILOGY from Harlequin:

THE CHASE, THE GAME, and THE PRIZE

 

 

VanessaFewings.com

Vanessa is also on Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, BookBub, Pinterest, and Goodreads.

 

For those wanting to chat more:

visit Vanessa Fewings’ Romance Lounge on Facebook.

 

Sign up to be put on Vanessa’s mailing list:

VanessaFewings.com
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