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      If I weren’t desperate to keep my job, there’s no way I’d powerwalk through Boston’s Logan International Airport in a pair of heels with a carry-on and a wobbly suitcase, chasing after a man I’m pretty sure would leave me behind instead of being even ten seconds late. I’m a sweaty mess and seriously starting to rethink this whole situation. Unemployment sounds great right about now, except starvation wouldn’t be fun, and I like paying rent. Which means I put my head down and barrel forward.

      Meanwhile, my boss, Gareth Kane, powers through the crowds in a perfect navy-blue suit like he’s floating on air. Someone’s grandmother elbows me in the chest and throws me a dirty glare as I breeze past her. Sorry, Nana, got to keep up with the worst boss I’ve ever had.

      Somehow, Gareth makes even shoving his way through crowds seem effortless.

      “Student loans,” I say quietly to myself through gritted teeth. “Swinger parents. Absent best friend. Broken car. Rent. Netflix. Wine.” I go through the litany of why I need this job more than anything in the world, trying to remind myself that it’s worth sweating into my cheap polyester business-formal attire.

      The recruiter tried to warn me. She said Gareth Kane paid extremely well, but he had a reputation. I figured that reputation was overblown.

      I was very wrong.

      “Fiona,” Gareth says sharply as he reaches the doors leading out toward the street. “Keep up, please. The driver’s waiting.”

      “Yes, Mr. Kane.” I flash my best smile at him, even though I’m exhausted from the flight. All I want to do is change my shoes, crawl into bed, and sleep for twenty hours straight.

      Instead, I toss my luggage into the trunk before climbing into the town car beside Gareth.

      “Notes,” he says, staring out the window. The car pulls out, the driver easing into traffic.

      I open my bag and dig around for my notebook. “Sorry, Mr. Kane, it’s in here—”

      “Seatbelt,” he says.

      “Just a second, I almost have the notebook—” I find it under my laptop. “Here it is, and now—”

      “Seatbelt,” he says more forcefully, but before I can respond, he leans over, grabs the belt, and yanks it down over my chest.

      I stare at him in shock, unable to move. I smell his musky, spicy cologne and feel the brush of his hand against my chest. A spike of excitement runs down my spine straight into my core, sending shivering tingles to my fingertips.

      He clicks the seatbelt roughly into place, his face inches from my own.

      For a second, our eyes meet, his green-and-gold bearing down into my blue.

      Gareth Kane is sinfully attractive. Bone structure that should be illegal. Beard always in the perfectly scrubby range like he trims it every ten minutes or something. His clothes fit his athletic body like a glove, showing off broad shoulders and tense, vein-riddled forearms. Big, strong hands. Sandy brown hair cut short and pushed back, so casual it’s clearly manicured. Lightly tanned skin like he spends an hour working out in the sun every day. The man’s a specimen.

      Like seriously, he’s uterus-convulsing hot.

      Except he’s also ten years too old, a total controlling asshole, a workaholic par excellence, and overall the opposite of what I want in a man.

      But hey, nice to look at.

      And apparently, I don’t mind if he does a little casual manhandling. Which I’m sure is against HR policy. If there was an HR.

      I’m his legal assistant, which means a glorified secretary. What am I going to do, complain to myself? It’s just me and Gareth.

      Not that I mind, fortunately for him.

      “Next time, put it on immediately,” he says, shifting back to his side. He looks out the window again like he didn’t just nearly feel me up. Some stupid, dizzy part of my brain wishes he’d come back over here. “Ready to take notes?”

      “Ready,” I say, forcing myself back into the moment. I flip to a blank page and click open my pen.

      This is a big part of my job. He’s constantly rehearsing closing arguments for clients he doesn’t work for and crimes that didn’t happen. Hotel magnates, shipping companies, heiresses, murderers, famous people and not-so-famous people, he’s always making legal arguments for why they’re innocent of whatever murder/theft/embezzlement/whatever he came up with recently. My job is to write down the big ideas, the prescient lines—he usually points them out—while he drones on and on.

      At first, it was impressive. He’s an incredibly smart man. I can see how this constant working and thinking helps him craft his legal theories. It’s like playing chess against himself, except occasionally these mock-arguments come in handy. I’ve noticed him cribbing language from some to use in actual cases, and more than once he’s had breakthroughs while talking to himself as I scribble away.

      Today, the case involves a tech CEO and a strangled prostitute. What’s Mr. Grumpy-Asshole got on his mind? Thinking about sex after brushing against my chest? Flattering.

      I watch his mouth as he speaks. Good lips. Solid teeth. Straight and white. Perfect, everything in place. That’s Gareth, never a stray hair, never a blemish. The man wakes up in the morning, takes a deep breath, and the world bends to his image of it.

      Then he drags me along, kicking and screaming, expecting me to live up to exacting standards.

      That recruiter tried to warn me. I should’ve listened.

      Three months now. I’ve been with him for three months, but I’m barely keeping up. If he weren’t paying me absurdly well—seriously, like double the normal going rate for a basic legal assistant—I would’ve quit already.

      Unfortunately, I need the stupid money, what with the staggering mountain of student loan debt, the general lack of supportive or even emotionally available parents, and a best friend that moved off to the middle-of-nowhere Kentucky to start a farm with her good-looking husband and her adorable little baby (number two on the way).

      Basically, I’ve got nothing going for me, which is why I can chase after Gareth Kane and take notes while he talks.

      “When we reach the bar, I need you to do something simple for me,” he says, shifting from mock-argument to business talk so seamlessly I almost think this is still part of the speech.

      “Uh, sorry, Mr. Kane. Bar?” I blink rapidly. “I thought we were going to a meeting with prospective clients.”

      He scowls at me. “Like I was saying, when we get to the bar—” Remind me never to interrupt Mr. Controlling-Asshole ever again— “I need you to follow some simple instructions. Are you ready?”

      “Go ahead, Mr. Kane.”

      “I need you to find a seat out of the way. A corner, a booth, a stool in a corner, I don’t care. Somewhere quiet where you won’t be noticed.”

      “I can do that,” I say, nodding as I write: Find a corner and get wasted.

      He continues: “You will not drink alcohol.” I scratch out the get wasted part. “But you can order food.” I write in its place order wings. “You will remain in your position for as long as I’m in the meeting. You will not interrupt. You will not speak to me if I happen to walk past you unless I approach you first. Under no circumstances will you make yourself known until we’re finished. Do you understand?”

      “Not seen nor heard, understood.” You’re a literal doormat, I write, smiling at him the whole time.

      He stares at me, frowning. “I need to reiterate here, Fiona. No matter what, don’t come find me. Don’t come talk to me. These new clients are notoriously private.”

      “Can I ask who you’re meeting with, Mr. Kane?”

      “No,” he says crisply. “All you need to do is be present in case you’re needed.”

      “Understood. I’ll be invisible otherwise.”

      His eyes narrow, not sure if I’m joking. I give him another sweet smile.

      “Do your best not to get into trouble.” He turns away, looking out the window again as we drift deeper into Boston.

      “Me? Trouble?” I smile to myself as I put away the notebook. “I’d never dream of it, Mr. Kane.”
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            Fiona

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s not the kind of bar I imagined.

      Gareth Kane is a martinis-in-the-lounge kind of guy. He likes high-end everything, from suits to cars to whiskey. He works hard, earns obscene amounts of money, and spends like he’s never heard of the word retirement.

      He’s not shy about it, either.

      But this place is a dive. There’s a drop ceiling—an actual drop ceiling with probably-not-but-maybe-asbestos tiles—and fake wood all over the walls. Neon signs advertise beers I’m pretty sure don’t exist anymore, and some ancient-looking faded pictures of retired Boston sports stars are tacked up on the walls—with actual tacks.

      It’s quiet at four in the afternoon. Gareth scowls around for a moment until he leads me to the far end and deposits me at the end of a curving bar in the shadows of what I assume must be a kitchen. Or maybe where they send discontinued beers to die. “You’ll stay here,” he declares.

      “I thought the meeting wasn’t until six,” I say, blinking rapidly. “You want me to sit here for two hours?”

      “It’ll be three or four hours by the time I’m finished.” He looks at me, head tilted. “Can you handle it, Fiona?”

      My jaw works. This man’s an absolute masochist. How he thinks it’s even remotely rational to ask me to do nothing but stare at my phone for three or four hours in a bar that smells like puke, cheap whiskey, desperation, and cigarettes, without at least a glass of wine, is beyond the pale, but fine, I’ve done worse.

      I really need this job.

      “I can handle it, Mr. Kane.” I bat my eyelids at him.

      He doesn’t like that. “Remember. Don’t come looking for me. The meeting will be in this bar, but we are strangers from here on out. The prospective clients don’t know you’re accompanying me, and I don’t want to risk losing their business over something so minor. Do you understand?”

      “Understood.” Although I have to wonder why he’d bring me along at all. Maybe Mr. Grumpy-Asshole is afraid to fly alone?

      Doubtful.

      He turns to go, but stops midway. “And Fiona? Let your hair down. You look like you’re at a business conference. You stand out too much.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. “But you told me—” I stop myself before I get in more trouble. “Yes, Mr. Kane.”

      He grunts in reply before walking off.

      God, the sort of things a pretty face can do for a man. Anyone else and I might’ve gone full-on crazy. The bastard told me to dress business-formal. But somehow, Gareth gets away with being a total pushy jerk.

      I tease out my hair, massage my scalp with my fingers, and order a club soda.

      Time to settle in.

      I have no clue where Gareth went and I don’t care. There’s a baseball game on TV, which is just about the least interesting thing in the world, and the bar’s starting to get more crowded. I sip my drink, order wings and fries, and start texting anyone that might be around to chat. I start with my mom—no reply—before moving on to Cait.

      Fiona: You won’t believe where I am right now.

      Cait: Mt. Everest? Are you losing your fingers just so you can text me? I am totally worth frostbite.

      Fiona: I doubt you get service at the top of Mt. Everest. And you’re not worth frostbite. Maybe a mild discomfort at best.

      Cait: There’s definitely service at the top. You’d be shocked the sort of marvels technology can work.

      Fiona: I’m in the middle of a dive bar in Boston “working” right now. I’m actually on the clock.

      Cait: Really? For your hot boss?

      Fiona: My hot asshole boss, yep. But I’m not allowed to drink.

      Cait. WOW. He’s a monster!

      Fiona: You have no idea. I’m stuck here for the foreseeable future listening to the most cliché Boston accents discuss sports ball events I don’t really understand or care about. At least I have wings.

      Cait: Are they any good?

      Fiona: That’s the worst part. They’re awful. And yet I’m going to eat every single one. Remember when I was vegetarian?

      Cait: I do remember. When did that stop?

      Fiona: When I came to work for Mr. Asshole.

      Cait: That’s Mr. Hot Asshole to you.

      I grin to myself as I go back and forth with Cait for a while. In college, we were best friends, basically inseparable, at least until she met her now-husband Joshua (not Josh, Joshua). They got super into homesteading stuff, canning food, growing vegetables, wearing recycled whatever, composting, blah blah blah, stuff that I’d actually like and be super into if they didn’t make it some excessive competition. As soon as we graduated, Joshua used money he inherited from his rich grandparents to buy land out in Kentucky, and they’ve been there ever since.

      Which means I’m sans-BFF. That wouldn’t be so bad, but I did my undergrad at the University of Pennsylvania, which means most of the friends I made are from all over the country.

      I moved back to Texas and realized—I had nobody left, an ever-increasing debt load, and parents that recently decided they wanted to explore their sexual horizons, and apparently weren’t afraid to talk to their daughter about it.

      Which is about as gross as it sounds.

      Anyway, my parents are in Florida now.

      The great Fiona-exodus. Anyone and everyone in my life decided that when I returned to Texas, it was time to skedaddle.

      Leaving me in a crappy apartment with my falling-apart car that’s one piece of loose duct tape away from being a total wreck.

      The only decent thing I have going for me is my rock-climbing gym membership.

      Which I really can’t afford, but I’m pretty sure I’d lose my mind if I couldn’t go climb at least once a week.

      And I have Mr. Gorgeous-Asshole to follow around.

      I sip my non-alcoholic drink, eat my healthy deep-fried wings, and think about the way Gareth shoved the seatbelt over my body. It’s hard not to daydream about that man, with those big hands, beautiful eyes, his shoulders like mountains, his slim-fitted suits—if he weren’t such a nightmare, I’d probably find him attractive.

      Fortunately, I don’t. He’s handsome, but that’s different from being attractive. I want to look at him in a purely clinical way, like how I look at statues in museums.

      I don’t want to get anywhere near him.

      Except for when he gets all bossy and shoves the seatbelt down over me.

      Then maybe, just maybe, I wouldn’t mind if he got a little bit more exploratory. With his hands. On my body.

      God, Fiona, get it together.

      An hour passes. Then another. Then I’m creeping up on hour three and the bar’s jam-packed. I’m on my third basket of fries, my second order of wings, and like my tenth club soda. At this point I’m pretty sure the bartender hates me for taking up valuable real estate.

      But I don’t know where Gareth is and I’m not allowed to go looking.

      As I’m trying to figure out why Gareth, who typically only works with extremely rich clients, would take a meeting in a bar like this one, my phone starts buzzing. I snatch it, praying that it’s Gareth telling me to meet him somewhere nicer—or anywhere at all honestly, because I’m sick of getting the stink-eye from the bartender—but instead, it’s my landlord.

      My stomach drops to my feet as I answer. “Hello?” I say, putting on my best chipper-sounding customer service voice.

      Eduardo sounds harried. “Fiona? Fiona Kelleher?”

      “Yes, hi, Eduardo, how are you? I’m out of town right now, but if my check didn’t clear, I’m sure—”

      “No, sorry, this isn’t about rent. Wait, hold on, your check might not clear?” He grunts before I can give him the whole sad story about my paycheck being late, blah blah blah, when really, I just overspent on a new couch. Ah, simple luxuries. “Never mind, listen, this is important. There’s a problem at the building. I’m on my way over to check it out right now.”

      “Problem?” I ask, confusion settling over me. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m calling all the tenants to make sure they’re okay. There’s, ah, there’s a fire.”

      “Fire.” I blink rapidly. The guy at my elbow frowns over like he thinks I might be talking about this death-trap. If there was a fire in this bar, the literal air would go up in flames from all the cheap alcohol floating around. “What do you mean, there’s a fire, Eduardo?”

      “I’m nearly there. I’m sure it’s fine, no need to worry, but I heard—” He sucks in a sudden, harsh breath. “Holy fucking shit,” he yells.

      “Eduardo? Are you okay?”

      “Holy fuck! Oh my god! It’s an inferno! Dear god, oh, the madness! I’m sorry, Fiona, I have to go. It’s bad! It’s way worse than I thought. Oh my god, the entire place is burning. Oh my god!”

      “Eduardo!”

      Click. The line goes dead.

      I sit there in stunned silence, staring down at the quiet phone.

      Fire.

      At my apartment building.

      With all the people. The families. The old ladies. The stinking kids.

      I shove back from the bar and stand, gathering all my stuff. Panic shoots through me in waves. Gareth’s not here to pay my bill so I put as much cash down as I can, hoping it’s enough.

      My head’s spinning in a rush. I have to get home right now. I have to fly back, find out what happened, see if I can help anyone—and maybe see if there’s anything worth salvaging from my miserable life.

      Everything I owned was in that apartment.

      Everything except for what I have on me.

      Which isn’t all that much. I was told to pack for three days.

      My god. I have three days of clothes left.

      Everything else—

      “Shit,” I whisper, leaning one hand against the bar, trying to gather myself.

      “Hey, uh, you okay?” The guy with the backwards hat on my left frowns at me. “You don’t look so good.”

      “I’m fine,” I bark at him, feeling bad about it, but I don’t need some Good Samaritan getting involved right now.

      I need Gareth. I need a flight home. I scroll through the airline’s website and find a plane leaving in an hour back to Dallas. If I get on that, I can make it with enough time to hurry over to the apartment, and then maybe I can find some way to salvage the wreck of my life, maybe I can help if anyone needs help, maybe—

      But shit. Gareth told me not to leave. He told me not to find him.

      That was pre-fire though. That was before my life started literally going up in flames. This is a serious emergency. I get his clients are private, but my apartment is literally burning to the ground right now, I can’t just sit here and wait for him to come release me.

      I either leave on my own and lose my job, which means financial ruin.

      Or I go find him and lose my job.

      Also, financial ruin.

      But at least if I find him, I can explain. Once he hears why I hunted him down, and why I’m running off, everything will be forgiven.

      Right? Totally makes sense?

      I sling my bag over my shoulder, puff up my chest, and march toward the back hall, hoping I can track down my asshole boss with enough time to make a mad dash back to the airport.
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      I accept the cigar from Orin Crowley, clip the end, and light it with my own torch. “Very nice,” I say, nodding with satisfaction as I take a deep puff. “Cuban?”

      “Of course,” Orin says, grinning. He sips a whiskey, ice clinking in the glass. The room is dim and smoky, dominated by a large table and surrounded by storage shelves. We’re deep in a back room, hidden behind racks of dry goods. The door is lost in shadows somewhere behind me. Orin dominates the space, though his four sons take up plenty of room on their own. I’m at the far end, closest to the door. “You know, Cubans aren’t even all that much better these days.”

      “Status symbol,” his son Nolan says, a tall boy with dark hair and light eyes.

      “Like you know a fucking thing about status,” Carson says, another Crowley son, this one broader with freckles and a loud laugh.

      Nolan’s about to rip into his brother but Orin waves them off. “Enough, boys.” He glares at his children, all four of them. Finley, the youngest, sits back typing away on his phone, while Liam, the quiet one of the group, only stares at me with that disconcerting frown of his. He’d be creepy enough, but he also has a particular reputation for instability and violence. Vicious little monster.

      The Crowley family, all together for this one meeting. I’d feel special if I didn’t also think they’re about as likely to cut my throat as they are to hire me.

      Orin turned back, hands spread apologetically. “You’ll have to forgive my sons. They don’t take meetings like this often.”

      “We’re more into the hands-on approach,” Nolan says, grinning broadly.

      “So I hear,” I murmur, smiling in return. None of the Crowley boys have a good reputation—it’s all various shades of fucked-up. “Fortunately, that’s why I’m here. To make sure your hands-on approach doesn’t land you in prison.”

      Nolan laughs, head thrown back. I can tell the others like that too.

      These are the sort of young, violent men that enjoy a dangerous reputation, and they like it when other people are impressed by them.

      Or at least willing to do their bidding.

      Orin’s different. He’s an old-school Irish boss. His frown only deepens, thickening the age lines across his forehead and around his small eyes. Despite looking like an average Irish dockworker, and dressing like one too, Orin’s the head of the oldest, richest, most powerful organized crime family in all the northeast. The heart of their power is Boston, but they have affiliate families in all the major cities, from New York to Philadelphia to Baltimore.

      They’re a serious group. The next level. And I want to be their lawyer.

      “All right, Gareth, we heard your sales pitch.” Orin puffs his cigar while his sons watch. “I’ll admit, I’m impressed. We’re in need of legal counsel right now for a variety of reasons, and you come highly recommended.”

      I dip my head in acknowledgment. “I’ll make sure to thank Evander for putting my name in contention.” Good old Evander. Having the head of a strong Greek crime family as a best friend comes with certain perks.

      “Here’s my problem with you.” Orin’s head tilts like a bird of prey, watching me carefully. “You’re too slick. No, don’t defend it, accept who you are, boy. Only it makes me worried. How many clients do you have like us?”

      My eyebrows raise. “None quite like you.”

      “There he goes, buttering you up, Da,” Carson says, chuckling. “Bastard’s slippery.”

      “Slick’s a good word for it,” Finley agrees.

      “I like him,” Liam says. First words he spoke the whole meeting. It honestly surprises me—I thought the guy was about to get up and shoot me in the face.

      Orin studies his quiet son and shrugs. “That’s high praise, coming from him.”

      “Coming from Psycho Liam, any word’s a surprise,” Nolan says though he stops short of laughter at the look his brother shoots his way.

      Orin holds up his hands. I watch their family dynamic carefully, trying to figure out the hierarchy in their group. Nolan and Carson are clearly the dominant voices—I’d bet either one of them is first in line to succeed. Finley’s on the backburner, not as clever as his brothers, and Liam’s much too strange to take command of an organization like the Crowley Family, though his father obviously puts weight in what he says.

      I’m constantly weighing, judging, trying to figure them out.

      This is what I do. It started straight out of college with my two friends, Carmine and Evander. But slowly over the years, I’ve expanded my client list to include some of the most powerful, most violent criminal organizations in the country.

      I am the shield standing between them and life in prison.

      My morals are decidedly gray.

      And in my line of work, the Crowley family is by far the best client imaginable. I only have this opportunity because their last counselor died of a heart attack three weeks ago.

      He was only forty-two. It’s a bit mysterious.

      But still, working for their organization would change my life.

      The money, the notoriety.

      They’re the last big mountain to climb.

      Now I need to figure out a way to win them over.

      Calculations buzz through my head along with a dozen other thoughts.

      Like how tired I am after that flight. Like how my feet hurt from walking in new shoes.

      Like how my hand brushed against my new legal assistant’s tits back in the car when she was slow to buckle up, and how much I fucking liked it.

      And how she clearly liked it too. How her lips fell open. Her eyes widened. Her heartbeat doubled. And the way she looked at me, for one brief second—like she wanted me to rip open her blouse and wrap a mouth around one hard, pink nipple.

      I shouldn’t think about Fiona like this.

      Yes, she’s beautiful. Sexy, even. Long, lean legs, incredible tits, an ass like a dream. She keeps herself in shape, says she likes to do yoga and rock climbing. I believe it. But it’s not just her body.

      It’s the way she bats her eyelashes at me, trying to be cute and coy just to piss me off. It’s the way she does her job, efficiently, no bullshit. It’s her laugh. The way she spins her pen.

      The girl’s goddamn distracting, and if I hadn’t gone through six assistants over the last year, I’d get rid of her before I break my cardinal rule.

      No dipping my dick in my employees.

      Besides, she’s too young. Not serious enough for a man like me. Yes, she’s pretty, but she’s far from my type.

      Better to forget about it.

      “All right, Gareth,” Orin says after consulting with his boys in hushed tones. “We’re thinking about giving you a chance. How about this? We’re having some issues with a couple soldiers, guys that got picked up for dealing last week. You tell me how you’d handle that.”

      I tilt my head to the side, falling into game mode while pushing thoughts of Fiona from my head. “Tell me about the case.”

      “Two guys, Billy Grady and Jim Fats got picked up a few days back,” Nolan says.

      “Jim Fats?” Carson says, interrupting him. “You mean Jim O’Sullivan. This is a fucking legal issue, idiot. Use his real name.”

      “Fuck you,” Nolan says. “Anyway, Billy and Jim, the cops accused them of dealing a little methamphetamine. Problem is, they didn’t have any of the stuff on their persons at the time of the arrest, which means it’s their word against the cops, and you know how that goes.”

      My mind starts spinning. If there’s no physical evidence, it’s going to be hard for the cops to make anything stick, but there’s no guarantee they don’t have other evidence. Witnesses, recorded conversations. Maybe, if I can get some documentation—

      There’s a noise from behind me, someone clearing their throat in the darkness near the door, and instantly all four brothers stand up.

      Liam pulls a gun. Nolan reaches into his jacket, searching for a weapon. Carson and Finley shout for the poor interloper to get the fuck out.

      “Oh, god, I’m so sorry, I’m just looking for Gareth, please don’t shoot,” comes a voice, clearly terrified.

      A voice I know very, very well.

      Slowly, I turn around.

      Only to find Fiona standing behind me, her hands raised, her eyes wide, her face ashen. Pretty little Fiona, facing down four big, pissed-off gangsters.

      Orin sighs loudly. “Put those fucking guns away,” he snaps. “God damn it, boys, how many times do I have to tell you? Guns are the last resort, not the first one.”

      Liam makes his piece disappear. Nolan never had a chance to draw, but he doesn’t move his hand from the holster under his jacket. “Who the fuck are you?” he shouts at Fiona. “This is a private meeting, what the fuck do you mean, you’re looking for Gareth?”

      All eyes turn to me.

      God damn it.

      I knew bringing her was a mistake. She’s too new, not used to this sort of thing yet. But she’s been solid, extremely helpful, and I thought maybe she was ready.

      Boy, was I fucking wrong.

      “Well?” Orin asks, head tilted. “Do you know this girl? Do you remember how we made you swear to come alone? Did you think I was joking, Gareth?”

      I turn to look at her.

      She looks back. Eyes wide. Knees shaking. Practically begging.

      Fuck.

      I told her to stay at the fucking bar for a reason.

      Orin Crowley’s notoriously paranoid, and he clearly instilled that same sense of impending doom into all four of his musclehead, violent sons.

      Fiona was supposed to stay far away, not only so I didn’t lose an important new client, but also for her own damn protection.

      Now she’s in here, staring at me, waiting for me to say something.

      They’re all waiting. And I get the sense that it’s not only my business hanging in the balance.

      It’s Fiona’s life.

      Along with my own.

      “Now’s the time to say something,” Liam says, his voice low but sharp. Like the voice of a shark ready to eat.

      A dozen ideas spring through my head.

      Tell them the truth.

      Pretend like I’ve never seen her before.

      Jump across the table, steal Nolan’s gun, and kill them all.

      But only one thing sticks in my skull.

      The only way I can think of to salvage this meeting, still win this business, and keep my headstrong legal assistant alive.

      I sit up straight and plaster a smooth smile on my face. I will myself not to start sweating as I gesture over my shoulder.

      “Orin, this is my new wife, Fiona Kelleher. Fiona, darling, say hello.”
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      “Orin, this is my new wife, Fiona Kelleher. Fiona, darling, say hello.”

      What the hell?

      Did he just say new wife? As in, I’m his wife, and we’re married?

      Like, husband, wife, loving relationship, sharing a marital bed, all that stuff?

      My brain’s slow to process. I’m still in panic mode because of the fire back at my apartment, but now my fight-or-flight response is also severely triggered by the four massive thugs with the guns they’re clearly itching to point at my face.

      Now I understand why Gareth wanted me to stay behind.

      These guys are monsters.

      No, it’s worse than that. I overheard a little of what they were saying as I came into the room.

      These guys are drug dealers. They’re organized crime. They’re probably freaking mafia.

      I knew Gareth had some shady clients. Most lawyers do, especially at a certain level. But I had no clue he was actively courting criminals.

      Everyone’s staring at me. The older man sitting in the center narrows his gaze like he’s looking for a weakness. Like he’s probing me for cracks.

      I don’t know what to say. Language vacates my brain. For once in my life, I’m left totally speechless, and everyone’s waiting for me to say something, anything at all.

      Four young men. All of them big, all of them dangerous. And one older gentleman, the aforementioned Orin, still looking at me with pure skepticism.

      My eyes drift to meet his gaze.

      It’s ice cold. There’s nothing in those eyes, no emotion, no craving, only a frozen calculation.

      And looking in those eyes, I realize something.

      My future depends on what I say next.

      This isn’t a game. It’s not like Gareth is playing a funny trick at a party. He’s not introducing me as his wife to be a tease, or to piss me off, or to be funny, or for any other reason than to keep us both alive.

      Because this Orin guy is the most frightening one of the bunch.

      He’s weighing me and judging me. I can practically see the gears spinning. He’s wondering if he can kill me now, or if he has to wait until later to finish me off.

      I put on my best smile. I reach out and place my hand comfortably on Gareth’s shoulder. I summon the image of his hand brushing against my breasts back in the car. I try to hold on to the excitement I felt in that moment.

      Gareth stiffens, only briefly, but puts his own large palm over mine, the image of the loving, doting husband. I tilt my head toward him, every inch of my body screaming at me to run the hell away from this room, and give Orin my best smile.

      “It’s really lovely to meet you,” I say, laughing awkwardly. “I’m so sorry to interrupt, I know this is a private meeting. There’s just a little family emergency.”

      “Kelleher,” Orin says, like he didn’t hear the part about the emergency. “You’re Irish?”

      Gareth’s hand squeezes mine. That unmistakably means fuck, yes, you are.

      Fortunately, I don’t have to lie about this one. “Yes, I am. My parents are both second-generation.”

      “Good for you,” Orin says, nodding to himself, and the smile he gives Gareth is sharper than a fresh kitchen knife. “Picked yourself a pretty Irish girl. Good for you.”

      “She just fell into my lap,” he says.

      Orin waves a hand. “Sit down, boys,” he snaps.

      And slowly, the four thugs take their seats. I can see the family resemblance once my brain starts working again. They’re obviously all brothers, or at least cousins, and Orin is their father or grandfather, it’s hard to say.

      “Really, I’m so sorry for intruding,” I say as if nobody pointed a gun at me and I’m just some ditzy woman. “If it weren’t important—”

      “When did you get married?” Orin interrupts, staring at Gareth. “I didn’t know you took a wife.”

      “It was recent,” he says smoothly. “Whirlwind relationship. Eloped out to Vegas.”

      “Does Evander know?”

      Gareth shakes his head. “Couldn’t tell him. You think Evander would take missing my wedding very well? He’ll meet Fiona soon though. I was hiding her away, but I couldn’t bring myself to travel without her. I’m hoping once my friends meet her and realize she’s a delight, they’ll forgive me for keeping this relationship a secret.”

      God, that man lies smoother than silk. It’s almost amazing. I guess now I know why he’s such a good lawyer.

      Orin lets out a sharp laugh. “That’s cute. You’ll get over the honeymoon phase soon enough, however. But a wife has her uses. Children, in particular.” He sits back, studying Gareth. My stomach’s a twisted mess and all I want to do is get out of here. And did that asshole just say I’m only good for making babies? But whatever, he can be a sexist pig so long as he doesn’t murder me. “Poor Fiona said there was an emergency.” His eyebrows raise. “Do you want to handle that?”

      Gareth’s hand tightens on mine. This time, I have no clue what it means. Except that he’s exceedingly pissed. “No, I think my wife can take care of whatever problem came up. Right, babe?”

      “Uh, actually—” He’s squeezing hard enough to break fingers, but I remember my freaking apartment is currently turning to ashes. Time to power through the pain. “There’s been a fire.”

      Orin looks surprised. Gareth halfway turns to look at me.

      “Fire?” Gareth asks.

      “My—uh, our neighbor called. It’s the apartment.” I stare into Gareth’s deep green-and-gold eyes. His handsome, exceedingly angry eyes. I will him to understand. This is not part of the act. “It’s really bad. I need to get on the next plane to Texas.”

      Gareth doesn’t look away. He stares at me, expression tense. I’m basically begging him with my eyes: this is real, this isn’t fake, this isn’t part of whatever crazy game he’s playing.

      My life is really burning to the ground as we speak.

      “Sounds serious,” Orin puts in.

      “Would you gentlemen excuse me?” Gareth says smoothly. “I need to speak with my wife in the hall for a moment.”

      “By all means.” Orin gestures expansively. “I have a cousin who died in a house fire. Rotten old drunk, too wasted to smell the smoke. Died in his basement.” Orin laughs, an ugly sound. “Go ahead, get it sorted. We’ll wait.” He puffs his cigar. “Our time isn’t that valuable.”

      Gareth is standing in a flash, one hand around my waist protectively. He steers me to the door and, before we step outside, he turns me back toward him. The look in his eye is pure rage, but his mouth comes closer, too fast to stop, and I don’t have time to move before he kisses me.

      I blink in total shock.

      Lips. Tongue. Soft and warm. Delicious, tense.

      His mouth touches mine, his lips surprisingly soft and wet. His taste floods my mouth, aggressive and intense, mint mixed with cigar smoke and whiskey.

      I kiss him back, shocked by my body’s sudden reaction, like a lightning bolt rips me down the middle.

      He holds that kiss a beat longer than appropriate, almost as if he’s as surprised as I am by how good it feels. Like a first kiss is supposed to feel. A rush, an excitement. A dam breaking, leading to something bigger. A hint of more to come.

      Then he pulls back, his expression softer, almost confused, like he can’t believe what just happened.

      “Be back in a moment,” he says before he drags me back out into the hall.

      My heart’s racing from his touch. From that kiss.

      Holy crap, that kiss.

      Clearly fake, done for the benefit of the mobsters in there, but wow.

      My cheeks are on fire, and my core’s clenching and tingling. I didn’t know I could react this way from one modest kiss, but it’s like Gareth’s touch woke something up deep inside my chest.

      I knew he was handsome, but apparently, he’s also a fantastic kisser too.

      Once the door’s shut, he all but slams me against the wall, his mouth inches from my ear. “What the fuck was that?” he whispers sharply. “Are you insane? Didn’t you hear what I said? Stay put. Don’t move. You had one fucking job—”

      “My apartment’s really on fire,” I say in a rush, brain melting at the sudden proximity. What is with this guy and throwing me around today? Not that it’s so bad, but still, he’s getting a little too comfortable. “Also, your hands are on my hips. And you kissed me.”

      He blinks once, looks down, and realizes his fingers are digging into my body. He pulls back as if I’m made of hot coals.

      For a moment, there’s silence. He looks at me. I stare back. I want to feel that mouth again, but no, I don’t want that, I don’t want him at all. I’m only confused and on edge because of the fire. That kiss was bizarre, that whole thing was totally insane. My heart’s racing, my head’s pounding.

      Despite the profoundly weird shit that just happened in that private room, I need to get home.

      I can deal with that stuff later.

      Because if I don’t get home, I may have nothing left.

      No money, no prospects, and if I lose everything else because of this fire—

      I don’t know where I’ll be.

      I can’t afford to replace my wardrobe. My laptop. My memories.

      “Please, Gareth,” I say softly. “I need to go home right now. There’s a flight—”

      He reaches into his pocket, takes out his wallet, and flips a black credit card into my hands. “Take it. Go home.”

      I blink at the card. “Seriously?”

      “Buy whatever you need. I’ll try to salvage the mess in there and meet you back in Texas tomorrow.”

      “Gareth, I can’t just—”

      “Go, Fiona,” he says, sounding pissed. He steps back from me with visible effort. “Good luck.”

      “Uh, you too.”

      He turns away and disappears back into the room.

      Leaving me alone with a heavy black credit card cradled in both hands, the ghost of his touch on my body, and the memory of his words ringing in my ear. My new wife, Fiona Kelleher.
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      The apartment building isn’t burning anymore when I get back to Texas.

      Instead, it’s a blackened husk.

      Even from across the street, the coals are still hot. Steam rises into the early morning Texas air. My skin feels like I’m warming myself by a fire. Sunlight slants through drifting, lazy clouds, and it would almost be pretty.

      If it didn’t represent the total destruction of my existence.

      Everything I owned was in that apartment. Everything except for my car and the few meager belongings I brought with me to Boston. Pictures from my childhood, my high school yearbooks, all my clothes, my expensive make up, my climbing gear, shoes, mugs, plates, paintings, little keepsakes and knickknacks I’ve collected over the years—all gone now.

      “Horrible, isn’t it?”

      I flinch at the voice and look over. My landlord Eduardo’s standing ten feet away. I don’t even remember him showing up. He’s staring at the wreck with his hands on his hips, looking exhausted. He’s older, mid-fifties, balding and gray, heavier around the middle.

      “Did everyone get out okay?” I ask.

      He nods. “Everyone’s fine. Luckily, the smoke alarms went off.”

      That shouldn’t really be a luckily situation, but I let it go.

      “Do you know what happened?”

      “Not yet. Doesn’t really matter now, does it? Can’t change anything.”

      “I guess not.” I let out a long breath. “Everything’s gone, right?”

      “Everything. All the apartments are wrecked. Only stuff that got saved is whatever people ran out of there with. Apparently, there was another big fire across town, and the DFD couldn’t get here fast enough.” He scrapes a palm over his forehead. “All gone. Even an old car that was parked near the building.”

      My feet go cold. “Old car? Was it a Nissan Altima?”

      He nods. “Yep, Nissan Altima. Got crushed when the fire trucks finally did show up. They had to drag it away. Poor thing’s in pieces.” He clears his throat and looks at me. “Oh, no, that was your car, wasn’t it?”

      I’m white as a sheet. It feels like my throat’s filled with fire ants. I want to cry, throw up, scream, all of the above. “Yep,” I manage.

      “I’m so sorry.” He looks horrified. “I didn’t want to be the one to break it to you like that.”

      I close my eyes. “I’m assuming I can’t go in there.”

      “Sorry,” he says, shaking his head. “I really am. You’re Fiona, right?”

      “Right. That’s me. Fiona Kelleher.”

      He grunts in reply. “I really am sorry. I don’t know if you have a place to stay—”

      I wave a hand. “I’ll be okay.” Although I don’t know how. I planned on sleeping in my car, but it’s a pile of scrap metal now.

      “There’s a motel not far from here. A few of the other families got rooms there if you want to head over. The owner’s giving us a discounted rate, nice guy.”

      I nod at him. All I want is to be alone right now to revel in my misery. “I’ll check it out later.”

      He clears his throat. “Listen, Fiona, uh—I’m sure you know this already, but that place, it’s a goner. There’s nothing left inside. Don’t stick around if you don’t have to. We’ll sort out the insurance crap and figure that all out. You had renter’s insurance, right?”

      That’s when I start crying.

      Straight up bawling my eyes out. I hunch down like he punched me in the guts and sob into my hands. My car’s gone, my apartment’s a burned mess. I have nothing but the clothes on my back and what’s left in my suitcase.

      Insurance. That’s what finally breaks the dam.

      “Oh, shit,” he says, coming over, hands fluttering like confused birds. “Oh, no, oh, no, okay, okay, it’ll be okay—”

      “I’m fine,” I say, pushing away his awkward attempts at comforting me. “It’s fine. I just didn’t have renter’s insurance. I’m fine.” I grab my stuff and back away from my visibly distraught landlord. “I’ll be fine, I just need to walk it off.”

      He looks like he wants to follow, but I hurry away before he can say anything.

      Everything’s gone and it’s not coming back.

      There won’t be an insurance payment.

      There won’t be money to replace what I lost.

      I’m just screwed.

      I take out my phone and try my mom for the fifth time today. It rings, and rings, and rings. I want to scream at her. How can she disappear on me again, now of all times? I need her, need someone, and she’s supposed to be my parent. I know I’m a grown woman, I’m a freaking adult, but shit, my life is a mess. All I want someone to listen to me for once.

      Finally, the line clicks to life. I expect to hear an answering machine robot, but instead, it’s actually her. Relief floods me. Finally, I start feeling like something’s going right. She sounds a little out of breath, but it’s her. Old feelings of comfort and safety try to push their way to the surface.

      “Hi, honey!” she says, chipper as always. “Sorry I keep missing you. We’ve been so busy this weekend. Your dad and I went to this amazing retreat with a few other couples we’ve gotten friendly with, and we’ve just been swapping this whole time, really getting to know—”

      “Mom,” I say sharply before she can start to describe what I can only imagine is some extremely gross sexual stuff. “My apartment burned down.”

      There’s a long silence. Then: “Oh my god. Sweetie, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. I wasn’t here when it happened. But all my stuff’s gone. It’s all gone.”

      “Did you have renter’s insurance? Maybe you can—”

      “Mom,” I say, trying not to yell. Tears spring into my eyes again, but I force them away. Suddenly, all my anger and desperation pours out in a torrent, aimed at my mother. “I didn’t have renter’s insurance. I couldn’t afford renter’s insurance. Remember how you and dad convinced me that there was no money to help with school, so I took out all those loans, but then it turned out the two of you sold off the investments you were saving for my college so you could buy a house in Florida? So you could move there and turn into weird sex freak swingers? And now I have like $110,000 in debt? And I had to take the first job that became available, all because I’m desperate to pay my bills? Do you remember that?”

      She’s quiet for a long moment. I stand on the sidewalk, fuming, breathing hard. It smells like char, sweat, and car exhaust. If I’m not careful, I’m going to start crying again. I sit down heavily onto a bench beside a busy street and put my face in my hands, the phone still propped against my ear.

      Mom’s voice softens. “I know you’re in a tough spot, honey, but please don’t blame me and your father.” She pauses for a long moment. “What can I do to help? Do you want a little money? I can’t send much, but I could Venmo like fifty bucks. How’s that sound?”

      Fifty bucks. That’s the extent of my mother’s help.

      Fifty-freaking-dollars.

      “No, Mom,” I say as pure and utter defeat washes over me. “I don’t want any money. I just wanted you to listen, that’s all.”

      Why did I think it was a good idea to call her? I knew she wouldn’t do anything for me. Even if I begged and screamed, the best she’d do is send fifty bucks over Venmo. Maybe she’d empathize a bit, but my mother has never given me more than passing sympathy.

      No real support. No real sense of love.

      And yet all my life, I’ve craved it. Even when my parents accidentally told me what they’d done with my college savings. Even when they started talking about their swinging escapades. Even when my mom got drunk on wine coolers one night and admitted that she only married my dad because she accidentally got pregnant with me. That she never really wanted kids. And oh, yeah, she still loves me, of course, but she hated being a mother.

      As if she’s not a mother anymore.

      Now, deep down at rock bottom, I realize I’ll never get what I want from this woman.

      “What can I do then, sweetie? Do you want to FaceTime? Oh, I know, I can show you these new tops I got online, they’re a little scandalous but maybe you’ll think they’re funny. A good distraction, right?”

      “Bye, Mom. I’m going to go figure out this mess.”

      “Sweetie, hold on—”

      I hang up. I shouldn’t have called her. It’s just, in my greatest moment of desperation, I thought my mother might be able to make me feel better. I should’ve known better. She’s fine when things are good, but awful when they’re not. And right now, they’re not.

      I stay on that bench for a while. It dawns on me that I’m homeless. I have nowhere to stay at the moment. The only assets I have are a bank account with a few hundred dollars in it plus the credit card Gareth gave me. That might be enough to rent a room for a night, but beyond that?

      I don’t know what I’m going to do.

      My phone starts buzzing. I figure it’s Mom calling because she realized she’s a massive piece of trash. I almost don’t check, but I flip the screen over at the last second and blink at the name.

      It’s Gareth. I answer before it goes to voicemail. “Hello?”

      “Hello, Fiona.” He does not sound happy.

      “How did the meeting go, Mr. Kane?”

      A long, charged pause. “We need to speak in person.”

      “Okay, sure. Why don’t you come over to my apartment? Oh, shoot, sorry, actually that burned down last night.” I don’t know why I’m snapping at him. I’ve never spoken to Gareth like this before. But I figure I’m as low as I’ll ever be, so why not lash out at my fictional husband?

      Maybe if I’m bad enough he’ll punish me for it.

      God, even the thought of Gareth spanking me isn’t enough to turn this horrible day around.

      “It’s that bad?” he asks softly.

      With real emotion in his voice. That’s a surprise, coming from him. I didn’t know the man could feel anything beyond a cold satisfaction at a job well done.

      Then again, I felt something when he kissed me yesterday.

      “Yeah, it’s that bad. The whole place is gone. All my stuff. All my memories. It’s all gone.”

      “I can’t imagine what that must feel like.”

      I bite my lip. Even that small bit of empathy makes me blink with emotion. It’s more than the fifty dollars my mother offered.

      “It isn’t your fault. Did I ruin that stuff with those clients? The Orin guy?”

      “Yes and no. We’ll discuss that in a few hours. Where are you right now?”

      “I’m sitting on a bench near my apartment building feeling sorry for myself.”

      “You still have that credit card?”

      “I do, yes.”

      “Find me your nearby cross streets. I’ll send a car to pick you up. It’ll take you to the Grand Hyatt outside of the DFW airport. Rent a room with that card, get yourself something to eat, and wait for me there.”

      I sit, staring at the ground. My stomach churns with uncertainty.

      Can I really do this? Take his money? Take his help?

      I don’t know what it’ll mean. If I’ll owe him whatever I charge to the card, or if I’ll owe him even more than that.

      He said we were married. He told a serious Irish gangster that I’m his wife—and I played along.

      I feel like that means something, but not something good.

      Like we’re bound in the lie, and if I keep following him, I’ll end up going further than I ever imagined.

      Further into this fake little world he created.

      But the feeling of his mouth on mine, his fingers digging into my side—it makes my heart start to race.

      “You kissed me last night,” I say, chewing on my lip at the memory. I blurt it out before I can stop myself.

      He laughs, a sensual chuckle. “I was trying to sell the story. You’re welcome.”

      “For the kiss? It was a good kiss, but not something I’d thank you for.”

      I can hear the smile in his voice. “You liked it? I thought you would. But no, I mean you’re welcome for making sure the Crowley family didn’t murder you.”

      “Oh. Right. That little detail.”

      “Yes, that. I’m glad you enjoyed the kiss though. Now, go get me the cross streets.”

      I slowly stand. “It was an adequate kiss, don’t get all excited.” I find my location and tell him. “I’m not even sure why I’m doing this. I mean, that was really, beyond bizarre. I’m supposed to be your assistant. You’re my freaking boss. I barely know you. Why did you say we’re married?”

      “We’ll discuss that in person. Stay where you are, the car’s coming.”

      “Gareth, wait, hold on—” But the line goes dead.

      Typical controlling asshole.

      I stand there in the hot Texas sun, weighing my options. I could go back to the motel Eduardo mentioned and take my chances with what little cash I have left.

      Or I could get in Gareth’s car and find out how weird this little wrinkle in my professional life is going to get.

      I wipe my forehead. There’s no real choice. I’m broke, my apartment burned down, I don’t know where my car is, and I have no family or friends in town to help me out.

      Which means Mr. Bossy-Asshole is my best option.

      When the car shows up, I toss my luggage in the trunk, and climb inside.
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      I’m going to get myself killed.

      And I probably deserve it.

      I don’t know what the hell I was thinking, saying Fiona is my wife. As soon as I went back into that room, I could tell the vibe had changed. Orin went along with the meeting like nothing had happened, but his sons kept staring at me, especially that creature Liam.

      They could tell it was bullshit.

      But it was such an insane lie, they probably couldn’t figure out how to prove that I’m a fraud.

      I likely could’ve told them the truth. Admitted she was my legal assistant. Apologized for misleading them. I would’ve lost the job, but even violent gangsters aren’t stupid enough to straight out murder a couple of people in the back of a bar.

      Probably, at least.

      But some part of me can’t let go. I can’t lose, not if there’s a way to turn it around.

      And so I blurted out the first thing that came to mind.

      Now I’m fucked because Orin wants to have another meeting.

      And he wants me to bring my new wife.

      This is bad. Extremely bad. I could go to Carmine or Evander for help, but I can only guess what they’ll say. Something along the lines of, holy shit, you’re an idiot, you might as well put the gun in your mouth and pull the trigger for Orin next time.

      I’d deserve that.

      But no, I can handle this problem myself. I solve issues, I don’t create them. Ever since I started practicing law, I’ve been damn good at what I do. I pride myself in keeping things tight, in winning cases, in keeping my clients out of prison and on the right side of the law. Even when they’re operating in extremely murky waters.

      Going to Carmine or Evander would only embroil their respective organizations with the Crowleys, which they most certainly do not want.

      There’s also Ford and his vast reserves of cash, but he’s got another baby on the way. He doesn’t have time to play mobster politics.

      Lanzo might help, but he’s still somewhere in Poland hacking targets in Russia for the Ukrainians.

      I’m on my own, like I’ve always been. I got myself in to this mess and I’ll drag myself back out.

      Only I need to make sure Fiona walks away unscathed as well.

      She’s the real wildcard here. I understand Orin Crowley and his sons—I’ve worked for men like them for years. Yes, they’re powerful, and yes, they’re extremely violent, but they’re still motivated by simple things. Wealth. Prestige. Influence. They’ll look the other way if I can increase their family’s standing in the world, even marginally.

      All I need to do is convince Fiona to play along.

      But I have no clue if she’ll be willing.

      I’m tired from a long trip when I step into the Hyatt, body tense with stress. I need to work out and get a fucking massage. But no time. I head to the bar, looking around until I spot her sitting at the far end.

      I pause for a moment to take her in.

      Thick auburn hair. Long, dark lashes. Smooth, creamy skin. She’s in a blouse with the top two buttons undone, showing off a not-insignificant amount of cleavage. Her skirt’s shorter than work-appropriate, giving me an extremely pleasant view of her long legs. This must’ve been her backup outfit. And what a fucking outfit it is.

      The girl is absolutely stunning.

      She’s also ten years younger than me.

      I need to get it together. But fuck, out in that hallway after that kiss, I wanted to tear into her. I wanted to rip her top open, hike her skirt up, and fuck her then and there. That kiss made my blood ring with utter lust.

      Lust is going to get me killed.

      I approach as she looks over. She doesn’t smile—her face is twisted in an exhausted frown. I can relate to that. I nod as I take a seat beside her and order a whiskey.

      “Here,” she says, sliding the credit card back.

      “Thank you.” I shove it into my pocket. “How’s the room?”

      “Better than what I was going to get.” She hunches forward slightly and sips from her wine. “Do you want to know what my mother said when I told her my apartment burned to the ground?”

      My eyebrows raise. Family issues already? “Go ahead. Tell me.”

      “She asked if she could Venmo me fifty bucks.” She laughs bitterly. “Fifty bucks. I’m homeless and that’s what she offers.”

      “I take it things are complicated with your parents.”

      “That’s putting it mildly.” She shakes her head and takes another drink. “I know I shouldn’t talk about this. But I also found out today that my car got totaled by the fire department, which is great.”

      “Could be a lawsuit there.”

      “You want to do pro bono work?”

      “Not really.”

      She finishes her wine with a sigh. I realize she’s been sitting here for a little while, and I doubt that’s her first glass.

      Fucking hell. But she doesn’t seem wasted, and this conversation can’t wait. I decide to press on, considering the outcome of this discussion will decide whether we get our throats cut by Irish gangsters in the middle of the night or not.

      “I understand you have some questions about what happened back in Boston,” I prompt.

      She snorts. It’d be cute, if it weren’t so undignified. “That’s putting it mildly. Who the fuck were those guys? Why did they pull out a freaking gun when I walked into the room? Talk about an overreaction.”

      I rub my face. God, she’s talking loud. “They are the Crowley family. They’re an organization of—” I hesitate for a moment.

      “They’re criminals. I figured that out when they were talking about selling meth.”

      My eyes widen. “You heard?”

      “They weren’t quiet.”

      “Fucking shit.” I grunt and take a long drink from my whiskey. I think I need to get drunk too. “All right then. The Crowley family is a group of Irish criminals. They’re the biggest mob family on the East Coast.”

      “And you want to be their lawyer?”

      I tilt my head sideways. “Pretty much.”

      She stares at me for a long moment, lips pursed. “You don’t strike me as the kind of guy that wants to get in trouble.”

      “I’m not. I’m the opposite of trouble. It’s why I’m a lawyer.”

      “Working for mobsters seems like a lot of trouble. Especially the type of mobsters that whip out guns on random girls.”

      I tense my jaw. “I told you not to come looking for me.”

      “You didn’t mention the life-or-death stakes.”

      “They were startled, that’s all. I promised them I’d be alone, and most sane people wouldn’t walk in on the Crowley family having a private meeting. They thought you were a threat.”

      “I’m not,” she says, shaking her head. “I’m just your stupid assistant.”

      “They didn’t know that. Now here we are, in this mess together.”

      She groans. “What did you tell them after I left?”

      “That you’re my wife.” I hesitate, not sure if I should tell her this part or not, but shove forward anyway. “Orin invited us back to Boston next weekend.”

      “Us?” she asks, blinking rapidly. “You mean me and you?”

      “As in, me and my new, absurdly young wife.”

      “I’m not that young. You’re just an old man.”

      “I’m thirty-five. That isn’t old.”

      “Compared to me, you’re ancient.” She finishes her glass of wine. “I’m not going to Boston with you next weekend. I’m sorry, I know this puts you in a bad position, but I need to figure my life out, okay? I get you want to fire me now and I don’t blame you at all. I appreciate you letting me rent a room here, but really, it’s fine. I’ll land on my feet. Or not, who knows.” She shoves back from the bar and stands. “Good luck with the mobsters, Gareth. Nice working for you. And kissing you.” She turns to walk away.

      I stare at her back. At her thick, long hair, at her shoulders, at the curve of her lower spine. At her ass. I should let her walk. She’s right—it’d be insane to keep this ruse going.

      But the Crowley family is dangerous. Even out here, in Texas, they have reach. They have soldiers.

      “Let’s make a deal,” I say before she can run off.

      She pauses and looks back. “What kind of deal?” Her eyebrows raise. Her lip curls with intrigue.

      “I need your help. Despite what you might think, the Crowley family is serious business. If I can land them as clients, doors will open for me. I’m talking politicians. I’m talking CEOs. This is the next level, Fiona. The Crowley family is my way inside.”

      It’s what I’ve always dreamed about: the next step toward power. It’s what I’ve always wanted, my friends and I in the Atlas Organization, our little group from college. Me, Evander, Carmine, Ford, and Lanzo. Working for the Crowley family is my best bet at moving up in the world.

      From a small-time nothing to this.

      But I need Fiona. Without her, I can’t make this happen, not after the stupid lie I told.

      “What will you give me?” she asks, speaking low. She moves closer, leaning forward. My eyes flick to her tits, back to her lips, and to her eyes again. God damn, what is wrong with me? If she notices, she doesn’t seem to care. “You need me to play wifey. That’s basically insane. What do I get in return?”

      “Money,” I say. Her eyebrows raise. “A lot of money. I’ll pay your student loans. I’ll buy you a new apartment.”

      “And a new car,” she adds quickly. “Plus new stuff.”

      “Fine,” I say, glaring at her. She knows she has the power in this negotiation. “But we’re getting married for real.”

      We already are, but I don’t tell her that part.

      She stands there for a long, stunned moment. I like that look on her face—total shock and surprise.

      She thought this was a game.

      But we can’t play pretend. The Crowley family may be a bunch of thugs and thieves, but Orin’s a clever man. He didn’t build the most influential criminal organization on the East Coast by being a fool. He’ll look into my story, and if anything is out of place—

      He’ll make us both pay for it.

      Which means she needs to be my wife, and it needs to look airtight.

      “That’s stupid,” she says, shaking her head. “Marry you for real? Like with an actual wedding? Rings? Marriage license?”

      “It’s the only way. I’ll make sure the paperwork gets backdated, but there has to be a record. There has to be—”

      “No way,” she says, backing off. Her head shakes quickly, eyes wide. “No, sorry, I can’t do this.”

      “Fiona—”

      “I can’t marry you. Maybe that means I’m homeless, but sorry, Gareth. I’m not going to be your wife.”

      She turns and hurries away, leaving me alone at the bar, wondering what the fuck just went wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          

      

    

    







            Fiona

          

        

      

    

    
      I lounge back on the bed paid for by Gareth, wondering if I just passed up my only chance at salvaging my life.

      He wants to marry me. For real, an actual marriage.

      Fake, but also not fake.

      The idea sends a shiver down my spine.

      The only thing I know about a marriage is my parents, and from my perspective, that looks awful. I could maybe play pretend—smile, kiss him, hang on his arm at parties—but an actual marriage?

      I can’t do it. Even at my lowest, I can’t.

      I’m miserable. Stupid and miserable. And a little drunk. I probably shouldn’t have had three glasses of wine. As I wallow in my misery, my phone rings. Cait’s face pops up on the screen, looking radiant and angelic. “Hi, girl!” she says. In the background, trees bend and blow in a slight breeze. I swear I hear mandolin music plucking nearby like a bluegrass band follows her around serenading her beauty. God, I love this girl, but I am in a sour mood.

      “Hey, girl,” I say, trying to smile, suddenly mortified of my homeless status and wishing I hadn’t downed that wine. “How are you?”

      “Oh, you know.” She grins and pans the camera across a gorgeous field with a stream cutting through it, bushes dancing as the wind blows, the sun glowing golden behind fluffy white clouds. A dog runs through, sniffing at some grass. “Living the dream.”

      “Ah, yes, the dream.” I sigh and stretch. “For me, still very much a dream.”

      “How’s it going with you?”

      “I’m currently in a really nice hotel courtesy of Mr. Alpha-Bosshole, so that’s cool. Otherwise—”

      “Shit, Rex! Sorry, hold on, my dog’s trying to kill a squirrel. Rex! Stop it!” The camera goes crazy as she runs over. There’s a short scuffle that ends with Rex on his back getting belly rubs. “Sorry, okay, what were you saying? Your boss bought you a hotel?”

      “Just a room. For the night.” I squeeze my eyes shut, trying not to cry. That last phrase, for the night, triggered some serious anxiety. Watching Cait pet her adorable black Lab in her beautiful field, living the dream, is not helping at all with this pit of dread deep in my guts.

      I can’t blame her, but it’s an ugly reminder that people my age have their shit together.

      While I decidedly do not.

      “That’s pretty awesome,” she says, and her face comes back into view. “Getting some luxury time in? Hey, by the way, did you see the update Scott posted this morning?”

      I sit up straighter. “Scott? As in my ex?”

      “The one and only.” She grins into the camera, squinting slightly against the sun. “He’s engaged. Can you believe that? He tricked some girl into marrying him.”

      “Scott’s… engaged?” I stare as Cait laughs, shaking her head like it’s the most hilarious thing in the world.

      She never liked Scott, so to her it’s probably an enormous joke.

      While internally I think I might crack in half.

      Scott and I dated for about eight months Sophomore year of college. It was my first and only serious relationship. He was my second kiss, my first time in bed, and I thought we had something real.

      At least until he dumped me the night before he left to study abroad in Rome.

      It killed me at the time. Like seriously, wrecked me. It took lots of late-night chats, lots of wine, lots of frat parties before I finally started getting over him. Now, it’s been a while since I last thought about Dickhead Scott, but the idea of him, that stupid prick, getting married before me, honestly makes me feel like the biggest loser in the world.

      My apartment burned down. I nearly got murdered by some vindictive, paranoid mobsters. My car got crushed. My boss wants to marry me. Fake marry me. Whatever. My parents are swinging away in Florida. My life is a total shitshow, an absolute wreck, and now, on top of it all, Cait tells me that my ex-boyfriend is engaged.

      I want to vomit all over the bed.

      “Sweetie? Hon? You there? Did you freeze or did this news about Scott hit you harder than I thought it would?” She looks concerned. “I thought it would be funny. I thought we could laugh about it, but maybe—”

      I shake myself alive. “I’m fine! Totally fine!” My voice pitches up about ten octaves.

      “Oh, no. Fuck. Fiona—”

      “It’s fine! Really fine!” I can practically hear the fake exclamation points.

      “You’re doing that up-talk thing again. I know you’re not taking it well. Fuck, I shouldn’t have said anything, why did I say something? I thought you’d think it was funny and maybe we could talk some shit, maybe it would go down easier coming from me—”

      “No, really, it’s fine.” I force myself to talk like a normal human being. “I’m just having a hard time right now. A really freaking hard time.” I want to tell her about the fire. About Gareth and the gangsters. About his offer.

      But I can’t. For one, talking about mobsters with anyone else is basically the dumbest thing imaginable. More than that, Cait’s world is so small and lovely, I don’t remember the last time she struggled. I love her to pieces, I really do, and all this internal struggle is just ugly, petty jealousy on my part, but I feel like such a loser. Like such a piece of garbage.

      I can’t bring myself to tell her how bad things are.

      “I know it’s been tough lately,” Cait says softly, her face filling the frame. “Why don’t you come out here? Use some vacation time. Or maybe just visit for a weekend? I can fly you out—”

      “Please don’t offer to pay for things,” I say, squeezing my eyes shut. “I love you to pieces, I just can’t.”

      “Okay, that’s okay, I totally understand.” She hesitates a second. “Why don’t I come out there?”

      “You’re pregnant. You have a kid. There are a million reasons why not.”

      Cait lets out a long sigh. “I miss you,” she says, whispering now. “I miss the way things used to be. I know I seem like things are great, but seriously, Fiona, sometimes I want to rip my own fucking hair out. Do you know where the closest mall is?”

      I shake my head. “No clue.”

      “Three hours away. Our closest neighbor is fifteen minutes. There’s a town, but god, it’s like literally three buildings and maybe ten horses. I love this place. It’s absolutely beautiful. But I’m so fucking bored.”

      I shouldn’t smile, but I can’t help it. Misery really does love company. “Really? You always seem so happy.”

      “I am happy. I can’t really pretend like I’m not. But we’re isolated. All I have is Joshua for company. Then there’s Dylan, and he’s amazing, but it is not easy doing nothing but parenting. And being a wife. And gardening.”

      “Sounds like you need my visit more than I need it.”

      She laughs, nodding. “Absolutely. I’m serious too. I miss sitting around, drinking wine, and shit talking. I miss just being friends, no pressure. Not even shit talking anyone we know, just talking about nothing. I miss pizza. I miss tacos.”

      “I can bring you pizza.”

      “Please. I’m begging you. Don’t tease me.”

      I grin at her, leaning back in my big fluffy bed. “Scott’s really engaged, huh?”

      “I’m sorry. He’s a little needle-dicked loser, right?”

      “The needle-est of all dicks. Just a straight line.”

      “Screw him.” She grins at me. “You okay, Fiona?”

      “No, I’m not, but I’ll survive.”

      There’s more barking in the background. “Shit. I gotta go. Rex is doing it again and Joshua’s waving for me to come back.”

      “Love you.”

      “Love you too. Fuck Scott. Rex!!—” The call disconnects and my phone goes silent.

      I stare at it for a long moment. All those ugly feelings are still inside, but Cait’s admission makes me feel better.

      Not because she’s suffering. Honestly, I feel so guilty that I’ve been thinking her life is perfect and resenting her for it, when secretly she’s been struggling.

      It’s more that it’s nice to hear that someone in my stupid life needs me, at least a little bit.

      I grab the room’s phone and dial room service on a whim. I order a plate of fries—two plates of fries—and an expensive bottle of champagne. “Charge it to the card on file, please.”

      “Right away, Mrs. Kane.”

      I grimace, but don’t correct him.

      Gareth might be pissed about the expense, but whatever, he can afford it. Right now, I’m only concerned about getting through the night without losing my mind.

      My ex-boyfriend is engaged. My apartment burned down. My best friend is having a hard time. Everything seems to be conspired against me, like I’m slowly spiraling out of control, getting closer and closer to the ground.

      Ready to break into pieces.

      My phone rings. I jump slightly, expecting Gareth.

      But instead, it’s my mother.

      I answer, a strange sense of hope blossoming in my chest. “Hey, Mom.”

      “Sweetie.” She sounds distant and there’s noise in the background. “Honey, listen, I can’t talk but I needed to call before we take off.”

      “Take off?” I narrow my eyes. “You’re not checking in about the fire?”

      “What? Fire? No, honey, your father and I have some important news. We’re leaving for Paris in five minutes with a couple we’ve been seeing lately. We decided we’re entering into a relationship with them, a real four-way relationship. I’m in love, honey. Your father’s in love too.”

      My jaw works. I blink rapidly, trying to assimilate this new information. “You called to tell me you’re in some weird four-way relationship with another married couple? And you’re flying to Paris?”

      “To celebrate!” she yells over more noise, which I now realize is an airport. “We’re in a quadrople! A quad couple! We’re working on the name, but honey, Michael has a private plane. Really, it’s all amazing. I just wanted to let you know that we’ll be gone for two weeks, so if you need anything, wait until we’re back!”

      “Mom, my apartment burned down. I have no money. I have nowhere to sleep. All my stuff is gone. I don’t know—”

      “Shit, sweetie, I’m so sorry! I meant to Venmo you that fifty. I’ll do it right now before we leave. Love you so much!”

      The phone goes dead.

      Then vibrates a second later. A notification from Venmo.

      Twenty-five dollars from Mom with a big-heart-eyes emoji.

      What the actual fuck is happening to me? I throw the phone on the floor and curl up in the bed.

      My parents are in a quadrople. They’re flying to Paris, on a private plane, and my mom couldn’t even send me fifty bucks like she promised. Meanwhile, I’m in a room I can’t afford, my apartment is a blackened, charred wreck, and I don’t know where I’m going to sleep tomorrow.

      There’s a loud knock at the door. I shoot up, leaping to my feet.

      Champagne. French fries.

      I’m such a mess, but at least there’s champagne. At least there are fries. I’m already mentally ordering a second bottle as I yank open the door—

      To find one of the Crowley brothers from back in Boston standing on the threshold.

      “Hello, Mrs. Kane,” he says, his face strangely deadpan. “My name is Liam Crowley. I was wondering if we could have a conversation.”
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      Liam Crowley.

      The one that pulled the gun on me for the crime of interrupting a meeting.

      I’ll never forget that cold, dead stare. He brushes past me before I can say yes or no. I stand there in shock, not sure what to do, fear ringing down my spine. My mother’s forgotten, Cait’s forgotten. All I can think of is the offer Gareth made me, and suddenly I wish I had accepted.

      “What can I do for you, uh, Mr. Crowley?” I squeak, feeling very small.

      “Liam,” he says, pausing in the little sitting room attached to the bedroom. “I had such a nice meeting with your husband that I thought I’d fly down here and give him the good news myself. We’re thinking about hiring him on as our full-time attorney.”

      “That’s… fantastic.” I let the door shut. Although I want to keep it open. That way, someone might hear me scream while Liam murders me. I plaster a smile on my face and clasp my hands in front of my lap. “He’s very good at his job, isn’t he?”

      “So they say.” Liam tilts his head, studying me the way his father did in that back room. It’s such a disconcerting look that I have to glance away as a shiver runs down my spine.

      This is the brother that pulled the gun. I remember it clearly, in detail. The weapon was aimed at my face, held steady. No emotion in his eyes, none at all. He would’ve shot me in the head, murdered me then and there if his father had told him to, I don’t doubt it for a second.

      This man is a killer. I’m not sure how I know, but I feel it in my bones.

      I have to be careful.

      “Gareth isn’t here,” I say quickly as he glances toward the bedroom. Please don’t go in there. If he checks inside, he’ll only find one bag, one set of women’s clothing. It’ll be obvious I’m not saying with Gareth, and that’ll only raise questions.

      “That’s okay, I can wait.” He drifts toward the couch. “I recall you had a problem. Is everything resolved?”

      “Not exactly,” I say, opting for honesty. “We had an apartment. The building burned down.”

      Liam shows nothing. No reaction at all. “That’s a shame. How’d it happen?”

      “I don’t know. We’re still trying to figure that out.”

      “Did you lose everything?”

      “Almost everything, yes.”

      “Pity.” He sits in a chair. “That’s what I like about fires though. They don’t care who you are. How much money you have. Who you work for. They burn and burn, indiscriminate.”

      “That’s one way of looking at them, I guess.” What a fucking creep. I glance toward the phone, praying for Gareth to call, but why would he? I told him in no uncertain terms that I wouldn’t accept his offer. I’m not going to do this fake relationship thing for real.

      But I can’t tell Liam Crowley that. Not with the dead look in his eyes. The way he doesn’t seem to have any pity at all inside that cold body of his.

      The weirdo probably gets off on apartment fires all the time.

      “Where is your husband, Mrs. Kane?”

      “Call me Fiona. And he’s working. I think he’s with a client right now.”

      “How long will he be?”

      “I don’t know. It could be a while.”

      He grunts, frowning. “Was it your idea to elope to Vegas?”

      I’m taken aback by the abrupt question. “Uh, I don’t—”

      “Or was that Gareth? You don’t seem like the Vegas type, but I could be wrong.” He narrows his gaze, staring at my tank top and shorts, the only comfies I brought with me to Boston. The only comfies I have left. I feel suddenly naked in front of him. “How did you two meet?”

      “In a bar,” I blurt out.

      “Romantic.”

      “We clicked immediately. He bought me drinks. Too many drinks.”

      “Was he trying to get you drunk?” Liam’s eyebrows raise.

      “Probably! But he was a gentleman. Didn’t even kiss me for weeks.” What the hell am I doing right now? Making up an entire fake dating timeline? Gareth is going to stab me. After Liam stabs me first.

      Liam’s eyebrows drop. “Doesn’t sound like him.”

      “We have a very special connection.”

      “I bet you do.” Liam stands. He moves like a lizard, sudden and smooth. He crosses the room, brushes past me, and pauses at the door. “Tell Gareth I stopped by. Tell him I’d love to have a conversation while I’m in town.”

      “Sure. I can do that. He’ll clear his schedule.”

      He stares at me for a long moment. I want to scream at him to get out, get out. It’s like a prey animal’s locked inside of me, and this man is a hunter.

      Finally, he opens the door and walks away, leaving as suddenly as he appeared.

      I slump against the wall, heart racing. What the living hell was that? Why is Liam Crowley here all of a sudden, asking about how I met Gareth and why we supposedly eloped to Vegas? Is that what Gareth told them? God, this is such a nightmare. I thought I’d be safe from those monsters here in Dallas, but clearly I was wrong.

      There’s another loud bang at the door. I jump, yelping, and cover my mouth. I have to stand for a few seconds as sweat breaks out in tingles under my arms.

      “Room service,” a man says from the other side of the door.

      Shaking, I let him. He pushes a cart inside, sets it up, and pauses. “Anything else?” he asks.

      Expecting a tip. But unfortunately for him, I have no money. “No, thanks, that’s everything.”

      He frowns but leaves. I shut the door behind him, lock the deadbolt, then practically run to the bottle of champagne.

      I don’t bother pouring it into a glass. I break out the cork then pour it down my throat, my hands trembling at the thought of Liam Crowley looking into the fake story Gareth spun them.

      What nightmare did I stumble into? And how am I going to get out of it without marrying my boss for real?

      Assuming I’m even still employed at this point.

      God, what am I going to do if I lost that job? I don’t want to take Gareth’s offer, but I really, really need the paycheck.

      I slump down to the floor, champagne between my knees, and I spend the next half hour hugging the bottle, seeking some comfort before I make the call I’m dreading most of all.
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      Fiona shows up at my office bright and early wearing the same pantsuit she had on in Boston, looking like she hasn’t showered in over a day, her eyes red and bleary, her hair up in a messy bun.

      She stares at me, standing there in the doorway like she wants to walk over and strangle me.

      All I can think about is that kiss.

      That one, stupid kiss. I did it for a reason: to sell the story. That’s what I’m always doing, selling the story. To a jury, to a client, to friends and family. Always selling the story.

      But that kiss was obscene. It was lurid, lovely. Her mouth was a feast. Soft, plump lips. Tongue like heaven, silky and smooth. Even her taste was unreal, spicy and delightful. I held that kiss for way too long because I didn’t want to let it go, not after feeling something so good for the first time in a long time.

      “I didn’t expect you to show up,” I say.

      She shrugs. “I didn’t expect to show up either, but I had a visitor last night.”

      My eyes narrow. “Visitor? Who?”

      “Liam Crowley.”

      I sit back in my chair, not sure if she’s fucking with me or not. But the look on her face suggests this isn’t a joke.

      “When?”

      “Around five yesterday.”

      “Why didn’t you all me immediately?” I ask through my teeth. What the fuck is Liam doing here? Why was he at her hotel room—and how did he know she was there?

      She looks away. “I got drunk.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I got drunk, okay? I drank a bottle of champagne, ordered a second one, drank that, got sick, ordered a third bottle, but fortunately passed out before I could start on it. I’m having a really, really hard time over here, and I do not need your judgment on top of it.”

      I blink slowly at her, trying to parse what she’s telling me. “Liam Crowley visited you, and instead of calling me immediately… you used my card to buy champagne.”

      “My ex got engaged. And my mom’s in a quadrople. Also, don’t forget, my apartment burned down.”

      “What the fuck is a quadrople?”

      “I don’t know,” she says, throwing her hands up. “A four-way couple. Can you just please focus?”

      “I’m trying to come to grips with this new information and struggling to understand your decision making.”

      Her expression darkens. “I’m not in a good place, okay? I drank a bottle of champagne and passed out on the floor. Are you happy?”

      “No, Fiona, I’m not happy. It freaks me the fuck out that you decided to get drunk instead of calling me.”

      “I didn’t decide to do anything, okay? I’m barely holding on here.”

      “What the hell was he doing in Dallas?” I say, more to myself than to her.

      She walks over and slumps down into the chair across from my desk. “Looking for you, or at least that’s what he said. I think he was checking into the marriage story.”

      “Why?” I shake my head. “Why would he care?”

      “I suspect the paranoid, violent mobsters you’re trying to work for don’t like to be lied to.”

      I rub my face. What the hell is going on right now? “Tell me everything Liam said from the moment he arrived to the moment he left. Don’t leave anything out.”

      Her jaw works, but she does it. Fiona might be a wreck, but she’s smart, with a phenomenal memory. I get a detailed story, and when she’s finished, she pulls her knees up and hugs them tightly. Giving me a nice view of her thighs, which she doesn’t seem to notice.

      I stand, pacing behind my chair, doing my best not to stare at her legs. What the fuck is wrong with me, thinking about that right now? When she looks like she’s about to puke on my floor any second?

      “You’re right, Liam’s skeptical. The others might’ve bought it, but he definitely didn’t. Did he say how long he’d be in town?”

      “Didn’t mention it.”

      “I’ll get in touch with him. We’ll have to put some of my things in that room.” I raise my eyebrows at her. “Looks like you have a place to stay for a few more days.”

      “Great,” she says, tone flat. “One problem solved. I’m not homeless for a little bit longer.”

      “You’re lucky I’m not angrier about the champagne.”

      She looks up at me, expression boiling with hate. “After everything I’ve been through in the last two days, you’re going to care that I bought some stupid bottles of champagne without asking? After you told a bunch of gangsters we’re married?” Her legs drop down as she leans forward, glaring at me. “You realize you screwed me, right?”

      I stop pacing. “I screwed you? If I recall correctly, Fiona, I told you to sit at that bar and not to come find me for any reason. Any reason, including your fucking apartment burning to the ground.”

      “My apartment really did burn to the ground!” She balls her hands into fists. “And I’m not the one that said we were married, that was on you. How was I supposed to know you were meeting with a bunch of murdering psychos? I thought you’d be mad. Not homicidal.”

      “I’m not homicidal. They are.”

      “You know what I mean. I figured I’d get fired. Not shot in the head.”

      I grunt, rubbing my face with both hands. Arguing with her isn’t going to solve our problem, but I’m so fucking annoyed she’s acting like I’m at fault here. Calling her my wife was a bad decision, I can admit to that, but it saved her. And it saved my chances at winning their contract.

      “All right, look. We can sit here and blame each other, or we can solve this problem.”

      “Great.” She leans back, arms crossed. “Solve it.”

      I work my jaw. She’s giving me that stubborn glare, and while I find it weirdly fucking attractive, right now is not the time to think about the feeling of her hips under my hands, or my palm brushing against her breasts, or her lips working against mine.

      How goddamn pent-up and horny am I right now?

      “I already took the first steps the second I left the meeting with the Crowleys. If Liam decides to dig, he’ll find the proper documentation.”

      Her jaw drops. “Wait. Hold on. Back up. The proper what now?”

      “Documentation.” I stare at her straight-faced. I had hoped I wouldn’t need to tell her this part. I’d quietly dissolve the whole thing before she ever noticed. Just a blip in the system. “I know a judge in Las Vegas, a friend of mine, and he was willing to file the marriage certificate plus backdate it to a couple months ago. He forged both our signatures. Good guy.”

      She jumps to her feet. “You did fucking what? Gareth!”

      “What did you expect? You don’t have to play along, but we need proof that we’re married. Do you have any idea what the Crowley family is?”

      “You can’t just—you can’t just—force me into marriage. This is, like, beyond insane.”

      I come around the desk, staring at her. “Listen to me, Fiona. The Crowley family is powerful. They bribe politicians. They buy local elections. If they wanted to scratch the surface of my lie, they could easily do it. I needed to make sure that there were no holes in our story, and filing the paperwork was the most obvious first step.”

      “The most obvious first step was maybe you shouldn’t have lied to them in the first place.” She’s seething now. Not that I can blame her. It must be an ugly surprise to find out that she’s married. Legally, anyway.

      “We can’t go back and change that. I did what I did to keep you safe.” Mostly, anyway.

      “Oh, you’re my savior.” She rolls her eyes. “Asshole.”

      “Don’t start insulting me.” I jab a finger at her. “You’re being stubborn. Can’t you just see that I’m doing this to help you?”

      “You’re doing this to win your stupid client.” She jabs a finger right back. “Quit pretending like you’re all noble. And what about that kiss, huh? Was that to help me?”

      I blink rapidly at her. “I was selling our story.”

      “You enjoyed it. You were practically drooling for more.”

      “You moaned in my mouth. You’re telling me I’m the one that enjoyed it?”

      Her eyes widen. “I did not moan. How dare you say I moaned?”

      “You moaned.” I stand inches from her, breathing hard. Fuck, she’s hot, looking back at me with that messy hair like she wants to kick me in the throat. She’s an absolute train wreck right now, but hell, all I can think about is kissing her again. Grabbing her messy bun, palming it hard, pulling her mouth against mine.

      Making her moan for real this time.

      We stand there, facing off for several tense seconds. My heart’s racing. My palms are sweating. I haven’t felt this alive, this angry, this frustrated in a very long time, if ever. For years, I’ve been drifting, throwing myself into work, ignoring everything else around me.

      Now there’s Fiona, lighting up the fucking world.

      Burning it all down too.

      “Admit I didn’t moan,” she says quietly. Her voice is less angry now, more controlled. She takes visible, deep breaths, and I notice that her blouse’s top two buttons are undone, giving me just a glimpse of cleavage. Again. Fuck, did she do that on purpose? “Admit it, Gareth.”

      “All right. You didn’t moan.”

      “Thank you.”

      “There might’ve been a whimper, and you definitely enjoyed it.”

      “God, you’re such a prick.” She storms away to the opposite end of the room. “What are we going to do?”

      “My offer stands. Be my wife. Help me win the Crowley contract.”

      She pauses, but shakes her head. “No, absolutely not. Definitely not after finding out you went behind my back and filed the paperwork.”

      I hold up a finger. “To save your ass.”

      “To save your ass.” She clenches her jaw. “What about Liam?”

      “I’ll put some clothes in the hotel room. We’ll say we’re staying there because our apartment burned down and we’re in the process of getting a new one.”

      “Think he’ll talk to my landlord? Push at our story?”

      “Maybe, maybe not. Hard to say. Depends on if he has other business in town or if he’s just here to follow up on us.” I tap at my forehead with a fingertip. “We can always pay the landlord to say we were living together in your apartment.”

      “God, what a mess. Poor Eduardo, getting dragged into this.”

      “Eduardo will be fine, he’s a fucking landlord. They’re all morally flexible. We’ll pay him well.”

      “All right, I’ll talk to him. We’ll convince Liam that this marriage thing is real. I’ll do the bare freaking minimum to keep us both from getting murdered. Then we’re having a falling out and getting divorced.”

      “Nobody will be surprised. Whirlwind marriages tend to fail more often than not.”

      “I’ll expect alimony.”

      “Good luck winning that in court.” I grin at her, some of my tension easing now that we have a plan.

      If she plays along, this should be fine. We convince Liam, he goes back to Boston, and I accept that I’ll never get the Crowley job after all. Can’t exactly go for it now, not if my fake wife isn’t willing to play the game.

      She hesitates before leaving. Her anger drains away. I can tell there’s something else she wants to ask, but I don’t push her. Instead, I go around the desk, sitting back down.

      “My job,” she finally blurts out. “Where does this leave me?”

      “That’s a little bit complicated. I have a policy. No dating my employees. Definitely no marrying them.”

      “We’re not really married.”

      I try not to smile. “Well, technically—”

      “Gareth.” She closes her eyes, clearly holding back her emotions. “My apartment burned down. I have crushing student loans. My parents left for Paris for two weeks. My ex got engaged. My best friend’s fairytale Kentucky life is beginning to show some cracks. I feel like I’m on the edge of an abyss right now and I really have no idea what I’m going to do. So please don’t joke around.”

      “Okay, I understand,” I say softly. “You’re still my legal assistant.”

      She lets out a long breath. “Thank you.”

      “Assuming you listen to me in the future.”

      “You’re unbelievable.” She rubs her temple before glancing at me. “Thank you for not firing me.”

      “You’re a good employee,” I say with a little shrug.

      Which is true, but that’s not why I can’t bring myself to get rid of her.

      It’s not even that she’s going through a crisis and needs help.

      It’s because of that kiss.

      Which is absolutely the worst reason.

      Still, no matter what, I will not let myself care about Fiona. No matter how attractive I find her, she’s too young, too unserious, too much of a total mess. I’ve learned the hard way too many times to let myself open up and start to give a shit about another person.

      But I do want her.

      And I am willing to make very stupid decisions to keep her around.
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      The motel complex where the fire victims are staying isn’t far from the burned husk of the apartment building. I can still smell charred wood and melted plastic in the air as I stroll toward the courtyard.

      I called Eduardo an hour ago. He said he’d meet me here—he had business with some of his former tenants already. I wanted to get it over with right away, but I figured this was something better done in person, so I agreed. But now that I’m here, I wish I hadn’t come at all.

      It reminds me too much of what I lost. And what all these people lost too.

      Kids run around on a pathetically small grassy patch. A few adults watch them. Dejected and tired-looking people. My kind of folks. I smile and wave to an older woman I recognize from the building. She waves back. Her kids fall to the ground, a girl and a boy, wrestling in the dirt. She doesn’t bother telling them to stop. The slump of her shoulders, the faraway stare, these people are in shock, still mourning the loss of all their belongings. Their entire lives, incinerated. They’re hurting.

      They’re like me.

      I can only imagine the hell this must be for families. It’s bad enough for me, but I’m a young, single woman—I’m not a married mother of two with kids to worry about. My obligations begin and end with me. I don’t have to think about buying new diapers, new clothes, new everything for an entire family. Not to mention the trauma those poor kiddos went through.

      Breaks my damn heart, seeing these families like this. Puts my own pain into perspective.

      “Fiona, there you are.” Eduardo comes striding over. He was talking with a group of older men at the far end of the courtyard. His smile is big, but guarded. I meet him halfway and shake his hand.

      “How are you?” I ask. “How is everyone here?”

      “Holding it together.” His smile fades. “How are you?”

      I grimace slightly. Poor Eduardo saw me at my most emotional. Well, at my most sober emotional. I vaguely recall sobbing over the toilet last night after a second bottle of champagne. My head throbs, but the memory is a merciful blur.

      “I’m fine. Working some things out.” I try to give him a smile, but it feels wrong here.

      “Wonderful, wonderful. Look, what did you want to discuss? I don’t mean to rush you, but I have to go speak with the fire marshal in a few minutes.”

      “It’s, uh, sort of delicate.” I hesitate, not sure how to broach this. Turns out, I’ve never bribed someone before. My palms sweat and nervous energy whirls around my guts. “I need a favor.”

      “If it’s something I can do, I’d be happy to help. Do you need a recommendation for somewhere else to live or something like that?”

      “No, it’s, uh, actually—” I clear my throat. How am I supposed to do this? Do people just blurt these sorts of things out? I wish I were smooth, but unfortunately, I’m an awkward duck most of the time. Especially when trying to bribe someone, apparently. “I need you to tell people that I was living with my husband.”

      It comes out in a rush. I beam at him, smiling huge, trying to convey confidence. Like this is totally, completely normal.

      He blinks a few times. “You’re… married?”

      “I am,” I say, which is technically true. Gareth, that bastard.

      “Were you actually living with him, or…?” He tilts his head, confused, and I realize Eduardo didn’t spend much time in the building. He had a manager for that, a younger, friendly guy that was always asking if I needed help with anything. A creeper named Lewis. I’m happy I’m not dealing with him.

      I take the wad of cash Gareth gave me and shove it into Eduardo’s hands. He stares at the money, bewildered.

      “As far as you know, yes, I was living with a man named Gareth,” I say quickly. “You saw him once or twice. You said hello. You were friendly.”

      “I was?” He flips through the roll of twenties, blinking rapidly in shock. “I mean, right, of course I was.” Slowly, his shock turns to a smarmy grin as he shoves the money into his pocket, seamlessly accepting the cash as if that’s a totally normal thing to do.

      What the hell is wrong with people?

      He should be asking questions, or giving me shit, or at least wondering why the heck I’m bribing him.

      Instead, it’s enough money to make all that go away.

      “Thank you,” I say, turning away. “Gareth says thanks as well. You were, uh, a great landlord.”

      “Where will you go?” he asks. “Not that it’s my business. I’m just curious.”

      “I have a place to stay.” For now, at least. I’m not proud, but I skimmed a few twenties from that stack too, just in case. “Remember, I’ve been living with Gareth this whole time.”

      “Nice guy. Real polite.”

      “Tall, sandy brown hair. Lawyer. Dressed well. Got it?”

      “Got it, don’t worry. I remember Gareth.”

      Eduardo winks and waves as I walk away.

      Here I was thinking he’s a nice guy. Turns out, Gareth is right, all landlords are bastards with flexible morals.

      Not that I can blame the guy. His building did just burn to the ground. For all I know, Eduardo had his life savings invested in that place.

      And if I’m honest, right now if someone came up to me with a thousand dollars in cash, and all I had to do was pretend I saw someone, I’d accept with a smile.

      Still, I have a very low opinion of people at the moment.

      And myself, apparently.

      I hurry away from the motel. Sweat rolls down my back. It’s a hot Texas afternoon. All I want to do is get inside, out of the sun, into the air conditioning, and drink about ten gallons of water. I must smell like alcohol and bile. These clothes need to be washed, though I have no idea how I’ll get that done. Hell, I need a whole new wardrobe. Which isn’t happening anytime soon.

      As I trudge along, I think about Gareth. About the way he was looking at me back in his office. The way he stared at my lips, at my chest. His gaze drifting down my body, tongue licking his lips like he was starving for something. That man acts like he despises me, like I’m the biggest pain in his ass, and yet he looks at me like he wants to drag me off to some cave to ravage me silly.

      There’s a sick part of me that wants it too.

      He said I moaned. When he kissed me, he said I gave him a little whimper. And in his office, I denied it.

      But he’s right. I did whimper. Because that kiss was unbelievable.

      Dimly, I become aware of a car. It’s a dark sedan driving slowly, maybe fifty feet behind me. I glance over my shoulder, frowning, shading my eyes against the bright sun. I can’t tell who’s driving, or if someone’s riding in the back, but when I stop walking, it slows even more until the car stops directly across from me.

      My heart’s racing with nerves.

      I think it’s Gareth until the window rolls down.

      Liam Crowley stares out. No smile, no greeting. Just a grim frown, a tilted head.

      “Hello, Mrs. Kane,” he says. I can’t tell if he puts an ironic emphasis on the Mrs. part or not. “Where are you going at the hottest time of the day?”

      “I was, uh, visiting some people from the apartment building,” I say, plastering on a stupid smile while inwardly I’m screaming for help.

      “How are they doing?” he asks, sounding absolutely bored.

      “Good. I mean, bad. But as good as they can be, under the circumstances.”

      “I’m sure it must be hard.” His eyes narrow. “Why don’t I give you a ride?”

      “Uh—” I look around. Nobody’s nearby. We’re in the middle of a street, but it’s all businesses and shade trees. “No, I’m okay, really.”

      “I insist. Get in the car, Fiona. I mean, Mrs. Kane.”

      The door shoves open and Liam moves over to give me room.

      I hesitate, staring inside. There’s a driver, a big guy with dark sunglasses, but hell, he’s probably in their crime family too. That guy wouldn’t care if Liam strangled me to death in front of him. If I get in that car, there’s no guarantee I’ll ever come back out again.

      But how can I deny him without seeming rude? Without looking shady?

      “Okay, uh, thank you very much.” I slip inside and close the door. “I was headed back to the office to see Gareth.”

      “Good. I was thinking I’d drop by as well.”

      He doesn’t look at me as the driver pulls out into traffic.
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      I try to do some work. I force myself to concentrate for an hour, but every time I find myself getting into a groove, she pops back into my head.

      Fiona. My assistant.

      I didn’t think much of her when the recruiter, a woman named Janine I met in college, brought her to me. “She’s smart and really needs a gig, but she’s young. Will that be an issue?”

      I didn’t think so at the time. The interviews went well, Fiona was poised and intelligent, and I really needed a new assistant. I couldn’t keep scaring them away by being too demanding.

      So I hired her. I took it easy in those first few weeks. I didn’t push too hard, just to make sure she didn’t panic.

      Look where that got me.

      Fucked, no two ways about it.

      I knew she was trouble the second she waltzed into my office looking like heaven in heels. I can’t deny I find the girl attractive—she has the kind of body she clearly works on—but I try to make it a point not to get entangled at work. My job is my life, and I prefer to keep everything neat and tidy.

      I don’t get attached. I don’t do romance.

      Except now I’m married.

      Funny how that happens.

      I manage a solid ten minutes of uninterrupted work when there’s a knock at the door. It opens before I call out, Fiona entering first, followed by Liam Crowley.

      I sit back, trying not to look like someone just kicked me in the teeth.

      What the fuck is Crowley doing here? And why is he with Fiona?

      “Hello, husband,” she says, giving me the biggest, fakest fucking smile in the entire goddamn world. “Look who I found.”

      “Wife,” I say, eyebrows raising. “And Mr. Crowley.”

      “Liam,” he grunts, still standing, eyes narrowed. Looking like he’s scoping my office out. As if he’s not sure any of this is real.

      What’s this crazy fucker up to?

      Fiona comes over, around my desk, stoops down, and plants a chaste kiss on my lips.

      Oh, absolutely not.

      My heart races as something takes hold of me. This is my wife—my woman—and Liam Crowley’s standing there in my office watching like he’s judging everything we do.

      I will take her and own her. I will mark her as mine, so that bizarre Irish gangster doesn’t get any ideas.

      I reach out, grab her by the back of the neck, and hold her still as I kiss her for real.

      If I’m going to use her as my wife, I’m going to do it properly.

      She’s let out a soft little yelp of surprise, but I kiss her deep and slow. I taste her bottom lip, and yes, she fucking whimpers all right. I smother any protest she might have, smother it with my tongue, my taste. God damn, the girl can kiss.

      I’ll make sure to mention that later.

      Finally, she breaks away, glaring death at me. Her cheeks flushed red.

      “Honeymoon phase,” Liam says with disgust. “I hope that wears off quickly.”

      “I hope it never does,” Fiona says sounding suitably breathless. She composes herself and beams at me. Good, she better not try to pretend like she didn’t thoroughly enjoy that.

      I sit back, feeling a bit smug. “How can I help you, Liam?”

      “My father sent me down here to speak with you. And to handle some other unrelated business.” He sits down in front of my desk. Fiona remains standing at my elbow. I’m tempted to put my hand on her leg, but I’d better not push it. I’m not sure how good of an actress she is, and we don’t have a deal in place.

      “And how has business been?” I ask.

      “Good.” He stares at me for a long moment. “Father says he’s interested in bringing you on board. Assuming you and your wife can meet him this weekend. He has a beach house in Gloucester.”

      “I’d be happy to visit him,” I say, eyebrows raised, panic hitting me suddenly. What the hell? Visit him this weekend in Gloucester? “I’ll have my assistant reach out to his assistant to arrange the details.”

      Liam glances at Fiona. “That wouldn’t be you, would it?”

      She gives him a sweet smile. “Of course not.”

      Shit. Guess I have to hire a new assistant, and fast. “Is there anything else?” I ask, ready to wrap up this farce as soon as I can.

      Liam shakes his head. “That’s all. Make the plans with my father.” He stands, eyes flitting between me and Fiona. “There’s something strange about the two of you. But I admit, I looked into your little relationship. It seems like it was fast, but you really are married.”

      “Love knows no limits,” I say with a shrug.

      Liam grunts. “I suppose not.” He walks to the door, but pauses there. “By the way. Why don’t either of you wear a ring?”

      I blink rapidly. Fuck, a ring. I forgot about rings. What a stupid rookie error. But before I can speak up, Fiona takes over.

      “Gareth doesn’t like wearing jewelry, and my ring is being resized. Part of a whirlwind wedding means certain things didn’t work out perfectly.” She laughs gently and puts a hand on my shoulder. She squeezes tight.

      Fiona is not happy.

      “I’m still looking for the right band,” I say with a shrug.

      “I’ll see the two of you in Gloucester.” He turns and leaves without looking back.

      Fiona walks to the door, makes sure he’s gone, and closes it. She groans, head leaned back. “Oh, what the fuck,” she says, glaring at me. “Why did you just agree to that?”

      “We’ll cancel. I’ll come up with an excuse.”

      “You could’ve said we have plans. You could’ve said anything at all, except that we’d do it.”

      “Seriously, Fiona? You walk in here with Liam Crowley, no notice, no text saying, hey Gareth, get ready, we’re coming, and you’re pissed that I didn’t have any excuses prepared?”

      Her jaw works. “You kissed me again.”

      As if she minds.

      I lean forward, smirking now. “You keep coming back to the kiss. How much did you love it this time?”

      Her hands curl into fists. I probably shouldn’t push her, but I can’t help myself. She’s so beyond not my type, such a wreck, somehow courting disaster like it’s her best friend, and yet she’s so beautiful. It’s breathtaking, that thick auburn hair, those big eyes, those plump lips. I’d happily keep this ruse going, if only to get the chance to keep kissing her.

      But something strange happens. Instead of tearing into me, she takes one step forward. Her hands relax, her shoulders ease, and she takes a deep breath.

      Interesting. She gets control of herself.

      “Here’s the deal,” she says, pointing a finger at me. Face a sudden mask. “You pay off my student loans. You buy me a new car. You write the most incredible recommendation and sing my praises to my next employer. And you give me ten grand to help with finding a new apartment.”

      “That’s a lot of money,” I say, mentally doing the math. “How much do you owe again?”

      “A lot,” she says, stalking over. She shoves that finger down on my desk, leaning forward slightly, other hand on her hip. “There will be rules. No sex. No unnecessary kissing. Hands to yourself. No getting attached. Max of one year, but no more. And in the end, we divorce, no fighting it.”

      “No sex?” I ask, leaning back. “I doubt you can pull that off.”

      “You have a really high opinion of yourself.”

      “I tasted that whimper, Fiona.” I tilt my head, waiting for her to deny it. She doesn’t, which sends a thrill into my guts. “You won’t last a week before you’re throwing yourself at me.”

      “Do you honestly think women find you that attractive? I’m in this for the money, Gareth. I don’t give a damn about you at all. Are you taking the deal or not?”

      I grunt, nodding. I’d be stupid to turn her down. Whatever she’s asking, the Crowley family is worth easily ten times as much.

      “Yes, with my own stipulations. We do this for real. You come to live with me. You act as my wife whenever we’re in public. I’m starting to think being married might be useful for my career.”

      “One year. Max.”

      I pull out a yellow legal pad and a pen. “Should I draw up the contract?”

      She rolls her eyes but sits. “Do it.”

      I spend the next twenty minutes drafting the language. She barks out suggestions as I go, bickering about everything from where we sleep (“Separate freaking rooms, asshole.”) to how often she gets to use my home gym (“As often as I want and you better not stand around staring at my ass.”) to her rock-climbing membership (“Non-negotiable.”) and in the end, I give her everything she wants.

      Because there’s only one thing I need.

      And that’s her, playing the part.

      If we can pull this off and fool the Crowleys, my career will be made. It won’t matter how much money she wants—I’ll pay her all that and more.

      In the end, she looks over the document, commenting only a few times on my terrible handwriting.

      But she signs. Her name, scribbled at the bottom. She turns it toward me, lips pushed together.

      I write my name in a big, looping cursive. She rolls her eyes again.

      “I now pronounce us—”

      “Asshole,” she says, stands, and marches out of my office.

      I watch her go, heart racing.

      We’re either going to pull off the con of the century together or end up dead.
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      “Welcome home,” he says as he ushers me into his apartment.

      It’s at the top of an expensive, fancy building in downtown Dallas. I didn’t think people actually lived in places like this, but apparently, I was wrong.

      Gareth’s space is obscenely nice. Grays, whites, blacks, muted colors. Leather couch, enormous windows, modern kitchen with gleaming appliances and one of those obscene hidden refrigerators that cost like fifty grand. “Not very…” I trail off, tapping my lower lip. “Not very personal.”

      “Personal?” He cocks his head. “You’re right. I travel half the year.”

      “I know, but still.” I poke my head into the enormous master bedroom. “No pictures. Barely anything on the walls. It looks like you hired someone to make it look good and just—stopped there.”

      “Because that’s exactly what I did.” He steers me toward the home gym. It’s suitably decked out with weight machines and a couple treadmills. Plus a little steam room toward the back.

      “Okay, I’ll admit it, I like this,” I say, running my fingers down the railing on the elliptical. The gym is almost nice enough that I can forgive the serial-killer vibes I’m getting from the rest of the apartment. “How long have you been here?”

      “Six years.”

      I bark a laugh at him. “Six years? And you don’t have a single picture of anyone anywhere?”

      “Like I said, I travel a lot, as you well know.”

      “Still,” I say softly, moving past him and back toward the kitchen. “I’m not even that close with my family and my place had pictures of me and my parents.”

      “I don’t like gathering things,” he says, making a face. “I don’t need the clutter.”

      “Clutter is personality.” I stand by the windows in the living room, looking out at the breathtaking view of Dallas. All right, I’ll admit, this apartment is like a psychologist’s wet dream, but I can definitely get used to staying here.

      “No, clutter is junk. It’s a replacement for a personality. You’re mistaking filling your life with useless stuff for having actual goals and dreams and aspirations.”

      I glare at him in the window’s reflection, making a face. “Are you saying I don’t have a personality?”

      “No, I’m saying that stuff doesn’t matter. I could have the most impressive things and still be empty.”

      I shrug, not really agreeing, but not willing to argue either. Decorations, pictures, knick-knacks and tchotchkes and paintings on the walls are all indications of a life. They’re representations of an existence. This place, it feels cold and barren, like his world is somewhere else. Like all he does is eat, sleep, and work.

      But that’s not a personality. That’s just drifting. Trying to get ahead for the sake of trying.

      My place had life in it. Colors, objects to remind me of my past, paintings I liked. Sure, decorations turn invisible after a little while, but still. I put effort into my surroundings.

      It’s like he doesn’t care about this apartment.

      “Here’s where you’ll stay,” he says, showing me to the guest room. It’s smaller than the master, but it has its own bathroom and the bed seems comfortable.

      I run my fingers over the bureau. It’s a good space. “Now we need to have an awkward conversation,” I say.

      His eyebrows raise. “If you want to discuss conjugal visits—”

      “I’m pretty sure the whole no sex thing is very much in the contract.”

      “Contracts can be amended.” He shrugs like it’s no big deal.

      I glare at him. “No. Sex. Don’t get any stupid ideas, like maybe accidentally coming into my room in the middle of the night in nothing but a pair of boxer briefs and a huge hard-on.”

      “Would that work? Also, thank you for assuming it’s huge.”

      “God, you’re insane. Seriously, insane. Can you please listen to me?”

      “Huge and pierced,” he says, grinning.

      My mouth falls open. Pierced? Really? But no, I am not thinking about his pierced cock. I’ve never even seen a pierced cock before.

      I glare at him, annoyed he got me all excited imagining what he’d look like with a massive hard-on and nothing else.

      “Stay on topic,” I say, forcing myself to concentrate even though I’m licking my lips. “I need clothes.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Gareth.”

      “Fine. You need clothes.” He sighs. “How much?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “I haven’t had to buy an entirely new wardrobe before.”

      “Black Amex it is then.” He takes it from his wallet and tosses it over. “You should be familiar with that by now.”

      “Are you giving me limits?”

      “Be reasonable. That’s my limit. Otherwise, get yourself what you need. Work clothes, exercise clothes, casual and lounge stuff, underwear. Treat yourself to some lingerie if you’d like.”

      “Gareth,” I say. “You’re flirting dangerously with the no-sex clause.”

      “I didn’t say wear the lingerie for me. I said to treat yourself.”

      “Oh, then I can wear it for someone else?” I bat my eyelashes innocently.

      His face darkens. It takes me by surprise, how sudden and intense he looks at me, like he’s contemplating murdering this fictional man.

      “You’re my wife now,” he says, voice pitched low. “You’re mine, Fiona. You will not fuck anyone while you’re mine.”

      “I’m sorry, we didn’t discuss that.”

      “No sex means no sex.” His sudden, possessive glare sends a shiver of excitement down my spine. Gareth always seems uptight and controlling, but this side of him is a hint at the passion underneath the cold exterior. I didn’t know he could turn into a total manhandling beast on the drop of a dime, and the stupid horny side of my brain actually likes it.

      Okay, get it together. I am not sleeping with my possessive husband.

      “That’s not what I meant,” I say, clearing my throat. “I was teasing you, but fine, I don’t even want to sleep with anyone. I can take care of my needs all by myself. I’ve been doing it for years.”

      He licks his lips. “How often?”

      “Excuse me?” My eyes widen. Is he seriously asking about that right now?

      “How often do you get yourself off? So I know to give you privacy.” There’s a heat to his gaze that simultaneously gets me extremely excited and makes me exceedingly nervous.

      “I’m not sharing my masturbation habits with you.” I glance away, heart racing. “If I’m busy, I’ll lock my door.”

      Really, it’s every night, but I’m not telling him that.

      “Good to know,” he says softly, voice husky, nearly a purr.

      My cheeks turn bright red with embarrassment. “Okay, on that note, I’m going shopping.”

      “Enjoy yourself. Get something to make this place feel more like home.”

      I hesitate, eyeing him cautiously. “You’d let me change the decorations?”

      “It seems to matter to you more than it matters to me.”

      “I’m honestly surprised. You don’t seem like the kind of man that would relinquish control over… well, anything.”

      “There will be rules. You will learn to follow them. But for now, we need to make this place feel like we both live in it.”

      I sigh and roll my eyes to the ceiling. “I’m really looking forward to you giving me shit for eating in the living room.”

      He shakes his head. “There’s no food in the living room. Or in the gym.”

      “Gareth, if I’m going to live here, I’m going to live here. You can’t expect me—”

      But he’s grinning and walking away. I clamp down on my retort, glaring at his back as he disappears down the hallway.

      Bastard was baiting me.

      This whole thing is a mess. I slump back onto my bed. It’s surprisingly soft and springy for an extra mattress. I look around at the room and slowly realize that this place is bigger than any bedroom I’ve ever had before. And it’s not even the master.

      Gareth’s place is beautiful, but it’s cold. It’s exactly like him.

      Now that I’m here, I’ll try to make it feel more like a home.

      For the game. For the fake marriage. Not for any other reason.

      I’m doing my time, sticking to my role, and getting my money. I will not get attached to this life, to this man.

      I won’t start to like his rough, possessive stares, or the way he casually talks about sex.

      I will not picture his big, pierced cock. Or his muscular forearms as he pumps his hand up and down his own shaft.

      I jump to my feet. “Shopping,” I say out loud like dousing myself with cold water. “Time for shopping.”

      Otherwise, I’m going to fall into some seriously off-limits daydreaming, and it’s way too early in our fake relationship to go down that route.
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      It’s been a long time since I shared my space with another person.

      Since college, over ten years ago now.

      Even back then, I got my own apartment as soon as it was feasible. I loved my Atlas brothers, but they were messy as hell, and I couldn’t handle it.

      Now, I wake up to find half-finished glasses of water left around the apartment. Mugs of coffee with two sips perched on end tables. Dishes lying on the counter, not rinsed, not put in the dishwasher. Drawers hanging open. Cabinets with fingerprints. Keys tossed on the entry table with no attempt at organizing the chaos.

      She’s Hurricane Fiona.

      Throw pillows appear. Colorful blankets. Some attractive art prints on the walls. Coffee table books tastefully spread out. None of it is my style, but I told her to make the place her own.

      There are perks. Like Fiona in a pair of tight yoga pants and a sports bra lounging on the couch, reading a novel. Or Fiona working out, sweat dripping down her stupidly gorgeous body. Or Fiona in an old, ratty t-shirt, too small and practically see-through, her nipples hard, her lips pouty.

      Fucking hell, the girl drives me crazy.

      She got clothes from every designer brand imaginable. Really made me pay for it. And yet she still somehow wears what looks like thrifted stuff designed to be as sexy as possible.

      It’s hard to complain. My new fake wife has beautiful tits and a tight ass. Over the next few days, she works out obsessively, and it’s clear how she looks the way she does.

      Hard work. Something we have in common.

      “You don’t have to kill yourself, you know,” I say on Wednesday evening after a few days of her living here. “Sometimes it feels like you’re trying to push yourself to the limits.”

      She’s sitting on the gym with her back to the wall, breathing hard after a particularly intense workout. “Exercise keeps my mind off my problems. And as you know, I have a lot of them right now.”

      I shrug and walk to the treadmill. It beeps to life as I start my evening cardio. “There are better ways to distract yourself. Ones that won’t end with you getting injured.”

      “If you’re about to mention sex again—”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “I wasn’t, but I can see where your head’s at.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Oh, sorry, this coming from the guy that keeps glancing at my chest. Yeah, I noticed.”

      “You have a great tits. Am I supposed to ignore them?”

      A little smile graces her lips. “You think so? I mean, I know I do, but it’s nice to hear it sometimes.”

      “Look at you,” I say, head tilted. “You’re gorgeous. But you work for it.”

      “Is that some kind of insult?”

      “Not at all. We’re alike, actually. I work for what I have too. I wasn’t born with any of this.”

      She hesitates, fingers drumming against her lips. “Where were you born?”

      “The Midwest. A small town a couple hours outside of Chicago. Father was a roofer, mother was a seamstress.”

      “Blue-collar upbringing, huh? Honestly, I would’ve guessed you’re the son of a California oil baron.”

      “I was the first person in my family to go to college.” I feel a sense of pride bloom in my chest. It makes me think of my father, sitting at his old, peeling table, drinking his fifth Miller Lite, grinning at me. Boy, you’re the smart one in the fucking family. Go to school and don’t look back.

      “Me too,” she says cautiously. “What are the chances of that?”

      “Is it really such a shock that we have things in common?”

      “Well, my parents are swingers now, and they’re having a nice time in Paris with their quadrople relationship. How about you? Are your parents swinging with their Midwestern buddies?”

      “God, no, my parents would sooner throw themselves off a bridge than swing.” I look at the treadmill and turn the speed up. They were conservative people, hard workers, serious types. They saved and saved, planned and worried and saved from more, until it didn’t matter in the end. “My dad passed away from cancer four years ago. My mom lives in a retirement facility.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry about your dad.”

      “It’s all right. I take care of my mom now. Financially, at least, and I visit as much as I can.” Which isn’t as often as I’d like.

      “Do you have a good relationship with her?”

      “I do,” I say, tilting my head. “But she’s always been sort of… distant. Closed off.”

      “I wonder where you got that from,” she says, grinning.

      “Right, just like how you got your love of swinging from your parents.”

      She laughs and flips me off. “Okay, I have a question for you, and please don’t take this the wrong way. I’m just trying to get to know my supposed husband.”

      “If you’re about to ask if I love going down on women, the answer is yes, absolutely.” I lick my lips, thinking about her legs wrapped around my face.

      Her cheeks turn red. “Do you really have to do that? No, I was going to ask if you’ve ever been in a relationship before. Like, a real one.”

      I hesitate, some of my excitement fizzling away. I don’t look at her as I turn the speed up until I’m jogging slowly. “Yes, but it was a long time ago.”

      “What happened?”

      “We ended.” I don’t elaborate. She waits for me to say more, but I don’t want to talk about her. Not with Fiona, not with anyone.

      “Okay, keep that one close to the chest, that’s fine.” She stretches her long, lean legs. “As you’re aware, I dated one guy in college, and he is now engaged to someone else.”

      “You’re married. You win.”

      “Hm, actually, that’s true.” She grins at me. “Hey, you’re useful for something.”

      “Glad to be of service.”

      She pushes herself to her feet. “We’re flying to Gloucester in a couple days to visit with the Crowleys. I think we should do this a few more times. You know, so we can plausibly pretend to know each other.”

      “That’s a good idea,” I say, glancing at her. “Are you sure you’re not just trying to get information about my sex life? I’ll show you the piercing if you’re so desperate.”

      She blushes again. “Absolutely not, no thank you.” Then clears her throat. “But you really do like going down on women?”

      “Love it,” I admit. “I haven’t been in a serious relationship in a long time, but that doesn’t mean I let myself grow rusty.”

      She licks her lips. “Uhm, that’s good to know, I guess. You know, in case, uh, the subject of sex comes up. Somehow.”

      “Right, for the fake relationship.”

      She clears her throat and speaks in a rush. “Scott never went down on me. Not a single time. He never cared if I got off, even though he let me suck his dick all the time and insisted that I swallow. Not that I minded, but still. He got off, but I didn’t, and I always resented him for that. He was into sex, and thought I was hot, but he couldn’t have cared less about whether I got the same pleasure as him. That’s about my experience with, uh, you know, sex stuff. Now you know.”

      I slow the treadmill until it stops. I stare at her, heart racing, doing my best to keep my cock from getting rock hard. Which isn’t easy. The thought of her lips wrapped around my tip, of her down on her knees sucking me off with that pretty mouth, making those whimpering noises—fuck, I need to get it together.

      “If I were in his position, I would make sure you come on my tongue every single night,” I say and realize just how much I mean it. I’ve been fucking with her, teasing her, riling her up for fun. But it’s beginning to backfire. As I stare into her eyes and watch the sweat roll down her lovely skin, down over her breasts, down her toned stomach and long legs, I realize how much I really would love to taste her. How much I crave that whimper as she digs her fingers through my hair.

      “Good to know,” she says quietly.

      I stare at her and begin to walk again. Otherwise I’m going to get hard. She licks her lips and her eyes drift down my body. I’m sweating now and she’s noticing. I like that she’s looking. I like that she’s aroused, maybe as much as I am.

      But no sex. That’s the rule.

      Not that I particularly want to make this fake relationship messier than it already is. Fiona’s beautiful, yes, and I want her physically, but she’s still a mess. There are a dozen reasons why I don’t want to get even more tangled with her.

      Still, the idea of her rubbing her soaking wet clit against my tongue—

      Fuck, I need a cold shower after this.

      “I should go,” she squeaks, turning on her heel. “Good talk.”

      She marches out.

      Her door slams.

      And there’s no doubt in my mind she’s in her bed right now, giving herself the orgasm she deserves.

      Fuck, that girl is trouble.

      But she’s right: we need to get to know each other. Not just sexually, but in every way I can think of. I need to know her likes, dislikes, hobbies, tastes, habits. All the stuff a husband would know intuitively.

      And I have two days to do it.

      Time for a crash course in Fiona Kane.
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      I do my best to keep pace with him, but Gareth pushes all my buttons.

      We jog through downtown, heading toward the river. “All right, questions time,” he says as the sun rises over the skyline.

      He woke me up early. Three sharp knocks on my door. It scared the crap out of me—yanked me right from sleep—and I nearly rolled out of the unfamiliar bed.

      Still getting used to my new situation.

      When I finally crawled into the hallway, heart racing, in nothing but a pair of shorts and a practically see-through tank top, I stared at Gareth, pretty sure the place was on fire.

      No reasonable, rational human being would pound on someone’s door that early otherwise.

      But he only stared at me with that intense glare of his. Like I was the one that woke him up or something. Eyes roaming down to my chest.

      Only to find out that he woke me for a predawn jog. “I expect you dressed and ready in ten,” he said before storming off again.

      The fucking prick.

      Yet here I am, jogging away.

      “Go ahead,” I say, so clearly struggling. He slows a touch, which kind of pisses me off and makes me feel weak, but god, I really need a break.

      “Favorite movie.”

      “Sandlot.”

      “Favorite song.”

      “Taylor Swift.” He gives me a look. I tilt my chin up, daring him to call me out for being a Swiftie. “All of them. Next.”

      He sighs. “Favorite food.”

      “Pizza. Mexican. All of it. Next.”

      He laughs, shaking his head. “You can’t like all the food. There has to be something you don’t like.”

      I consider that. “I was a vegetarian for like a year in college, but I got drunk with Cait one time and ate a plate of bacon at a diner at three in the morning. Quit being vegetarian after that. But I guess I don’t like mushrooms, although I’ll eat them if they’re in something.”

      “Bacon made you go back to eating meat?”

      “I know, it’s awful, but a true story.”

      “I’m surprised, honestly, I expected you to have a food thing.”

      I’m not sure what that’s supposed to mean and decide to let it go. “Let me guess. You’re a picky eater.”

      “No, not particularly. I don’t like raw onions, but I’ll also eat them if they’re in a dish. I don’t like overcooked steak. I despise mild hot sauce. What’s the point of hot sauce if it’s not hot?”

      I grin at him. “Great point. Might as well call it watery ketchup at that point.”

      “Glad we agree on something.” He clears his throat. “Favorite TV show.”

      “Parks and Recreation.”

      “How old are you again?” he asks, eyebrows raising. “That show was on TV when I was in college.”

      “I was a very advanced child.”

      “God, don’t remind me about how young you are.”

      “Don’t like that you’re married to a girl ten years your junior? What do they call that, robbing the cradle?”

      His nose wrinkles with disgust. “If you start calling me daddy, I swear I’ll throw you in the water.”

      “Oh, Daddy, don’t get mad at me.” I bat my eyelashes as a thrill runs down my spine. He’s staring at me like he wants to do something very filthy right now. Something that doesn’t involve tossing me into the river.

      “Back to work,” he says, practically growling. “Where did you go to high school?”

      I give him the basic rundown: two boring parents, born outside of Austin, moved to Dallas, went to a boring school, had boring friends, went to the University of Pennsylvania, parents moved to Florida, they turned into sex freaks (“You don’t take after them?” he asks, grinning, and I only give him a dirty look.), and here I am today. Drowning in debt, married to my boss.

      “There’s something apt about them going to Florida to get into swinging,” he says pensively as our pace slows.

      Thank god. I’m drenched in sweat. He keeps glancing at my legs and I think he likes the whole glistening-with-effort look, which I’ll keep in mind. “Right? It’s a weird state. Now it’s your turn. Start from the beginning.”

      “My childhood isn’t very interesting. It’s like yours. Two boring parents. My father was a drunk, but not an abusive one, thankfully. My mother was a cold, distant woman, but she loved me. I was an only child.”

      “Me too,” I say. “Ever wonder what life would’ve been like with a sibling?”

      “Not really, no. I would’ve gotten even less attention. I already didn’t get much.” He tilts his head to the side. “Do you miss them? Your parents, I mean.”

      “Sometimes,” I admit. “They’re selfish assholes though. Every time I think my mom’s coming around and finally starting to see just how fucked up she’s been, she disappoints me. I’m learning not to care.”

      “That’s a shame,” he says softly. “That’s not the lesson you want to learn from your own family.”

      I shrug, but don’t reply. Emotions swirl in me for some reason. I don’t know what I can say. My mother was a good mom growing up, but she clearly never wanted a kid and only married my dad because of me. Now they’re finding themselves together, which is great for them, but they’ve left me behind. It’s like I’m old enough to take care of myself, so now they don’t give a damn about me anymore. I clear my throat, straightening my spine. “Enough of my sad story. Your turn. Best friends?”

      “Four of them.” He cocks his head at the look I give him. “Surprised?”

      “Honestly, yes. You don’t strike me as the friend type.”

      “I was part of a club in college. The Atlas Organization. We’re still very close.”

      “Sounds like you sacrificed chickens to the dark lord Baal. What college?”

      “Blackwoods.”

      I whistle, eyebrows raising. “Impressive. How’d you manage that?”

      “Luck. And good grades.”

      “I went to dinky old University of Pennsylvania. That’s like scraps compared to Blackwoods.”

      “We can’t all be geniuses, Fiona.”

      I nudge him with my elbow. He grins in return as a strange comradery forms between us. There are strange commonalities—single child, normal-seeming parents, but some trauma in our past. He seems more interested in learning about me, which suggests he’s got something to hide, or at least something he doesn’t want to talk about. It’s curious; I’m tempted to press him. I find myself in the awkward position of wanting to know every detail about my closed-lipped husband.

      We run close to each other, shoulders touching for a few paces before we’re forced apart by an old lady walking her little fluffy white dog.

      When we come back together, he tells me about his friends. Carmine and Ford, both in the area with their wives; Evander, out in Chicago; and Lanzo, somewhere overseas. “They have unconventional jobs,” he says, frowning straight ahead.

      I decide not to follow up on that, though I file it away for future questioning later. “My best friend lives out in Kentucky, and most of the people I knew in high school either moved out of state or are out in the suburbs still. It’s been hard the last year.”

      “I can see why you’re such a wreck.”

      I glare at him. “I’m a wreck because my apartment burned down, you asshole.”

      “Right, of course, I shouldn’t have suggested otherwise.”

      “You got into a lot of fights as a kid, didn’t you? I can imagine people are constantly trying to beat you up.”

      “Not since I hit six foot,” he says with a smirk. “All right, wife, come on. Let’s get some coffee and take a break.” He slows down outside of a Starbucks. I stop with him, catching my breath. I want to give up on this stupid run and head back to the apartment, but I could use some caffeine. The sun’s barely over the horizon now, the weak morning light slanting through the buildings, reflecting off the sweat on his skin.

      Despite being a huge prick, Gareth’s attractive. Absurdly attractive. The way he runs a hand through his hair to show off his toned biceps. His enormous chest muscles, his toned abs, his vein-wrapped forearms. God, those freaking forearms. I could lick those damn forearms.

      I just wish he weren’t such an asshole.

      At least he buys the coffee. Well, he has no choice, since I’m broke, but still.

      “All right, let me ask you something now,” I say as we stand outside together on the sidewalk, sipping our drinks. “When you were a kid, what did you want to be when you grew up?”

      He’s quiet for a long moment. “I wanted to work on computers.”

      “Really?” I look at him, honestly surprised. “Were you sort of a nerd?”

      “No, I wouldn’t say that.” He pauses, staring into the distance. “My family didn’t have much money back then. But one day, when I was around six or seven, my dad came home with this old computer a client was throwing out. He cleaned it up, plugged it in, and that changed my life. It opened a world for me. We got America Online, I surfed the web, learned about networking, got really into hardware. I had that computer for years, even well past its prime. I fell in love with it, with what it could represent, and although I moved on from that as I got older… that’s what I wanted to do with my life. Computers, internet. All those possibilities.”

      I watch his face as a strange sense of calm comes over me. I can almost see a little Gareth sitting in a dark room in front of the glow of a computer monitor, chatting away, playing games, exploring the web. I don’t really know what the internet was like back then, but I picture a curious kid finding himself.

      It’s almost sweet, actually. I wonder how he went from playing with computers to lawyer for gangsters.

      “I wanted to breed dogs.” It comes out in a sudden rush. He looks at me, a little smile on his face like he’s about to make a joke, so I keep talking. “We didn’t have any pets. My mom was allergic to cats and didn’t like dogs, so we never got one, but I was obsessed with them. I used to have these elaborate daydreams where I’d imagine a whole pack of black Labradors, all of them running around through a forest, and I’d call out all their names one by one, petting their heads as they run past.”

      “I didn’t take you for an animal lover.”

      “Well, I grew up. At least I wasn’t a computer nerd.”

      He laughs at that, finishes his coffee, and tosses the empty into a trash can. “You do realize most computer nerds grew up into rich programmers, right? It’s cool to be into computers now.”

      “Don’t try to hide your nerdery from me, Gareth.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” His smile fades as he stretches his neck. “All right, let’s head back.”

      “Hold up, we’re running home?”

      “Of course, how did you think we were getting there?”

      “I don’t know… walking? At a leisurely pace? Maybe taking a cab.”

      “Toss the cup, Mrs. Kane. We’re going.”

      I groan, throw it away, and adjust my hair. There’s no way I’m going to let him know that I’m already sore and exhaust. “Fine, let’s do this, you big dork.”

      He laughs as he sets out at a pace I definitely can’t match for long.

      But I try anyway.
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      I clap my hands together. Chalk bursts into the air, a dusty white cloud. I stand at the base of the bouldering wall, the myriad of different size and color hand- and foot-holds skittering up toward the top like a broken-apart puzzle. I bounce on a protective floor mat, thick and soft enough to brace a fall from the top. Bouldering walls don’t use harnesses, but they also don’t go as high.

      I have new climbing gear, new shoes, new clothes, even a new headband.

      But the gym is home. The gym is my life. I take a deep breath, smelling sweat, wood, plastic, chalk. And I smile.

      God, it feels so good to be back.

      “Hell fucking no,” Gareth says from the strip of flat ground at the edge of the mat. “Nope. Absolutely not.”

      I look back at him, hands on my hips. “You woke my ass up at the crack of dawn for a run. You’re climbing the damn wall.”

      “I’ve never done this before,” he says, eyeing the top. “Where’s the safety equipment? Aren’t there ropes?”

      “We’re at the beginner bouldering course. If you fall, you land on the mat.” I bounce up and down, showing him how springy it is. “You’ll be fine.”

      He sighs and rubs his face. “If I break something, it’s going to be very hard to do my job. You realize that? I need my hands. Also my legs.”

      “Don’t be a coward.”

      That gets his attention. “I’m not afraid. I’m practical.”

      “You’re trembling.”

      “Fiona.” His tone sharpens. “Don’t test me.”

      “I want to test you, big guy. Come on, climb.”

      “You first.” He crosses his arms over his chest. “Since I’ve never done this before, show me.”

      “You’re just trying to get a look at my ass,” I say but I’m already planning my route in my head.

      “Damn right I am. So put on a show.”

      I crack my neck, grinning, before turning my back on him. “All right, watch and learn.”

      I’m rusty. It’s been a few weeks since I got a good climbing session in.

      But as soon as I walk to the wall, get my hands and feet set, it all comes flooding back.

      The rush of the climb. The struggle as my fingers find purchase, gripping tightly. The intense rush of getting higher and higher, the difficulty increasing every inch, the risk skyrocketing. That’s what I love the most about climbing: it challenges me to work harder and harder, to refuse to give up even when my body’s begging for me to release and drop down. When I’m climbing, my mind goes blank, all my struggles disappear, and I can drift deep into my body. There’s something pure about climbing, something animalistic, something graceful. I’m a better person when I’m climbing. I’m a stronger person.

      I shift my feet, going from perch to perch, moving slowly up and up. I take my time, letting Gareth get a good view of my form. Also my ass and my back muscles. I know he’s probably mentally feeling me up right now, which only brings a smile to my face.

      This is freedom. Pure and simple freedom. Nothing else matters but the next movement, the next grip, the next foothold. The line I take to get as high as possible. I tower over the gym, bigger than I’ll ever be.

      I’m grinning as I reach the top. Exhilarated and alive.

      I grip with one hand and half turn, looking down at him.

      He’s staring at me with an intense expression caught halfway between lust and admiration.

      “See?” I call down, chills running down my body. This is what love must feel like. “Easy. Your turn.” I climb down before releasing, landing gently on the thick cushion.

      He stands at my side, jaw working. He’s looking at me, studying me, like he can see what I’m feeling. Like he can tell my adrenaline’s pumping through my arms and legs. Like he knows I’m so deeply in my body right now.

      “How about we make a bet,” he says quietly.

      “What kind of bet?” I ask, feeling wary. Gareth’s not the kind of guy to gamble unless he’s feeling confident. But the look on his face suggests there’s no way he’s going to be good at this.

      I’ll admit, I like that I’m better than him.

      He says, “If I reach the top, you tell me what you thought about the last time you got yourself off.”

      I raise my eyebrows. A sharp thrill runs into my core. What is with this guy? Apparently, we’re crossing every single professional line imaginable. “Who says I thought about anything? Maybe I’m into porn.”

      “In that case, you can share your favorite videos.”

      I blush slightly at the thought of him seeing the porn I’m into. “Okay, thoughts it is. And if you don’t?”

      “I’ll tell you what I thought about.”

      Based on the way he’s looking at me right now, I’m pretty sure I know.

      God, is it sick that I like it? I mean, it’s inappropriate and crazy, sure. But Gareth’s hot as hell, even if he is like ten years older than me and not my type at all.

      Hell, in the spirit of getting to know him more, I nod once. “That’s a deal.”

      “Good.” He takes some chalk, clapping it between his hands. “That didn’t look so hard.”

      He gets up, sets himself, and climbs.

      I stare at his muscular arms, impressed by his raw strength. His form is awful and he’s choosing the hardest possible line, but he’s brute-forcing his way up, and up, and up.

      I’m impressed. I’ve seen novice climbers before—I was one not all that long ago—and I know what it’s like to get up there for the first time.

      The fear, the nerves.

      He’s showing none of that. Instead, he’s steadily making progress.

      He makes it halfway to the top before his fingers slip off a difficult and awkward grip. His legs kick out, trying to find purchase, but it’s over.

      Gareth falls silently to the mat, landing with a grunt.

      I stand over him, grinning. “Best of three?” I ask. “Or are you ready to tell me your deepest, darkest jerk-off fantasies?”

      He sighs, eyes squeezing closed. “I thought about fucking you in the sauna. About pushing you down and sliding my thick cock into your tight, pink pussy, nice and slow and deep, until you screamed with pleasure. About pulling your hair, going faster, making your hips and breasts tremble with each rough thrust. About licking sweat off your inner thigh until you rode my tongue to climax.”

      I lick my lips, blinking rapidly. “Uh, okay then, that was extremely graphic.” I shiver, thinking about his hands on my body, on my hips. His fingers digging into my ass while his tongue laps at my pussy. I haven’t been touched like that in a very long time, if ever, and I’m honestly craving it. I’ve been so damn pent-up, so extremely stressed out. An incredible orgasm might do wonders for me.

      Except there’s a no-sex clause that I’m not going to break.

      At least, if we’re going to break it, he’d better be the one to do the breaking.

      “Did you think I fantasized in soft core?” he asks with a sigh. “Help me up.”

      I give him a hand. We stand side by side in front of the wall again, looking upward. I’m trying not to think about him touching himself, touching his pierced cock, and thinking about me.

      But a strange thrill of pride runs down my spine.

      This man, this handsome, closed-off man, finds me so attractive that he touches himself to daydreams of me.

      “How come you haven’t had a serious girlfriend in a while?” I ask suddenly as I walk forward and start to make another climb.

      “You know that’s a borderline insulting question, right?”

      “Come on, seriously. Do you work too much?”

      “Yes,” he says. “But that’s not it.”

      “Why not then? Just haven’t found the right girl?” I glance down and he nods slightly, but he’s looking off in the distance, at the far end of the gym.

      “I had a bad experience. Let’s say she broke my heart, like I told you before, and leave it at that. Now, I want to try again. Double or nothing?”

      “You have more jerk-off fantasies you want to share?” My eyebrows raise.

      He stares at me for a long moment, eyes drifting to my lips. “Fiona, I have a whole movie of fantasies I can tell you all about, if you’d like.”

      “No thanks. Get climbing, big guy. I want to see you fall again.”

      He laughs, but gives it another try. Arms and back straining. His beautiful, muscular shoulders working. I can already picture straddling him, feeling his muscular chest as I ride him, taking him deep, listening to his groans, licking sweat from his lips, digging my fingers into that back.

      I am really pent-up.

      We take turns like that. He never reaches further than halfway, and I entertain myself by making up absurd climbing lines. We talk more about our lives, about our preferences, about the things that make us who we are.

      “I haven’t talked about myself this much in years,” he admits as we sit and drink from our water bottles. “I wasn’t sure I had this much to say.”

      “That’s no shock. I’m practically carrying this whole relationship on my back.”

      “Oh, right, I forgot, you’re so interesting.”

      “I glow like a lighthouse beacon compared to you.”

      He smirks, clearly amused by my wit. “You know, I thought you were quiet when we first met.”

      “I was trying to seem professional. Did it work?”

      “Mostly. But you’re not quiet anymore.”

      “Not I’m just getting through the day.”

      “Turns out, you have an ego on you, which I didn’t expect.” His eyes narrow and I pull back in surprise.

      “Excuse me? I have an ego? You’re practically a blimp, your head’s so big. Are you kidding me right now?”

      “Come on, Fiona. You know what you look like and you flaunt it.”

      “Flaunt it?” I push myself to my feet. “Flaunt it how, old man?”

      His jaw tics at that. Guess he doesn’t like me mentioning his age. “The tank tops. The tight pants. You’re practically lying around naked at the apartment. You want me to look.”

      “Are you seriously criticizing how I dress?”

      “Not in the slightest,” he says, getting to his feet. “I love the way you dress. But I am saying you know how you look, and you want to show it off. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      I laugh, shaking my head. The goddamn audacity of this man. No wonder he hasn’t been in a long-term relationship in a while if he has the nerve to say something like that to me.

      “I’ll say this once, so listen up. I never, ever dress with you in mind. What I wear is my business.”

      He shrugs. “All right. I hear you.”

      “And I do not have an ego.” I hesitate, about to storm off. “Although I am hot and I damn well know it, asshole.”

      I walk away, fuming. For a second, I thought we were forming a connection, but he had to take his fat foot and shove it in his stupid mouth.

      The asshole. I’m the one with the ego? Gareth thinks he’s a gift to the world, like he’s the greatest, most intelligent lawyer ever.

      And he’s the one that knows what he looks like and is trying to show it off. I notice the tight white t-shirts. The slim loungewear. He’s not shy about giving me a nice peek at his muscular arms.

      Fucker. What a little fucker. Okay, maybe he’s not totally wrong, maybe I wear makeup way more than I normally would when I’m at home, and maybe I’m putting on nicer stuff because I know he’ll be around. But I’m not showing off for him. I’m not doing anything for him.

      All I’m trying to do is survive this stupid nightmare he dragged me into.
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      Fiona’s pissed and she doesn’t try to hide it.

      I wasn’t trying to get all controlling asshole on her. I was only trying to tease a little bit, draw attention to the fact that I notice what she wears, and I fucking like it.

      Instead, she took it like I was being a dick.

      But it’s fine. She’s right. We don’t need to get close, we only need to get through this.

      Friday comes around. I’ve been skipping out on work to cram in Operation Know Fiona, and now it’s time for one final test. “We’re going to dinner tonight with my friends,” I tell her in the morning. I make her coffee, though she barely glances at me. “You need to meet them before we leave for Gloucester.”

      “Fine,” she says, banging around the kitchen, getting herself some cereal. “Anything else?”

      “It’s an upscale place. Extremely upscale. Wear something nice.”

      She turns to me. “Oh, good, so you’re going to start talking about my clothes again?” She gestures at her sweats and sweatshirt. “You think this is too sexy?”

      I stare at her for a moment, head tilted. “Would you rather I not tell you? Let you guess the dress code?”

      She wilts slightly. “Fine. I’ll be ready by seven. Does that work?”

      “Works perfect. See you tonight, darling.”

      She rolls her eyes and storms off.

      Fiona, my wife, has a temper.

      I head into the office. For a while, I can lose myself in work, but around midday I shoot Ford and Carmine a text, unwilling to leave this evening entirely to chance.

      Gareth: Hey boys, listen up, I’m bringing someone to dinner at the Oak Club tonight. Don’t freak out.

      Ford: Sorry, what now? You’re bringing a date?

      Gareth: Yes, something like that.

      Carmine: Wow. Fuck. But what does something like that mean, exactly?

      Gareth: I’ll explain tonight.

      Ford: Mysterious.

      Carmine: Typical lawyer bullshit. Explain now.

      Gareth: Her name is Fiona, she used to be my legal assistant, but now we’re in an arrangement. I’ll give details later.

      Carmine: Arrangement?? What the fuck?

      Ford: Is this an escort situation? Are you Pretty Womaning this girl? If she’s an escort, just say so, man. Nobody cares who you’re fucking.

      Carmine: Even if you’re paying her.

      Gareth: She’s not an escort. Enough with the jokes.

      Carmine: Bro, you can’t message us about some arrangement and not expect jokes. Seriously, what’s the deal here? Should we be concerned?

      I lean back, considering. Should they worry? Probably—I’m in a bad position, but it’s one I took on myself, and I wouldn’t have done it if I didn’t think I could handle it.

      Telling them is a risk. Carmine has connections to the Crowley family. They’re in the same line of business with the same friends in common. But I can’t keep Fiona from my closest friends and still think I can pull this off. I’m not going to lie to them, since they’ll see through it immediately, which means bringing them in on the scam.

      Just them though. Not their wives. If Carmine wants to tell Brice, and Ford wants to tell Kat, that’s on them.

      Gareth: No worries. I’ll explain later.

      I turn my phone off and spend the rest of the afternoon trying to work. It goes about as well as expected, and at five, I head straight to the apartment. I shower, get changed into something fresh but still formal, and walk into the kitchen, expecting to have to wait for Fiona.

      Instead, she’s standing near the windows, scrolling through her phone.

      Holy fucking shit.

      I stand total still. Captivated. Entranced. She’s in a black dress, almost entirely backless, showing off her smooth skin. Her muscles move as she glances over her shoulder, her hair down and swept forward, eye makeup dark, making her light eyes practically glow.

      She looks incredible. Absolutely fucking incredible. A slit up one leg shows off thigh, and the low-cut front shows off her unreal tits. I lick my lips, unable to help myself. I’m tempted to drag her back into my room and claim her, leave my mark on her. Spank her ass raw and pink. Kiss her throat until I leave hickeys all down her neck.

      “How’s this?” she asks, a little smile on her face.

      And she fucking knows.

      God damn, the girl knows what she looks like.

      “You look perfect,” I say, and I mean it.

      Maybe she wants to rub what I said in my face, but instead, her cheeks turn red. She lowers her phone, facing me. “Really? You think so? This isn’t too much?”

      “You look incredible.” I walk toward her, heart racing. God damn, what am I doing right now? But I don’t stop. I keep going, closer and closer. She backs up against the windows, breathing fast, staring into my eyes. “Absolutely perfect. I mean it, Fiona.”

      “You don’t think I’m showing off?” A quirk of her lips.

      “You are absolutely showing off, and I can’t get enough.” My eyes rake down her body again. “I’m going to have the most beautiful woman in the room on my arm tonight.”

      She chews her lip and puts a hand on my chest. “I’m still pissed at you. I didn’t like that comment you made at the climbing gym.”

      “I know you didn’t. I wasn’t trying to be a dick.”

      “You don’t get to control what I wear. You don’t get to judge it, either.”

      “Fiona, you can wear a loincloth and still look fucking amazing. There’s no judgment. Only appreciation.”

      She smiles. Just a little bit. “God, you’re an asshole. You’d love it if I wore just a loincloth, wouldn’t you?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Come on. We should go before you do something stupid.”

      “Like what?”

      “Try to break the no-sex clause.” She slips past me, heading to the door.

      I stare at her ass. “I’m tempted.”

      “Go ahead and try. You definitely could use a little check on your ego.”

      I laugh, unable to help myself. The girl is a terror. A monster.

      And I love it.
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      The Oak Club is the most exclusive invitation-only club on the planet. More exclusive than Bohemian Grove. More exclusive than the nuclear bunkers under the White House. It sits at the end of a long, private driveway, hidden behind high concrete walls lined with crushed glass and dotted by security cameras. Men in dark suits wander the scrubby grounds between the public world and the private oasis beyond. The scrubland gives way to a gorgeous ocean of green grass, shrubs, flowers, and trees, with the club itself in the center of all that gorgeously manicured plant life.

      The building is a massive marble beauty, like a temple to an ancient god. Huge ornate doors sit at the front surrounded by columns at least a story tall. Luxury vehicles are parked in a small lot off to the side, and a valet meets us as soon as I pull around front.

      “I haven’t been here in a while,” I murmur to Fiona as she takes my arm. We head up the steps and in through the main front door. Security knows me already, and I’m allowed a guest each time I visit. We pass the armed guards and step into an enormous entry hall, and Fiona sucks in a sharp, surprised breath.

      Marble floors. Marble statues. Chairs, couches, fireplaces crackling with flames, a small jazz trio playing soft standards. A front desk where absurdly professional staff helps guests.

      And dominating the space is the tree.

      “How?” she asks, shaking her head like she’s coming up from a dream.

      The oak grows in the center of the building. The roots cut down, deep into the earth. The top brushes against the roof, seeking freedom. It shouldn’t exist in here—it can’t actually get any sunlight—but somehow, it grows, and thrives, and even drops its leaves in the winter.

      “Magic,” I say, putting my hand on the small of her back. She shivers, head turning to look at me, lips parting.

      “It’s beautiful,” she whispers.

      “This place is as exclusive as it gets,” I say, steering her toward the dining hall where we’re having dinner. “I’m a junior member still, but if I can land the Crowley deal—” My fingers curl, digging into her skin.

      “There’s more?” she asks, bewildered.

      “An entire floor I’ve never seen before.” Beautiful men and women walk through the space, drinking, speaking quietly. I recognize some of them, actors, politicians, business leaders. I nod to a few I’ve met during previous visits. “I come here with the boys as often as I can.”

      “Networking,” she says, clearly getting over her initial surprise.

      “Something like that.” We step into the dining hall. A sudden spike of nerves makes me hesitate. I’m about to throw Fiona to the wolves and I haven’t prepared her at all, but at least Evander and Lanzo aren’t here. It’s only Carmine and Ford, right? That shouldn’t be a big deal. “Listen, about my friends—”

      But it’s too late. “Gareth, there you are, you old bastard.” Carmine waves to me from a table nearby. He’s grinning, ear to ear, giving me a look like what have we here. He’s a big guy, amiable, Italian. Dark hair, dark eyes. Ford’s with him, also tall, sandy hair and blue eyes, a proper blue-blood-looking asshole. Both of them are drinking already, while their wives sit across the table.

      Brice is Carmine’s. Pretty girl, blonde, blue eyes, big smile. She’s spotless, buttoned up. Looks incredible, even after two kids. She stands and comes over to give Fiona a hug. Kat comes next, Ford’s wife. She’s currently pregnant, deep into her sixth month by the look of her. I kiss her cheek before pulling Fiona against my side, almost like I’m protecting her from my friends.

      “Everyone,” I say, heart racing. Might as well get this over with. “Meet my wife, Fiona.”

      They stare in stunned silence. I try not to smile. It’s nice to see Carmine and Ford speechless for once.

      “Wife?” Ford finally sputters.

      “It’s so nice to meet you,” Brice says, looking bewildered. “I didn’t know Gareth was seeing anyone.”

      “Much less married,” Kat adds. “How? When?”

      “Uh, nice to meet you too,” Fiona says, throwing me a look.

      Carmine introduces himself hesitatingly, shakes her hand, before grabbing me and dragging me to the bar. I toss Fiona an apologetic look, but it’s better I settle this now. Ford follows, shaking his head. “Wife?” he hisses. “What the fuck, bro?”

      “I know,” I say, grimacing. “I wanted to tell you both sooner, but it happened fast.”

      “Who the hell is she?” Carmine asks.

      “She’s so fucking young,” Ford says, shaking his head. “I thought you were more into women. Not girls fresh out of college.”

      “Yes, thanks, I’m aware of her age.” I give him a sharp look then order a whiskey, neat. “She was my legal secretary, and before you two flip out, the whole marriage thing isn’t real.”

      They both fall silent. Carmine seems concerned, but Ford just looks confused.

      “You’re fucking with us?” Ford asks, looking at Carmine. “This is a joke?”

      “If hope it’s a joke, it’s a shitty one,” Carmine says.

      “No, we really are married, but—” I rub my face. “Look, it’s complicated. But we came to an arrangement.”

      “An arrangement,” Ford echoes flatly.

      I glance at the table. Fiona’s talking with Brice and Kat. She’ll be fine—the girls are really sweet. Brice is the kind of person that can make anyone feel comfortable, and Kat’s about as harmless as they get.

      It’s hard not to notice how fucking gorgeous Fiona looks in that dress though. She shines in this room—practically glows with raw, sexual energy.

      Fuck, I need to focus.

      Carmine studies me with pursed lips. “You got yourself into trouble, didn’t you?”

      “Something like that.”

      “How bad?” Ford asks.

      “Crowleys. But it’s not what you guys think.” I accept my whiskey from the bartender and tell them the story, beginning to end. I shorten it a bit, since I don’t want to leave Fiona alone for too long. When I’m done, Ford’s giving Carmine a look, and Carmine’s shaking his head.

      “You’re a dead man,” Carmine says. “And you dragged that poor girl into it. You know what the Crowleys are like, right?”

      “We’ll be fine,” I say, glaring at him. “Don’t you start saying that shit to her.”

      “He’s just worried,” Ford says, playing the referee as always.

      Carmine’s jaw works. I can tell he’s not happy, especially not after hearing the Crowleys are involved.

      I can’t blame him. This plan is absolutely insane—borderline suicidal. And yet I still think it’s going to work.

      “We have chemistry,” I say, staring at my drink. I can feel both my friends glaring at me now. “We’re not getting involved beyond the deal, but it’s undeniable.”

      “Do you like her?” Ford asks. “Before you answer, you better fucking say no, otherwise you’re going to wreck this poor girl. It’s one thing to get into business with her, but it’s another to get her emotionally attached.”

      “There are no emotions involved for either of us,” I answer, shaking my head. “She’s young. Way too young. Inexperienced. Not part of our world. There are a thousand reasons why she’s not good for me, and why I’m not good for her.”

      “But still there’s a spark,” Ford says, softer this time. “I get that. It’s hard to ignore if it’s there.”

      I nod, glancing at Carmine. “We can make this work. We got the spark, which will help a lot. Plus, she’s smart, motivated. She’s in a bad spot in her life, but still.”

      “I’m not going to clean this mess up,” Carmine says, tone dark. “When you fuck up and the Crowleys come for blood, my family isn’t getting involved. You can tie your own damn noose.”

      “Carmine, bro,” Ford says. “Easy man.”

      “It’s fine,” I say, staring Carmine down. “I don’t need you to.”

      “Good.” Carmine throws down his drink. “Let’s get back to the table. We shouldn’t leave our wives alone for too long.” He stalks off, shoulders set and angry.

      I watch him go, not sure what to make of that. Carmine’s softened over the years, especially since he met Brice. He’s been trying to take his family legit, but it’s difficult to give up generations of criminal enterprises, especially when they make a ton of money.

      Still, he’s angrier than I would’ve guessed. Might be that he’s worried I’ll get him embroiled with the Crowleys, but he has to know I’d never do that to him.

      Maybe it’s as simple as he’s worried about me. Maybe even worried about Fiona.

      But regardless of how he feels, I know Carmine would never do something that would get me killed, like tell anyone about my situation.

      “He’ll get over it,” Ford says then grins at me. “Wife, huh? She’s hot. Good for you.”

      “Thanks.” I squeeze his shoulder, a cold doubt creeping into my guts.

      Carmine thinks I’m going to get myself killed, and what if he’s right? What if I dragged Fiona into something I can’t handle?

      But no, we can do this. That’s why I told Ford about my spark with Fiona—that’s the basis for a relationship. With that in play, we can fool just about anyone.

      As I rejoin the table, Fiona’s telling stories from her college days to the girls. I listen attentively, watching her lips move, thinking about that mouth against mine. As she talks, my mind drifts off.

      The guys are right to worry. Not only about the Crowleys—that’s a problem in itself—but about what might happen to me and Fiona as this shit keeps going. I can’t pretend like we’re not flirting, like we’re not testing each other’s boundaries. I catch her prancing around the apartment in tiny little outfits, teasing me like she thinks it’s funny.

      And I tease her right back. I want that girl more than I’ve wanted a woman in my entire life—but that’s a problem.

      My world doesn’t have room for Fiona. I have goals, dreams, and none of those involve a wife. For now, she’s useful, but long-term? Beyond the Crowleys? I don’t know what’s going to happen.

      I don’t want to tangle her up in my affairs and ruin her. I don’t want the other crime families I work for to learn about her, to court her, to try to curry favor with her in order to get closer to me. And I also have enemies, families that want to hurt me and some of my clients. Will that animosity extend to Fiona?

      There are a lot of angles in all this.

      Yet for me, it boils down to one thing.

      The feeling I get when I put my hand on her thigh under the table—and she doesn’t brush it away.

      She could. We’re not performing right now.

      But she doesn’t.

      Dinner is uneventful. The group talks, has a few drinks, jokes around. When it’s over, I stand with Ford and Carmine near the oak tree while the girls head to the bathroom before we head out.

      “I like her,” Ford says earnestly. “At least you picked someone cool and hot to fake marry.”

      “I still think this is a bad idea,” Carmine says, but his expression’s softer now. “But I like her too.”

      “She understands the risks and she’s not doing this for free.” I glance away from them toward the tree. “She’s in this for the same reasons I am. Money and power. That’s what it always comes to for us, isn’t it?”

      “Always does,” Ford agrees, but his voice is quieter now. “Why is that? What’s it get us? All this money.”

      “Don’t get soft on me now,” Carmine says with a laugh. “You both know what it’s all about. Family and stability. Money, power, wealth, connections, those are all just a means to an end. The end is family.”

      “So says the mafia Don.” I grin at him. “Things are simple for you. Build the Scavo Famiglia, take it legit. Meanwhile, the rest of us are left trying to find meaning in all this mess.”

      Ford punches my arm. “Why the fuck are you getting philosophical on me?”

      “Because it’s something I think about,” I say, pushing him away. “You have Kat. You have babies. What the fuck do I have? Just the next thing, that’s all. I wasn’t born into a mafia or into a rich family like you, Ford. I was born with nothing.”

      The guys go quiet. I don’t bother trying to tell them how dissatisfied I’ve been in my life the last couple years. How even though I’ve been wildly successful, everything feels empty. Routine. Uninteresting.

      This Crowley thing, it’s my ticket to the next level, to new challenges, to bigger and better opportunities.

      To them, it probably doesn’t seem like it’s worth the risk.

      But to me, there’s nothing else.

      I have no strong bonds, no strong ties. No wife, no kids, no real family. Work is everything.

      It gives me meaning, purpose. It gets me up in the morning.

      Otherwise, what would I be?

      That’s another reason why I shouldn’t get too close to Fiona: I’m a fucking workaholic. Married to my job.

      In this case, that’s almost literally true.

      “Just be careful,” Carmine cautions. “That’s all I’m saying. Don’t get that girl killed.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      The girls come back. I steer Fiona away from the group. We leave with a wave, her hand through my arm, her head leaning on my shoulder. She’s tipsy from drinking too much champagne. I like it when she’s bubbly like this, a little bit loose. She smiles up at me as we descend the front steps to the valet’s station to wait for the car.

      “I had a good time,” she says, sounding surprised. “I like your friends. I still don’t think you seem like the friends type. But then again, I’m pretty sure they’re both criminals, so that makes sense.”

      “Only Carmine,” I say, smiling at her. I brush some stray hairs from her face. Fuck, she looks beautiful. “I told them about us.”

      “About—” She pauses, blinking. “Our arrangement?”

      “Don’t worry. Carmine and Ford are my brothers. They needed to know.”

      “If you think it’s safe,” she says, chewing her lip, but I can tell she’s not happy about it. “Only I wish I’d realized. Would’ve been nice to stop pretending.”

      “Are you pretending right now?” She tries to pull away, but I hold on tight, not letting her go. “It’s fine. I’m only teasing.”

      She relaxes. “I’ve had too much champagne, okay? It makes you more attractive than usual.”

      I laugh at that. “Please, we both know you’re the one constantly thirsting after me.”

      “Me? Thirsting? You’re like in the Sahara whenever I’m around. Drooling with thirst. You want a drink of me, Gareth Kane.”

      The car pulls up—and I don’t reply.

      Because she’s fucking right.

      I do want a drink of her. A deep, long drink, and even then, I doubt I’ll be satisfied.

      But there are a thousand reasons not to cross that line. Fiona’s a normal girl with normal problems—if I drag her deeper into my world, I’ll only corrupt her.

      Ruin her.

      She doesn’t need that.

      For now, we’ll play the game, and that’ll have to be enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 18

          

          

      

    

    







            Fiona

          

        

      

    

    
      A driver from the Crowley family meets us at the airport. He’s a big guy, burly, dark hair. Never takes off his sunglasses. “Let me know if you need anything,” he says as I climb into the back seat with Gareth. “Shouldn’t be too long of a trip. Sit back and relax.” He puts up the divider as the town car pulls out.

      “Seatbelt,” Gareth says. I roll my eyes at him, but buckle up. He leans over toward me a few minutes into the trip, hand on my thigh. I look at him, surprised. His lips brush against my cheek and I instinctively move to push him away, about to ask him what the hell he’s doing, but he holds me back. “We’re in character, wife,” he whispers in my ear. “Don’t assume they’re not listening. From here on out, even if we’re alone, we’re not alone.”

      I take a deep breath. Right, we’re in enemy territory now.

      I reach up and stroke my fingers through his thick hair. I smile at the way his gaze sharpens, unable to help the thrill that runs down my spine. I love when I make him look at me like that—like he’s not acting at all, but responding to a deep, animal need.

      A need for me.

      But he pulls away before we can go any further. He lapses into silence while I study him for a moment longer before looking out the window.

      The flight over was easy. Gareth wasn’t in a talkative mood, which worked for me. I put on headphones, read a book, and soon enough we were landing in a little regional airport called Beverly.

      We spent all last night going over the plan. Talking over everything we learned about each other. All the details about our fake Vegas wedding. Our living arrangement, the apartment that burned down, our financial arrangement. Anything a married couple might need to know. “Crowley won’t ask about whether we have a joint account or not, but the more detail we have in the back of our minds, the easier it’ll be to keep the illusion going for the next couple days,” Gareth said as we got into bed together. “We just need to get through Saturday and Sunday.”

      Now, in the car out to the beach, I wonder if I can really do this.

      Lie to a house full of rich, dangerous gangsters. Pretend to be married and in love with a man I barely know. A man that was my Asshole Boss barely a week ago.

      I don’t exactly remember turning suicidal, but apparently, I am.

      Too late to give up now.

      My boss is my husband, for better or worse.

      Mostly worse. But it does have perks.

      Like that handsome mouth inches from mine. My fingers in his thick hair.

      Small perks. Minor, insignificant perks.

      Still, I have to find the good in all this.

      The smalltown vibe turns beachy after ten minutes of driving. Soon, we cross over a bridge, and we’re deep into shore country—scrubby, small pines and trees, sand everywhere, windswept dunes, the works. We wind along narrow, overgrown streets, past gorgeous houses, until the driver pulls along a bendy driveway that ends with an enormous house perched on the edge of a steep bluff.

      Gareth takes my hand. “Ready?” he asks.

      “Ready,” I say. “It’ll be fun.” And I almost mean it.

      I love the beach, and I brought a few bikinis I think Gareth’s going to lose his shit over.

      The house is incredible. It looks like an Old Money New England mansion with a slate roof, white walls, manicured lawn, and lots of columns holding up the various roof peaks. Dozens of windows peer out at the incredible landscape.

      Before I can open the door, Gareth grabs me by the arm and pulls me over to him.

      “What are—” My protest is drowned by his mouth pressed up to mine.

      I yelp slightly in alarm. Why the hell is he kissing me out of nowhere? Why the hell is—

      But oh, god, it feels good, it feels really good.

      His tongue is liquid heavy. His lips are soft, lush, dreamy. His grip on my body tightens as I melt into his embrace, forgetting for just a second that this isn’t real.

      Because it feels real.

      It feels so real. A sharp spike of excitement bursts down into my core, and I want this kiss. I want it badly, want it to keep going. I wrap my fingers through his hair, pulling the back of his head, tightening my grip. I let out one of those whimpers I will absolutely swear doesn’t exist when this is over because I can’t help myself.

      Gareth kisses like a dream.

      He kisses me like I’ve always wanted to be kissed.

      Like I’m the only woman in the world worth kissing at all.

      Slowly, it breaks apart. He stares at me. I’m breathless, dizzy with his taste. A smirk breaks across his lips as his forehead presses to mine for one brief moment.

      “They’re watching,” he whispers.

      The spell shatters into pieces.

      Right.

      Of course.

      He kissed me for show—not because he wanted it.

      This isn’t real. Our relationship is a sham.

      Except for one sparkling moment, it felt real.

      It felt good.

      One incredible second. The length of one kiss.

      “Who?” I manage to say.

      “Orin and his wife, Molly. Are you ready?”

      “Got it. Orin and his wife.” I take a deep breath. “I’m ready.”

      Except I’m not.

      Because no amount of discussion, no long nights spent talking, no daydreaming could have ever prepared me for this.

      Not for the feeling that crawled into my stomach the moment he kissed me, or for the massive beach-front property, or for the smell of sand and sea in the air, or for this nervous feeling pulsing into my toes.

      I want to scream.

      Mostly I want to kiss him again.

      But most of all, I wish my apartment hadn’t burned down, I wish my parents hadn’t used my college fund, and I wish Cait were here to help me out.

      Too bad I’m stuck being me.

      We get out of the car together, holding hands.
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      “Gareth! Fiona!” Orin walks over to us, arms spread. Fiona clings close to my arm. Orin’s in a polo shirt, khaki shorts, and boat shoes. If I didn’t know better, I’d assume he’s one of a dozen other rich assholes that spend their summers around here. “Great of you to make it.”

      “Wouldn’t have missed it for the world,” I say, shaking his hand. I kiss Molly on the cheek. “Lovely to see you. This is my wife, Fiona.”

      “Aren’t you a pretty thing,” Molly says, beaming. Orin’s wife is tall, broad, all hips and big brown hair. She grins as she gives Fiona a tight hug. “How’d you end up with a man like Gareth Kane? You know how we feel about lawyers.”

      “You… love them?” Fiona asks, looking panicked.

      Molly bursts out laughing. “All right, dear, you’ll do fine. Come on inside. I’ll have Robert bring your bags in. Do you want a drink?”

      “Drink would be lovely,” Fiona says, casting me a look.

      The girls disappear, leaving me out front with Orin. His friendly grin narrows into an appraising smile. “Didn’t think you’d bring her,” he says, nodding back toward the house. “Then again, you’re newlyweds. I bet you can’t stand being apart for long.”

      “I figured you’d want to see her again.” I shift my weight, worried he’s already seeing through the ploy. Did Liam find something he shouldn’t have? Did I walk into a trap?

      “Ah, true enough, but would’ve been good to have a boys’ weekend,” Orin says, slapping my back, and I realize this is just some classic mafioso sexism instead of actual suspicion. “Still, it’ll be good for Molly to have a lady friend around. They can distract each other with chatter while we get real work done. Do you golf?”

      Fucking golf. I loathe the game. “Absolutely. I didn’t bring my clubs, but I’d be happy to play with rentals.”

      “Perfect.” He grins at my viciously. “I hope you don’t mind losing money. I only play for cash.”

      Great. I get to pretend like I’m bad too. “Sounds great to me.”

      He laughs, slapping my back. “You’re going to fit in around here.”

      “Are your sons around?” I ask as he takes us inside.

      “Nolan and Carson are down at the beach. Finley’s got business back in the city, and sadly won’t be joining us. Liam’s up in the air. I never know with that boy.”

      Hopefully, he lands on a fucking spike when he comes back down. “Sounds good. I appreciate you extending me the invitation.”

      “Here’s the thing, Gareth.” Orin puts an arm over my shoulders as we move through the beautiful house. Hardwood floors, nautical-themed antiques, a chandelier that must cost a fortune. “My business is my family. Anyone that enters into the inner circle has to be vetted.” He squeezes tighter. “You come highly recommended. I enjoyed our meeting in the city. However, there was that one little… hiccup.” He raises his eyebrows.

      “I understand,” I say smoothly. “Fiona wasn’t meant to be involved. She’d only come for a little vacation. We didn’t get a honeymoon.”

      Orin chuckles, nodding. “Understood. Got to keep the new wife happy. And like I said, I do appreciate family.” He pauses in the middle of a dark, back hallway, and turns to face me. The jovial, middle-aged man disappears, replaced by the sharp, conniving stare of a crime boss. “But I don’t like fucking surprises. No more fucking surprises, right? You’re up front with me now. Understood?”

      I nod slowly. I sure as hell understand. If they find out that I’m lying about my marriage to Fiona, I will die, and she will die with me. “Understood. It won’t happen again.”

      “Great,” he says, slapping my back, harder this time. “Let me show you around the place. It’s our pride and joy.”

      He gives me a quick tour of the house, from the game room to the observatory where the views of the ocean stretch in all directions. He talks mostly about local history—about shipwrecked pirates, bootleggers, smugglers. “My kind of folks,” Orin says, grinning.

      “My kind too. Without men like that, men like me are out of business.”

      He laughs, throwing his head back, pounding on the wall. The man’s like a cartoon sometimes, overly animated, exuberant to the point of absurdity.

      That’s a mask. The real Orin was the man I saw moments ago in the hallway. The clever crime lord. The dangerous fucker. I can’t let his little happy-go-lucky bullshit act distract me from what he is.

      A killer.

      We find the girls on the back porch drinking champagne. Fiona seems at ease, smiling, her hair pulled back. Molly’s in a big flowery dress with a hat shoved down over her unruly curls. “You’re lucky Orin invited you out here,” she says once we’re sitting. “He’s always such an uptight bastard in the city.”

      “Hey now, easy there,” Orin says, but he’s grinning affectionately. He kisses his wife on the cheek. “You’re right though, as always. Minus the bastard part, you old cougar.”

      The idea that Orin Crowley would let his wife joke about him like that would’ve been absurd a day ago. But I’m starting to get a sense of how he lives his life. There’s the crime lord Orin and the beachgoing Orin, and those men are very different people.

      “He’s more relaxed out here,” Molly says, patting her husband on the knee. “I’m always encouraging him to spend more time at the beach house, but he always says his business is in Boston, and that’s where he should be.”

      “What’s a man without work?” Orin asks, shrugging. “You understand, Gareth.”

      “I do,” I say, not really sure how I feel about putting myself on the same level as a mob boss, but all right. He’s not wrong. I’m nothing without my job.

      “Gareth’s a workaholic,” Fiona announces, looking pleased with herself. Her eyebrows arch when I give her a sharp look. “What? Are you going to argue?”

      Molly laughs, delighted. “Did you know that before you married him?”

      “I hoped he’d change,” Fiona says with a dramatic sigh. “I’m trying to save him. I like damaged men.”

      “Damaged?” I ask, glaring. “I’m not damaged.”

      “You should’ve seen him when we first met,” Fiona says, leaning closer to Molly. “He didn’t have a single picture on the walls of his apartment. It was like he lived in an extremely clean frat house.”

      “Really now?” Orin asks, looking at me with wide eyes. “Is that true?”

      Fiona answers before I can. “He said it was just a place to sleep, so why bother decorating? His entire life revolves around the office.”

      “I had decorations,” I say, working my jaw.

      “He had one dish, one cup, one towel. It was the ultimate bachelor pad.”

      “Sounds depressing,” Molly says, nodding.

      “God, you should’ve seen the first night he brought me home,” Fiona says, launching into a story that absolutely did not happen. I shoot her a look, trying to get her to stop it, but she’s on a roll now. “His TV was on the floor, which was a total red flag. There was one chair, no coffee table, wires everywhere. Unopened boxes in all the corners, like he’d moved in and didn’t bother unpacking. I asked how long he’d been there and he said three years! He opened a bottle of wine, but there was only a single glass, so he had to drink from a mug. Then we ordered in, but there was only one plate, so he had to eat out of the cardboard container with a spoon, while I was privileged enough to get a fork.”

      “And you still married him?” Molly asks, laughing. “I would’ve run screaming.”

      “He kept apologizing,” Fiona says, putting a hand lightly on my leg. I want to throw her off this damn balcony right about now. “It was very sweet. But I started sort of wondering about him when I realized he had one towel. One set of sheets. One pillow and one pillowcase. I was like, what do you do when you do laundry? He said he just doesn’t shower.”

      “Doesn’t shower!” Orin says, laughing. “Oh, boy, you truly needed a woman.”

      “That’s not the worst of it,” Fiona says, eyes gleaming with excitement.

      “It can’t get worse,” Molly says, hand over her heart.

      “No, it really can’t,” I say through my teeth. “Right, sweetheart?”

      “He used that all-in-one shampoo and body wash stuff,” she says, shaking her head. “It was the no-tears kind, you know, for little kids? Organic though, which I thought was very good, but when I asked him about it, he said it was to save time. Poured it over his head, rubbed it all over, and boom, all clean.”

      “That has to be a joke,” Orin says, looking at me like he lost a little respect. “Truly, not the all-in-one?”

      “Truly,” Fiona says, nodding proudly. “Now, I haven’t told you about the sock—”

      “Okay!” I say, jumping to my feet. “Orin, why don’t you show us down to the beach? I’m sure Fiona’s done telling you about my totally unbelievable bachelor pad.”

      “I was just getting started,” she says, grinning.

      “But Gareth’s right, we should get some beach time in, and I know the boys would like to say hello,” Molly says, and I could kiss the woman. At least if her gangster husband wouldn’t cut my throat for it. “You two head out and get changed. We’ll meet here in ten.”

      “Sounds good.” I yank Fiona by the hand. “Come on, love.”

      “Coming, honey bear,” she says sweetly.

      Once we’re inside and out of earshot, I put my arm around her, pulling her tight. “All-in-one?” I growl in her ear. “And where were you going with the sock?”

      “Just spicing things up, that’s all.” She bats her eyelashes at me. “Oh, don’t get all mad. I didn’t go too far.”

      “You made me sound like a serial killer. TV on the floor? One towel?”

      “I made you sound like the workaholic you are.”

      “My place is nice.”

      “Your place was entirely devoid of personality before me.”

      “I liked my place before you,” I say through my teeth as we reach our room.

      She shrugs, walking over to her bags. “Don’t get mad at me, okay? I’m just selling them on our relationship.”

      “By making me look like a moron.”

      “By making it look real.” She pulls a bikini from her suitcase and holds it up. “What do you think?”

      I stare at her for a long moment.

      This fucking girl.

      This motherfucking girl.

      The bikini is small. It’s white. And she’s going to look absolutely delicious wearing it.

      Which makes me hate her even more.

      She has no right to look fucking sexy after telling that story.

      I walk over, grab the bikini from her hand, and throw it aside.

      “Didn’t like it?” she asks, backing off, grinning. “Okay, no need to get mad.”

      “I love the bikini,” I say, glaring pure loathing at her. “You are going to look obscene in that fucking thing and I’m half hard thinking about it. But listen to me, Fiona.” I jam a finger in her face. “Stop making me look like a fucking psychopath.”

      Her grin gets bigger. “I’m really having fun with our marriage.”

      “You’re impossible.”

      “Don’t be mad, sweetie.” She knocks my finger away, leans in, and kisses my cheek.

      I catch her by the hair. She sucks in a surprised breath as I kiss her hard, teeth biting into her lower lip. She grunts, frustrated, but I hold the kiss. When we break apart, her face is red and her eyes blink rapidly.

      “What the fuck was that for?” she hisses.

      “Fun,” I say. “Sweetie. Put on the bikini.”

      Fuck-ing-hell. I am not going to survive this weekend.

      I grab a change of clothes, charge into the bathroom, and slam the door behind me.
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      Fucking obscene.

      That was the correct word for Fiona in that bikini.

      It shouldn’t get to me like this. It’s a bathing suit—women wear them all the time. I’ve seen thousands of good-looking girls in tiny bikinis in my life, but I’ve never stared at them like I keep staring at Fiona.

      I can’t tear my eyes away.

      She’s a goddamn miracle. Long legs, toned stomach, breasts like heaven, ass like a symphony.

      I want to shove her bathing suit bottoms aside, slide my fingers between her legs, and taste her moans on my tongue.

      Instead, I sit on a chair next to Orin while Fiona chats with Molly, the two women lounging on towels in the sun.

      “This is the life, my boy,” Orin says, grinning. His sons are in the ocean, boogie-boarding. “This is why we do what we do.”

      “Can I ask you something?” I struggle to look at the old gangster instead of at my wife—my fake wife.

      “Please do.” He tilts his head back, smiling, sunglasses over his eyes.

      “Does this make the risk worth it?”

      He lets out a soft grunt, lips curling into a smile. “No, not this.”

      That surprises me. “If not this, then what?”

      “I told you before. Family makes the risk worth it.” He tips his sunglasses down, looking at me over the rim. “When I bring home enough money to make my wife and my children comfortable, that makes the risk worth it. The beach, the beach house, they’re side effects of why I do what I do. Stability, safety. A future. That’s why I work so damn hard. Without the family, there’d be no point to all the struggle. But then again, without the work, there’d be nothing at all.” He sighs and puts his sunglasses back in place. “The circle of life.”

      I stare at Fiona and digest what he said.

      If he works for his family, what do I work for?

      Why sacrifice so much? For myself? Sometimes I wonder if it’s worth the pain.

      If I don’t love it, why put myself through it?

      We sit in comfortable silence, enjoying the sea breeze, the mild sunshine. Fiona laughs at something Molly says and glances back at me. I stare at her, not afraid to let her know I’m looking. She tucks her hair back behind her ear. Smiles like she’s happy to see me.

      Something in my chest aches. Something big, something hardened. Something I haven’t felt in a very long time.

      Fiona looks away, but I want her with me. I want her by my side. I want her laugh, her taste. I want to kiss her one more time, and I don’t want to stop this time.

      I want to keep going.

      I’m tempted, too fucking tempted.

      It’s not even just that bathing suit driving me crazy— though it doesn’t help.

      It’s Fiona. It’s something about her.

      Nolan and Carson come over. I stand to shake their hands, introducing myself again. Carson’s the big one, a burly man, covered in tattoos. Nolan’s taller, green eyes, easy smile. If I didn’t know better, I’d think this was a group of healthy, rich East-Coasters enjoying a day at the beach. Not a family of seasoned thieves and killers.

      “Come on, Gareth,” Carson says, slapping my back. “Take a turn on the board.”

      “No, thanks,” I say, shaking my head. Last thing I need is for something to go wrong and embarrass myself in front of Orin. “I’ll pass for now, but maybe later.”

      “Ah, what, afraid of the ocean?” Carson’s grin sparkles. He’s baiting me in front of his father on purpose, the bastard. “You seem like a brave man.”

      “Must be, coming here,” Nolan says with a laugh. “He has to deal with Dad’s shit for two days.”

      “Easy,” Orin calls out. But he’s smiling. The easy comradery of their family feels like a temptation, too.

      “I’ll do it.” Fiona stands, brushing herself off.

      Both men turn to look at her. Carson and Nolan go still. Their eyes travel my wife. Carson in particular stares at her, his gaze moving from her lips to her chest, not bothering to hide it.

      Leering at her, right in front of me.

      Something sharpens in my stomach. At first, I don’t understand it. But then I’m standing and moving over to Fiona. I drape my arm over her shoulder. “This is my wife,” I say pointedly. “Fiona, meet Carson and Nolan.”

      Neither man seems put off by my blatant display of ownership. Like a fucking gorilla banging my chest. Mine, mine, mine.

      “Pleasure,” she says happily, as if she doesn’t notice the alpha struggle in front of her.

      “Good to meet you,” Nolan says.

      “Very good,” Carson echoes, smirking.

      I want to kill them.

      My blood boils. It’s irrational, I’m well aware, but I can’t stop my rage. Carson’s not even trying to pretend like he’s not staring at my pretty young wife in her lascivious little bikini like she’s here for his amusement.

      I want to strangle him. Wrap my hands around his fat throat. Dig my thumbs into his veins until his face turns purple and he chokes.

      Fiona is mine. She’s my wife, and these spoiled mafia fucks are looking at her like she’s a piece of meat.

      Ready to be torn apart.

      “Actually, I changed my mind. I’ll ride,” I say, stepping forward, drawing their attention. “I’ve seen these you guys fumble around out there already. I’m thinking I can show you a thing or two.”

      Carson barks a laugh. “You do, old man? I’m not so sure. You might break a hip.”

      “Ah, come on,” Nolan says, shaking his head. “Go easy. Let’s get in the water.” He walks off to the ocean.

      But Carson doesn’t move. His grin turns into a spiteful smile. He knows what I’m doing—and he’s happy about it.

      He got in my head, the bastard.

      “It’s okay,” Fiona says, apparently oblivious to what’s going on. “I kind of want to see if I can catch a wave.”

      “Stay here,” I say, gesturing her away. “You ready, big guy?”

      “After you.”

      I march past him down to the waves. Fiona stays behind, and when I glance back, she’s scowling death at me. I deserve that.

      “Don’t mind my brother,” Nolan says, shoving a boogie board into my arms. “He’s just a prick.”

      “I noticed,” I say as Carson approaches.

      “Let’s see who can get the biggest one, shall we?” he asks, splashing some water into his hair. “Winner gets to ride Fiona. Sorry, I meant, ride with Fiona. Don’t worry, Gareth, I know she’s spoken for.”

      “And don’t forget it,” I say before paddling out to the waves.

      The water’s fucking freezing. My balls turn to ice the moment I’m out toward the break. Carson joins me, sitting up with a smirk.

      “Your wife’s very pretty,” he calls out. “How’d you bag that one?”

      “Luck and charm,” I say. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were getting a little too friendly back there.”

      “Ah, come on now, Gareth. Don’t be like that. I just appreciate the female form. I’m only fucking with you.”

      “Appreciate someone else.” I stare hard at him. “I want to be your family lawyer, but I won’t tolerate disrespect.”

      He chuckles, but his laughter slowly fades. We stay together, bobbing up and down. Waiting for a wave.

      “You know what I like about you?” he says finally, eyes narrowed. “You don’t have scruples. Everyone knows it. Gareth Kane, lawyer to criminals, willing to take on any case so long as it pays.”

      “That’s my reputation?” I work my jaw, not happy about it. I’m fairly sure he’s baiting me, but here I am, taking it all over again. “That’s not how I see myself.”

      “You’re a mercenary. But don’t feel bad.” Carson’s smirk is hateful. “All fucking lawyers are mercenaries. You don’t give a shit about anything but yourself. Meanwhile, my family and I, we care about each other. What makes you think we should trust you?”

      “You have to trust someone, and I’m here. How many lawyers come visit their clients at the beach?”

      “Not many,” he concedes. “But here’s the thing. I want you to do something for me. Something that will prove you’re loyal.”

      My stomach tightens. I look at the big man, at the massive mob captain. I worried this might be an issue—I’d heard the Crowley family sometimes asks for proof that their people are willing to do whatever it takes to bring strength to the organization. I didn’t think that would extend to their lawyer, but maybe I was wrong.

      “I’m loyal so long as you treat me well,” I say, trying a disarming smile. “Which means, so long as you pay your bills.”

      He laughs but shakes his head. “No, Kane, I need more than that. How about this. Since you’re such a mercenary, and you don’t give a shit about anything but yourself, how about you give me something of yours? More specifically, how about you share something of yours?” His eyes narrow into a smirk. “I want your wife, Kane. I want to fuck your pretty young wife tonight. If you let me do that, I’ll make sure my father hires you.”

      Rage explodes in my chest. Rage so hot it threatens to overwhelm me. In that moment, I forget Carson is a massively dangerous gangster, I forget Fiona isn’t my real wife, I forget everything.

      There’s only an overwhelming need to protect her.

      To protect my wife. My girl.

      “You won’t go anywhere near Fiona,” I snarl at him, teeth tight together. “I’ll cut your fucking throat if you touch her, you piece of shit.”

      A wave swells a few feet behind us. It’s a big one, sucking everything back from the shore. Carson’s lips pull into a sneer—then into a grin.

      “Good for you,” he says, paddling hard, and catches the wave.

      I watch him go, anger still bubbling in my stomach.

      What the fuck was that?

      I stare at the big guy as he rides the wave. When he reaches the shallows, he stands and says something to Nolan, pointing back at me. Both brothers start howling with laughter.

      I catch the next wave, paddling the last few feet. Nolan and Carson are doubled over, slapping each other on the back. I stare at them, not happy about being the butt of their fucking joke.

      But my eyes drift to Fiona.

      She’s kneeling on her towel, watching.

      Beautiful fucking Fiona.

      “He really thought—oh my god—that I wanted to sleep with his wife!” Carson doubles over with a howl. Nolan’s grinning at me, his laughter fading. “He thought I wanted to fuck his wife! Oh my god! He was so angry!”

      Nolan shakes his head. “Sorry, Gareth. Carson’s got a sick sense of humor.”

      “I see that.” I stare at the big guy, trying not to knee him in the face. “I can take a little abuse.”

      “Ah, fuck,” Carson says, wiping tears from his eyes as his laughter dies down. “You’re okay, Gareth. Your wife really is fucking hot, but she’s not to my taste, so don’t worry about that.”

      I take a step forward, hands curled into fists. Nolan’s expression changes, his tilted to the side, frowning at me. A hint of surprise in his eyes.

      “Make jokes at my expense,” I say loud enough that they can just hear me over the waves breaking on the sand. “But don’t make jokes about my wife. I know who you two are. I know what you two do. I’ve worked for men like you all my life, and I know how to hurt you. Don’t talk about my wife again.”

      Carson’s smirk fades. “I do believe I’ve hurt his feelings, brother.”

      “Seems that way,” Nolan confirms, eyes narrowed into slits. “I don’t like being threatened. Do you?”

      “I do not,” Carson says.

      “Here’s your board back.” I shove it at Nolan and march past him.

      Neither of them says anything. I head back to the towels. Fiona’s watching me, hand shading her eyes. Orin looks like he nodded off, while Molly’s busy reading a beat-up paperback.

      “Come with me,” I say, standing in front of Fiona.

      She’s on her knees, blinking at me.

      God damn, that girl. That fucking girl.

      “What happened?”

      I hold out my hand. “Now.”

      She hesitates. Chews her lip. But Molly only waves her off, not interested in anything but her book.

      Fiona reaches out. I pull her up, my arm around her waist.

      “What did they do?” she asks quietly. “Gareth. What did the brothers do?”

      I steer her back toward the house. “I need you to get changed.”
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      Changed? Changed? “I’m sorry, didn’t we already establish that you don’t get to pick and choose what I wear?”

      He drags me through the sand back to the path that winds up the bluff toward the house. My flip-flops slap at my feet. Water drips from his hair, drying on his perfectly muscular chest. Around us, tall dune grass bends in the breeze. He has a very attractive, very nice-looking chest, I’ll admit that, but god, I’m pissed at him.

      Don’t get distracted. Focus.

      “They were staring at you,” he says through his teeth. “That fucker Carson and his little twat brother, Nolan.”

      “Yeah, so what? Aren’t you proud to have a hot wife?”

      “I am proud to have—wait, god damn it, don’t twist this.”

      “You should be happy I look good.” I pull away from him once we’re out of sight of the others. Angry as I am, I’m aware that I have a role to play. “And I don’t need some macho controlling bullshit, Gareth. Seriously, this is stressful enough as it is.”

      He hesitates for a moment. My heart’s racing as I face him. We’re standing on a sandy, rock-strewn path, halfway to the house, in sight of nothing and nobody, only the gulls in the sky and the fluffy white clouds drifting across the sun.

      “You wore that outfit to distract me,” he says, eyes roaming down my body. Lingering on my tits. “Well, it fucking backfired. Carson made a joke about wanting to sleep with you. He made it sound like I had to offer you up to win the job.”

      I step back as disgust rolls through me. “That asshole,” I whisper, crossing my arms over my chest. “What did you say?”

      “I told him that I know how to hurt him.” Gareth puts a hand on my arm. I shake him off, guts twisting.

      I like dressing to show myself off. I have a good body—and I work hard for it. I’m not ashamed to be young, fit, and attractive, and I refuse to tailor my outfits to someone else’s idea of what’s proper.

      Except there’s something sickening about being objectified like that. I knew it might happen—criminals aren’t exactly known for their progressive ideas about gender equality—but hearing it from Gareth just now really hammered home how these men see me.

      Like I’m nothing but a pair of tits. Something to be passed around.

      But fuck them. Fuck them, those assholes. I straighten up, jaw working. Anger rushes into me. I’ve been dealing with men like Carson my whole life. Every woman does, especially women that take some risks, that dress how they want. The world’s full of Carsons, leering little shitheads. I won’t bend for him. I won’t change.

      “I’m fine wearing what I have on,” I say, back still turned to him.

      “Didn’t you hear me? Those mob pricks—”

      “I heard you,” I say, turning around. “I also heard you try to get me to put different clothes on just because some asshole made a joke.”

      “I’m trying to win work from them,” he says, glaring at me. “This isn’t some swimsuit competition.”

      “What, you’re embarrassed or something?” I feel so mortified I could die. “God, this is so pathetic.”

      “Fiona,” Gareth says but I’m already walking away. Fuck him and fuck this job. I don’t need this. Maybe I’m screwing myself by storming off but what the hell, I was at rock bottom once. I can do it again.

      He follows me. “Go away,” I say, walking faster. The house comes into view up ahead. “I’m not about to stick around for some asshole that’s embarrassed to have me around.”

      “You think I’m embarrassed?” he asks.

      “You sure as hell keep acting like it.”

      “Fiona, just stop.”

      I reach the outdoor shower and turn toward the back stairs, but Gareth grabs my arm.

      I yank away. “Stop touching me.”

      “I’m not embarrassed,” he says, leaning close, and pins me up against the shower door. I suck in a surprised breath at the look in his eyes. Pure lust. Pure rage. Possessive and intense. “Fuck, Fiona, you’re incredible. You’re fucking beautiful. By far the sexiest woman I’ve ever see in my life. You’re gorgeous. You think I’m embarrassed? I’m proud to call you my wife, even if it’s not real. God damn, you look absolutely incredible, and it’s taking all my willpower to keep my hands to myself.”

      I blink at him. Water glistens on his body. His lips hang open, his breath coming fast. His hands are on either side of my shoulders, keeping me locked in front of him. The old, scratchy wooden door digs into my back.

      My anger doesn’t go away, because he’s still a dick, but that was nice to hear. “Then why are you asking me to change?”

      “Because I can’t stand letting those assholes want you,” he says, eyes burning into mine. “It killed me, hearing him say that. It has nothing to do with what you’re wearing. It has everything to do with making you mine. I hate that Carson’s staring at your body, thinking about fucking you, when I’m doing the same thing. And I can’t even take what I want.”

      “What do you want?” I whisper, licking my lips.

      “You,” he said, tone strained. “Fuck, Fiona, you have to see that. I want you, but we both know it would be a massive mistake.”

      “You want me,” I say, mouth hanging open. Core shivering with desire.

      This is stupid—absolutely a mistake—but yet I can’t help it. The way he’s looking at me, his shirtless, damp body. It’s all rushing through my skull. Chasing away the anger. Leaving only adrenaline and pure lust behind.

      “If we cross that line—” He stops himself, jaw tight. His fingers dig into the wood of the outdoor shower. “I’m not a good man. Carson said something out there. He said I have a reputation for flexible morality.”

      “Why do you care what he thinks?” I whisper.

      “Because I’m afraid he’s right.”

      I reach up on impulse. I don’t know what I’m doing, but my fingers dig into his chest, my palm against his skin. His heart’s racing—god, it’s hammering so fast. He’s nervous, afraid, excited. All of the above. His pulse matches my own. My anger slowly fades, not forgotten, not by a long shot. But muted.

      His skin is so warm under my touch.

      “You care about things,” I say. “You have friends. You care about them.”

      “I know that.”

      “You care about me too. Back in Boston, you kissed me, remember? You told them we were married. That made your life a lot more complicated, but you did it to protect me.”

      “It was convenient for me, too. It was a way to save face.”

      “Maybe,” I say, tilting my chin up toward him. Raising my lips closer to his. “But you still took the risk to make sure they wouldn’t hurt me.”

      “What do you want from me, Fiona? I hate the way Carson looked at you. I hate the way it made me feel. Like I was losing something. Like he might take it from me.”

      “Nobody’s taking me from you,” I say, blinking at him. “Is that what you think?”

      He shakes his head. “It’s stupid. I’ve just—” He lets out a sharp breath. “I’ve lost before. A long time ago. It—it fucked me up. Made it hard to trust.”

      “Do you trust me?” I ask.

      “I think so. I know we can do this. We work well together.” His eyes drift again. To my lips. To my chest.

      “We do work well together.”

      “I can’t handle the thought of wanting you like this but being unable to act on it. Stuck at the same level as those mafia fucking pricks.”

      “You don’t have to be stuck,” I whisper. “But you have to stop acting like you’re embarrassed of me. No more asking me to change.”

      “I won’t,” he says. I believe him. He still doesn’t move. I’m still staring into his eyes, chin tilted up. Practically begging him to press his lips to mine.

      Why won’t he kiss me? Why is he holding back, now of all times? We’re supposed to be faking this the right way—so why not give in?

      Whatever we do now, it doesn’t count. None of this is real.

      But even fake things can feel good.

      God, what am I doing? What am I thinking? If I go further than kissing with Gareth—what will that mean?

      It’ll only complicate things.

      But I want him. I want him so badly, it’s like a craving I can’t shake.

      Every kiss. Every time his hand brushes against my skin. Every time he grips my thigh or grabs my arm.

      It makes me want him more.

      Now, the way he’s looking at me? It’s like he’s going to break if he can’t taste my lips.

      His right hand brushes against my cheek. Knuckles drift down to my chin, down my neck, down to my collarbone. To the tops of my breasts.

      “I could claim you,” he whispers. “Leave my mark.” His hand turns, palm flat against my chest. Inches from my bikini. Inches from my tits. His fingers curl, digging into the skin. “Let everyone here know who has you. That way, I won’t be so paranoid. I can still be possessive, but I won’t let it overwhelm me. Knowing you’re mine.”

      “Then why don’t you?” I ask.

      His eyes meet mine.

      And he kisses me.
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      I melt into his kiss. Finally. His kiss, this kiss, it’s what I’ve been needing since the moment we pulled up to this house.

      I’ve been a mess of nerves. I’m so afraid I’m going to say something stupid. Something that’ll ruin the whole game. Something that’ll embarrass him.

      So when he told me to get changed, it triggered all that anxiety.

      It was like, god, I don’t even have to talk and I’m still somehow a pathetic dork.

      Except it’s not like that.

      He wants me.

      I can see it in his eyes. Taste it in his kiss. He wants me as bad as I want him, maybe even more. His hands move down to cup my breasts. I whimper as his tongue rolls against mine. He pushes my bikini aside, teasing my nipple. I groan, flashes of pleasure bursting into my skin.

      He needs me like I need him.

      And he knows how wrong it is. He knows this is fucked up. This is stupid. If we keep going, we’re going to make a mistake we can’t turn back from.

      We agreed on no sex. So why am I letting him do this?

      Why am I moaning as his other hand moves down my tummy, down toward my bikini bottom?

      “Tell me to stop,” he whispers, kissing my neck. “Go ahead. Tell me.”

      “No,” I say, head leaning back. “Oh, god, no. Don’t stop.”

      “This is a mistake.” He licks my collarbone, down to my nipple. Latches on, sucks hard, bites harder. I gasp, pulling his hair, as his other hand slips down between my legs.

      I groan as he runs a hand along my soaking wet slit. Oh my god, when did I get wet?

      He grunts his pleasure as he teases my nipple with his tongue.

      “You’re right, it’s a mistake,” I say, biting back moans. “But it feels good, right? And maybe we can ease some of the tension between us.”

      “Good point.” He reaches behind me and yanks open the shower stall. I gasp, stumbling backwards. He slams the door, locking it. “Ease the tension.”

      I throw myself at him. He bumps against the wall. I kiss him hard, grinding my hips against his. Fuck, wow, he’s really hard right now. His cock is thick and long, so stiff it’s like steel between his legs. I’m practically dry humping his shaft, my arms wrapped around his neck, my tits out and against his warm chest.

      My pulse hammers in my ears and between my legs.

      “Whatever happened to our contract,” he says, pushing me back.

      I yelp, glaring at him. “You mean that stupid piece of paper? Forget about that.”

      He pins me against the wall. “Fiona,” he whispers. “You’re going to fuck me up.”

      “Good.” I say, running my fingers through his hair. “Just so long as you don’t stop.”

      He stares into my eyes for three heart-breaking moments—

      Then drops to his knees.

      “Yes, wife,” he whispers, slowly peeling my bikini bottom down.

      “Oh, shit,” I whisper as he spreads my legs and goes to work. His mouth kisses along my inner thighs, both sides, sucking hard—hard enough to leave a mark.

      His mark. His bite.

      He’s making me his territory. He’s making me all his.

      I moan, head tilted back, losing my mind. He teases me like that for too long, kissing, sucking, working closer and closer to the aching, wet center of my core. Inching, inching, enjoying himself. Hands reaching up to cup my breasts. I grab his hair, pulling it.

      Until finally, his tongue finds my clit.

      “Fuck,” I moan, shuddering. Pleasure blasts through my core. “Oh my fucking god, Gareth.”

      “Good girl,” he whispers, licking me top to bottom, pad of his tongue flat against my pussy. “Oh, fuck, you taste good.”

      I hold his hair as he grabs my ass. I open my legs for him, spreading as my back leans against the wall. I stare down at him, at his gorgeous, muscular back, at his incredible face as he licks me, sucking gently, nibbling on my clit before sliding his tongue inside.

      My back spasms. “God damn it,” I moan, half laughing, eyes rolling back as bliss slams into my skull. “I’m going to fucking come.”

      “Then come for me,” he growls, licking me faster. “Let me taste it, my wife.”

      “Fuck,” I hiss, gasping for breath, entire body so tense I think I might shatter.

      He slips two fingers deep into my pussy as his tongue rolls delicious circles around my clit.

      And I explode.

      “Gareth,” I gasp, coming in a firestorm. It’s like every ounce of stress and anxiety I’ve been carrying on my shoulders breaks into a million pieces. I spasm, shaking, unable to stop myself, totally out of control as I come and come. He licks me, keeps his fingers inside of me, driving me wild as the orgasm speeds down my spine, into my brain, flushing my skin pink. Tingling overwhelms my vision.

      I collapse down onto a bench, breathing hard. He’s still on his knees, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my inner thigh. He reaches my mouth and I hold him there, tasting his lips. Tasting myself on his tongue.

      “Good girl,” he whispers, licking one finger clean. Then he makes me suck the other.

      I blink rapidly, eyes blurry. “Well, fuck,” I say.

      He laughs. His hands gently put my bathing suit back together. Bottoms up, top in place. Once I’m more or less decent, he turns on the shower.

      “Come here,” he says.

      I stand, obeying. Too lost in the post-orgasm glow to care much about anything right now.

      The water’s fresh and warm. He uses some soap to lather his hands. Slowly, he cleans me, top to bottom, pausing to run his hands over my breasts, down my legs, cleaning me, lovingly and thoroughly.

      I stand there, lost in the intensity of his attention.

      I’ve never been touched like this before. Never been looked at, never been washed by someone before. He’s gentle, but controlling. Tells me what to do, how to move. When he’s finished, he stands, kisses me gently on the lips, lingering only a moment.

      “The contract remains intact,” he says, smirking slightly. “The language specified no sex. But I never said I couldn’t make you come. I consider what we just did a loophole.”

      “Thank god for lawyers,” I whisper, leaning my face against his chest.
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      Fiona’s taste lingers on my tongue for hours after licking her to orgasm in the outdoor shower.

      Fortunately, Carson and Nolan both return to the city after the beach. They linger for a drink, tell some stories about their various exploits, then head out. “No hard feelings about earlier,” Carson says, shaking my hand. “Just testing the new lawyer, that’s all.”

      “None at all,” I say, giving him a smile, while inwardly thinking about stabbing him in the throat. “You’re just trying to vet me. Totally understand. For men in your line of work, your lawyer is very important.”

      “Exactly.” He laughs and heads out. Nolan gives me an apologetic smile and follows.

      I almost want to thank him for turning me into a jealous prick.

      Otherwise, I never would’ve gotten a taste of Fiona.

      Instead, I put them out of mind. Fiona’s hanging on my arm as I sip good whiskey out on the balcony with Orin and Molly. “You know, Gareth, all this talk about family, it isn’t bullshit.” Orin watches me over his drink, eyes narrowed. “I consider everyone that works for me a part of my extended family in some small way.”

      “It’s a good trait to have,” I say, nodding along. Even though it’s all total bullshit. The second the heat comes down, these guys roll on each other like construction equipment.

      “What does family mean to you?” he asks, glancing at Fiona. “Are you two thinking about expanding your numbers?”

      Fiona sputters. “Uh, no babies,” she says quickly. A little too quickly. I give her a look. “Not yet, anyway.”

      Molly titters, laughing. “Looks like a little friction in the marriage,” she says, nudging her husband. “Sounds like we were.”

      “You’re young still,” he says, waving at Fiona. “You don’t need to rush, but I will tell you. Children change your life. They change it in more ways you ever dreamed possible. No matter how much you understand that intellectually, you won’t experience it until it happens.”

      “Can I ask you an honest question?” Fiona glances at me. I can tell she’s nervous, but our conversation from earlier plays through my head. I give her a little nod, deciding to trust her.

      Trust doesn’t come easy for me, but I have to take the leap.

      “Go ahead,” Orin says softly. “Ask away.”

      “Is it all bad?” she asks, then quickly follows up before they can answer. “It’s just that, whenever I hear parents talk about their kids, it’s always to complain about how hard it is. Kids can’t be all awful, right?”

      Orin glances at Molly. They exchange a knowing smile. “No, dear, it’s not all bad,” he says. “It’s easy to talk about the hard things. The good things are more difficult to quantify.”

      “Like what?” Fiona asks. The sun’s setting. Purple and orange light cuts through the clouds. I breathe the salty air and watch Fiona, my fake wife. She looks so damn vulnerable right now. Some part of me is aware she’s getting parenting tips from a mobster, but I’m too fascinated by the whole interaction to stop it.

      I want to know what she thinks about having a family. She told me about her own complicated relationship with her parents—and I want her to talk about how that plays into her own views on parenting. I want everything from her, every crumb, every truth.

      Orin strokes his chin before answering. “Well, there’s your oldest waking you up in the morning, only to climb into bed and snuggle against you. There are the hugs. The laughter. God, they’re so damn funny.” Orin glances away, eyes going far-off. “Other things. Watching them grow. Watching them learn and become men. I’m proud of my boys, even if I don’t always agree with their choices. That’s the hardest lesson I learned. You can’t control them. You can only try to guide them. It feels so good when they succeed. It kills when they fail, too, but that’s all part of life.”

      “They’re also very cute when they’re little,” Molly adds, grinning. She ruffles her husband’s hair. The gangster lord, Orin Crowley. Apparently, he’s a big softie. “My husband can get sentimental sometimes, but he’s right. The good things are all very intangible.”

      “I just want to love them,” Fiona blurts out. Her cheeks turn red. “I mean, I don’t want to mess them up, you know? I want to do right.”

      “Then you will,” Molly says. “God, look at these two, Orin. Newlyweds on the precipice of starting a family. Were we ever that young?”

      “Can’t imagine we were,” Orin says. He lets out a dramatic sigh. “But I believe dinner is nearly ready. Why don’t you ladies head on inside and let me have a word with Gareth?”

      Fiona slips away from me. I wish she wouldn’t. I want to pull her back, hold her hand. The vulnerability she just showed, her worry and uncertainty, it lit a fire inside of me.

      The thought of her as a mother. The idea of having a family—

      It scares the hell out of me.

      But for the first time, I met a woman that I could picture by my side.

      How did I let things get so complicated? Why couldn’t I have seen this before?

      But I can’t let myself fantasize. There are strict limits to our fake marriage, and I’m pretty sure kids are way, way off the table.

      Still, it’s tempting. The thought of having someone there with me through all the pain and struggle—

      Fuck, I wish I never signed that contract.

      Molly whisks Fiona away, leaving me alone with Orin. I lean back against the railing while I finish my drink, sloshing ice around the glass. He eyes me for a moment before producing two cigars.

      We light up and puff away. “If you decide to join our family, there will be some rules,” he says softly, staring off toward the ocean, his face almost beatific as if he weren’t talking about his criminal organization. “We’d expect certain things. Discretion. Loyalty. Above and beyond what you provide to other clients.”

      “I can promise complete discretion and loyalty. However, if you’re ever pulled into in a proceeding that involved another one of my clients, I will have to recuse myself. I can’t represent you above their interests, and I wouldn’t do that to you, either. It’s not a likely scenario, but I want to be clear.”

      He tilts his head, considering, before grinning. “Spoken like a true lawyer. But fine, if that’s how it needs to be.” He squeezes my shoulder, directing me back toward the house. “There’s only the small matter of access.”

      “Access?” My eyebrows raise.

      “You’re based in Dallas. That’s not going to work for me.”

      “I assure you, I can practice law in nearly every state—”

      “That’s not what I mean.” He glances through the window to where Fiona sits with Molly at the table. “If I need you, I need you immediately. Not in a few hours, not after a plane lands. But right away.”

      “That’s difficult,” I admit. “I can hire staff and have them on hand in Boston, but—”

      “I need you to move closer,” he says, staring into my face. “If you want to join my family, I need you to join for real.”

      I don’t know what to say. I’ve been in the Dallas area for a long time—it’s my home base, it’s everything I know. But what do I have there, really? An empty apartment? Carmine and Ford? They can take weekend trips to visit. Evander’s in Chicago and Lanzo’s all over the world; I still count them as my best friends.

      “I’ll consider it,” I say cautiously, not ready to commit to a move just yet. “But it’s on the table.”

      “Good. I wouldn’t expect you to say yes right away. Only decide sooner rather than later.” He laughs and yanks open the door. “Let’s get something to eat. We can discuss more business later.”

      As we sit down, Fiona gives me a look, eyes narrowed like she’s asking me something. I squeeze her thigh and give her a smile: everything’s okay. At least that’s the look I try to convey.

      This is happening. Orin wants me to be his lawyer. He hasn’t said the words yet, but he’s talking about loyalty and cross-country moves. That’s serious business.

      I’m close to getting what I want.

      So why do I feel absolutely nothing right now?
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      “Dinner was good,” I say, climbing into bed. I pull the sheets over me as Gareth stands nearby in nothing but a pair of boxer briefs, looking like he’s on set for an underwear modeling job.

      “You get along well with Molly,” he says, watching me, eyes roaming over to the empty side of the bed. “Did you really mean what you asked about kids?”

      “Absolutely,” I say, feeling sleepy and barely resisting it. Lying out in the sun all afternoon took a lot out of me. “I think I got a sunburn on my arm.”

      He moves closer, still looking at me. His face is tense, almost anxious, but I don’t know why. “Orin said something to me while we were outside. He wants me to move to Boston.”

      I roll over to frown at him. “Really? That’s a lot to ask.”

      “He’s not a normal client. Anyone else and I’d tell them to fuck off. But Orin Crowley?” He shakes his head, clearly torn. “This is my chance, Fiona.”

      I sit up on an elbow. I like the way his eyes drift down my arm, to my shoulder, to my chest, back up to my lips. I lick them, giving him a little teasing show. Why not? I can still feel that orgasm pulsing between my legs.

      “Is that something you’d want? I mean, you’ve been in Dallas a long time, right?”

      “I lived on the East Coast in college.” He tilts his head. “But most of my life has been in Dallas otherwise.”

      “Your friends are also there,” I point out.

      “Carmine and Ford can travel. They have the means.”

      “But they also have little kids.” I flop down on my back. “I’m just saying, it’s a big ask. That’s all.”

      “You wouldn’t come with me?” He asks so quietly, I almost think he didn’t say it.

      The light snaps off before I can respond. The bed creaks as he climbs in beside me, the heat of his body rolling across the mattress.

      “I don’t know,” I admit, uncertainty buzzing through my body. “What do I have waiting back in Dallas? A burned-down apartment. No best friend. No family to speak of. I had a job, but—” I shrug a little. I smile in the darkness, but I don’t think he can see my expression. Dallas has been my home, but I also went to the East Coast for college, and I could move there again for a while if I had to. Nothing’s holding me back. Only fear.

      “We promised we’d do this for a year. That’s in the contract.”

      “No sex is in the contract too and you found a loophole.” I stretch my legs, eyes fluttering. I feel so exhausted I could pass out. My body gets that sense of heaviness as everything goes relaxed. Sleep’s not far now. “Why not keep me for longer?”

      He doesn’t answer right away. I close my eyes, thinking about his mouth against mine. Dreaming about it. But then his voice pulls me from the brink of sleep.

      “Would you really do that? When we agreed to this, it was supposed to be temporary.”

      “Then we can have a spectacular breakup in Boston.” I yawn, turning my head. He’s looking at me in the darkness, his body a stretch of black in the low light. “It’d be an adventure.”

      “You’d move across the country for an adventure?”

      “I don’t have anything else,” I say, thinking back to my life. “I haven’t had anything, if I’m honest with myself. What’s the point of drifting along, barely making ends meet? I can do that forever. Stay comfortable and safe. Or I can take a risk with you.”

      “I’m a risk now?” he murmurs. I can hear the smile on his lips. “What do you want, Fiona? I mean, with your life. With everything.”

      “I don’t know,” I admit. The idea of having a goal seems so foreign. “I’ve never really wanted anything. I’ve been trying to tread water all this time, just trying to survive. It’s hard to think past a few days when it feels like you could drown at any second.”

      “But something changed,” he pushes.

      “You came along and fucked everything up,” I say, staring at the ceiling. “And Orin keeps talking about family. That’s got me thinking about the future, you know? About having kids. About building something more than myself. That doesn’t sound so bad. I know it would be hard, but I’ve always wanted a family.”

      “It’d definitely be something to do,” he says.

      “I know you’re joking, but I’m serious. It would be something to do. What else is there? Why not have babies? Raise them right? I could do a better job than my parents did. I wouldn’t turn into a swinging sex freak, for one.”

      “What if I asked you to?” he whispers, his lips surprisingly close to my neck. I shiver, but don’t flinch away.

      “I’d tell you to move to Florida by your own damn self then if you want to swing so badly.” He chuckles quietly and kisses my chin. I suck in an excited breath. “What was that for?” I ask.

      “Something for you to dream about. Go to sleep, you’re exhausted.”

      I close my eyes again. Heaviness pushes me down into the mattress. “I’m a little drunk, I spent a lot of time in the sun, and I had one of the best orgasms of my life. Yes, I am one tired girl.”

      “One of the best?”

      “The best. Be quiet now. Sleep time.”

      Another kiss. This time on my neck. “Goodnight.”

      God, why does he do this to me? “Goodnight,” I say and roll over.

      Thinking about babies, and moving to Boston, and kisses in the dark.
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      I stretch out in the sun, my skin doused in sunscreen. Orin’s in the ocean, swimming with Molly. The pair of them are laughing as they bob and duck waves, splashing each other like children. I find it hard to imagine they’re actually hardened gangsters like Gareth claims.

      There’s something so innocent about their relationship. Even when Molly’s teasing him and Orin’s acting all grumpy, they clearly love each other. They’ve been married for so long, but they’re still happy. Can people really keep love going like that?

      I always imagined my parents started swinging out of desperation. They’re unhappy in their marriage, but unwilling to end it. I can’t picture getting divorced after being with someone for twenty, thirty, forty years. The idea of waking up one day far from now, far in the future, miserable, ready to walk away from the only world I’ve ever known, it scares the hell out of me. How can I know I’ll still be in love at sixty?

      But it’s possible. Molly and Orin are doing it, or at least they seem like they are. Despite Orin’s deadly job, they’re happy together.

      It’s almost… hopeful. In some weird way.

      My husband sits down in a chair beside me, feet digging into the sand. “Did I ever tell you that I never saw the ocean until I was in college?” he says when he catches me look over. He tilts his sunglasses down.

      I frown, shaking my head. “I didn’t know that.”

      “Parents never bothered taking us. They said it was too far. We didn’t have the money. Mom couldn’t get time off work. Dad was between jobs. A million excuses. I was always jealous of coastal people. The ocean right there within driving distance. Mostly I was jealous of people with functioning parents.”

      “My parents took us on a cruise one year. I saw plenty of beaches then.” I tilt my head, studying him. “What was it like growing up? Were you happy as a kid?”

      He shrugs. “Happy enough. I think I mentioned my dad was a drinker. He wasn’t a bad drunk, not abusive or anything, but he had trouble holding jobs long-term. He’d eventually get caught with a bottle in his desk or under the seat of his truck. Which meant Mom always had to work, and when I was old enough, I started picking up shifts at an ice cream store.”

      “Money was tight?” I ask, trying not to sound like I’m prying.

      “I didn’t know we were poor until I went to school.” He smiles to himself. “I always had things. My mom was good at thrifting. But school really made it clear that there were kids with fresh, white sneakers, and there were kids like me, with sneakers on the verge of falling apart. There was a difference.”

      “I never noticed anyone like that growing up,” I admit, feeling guilty.

      “Which means you weren’t one of the poor kids.” He laughs at the look on my face. “It’s okay, your family life is a mess now.”

      I glare at him. “I know I’m a wreck, but my parents were pretty normal. They both had jobs, we had money. They didn’t lose their freaking minds until my senior year of high school.”

      “You went to Penn,” he points out. “You must’ve been good in school.”

      “I did okay. Good enough to get accepted, but not good enough to merit any scholarship money. Both my parents pressured me into accepting anyway. They said having a degree from an Ivy League school like Penn would be like printing money. It wouldn’t matter if I graduated in debt.”

      He snorts, shaking his head. “Bad advice.”

      “Turns out, yeah.”

      “I have a similar story. I worked hard back then, really hard. I saw the way my parents lived, always struggling, and I knew my best shot was getting into a top school. So I obsessed over homework. Graduated top of my class. Then lucked into Blackwoods. They gave me a scholarship, I think because they like to do a little charity work from time to time. Met Carmine, Ford, Lanzo, and Evander. Went to law school. The rest is history.”

      “Now you’re a lawyer,” I say, squinting against the sun. “Your parents must be proud.”

      “Proud enough,” he says, looking out at the sea. “You’d make a good mom, you know.”

      I cough at the sudden pronouncement. “Where’d that come from?”

      “Just thinking about last night. You really would.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.” I shake my head, pushing myself up onto an elbow, smiling at the way he glances at my body. “I might’ve talked a little too much, you know, when we were going to bed.”

      He kicks some sand lightly. “Maybe, but I mean it. You’re patient. You’re kind. You care. That’s pretty much what you need to be a good mom, isn’t it? But I’m worried I’d be a shit dad. I’m worried I have too much of my own father in me.”

      “You don’t drink that much,” I point out, arching an eyebrow.

      “No, but I’m obsessed. Maybe I’m not addicted to alcohol, but I am addicted to work. You said it yourself, remember? I’m a workaholic. I don’t have anything else. I worry I wouldn’t be able to fix myself, and I wouldn’t be around for much.”

      I want to argue. I want to tell him that he can change, if he wants to. His whole life, he’s been working alone, acting alone, but if he found a partner—if he found a woman that he wanted to bring into his life—he could rearrange his priorities. It’s far from too late.

      But Orin and Molly approach from the ocean, holding hands. Orin grins huge at us and waves, getting our attention. “We’ve been talking, and I have an announcement.” He stands in front of us with hands on his hips while Molly gives a beleaguered sigh and takes her seat. “I’m ready to extend a formal invitation to join the family, Gareth. If you’re interested in accepting.”

      Gareth sits up straight. I watch his face closely, looking for the excitement I expect—but instead, there’s only worry, uncertainty. Even now, in this moment, with his ultimate goal so close at hand, he can’t be happy. He can’t accept that this is good. That he wants this.

      “I’d need to discuss the move with my wife,” Gareth says cautiously.

      “Discuss away,” Orin says. “That’s why I told you both at the same time. You don’t make solo decisions anymore.”

      “But once we settle that—” Gareth stands, and finally, the smile I was expecting breaks across his face. “I’d be happy to work for you.”

      “Wonderful,” Orin says, shaking Gareth’s hand.

      “Now that’s out of the way, let’s celebrate.” Molly pulls a bottle of champagne from a cooler bag and breaks it open. “Here’s to a long life and a longer partnership.”

      She hands out glasses. I accept mine, toast the others, take a long sip. Gareth watches me as he drinks. I know what he’s thinking—we’re moving to Boston, whether I like it or not.

      But I meant what I said the night before.

      What else do I have but an adventure with him?

      I have nothing keeping me in Dallas. Nothing holds me back. No prospects, no future. Only him.

      Besides, I liked the way he kissed me in bed. Intimate and warm. I dreamed about him, all right. I dreamed about an outdoor shower and his hands on my body.

      “To family,” I say, and we all drink.
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      I finish packing the bags. Fiona’s up in the living room with Molly, finishing off another bottle of champagne. She can sleep on the flight back to Dallas.

      I’m already thinking logistics. Contracts. Apartments. A new move, a new life. Taking on the Crowley family is like beginning over again. I’ll have to let some clients go—the Crowley network sprawls too wide and too deep. They’ll keep me too busy for some of my smaller jobs. I told Orin I wouldn’t give him special treatment, but we both know that’s bullshit.

      Joining the family means loyalty to death.

      Except what will that mean for Fiona? I worry about her as I finish getting our things together. When we inevitably stage our breakup and get our divorce, will Orin let her walk away? Will Molly try to patch things over? Will Fiona feel like she’s losing something all over again? I don’t want to drag her through that, not if I can help it, but we both know the deal.

      Only I’m not sure why it’s worth chasing anymore.

      I leave the room, heading in search of my fake-wife to let her know it’s time to hit the road, but someone calls my name. I pause, surprised, and hear it again, coming from a room off the main foyer on the first floor.

      I step into the doorway. It’s the billiards room—two big pool tables with a bar across the far wall. A fire’s crackling in the fireplace.

      And standing with stick in hand is Liam Crowley.

      He chalks the tip, smiling at me, eyes squinted. I stare in surprise. I hadn’t expected to see him. I knew I’d have to deal with Liam again sooner or later—I couldn’t exactly work for his family without running into the man—but I thought I dodged this bullet.

      Instead, the bullet’s here, and it’s staring at me with an aggressive smirk.

      “How are you doing, Gareth?” he asks. “Father told me you were here. I take it the weekend went well?”

      “It did,” I say stiffly. I remain in the doorway, caught between leaving and staying. “He offered to hire me.”

      “That’s good, that’s good.” Liam puts the chalk down. “I knew he would. I told him to.”

      My eyebrows raise. “You did?”

      “Here’s the thing.” He comes around the table, strolling to the bar. He’s wearing black slacks and a tucked-in white shirt, sleeves rolled to his forearms, showing off his tattoos. “Lawyers are a necessary evil. They’re unpleasant, mainly because dealing with them means dealing with the law. And I find the law extremely inconvenient.”

      “I’m sure you do,” I murmur, eyeing him cautiously. I don’t really love the way he’s characterizing my profession, but he’s also correct. Most people only interact with a lawyer when their life isn’t going well.

      “My thinking on lawyers is simple. Find the best liar and hire him.” Liam pours a glass of whiskey for himself. “Want one?”

      I slowly shake my head. “Are you implying that I’m the best liar?”

      “Exactly,” he says, raising the glass. “See, Gareth, I could smell it on you from the moment we met. All those lies you tell.”

      “About what, exactly?” I ask, anger rumbling, but also something worse. Worry. Anxiety. “I’ve been nothing but honest with your father.”

      “Have you?” Liam throws back his drink. “From my perspective, there’s one glaring problem. Her name’s Fiona.”

      My jaw tightens. What the fuck does he know? I’ve been careful. I put down my paper trail and made sure to backdate it. I paid out bribes. I made sure if anyone went looking, they’d find only proof that I’ve been telling the truth.

      Instead, Liam’s acting like he caught me.

      “I don’t know why you’re bringing my wife into this,” I say very slowly. Enunciating every word. Buying myself time to think.

      “Wife is one way to describe her. I might describe her as a puzzle.” He pours himself another drink. “From the outside, it seems like your marriage to Fiona is real. There’s a license. There’s a judge that swears he met with you two in Vegas. There are even receipts showing you stayed in the Bellagio. I met a very nice young maid who claims she remembers you and Fiona.”

      I work my jaw. That’s much, much more thorough than I guessed anyone would be. And he’s either lying about the maid or I got lucky, because I didn’t think to set that piece of the story in place.

      “What your point?” I ask, trying not to commit myself.

      “My point is that while it seems real, there are holes. Like, why no social media? Why no friends, no family? I’m sure your pals at that little organization would’ve loved to be present. What’s it called again?”

      “Atlas,” I say hoarsely. Nerves roiling my stomach.

      “Right, that’s it. The Atlas Organization. Tell me, why not invite them?”

      “Whirlwind,” I say. “Things moved fast.”

      He nods as if that’s perfectly reasonable. He tosses back the second drink. “Here’s the thing. I think you’re lying. I think your relationship with Fiona seems strange. But what I don’t understand is why? What are you getting out of it? What did you offer her? It’s okay, Gareth, really. My father might talk a big game about family, blah, blah, blah, but I truly don’t give a fuck why you’re married to your wife. Insofar as it doesn’t hurt the family. But if I find out that you’ve been keeping something important from us—” He gestures with the flat of his hand across his throat.

      Sweat dribbles down from under my arms. I watch Liam carefully, head spinning. How did he figure all this out? Why is he so fixated on my relationship with Fiona? Everyone else accepts it as given—everyone but Liam.

      He has the power to shut this down. I remember the way Orin looked at him back in Boston. The respect in his expression.

      If Liam tells his father that there’s something wrong with my marriage to Fiona, everything will fall apart.

      “My marriage to Fiona is perfectly normal,” I finally say, choosing my fate. “Go ahead and ask your father. We’ve been around him for two days now. If there were something wrong—”

      “My father is getting old and slow.” Liam comes toward me, eyes sharp. “You’re still young. If he hires you, brings you into the family, I’ll inherit your tenure. Which means I care very much about who you are and what you want.”

      “I only want the job,” I say, forcing myself to stay focused.

      Liam stops by my side and slaps my shoulder. “Wonderful,” he says. “Absolutely wonderful to hear. I look forward to working with you.” He slips past me, out of the room, and down the hall.

      I watch him go, ears ringing.

      He knows something’s going on.

      Liam’s going to sniff around, and if I’m not careful, he might smell all the rotten truth lurking in the heart of my marriage to Fiona.

      Fuck. Fiona. I turn and hurry away, back to the living room. I’m in a panic, worried Liam might find her and interrogate her. I don’t think she’s ready for a man like him, not yet anyway. We’ll need more time. More work—

      “Fiona,” I say, coming into the room in a rush.

      She looks over, smiling happily. She’s sitting at the table playing cards with Orin and Molly. “Gareth,” she says, giving me a mock-sultry wink. “There are you, husband.”

      “Your wife is awful at Rummy 500,” Molly says with a laugh.

      “But I am very good at drinking champagne.” Fiona raises the glass. “Here’s to that.”

      Relief floods me. She’s safe. No Liam, no questions. I drift over, pushing my anxiety away.

      This is happening. We’re making it work, even if Liam’s suspicious. He doesn’t have any proof—only a lingering curiosity. If I keep my head down, play the part, do my job, everything will be fine.

      I’ll divorce Fiona, blow it up like an atom bomb. We’ll move on. She’ll be free.

      Free to be someone else’s wife. To be the mother to someone else’s children.

      The idea’s like a stab in my chest.

      “We should get going,” I say gently. “The flight’s in two hours.”

      “It’s been so good having you,” Orin says, shaking my hand.

      Molly gives me a warm hug. “Come back any time. And I really mean that.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “And thank you both. I look forward to a long and successful partnership.”

      “Here, here,” Orin says, laughing.

      Fiona says her goodbyes. I steer her from the room and out of the building. Liam’s not around, but the car’s idling nearby, waiting to take us home.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks, frowning at me as I put an arm across her shoulders protectively. “You seem off.”

      “Liam cornered me not too long ago.”

      “Liam? He’s here?” A hint of panic in her voice.

      Not that I can blame her.

      I lean down and kiss her cheek in case anyone’s watching. I whisper in her ear, “He’s onto us.”

      We pile into the car together and head back to Dallas.
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      Coming back to Dallas feels like returning to the real world.

      If the real world is also a total mess.

      Gareth heads back to work. We don’t talk about Liam Crowley. We barely mention the move to Boston. It’s like what happened at the beach didn’t follow us home, and now the tension between us grows worse every day.

      I hate it. I don’t understand this backslide. I want to go back to that Sunday morning, lying out on the beach with Gareth, watching Orin and Molly playing in the water. I want to feel that sun. Feel his eyes on my body. I want to think about his taste in my mouth.

      Most of all, I want to feel good like that, something that’s been missing from my life for a long time.

      Instead, he throws himself into his job like he always does while I lounge around his apartment. I don’t bother pretending like I’m still his assistant. That was never going to work out—especially not now that Liam’s sniffing around us. It wouldn’t make any sense, not if Gareth and I were really married.

      Which leaves me with nothing to do for a week except call Cait.

      “Tell me again why you two have a no-sex clause?” she asks, wandering through the woods near her house with her dog and her baby. “Because it seems like you don’t want a no-sex clause anymore. Your contract isn’t actually legally binding, right?”

      “Good point,” I say, running my fingers through my hair. I need a wash day.

      She grins at me as the camera pans around the woods. She’s always out walking. It took me a little while to figure out why, but now it feels painfully obvious.

      There’s nothing else for her to do.

      It’s either go for walks in the woods or sit around her house watching screens. She opts for walks.

      I thought she had the dream life—big house, lots of property, middle of nowhere, gardens and babies and barking dogs.

      Reality isn’t always so beautiful.

      “So why keep it?” she presses.

      I groan, stretching my legs out. I got back from the climbing gym twenty minutes ago and I’m feeling pleasantly tired. “At first, it was to avoid complicating things. Also because I wanted to piss him off.”

      “How’d that go for you?”

      “Things are definitely complicated,” I say with a sigh. “Mostly it backfired.”

      “Have you talked about Boston at all?”

      I pause, chewing my lip, then shake my head. “He hasn’t brought it up and I haven’t either.”

      “Seems like something you should discuss. I mean, you’re supposed to be married, right?”

      “Fake married, but yeah.”

      “Even fake married, he can’t expect you to move across the country for him without at least a conversation.” She whistles at Rex off-camera. “Hey, outta there! Sorry, he’s trying to burrow under a fallen tree.”

      “I think we’re in a holding pattern right now, you know? He’s getting work done, I’m hanging around bored out of my mind. It’s like we’re just waiting for the other person to make the first move.”

      “Do you want to? Make the move, I mean. Like, sexually.”

      I snort. “Not at all. Not sexually or otherwise.”

      “But you’re still thinking about it.”

      “If by it you mean the move, then yeah. That’s the deal we made, right? Marriage for a year. And anyway, what do I have keeping me here in Dallas?”

      “I don’t know,” she admits, looking worried. “I’m just nervous for you. I mean, if you follow him out to Boston, what will you have then? You’ll be trapped, won’t you? Sort of at his mercy.”

      “That’s a little dramatic.”

      “I’m serious. What if he turns out to be, like, a psycho murderer? And he tries to cut off your toes and eat them?”

      “You’ve been listening to too many podcasts.” I hesitate, trying to remember if he ever looks at my feet. But no, Gareth’s not into that. I’m pretty sure.

      “I’m just saying, try to think about what a move like this would be like. Strange city, reliant on a man. All that stuff.”

      I’m quiet for a moment, staring at the ceiling. “I have thought about it, and I’m pretty sure I want to do it. I like Gareth. I like spending time with him. Those two days at the beach—” I hesitate, not sure how much detail I want to give her. I’ve hinted at what happened between us in the outdoor shower, but I haven’t outright said it.

      “You know what I wish? I wish you two would stop with the whole fake-relationship thing and just make it real.”

      I laugh softly. “You want me to be actually married to him?”

      “Maybe date a little first before you take the plunge.”

      “Too late for that.”

      “It’s obvious you’re into him, Fiona. Every time we talk, you’re constantly going on about him. Why not just say fuck it and… fuck him?”

      “I thought he was a toe-collecting psychopath?”

      “Don’t get cute with me. You’re into him, he’s got to be into you. Just go for it.”

      I glance away from the screen. “That’s the thing, I’m not sure he is.”

      Gareth seemed into me down the beach, but since we’ve been back? He pulled into his shell again. It’s all, up early for work, home late, bed immediately. He’s either working out or doing lawyer stuff. I haven’t been able to talk to him about things, not without sounding like I’m needy and obsessed or something.

      “You’re crazy if you think that. Look at you, Fiona! You’re hot as fuck and super smart. Just stop playing this game and go for it. Sorry, hold on.”

      Cait shouts at her dog again. I try to picture dating Gareth, but it seems impossible—we’re living together, we’re married, it’s like the dating phase is way behind us.

      There’s a knock at my apartment door. I jump in surprise, craning my neck to look down the front hall.

      “Someone’s here,” I say. “Gotta go. See ya.”

      “Rex, damn it, stop doing—”

      I hang up before I find out what trouble Rex has gotten into. The knocking stopped and hasn’t started again, so I’m thinking it was a package delivery. I head over, crack open the door, and peer out.

      There’s a box on the ground. I stoop over, curious. Gareth rarely buys stuff online. I turn it over, checking the label—

      It’s addressed to me.

      I pick it up and carry it inside. The box is moderately heavy, rectangular, not too big, but not small either. I place it down on the table, staring like it’s a bomb. Curious, I shoot Gareth a text.

      Fiona: Did you send me a package? Something just showed up.

      Gareth: Strange. A mystery package. Open it.

      I’m smiling to myself as I type.

      Fiona: You sent it, didn’t you?

      Gareth: I will neither confirm nor deny that. Open it.

      Fiona: If it’s lingerie, I swear.

      Gareth: I wish it was. And you swear, what? You’d wear it for me?

      Fiona: I’ll make you wear it.

      Gareth: I look good in fishnets. Open the box, Fiona.

      I grumble to myself, trying not to smile, before grabbing scissors and cutting it open.

      Inside is a shoebox from a new climbing company I’ve been really into lately, Adirondack Peaks. I blink rapidly and my heart rate doubles.

      Fiona: Did you get me climbing shoes????

      Gareth: Might have. Do you like them?

      I open the box and suck in a breath. It’s their top-of-the-line model, their best shoe, the sort of thing I could never, ever afford on my own. I’ve been lusting after these for a really long time. And they’re in my size. He must’ve looked at my old climbing shoes to figure out what I wear.

      This is the most thoughtful gift anyone has ever given me.

      Fiona: You didn’t have to do this.

      Gareth: Things have been weird between us since we got back from the beach.

      Gareth: I wanted to do something nice.

      Fiona: Well, this is nice. Thank you. I love them.

      I’m grinning to myself as I sit down to try them on.

      Like a dream, they fit perfectly.

      “Damn it,” I whisper to myself, laughing like a maniac, thinking about what Cait said.

      Should I really set aside the no-sex clause?

      Try to make this fake thing into something more?

      I’m tempted. And this spontaneous gift tempts me even more.

      It’s a bit of a mixed signal—he pulls away into his work, but then he does something like this.

      A gift that suggests he actually knows me and pays attention to what I want.

      He’s obviously into me too—I think Cait’s right about that.

      What does that mean for us though? Our relationship is complicated enough without catching feelings.

      Except that seems to have already happened.
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      I’m not a great cook so I order from his favorite take-out place, this barbecue restaurant a couple blocks away. I have everything set up when he gets home, looking exhausted from a long day at the office. I want to do something nice for him—the way he did something nice for me.

      A small surprise to ease some of his tension. Maybe even to bring a smile to his face.

      The more I’m around him, the more I think he needs this sort of surprise in his life. He has his friends, his work, but he spends so much time doing things for other people.

      He deserves to have something done for him for a change.

      “Here’s to a long day,” Gareth says, pouring two glasses of wine and toasting me.

      “Here’s to very thoughtful gifts.”

      He sits down with a sigh, takes off his tie, rolls his sleeves up to show off his lovely forearms, and starts to eat. I watch him for a moment, picking at my plate, my guts a nervous roil, but Cait’s right. If someone’s going to make the first move, it might as well be me.

      And anyway, I consider that random present his way of breaking the ice.

      “We should talk about Boston,” I say, leaning forward on my elbows.

      “We can do that.” He glances up. “Anything in particular?”

      “I was thinking we’d discuss living arrangements.”

      He smirks, sitting back. “You mean, we’re not getting a one-bedroom? You can sleep on the couch if you don’t want to be in my bed.”

      “Actually, I’m leaning toward getting an efficiency. Really make sure we’re on top of each other.”

      “I like the sound of that. I think I’d enjoy having you on top of me. Except I’m not sure I could exist in your chaos.”

      “Chaos?” I gasp, mock-offended. “How dare you. I’m the neat one in this relationship!”

      “You don’t know how to close cabinets, much less be neat.” He’s grinning at me, looking looser than he has in days. More like beach-Gareth. “Seriously though. If you want to look for apartments, I wouldn’t mind.”

      That surprises me. “Really? You’d give up control?”

      “I didn’t say that. I mean I’d take your choices under advisement.”

      I snort, shaking my head. “Heck, no. If I’m apartment hunting, I’m making a short list you can pick from. How about that?”

      He considers for a moment before nodding. “That works for me. But I have some requirements.”

      “Like what? Dungeon for your toe-less murder victims?”

      His eyebrows raise. “My what now?”

      “Nothing. Never mind.”

      He looks like he wants to dig into that, but decides to let it go. “We need something nice. Spacious. Home gym. Lots of windows. Price range up to a few million.”

      “A few million?” I gape at him. “How much money do you have?”

      “A lot,” he says, clearly amused. “Working for criminals pays well.”

      “Okay then. Budget is no issue, understood. What else?”

      “I need a spacious living room, an airy kitchen, and a sex swing.”

      “An air—hold up, what now? Sex what?”

      “Sex swing,” he says, nodding. “For when we entertain. Didn’t I mention? We’re getting into swinging.”

      I groan, face in my hands. “That has to be the worst joke in the entire world. I’m serious, Gareth, I can’t decide if I’m offended because of the jab at my parents or offended because it’s so lame.”

      “Sorry, couldn’t help myself.”

      “Honestly, I’ve never been less attracted to you right now.”

      He leans closer, eyes sparkling. “When were you the most attracted to me then?”

      I glance at him, thinking back to that moment in the outdoor shower. My cheeks turn red. “I plead the fifth, counselor.”

      “Oh, I know what you’re thinking.” His voice drops an octave. “Does it involve sun and sand? Maybe some water?”

      “Easy there.” I jump to my feet, clearing my plate. “You barely talk to me all week and now you want to reference our sexual escapades?”

      “Escapade. Singular. And yes, you’re crazy if you think I’m not always thinking about it.” He helps me carry the dishes into the kitchen. I refill my wine, chewing my lip.

      “Seriously, if you’re always thinking about it, why the silence for the last week?”

      He looks away, body language tensing. I worry I’m losing him as he turns and walks into the living room. I follow at a distance, not sure what’s going on in his head. I could back down, return to the status quo, to awkward silences and long absences, but I don’t want that.

      He pauses near the windows, looking out at the night, at the spots of light, at Dallas spread out along the ground like blackened wood.

      “I’ve asked a lot of you, Fiona,” he says, not looking at me. “Maybe more than I should have.”

      I move closer to him. “Not really. I got a free beach trip. I met some very nice criminals. Overall, it’s been easy pretending to be your wife so far.”

      His lips twitch slightly, like he’s trying not to smile. “You’re lying to people. You’re pretending to be something you’re not. You’re in more danger than you realize.”

      “That’s how fake marriages work. Didn’t you know?” I sip my wine, feeling anxious.

      “Then there’s Boston.” He turns to look at me. “It’s a big ask, uprooting you. I know what you said at the beach, but I want you to think about it. I’ve been giving you space so you don’t feel pressured.”

      “Is that what you’re doing?” I ask softly with a relieved laugh. “I thought you were mad at me or something.”

      He looks confused. “Mad at you? For what?”

      “I don’t know. You’re so damn grumpy, it could be anything.”

      “I’m not that bad.”

      “Yes, you are, but it’s okay. It’s endearing. Sometimes.”

      He rubs a hand through his hair. “I’m just trying to do right by you, Fiona. It’s one thing to go on a weekend trip. It’s another thing to move to a new state, start a new life, all while pretending to be married to someone.”

      “You are offering to pay my student loans, don’t forget.”

      He waves that off. “As far as I’m concerned, you already earned payment.”

      “Gareth. Look at me.” He glances over, eyes dark and staring into mine. The tension in the room’s so brittle it’s about to crack. I stand closer to him, breathing deep, barely keeping myself under control. “I know what I’m doing, okay? I want to go to Boston. I want to try this.”

      I want to try more than this.

      I want to forget about the no-sex clause. I want what we had, briefly, back in that beach house, in that outdoor shower. I want his mouth on mine, his tongue in my mouth. I’ve been craving him so badly it hurts, and now he’s here, looking at me like he feels the same.

      I want him to kiss me.

      God, why won’t he just forget about all this complicated crap and kiss me?

      It could be so simple.

      “I just want you to be sure,” he says, eyes narrowed.

      “I’m sure,” I whisper, meaning, I’m sure I want you.

      He stays there. Reaches up and touches my chin. I let out a soft sound, nearly a whimper. His mouth opens, so close to mine. I can taste his breath. I can taste his tongue already.

      This man, this difficult man. Keeping his distance one day, sending me gifts another. I don’t know what he wants, what he’s thinking, but I know what I feel.

      I know what’s churning in my heart.

      I want his hands on my skin. His palms on my hips.

      I want him now. I want him to kiss me.

      But he pulls back. Desire burns in his gaze as he turns away. “We should stop,” he says, voice sultry and low. “There’s a contract for a reason.”

      “Gareth—” I say but he walks away.

      “I’m sorry, Fiona. I want to, but I can’t. I don’t want to complicate this decision for you more than I already have.”

      I stand by the windows, heart racing, wishing he’d come back. Feeling like he ripped something from my body.

      Instead, he disappears back to his room. I hear the door open and shut again.

      I stare down at my feet, blinking back tears.

      What’s wrong with me? Why does he keep pushing me away when it’s so clear he wants this as much as I do? It feels good, we enjoy each other—why keep trying to deny it?

      He pretends like it’s for me—but I wonder if it’s really his nice way of saying he doesn’t need me the way I need him.
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      I can’t sleep. I lie in bed, staring at the ceiling. Gareth’s room is across the hall from mine. I can picture him doing the same thing, in nothing but a pair of boxer briefs. I glance at the clock—it’s barely past eleven.

      There’s a sound in the hall. A creak, a door opening. My heart races as I sit up on an elbow. The apartment’s usually so quiet, except I hear footsteps coming toward my room. I’m about to call out when there’s a soft knock.

      “Fiona?” Gareth’s whisper. “Are you awake?” The knob turns, the door opens.

      He’s standing there. White t-shirt, black boxer-briefs. Staring in at me with that look like he wants to hold me down and feast on me.

      I sit up, hair spilling down my shoulders.

      “Couldn’t sleep,” I say stupidly.

      “Neither could I.” He takes a step forward but hesitates. “You know we shouldn’t.”

      “I know,” I say quietly. “But we can anyway.”

      “I want to so fucking bad it’s killing me.”

      “I want it too.”

      “Every night I lie in my room, thinking about you.” He comes closer. “About your lips. About your touch. About your taste. Every single night since I met you, Fiona. I can’t stop this fucking need in me.”

      “You have no idea how badly I’ve been wanting you to come in here, just like this.” My heart races, my breathing quickens.

      “You’re not worried? You’re not afraid this is only going to make things harder?”

      “I don’t care,” I admit. I thought about how sleeping with him might complicate our fake relationship and its inevitable end, but at this point, I’m way too worked up to give a damn.

      “I should care for both of us.” He comes to the side of my bed. He slowly kneels down until we’re at eye level. “Tell me to go and I’ll go.”

      “I don’t want you to.”

      “Good. I don’t want to either.” He moves closer, gets into bed. I suck in a breath as he pins me down, taking my wrists, pushing them up above my head. “I want to take you the way I’ve been dreaming every night since we’ve been home. Hell, every night since I first met you.” His lips brush my neck, my ear, my shoulder. “You don’t have any clue what you do to me, Fiona.”

      “Show me.”

      He kisses me, mouth rough on mine. His taste floods my tongue as I moan, grinding my hips against the stiffness between his legs. God, he’s so hard already, and I’m soaking wet. We’re both high-voltage wires, buzzing with electricity, ready to explode.

      His hand slips down between my legs. He keeps my wrists pinned with his other massive palm. His lips kiss me, nibbling mine, tongue dancing in my mouth. His fingers slip down my cotton panties, already soaked through, teasing up and down my slit. I groan, rolling my hips against him, grinding harder into the pleasure.

      He pulls back, sinks his fingers inside. I gasp, eyes wide as pleasure blooms. He pushes them in and back out, teasing my clit in circles, before biting my lower lip.

      “Mine,” he whispers. “My wife.” He kisses my neck, biting and sucking. “My mark. My wife.” He pulls my shirt up and off, tossing it onto the floor, revealing my naked breasts, my hard nipples. He licks them, sucks hard. “Mine,” he says, fingers still teasing, still rolling, pleasure hitting and breaking over me like waves. “All mine,” he growls. “Beautiful fucking girl.”

      I gasp, back arching as he bites a nipple, then the tip of each tit, like he’s trying to leave bruises. I groan when he moves lower, lower, takes off my panties, fingers still fucking me. He licks my inner thigh and bites again, hard, making me gasp in shock.

      “Gareth,” I moan, but he’s already burying my pussy with his mouth, lapping at me, using the flat of his tongue to rub against my clit. I grab his hair in revenge as he licks me faster, fingers sinking into my soft, slick pussy, and I can’t take it anymore. All my tension builds and builds until I explode on his mouth, grasping and grinding my hips against his fingers and tongue.

      “That’s it, good girl,” he groans, sucking me hard through it. “That’s my good girl.”

      I lie back, gasping for air, body flushed, sweat dribbling down my skin. He leans back, licking his fingers, and I move forward, yanking off his boxer briefs. His thick cock is steel in my hands as he leans on his elbows. I stare at him, at his length, shocked by his size. I knew he was big, but holy—

      Then I see it. “Piercing,” I whisper.

      He smirks, head tilted. “Do you like it?”

      “It’s…” I trail off, not sure what to say. “Unexpected.”

      I imagined a ring at the tip. Maybe a stud along the shaft.

      Instead, it’s a ring, but it’s at the base.

      “It’s called a rhino horn,” he says, shrugging. “Not the name I’d give it. But you’ll like the way it feels.”

      “I’m, uh, extremely open to new experiences,” I say, stroking him slowly, body tingling with excitement. I’ve never seen or heard of a piercing like this before. I take him in my mouth, sucking him slow, tasting his salty precum before sliding him deep into my throat.

      “Fuck, that feels so good,” he purrs, hand in my hair, guiding me. I suck and lick his tip, glancing up to meet his eyes. Passion stares back, desire and need. “God, that feels good, you beautiful girl,” he whispers. “Look at you, sucking my cock. Greedy, drooling down my shift, licking me like you can’t help yourself.”

      I moan, sucking him faster, but he pulls me off, eyes sharp. “Not yet,” he growls and shoves me back.

      He spreads my legs wide. I stare into his eyes as I wrap them around his hips. His tip presses against my dripping entrance and he wiggles himself, getting just the tip inside.

      “Please,” I moan as he licks my tits, sucking hard. “Fuck me, Gareth. I want you inside of me. I need it.”

      “Beg more,” he says, smirking as he kisses me.

      “Please fuck me,” I pant, gasping for air. He’s so close, so freaking close, all I need is for him to sink himself deeper, so much deeper—

      He thrusts and I gasp, back arching. Pleasure and pain rip into my brain. He pushes deeper, deeper, so deep he bottoms out—and that’s when I feel it. The piercing, right at the perfect spot, rubbing up against my clit. Strangely warm, the metal ribbed for texture. I gasp in shock before he pulls back.

      “Oh my god,” I whisper. “I think I get why you have that piercing now.”

      He smirks, kisses me. “It’s for you,” he whispers, thrusts deep, holds. His ring rubs on my clit as he grinds slowly and I’m shivering with ecstasy, the bliss of him inside of me working into the bliss of his piercing rubbing my clit. “I take it you like it?”

      “I love it,” I moan, back arching as I roll my hips, rubbing up against him.

      He fucks me again, thrust and out, thrust and out, hitting all my limits, the piercing rubbing my clit, his cock filling me to the brim. I’m panting, unable to form words, unable to form thoughts. He fucks me like I always dreamed, like I knew he would, and I take every inch of him, desperate for more. Desperate, greedy, dripping down his cock. Ring against my clit. My mind an absolute wreck of need.

      He goes faster, faster, takes me deeper. I moan, kissing him, pulling his hair, digging my fingers into his back. We writhe together as he fucks me, our bodies moving in tandem, sweat dripping down our skin. Faster, his breath on my throat. Fuck, faster, I need him so badly it’s like I’m going to crumble to pieces if he doesn’t give me what I want.

      “God, you feel like fucking heaven,” he says in my ear. “Fuck, Fiona, you feel so good. So tight and warm. God, I want to fill you to the fucking brim.”

      “Do it,” I pant, moaning. “Do it, fuck me, Gareth. Fill me.”

      “Fiona,” he growls, barely restraining himself, fucking me harder, faster, grinding so his piercing rubs me, and when he pulls my hair, I know I’m done, I’m finished.

      I come hard, bearing down on him. He buries his cock in me and we grind together. I explode in absolute bliss, body spasming, back arched, fingers digging into his back. He keeps going, stroking again, deeper. I come, turning into a puddle of pleasure, mindless, drool dribbling from my lips. “Fuck,” I gasp. “Oh my god.”

      He roars, going harder, and finally spills himself between my legs. He comes hard, growling, shuddering, and we collapse in a heap together, sweating and spent. I hold him tight, feeling his breath on my skin. Feeling him still between my legs.

      “I fucking love that piercing,” I whisper, still twitching with aftershocks.

      “I had a feeling you would.”

      “Stay here, okay? Let’s just stay right here for a while.” I don’t want to let go of this moment.

      “As long as you want me,” he murmurs. “I’ll stay.”

      I bite his shoulder gently, holding him tight, feeling more spent and satisfied than I’ve ever felt in my life.
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      I dream of Fiona that night. When I wake, I’m still in her bed. We smell like sex. I kiss her neck, cup her naked breasts. She wiggles her hips against me until I’m hard again. She’s sleepy and beautiful as I kiss her. We fuck like that, half awake. I make sure to grind against her with my piercing, driving her wild. It gives me satisfaction, making her come like this, more joy than I ever thought possible. When she gets off twice, she pushes me back, panting and sweating, and she finishes me with her mouth. Slow and sensual, eyes locked on mine. Swallows every drop.

      While she showers, I make breakfast. Pancakes and coffee. She accepts a plate when she comes out, drying her hair. “That was unexpected,” she says.

      “What, the morning sex?”

      “No, the pancakes.” She stares at the plate. “I genuinely didn’t think you knew how to work the stove.”

      I roll my eyes. “I wasn’t always rich, remember? I lived on pancakes for years. They gave me a scholarship at Blackwoods, but not a stipend. Most days it was either trek to the cafeteria, which was nice but on the other side of campus, or stay in with pancakes. I opted for pancakes a lot.” We eat together in the kitchen, standing up. She looks gorgeous in a pair of black shorts and a white tank top that shows off her hard, pink nipples.

      I remember biting those nipples. Biting them hard enough to bruise. I step forward, hands grazing her stomach. She sucks in a surprised breath as I lift up her top.

      “Hey, what are you—”

      I hold her down and look at her tits. Beautiful fucking tits. With little bite marks above them. “Just making sure you’re properly mine.” I kiss the tiny spots, licking them gently.

      She turns, covering herself. Face pink with excitement. “Prick. Ask next time instead of manhandling me.”

      I pat her ass hard before dressing for work. I’m whistling on the way to the office, feeling good for the first time in a while.

      Yes, I fucked up. Yes, I gave in to my base desires. I’ve been so goddamn horny, so insanely pent-up. Yes, I shouldn’t have done it.

      If I could go back in time, I’d do it all again.

      What we did last night, that’s going to have consequences. I don’t know how yet, but I can’t imagine sleeping together is going to make anything easier. We have the move coming, we have a million decisions to make, and she needs a clear head. Not one filled with dreams of fucking.

      I’m the same way. But now I have the Fiona-bug. I’m sick with her, infected with her. I can’t get her mouth wrapped around the tip of my cock out of my fucking skull.

      My phone rings as I sit behind my deck. It’s early, barely past seven, and Carmine’s name is on my screen.

      “Morning, bro,” I say, leaning back. “You have a wet dream about me last night?”

      “Like always. You sound chipper.” He does not. His voice is throaty and annoyed. “You get laid last night or something?”

      “No comment.”

      He laughs sharply. “Don’t tell me you’re fucking your fake wife now too?”

      “What can I do for you this morning? Are you in need of legal services, or are you just prying into my personal life?”

      He sighs. I can see him already, rubbing his face in frustration. “We need to talk about Liam Crowley.”

      I sit very still, slowly straightening my spine. “What happened?”

      “Nothing bad. Not yet at least.” He lets out an annoyed grunt. “I got word that Liam’s been asking questions about my family. Nothing too nefarious. Just looking into our dealings. But mostly focusing on my friendship with you.”

      I close my eyes. “I can see how that might make you unhappy.”

      “That’s one way of putting it. Another way is fucking furious that the Crowleys are anywhere near me.”

      I run a hand through my hair. “Look, things are good with them. Orin offered me the job, so long as I move to Boston.”

      There’s a pause. “That’s good,” he says, sounding suspicious. “But if that’s the case, why’s Liam digging into you?”

      “Due diligence, maybe.” I squeeze my eyes shut. “He also thinks there’s something strange about my relationship with Fiona.”

      “Oh, god damn it,” Carmine growls. “I knew that shit was going to blow back on me.”

      “It’s not all about you, if you recall,” I say through my teeth. I shouldn’t get pissed at Carmine, but I find myself more worried for Fiona than I am for him. Carmine’s a mafia Don—he can handle himself.

      “When my business is affected, you better believe it’s all about me.”

      “Stop it,” I say through my teeth. “Liam doesn’t know anything for sure. He’s poking around, fishing for something. All we have to do is keep on going like nothing’s wrong.”

      “And then what?”

      “Then I move to Boston and become one of the most powerful lawyers in the fucking country.”

      That’s the goal: work for the Crowleys, amass more connections, more strength.

      That’s been my goal for a long time.

      So why does it feel hollow? Where’s the excitement I thought I’d feel?

      All I have now is worry.

      He’s quiet. I can hear him breathing, getting himself under control. Finally, he says, “Moving to Boston, huh?”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “Have you told Ford yet?”

      “Not yet. I figured he won’t be happy.”

      “I’m not happy either,” Carmine admits. “But Boston’s not so far from Philly.” Which is Carmine’s second home and the traditional power base of his Famiglia.

      “I know it won’t be the same. I’ve liked having you and Ford local for the last few years.”

      “I’ve liked it too. But hell, nothing lasts forever. And it’s not like Ford doesn’t have the means to travel. Fucker’s got a private jet.”

      “I forget about the jet sometimes. He’s stingy as hell with that thing.”

      “Tell me about it.” Carmine chuckles softly. “All right, look. Make sure the Crowleys stick to themselves. I’ll keep my head down and my mouth shut. But you need to tell Ford about the move soon.”

      “I will. I’m going to.”

      “And, bro? Be careful with the girl. Wrap it before you tap it, as the youth says.”

      “I’m careful. She’s on birth control.”

      “Yeah, all right. I knew you were sleeping with her, you bastard. Fucking hell. Brice says hi.”

      “Hello, Brice.”

      “Talk later.” He hangs up.

      I sit alone in my office. Some of the euphoria of the night before ebbs and wears off. I want Fiona, want her bad—but Liam’s starting to be a real problem, and I don’t know what she’s going to do about this move.

      Too many moving pieces. Too many balls in the air.

      Too many chances to fuck this up.
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      I lean back on the bench across from the climbing wall. The gym’s quiet on a Friday afternoon. Fiona claps her chalky hands together before getting into position and beginning her line up toward the top, her harness on, the safety rope connected to the overhead anchor with an auto belay device.

      God, she’s gorgeous. Her back is lean and toned, her muscular ass, legs, and arms working as she pulls her way up a difficult wall.

      I can’t help but stare at her and feel a sense of pride as she gets higher and higher.

      She’s really good—there’s no denying it—and really fucking hot. I smile to myself, glad I decided to take a midafternoon break to watch her get some time in at the gym.

      She wanted me out there climbing too—but fuck that. This is her thing. I’ll sit right here, sip my coffee, and enjoy her.

      My phone rings. I glance down, worried it’ll be Ford—I haven’t spoken to him yet and I’m dreading it—but instead, it’s Janine, the recruiter. “Hello,” I answer. “How are you?”

      “Hey, Gareth,” Janine says, chipper as always. “Wanted to touch base about the new assistant. I have a list of candidates—”

      Ah, fuck.

      “Sorry, gotta interrupt you.” I grimace, rubbing my temple. “Something came up and it looks like I won’t need a new assistant after all. Well, not right now.”

      “Oh,” she says, sounding disappointed. Not that I can blame her. I’m sure she had to put in some work to find someone qualified and willing, much less a whole list. “Well then. I guess I’ll just fuck myself.”

      I bark a laugh. From anyone else, that’d be unprofessional. But I know Janine from college. “Sorry, seriously, an opportunity dropped in my lap. I’m moving to Boston. Not sure when, but it’ll be soon.”

      “Boston, huh? Cool city. How’d that happen?”

      “Opening a new practice there. Got a big client and just decided to take the plunge.”

      “Well, great, how about you make this up to me by letting me staff your new place? How’s that sound?”

      “Deal,” I say, grinning. “You know, I’m sitting in a rock-climbing gym right now. Can you imagine me in a climbing gym in the middle of the day?”

      “No,” she says in all honesty. “I never dreamed you’d leave your desk during work hours. What dragged you there?”

      “Fiona. Remember that assistant you hired for me? She’s really into it.”

      “Oh, wow, good for her,” she says, laughing. “That’s, uh, surprising. That you’d go to a climbing gym… for an assistant.”

      I grimace slightly. “I married her too.”

      “Right. Now that makes more sense.” An awkward pause. “Congrats?”

      “Thanks,” I say, leaning my head back.

      “It’s funny, actually. There’s this extremely popular company, Appalachian Peaks, trying to hire for a few positions. I’ve been really digging for someone good.”

      “Fiona’s good,” I say automatically, not sure why I’m doing it. But fuck, she loves Appalachian Peaks. She’d absolutely kill to work there. “Smart girl, got a degree from Penn. You’ve seen her resume.”

      “I know, which is why I was wondering why the hell she took your job. Desperate for a gig, I guess.”

      “Thanks, that hurts though.”

      “Just saying. Should I throw her hat in the ring? See if anyone’s interested? I still have her information. The job’s in Dallas though, if that matters.”

      I hesitate. Fiona’s going to move to Boston with me—because she says she has nothing else.

      But this could be huge for her. She’s been so adrift lately, so desperate to find meaning in her life. After the fire, her parents leaving, her best friend moving away, she needs a win.

      A massive win like getting a job at her dream company.

      That win won’t be me, no matter how much I want it to be.

      I’m not enough for her.

      But a job with her favorite company though? A real shot at a future, a career? That’s the sort of good luck that could turn everything around for her.

      I want to say no. I want to be a selfish prick and keep her all to myself.

      “Do it,” I say. “See how it goes.” Maybe that’s a mistake, but Fiona deserves this. She deserves better than a fake marriage to me.

      I don’t know how we’ll work that out with the Crowleys, but it’s my problem to solve, not hers.

      “You got it. Tell your wife I said, uh, congrats. And good luck.”

      We make a little more small talk then hang up.

      Fiona reaches the top of her wall. She lets go, the auto belay catching her and lowering her down to the floor. She floats like an angel, grinning at me huge, clearly excited to have made the difficult climb.

      I wave to her, my stomach twisted into a knot.
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      Gareth decides to surprise me by taking the rest of the day off. We leave the gym and head to a nearby wine bar. Lots of glass, lots of light. Wood and metal are the dominant motifs. We get a table near the front windows, away from the other patrons. Gareth orders for both of us. It’s quiet, but starting to fill up as Friday wears on and people leave the office early.

      “You’re not talkative,” I say, swirling my red, eyeing him over the glass. Despite claiming he wants to spend time with me, as soon as we’re actually together, it’s like his mind is elsewhere.

      He forces a smile though. “Sorry. Just thinking.”

      “This is the part of the conversation where you share what you’re thinking,” I prompt, eyebrows raised.

      “Just work stuff.” He takes a drink. Shutting down again. Pushing me away.

      I want to push him on it, but decide on a different tact. “This morning when I sucked your dick, that’s the first time I ever swallowed.”

      He chokes on his drink, looking around to see if anyone heard. “I’m sorry, what now?”

      “Your cum. It was the first time I ever swallowed cum.”

      “That’s good to know.” He clears his throat. “Did you enjoy it?”

      “Actually, I didn’t mind,” I admit. “It wasn’t my favorite thing in the world, but the way you looked at me was totally worth it. I could get used to it.”

      “You could get used to me coming in your mouth,” he says quietly.

      I inwardly beam at the look in his eye. “Definitely. You’re pretty big though, so I’ll have to work a little harder to get you down my throat. Right now, I can barely fit your tip in my mouth.”

      “Fuck,” he whispers.

      “It’s okay though. I’m totally game to work on it.”

      He licks his lips. “I’m happy to help you practice.”

      “Perfect. Next time though, I want you to reach between my legs and touch me. I really like it when I moan with you in my mouth. I think I might even be able to come again if you rub me just right. I was so fucking wet this morning.”

      “I can do that,” he growls. “But I’m not sure what you’re trying to do to me right now.”

      “What?” I ask innocently. “I’m not doing anything, just talking about sucking your cock like I did this morning. You liked that, right? You sure seemed like you did. Kept grabbing my tits and moaning.”

      “Fiona,” he says, jaw working. “Now you’re being cruel.”

      “Cruel? I think cruel would be licking you root to tip, swirling my tongue around, pressing my tits together, but not letting you finish on my tongue. Now that would be cruel. But we both know I never would.”

      “Fiona,” he says sharply, breathing fast.

      I sit back, swirling my drink, watching him squirm. “Yes, husband?”

      “If you keep teasing me like this, I’m going to drag you from this bar, take you back to the apartment, and—” He stops himself, biting his tongue. Literally, I think he’s actually biting it.

      “Yes?” I ask, tilting my head, sitting up straight so my tits are pressed toward him. His eyes drift to my chest back to my mouth. “Go on, what are you going to do if I keep talking about sucking you off?”

      “Fiona.” He squeezes his eyes closed. “Fuck. I need to tell you something.”

      “What?” I ask, deflating slightly. His tone is pained. Worry spreads in my stomach. Did I go too far? Did I push him away—again? I just want to be playful. I want him to know what he’s missing.

      “I told you last night that I think you earned your payment already,” he says, staring at me like he wants to smash his glass on the floor and fuck me raw right here on the table.

      It feels very good to be looked at like that.

      “I recall you saying something like that,” I say with a shrug.

      “I didn’t say it lightly. I paid off the balance of your loan this morning.”

      I sit back, stunned.

      This can’t be real. He’s got to be joking, just messing with me for screwing with him. “You don’t know my login info,” I say quietly.

      He smirks. “Your username is your email address, and your password is Fiona123.”

      “How did you know?” I say, blinking rapidly, heartrate doubling.

      “Wasn’t exactly hard to crack.” His head tilts to the side. “Take out your phone and check.”

      “This isn’t funny,” I whisper, putting down my drink to do it. I tap in the website and pull up my account info. “Seriously, Gareth. I know it was mean to talk about swallowing your cum but—”

      Fucking fucking fuck.

      I stare at my balance. I stare at the last payment.

      He really did it.

      Gareth really paid it all. Every dime of my student loans, wiped out in one massive deposit.

      I’m free.

      Holy shit, I’m free.

      I burst out in tears. I sob, right there in the bar, unable to help myself. People are staring, but fuck, I’m free, I don’t have to keep taking shitty jobs to make ends meet, I don’t have to live in awful apartments because I can’t afford better. I’m free to be my own person, to do whatever I want.

      I’m finally free.

      “Oh, shit,” he says, coming to my side. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have told you in public. I didn’t think—” He hugs me, trying to soothe me. “It’s okay, Fiona, it’s okay. There are no strings attached. It’s all paid off.”

      “I know,” I say, laughing through my tears. “I know, it’s just, you don’t understand.” The relief is so palpable it hurts. I feel like I’ve been walking around with weights on my ankles and wrists, but now they’re gone. I can float. I can drift, I can be light on my feet.

      I’m free.

      “I’m glad you’re happy,” he whispers, hugging me tighter. He says something to the waitress, just reassuring her that I’m okay, that it’s good news. I get myself together, feeling a little embarrassed, but he toasts me, holding my gaze.

      “Here’s to a new life,” I say, laughing like I haven’t laughed in a long while. No edge to my voice, no worries.

      “Here’s to you doing whatever you want,” he says, but there’s a sadness in his eyes I don’t understand.

      I don’t have time to think about it. I’m too busy texting Cait the good news. Too busy looking at my account again, just to see that zero balance.

      “What does this mean for us?” I ask him once he settles the bill and we’re outside, walking through the comfortably brisk Dallas early evening.

      “It means whatever you want it to mean,” he says. “I fulfilled part of the contract. There’s still the money, if you want it.”

      “More money,” I say, shaking my head. “Honestly, Gareth, I never thought this would happen. I mean I know we made a deal, but—”

      He catches my hand in his. “I promised you I’d take care of you. I don’t break my promises.”

      I lick my lips, nodding. “I know you don’t.”

      “Good.” He leans forward, brushing his mouth against my cheek. “Now, how about you tell me more about wanting to suck my cock?”

      I laugh, pushing him away, a thrill in my heart. “Easy there,” I say.

      But he orders a car. “Seatbelt,” he reminds me once we’re inside, like always, and it takes us back home.
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      I kneel on all fours on the couch, completely naked, his cock in my right hand, his tip in my mouth. “Like this?” I say, sliding forward, my ass in the air as my breasts dip down.

      He moves deeper into my mouth and throat as his fingers reach around my hips to tease my pussy.

      “Just like that,” he croons. “Relax. Breathe through your nose.”

      I moan, gag, pull back. “Shit,” I say, breathing hard, stroking him slowly. “I’ll never get it all. You’re fucking huge.”

      “Maybe not, but I love when you try.”

      So I try again. Going as deep as I can. But mostly I’m stroking him, sucking his tip, feeling him slide his fingers along my slit. Fuck, it feels good, having him rub my naked, soaking pussy like that, with his cock in my mouth. Staring at the piercing. I’m moaning, and bliss is slamming in my head, and he’s making these little grunting pleasure noises that drive me absolutely wild.

      I suck him faster. Not caring about the mess I make. Drool rolls down his shaft. I keep going, groaning as his fingers slide inside, back to my clit, brain on fire with need. “You’re going to come,” he purrs, moaning. “Fuck, I want you to come with me in your mouth. Keep sucking my cock, Fiona, keep fucking going.”

      I gag, force myself through it, let him drive deeper into my mouth. His fingers go faster, curling inside, back to my clit, rolling in circles, and fuck, he’s right, I’m going to come.

      I burst in pleasure, twitching, his cock sliding deeper into my throat. I can barely think, definitely can’t breathe, and it’s fucking heaven. I’m moaning with him in my throat, his fingers pushing me deeper into the orgasm, and finally he pulls me back by the hair.

      I’m gasping for air, my body flushed, numb with pleasure. He kisses me, pulls me against him, into his lap. “Breathe,” he commands. “Keep breathing.”

      “Oh my god,” I say, blinking black spots from my vision, my ears ringing. “What the hell was that?”

      “You might’ve choked a little bit.”

      “Did I almost die? Did I nearly die with your cock in my mouth?”

      “No,” he says, laughing. “You didn’t nearly die. But you were coming at the same time so your brain was low on oxygen.”

      “Now I understand the phrase choke me, daddy, even better.”

      “Say that again,” he whispers, kissing me, pulling me into position. I straddle him, arching my back, his shaft teasing my wet entrance, grinding my hips down, desperate to feel the piercing against my clit.

      “You’re not giving me a break tonight, are you?” I ask him.

      He shakes his head as I slide down his shaft. God, he’s huge. It always takes me a second to get used to his size. I stay there, moving my hips in circles, shuddering as his piercing grinds against my clit. He kisses me, licks the spots where he left his bite marks, sucking my nipples hard.

      “I love your tits,” he says quietly. “I love when you show them off. I love the way you moan when I tease your nipples. I love the noise you make when my hands slide down your pants, before I’ve even touched your pussy. This little whimper of anticipation.”

      “What else?” I ask, starting to ride him, staring into his eyes. Each stroke of his cock brings another stroke of his piercing against my clit.

      “I love the way you look at me when you’re sucking my cock. Like you’re enjoying how it makes me feel.”

      “Because I am.”

      “I like your tight pussy,” he says. He slaps my ass hard. I moan, grinding into him. “I love your body. I love the way you’re not shy about the way you look.”

      “When you work hard for it, you gotta flaunt it,” I say, going faster. Panting now. Up, down, stroke. Clit to piercing, bliss into my brain.

      “I love how your pale skin turns pink when you come.”

      “You can thank my Irish ancestors for that.”

      He bites my nipples. “I like that you take the pain.”

      “Asshole.” Faster. Faster, working my back, my hips, riding him up and down. Losing control. Losing my mind.

      “I like when you set the pace. Set the rhythm. You know what you like and what will get you there. And you weren’t afraid of my piercing. I like that.”

      “Shit,” I whisper, fingers digging into his shoulders, the orgasm already building. “Keep talking. Don’t stop.”

      “I like your mouth. Your dirty fucking mouth. I like when you curse as you come. Like you’ve lost control. I like when you spread your legs, look over your shoulder, and let me fuck you from behind. I like the taste of your pussy as you pull my hair. I like you wearing sweats, and dresses, and nothing at all. But more than anything, I like you soaking wet, tasting like sweat, riding me nice and fast, just like this.”

      “Fuck,” I say, leaning forward, grinding down on him, cock deep between my legs, piercing right on my clit. That motherfucker, it’s bliss, god damn him, it’s bliss, and I come so hard I nearly pass out. It’s not like when his cock was in my mouth, but my head’s buzzing all the same.

      “Good girl,” he whispers, kissing me.

      Before he turns me around on the couch, grabs my hips, and fucks me from behind.

      Gareth’s kind and gentle. Except for when he wants what he wants. I take him deep, moaning as he fucks me from behind. Animal incarnate. Still he’s thinking about me as he reaches around my hips to stroke my clit, rocking with me, moving in a filthy, lovely, wet pace, until I come for a third time.

      I finish him on my knees, and I swallow him. Like a good girl.

      When we’re finished, beyond spent, I curl up beside him on the couch. He’s still half hard, his pulse making his shaft twitch. I kiss his chest, eyes squeezing shut.

      “We should’ve been doing this from the start,” I whisper.

      “I wouldn’t have gotten any work done these last couple weeks,” he says. “I would’ve been too busy fucking you.”

      “Oh, dear. What’s going to happen to your practice next week?”

      “I guess you’ll have to satisfy me over the weekend.”

      I stare up into his eyes, grinning. “Think I can do it?”

      “I sincerely want you to try.”

      I laugh, kiss him, hold it there.
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      We don’t retire to separate rooms that night. Instead, she follows me into my room. We shower together, put on comfortable clothes. She steals shorts and a t-shirt from my drawer. I lie there looking at her in only boxer briefs, admiring her lean body, her beautiful tits, her firm ass. She looks over her shoulder at me, smiling, that dazed, pleasured look in her eye.

      Beautiful. Absolutely stunning.

      “Do you want to know why I always ask you to put on your seatbelt?” The words spill out of me. I don’t know why I’m bringing this up now, of all times.

      But there’s something in this moment. We showered together. We’re getting into bed together. She’s wearing my clothes, and I fully plan on taking them off and feasting on her tonight.

      It’s intimate. So far, our marriage has been fake. Every time we’ve moved things to the next level, we’ve tried to pull it back before it went too far.

      This feels like we’re crossing a line.

      I want to keep going.

      I need to live in this moment—because I don’t know when I’ll get another one like it with her.

      She crawls into bed, snuggling against my side. “I figured you were just an overprotective asshole.”

      “There’s that,” I say, smiling. “But it’s more. There’s a story I haven’t told you from when I was a kid.”

      “Really?” She looks up at me, nuzzling against my chest. It’s affectionate, warm, something a wife would do to her husband.

      “I was seventeen. Been driving for a year.” I close my eyes, breathing in the smell of her hair. Trying to keep calm. I haven’t told this story in a long, long time, but it’s always with me in some shape. “We went to the movies.”

      “Who?” she asks. Sitting still now, listening.

      “Me and my girlfriend at the time. Her name was Tracy. We had math class together. Bonded over scary movies.”

      “Girlfriend,” she says with some surprise in her tone. “You mean—?”

      “We saw this new slasher movie. I don’t even remember which one anymore. It’s like everything right before and everything right after is a blur. But the moment is still sharp like it happened an hour ago.”

      She’s breathing steadily now. I gather my strength and push on.

      “I had this old beat-up truck. My dad gave it to me the day I got my license. That truck was everything, it was my entire world. But it was a total piece of crap. Falling apart, barely holding together. I remember that night we left the movie, Tracy was tired, half-asleep. She didn’t put on her seatbelt and I didn’t want to wake her up, so I didn’t say anything. I was driving along, not speeding, not breaking any rules. Thinking about the movie. Thinking about what I wanted to do the following day. I had no clue what was coming.” I squeeze my eyes shut. The smell of burning tires. The coppery smell of blood. “I had a green light. Didn’t matter though. The guy, he was wasted. Cops say he was black-out drunk and going like eighty-five in a thirty-five zone. I clearly remember seeing his headlights coming, not believing it was actually happening, and having maybe a half second to hit the brakes and try to swerve. Didn’t matter. He slammed into my truck, and everything just exploded.”

      Breaking glass. Pain, so much fucking pain, everything dizzy and weird after that.

      “I came to after a little while,” I say, whispering now. Fiona’s not moving at all, barely breathing. “Tracy was gone. The windshield was shattered. I kept thinking she was okay, right? She got out before I did. That must’ve been good. But her door wasn’t open. I couldn’t understand why until I got out. I was bleeding. I had a broken arm. But she was there in the street, maybe fifty feet away. Just a shape in the darkness. I followed the trail of blood until I found her with gravel in her wound, her face a scraped-up wreck. I’ll never forget it. The cops say she probably died on impact. They don’t think she suffered. I figure they’re right. I’m not even sure she ever woke up.”

      I stop talking. I have to focus on my breathing to keep myself calm. Four seconds in. Four seconds hold. Six seconds out. Repeat until my heart’s not beating so hard it feels like it’ll break.

      “A drunk driver,” she says, looking up at me. “God, Gareth. I’m so sorry.”

      “She died because she didn’t have her seatbelt on. As simple as that. She was thrown through the windshield, and she died. I survived because I wore mine.”

      “That’s why you do it. I can totally understand.”

      “It’s worse than that. Tracy’s why I don’t get close. When she died… it fucked me up. I was a wreck my first year at Blackwoods. I barely even remember it. The other guys, my brothers from Atlas, they brought me out of my depression. Dragged me back to the world. But ever since Tracy, I haven’t trusted myself with anyone. I was too weak to wake her up, too worried about upsetting her to insist that she wear her seatbelt. I swore I’d never be like that again. No more weakness. But also, no more distraction. No more liabilities.”

      She touches my cheek. I hold her hand there. Tears are in her eyes. Tears for a girl she never met. But she would’ve liked Tracy—my ex-girlfriend was an athlete. Strong and determined. I bet she would’ve gotten along with Fiona. I could even see them being good friends.

      “You were a kid,” she says. “It was so long ago. You really still carry it with you?”

      “Every day. I don’t forget.”

      “You don’t need to keep doing that to yourself.”

      “I’ve done therapy. I meditate. I have breathing exercises that help. It’s not killing me, not anymore. But I also know I can’t bring myself to ever get close like that again.”

      She bites her lip, turning away. “That’s why you keep pulling back.”

      “That’s why I paid off your loans,” I whisper. “To give you a chance.”

      “Gareth—”

      “I’m not ending things,” I say, pulling her chin back toward me. “You’re probably thinking that, but I’m not. I told you because I want you to know who I am. Tracy is a part of me. She’s part of my story, even if she’s gone.”

      “Thank you,” she says. “I’m happy you could share with me.”

      We lapse into silence. I’m back in the accident. Back in the worst moment of my life. But this time, I have Fiona in my arms, and I hold her tight against my chest. I’m unsure what telling her will change—probably nothing.

      Fiona still has no future with me. I’ll only drag her down, like I’ve dragged everyone down. I’m too selfish, too damaged.

      But if she can find something too out of all this, if I can do something small to help make her life better, then I’ll do it.

      Pay her loans. Find her a dream job.

      Make her time with me worth something.

      That’s all I can do.
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      We spend the night talking. Then having sex. Then talking some more. I tell him about my parents, about Cait. I share insecurities and secrets with him, things I hate talking about with anyone.

      I end up falling asleep in his arms. The sound of a car crash ringing in my ears. The sound of an event nearly twenty years ago, reverberating up through time, still changing the present.

      “Sleep in,” he whispers as sunlight streams in through the windows. I’m groggy, cuddled around a pillow. “I’ll be back later.”

      “’Kay,” I mumble and watch him go. It’s a little past seven in the morning. How can that man stay up fucking me half the night and still drag himself out of bed for work?

      I sleep another few hours. When I finally get up, I shower, make coffee, and sit in the living room sipping from my mug, admiring the new climbing shoes he bought me. They’re not broken in yet, but they will be soon enough. I turn to the window, smiling to myself.

      So much about him makes sense. Born poor, raised with not much. That’s why he’s so driven to succeed. Went through the death of a girlfriend in a horrified car accident. That’s why he’s so distant. The fact that I’ve breached past his defenses enough to catch a glimpse of the man he keeps hidden from the world says a lot about where our relationship’s been heading.

      It scares me, but it’s also exciting.

      This move to Boston. This new frontier.

      I stretch, smiling. Satisfied in a bone-deep way.

      When my phone starts ringing. I assume it’s Cait or Gareth, but instead it’s Janine, the recruiter that got me the assistant job. I hesitate, not sure why she’s reaching out, but decide to take it.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, Fiona,” Janine says, sounding chipper, like a little ray of sunshine. “How are you doing? I hear you and Gareth got married. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you,” I say, feeling a little silly. I forgot she went to school with Gareth, and I guess he told her about our relationship. “It’s been a whirlwind few weeks.”

      “I bet it has! Well, I’m sort of calling to make things more complicated, but in a good way.”

      I stand, walk to the windows, and sip my coffee. “Complicated? I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”

      “Good way! I promise.” She laughs, light and bright. “Okay, so here’s the deal. There’s a climbing company called Appalachian Peaks—”

      “I know them,” I say automatically, looking over my shoulder. “I’m staring at a pair of their shoes right now.”

      “Oh, fantastic. You’re a fan?”

      “Huge fan. I love climbing and I’m super into their stuff. Plus, I like their whole eco-friendly ethos. Makes it easy to buy from them. No guilt.”

      “I am very happy to hear you say that,” she says, her voice a little smug. “I didn’t want to reach out if I didn’t have something concrete, but I shared your resume with them.”

      I go very, very still. I feel a knot form in my stomach. An excited knot, but also a terrified knot. Emotions swirl, conflicting. “You did? Why would you do that?”

      “Well, I spoke with Gareth, and he sort of casually mentioned you like climbing. One thing led to another, and he wrote you this pretty amazing recommendation. Based on your background, your resume, and his extremely positive endorsement, Appalachian Peaks is really interested in interviewing you. The position is for a marketing development agent…”

      She keeps going, but it’s like my ears are ringing and I can’t hear.

      Gareth’s recommendation. His endorsement.

      He told her to send them my information. Why would he do that? “I’m sorry, excuse me,” I say, interrupting. “But where is this job located?”

      She hesitates. “Dallas,” she says. “Gareth mentioned a move, but he said it wouldn’t be a problem. It’s not remote, so—” She leaves the last part unsaid.

      I’d have to stay behind.

      I turn my back on the windows, staring at the shoes.

      This is my dream job.

      It’s the kind of job I knew existed but never imagined I could ever get, with a company I genuinely respect. It’s the sort of opportunity that never comes up—for anyone, ever.

      Except it’s here for me, right now.

      All because of Gareth.

      “Sorry, did I lose you?” Janine asks.

      “No, I’m still here.” I squeeze my eyes shut, feeling sick. “When’s the interview?”

      “They’d like to see you next Monday. How’s that sound? Ten in the morning? I’ll email you all the details and we can have a short discussion about it beforehand if you’d like.”

      “Email me,” I say, thinking I might throw up. “That sounds great. Thank you so much.”

      “Sure, I’ll be in touch.”

      I hang up. I can’t stay on the phone, not when I feel like I might break apart.

      He found me a job. He found me a dream job.

      But it’s in Dallas.

      He must’ve known that meant I wouldn’t be able to move to Boston with him.

      Why would he do that?

      Our plan was clear, we had everything settled. I’ve been looking for apartments the last couple of days and already have a short list.

      Now I hear he’s convincing Janine to get me a job.

      In Dallas. Far away from Boston.

      A job he knows I’d kill to have. A job he knows I won’t want to pass up.

      What’s he thinking? What the hell does this mean?

      I raise the phone, thinking I’ll call him, beg him to explain—

      Tears roll down my face and I think back to the night before.

      The story about Tracy. The way he says he can’t open up to anyone.

      He’s not ending things—but maybe this is his way of making it so that I want to end them myself.

      He’s giving me a way out. A better option.

      I sink down to the floor, knees pulled to my chest and try to understand what he’s thinking, but I feel more betrayed than I ever have before.
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      I sit on the couch, legs crossed under me, a glass of red wine cradled between my hands. Gareth’s in the kitchen pouring himself a drink, looking exhausted from a long day at work. He drifts over, glancing from me to the black TV, frowning slightly. Probably wondering why I’m sitting here in silence, doing nothing.

      I have enough entertainment in my head right now. I don’t need more noise.

      I’m on edge. I try to mask it, but it’s like he can see through me. Peel apart my layers, look beyond what I’m showing to the world. I squirm, trying to keep my mouth shut. I don’t want to talk about this. But I need to talk about this.

      It’s killing me, this dream job.

      Killing me because it’s so good and so bad at the same time.

      He speaks first. “What’s the matter?”

      “What do you mean, what’s the matter?” I smile at him as sweetly as I can, but I must look deranged. “Nothing’s the matter.”

      “You’re grinning like you want to peel off my face and wear it.”

      “So says the toe-killer.”

      “Sorry, what?”

      “Nothing. Never mind. I’m fine.” I take a big sip of wine. Totally fine. Why wouldn’t I be? “How was your day?” I ask, trying to deflect attention.

      “Stressful.” He leans back and sighs, telling me about a client that’s been bugging him a lot lately over minor problems. “Then there’s the apartment hunting. I hired a realtor out in Boston, but she’s not coming back with any viable options. I’m starting to think I need someone else.”

      I feel like my body sinks into the couch. “I thought I was coming up with a list.”

      He glances at me, a hint of surprise in his expression. “You are. But I thought—”

      “Or did you think that I wasn’t coming with you?”

      Silence. He stares at me. My body goes numb, and I’m doing all I can to hold myself together.

      “Janine called,” he says finally, piercing some of the pressure. “She told you about Appalachian Peaks.”

      But it’s not enough. His bland stare, the even way he says it, like it’s nothing. While I’m vibrating inside, a piece of crystal about to explode.

      “Why did you tell her to put my resume out there?”

      “I didn’t know they’d be interested.” He shakes his head, grimacing. “All right, that’s not true. I knew they would be. I hoped they would be, at least.”

      “Why?” I ask, trying not to let myself cry, but a lump forms in my throat. I’m embarrassed, upset, betrayed, a thousand different things.

      I thought we were forming something deeper.

      A real bond, an actual connection. I can’t call it love—or an actual relationship—not when our arrangement is so complicated. But I thought we had gotten past this point and were finally moving somewhere better.

      Sleeping together. Laughing, eating, bathing together. I’ve been thinking of him as more than my roommate, more than a partner in a wild scheme we cooked up.

      Now I’m wondering if that was entirely one-sided.

      He stands, rubbing his forehead with the heel of his hand. “I should’ve told you,” he says. “I’m sorry about that. I should’ve warned you. Janine called about getting me a new assistant, mentioned the Appalachian Peaks job, and I knew I had to throw your name out there. I mean, it’s a dream job, isn’t it? I couldn’t ignore that chance for you.”

      “I still don’t understand why you did it. We had a plan. Don’t you want me to come to Boston with you?”

      “I do,” he says before looking at me. “And I don’t.”

      That kills me.

      I don’t.

      I open my mouth, but I have to shut it again, otherwise I’ll start crying. This is so mortifying I could throw myself out the window.

      Worst of all, it’s my fault.

      I let myself start to feel this way for him. I knew it was a mistake—he even all but told me it was a mistake—and I still couldn’t help it.

      We fit together.

      There’s no other way to describe it. I’ve never been with someone that gets me like he does—with absolutely no effort.

      Our jokes, our stories, everything clicks. I haven’t gotten bored of him a single time since moving here, even when I’ve been pissed at him.

      That’s so rare. That never happens to people, and yet here it is, happening to me.

      I thought I had something good. Something all my own.

      Something that could finally push away the misery of my life.

      Now it’s like he’s shining a light, and everything’s rotten. What I thought was solid—is actually filled with holes.

      “Explain,” I manage to croak. It’s not dignified, but hell, at least I said something.

      He lingers in the kitchen, putting distance between us.

      I feel him pulling further and further away.

      “I’m not good for you, Fiona,” he says, speaking so softly I have to lean closer to hear. “I knew this would be hard when we started, but it’s only gotten harder. I figured we’d fly out to the East Coast a few times, maybe spend a couple weeks there, but can I really ask you to uproot yourself and move full-time with me?”

      “I was ready to do it,” I say, feeling absolutely pathetic. “I still am.” Add this to the list of ways life has really slapped me in the face.

      “I know you’d do it, and that’s another reason I don’t deserve you.” He puts his drink down, spreads his hand. “Listen to me, Fiona. You need something all your own. You could come out to Boston with me, spend a year of your life tricking the Crowleys, all for what? Some money? Your debt’s gone. You don’t need me anymore. All you’d do out there is languish, waste your time, but this job is a real future. It’s the kind of opportunity that comes along once and never again. How could I keep you from that? This job is something I can’t provide.”

      I want to scream at him, I don’t want a real future, I don’t want some stupid job, I want you. But I’ve already debased myself enough as it is.

      Instead, I tilt my head. “This job isn’t over.”

      “I’m aware of that.” He rubs the bridge of his nose. “I’ll work on how to fix things with the Crowleys. It’ll be complicated, but I’ll manage.”

      “Liam’s not going to make it easy.”

      “All the more reason for you to stay here. Stay away from the Crowleys. If you come with me, if we’re living out there full-time, there will be too many opportunities for us to screw this up and get you hurt. I can’t live with myself if something bad happened.”

      “What then? You just want to leave me behind? I thought we had a deal. I wanted to do this.”

      “I know,” he says, turning away from me, jaw flexing like he’s holding his emotions in check. “I still want you to come too. That’s the worst part. But when Janine mentioned Appalachian Peaks was hiring, I couldn’t just ignore that. I knew you’d be perfect for that job. I knew it’d be like a dream come true if they called, and they did. How could I look at myself in the mirror if I’m so selfish that I’d keep you from something like that? When I have nothing better to offer?”

      That’s my decision to make.

      I should be allowed to choose if what he has is better.

      But some of what he’s saying makes sense. He didn’t go out looking for this job opportunity—it fell into his lap. Would it have been right to keep it from me? Maybe I get the job—maybe I don’t.

      He gave me the choice.

      And I chose to take the interview.

      That says something about me. About what I really want.

      “I understand,” I say, staring at my drink. “Maybe it won’t matter and they won’t hire me.”

      “They will,” he says, sounding exhausted. “They’d be stupid not to, and I don’t think they’re stupid.”

      “Thanks,” I say, blinking back tears. I stand up abruptly. “I think I need to head to bed early.”

      “Fiona—”

      “No, it’s okay, I’m okay. Really, I’m fine. I have an interview for a dream job, why wouldn’t I be fine? I’m not moving to Boston with you, so what? This should be better, right? A job all my own?” I laugh, sounding hysterical. “It’ll be great, really, Gareth, you made the right decision.” I breeze past him, down the hall. He stands there watching me, but I don’t look back.

      I close my bedroom door, lock it, and sink to the floor. I finish the wine in two big gulps.

      He was right to get me this opportunity.

      He did it for me—to make me happy. To give me something real.

      So why does it feel like I’m being banished? Like he’s punishing me instead?

      Finally, unable to help it, the tears break loose from my throat.
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      I lean over the bar at the Oak Club. Ford’s on my left, Carmine’s on my right. The wives are out together having dinner, while the kids are with a couple of expensive nannies.

      Babies, babysitters. That’s a life I’ll never have. I grimace, thinking about Fiona sitting on some terrace, sunlight in her hair, belly swollen with my baby. That’ll never be my future. It’s a strange, painful realization, but maybe one day I’ll be at peace.

      I made the right choice, getting her this interview.

      She made the right choice accepting it.

      So why does it all feel so fucking wrong?

      “I can’t believe you’re leaving,” Ford says, sounding depressed. “Gareth, bro, I’ve really liked having you here.”

      “Don’t be dramatic,” Carmine says, grinning at him. “He’s not dying. He’s just moving to Boston.”

      Ford groans. “I almost wish he were dying instead.”

      I give him a look. “That’s insane.”

      “Boston’s such a shitty city.” Ford shakes his head. “I wish you were moving anywhere else. But fucking Boston? I’ll have to come visit you there and… like… go to an Irish pub.” He shudders as if it’s a fate worse than death.

      “This coming from the guy that loves cliché Texas roadhouse bars,” Carmine says, rolling his eyes. “Relax, Ford. Gareth is lucky he’s getting out to the East Coast. It’ll toughen him up. He’ll get to experience winter for real.”

      “Winter,” I say with a sigh. “I forgot about fucking winter. Remember slipping and sliding down the sidewalks at Blackwoods?”

      “Snow. Slush. Sleet. Cold so cold your dick falls off.” Carmine nods slowly. “That’s what makes a man a man.”

      “I hate snow,” Ford says with a grim look. “I don’t miss snow at all.”

      “It’ll be fine, all right?” I throw back my drink. “I’ll settle in. Visit here as much as I can. I doubt Crowley expects me to live there all year round. I’ll take weekends in Dallas. Besides, Fiona will still be here too.”

      Carmine’s eyebrows raise. “She’s not coming with you?”

      “I don’t think so,” I admit and tell them about the whole Appalachian Peaks fiasco.

      Ford whistles. “Is she excited? Sounds like it’s a huge deal.”

      “I can’t tell,” I admit. “She seems upset.”

      “She wanted to move with you,” Carmine says, leaning closer to me. “Have you been sleeping with her?”

      My eyebrows raise. “What? I mean, what does that—”

      “God damn it, Gareth,” Carmine says, leaning his forehead into his hand. “You’re sleeping with her.”

      “Are you guys into each other?” Ford asks.

      “You better not say yes.” Carmine glares at me.

      “Bro, it’s fine,” Ford says, grinning huge. “You’re fucking her. You like her.”

      “I mean, I don’t—” I start, but Carmine cuts me off.

      “You’re going to break her heart and get her killed,” Carmine says with an exaggerated sigh.

      “Stop it, both of you,” I say, glaring at my friends. “Yes, Fiona and I were sleeping together. Yes, things were getting—” I hesitate, trying to find the right word. “Things were getting intimate. But I got her this interview because this job is better for her than anything I can provide, okay? I paid off her student loans, lived up to my end of the bargain, and now she can stay here, have a fucking life, get over whatever we had. She’ll nail the interview, get hired, and stay in Dallas. Far away from me.”

      The guys go quiet. I stare at them for a second before settling in to glower at my drink. My shoulders slump. The weight of this decision hits me.

      The fuckers, they think they know everything about human relationships now that they met their wives and got married.

      They got lucky. I’m not like them. Ford’s got his family money, and Carmine’s got his Famiglia.

      All I have is my job, and I can’t risk getting sidetracked by anything.

      Not even Fiona. Not even if her laugh makes my stomach twist with excitement, and I dream about her moans every night in bed.

      I can’t do that to myself, and I can’t do that to her.

      If she comes to Boston, she’ll be bored and lonely. It’s a strange city in an entirely different part of the country. At least if she stays here, she’ll be able to make a new life for herself now that she’s debt-free.

      I’ll even let her keep my Dallas apartment, so long as I can come stay there whenever I need to stop by.

      Every time I think about it, this is obviously the best choice for her. Coming with me to Boston will be dangerous. Out there, we’d have to play the part of happily married for months on end, potentially every day, and there will be so many chances to slip up.

      If she remains here, it’ll be complicated, but at least she won’t be in the lion’s den.

      And she’ll have the job. She’ll have a future.

      Something I can’t provide.

      There’s so much I can’t give her, and that girl deserves everything.

      “What will you do about the Crowleys?” Carmine asks, tone softening. He raises his drink thoughtfully. “I assume they expect her to move with you.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” I say, hunching forward. “I don’t have a good idea yet. I might tell them she can’t bring herself to leave Dallas, but I don’t know.”

      “You could always tell them the truth,” Ford says, head cocked. “I mean, it’s the simplest explanation, right? Fiona lucked into a dream job, so she’s staying in Dallas for a while until she can start working remotely after a few months of training. Then as the strain of long distance wears on you two, you can just—” He shrugs a little. “Break up.”

      I blink at him. “Well, shit. That kind of works, doesn’t it?”

      “It works,” Carmine says, eyes narrowed. “When did you get so diabolical, Ford?”

      “I’m a fucking genius,” Ford says, looking at his nails with a smirk. “You two are just jealous of my big brain.”

      “Huge brain,” I say, laughing. “This could really work. Long distance always fails, right? We fake the long-distance thing, which will be a lot easier than faking an actual relationship. Then we’ll just—implode or whatever.”

      “Crowleys won’t like it,” Carmine says, stroking his chin. “But it’ll work, assuming that asshole Liam doesn’t ruin things somehow.”

      “That’s the beauty. It’s all true.” I’m nodding to myself now as the plan falls into place. “She’s really going to be working a dream job. We’ll really be long distance. Maybe I’ll manufacture some drama, she can cheat on me or something—and when we divorce, nobody will be surprised. I’ll plant a few fights, make it clear we’re having trouble. It’ll be good.”

      “Good,” Carmine echoes. “Yeah, that sounds good. I guess this means your whole fake wife thing is coming to an end soon though, right? I mean, you’re moving in a few weeks. A few more months after that and it’s time to split for good.”

      “Right,” I say, slumping again. “This is for the best. She’s better off without me, back in Dallas, working her dream job. She’ll be safe here.” I glare at my drink, throw it back, gesture for another.

      The guys exchange a look.

      “Doesn’t sound like you believe that, bro,” Ford says cautiously. “You sure your, uh, more intimate relationship with Fiona hasn’t gotten more serious than you realized?”

      I don’t look at him. I’m busy thinking about my life without Fiona. Without her laugh, without her taste. Without her sleepy smiles in the morning, or her tough wit in the afternoons.

      A cold and lonely world. Back to the empty life I used to live.

      Back to the way things were meant to be.

      “It’ll be fine,” I say without much weight behind it. “We’ll be totally fine.”

      Though I’m not sure who I’m trying to convince.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 38

          

          

      

    

    







            Fiona

          

        

      

    

    
      I stand outside of a chic office building in downtown Dallas, willing myself not to sweat as I hide in the shade. I’m in an outfit Gareth bought me for this occasion—all designer, all absurdly expensive, but too flattering not to wear. The garment bag appeared on the back of my door yesterday, and while I was tempted to throw it back in his face, I have to admit that it was an incredibly sweet gesture.

      And says a lot about how well he knows me. Considering everything fits like it was tailored to my body.

      Also, I look great. That helps.

      I’m nervous. I want to march in there, head held high, ready to live up to Gareth’s expectations and nail this interview. He offered to do some mock practice sessions, but I told him no thanks. I figured I’d only end up crying if we did that, and besides, I already sat through one interview with him already. That’s more than enough for a lifetime.

      Now that I’m here, I’m tempted to turn around and go back to the apartment.

      I don’t have to go in that building. If I really want to move to Boston with Gareth, then I can move to Boston with Gareth. There’s no rule saying I need to take this interview.

      Only I don’t know how I’d look myself in the mirror if I refused.

      Gareth’s right—this is a dream job. It’s the sort of job that shows up once in a lifetime, if that, and it’s my opportunity to break into the outdoor gear industry. This job might not be my job for life, but it’s a first step in a fulfilling career.

      If that’s what I want.

      I can do this. Gareth says there’s no way I’ll screw it up, Cait gave me a good pep talk, and even Janine called to wish me good luck a half hour ago. I tilt my chin up, getting myself psyched and prepped.

      I’m smart. I’m strong. If I can pretend to be Gareth’s wife in front of a bunch of violent gangsters, I can sit down across from the HR person in that office building, smile my ass off, and impress the hell out of them.

      This is by far the least dangerous thing I’ve done lately.

      And I’m still nervous.

      When I finally work up the courage to head inside, running about fifteen minutes early, my phone rings. I hesitate, but pull it out, thinking it might be Gareth calling to wish me luck.

      Instead, it’s my mom.

      I answer out of sheer surprise. I haven’t heard from her since she left for Paris what feels like forever ago. “Hello?”

      “Honey!” Mom sounds chipper. “How are you?”

      “I’m good. How’s Paris?”

      She hesitates. “Paris? Oh, Paris! That’s right.” She laughs awkwardly. “Well, Paris was good. We were there for a couple days. Then it was Prague, Berlin, Madrid, Amsterdam. Now we’re in Rome, but I’m thinking we’ll go to Tunisia for a while, maybe out to Turkey, explore around there. Depends on what Michael and Mavis want. They’re the ones with the plane.”

      “Michael and Mavis are the other two people in your quadrople?” I ask, rolling my eyes.

      “Yes!” She laughs, high-pitched and awkward. I hear the clink of a glass in the background, the glug of something pouring. “Oh, honey, I should’ve called sooner, I’m so sorry. We’ve just been busy. Honestly, these last few weeks have been the best of my life. I should’ve done this sooner.”

      I grind my jaw, glaring at the ground. The best of her life. Should’ve done this sooner.

      Should’ve taken my college fund and disappeared with my father, abandoning me in Dallas with a mountain of debt.

      Should’ve skipped out of America for Europe right as my apartment burned to the ground.

      Should’ve forgotten to call me.

      “I’m fine, by the way,” I say, trying to keep the acid from my tone, but failing.

      “That’s good, hon,” she says with a dreamy sigh. “Listen, let me tell you about Rome. So last night—”

      “Mom,” I say, cutting her off. “You remember that my apartment burned down, right? You promised me fifty bucks, but only sent half?”

      She’s quiet for a second. “Oh, shit. With everything going on—”

      “Right, you forgot, I get it. Well, guess what? I got married.” I shouldn’t tell her this, but suddenly I want to throw it in her face. “I met a man and we’re married now. You didn’t know that, did you? Because you don’t know a thing about me. You and Dad took my college money—”

      “Honey, that was our money—”

      I don’t know why I’m starting this now of all times, but I can’t help myself.

      “You took it and you disappeared,” I say over her, giving in to my anger. “And you know what hurts the most? Ever since you two moved to Florida, you’ve been so much happier. Without me.”

      She’s quiet for a long moment. “You think it’s like that?” she asks softly.

      “That’s how it feels. You screwed me into taking out huge student loans, abandoned me, and the worst part is, you’ve both been so much better off. What is it about me that makes your life so hard?” I bite down on my lip to keep from crying. I can’t screw up my makeup, not when I have an interview, which I should be heading inside for right about now.

      Mom’s silent for a long pause. I hear her take a sip of wine before she answers. “It was never you, honey. It was never, ever about you. I love you, Fiona. Maybe it doesn’t feel that way right now, but I do. You were so, so hard as a little kid, but I wouldn’t go back to change a single thing. It’s only that, your father and I both gave up a lot to be parents, and one day we realized that time was rushing past, our lives were leaking away, and we weren’t going to get anything back. It was either do something drastic or lose the chance. I wish I had done this earlier, when I was still your mom, you know? Maybe you could’ve come along for the ride, but it’s hard when you’re a parent. There’s so much fear.”

      I swallow against the lump in my throat. “You’re happier now though? Without me?”

      “Not without you,” she says firmly. “I’m happier doing what brings me joy though. I know all of this quadrople and swinging stuff is really weird. You think I don’t know? This whole thing’s been so bizarre, but so fun and good. It’s the happiest your father and I have been in a while, only I wish I could share it with you. That’s why I force myself to talk about it. But it’s too weird, right?”

      “That’s why you tell me about it?” I blink in surprise. I always assumed she talked about it because she was selfish—but could she really be trying to keep me in her life? By oversharing?

      “What, you think I like talking to my daughter about my sex life? God, Fiona, it’s mortifying, but I miss you, and I love you, and I want to share my life with you as much as I can. I’m sorry I’ve been a shitty mom lately. I know I haven’t been there when you needed me. I promise I’ll try to be better. But please, honey, listen to me, if you learn anything from my stupid mistakes, learn this. Do the things that make you feel good. After years of compromise, that’s what I figured out. No more compromise. I want you to do the same, okay? Find your joy. Don’t be scared of it, no matter how strange. No more compromise.”

      I nod, even though she can’t see it. “I miss you, Mom. I even miss Dad. Tell him to call me sometime.”

      She laughs. “I will, but you know your father.”

      “Man of no words.”

      “Exactly. But he’ll call, I promise.” She clears her throat. “I love you, Fiona. I love you so much. No more compromises, okay?”

      “I love you too, Mom.” I let out a breath. “I’ve got to go. I have a job interview.”

      “Really? Where?”

      “A climbing company called Appalachian Peaks.”

      “Are you excited for it?”

      “I’m really excited,” I say, grinning to myself. “It’s like a dream job, honestly.”

      “Then go in there and kill it. I love you. Good luck.”

      “Bye, Mom.”

      I hang up, standing in the silence, getting myself together. I do some breathing exercises to calm down, centering myself.

      No more compromises.

      I’m happy Mom called. I’m not going to forgive her anytime soon—she’s got a lot of work to do before I trust her to be a decent mother again—but knowing she’s telling me all this gross stuff because she misses me actually kind of helps. I feel like I know her better now, and she makes more sense.

      No more compromises. I kind of like that as a mantra.

      And not going into this interview, not going after a job I know would be like a dream—

      That would be a compromise.

      I steel myself. Raise my chin in the air.

      And march toward that office, ready to slay.
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      The cork pops from the bottle and I pour two glasses. “Congratulations,” I say, grinning as Fiona takes her drink. “I knew you’d get it.”

      I toast her and pour a long swallow down my throat, stomach a bubbling mess of conflicting emotions. I keep it to myself.

      She smiles at me, takes a sip, and leans up against the counter. “You were so confident, but, man, I really thought I screwed it up. I mean, the guy asked about my family, and I actually told him my parents are swingers. On an interview! What is wrong with me!”

      “Okay, yes, that’s admittedly not the best thing to say.”

      “He must’ve thought it was funny, thank god, because I’m pretty sure I was like one oversharing story away from a sexual harassment law suit.”

      “At least you’d have a good lawyer,” I say with a grin.

      She sighs, shaking her head at me. But she’s smiling. “Seriously, I thought I blew it. Then Janine called the next day and was, like, they’re offering me the job, and I just…” She trails off, grinning so big I think her face might fall apart.

      I love this moment. It feels so good, watching her this happy—but it’s also bittersweet, knowing she’s definitely not coming to Boston with me.

      Which is selfish, I know. She should revel in her victory. I know few things feel better than standing in front of a judge and hearing the verdict I wanted. There’s nothing better than winning.

      Except for maybe keeping Fiona by my side.

      Some stupid voice in the back of my head wonders, what would happen if she didn’t get the job? I did everything I could to help that happen, but what if she still didn’t?

      Or even worse, what if she turned it down to come with me anyway?

      I want her. I still want her. If she told me now that she’s not taking the job because she wants to come with me to Boston, I’d be pissed, I might try to talk her out of it—but I’d bring her.

      Because I’m still a selfish piece of shit at the end of the day.

      This is better for her. Less dangerous, more fulfilling. She doesn’t need me to be happy.

      But lately, I think I need her.

      She walks into the living room and collapses on the couch. She sighs, head tilted back, glass to her lips. I hesitate nearby, looking at her long legs in her tight skirt, at her sultry lips pressed together, at the giddy-and-happy look in her eyes. She’s so fucking beautiful, it kills me. I clench my jaw, trying to keep it together.

      She smiles at me, head tilted. “What? You’re staring.”

      “Just thinking logistics, that’s all.”

      “What sort of logistics?” She sighs and stretches, making this gorgeous little groaning sound. My heart reacts, racing against my will.

      I sit on the arm. “Like where you’ll live.”

      She hesitates. A moment of panic enters her eyes. “I hadn’t considered that. You’re going to sell this place, right?”

      “Not necessarily. I was thinking you could stay here.”

      She sits up, blinking at me. “Seriously?”

      “It’d be good.” I slip off the arm, landing next to her. “It’d keep our fake-long-distance thing looking legit if you’re still in my apartment, and it’d also give you a place to stay. You know, on account of the fire.”

      Her lips purse together. “Don’t remind me.”

      “I’ll keep paying for everything. Cable, electricity, all the bills. I’ll give you plenty of money to make sure you’re comfortable.”

      “I’ve got a job now, remember?” She tilts her head, studying me. “Why are you doing all this?”

      “Because you’re still doing me a favor.” I shift closer, unable to help it. My eyes slip to her legs, to her lovely thighs. Fuck, this is dumb. All of this is dumb.

      Why can’t I just have what I want? Forget the consequences. Forget what’s best for her.

      Take what I want and keep it?

      “Seems like I’m getting the better end of that deal.”

      “Maybe, but you deserve it. No, don’t argue. You’ll live here while I’m in Boston, at least until we decide it’s time to, you know—” I pause, not willing to say it.

      But she whispers, “Time to divorce. We’re going to divorce in a few months, aren’t we?”

      “Yes, we are.”

      “It’s funny,” she says, not looking like it’s funny at all. “But that sort of makes me sad.”

      “I don’t want to make you sad. It’s only the bargain we made.”

      “Then what? We divorce and you’re just—gone? Out in Boston?”

      “And you have a life to live. Debt-free, with a good job. All the prospects in the world.”

      “Perfection.” She leans her head back. I stare at her long neck as she swallows more champagne.

      I finish my drink, get up, grab the bottle, and give us both a refill. When I sit, this time my leg’s pressing against hers. Inches closer. Like she’s a magnet and I’m steel, unable to pull away.

      “Can I ask you something?” she murmurs, staring at the ceiling. She drinks down half her glass.

      “Go ahead.” I follow suit. More bubbly fills my stomach.

      “Do you ever do something you know is bad for you? Because it feels good?”

      “All the time,” I say, grinning to myself, and raise my drink. “Case in point.”

      “Champagne is healthy. How dare you suggest otherwise.”

      I shrug, toss it back. Get a refill. She arches an eyebrow, but follows suit. “I try not to indulge myself like that anymore,” I say, watching her still as she stares anywhere but at me. “In my line of work, I need to be disciplined.”

      “Lawyer? Disciplined? Big shock.”

      “Particularly considering my clientele. I need to be discreet and in control, otherwise the men I work for might start wondering if I can keep their secrets.”

      “No getting hammered for you, not in public at least.” She glances at me. “That must be hard.”

      “Sometimes,” I say, unable to tear my eyes away. I feel like this is the last time I’ll see her. But she’ll be here in the morning, and the morning after. I could visit her whenever I wanted.

      Except I know I won’t. It would hurt too fucking bad, only make things harder.

      “I tried to do everything right, but look where that got me. Then you came along.” She laughs bitterly. “Now I don’t know anymore.”

      “I decided a long time ago that I can’t be self-indulgent. I’m a naturally selfish person, and I’ll take as much as I can if given the chance, and so I always struggle against my impulses. Even when I want something that feels so good, something I’ve never felt before, even then I have to be careful because of who I am. I destroy everything I touch, Fiona. I work for killers and thieves. I can’t let myself give in to my base desires.”

      “You don’t ruin everything,” she whispers, eyes closed. She throws back another drink. I do the same and refill our glasses. “Something horrible happened to you a long time ago, but that doesn’t define everything that comes after.”

      “Because I don’t let it.” I move closer to her. Heart racing. “Do you want me to say that it’s okay to slip?”

      “I don’t know what I want.” Her eyes open and she meets my gaze. “At least, I didn’t think I did. Everything kept going wrong for me, one thing after another, and then you appeared. At first, I thought you were another problem. But you haven’t been, not even close.”

      “I’m a problem, all right,” I say, reaching up to brush my knuckle down her chin.

      She shivers. “Don’t.”

      “I shouldn’t. You’re right.”

      “Nothing will change, will it? Even if I kiss you right now. Even if I ask you not to go. You’re going to leave.”

      I take a deep breath. I hold it for one beat, two beats, three. My hands tremble when I let it out. “Yes. I am.”

      “Then don’t.” She pushes herself up from the couch.

      I grab her wrist before she can walk away. I don’t know why. Maybe I’m drunker than I realized. She looks back, surprised as I stand, getting close. She doesn’t pull away this time.

      “I want you to understand that if things were different, I wouldn’t go to Boston. Not without you.”

      “Are you saying it’s not me, but it’s you?” Her smile is tight. Lips pressed together. “That’s an old one.”

      “No, in this case, it’s definitely you. It’s because you deserve better.”

      “You keep saying that.” She touches my face with her other hand. “But I don’t think you really understand what that means.”

      I hold her there. We’re so close and my chest aches for her. I want this more than I dreamed possible.

      I want to tell her to come with me. I want to forget about Boston and stay.

      I want my Fiona, my wife.

      Instead, she shrugs away, places her glass on the counter, and disappears into her room.

      I collapse back onto the couch, cursing quietly to myself.
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      Boston’s a comfortable temperate toward the end of summer. Not too hot, not too cold. Finn Crowley picks me up from the airport in a black sports car wearing dark sunglasses, his hair pushed back. I toss my bag in the back and sit shotgun. “No driver?” I ask, feeling mildly surprised.

      “I like to do my own driving.” He pulls into traffic, going faster than he should. I buckle my seatbelt. “Dad’s happy you’re visiting. The big move’s coming up soon, isn’t it?”

      “A few weeks,” I say, nodding, thinking about what I left behind. Fiona, sulking quietly. A week away from starting her new job.

      “You’ll like Boston,” he says, navigating into the city. “It’s not Texas, but it’s a good place to live.”

      I shrug, not really caring either way. “I’m not here to sightsee.”

      He laughs. “But you still got to spend your days here. Might as well get a feel for it.”

      Boston’s an old city. Where western cities were made after the invention and spread of cars, East Coast cities were too entrenched and dense to really accommodate the change in driving habits. Streets are tight out here, not four-lane monstrosities that cut through the middle of Dallas. Out there, they’re one-way, cobblestone in the historic districts, traffic everywhere, pedestrians everywhere, the streets cutting in and out seemingly at random.

      But it’s beautiful. I’ll give Boston that. Old, historic brick buildings mingled with massive skyscrapers. There’s character here, real history. It’s not my city, but I could see myself making a life here.

      “Dad wants me to bring you right to his office,” Finn says, pulling into a parking garage in the middle of downtown. “After this little meeting, I’ll show you the real Boston. We’ve got a few decent bars, some good restaurants.”

      “I appreciate you showing me around, but you don’t have to. I can grab a cab and take a tour on my own.”

      “No worries,” Finn says with a smile. “Happy to help. Like Dad says, you’re family now. Come on, let’s head up.”

      The office is in an upscale building. Gleaming marble floors, security at the front desk. We take the elevator to the twenty-ninth floor and get off in a reception area. A pretty brunette greets us, straight-backed, looking like she was bought from a catalogue.

      “Evening, Maggie,” Finn says as we brush past her. “You’re looking gorgeous as always.”

      “Fuck off, Finn,” she says sweetly.

      “God, I love the mouth on that girl,” he says, grinning at me.

      I smile back, but look around. “This place looks like a law firm,” I say, shaking my head. “Where the hell are we?”

      “The heart of the family,” Finn says, gesturing at the offices. People in business-casual clothes hurry past, greeting each other, some of them saying hello to Finn. He’s in a suit and doesn’t stand out at all. I feel strangely at home here, but why would a mob family have an office like this? And all these people?

      “What, exactly, do you do here?”

      “We’re a big organization,” Finn says, leading me down a hall lined with oil paintings of old white Irish-looking guys. Probably former heads of the family, stretching back a couple hundred years, based on the hairstyles and clothing. “While there are a lot of, ah, illicit ventures, there are an equal number of above-board operations. These people manage the legal side of things.”

      “And the less than legal side?” I ask, unable to help it.

      “We do the managing at street level for all that,” Finn says, smirking at me. We reach a big wooden door etched with Celtic imagery from knots to crosses. A woman sits at a desk outside of it, older, gray hair, heavy-set. She’s got thick blue eyeshadow and a scowl that would scare the hair off a cat.

      “Finley,” she says, nodding to him. “And I assume this is Mr. Kane?”

      “Hello, Clodagh,” Finn says, leaning against her desk. “Is my dear old father ready to see us?”

      “You’re late.” She presses a button on her phone. “Your son and Mr. Kane are here.”

      A moment later, the phone beeps. “Send them in,” Orin’s voice says, tinny through the speaker.

      “Lovely to see you as always, Clodagh,” Finn says, winking at the old woman.

      She scowls at him.

      Finn leads me into the office. High ceiling, thick carpet. A surprising number of books on wooden, expertly carved shelves, oiled and gleaming. It smells like mahogany, cigar, and whiskey. Orin stands, nearly swallowed by an enormous wooden desk, the thing looking like it could carry a whole boat’s worth of sailors across the ocean.

      “Good to see you, Gareth,” he says.

      I walk over and shake his hand. “You as well,” I say.

      Orin looks tired. Bags hang under his eyes. His jacket’s on the back of his chair, his tie is loosened, and his sleeves are rolled to the elbows, showing off old, faded tattoos. His face is pinched in a scowl, his hair is rumpled, and I swear it’s almost an entirely different man.

      This isn’t the mob boss I met at the beach. This is more like what I had expected from the start, not the relaxed and happy father and husband I saw in that lovely house.

      “Apologies for the state of things. Been a busy day.” He comes around the desk and offers me a drink. I accept only after he pours one for himself. Finn remains standing by the door, watching placidly. “How’s the trip so far?”

      “It’s going well,” I say. “Boston’s a great city. I’m sure I’ll be comfortable here.”

      “And Mrs. Kane?” he asks.

      I hesitate, trying to decide when to break the news. Sooner rather than later. “There’s been a slight change in plans. Fiona’s staying behind for a few months. She got hired by a company called Appalachian Peaks to do some marketing work, and they want her local until she’s up to speed. Once she’s trained, she’ll join me out in Boston.”

      Orin’s quiet. The silence is oppressive. His eyes narrow, studying me. “That wasn’t what we discussed.”

      “I know, I apologize. The job fell into our laps, and she couldn’t deny it. She’s somewhat obsessed with the company, if I’m honest.”

      “They make good stuff,” Finn says, smiling now. “Lots of my friends are into them. Really popular. She’s lucky.”

      Orin grunts, glancing at his son, but fucking hell am I grateful for Finley Crowley right about now. If he hadn’t spoken up to lend Appalachian Peaks some legitimacy, I’m not sure what would’ve happened.

      “Long distance,” Orin says, shaking his head as he returns to his desk. “That won’t be easy.”

      “We’ll make it works. We’re committed.”

      “Good,” he says, slumping back into his chair. He tosses the drink down. “There are too many fucking changes happening right now. Too many fucking unknowns. You’ll be busy once you get going for real.”

      “Anything I should be aware of?”

      “Not yet,” he says, glancing at his son, jaw working. “Just a fucking mess. Bunch of scum fuckers making my life miserable.” He jabs a finger at me. “Life isn’t easy, boy. Don’t you fucking forget it.”

      “Never imagined it would be.”

      “Good.” He shoves his empty glass aside. “Finn? Show Mr. Kane around. I have work to do.”

      “Right this way, Mr. Kane.” Finn escorts me out. He takes the glass and leaves it on Clodagh’s desk with a wink, which only elicits a feral growl.

      “Is your father always like that?” I ask as we retrace our steps.

      “Pretty much. You caught him on a good day.”

      I laugh, bewildered. “He was so… different down the beach.”

      “Beach Dad and real Dad are two different people. He lets go down there. Mom basically forces him to, if I’m honest. But as soon as he’s back in the city…” He trails off, shrugging. “Anyway, where do you want to go?”

      I tell him it doesn’t matter. He talks about the city, about the family, about their legal work. I half listen, thinking about Orin in that office.

      Looking stressed, looking ten times older than he did at the beach.

      He probably spends most of his life here in this place, shouting over the phone, stressing about every little thing. Meanwhile, the man I met down the shore, that was a happy man living the sort of life I’d want for myself.

      That wasn’t reality. This Orin, this haggard, angry shell of a human, this is what the family demands of him.

      That’s what he gives to them. Everything, every ounce of him, until he’s dried up.

      I’m shocked I didn’t realize this sooner.

      The life I glimpsed at the beach wasn’t real. The life I saw back in that office—that’s what I have waiting for me.

      Not tomorrow. Not in a week, or a year, but one day I’ll wake up, find myself sitting at an enormous desk, wrapped in layers of power and responsibility, entirely alone. Angry at the world. Stressed to my core.

      That’s my future if I keep going down this path.

      But what else is there? I struggled to get this far. The idea of turning around repulses me.

      Only I don’t know how much I have to give, and how much will be taken anyway.
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      I’m lonely without Gareth.

      It’s pathetic. I know it’s pathetic. I drift around the apartment, killing time until I start work. He left me a credit card, said I could get myself an entire professional wardrobe, so obviously I take him up on it.

      Shopping only numbs my feelings for a little while.

      Then I’m back home with half a dozen bags filled to the brim with designer outfits, empty all over again. I pop a bottle of champagne, pour a glass, and start at the window.

      Somewhere, hundreds of miles away, Gareth’s visiting the city we were both supposed to move to. I hope he’s having a good time with the Crowley boys. I hope he’s keeping out of trouble.

      A stab of jealousy pierces through me, and I have to shove it away.

      This isn’t me. Moping around, feeling sorry for myself. Well, okay, it’s a little me, but still, I don’t let myself get all soppy and sad over some guy.

      Gareth made his choice. I made mine.

      So why am I still feeling this way?

      As I pour myself a second glass, the doorbell rings. I go still, surprised. It’s a little past six and we never get deliveries this time of night. Who else would show up without calling?

      I walk over to the intercom. It takes a second to figure out how it works. “Uh, hello?”

      “Hi, Fiona? Okay, I know this is extremely random, but we heard Gareth was out for the weekend and you might need something to do. Crap, uh, this is Brice. You know, Carmine’s wife? We met at the Oak? Kat’s here too.”

      “Hi, Fiona, this wasn’t my idea,” Kat says quickly. “It’s okay if you’re busy!”

      “Shush,” Brice whispers. “So, want some dinner? We brought Mexican! The good stuff.”

      I blink rapidly, totally taken off-guard. But this is such a sweet gesture, and I have been feeling extremely alone. “Come on up,” I say, buzzing them in.

      Brice and Kat appear in a flurry of bags. They make themselves at home, heating everything up, chatting about their husbands, treating me like we’ve known each other for years. After a little while, I even start to forget how miserable I am, and let myself enjoy their company.

      “I have to ask,” Kat says, leaning toward me as we eat. She’s got her hands on her clearly pregnant belly. “Is Gareth always such a grump? He’s so serious all the time.”

      “Says the girl married to Ford,” Brice says, laughing.

      “Carmine’s way worse than Ford,” Kat says defensively.

      “Gareth’s not always so serious,” I say before they start bickering over which husband is grumpier. “He can be sort of funny and goofy sometimes.”

      “Goofy?” Kat’s eyebrows shoot up. “I can’t picture it.”

      “I couldn’t either, but then he started letting his guard down a little bit.” I smile to myself. “He’s actually pretty funny. You know, when he’s not busy glaring at everything.”

      “Gareth funny,” Brice says, shaking her head. “What a world.”

      Kat laughs, covering her mouth. “We shouldn’t joke. It’s not like our husbands are much better.”

      “Ford’s a delight compared to Carmine.” Brice sighs, shaking her head. “The growling protective asshole bit is nice and all, but sometimes I wish he’d ease up a bit.”

      “Trouble in paradise?” Kat asks, eyes wide.

      “Not at all,” Brice says, grinning. “Just acknowledging that my husband is not as perfect as he thinks he is.”

      “They never are,” I say, nodding.

      Both girls laugh. Kat leans closer, eyes narrowed. “I heard about the job. Congrats, that was a big deal, right?”

      “Yeah,” I say, nodding. I plaster a smile on my face. “Totally unexpected.”

      “We heard Gareth made it happen.” Brice glances at Kat. Her tone softens. “Are you okay? With staying here?”

      I blink rapidly as a lump forms in my throat. “Totally fine,” I squeak.

      Brice sighs. “Oh, honey. I knew you two were getting closer, just from seeing you together at dinner, and what Carmine was saying—”

      “It’s fine, all totally fine,” I say quickly. I don’t want these beautiful, sophisticated women to think I’m just some stupid little girl that falls in love with every man she meets.

      Only, Gareth is different, and what we have is different. Or what we had. I don’t know what there is between us anymore.

      “You have feelings for him,” Kat says. “And it’s not just because you’re fake married.”

      “Which is a complicated enough situation,” Brice adds. “Much worse when you start to have real emotions.”

      “I don’t, I mean, I’m not—” I stop, take a deep breath, and finish my glass of champagne. “Yeah, I have feelings for him, and I have no clue what to do about it.”

      “Oh, sweetie,” Kat says, patting my hand, shaking her head. “It’ll be okay.”

      “Did you tell him?” Brice asks. “I know it’s not easy, but—”

      “No,” I say quickly and probably with more panic than I meant. “And please don’t mention it, not even to Carmine or Ford. They’ll tell him.”

      The girls exchange another look. “We won’t,” Brice says cautiously. “But if there’s one thing I’ve learned from these men, it’s that you’ve got to just take what you want. At least say it out loud so he’s forced to do something about it. Don’t let him drift, thinking he’s doing the right thing.”

      “If you like him, go for it,” Kat says, nodding along.

      “It’s not that easy. He knows I have feelings, but he’s convinced this whole job thing is best for me. And he’s kind of not wrong. It’s a dream job.” I stare down at my empty glass, taking deep breaths to keep my emotions in check.

      “Honey, if it’s a dream job, why do you look so miserable?” Brice asks.

      I can’t answer. If I talk, I’m going to start crying. They must know that, because Kat changes the subject, and they carry the conversation for a while. I drink more champagne until I’m feeling all floaty and happy, and after a few hours, the girls head out.

      “Call anytime,” Brice says, hugging me. “I mean it. No matter what happens with you and Gareth, let’s keep in touch.”

      “Same goes for me,” Kat says.

      “Thank you both for coming,” I say, feeling tipsy, but better than I did before they came over. “I didn’t realize how much I needed some girl time.”

      “Happy to do it.” Brice waves, Kat hugs me, and the pair disappear. I watch them go until they’re around the corner and out of sight.

      I shut the door, returning to my empty apartment.

      Gareth’s empty apartment.

      I stand in the living room, staring out the windows, like I have a hundred times. But now I’m replaying that conversation in my head.

      I hadn’t admitted out loud what I’m feeling about Gareth until that moment. Not even to myself.

      I knew it was happening. I feel it happening. The excitement when he’s around, the disappointment when he’s gone. The way I look forward to him walking in the room.

      The way I crave his kiss. His touch.

      I’m falling. I’m catching feelings. It’s obvious, so stinking obvious, and now that I’ve said it, I can’t pretend like it’s not happening anymore.

      I want him. I really, genuinely want him.

      But it’s too late. He’s visiting the Crowleys and probably told them about the long-distance thing.

      I made my choice and so did he.

      Only I hate the way things are going, and I don’t know if I can turn back.

      I want what they have. Brice and Kat, I want the babies, the husband, the life. Both of them seem so happy, so sure of themselves. It’s like they’re the women I’m striving to be, and instead of following my heart, I’m forcing myself down a path I’m not sure about.

      Chasing after a dream job I don’t know will satisfy me.

      Gareth gives me more than I ever dreamed about. Being with him makes me happy—and a job is only a job. There are a million more jobs out there.

      There’s only one Gareth.

      Heck, I don’t know what to do. Seeing Brice and Kat only made my decision that much harder, because now it seems so obvious I’m doing the wrong thing.

      Only I don’t know what’s right.
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      I spend a few days in Boston getting a feel for the city. I meet with all the brothers except for Liam—no shock there—and have dinner with Orin on the last night. He seems as stressed as he was back in the office, only drunker.

      “Don’t ever forget, they’re out for blood,” he says on the sidewalk outside of the expensive restaurant. He grabs my shoulder, stares into my eye. “They’re all out for blood, Gareth.”

      I have no clue who he means, but I can imagine it’s everyone. In his business, in his position, real paranoia must be the norm, and a shiver runs down my spine trying to picture myself working for this man.

      I can’t stop thinking about the difference between Beach Orin and Office Orin on the flight back to Dallas. I keep seeing him standing there behind the desk surrounded by all the trappings of power—huge windows overlooking the city, oil paintings on the walls, expensive wooden furniture, priceless books and artifacts on the shelves—but looking absolutely diminished.

      Smaller, worn down, sanded down into nothing. He’s like a completely different man, and if I hadn’t seen the other Orin, I never would’ve believed the contrast could be so stark.

      The Orin down the beach was alive. He was happy, outgoing, loud. Beach Orin looked like he loved life, loved his family, loved waking up in the morning.

      But the man in the office was small, shriveled, weighed down by stress and rage, beset by enemies both real and imagined.

      It’s a hard contrast, and I’m still trying to come to grips with what it means.

      And what it would mean for me to follow him down that path.

      Because that’s what will happen when I move out to Boston. I’ll become the Crowley lawyer, working for them full-time—still helping out my other clients, but I can’t pretend like I wouldn’t give the Crowleys most of my attention.

      I’d be on the path toward power. Real power, like the kind Orin wields.

      Except as I travel closer, I’ll be wrung out, squeezed for more and more of my time and attention.

      Seeing it, even that one rare glimpse, didn’t make it seem appealing.

      Not in the least.

      Instead, it made me think about Fiona. About her white bikini, her skin pink and sun-kissed, her body glimmering with suntan lotion and sweat. About her whimpers as I ran my tongue along her pussy, eating her like a man possessed, loving her taste, loving the way she came. Her orgasm, her gasps, her laughter, her smiles. Her body pressed against mine.

      Could I really give that up?

      I get back to the apartment, exhausted. Travel always takes it out of me. I step over the threshold, head into the kitchen—and there she is.

      Fiona, my wife. Smiling at me. “Welcome home,” she says.

      Oh, fuck.

      It hits me all at once.

      Wow.

      She looks stunning. Hair up, in short-shorts and a tank top, showing off her body like it’s no big thing. Glistening slightly, probably fresh from a workout.

      Simple. Not made up, nothing pretentious. Nothing fancy.

      And still absolutely beautiful.

      Looking at her now, I can’t imagine ever walking away.

      “Hey,” I say, and the weariness dissipates, like she gives me extra energy.

      Suddenly, I’m happy to be home.

      “How was it?” she asks, pouring herself some water and drinking half of it down. “Sorry, I just rode the bike for an hour.”

      “No worries, I don’t mind looking at you.” I lean against the counter, heart pounding. “Trip was fine.”

      “Fine? That’s all?” Her eyebrows raise. “Give me more. Come on, you’re going to move there, you have to have something to say.”

      “Honestly, it’s hard to think clearly with you looking so good.”

      She laughs, face flushed. “There’s the Gareth I remember. Why do you always do that?”

      “Do what? Tell you the truth?”

      “Flirt with me.”

      “I like flirting with you. It feels good.”

      Actually, it feels right. But I can’t say that out loud.

      “You’re a tease, Gareth Kane.” I expected her to be angry, but instead, she’s smiling. She’s easy and free in a way the Crowleys aren’t. Theirs is a dark world, a dangerous world. Fiona’s light and life. She’s pleasure and laughter.

      I always thought I wanted the pain—the struggle, the fight—but maybe I’m wrong. Maybe I never wanted that at all.

      “What can I say? I must’ve missed you.” I walk closer, intending to get myself a glass of water too, but she doesn’t move out of my way. I end up inches from her, breathing in the smell of her sweat. I forget all about the drink. All about everything but her.

      “The apartment was lonely without you,” she says, mouth open, lovely lips parted. “I actually found myself wishing you hadn’t left. Stupid, right?”

      What’s happening right now? Why do I feel like I’m spinning, falling into a vortex, unable to break away?

      “Not stupid. Well, maybe a little, but I feel the same way. All I thought about while out in Boston was coming back home.” I touch her face. It’s a mistake, we both know it’s a mistake, but she doesn’t stop me, and I don’t stop.

      “You just like to sleep in your own bed.” A coy smile. Daring me.

      “I like to sleep in it when there’s another body next to mine.”

      Her eyebrows raise. “You’ve been sneaking girls in here behind my back? Gareth Kane, are you cheating on your wife?”

      I shake my head slowly. “There isn’t a woman on this planet that comes anywhere close to matching you.”

      “What a gentleman,” she says, leaning back against the counter, fingers curling around the lip.

      I put my hands on her hips. I shiver, aware that I’m crossing a line, but unable to turn back. She looks at me, lengthening her neck, eyebrows quirked. A little challenging smile on her lips.

      “We both know I’m not a gentleman,” I say, voice husky. “There’s nothing gentle about me.”

      “But you are oh, so manly.” She waggles her eyebrows, grabbing onto both of my biceps.

      “This is what I missed. Your sparkling wit.”

      “Wrong. You missed pinning me up against the counter in our kitchen. You missed seeing me down on my knees in front of you.”

      I release a soft, strangled growl. “Yes, wife, that’s exactly what I missed.”

      “You missed watching me while I work out. Don’t pretend like I haven’t noticed. Not that I mind. It’s flattering, the way you look at me. I’ve never felt seen before.”

      “I can’t help myself.”

      “You have very bad self-control, it’s true.” She cocks her head.

      “Only when it comes to you. In everything else, I’m in charge.”

      “So you think, anyway.” She leans closer. “You think you’re so in control, but here you are anyway. What’s the end game, Gareth? You kiss me? You fuck me? Lift me up on the counter, spread my legs, lick my pussy until I scream? I’ll let you do it. You know I will. But what about after?”

      I stare at her, pain lancing into my heart. She’s right to ask, and it kills me, because that’s what I want. Her legs wrapped around my neck, pushing me tighter as my tongue laps at her lovely clit.

      I want her moans, her screams in my ears. I want her taste flooding my mouth.

      I want my drool on her inner thighs, my bite marks above her breasts.

      I want her claimed, owned, twitching with pleasure.

      “Does there have to be an after?” I lean forward, brush my lips against hers. “Does there need to be anything else but right now?”

      And I kiss her.
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      That stupid asshole kisses me.

      We were having fun. A little harmless flirting, nothing more.

      But he takes it too far and kisses me.

      I can’t believe it. He says the exact wrong thing, and he still has the nerve to kiss me. I put both hands on his chest and shove him back as hard as I can. I’m small, he’s big, but I have the element of surprise—and a little leverage from the counter behind me.

      He takes a couple steps back, eyes wide.

      “You idiot,” I say, shaking my head. All the playfulness is gone now. “There’s only right now? Are you insane?”

      His jaw works. “What do you want from me, Fiona? I’m moving to Boston. You’re staying here. What else can I do?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, frustrating finally hitting its peak. I throw up my hands in disgust.

      “You’re the one flirting with me, you know.”

      “I’m aware of that. It’s frustrating, okay? I like flirting with you. It feels good.”

      God, I’m so beyond confused.

      Because I want him to kiss me. I want him to want me. I love flirting with him, I love teasing him, and I love getting teased most of all.

      Except, I need to have some self-respect here.

      “This isn’t easy for me either,” he says as if that makes a difference. “I’m trying to do what’s best for everyone.”

      “Oh, so coming home and telling me how much you missed me is best right now?”

      He looks away. “All right, maybe not that.”

      “Let’s just call this what it is, okay, Gareth? You’re pawning me off on a job.”

      “No, that’s not—”

      “You knew bringing me to Boston with you would only complicate your little adventure, so when the opportunity to send me away presented itself, you jumped on it. No, I don’t think you searched out the Appalachian Peaks thing on purpose. I believe you when you say Janine mentioned it off-hand, but that doesn’t change what happened. The job’s a consolation prize. A little offering, a way to say, ‘hey, sorry for ditching you, good luck.’ Please don’t pretend otherwise.”

      He stares at me, eyes wide. I turn away, storming off. I make it to the edge of the living room before he follows. “You’re wrong,” he says, his voice forceful. “God, you’re so wrong. You think it was easy for me, watching you get that job? You think I wanted any of that? If you had come to me and said you weren’t taking the job and you were coming to Boston, I might’ve tried to talk you out of it at first, but I would’ve been so fucking happy.”

      “Then why all this?” I ask, turning to glare at him. “If that’s what you really want, why do you keep pushing me to take the job?”

      And why the hell did he have to say that? I would’ve been so fucking happy just about breaks my damn heart, because that’s what I wanted to do. That’s what I wanted more than anything, but I was too much of a coward.

      Instead, I committed to this job, and now I can’t pull out, not without torching my chances at working in the outdoor climbing industry.

      “Because it’s what’s best for you,” he says for the hundredth time, sounding exhausted, looking like he’s being dragged down to the floor. As if he knows anything about what’s best for me at all. “I really mean it when I say you taking this job is the best thing for you long-term. The last girl I committed myself to died because I was too damn selfish and lazy to make sure she had her seatbelt on before driving home. What do you think will happen to you? Taking you to Boston would be the same damn mistake, only worse. I’d be doing it on purpose.”

      He takes a deep breath and lets it out. I stare at him, and I understand what he’s trying to say, but there’s so much context he’s not taking into consideration.

      “We’re not teenagers, Gareth. I’m not asleep. I know the risks.”

      “I don’t think you do.” He shakes his head slowly. “You saw Orin down the beach. You saw him happy. On my visit, I saw the real Orin, the stressed-out and aggressive crime boss. Now more than ever, I’m sure I made the right choice, pushing you toward that job. He’s dangerous, Fiona. They’re all dangerous. I couldn’t live with myself if you got hurt.”

      “Then why are you coming back here and kissing me? You know what I’m thinking. You have to know—” I stop myself, biting back the words. “You have to know kissing me would only hurt me in the end.”

      “You’re right,” he says, speaking quiet and calm. “I shouldn’t have done this. It was a mistake, a selfish mistake. I won’t do it again.”

      I look away. I cross my arms over my chest, hugging myself. The fucked-up part is, I want him to kiss me. I want him to touch me. Only I know it’ll make things worse.

      “I’m staying here,” I say, not able to meet his gaze again. “You’re going to Boston. We can just leave it at that, okay? We don’t have to fight.”

      I’m too tired to keep doing this, over and over.

      “This isn’t how I wanted things to go.” His voice is throaty and tense.

      “Yeah, me neither. You know what’s sick? The girls stopped by while you were gone. Brice and Kat. They came over, kept me company for a night, they even talked about you. Both of them encouraged me to tell you how I feel. But what’s the point, anyway? Why even bother?”

      He’s quiet. I don’t know what I want him to say. There’s nothing to say. We’ve already made up our minds, and if I keep doing this, I’ll lose whatever dignity I managed to claw back by pushing him away.

      I turn to the hall. “It always ends like this with us, doesn’t it? Me running back to my room.”

      Trying not to let him see me cry.

      “You don’t have to. I need a shower. I’ll keep out of your way.”

      “It’s fine.” I start walking. “This is your place, right, Gareth? I’m just visiting for a while.”

      I shut the door behind me.
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      I can’t stay in that apartment.

      Not after trying to kiss her like a fucking idiot.

      I knew it was wrong—and I tried to do it anyway.

      I’m glad she pushed me away, even if I wanted to keep going.

      Even if I wouldn’t have stopped.

      I fly out of Dallas the following morning, early. I leave her a note: Heading to Chicago on business. Sorry about yesterday. Gareth. Hopefully she doesn’t hold my stupid decisions against me, but then again, what does it matter?

      I’m leaving. She’s staying. It’s over—whatever it was.

      “I didn’t push her into the job to get rid of her,” I say, sitting at a fancy bar. The soft murmur of conversation swirls around us. The lighting’s muted, sultry, lots of reds and leather. The sort of place where I’m comfortable.

      Evander Kazan, another one of my best friends, leans back in his seat, studying me. The big Greek man narrows his eyes, considering. He’s massive—easily the biggest guy in the place, maybe the biggest guy in the whole city—and he wears his size like a shield.

      But Evander’s smart. One of the smartest men I know.

      “Are you sure about that?” he asks, head tilted to the side, considering. “It seems like something you’d do.”

      “We both know it would’ve been terrible if she came with me. The job just sort of appeared. I’m not that conniving.” I take a long drink of whiskey, savoring the burn.

      “Maybe you should’ve tried to bring her with you anyway.” Evander shrugs his big shoulders. “Could’ve been fun.”

      I glare at him. “Fun? Putting her in danger? What the hell is wrong with you?”

      He grins at me. “At least you know how you feel.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean by that.”

      “You like the girl. Maybe you love her, I don’t know. Look at you, twisted into knots over her. You ran away to Chicago rather than face the pain of being around her, knowing you can’t have her. That’s love. A sick kind of love though.”

      I stare at him for a full five seconds. “Since when the fuck did you get so knowledgeable about relationships?”

      “Since I fell in love myself and got married.” He holds up the wedding ring he wears all the time now. “Camille taught me some things.”

      “Give my best to your wife then,” I grumble, flagging the bartender down for another drink. “Even if you’re right, what’s it change?”

      “It helps to clarify your priorities.” Evander grunts, leaning toward onto his elbows. “Before Camille, my life was all about my family. The sacrifices I made. The sacrifices I kept making. But Camille let me be happy.” He glances at me. “You’re not that different. Always sacrificing. Except you’re sacrificing for a dream you think you want.”

      I whistle, eyebrows raised. “Fuck, Evander, what did she do to you?”

      He laughs loudly, shaking his head. “Ah, hell, I’m getting soft, I think. Wives, babies, families. It’s all fucking me up. The old Evander might’ve said to you, bring the girl anyway, fuck her, enjoy her, forget about consequences. Seems fun. Right?”

      “You did say that,” I point out.

      “Regardless, the old Evander would’ve been wrong.” He jabs a finger at me. “Find out what’s precious. Hold on to it.”

      “This job with the Crowleys is precious.” The bartender returns with my whiskey. I’m tempted to ask for another right away but hold back. I really do have business with a couple clients—this trip isn’t all about moping around, feeling fucking sorry for myself. “It’s what we used to want, isn’t it? The next level?”

      “The next level,” Evander repeats. He turns his glass in a circle before saying, “Gareth, I don’t think there is another level. And if it exists, I don’t want it.”

      I stare at him, surprised. We’ve been talking about the next level for years—everyone in the Atlas Organization is obsessed with it. There are tiers of power, and while we’re toward the top, there are still rungs higher on the ladder. We’ve been obsessed with getting higher, above our station, into where the real power exists—the power to change the world.

      Now Evander’s telling me the goal we’ve all been working toward for the last decade-plus isn’t real, or isn’t worthwhile.

      “I’m trying very hard to wrap my head around that.” I sip my drink. Put it down. Lift it again to take another sip. “Trying very hard.”

      He laughs, runs a hand through his hair, sighs. “Priorities, Gareth, priorities. When I was a young man, the dream of reaching the next level, of changing the world with you and our Atlas brothers, that kept me awake at night. Dreaming, wanting. That was always only a dream, however. Now I have Camille, I have my family to run, I have my children to father. My problems are real problems, generational problems. I can make a difference, maybe, but only here, in my little world.”

      “Chicago’s a big world,” I mutter.

      “The others are the same. Carmine’s got Brice. Ford’s got Kat.”

      “I should pursue Fiona because getting married will make me give up on my other dreams?” I frown, wiping my face with my palm. “Doesn’t sound like a good deal.”

      “No, you stupid fucking idiot,” he says, grinning. “You should pursue Fiona because it will make you realize that your dreams have been a waste of time until now.”

      I blow out a breath, sip my drink, and think back to Orin in that office. Stressed, crumbling Orin, looking like a completely different man. The guy I wanted to work for exists only at that beach, only with his wife and children, but the real Orin, the man inches away from that next level, he’s a mess of a human being. The sort of mess I can see myself becoming one day.

      “It’s hard to convince myself to give up on something I’ve always wanted.”

      “You’re not giving up,” Evander says. “You’re changing your mind. There’s a difference.” He leans closer. “But what the fuck do I know?”

      He’s right—what the hell does he know? Except when I think about him, and Ford, and Carmine, I can see what he means. How their ideas about the world have shifted, narrowed, changed dimension until they crystallized. How all three men are so much happier than I’ve ever seen them. The only other one of us that hasn’t paired off is Lanzo, and who knows if that guy will ever find a wife—he’s chaos incarnate.

      We finish our drinks. My head’s spinning as we leave the bar—not from the alcohol, but from the realizations churning in my guts.

      All my life, I think I want one thing. I tell myself I want one thing. Fame, fortune, power. Anything to keep myself from sinking back into the life I used to have with my parents, a life of struggle and drinking and pain. I keep women at a distance, thinking I’ll always let them down.

      Maybe all this time, I’ve been wrong.

      My phone rings. I check the screen and freeze, stopping suddenly on the sidewalk.

      It’s Liam Crowley.

      I’m tempted not to pick up, but anything might set that man off. I answer cautiously. “Hello,” I say.

      “Gareth.” Liam’s voice is flat through the speaker. “I’m in Dallas. I was hoping we could meet and discuss some business.”

      “Business?” I clear my throat. “I’m in Chicago right now.”

      “That’s all right. I’ll be here for another day or so. When do you fly home?”

      “Tonight.” Even though that wasn’t the plan. “I can meet with you in the morning?”

      “Make it midafternoon,” he says. “We have a lot to discuss.”

      He hangs up the phone. I stand there, staring, wondering if, finally, all the work I’ve done building this lie will crumble to the ground.
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      Liam Crowley sits across from me in a barbecue restaurant he picked out. The place is almost garish, a gaudy mix of cowboy clichés: big hats, boots, spurs, ropes, steer, bison, more than one stuffed head, a bunch of bleached antlers, and a ton of rustic-looking wood completes the hideous decor.

      “Never been here before,” I say, glancing around, trying my best not to make a face.

      “I hear the food’s good,” Liam says without smiling. I genuinely can’t tell if he’s kidding or not. “But we’re not here to eat.”

      “We could order something,” I say, craning my neck, looking for a waitress, suddenly curious.

      “No, thank you.” Liam sits back in his booth. “This place is neutral ground. Somewhere you or your friends would never visit. It’s also ugly enough that I want to spend as little time here as possible. So why don’t we get to business?”

      I sit up straight, holding his gaze. “Whatever you want,” I say, gesturing at him. “You called this meeting, Liam. Why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind?”

      Liam’s gaze falls on me. He holds it there for a long, tense moment. Nothing flickers behind those eyes—no emotion, not recognition, nothing at all. Cold and dead.

      This guy’s fucking unstable.

      I’ve deal with dozens of gangsters in my time. From straight-up murderers to psychopaths, drug dealers, addicts, thieves, and more. I’ve met them all, defended a few. I thought I knew the criminal mind.

      Until sitting across from Liam.

      He’s got no affect. No tells, no emotion. I can keep a straight face and control myself as well as a professional poker player, except there are always tells. I fidget slightly, adjust my silverware, look away, down at the table, clear my throat. It’s subtle, but it’s there.

      Liam’s got nothing. Blank, empty, nada. The guy’s like a ghost of a person.

      “I had business in Las Vegas two days ago,” Liam says calmly, like he’s talking about how wet water is. “I thought I was over my suspicions, but something was bothering me. Something about the way you and your wife spoke to each other. And the look on her face that first meeting when you announced your marriage. I chalked it up to surprise, but what if it was more than that? I couldn’t stop thinking about it, and so the day before I left, I went to the courthouse to request a few records. I got your marriage license, found the judge that signed it and had a chat with him. A very lovely chat.”

      I feel sick. Fuck, I should’ve paid the judge more, should’ve made it clear never to reveal our bargain under any circumstances. Only I put this marriage together in a rush and I never imagined someone would look this deeply.

      “And, what did you think?” I ask, hoping he can’t hear the discomfort in my voice.

      “I liked him. He was a very calm man. Very cool under pressure.” Liam pauses for a long moment. I could stab a fork in the fucker’s hand, but I keep it together. I’m used to high-pressure situations, and this is no different than standing in front of a jury, lying out my face. He continues: “I am officially done with my investigation. I admit, sometimes I go overboard, and it seems like this is one of those instances. On behalf of myself, I would like to extend my welcome to the Crowley family, and I hope we do business for a very long time.”

      I sit there in total shock. The goddamn judge did it. And now Liam’s saying he’s not going to keep digging.

      The nightmare is over. It’s like a huge weight should lift from my shoulders.

      Instead, all I feel is a heavier rock dragging me to the floor.

      There’s nothing standing between me and Boston now. Liam was my last obstacle, and now that he’s giving up, I can pack my shit without worry.

      I’m going to the next level. I’m taking the first step on a journey to the top.

      So why do I feel sick?

      Suddenly, it all clicks into place.

      Evander, sitting in that bar, telling me what love really means.

      Orin in his office, looking like stress is rotting him from the inside.

      Orin at the beach, looking light and happy and free.

      Liam, the other sons, all of them obsessed with their family.

      And Fiona.

      “There’s a problem,” I blurt out before I can stop myself. The wheels grind in my skull, a plan forming. A stupid plan. “I need a few more weeks before I can move out to Boston. There are some loose ends I need to take care of first.” The words gush out of my mouth like a rushing stream. I don’t think, don’t bother trying to figure out how this is going over. I simply tell him, praying that it won’t ruin everything.

      His face falls, and yeah, I fucked up.

      “What problem?” he says, tone frigid. “What can be more important than taking my father up on this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity?”

      “It’s personal,” I say, blinking rapidly. “A family issue. Something I need to work out with my wife.”

      Liam grunts, frustrated. “We won’t wait forever, Gareth. I don’t like this indecisiveness. This back and forth. If you want this job, you’d better take it before we move on to someone else. I’ll tell my father that I’m done with my suspicions, but he’s not going to like this new development.”

      “Send along my apologies,” I say, grimacing slightly. “And I’ll reach out to explain to him shortly.”

      “I hope you will.” Liam stands abruptly. “You’re a good lawyer. You can keep your mouth shut. I don’t doubt it. But you better not start thinking you’re better off without my family.”

      “Thank you for the compliment,” I say, nodding my head in deference.

      He turns away. His body hangs tense, taut, but he finally moves off. I watch him go until he disappears into the lobby.

      Fucking hell, what am I doing right now?

      I deflate like a burst balloon, sitting there alone in the booth, trying to get myself together.

      But I can’t stop seeing it all swirl in my head. My father drinking himself to death, Orin stressing himself to an early grave. My own future working myself like a mule for a gangster. And Fiona.

      There are two paths before me.

      One leads to Boston, to a future I always thought I wanted. Power, glory, money. A way to the next level.

      The other leads to Fiona. A wife, a family. Something I never dreamed could be mine.

      How can I turn my back on the goal I’ve been working toward my whole life? For something I didn’t even know I wanted until I met Fiona?

      And yet there’s only one option for me. One real path, arcing into my future, and I know I’ll regret it forever if I refuse to follow.

      I stand, planning, and get the hell out of this creepy cliché restaurant.
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      Monday morning. I’m awake way earlier than I need to be—four on the dot—but I can’t get back to sleep.

      It’s the first day of a new job.

      I’m nervous. I’d be crazy if I weren’t at least a little bit nervous. The first day should be the easiest though—they won’t expect me to do anything serious, not until I’m acclimated with the office, with the basic stuff like email and logging into the computer and all that crap.

      I’ll meet my coworkers, my bosses. I’ll smile, make small talk, try to fit in.

      And for some reason, I’m terrified.

      I take a shower to calm my nerves. I get out and spend the next half hour second-guessing my outfit choice, parading one work-appropriate blouse around toward different work-appropriate slacks and skirts, trying to get just the right shoes. After a solid hour, I’m too tired to keep messing around and end up on a simple navy-and-gray ensemble. I’ll get a feel for what the rest of the office wears and match a little bit better next time, but this should be fine for now.

      I make coffee, pour some cereal in a bowl, and eat near the windows. I keep glancing at my phone, hoping I’ll hear from Gareth, but there’s nothing. He disappeared to Chicago after our last little conversation—or fight or whatever it was—and I haven’t heard from him since. I’d be worried if he was my real husband.

      But he’s not. There’s nothing real about us.

      Although we were so close. When he walked into the kitchen and saw me standing there looking like a hot mess after a workout, his face lit up like a lamp. He glowed, smiling, staring at me like he was so happy to see me, like a puppy coming home to its favorite person.

      That look was everything.

      I’ve never been looked at like that before. I’ve never been the object of someone’s desire—no, someone’s joy. He looked at me with pure excitement in his eyes, and it was intoxicating.

      I flirted. I teased. I let things go too far. Until I realized kissing him would only leave me brokenhearted and wouldn’t change a thing.

      I hate that I let it get to that point. I hate that we fought. I want him back here, with me, in this apartment, laughing and teasing again.

      I want him so bad it kills.

      But he’s not coming. No calls, no texts. He knows it’s my first day—and still no word.

      Fuck him. Fuck everyone. I march into the kitchen, refill my coffee, and chug it down. My phone vibrates—and it’s a message from Cait. Good luck! You’ll do great, love you! Even my exhausted mom-friend managed to drag her butt out of bed at the crack of dawn to send me a nice message.

      I shouldn’t be cranky like this. Gareth owes me nothing. We’re not together and we never will be. Sure, we’ll fake long distance for a while, but there’s a divorce coming. Once that’s finalized, we’re finished.

      I got paid already. My debt’s gone. What more do I need?

      There’s a noise down the hall. I freeze, surprised, but it’s the door opening. “Fiona?” Gareth’s voice echoes toward me.

      Excitement cuts into my stomach. God, what’s wrong with me? Why am I excited to see him right now?

      He appears in the kitchen wearing a dress shirt, sleeves rolled up, and slacks, a shopping bag from Chanel in one hand. “There you are. Shit, I thought I almost missed you, but the fucking store wouldn’t open and I yelled at this pathetic little shop girl so much she nearly cried, which made me feel bad so I tipped her a huge stack of money, which also upset her since she’s not technically allowed to take it but—” He takes a deep breath, staring at me, and slowly lets it out. “Damn. You look good.”

      “Shop? You went to Chanel at—six in the morning?”

      “I had to call in a favor.” He thrusts the bag at me. “I got you these. For your first day.”

      “You got me a present?” Heart racing, I put the bag on the counter and take out a shoebox.

      Inside is a pair of the classic beige-and-black heels. Simple and timeless. I stare at him, eyes going wide. “Gareth,” I whisper.

      “I didn’t know what you were wearing today so I went with something classic. Do you like them?”

      “I love them.” I blink at him, surprised that they’re in my size. “Why did you do this?”

      “It’s your first day,” he says, leaning against the refrigerator, catching his breath. He looks like he ran up here from the street. “Put them on.”

      I hesitate, but kick off my heels and slide the Chanel pair on my feet. They fit perfectly—a bit stiff, since they’re new, but still. Perfect. “They work,” I say, laughing. “How do I look?”

      “Incredible,” he says softly. “God, Fiona. You always look incredible.”

      I blush slightly. “Easy there. Talk like that is what started our last fight.”

      “I know,” he says, still staring at me. “Listen, Fiona—” He hesitates, mouth hanging open.

      I speak before he can. “It’s okay,” I say, holding up my hands. “I get it. This is just a friendly gift from one fake spouse to another. I have no expectations. But listen, this is the nicest thing anyone’s done for me. I’ve got to admit, I was really, really nervous, but these help.”

      His face relaxes. “You have no reason to worry. You’re going to do great.”

      “Probably, I’m awesome. But still.” I look away. “I’ve never had a job that I really care about before.”

      “You were my legal assistant.”

      “No offense,” I say, grinning at him. “But this one’s a lot better.”

      “I saw something special in you when I hired you. They people at Appalachian Peaks see the same thing. You’ll be fine.”

      “Thanks, Gareth.” I smile at him, calming a bit, wrapping myself in his compliments like armor. “Well, shit, I need to run. You just barely caught me in time.” I grab my bag and sling it over my shoulder. “See you later?”

      “See you now,” he says, grabbing his car keys from the table. “I’ll drive you.”

      “Gareth—”

      “It’s your first day and it’s the least I can do. Come on, let’s get moving before you’re late.”

      I want to argue, but he’s already sweeping out the door, beckoning me after him. And hell, it would be a lot easier than walking or catching a cab.

      I glance down at my feet, at the shoes with their black toes.

      He didn’t need to do this. There I was, feeling sorry for myself, then he sweeps into the room and makes me feel special.

      What is with this man? Why does he drive me crazy?

      But I steel myself, refuse to read too deeply into all this, and let him drive me to work.
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      I’m exhausted when I get back to the apartment.

      I was right, the first day wasn’t too hard. A girl named Easter (“Mom was a hippie, Dad was a Catholic, they compromised.”) showed me around, introduced me to the team, and started with my training once I filled out a ton of paperwork for HR. She’s small and extremely sweet, but talked really fast, and I found myself struggling to keep up as she threw a ton of information at me all at once.

      Now I’m feeling like I ran a marathon. I toss my bag down near the door, kick my beautiful shoes off near the entryway, ignore the fact that they gave me blisters, and hurry into the main room.

      It smells incredible. “What is that?” I ask as Gareth welcomes me from the kitchen.

      “Dinner,” he says, holding up a bottle. “And champagne.” He pops off the cork.

      I laugh as he pours two glasses. “What’s all this for?”

      “A celebration. To your first day.”

      “Oh, yeah? You cooked and cracked open a bottle of bubbly for me?”

      “I didn’t cook, I bought some good Italian and I’m reheating it. And the bubbly was already in the refrigerator, so why not.”

      “Ah, that makes sense. Don’t want you to go to any trouble on my account.”

      He smirks, shaking his head. “I nearly got into a fight with a shopkeeper girl this morning, I’m pretty sure I already got into enough trouble.”

      “Here’s to trouble then.” We toast each other and drink.

      “Come on, take a seat.” He guides me to the table. “Tell me everything.”

      I sit down and he faces me on the same side. I start talking about how it went, from the first moment I walked into the gorgeous, spacious, modern offices, to meeting everyone, to getting acclimated with Easter. I end up putting my feet in his lap, and he absently rubs them as if he knew they were aching.

      “Everyone was so nice. I mean, seriously, couldn’t have been more welcoming, but it was still overwhelming.”

      “You’ll get used to it. Give it a few weeks.”

      I sigh and throw back my champagne. “I know you’re right. And seriously, Gareth, that job is everything I hoped it would be. I’m just worried they’ll realize I’m a fraud.”

      “You’re not.” He refills my glass. “Far from a fraud. You keep forgetting that I hired you, and I’m the hardest boss in the world.”

      “That’s a good point, you are a real bastard in the workplace.”

      “And you’re a delight. Don’t get down on yourself.”

      “Thanks. That means a lot.” I nod slightly, grinning. “Look at us. It’s weird how comfortable this feels.” I regret saying it as soon as it’s out of my mouth, but I can’t take it back. His eyes flash to mine, but instead of anger or discomfort, he’s smiling.

      “I actually have some news.” He squeezes my right foot then slowly leans forward. “It’s about Boston.”

      “Got an apartment?” I ask, since he hadn’t mentioned anything about his living arrangements in a while. My guts feel soft and squishy. I thought I could handle talk about his move, but maybe I was wrong. Maybe it would be better if we pretended like it had already happened.

      “Actually, no, and I need to tell my realtor to stop looking.” He reaches out and takes my hands. “I’m not going.”

      His words are like gibberish. I stare at him, not comprehending. “Are you going… a little later?”

      “I’m not moving, Fiona. I’m not going to Boston at all.”

      “I don’t understand.” I shake my head, desperately trying to process, refusing to let myself feel hope. Life’s kicked me in the teeth enough lately—I don’t need more pain. “Did the Crowleys say you could work from here?”

      “No, they didn’t, and I suspect they won’t once they realize I’m never coming out there. But I’m not moving to Boston, no matter what. I’m staying here. With you.”

      “Gareth,” I say quietly, confused. “I don’t understand.”

      He shifts forward, off his chain, onto his knees. He’s still holding my hand, clutching it tightly as he looks up into my eyes. “I need to apologize.”

      “Apologize?” I look around, not sure what’s happening. “For what? I don’t get it.”

      “I fucked up, Fiona. I didn’t know what I wanted until I met with Liam and everything clicked into place.”

      “Liam? You mean that crazy Crowley guy?”

      “The one and only.” He shifts closer. “I’m so, so sorry. I never should’ve pushed you toward the job. I never should’ve taken you for granted. I should’ve made it clear, from the start, that you are important to me, that whatever we’re building between us is important. I know it’s complicated, me and you, but it feels good, it’s the best thing I’ve had in my life in a very long time, and no matter how hard I try to push you away, I keep finding myself coming back. I can’t stop, Fiona. I don’t want to stop.”

      My head’s spinning. It’s everything I’ve wanted to hear and more. I try to speak, but words refuse to come out.

      This is what I need. Gareth here with me. I can forget about the job, about Boston, about the Crowleys. I can forget my parents, Cait, my burned-down apartment. I can forget everything, so long as he’s here with me.

      But I’ve been afraid. He pushes me away, over and over, every time we start to get close. He pulls back, probably because of his past, or maybe because he doesn’t trust himself. I’m not sure why, but it doesn’t matter.

      This is what I’ve been dreaming of.

      I still can’t find words.

      “Fiona,” he whispers. “You don’t have to forgive me, but I’m so sorry it took me this long to decide what I want. I didn’t see what was important, what my real priorities were, until recently. But now I can see them clear as anything. You’re what’s important. You’re my priority. I’m not going anywhere. Not without you.”

      I blink back tears. A lump forms in my throat. “Gareth,” I croak.

      “It’s okay,” he says, wiping them away. “I know I fucked up. You can keep being angry with me. If you want to leave, I won’t blame you. If you’re not ready for more—”

      “I’m ready,” I blurt out. “God, I’m so, so ready for more.”

      His face lights up. A smile spreads over his lips. “You mean that?”

      “Gareth, damn it, what are you waiting for? Can you just kiss me already?”

      He laughs, but he leans forward and obeys. A short peck, a lighter brush, a longer press, and finally, a kiss, a real kiss, a slow and delicious kiss. I hold him, pulling him against me until he stands, lifting me up, carrying me to the couch where he deposits me in his lap. I straddle him, digging myself down, wanting to be as close to him as I can possibly get.

      “You’re trouble, Fiona Kane,” he whispers, smiling huge. “But god, I love you.”

      My body feels like electricity jolts into my fingertips. A pulse, another pulse, another. Joy runs into me, wild and free.

      “I love you too,” I say, laughing, unable to believe my luck. “You’re really staying? You’re really not going?”

      “Really,” he says. “I promise. I won’t go anywhere without you, not ever again.”

      I chew my lip, trying not to smile. “You know, we haven’t been on any actual dates or anything. Maybe we should take this slow?”

      “Fuck slow,” he says, hand in my hair, pulling my mouth to his. “You’re my wife. I’ve lived without you for long enough.”

      I kiss him, fall into him, feeling like finally, finally, something’s gone right.
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      Orin Crowley does not sound happy.

      I’m back in my Dallas office. The new secretary is outside my door—a young man named Brian. Janine said he came highly recommended. We’ll see about that.

      “I’ll be straight with you, Kane,” he says, and I note that I’m not Gareth anymore. “I thought we had an understanding. You come to Boston, you work for my family, you get access to power you never dreamed about before. Do I really have to spell it out?”

      “No, sir, you don’t,” I say, looking at the window. Thinking about my wife at her office right now. My real wife. “Unfortunately, Fiona got a job here in Dallas, a job that I can’t ask her to leave. I either stay here with her, or we do the long-distance thing, like I mentioned. I decided long distance won’t work. I won’t be leaving Dallas after all.”

      Orin grunts, his annoyance obvious. “That’s not acceptable.”

      “It’s the way things are. I wish it worked out differently.”

      “You’re making a mistake, Kane. I’ll give you another chance—”

      “With all due respect, I don’t want or need another chance. I’m not moving to Boston. If you’d still like to be my client, I’d be happy to work for you from here, remotely—”

      “Fuck that,” he snarls. “If you weren’t a fucking lawyer, if you didn’t have ties to the Scavo Famiglia and the Kazan organization, I’d hunt you down and cut your throat. As it is, I’ll make sure to tell everyone in my world not to do business with you. Good luck getting work, Kane.”

      “I hope you reconsider that stance, but I understand you’re frustrated. I won’t hold it against you.”

      “Fuck off, you little twat. There are a dozen fucking lawyers lining up to work for me and my family. We’ll be fine. You won’t. Good luck, cocksucker.” The line disconnects with an abrupt click.

      I hang up my receiver and smile to myself. I pick up my phone, texting Fiona.

      Gareth: That didn’t go well.

      Fiona: Orin yelled at you? I assume he doesn’t have the emotional maturity to accept rejection?

      Gareth: Threatened me. Yelled, insulted. The usual. But it’s done with.

      Fiona: I’m sorry. And I’m happy. I get to come home to our apartment, and you’ll be there.

      Gareth: Absolutely I will be. And I plan on making up for lost time.

      Fiona: You animal. I have work every day now, you know.

      Gareth: Your work schedule is getting in the way of me feasting between your legs.

      Fiona: Well, maybe I can pencil you in.

      Gareth: Good girl. Make time for me. I promise, you’ll enjoy it.

      Fiona: Tell me more. In detail.

      Fiona: Actually, no, please don’t. This is my second day! I can’t get all flustered already.

      Gareth: Picture holding you down with one hand while my other fucks your soaking little pussy, nice and slow, before I bend my face down to lick your clit, sucking you, drinking you, making you writhe and scream. I want you to soak my chin, you dirty girl.

      Fiona: Gareth! I’m turning off my phone.

      Gareth: I’m picturing your legs wrapped around my face.

      I grin, but there’s no response. The poor girl really must’ve turned it off.

      At least she knows what to expect tonight.
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      “Oh, fuck,” I gasp as I come for the third time, his mouth between my legs, his tongue licking me in fast circles like a freaking demon. I’m naked, sweating, gripping the sheets. “Oh my god, Gareth.”

      He laughs as he comes up and kisses me. I taste him on his tongue, that filthy man. He holds me against him, already spent, his orgasm down my throat. “That’s my good wife,” he whispers.

      “You’re a bastard,” I say, grinning stupidly. Still in that lovely post-orgasm glow. “It’s late, you know. I have to be up in—” I check the clock and groan. “Five hours. Oh my god, I’m going to be exhausted.”

      “I should let you sleep.” But he doesn’t release me.

      I stay right there, head on his chest, listening to his heart beat.

      “I’ve been thinking.” I talk quietly. I’m afraid that if I say this out loud, I’m going to screw things up, but I feel like it’s important to get this conversation out of the way. “You know, about our relationship.”

      “What about it? I’m feeling very good about things right now.” He kisses my neck. “Actually, if you keep looking like that, I’m going to feel even better about it very soon.”

      “Easy, boy,” I say, shivering with delight. This man is insatiable. And he’s insatiable for me. “It’s just that, we’re still married.”

      “Yes, that’s true.” He says it like he’s stating a simple fact. That a very complicated, tangled web of emotions.

      “Well, I mean, I’ve been thinking. We don’t need to be.” I blink rapidly, not able to look at him.

      He pulls back. I want him to return, to feel his body. I’m intensely aware of how naked I am. Covered in my own sticky liquid, smelling like his.

      “Do you want to end our marriage?” he asks gently. Like he’s trying to coax a scared horse into running.

      “I’m just saying that we don’t have to be married. We can date, we can take it slow, you know? I don’t want you to feel like you’re trapped.”

      “I don’t feel that way.” He tilts my chin toward him, staring into my eyes. “If you feel like you need to go a more traditional route, I’ll get the divorce papers drawn up and we can figure things out. But just so you know, that would be a waste of ink, because I’m not going anywhere. Whether we stay married now, or we divorce and marry later, you will be my wife.”

      I blink away tears. “Quit doing that.”

      “Doing what?” he asks, sounding genuinely confused.

      “Saying the right thing. You keep making me cry.”

      “I don’t want you to cry. I’m only saying how I feel for once in my life.”

      I kiss him. I hold the kiss there, tasting him, reveling in him. “I don’t want a divorce. I want to be with you.”

      “I want you to be mine. And I want to be yours.”

      “You’re my husband.” I like the sound of that word, husband. “And I’m your wife.”

      “There is one thing.” He takes my hand and raises it up. “We can get different rings if you want.”

      I shake my head. “I love my ring.”

      “Just offering. I wouldn’t be insulted if you wanted something more personal.”

      “No, this one is perfect.”

      “Good.” A smile slips back onto his face. “Now, I believe I want going to turn you around and fuck you from behind until I come deep between your legs.”

      “Actually,” I say, pushing him ack. “I was going to ride you for ten minutes, scream your name, then pass out.”

      “All right then.” He pulls me onto him, his cock already stiffening. “That’s a fair compromise.”
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      I sit at the bar in the Oak Club and sip a fine whiskey. It’s peaty, warm, almost sweet. I hold it up to the light and watch the gold glow.

      “You guys ever think we’d end up like this?” I ask, not looking at my brothers, but knowing they’re beside me.

      Evander says, “Not once. But here we are.”

      “I kind of figured I’d get hitched,” Ford admits. “But I never thought I’d actually like her.”

      “Same,” Carmine says and laughs. “I figured I’d get stuck with some mafia princess brat.”

      “Strange, how it goes,” I say, grinning at them. “Here’s to family.”

      “Here’s to that,” Evander echoes.

      We toast each other. Four of the five men in the Atlas Organization. “I wish Lanzo were here,” Ford says with a sigh.

      “He’ll be back,” Evander says, then hesitates and shrugs. “Or maybe not. You never know with that guy.”

      “He’s going to be really surprised to hear that all four of his friends are married.” I turn to look at the nearby table where are wives are sitting. Kat and Brice. Camille and Fiona. All four of them beautiful, laughing together. Some drinking, some not.

      “What made you change your mind?” Evander asks, leaning an elbow on the bar. “It seemed like you were hell-bent on moving to Boston and making a stupid mistake.”

      “Priorities,” I say, tilting my head side to side. “I realized I’d end up miserable if I kept pushing forward. After a while, it just became… obvious.”

      “What was obvious?” Ford asks.

      “That I loved her and would rather have a family with her than reach the next level.” I sip my whiskey, smiling.

      “Fuck the next level,” Carmine says. “I like this one.” He’s looking back at his wife too and grinning.

      Fiona extracts herself from the group of girls and comes over to me. She’s wearing the shoes I bought for her first day of work. I pull her into my lap and kiss her, which makes all the guys groan. Evander flicks water in my direction.

      “Jealous pricks,” I say, grinning at them.

      “Can I borrow Gareth for a second?” Fiona asks. “I’ll return him, I promise.”

      “Keep him,” Evander says. “Worthless lawyer.”

      “You three would be in jail a dozen times over if it weren’t for me,” I say, waving as I stand. “Be back soon.”

      Fiona pulls me way from the bar, into the main lobby. We stand under the massive oak tree as other patrons mill about the space. She tilts her chin up, asking for a kiss. I’m happy to oblige.

      “I don’t actually need anything,” she says, heading her head to my chest. “I just wanted to see you for a minute.”

      “Can’t keep your hands to yourself, huh?”

      “Guess not. I am pretty pent-up.”

      “Of course you are. I haven’t fucked you in—what, six hours?”

      “The worst six hours of my life.” She groans, eyes rolling back. “It’s awful.”

      “You horny girl.”

      “I have a very healthy relationship with my sexuality. Are you complaining?”

      “Not at all.” I kiss her again. “I want to take you somewhere. Call it a real honeymoon.”

      Her eyebrows arch. “You think I can get time off work already?”

      “Do whatever you’re comfortable with. Soon, in a few weeks, in a few months, whatever. I’m not going anywhere. But I demand ten days, minimum.”

      “Ten days? Greedy boy.”

      “Damn right I’m greedy. Blame yourself for that.”

      She smiles, sighs, kisses my neck, and nods. “You’ll get your ten days.”

      “Good. Now, should we get back in there? You’re getting along with the other girls really well.”

      “They’re good people. I like Camille, I wish she lived closer.”

      “We’ll see them plenty, don’t you worry.” I squeeze her hand as we turn back to the bar. “I love you, Fiona. You know that?”

      “I know that,” she says, eyes twinkling. “I guess I love you too.”

      I laugh, leading her back to the group, where we’re greeted with warmth and laughter—a family I never knew I needed until I found it.

      Read Brice and Carmine’s story! Beautiful Corruption is steamy and exciting and everything you love! >>Click Here

      Hey! Join my Facebook group, BB’s Book Addiction! >> Click Here

      Keep reading for a preview of Beautiful Corruption!
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      Chapter One: Brice

      

      Seven Years Ago

      

      Today would be perfect if it weren’t for Carmine Scavo. He’s looking at me like he wants to kill me or kiss me or both and probably in that order.

      I refuse to let him get to me. The afternoon light feels like candy on my skin. It’s the kind of day that makes getting a sunburn sound like a good idea. The baseball field on the edge of campus is packed with spectators drinking cold beer from coolers. I kick infield dirt and fidget with my glove, not really sure what I’m doing, but happy to be doing anything as the breeze blows through my carefully braided hair and my meticulously white outfit.

      I’m not very athletic, but the mysterious and exclusive Atlas Student Organization arranged a series of softball games between the various undergraduate clubs to help local low-income families afford diapers and baby food and stuff like that. Since it’s a good cause, I signed up with the drama club and agreed to play second base, even though I have no clue how.

      At least I was good at selling tickets and managed to bring in the most money of anyone else, and I heard Laurie Middleton bought ten dozen with her own cash.

      “Look alive, Brice,” Robyn says from over at shortstop, or at least I think that’s shortstop. She jogs over as Sara stretches on the pitcher’s mound and the new batter gets in some practice swings. “You’ve got a man on first and he’s looking at you like he wants to rip your head off.”

      I glance over again and Carmine Scavo’s staring back at me with those handsome dark eyes of his. Carmine’s big, muscular, covered in tattoos, and looks like a model as sweat glistens on his skin. He’s one of the Atlas members and I’ve avoided him for the past two years, but I always catch him around at the various parties and functions, sometimes staring at me with a creepy intensity. We’ve never spoken, but I’ve heard rumors: connected, dangerous, deadly, scary. He’s handsome, but terrifying, and I do my best to keep my distance.

      There are two worlds at Blackwoods: the upper-crust elite, born with silver spoons, blue-blooded, trust-fund babies, that sort of thing, and then there are the scions of dark money, the sons of mafia dons, the children of dictators. I’m from the former, and Carmine’s from the latter, and I do my best to keep my distance from men like him.

      Grandpa warned me once on the eve of my freshman year: There are people at Blackwoods you’d better not meet. Be careful of them, Brice.

      Sara shoots us a look as she pounds the ball into her glove. “Quit chatting, you two,” she says sharply and cracks her neck. “I’m going to strike this fucker out.”

      Robyn laughs, punches my arm a little bit too hard, and jogs back to her spot as Sara goes into her windup. The batter, a big handsome guy named Evander Kazan, smirks at Sara like he wants to pummel her to death. And he probably does. He’s another one of those guys I do my best not to mingle with.

      Sara’s first pitch is a ball. I glance over and Carmine’s still staring at me. He has a small lead off the bag and doesn’t seem particularly interested in what’s happening. His eyes don’t stray from mine when I meet his gaze and a chill runs down my spine. Most people would turn away when they get caught looking like that, but it only seems to embolden Carmine. What the heck is with this guy? He tilts his head, a little smile on his lips. Sara pitches again, another ball. I try not to glance at Carmine, but I can’t help myself. He’s terrifying and magnetic and everything I’m supposed to avoid.

      The next time I turn my head, he gives me a small wave.

      I wave back, feeling like an idiot.

      He mouths to me, Having fun? His eyebrows raise.

      I sense a strange tingle in my stomach. It’s the same feeling I got when I did one of those shark-cage dives with my grandpa a few years back when I was in high school, like there’s something big in the water, and it’s hungry. I shake my head and look away, trying not to smile, as Sara grunts and releases a wicked pitch right at Evander.

      But the big guy swings. He misses, but he must’ve screwed up the catcher, because the ball glances off her glove and careens toward the backstop. The crowd erupts with shouts and I barely have time to move over to second base, ready to catch the throw to try to stop Carmine from stealing, my heart racing, Robyn yelling something, the crowd screaming and screaming, and when I look up, he’s coming for me.

      Six-foot-three, covered in muscles, and barreling down like a locomotive.

      I don’t move, too stunned to do anything but stare at him, at the muscles in his arms and chest and the way he’s smiling, the way he’s absolutely freaking grinning like a madman, and it happens so fast.

      One second, he’s sprinting to second base and I’m in the way, and the next he’s slamming into me like he’s playing football, and the world goes upside down as I smash into the ground with Carmine on top of me.

      I don’t hear anything, only the steady thud of my heart and a high-pitched ringing. I have a headache suddenly, and lights bloom at the corners of my eyes. I have no clue what’s happening or how we got here, but I can’t seem to move. Carmine’s on top of me, breathing deeply. His heavy, bulky body holds me down on the infield, and I squirm to try to get out of the dirt, afraid that it’ll stain my clothes and ruin my hair. I smell his sweat, sharp and acidic, and the minty tang of his breath as his lips move against my neck.

      His hands come up my flanks and I don’t know why but I’m breathing fast as his right palm takes hold of the side of my face, and he shoves my other cheek into the dirt, grinding my face into the sandy soil.

      I sputter in shock, try to struggle, wriggling and pushing, but he pins me down and shoves my face harder. I feel the dirt grains in my cheek, in the corner of my mouth, on my tongue, god, it’s in my freaking mouth, in my hair and the corner of my eye, and I groan in disbelief and disgust and overwhelming revulsion.

      “There you go,” he whispers softly, eyes so wide they look white as I panic and try to get away, but he’s too freaking strong. “God, you’re so much prettier with a little dirt on you, you filthy fucking girl.”

      I nearly scream, but hands grab him a moment later and haul him away, and Robyn’s there and Sara’s there, and they want to make sure I’m okay, but all I can do is try to clean the grime off my face, No matter how many times I wipe, I can’t seem to make it go away. Tears well up in my eyes, not because I’m hurt, although my back aches and my head’s a little dizzy, but because I feel so disgusting, so freaking contaminated and messy, and I can’t stand it.

      His voice echoes in my mind. Nobody’s ever, ever spoken to me like that before. Filthy fucking girl.

      I shove my friends away, crying like an idiot, mortified. All I can see is Carmine grinning at me as people shout angrily at him, but he doesn’t seem to mind, not one bit.

      He’s too busy staring at me.
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