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Chapter One
ZAIR AL RUYI walked onto the yacht like a nightmare come to life, and Nora Grant’s first stunned thought was that she was hallucinating. She had to be, because he couldn’t be here.
Not Zair. Not here.
But it was still him, and he was still there in the entryway—his security guards flanking him as he stole all the air from the intimately lit sunken lounge with the French sea glittering in the moonlight outside the windows, wearing a hard smile and shaking the smarmy host’s hand—after Nora clamped her eyes shut and then opened them again. After she pinched herself savagely on her own mostly bare thigh, hard enough to leave an immediate purple bruise.
He was still there, and he looked as relaxed as a man like Zair ever did—maybe more relaxed than Nora had ever seen him. He appeared to be utterly at his ease, in fact, like all the rest of the enormously powerful, extraordinarily well-connected men indulging in this very high-priced evening on an especially extravagant luxury yacht off the coast of Cannes, France.
You don’t know what you’re asking, little girl, he’d told her six years ago on what had been, until now, the worst night of her life. He’d been very certain. His dark green gaze had left marks. Swim back to the shallow end before you drown.
“Prostitutes and punters,” one of the other girls said beneath her breath from beside Nora, which diverted Nora’s attention from the entryway. “A match made in heaven.”
“Lucky us,” Nora replied with a smoky sort of laugh, the way she would if she really were the jaded party girl she was pretending to be tonight.
She expected that when she looked again, it would be some other dark-haired man prowling there in the doorway. That her mind had conjured up Zair because he was, truly, the worst person she could imagine seeing in a place like this, outside a member of her own family.
But when she turned back, he was still there. Still Zair al Ruyi, the bane of her existence. The only man who had ever turned her down, and emphatically at that. The last man she’d ever want to see under normal circumstances, which these were not. Still hideously, horrifyingly real and right there besides.
And because he was Zair, he was far more beautiful than the rest of the assembled punters no matter how much money or fame they had at their disposal. He was dangerously magnetic and impossible to look away from, as though he’d created his own vortex simply by entering the room. He wore one of his exquisitely crafted bespoke dark suits with his shirt collar open at the neck, exposing the strong column of his throat and the suggestion of his sculpted chest below. He took the drink one of the stewards handed him with a hint of his usual athletic, martially trained grace. He laughed that same velvet scrape of a laugh that had always made Nora’s stomach flip no matter how many times she told herself she disliked him, and tonight was no exception, despite the circumstances.
This really is a nightmare, Nora thought in deepening horror as one moment became a handful, because he didn’t appear to know she was there. And that meant he was in this place of his own volition. It meant he was a guest, come to sample the women assembled for the taking and pick out his favorite, just like all the rest of them.
He’s one of them.
And that meant Nora didn’t know Zair at all no matter how many years he’d been in and around her life, because no matter how much she’d claimed to hate him since that humiliating night after her eighteenth birthday party, she would have said it was impossible he could be involved in something like this.
She had said exactly that.
Gorgeous, mysterious, impossibly sexy Zair of the cool green eyes, jet black hair, and that body Nora knew was all lean muscle and fighting fit because he’d learned how to defend his country with his hands before he’d left it when he was eighteen. He couldn’t be one of these disgusting men, she thought then with no little desperation. He couldn’t, because he was one of her older brother Hunter’s best friends from college. He was the ambassador to the United States from the very wealthy sultanate in the Middle East his own much older half brother had ruled for the last decade. More than that, Nora had adored him. Right up until the night he’d rejected her so emphatically.
He can’t be one of them, she thought again, fiercely.
But he was here. And the fact that a man she knew—a man she’d touched with her own hands, danced with and eaten meals with across the years, a man she’d once begged to kiss her and more—could be a man like this was like a kick.
Hard. Right in the stomach.
And then he saw her.
Those deep green eyes of his that had always seen straight through her found her across the outrageous lushness of the yacht’s vast lounge area, across all the pretty girls vying for the attention of the wealthy clientele, across the laughter and the flirting and the increasingly lewd displays to where Nora sat on one of the low sofas.
Slammed into her like a fist, more like.
Everything stopped for a searing, shattering, horrifying instant. The night. The world. Zair froze where he stood, his storm-cloud eyes as hard as steel and something like unforgiving on hers despite the dangerous smile still stamped on his uncompromising mouth.
Nora’s heart stopped beating.
His gaze moved on in the next breath, slid past her and onto the rest of the smiling and preening girls displaying their wares in a number of alluring poses, as if Nora were a stranger. As if she were no more than an interchangeable thing for sale and nothing more to him than that.
Which, of course, she was.
Tonight, she was.
Her heart slammed against her ribs with a vicious wallop, so hard she felt dizzy and sick at once and worried she might faint right there on the gold-and-navy nautical carpet, and Zair walked deeper into the vile little gathering as though he belonged there. He was welcomed as if he did, as if all the revolting people here already knew him well. It didn’t make sense. She couldn’t let it make any kind of sense.
She couldn’t accept—she refused to accept—what it meant that he was here. It was bad enough that she was.
It was bad enough that she’d come to Cannes on a kind of lunatic kamikaze mission in the first place, especially when there was a possibility that the unconcerned British police were right and her missing friend Harlow might not even want to be found after her disappearance from London a few weeks back.
There is the distinct possibility that Ms. Spencer has merely done what many young women do on their first trip abroad, the impatient British detective had said when she’d contacted him. There is almost always a foreign lover and a last-minute adventure she’d rather not share with anyone back home. I rather doubt she’ll appreciate all this fuss when she turns up.
But possibilities weren’t enough for Nora. Not when it was Harlow.
It wasn’t until a CCTV picture had surfaced showing Harlow entering Nice, France, with a grim-looking stranger—hardly the lover everyone seemed to think she’d taken, not with that merciless grip on her arm—that Nora had been sickeningly sure she knew exactly what had happened.
Harlow had written her undergraduate thesis on human trafficking and then, thanks in part to her friendship with their sorority sister Addison Treffen and in part to Nora’s merciless prodding that she do something with her life—not that Nora had taken her own advice—she’d accepted a prestigious law internship at Treffen, Smith, and Howell’s London office as a first step toward the kind of world-saving work she’d always said she wanted to do. But then the Jason Treffen scandal had broken a few months back and Addison’s father had been exposed as the leader of a high-class sex ring he’d operated out of his New York City law office, making him responsible for all manner of appalling things—including the death of the college girlfriend of Nora’s brother Hunter. Now Jason was dead, shot by an unknown assailant who’d never been found, right in front of poor Addison, and Nora knew there was no way Harlow could possibly have resisted poking her nose into things in that London office. Because if it was anything like the office Jason Treffen had run in New York…
All it had taken was a simple internet search on “sex trafficking” and “the south of France,” and Nora had found a wealth of unsavory information on the “yacht girls” who swarmed Cannes during the famous annual film festival to ply their trade on the yachts that dotted the Côte d’Azure bays and the Mediterranean Sea beyond. The yachts, the boulevards, the upscale, breathlessly opulent hotels that lined the iconic beaches, and the airy villas high in the hills. Some were prostitutes, some were down-on-their-luck actresses looking for cash and a way back to the bright lights of Hollywood by any vehicle possible, and still others were bored socialites simply out for a good time with a bit of rough and some pocket money besides.
Nora would have bet anything she had that Harlow was headed there. Which meant she needed to do the same, because she knew what no one else did. What she could scarcely admit even in her own head.
This was her fault.
Which made fixing this, by any means necessary, her responsibility.
She watched Zair stop and talk to a pair of very elegantly dressed twins on the far side of the lounge, both of whom giggled at his brooding attention. He gazed down at them in that hard, leashed-danger way of his that made her chest feel tight. Except she knew she shouldn’t let it.
He wasn’t flirting with them. He was inspecting the merchandise.
I can play whatever game you want, she’d told him on her eighteenth birthday. A desperation unlike anything she’d ever experienced before had swamped her as she’d stared at him out on that dark terrace with Manhattan at their feet, making her feel drunk and unsteady, when she’d been neither. I can do anything you want me to do.
Zair had watched her with that same expression on his face. Harsh. Predatory. Knowing.
Is that so? Anything is a big word, Nora. It covers a multitude of sins.
So can I. She’d thought she sounded sultry. Tempting.
The kind of sins I like leave marks, he’d told her. You don’t know what you’re asking, little girl.
Nora jolted when a hand grabbed her upper arm, slamming her back into the here and now, where she was still sitting on a vast yacht pretending to be a prostitute and Zair was still standing on the other side of the room in a sea of women, presumably because he wanted to buy one.
Proving that he’d been right six years ago. She’d had no clue what she was asking for back then. She’d had no idea who the hell he was. And there was no reason she should feel that like a wash of shame now, making her throat feel tight, as though he’d wrapped his hard hand around it and squeezed when he wasn’t even looking in her direction.
The real hand on her arm clenched tighter, and when she looked around, Nora found herself gazing into the disconcertingly sweet face of the woman who was running things tonight, Laurette Fortin. Who had been so easy to meet, really, once she’d arrived in France. Too easy. An old boarding school friend Nora hadn’t seen in a while, a late night talking about how bored she was with her life and how she’d kill for a little adventure, the crazier the better, and here she was. Greer, the friend in question and herself a notoriously ill-behaved plastics heiress with a penchant for public nudity, had presented Nora to Laurette back on shore an hour or so ago as though she’d been showing off her latest acquisition.
Because, of course, she had been.
“She’s cool,” Greer had said, nodding at Nora as she’d kicked off her wedges to climb into the little speedboat that would transport the group of girls out to the much bigger yacht. “An old friend of mine from prep school. And her brother is Hunter Grant. You know. The American football star.”
Laurette had obviously recognized Hunter’s name, which had made Nora feel…profoundly unsettled. She’d eyed Nora up and down, taking in everything. The short, flirty dress Nora had worn for this strange occasion that drooped from one shoulder but then caught tight beneath her breasts, the shoes that made her bared legs seem twice as long. Every minute detail of Nora’s appearance, making her want to squirm, or cover herself. Or both.
This is her job, Nora had thought, and though that was as awful as all the rest of it, she’d started to feel a bit numb. Which had been a bit like a blessing, all things considered.
“I’m Nora,” she’d supplied when the silence stretched out between them, and the other woman had smiled back at her in a way that had made Nora’s blood chill. She’d had to fight not to shudder, and from the look on Laurette’s face, she’d known it. And liked it.
“It is not your name that matters, chérie. It is all that American old money stamped on your face. They like to look at that while they fuck you in every degrading way they can think of. It makes them feel like the gods they think they are.” The older woman had jerked her chin at the boat. “Climb in. Let’s see how you do.”
Not very well, if the current expression on Laurette’s face was anything to go by.
“Are you feeling all right?” Laurette asked, her voice as concerned as the look in her dark eyes was hard. She dropped her hand from Nora’s arm, but she didn’t shift herself from the arm of the sofa. “A little seasick, maybe? Poor darling.”
“Not at all.” Nora forced a smile she didn’t feel at all. “Why would you think that?”
“Because this is a party,” Laurette murmured silkily. Viciously. “Everyone is here to have a good time. To make friends, have fun. Do you know how to have fun? I ask because no one else is sitting in the corner, frowning at the ground.”
Nora almost laughed out loud, but not because anything was funny. She wasn’t sure anything could ever be funny again, not after tonight.
Get a hold of yourself, she ordered herself sternly. This is about Harlow. And you’re not going to find her if you don’t figure out a way to please this woman. You know exactly what that means you have to do, so stop sitting over here feeling sorry for yourself that your teenage crush has turned out to be a disgusting pig, and do it.
Yes, she knew what she was asking of herself. What she was going to do with…whoever. She’d turned it over again and again in her head, she’d studied the pictures plastered all over the internet of pretty starlets in the grip of repugnant, always older and less attractive men, and she hadn’t been able to come up with a reasonable alternative. It was her fault Harlow had left New York in the first place. This was how she’d pay for that.
She’d rationalized it all the way across the Atlantic Ocean. Some girls picked up strange men in bars every weekend and had sex with them for free, she’d reminded herself. How was this any different? It was probably smarter, really, because if Greer and her friends and certain Vanity Fair articles were to be believed, Nora could come out of this with a hefty addition to her investment portfolio rather than a run-of-the-mill Sunday morning hangover and its attendant regrets.
Of course, she’d also be a prostitute, but that was only a word, she’d assured herself. That dark, hollow thing inside her that whispered otherwise was irrelevant. It had to be. She had no other choice if she wanted to find Harlow.
“I was just getting up now,” Nora said and did so at once, with a bit more speed than necessary. She caught herself before she toppled over and aimed a too-bright smile at Laurette to cover it. “To mingle.”
“This is good,” Laurette said, still in that voice that sounded lovely on the surface but had all those sharp claws beneath, and Nora was certain she felt each one of them draw blood. “Mingling is much better than frowning at the floor, reminding a man of the troubles he is here to forget, mais oui?”
Nora agreed with a vigorous nod and then smoothed her hands down the front of her too-short dress, steeling herself to look around. But not to look too closely when she did, because she didn’t want to see which lissome girls had caught Zair’s attention now. She didn’t want to know anything further about him or his proclivities—
So there was no reason she should have felt something like disappointment, if far sharper, when she couldn’t spot him. Had he already made his choice? Selected a girl as if she were a shiny bit of produce and headed off to get his kicks—whatever those were?
Nora refused to let herself wonder. You’re not here for Zair. You’re here for Harlow.
She had to order herself to focus. She didn’t want to focus.
There were too many people crowding the vast and tastefully decorated room, none of them Harlow, and it was obvious at a glance which people were displaying themselves as the merchandise tonight and which ones were doing the shopping. It wasn’t like a run-of-the-mill, meat-markety Manhattan bar scene at all, no matter how many times Nora tried to tell herself otherwise. There was a different sort of energy in the room, taut and gritty and spiked, that she could feel along the length of her spine every time one of the men looked at her.
Because each man was deciding whether or not he wanted to fuck her, which wasn’t the same thing as hitting on a girl in a bar and hoping for the best. This was a room filled with grim certainties, not any bright or drink-fueled optimism.
Nora had to fight not to shudder, or to break for her freedom and swim back to shore. She had to scream at herself until she managed to smile prettily. To act as though she was happy to be here and having the best time. She had to force herself to look as cheerful as she did available.
And as she looked around she realized that Zair—wherever he was, and she shouldn’t care, she shouldn’t let herself speculate, she couldn’t deal with how awful that was just yet—wasn’t the only person she recognized.
There was a famous director widely lauded for his incisive, intellectual, even feminist films with his arm around a giggling brunette who was letting him fondle her between her legs where she stood. There was an actor best known for his much-celebrated television role as a wise and generous old father figure surrounded by three laughing young girls on one of the sofas, none of them fully clothed. She saw a well-known financier she’d never met personally but had last seen with his wife and daughters at a Manhattan gala to benefit victims of domestic violence, smiling down at a woman Nora recognized as a former runway model in a manner that could only be described as smug.
But Harlow was nowhere to be seen.
Nora felt a rush of something—and she couldn’t tell if it was relief that her friend wasn’t subjecting herself to this horror or a keen disappointment that she was still missing. Both, perhaps. It meant that Nora would have to find out if any of the girls had seen Harlow around, which could take more than this single night—and she knew what that meant. What it would entail. Where this course of action had always been leading her.
Keep smiling, you idiot, she ordered herself. So what if you have to do this more than once? No one here looks anything but happy. You can do it. You’ll be fine.
But it was hard to keep her smile on her face. If that awful woman hadn’t still been right beside her, she doubted she’d have managed it—
“Bonsoir, Laurette.”
Nora recognized Zair’s voice instantly. Worse, she felt it.
It rolled through her like low, ominous thunder and she had to fight to keep herself from flinching. Laurette, who still sat there on the sofa arm studying Nora as if looking for visible cracks, brightened and extended her hands.
And then it was impossible for Nora to pretend this wasn’t happening. That it wasn’t him. Zair was right there, kissing this hard, dangerous woman on one smooth cheek and then the next.
As if they were dear old friends on the best of terms. As if he attended sex slave auctions every night of the week.
Maybe he did.
Nora didn’t know if she wanted to be sick or maybe collapse into tears, but she knew she absolutely could not do either.
This is who he is, she snapped at herself. Deal with it—and deal with it right now. You can’t fall apart here.
But the truth was, Zair was right there beside her, she didn’t want to believe that he could be as evil as he clearly was, and she didn’t think she’d survive the next few moments.
And Harlow was still missing somewhere. Nora didn’t have the slightest idea what to do with any of it.
“This one will do,” she heard him say to Laurette, and she could feel his eyes on her. Intense. Too much. Even worse than usual. “I’ve always had a thing for blondes.”
Laurette’s laugh was horrible. It slid inside Nora and broke something in her into jagged little pieces. “This I know.”
Later, Nora thought, sick and not numb enough and torn apart in a thousand ways she knew she couldn’t let show on her face, she would look back at this moment. Zair’s comment and Laurette’s awful laugh that told her so many things she didn’t want to know.
Later, she could grieve.
But here, now, she had to think about Harlow.
There was a flurry of the French she’d had no idea Zair spoke so fluently, another silvery little laugh from Laurette that left ice shards lodged into her heart, and then Nora and Zair were left standing there alone.
“Look at me,” he said.
It was that same voice that she knew so well. The same voice that had slapped her down so calmly, so ruthlessly, six years ago. The same voice that he’d used only a few weeks ago when she’d been forced to spend an evening with him at an art gala, all smiles and surface and lies, apparently.
It was also an order.
Her heart didn’t stop this time. It beat so hard it made the edges of everything seem to flicker, to fade in and out, and she had to force herself to breathe through it. To stay standing, no matter what.
Because if Zair was a part of this thing the way Harlow’s old faculty adviser Louise had suggested outright back in New York, if all signs pointed to the involvement of a high-ranking member of the Ruyian government and Zair was the only person fitting that description at this party, then Nora had to convince him that she was exactly who she was pretending to be: a bored trust-fund princess having “adventures” on the far side of acceptable behavior—a description that was a touch too close to home. Because he might be her only chance of finding Harlow.
“I know you heard me,” he said, with a darker current in his low voice.
He was her only chance. This was the only way. Nora forced herself face him. To look him straight in the eye.
Zair gazed down at her in that haughty, commanding way of his that announced his royal Ruyian blood without his having to utter a word. Even in the high sandals she wore that added a few inches to her height, he towered over her the way he always had, strong and undeniably, disastrously gorgeous. So compelling that his sheer dizzying masculinity couldn’t be erased by what his presence here meant. So beautiful he cast even the Côte d’Azure and a roomful of men celebrated around the world for their good looks into shadow.
This close to him, she could smell the hint of that scent he always wore, something like cedar and indefinably male beneath. It made a prickling sort of heat spread over her and threaten to flood her eyes. Only a kick of panic at what it might mean for Harlow if she burst into tears here, if she exposed herself like that and thereby ensured she couldn’t come back to continue her search, kept her from it.
His green eyes, usually so cool and remote, were like fire tonight. Too bright. Too hot. His gaze seared into her, ripping through her, making Nora worry she might be blown backward by the sheer force of it.
Nora had memorized his face a long time ago. Those perfect, aristocratic cheekbones under slashing black brows, that harsh blade of his nose. And that tough desert warrior’s mouth below that had always made something roll over deep inside her and then curl up tight, so out of place was it on a polished diplomat like him.
But her memory was never as arresting as the real thing. It never did him justice. He was more. He was vital and male, breathtaking in a way she’d never been able to put into words—a way that here, in this sordid place where he’d revealed the rot beneath his spectacular surface, she hated herself for noticing the way she always did. As if everything was normal when nothing could be, ever again.
Zair didn’t speak. He only studied her, his face unreadable, those green eyes alight with that too-bright fire.
She wanted to say a million things, but they all crowded together on her tongue and choked her silent. Are you a john or a pimp, Zair? Do you know where my best friend is? Was that your boat she took out of London? Does my brother know what kind of nasty pervert you are? Is he one, too?
Nora felt a desperate kind of heat behind her eyes, worse now that she was looking at him, and the way he gazed down at her was terrible. Terrible. It made her shake, deep inside, low in her belly, and everywhere else. It made her more afraid than she’d ever been in her life.
But not of him, though she should have been. And however deep that fear might have gone, it didn’t make her turn away.
He muttered something in Arabic then, the words a caress and a blow at once. And then, “You can’t be here. This is no place for tourists.”
“I think you’ll find that sex tourism is one of the world’s great economic powerhouses,” she said, pleased at the flippant sound of her voice. “But then, look where you are. I suspect you already know that.”
“Nora.” The way he said her name made everything tilt and then slide inside her, but she still didn’t turn away. And she only hated herself that much more for her weakness. “What the hell are you doing here?”
She wanted to hit him. Her hand curled into a fist at her side, but then she remembered all the eyes on them, Laurette’s in particular, and forced it open again.
“Selling my body to the highest bidder,” she said, as politely as she could. The way she’d discussed appetizers with him when she’d seen him last. Or had it been the weather? “As you do.”
He reached over and brushed a lock of her blond hair back from her face, and Nora couldn’t conceal her shudder. She told herself it was revulsion, because it should have been. But she could feel that ribbon of liquid heat that wrapped around her breasts and then pooled between her legs, and she knew better.
Zair’s formidable mouth flattened, and then he sank his fingers into thick spill of blond waves Nora had artfully arranged to fall down her back in seeming abandon. He wasn’t particularly gentle. Nora let out a tiny, shocked gasp that did nothing but make his green gaze narrow.
He didn’t speak for a long moment that dragged on forever, and her pulse was a wild drumming in her veins, catapulting her off balance.
“That hurts,” she managed to say, though it didn’t.
It should have hurt, shouldn’t have it? But instead that small sharpness bled into something like need, and she craved it. More. Him.
She despaired of herself.
“No,” he said, calm and certain. Lethal. “It doesn’t.”
“Zair—” she began, but he only increased the pressure. That sharpness bloomed and the need became a driving, pounding thing that made her feel bright and hot and very nearly desperate.
And Zair was tilting her head back, bringing her mouth that much closer to his, showing off his brute strength to the whole of the yacht, displaying her before him like property.
Like his property.
Nora told herself she loathed the part of her that thrilled to that—to all of it. The part that didn’t care where they were or what all of this meant or who was watching or what might happen next. The part that wanted him the same way she’d always wanted him, no matter that she’d decided to hate him after he’d rejected her six years ago or that her friends thought he was the bad guy or what nasty truths she’d discovered about him tonight.
Someday, she thought, she’d loathe herself for that in earnest. But tonight she needed to survive him so that tomorrow, she could keep hunting for Harlow.
“The first rule is this, especially in public,” he said, in a low, measured voice that was his and not his. Gone was the warmth, the life that usually infused his rich baritone and that vaguely British intonation of his. The hint of his dry humor. This version of his voice was darkly patient. Menacing and yet calm at once, and it should have chilled her straight through. Instead it moved in Nora like an open flame, and maybe he wasn’t the sick one here. “Don’t speak to me unless I tell you to speak or ask you a direct question. Whatever leeway I give you—and I don’t know that I’ll give you any, I don’t care how long I’ve known you—will happen in private.”
“You can’t be serious.”
He laughed, and it swept through her like a bewildering kind of wildfire, and only partly because there was so little amusement in the sound. He dragged her closer to him with that merciless hand buried deep in her hair and no other change in his intent expression, and Nora told herself she was acting when she went. When she didn’t protest. When she did nothing but obey the simple command of the pressure he exerted.
But her body wasn’t performing any role. She couldn’t fake her reaction to being close to him at last—and she couldn’t control it, either. Her breasts brushed against the hard planes of his chest and felt deliciously heavy at once, her nipples pulling taut and needy. An answering heat rushed through her, pooling in the core of her, making her feel wild and dirty. Making her hate herself even as she longed for him the way she always had.
“Do you understand?”
It was the perfectly calm way he asked that question that got to her, despite the cruel hand that held her captive and that she should have found as reprehensible as if he’d chained her up.
But instead, it made her throat go dry. It made the rest of her turn molten and run wild. It made her wonder if there was anything that could make her stop wanting this man. Any depravity. Any crime. Anything at all.
She didn’t want to know the answer.
Because she already did. And she could see, from that same knowing gleam in his fierce green gaze, that he did, too.
“I understand,” she whispered.
He traced a pattern over her cheek with his free hand, as light against her skin as his other hand was hard against her scalp, and the dual sensations buffeted her, pulling at her and destroying her, as if he’d taken over her body without her permission.
And she liked it. How could she like it?
“Good girl,” he murmured, and God help her, but she liked that, too.
And then Zair simply bent down, jerked her that last little bit closer, and slammed his mouth to hers.
It was a hot, stark, possessive kiss.
Fire roared through her, setting off a thousand chain reactions in an annihilating instant, an explosion of light and yes and finally and a brilliant, devastating thing she suspected was pure passion.
Nora felt Zair’s hard, dangerous mouth everywhere. In the tips of her painted toenails. In the weakness that made her knees feel suddenly precarious beneath her. In her hands that rose of their own accord and flattened against the glorious planes of his chest at last.
It was the culmination of more than a decade of intense, vivid fantasies, and Nora couldn’t help herself. She couldn’t fight this. She couldn’t fight him.
Worse, she didn’t want to fight him.
Zair kissed her as though he’d done it a thousand times before, as though he were already deep inside of her, as though this wasn’t a first kiss at all, and Nora simply exulted in it. There was nothing but his mouth and hers, the delirious tangle of their tongues, the taste and the feel and that power he wore so easily all around her.
There was no thought, no panic, no terrible worry, no fear of exposure—nothing but Zair.
He was all heat and steel beneath her palms, but his mouth was hotter by far. He tasted like desire, like a little bit of wine and something indefinably, intriguingly male. She kissed him as if they might never touch again, as if this were the first and last and only time she’d ever get to taste him.
She kissed him as if it were her heart on the line, when she knew better. He’d broken it six years ago when he could have been kind, but had instead been cruel. He’d broken it when he’d walked onto this yacht tonight. When he’d revealed himself.
Her head was spinning when he pulled away, and she already regretted it. The abandon, the need. The fact that she’d let him touch her at all, much less here.
The fact that she didn’t want to stop. That she didn’t care how many people were watching or what they thought of her. That this was a betrayal of her best friend.
Zair eased his grip in her hair but he didn’t back up; he only stared down at her with a faint hint of heat across his high cheekbones and that narrow green glare of his that made her ache, low and hot and sweet.
But then she remembered where they were, and her stomach sank.
Nora dropped her hands and would have stepped away from him, put some much-needed distance between them at last—but something in his harsh gaze kept her from it.
“Do you always kiss your prostitutes?” she asked. “Oh, I’m sorry. Am I speaking out of turn?” She smirked at him and wished she felt as bulletproof as she sounded. “I suppose you’ll have to punish me, won’t you?”
Zair didn’t appear to move so much as an inch, but she sensed his tension grow. She could feel it expand on all sides, like a force field, enveloping both of them.
“Out of curiosity,” he said in a friendly tone that she knew at once was nothing of the sort, so cold was it when it streaked down her back and left a shiver of goose bumps in its wake, “how long have you been renting yourself out? I saw you not three weeks ago at that tedious art exhibit at MOMA and you looked as you always do. Young, excitable, and distinctly vanilla. You can understand my confusion to find you here, in this squalid little den of iniquity a world away from your charities and your tea parties and whatever the hell it is you do.”
Nora didn’t rise to the bait. She reminded herself that there was more at stake tonight than her feelings or her life choices, and then she crooked her lips in the sort of crafty, self-satisfied smile she imagined she ought to have been wearing. “I told you a long time ago that I was up for anything. Maybe you’re not as good at reading people as you think.”
“Unlikely.” He watched her much too closely, a muscle she’d never seen before at work in the lean perfection of his faintly shadowed jaw. “In my line of work it doesn’t pay to be wrong. I rarely am.”
“What line of work is that, again? The ambassadorial efforts on behalf of your brother or the diplomatic immunity you can hide behind while breaking, for example, the many international laws against patronizing prostitutes?”
That muscle of his jumped again, making his jaw seem that much more male, somehow. Then his mouth moved into something so hard it made her stomach flip over, before plummeting straight down to her feet.
“Does Hunter know?” he asked.
That was meant to be a blow, she thought. She didn’t know why it wasn’t. It was that kiss, maybe. It was still running through her like a lightning storm. She let her smile deepen into a smirk.
“That’s an excellent question, Zair. I don’t think he’s a huge fan of the sex trade, especially with everything that’s happened this year. Pimps and sex rings and so on. Do you think he knows his best friend likes to pay for it, too?”
Which, all things considered, would be the very best outcome of this, Nora realized—and that was when she knew that she was truly sick. Truly, deeply, irrevocably. That her pathetic teenage obsession with this man’s physical beauty had made her as twisted as he was, if she was actually hopeful that he only bought sex.
Because buying sex was better than masterminding an international sex trafficking ring.
You need help, she told herself harshly. Desperately. The Zair you thought you knew is dead. He never existed in the first place.
His mouth shifted into something much too dangerous to be a smile.
“What makes you think he doesn’t pay for it himself?”
Nora didn’t have to consider that appalling possibility. “Because Hunter is many things, but he’s never been a hypocrite.” She met his eyes. “Unlike some.”
“Is that what you think I am?” Zair’s voice was lazy then, but she could see that harsh light in the depths of his green gaze. That muscle that still flexed in his lean jaw. He’s acting, she thought, confused. But for whose benefit? And he was still talking. “I told you exactly who I was six years ago. You didn’t listen. And now here you are, at my mercy.”



Chapter Two
SHE DIDN’T BELONG here.
Zair al Ruyi had been surprised very rarely in the last few years, since the day he’d realized his entire life was a lie. Once on a terrace in Manhattan when this golden, gleaming emblem of all the things he couldn’t have had offered herself to him, as if she were entirely unaware that he was a twisted, terrible man. Broken and unworthy. He’d refused her because it had been the right thing to do, and back then that had still mattered. Barely.
And then tonight, when he’d looked up to see Nora sitting on a couch in the middle of this hellhole.
This time he wasn’t going to refuse her, and he didn’t care if it was right or wrong. She didn’t belong here, but she was here anyway, and it didn’t matter why. He had to play the game.
Which meant she did, too.
Zair didn’t believe for a second that Nora Grant, of all people, had been seized with a sudden desire to whore herself out like that infamous redhead the host had said she’d come in with, who was known to have a vast trust fund she couldn’t touch before her fortieth birthday and a very deep fondness for the extreme side of things.
That wasn’t Nora’s style. Not pretty, satisfied, confident Nora, who sailed merrily through a life as gleaming and shallow as she was. There was no fucking way.
“How did you end up here?” he asked her. He shifted slightly so he could look out at the rest of the party. It was the same as it always was. Flesh and power. Money and lies. It was as old as time, it was abrading him unto his very soul, and tonight he felt the bleakness of this path he’d taken like a great, suffocating weight on his chest.
Not that it mattered, either. He was in too deep to get out now.
“I took a boat,” Nora replied tartly, and he slid his attention back to her. To those huge blue eyes of hers that a man could get lost in, if he were to allow himself such weaknesses, which Zair could not. “It was that or swim.”
He had the sudden image of her in the same frothy peach-colored dress she was wearing now, but soaking wet, the material transparent and clinging to the breasts he’d finally felt pressed up against him and those sleek hips of hers his hands itched to touch, to hold, to pull hard and flush against his own—
Enough.
He couldn’t let himself forget where they were or why he was doing this. There were too many eyes on him—and now on Nora, too, which made him want to break things. If he could have thrown every one of these revolting people off this boat and torn the rest of it to shreds with his own hands, he would have. Hell, he would have done it years ago. Instead, he smiled at the woman who gazed up at him, the woman who shouldn’t have been here and shouldn’t have tasted so good, either, and kept playing the game.
Always the goddamned game.
“You’ve wanted me for years,” he murmured, watching her lovely eyes darken. “Haven’t you?”
“I got over that,” she told him, but he could hear the huskiness in her voice. And he could see the fascination in her gaze that doomed her. “I had a crush on Justin Timberlake, too, with about the same amount of success.”
Zair felt cruel. He felt wild. And he knew exactly how he’d like to solve both of those problems—but he knew he couldn’t indulge himself. This was his best friend’s little sister, and no matter that Hunter had spent his life as a professional fuckup knee-deep in women and scandal, he still wouldn’t appreciate a man like Zair anywhere near his baby sister. But more than that, Zair knew—he knew—that no matter what, no matter the hint of a certain intriguing vulnerability he saw in her pretty eyes every time she looked at him, no matter how she’d shivered when he’d pulled her hair and taken her mouth as though she were already his, she wasn’t that kind of girl. She was Nora Grant.
But he could test that theory. “Perhaps it’s high time I gave you what you think you want,” he said, watching her closely. “Consider this your one and only warning, Nora. Nothing about me is easy.”
He could see the effect of the small smile he gave her in the gooseflesh that prickled up the length of her arms, and he liked that more than he should. He wanted it to mean more than it could. But then, he’d been born a broken man and he’d only ever pretended he might be anything else. What was this but further confirmation of things he already knew? He angled his head closer to hers and tormented himself with her scent. Lavender and cream, and he was already hard. Who was he kidding? He’d been hard the moment he’d seen her here, in this cesspool, and he was all too aware the kinds of things that said about him.
He hadn’t cared about that in years. And he cared less the longer he studied the woman before him, served up to him here like his own fantasies come to life at last.
“I like art,” she replied, her voice crisp and her chin at a challenging angle, but there was a darker truth in those pretty eyes that he felt inside him like a touch. It made him imagine things that could never be, not with her. Not here, not now. He wanted her proud and desperate. Begging and then his. Irrevocably his—and he couldn’t have it. Her. “You have nice lines and a pleasing shape, Zair. Who wouldn’t appreciate that? Too bad that up close, with a little bit of scrutiny, it all falls apart.”
“Did I ask you a direct question?” he asked softly, and the wild thing in him growled hard at the way she shivered, then pinkened, at the quiet rebuke.
“I thought we were having a conversation.”
“No, you thought you were putting me in my place,” he corrected her, his voice mild though he knew his gaze was not. He saw her blue eyes widen. “Do you feel that you succeeded in that?” He watched the way she swallowed, her gaze trained on his, and once again let his imagination go a little crazy. She’s never going to be what you want her to be, he reminded himself. No matter what it looks like. “That was a direct question, Nora, but I should advise you to think very carefully about the way you speak to me. There are consequences.”
“It seems like there are nothing but consequences,” Nora said, still in that husky voice that tempted him to forget himself entirely and follow his lust instead, which was something he’d never allowed himself to do. Nor was this the place to start.
She tilted her head slightly to one side, and her expression changed. Became speculative, as if she could see straight past the mask he wore, down deep inside him, where there was nothing but emptiness and gloom and iron control.
“Is that what you like, Zair? Doling out the consequences? Is that what you think I can’t handle?”
He reached over and traced the soft line of her neck, down over the exposed skin of one sleek shoulder, and felt his mouth curve when she sucked in a breath he almost couldn’t hear.
“Perhaps it is,” he said, his voice low, so she was forced to angle herself closer to hear him—and she did it without being asked. As if she wanted to hear him more than she wanted to be safe, and the way he thrilled to that wasn’t safe at all. “Perhaps the consequences I mean involve you over my knee. Or down on yours, awaiting my judgment. Perhaps I mean my hand, or a whip, or far more diabolical tools to make you cry out and beg for mercy. There are so many ways to torture a soft, pretty thing like you.” He slid his hand up along her neck to cup her tender cheek and held it there, feeling the way she shook, knowing it came from deep inside her. Arousal. Fear. His favorite combination, and for a moment he was nothing more or less than a man who wanted her. Badly. “And I know every last one of them.”
He didn’t recognize her then. There was something bleak in her gaze, and for a moment he forgot completely that she wasn’t for him. That this wasn’t real. That she had no business here and wouldn’t be stretching herself out on the sacrificial altar of his choosing any time soon, no matter how much he wished otherwise. No matter what she said to the contrary.
“Great,” she said, and he could feel the way she set her jaw, as though she expected a hit, when all it did was make him notice that mouth of hers. Plump lips and a thousand fantasies of what he could do with them. “Do it. Do all of it. That’s why I’m here.”
“You’re such a liar, Nora.” But he moved his hand against her cheek in a gesture that could only be called a caress, and for a moment he hardly knew himself. “And this is how little girls like you get themselves in trouble.”
Her blue eyes flashed dark at that. He saw her fists clench at her sides, and there was no particular reason either of those things should pool like lust inside him, but they did. God, the things he wished he could do to this woman.
“I wasn’t a little girl six years ago and I’m not one now,” she told him, and there was too much he couldn’t read then, in her eyes and across her lovely face. “Why don’t you stop threatening me and put your money where your mouth is?”
“If you insist,” Zair murmured, and he made no attempt whatsoever to cloak the threat in his voice then. Or the dark longing beneath it.
He reached over and wrapped his hand around her smooth upper arm. He felt the immediate kick of it, as if it were a far more intimate touch. The fire roared inside him again, making him harder than before, and ready. Almost too ready. He ignored that and tugged her closer to him, forcing her off balance so she swayed into his chest.
“What are you doing?” she hissed as he slid his palm down the length of her arm and took her hand, and he could feel her nerves in the way she jolted at the contact.
Not a whore, then, he thought, with far too much satisfaction, as if he’d had any doubt. Or if she was, she was a terrible one.
“You’re the only woman in the room who isn’t fucking or about to be fucked,” he pointed out coolly. “Let’s rectify that, shall we? But not here.”
Finally, a look of alarm. As if the precariousness of her position was sinking in at last.
“I’m not going anywhere with you,” she said.
“You are.” He didn’t wait for her to reply, he simply started walking, which meant she had to walk with him or be pulled off her feet. She chose to walk, though she kept tugging against the hold he had on her hand. “This is how it works, Nora, or don’t you know that? You don’t choose. I do.”
“Let’s be clear, Zair, that this is who you are. This is the kind of man you are.”
She shouldn’t have said that, and he thought she knew it when he looked at her then without the usual filter he used to hide his temper. Or his dark, twisted soul. He saw her swallow again, almost convulsively. He saw a hectic glitter in her luminous eyes, and he felt a little tremor run through her.
“This is what selling yourself means,” he said softly, and he knew when she flinched that he’d scored a direct hit. He would have to congratulate himself for that later, he thought bitterly. Zair closed his hand harder around her arm and pulled her closer, so he could speak directly into her ear. He could smell her shampoo and the soft scent of her skin. He could feel her heat. And he wanted her, the way he had for years. And as hopelessly, because she was a pretty little heiress who lived in the light and he was the bastard brother of a twisted king, dark unto his very soul. “We go where I want to go. We fuck how I want to fuck. I’ll let you know if I want you to speak. Until then? You keep your mouth shut unless I’m putting something in it.”

 *
He felt her temper like a living thing between them, but then she ducked her head down and she didn’t argue. And he liked that too much.
“Good girl,” he said again, and he felt her shake at that, too. Almost as if she really were bent like him. Almost as if she found as much pleasure in the act of obeying him as he would have found in issuing orders, if any of this were real. If it weren’t dangerous. If there weren’t too many eyes on them already.
This is the sister of the famous Hunter Grant, Laurette had said in her arch, insinuating way, the fact that she spoke in her native French making it sound harsher, somehow. But you know this already, do you not? He is a great friend of yours, I believe.
We went to university together, Zair had replied mildly. But there is friendship between men, Laurette. And then there are whores. And he’d shrugged, letting his mouth flatten as he did. These things have very little to do with each other.
The woman had laughed. Enjoy breaking her in, Zair, she’d said. Try not to do any permanent damage.
He’d laughed, too, because that was what he did. It was who he was, who he’d been for long enough now that the edges had long since blurred. The boundaries were no longer clear.
I always leave my mark, Laurette, he’d said quietly. Or how will she know I was there?
And that was the trouble. That was always the trouble. The best lies, the best disguises, started with a kernel of truth. He knew his did. He wanted whatever Nora’s game was tonight to be rooted in the same kind of truth—and that was as crazy as it was unlikely. He’d seen her insipid boyfriends over the years. He’d seen the dynamics of her relationships, where she held all the power and was always bored. Even if, somewhere deep inside, she secretly longed to hand over her control in the most intimate of settings, he very much doubted she was ready to face that, and certainly not here. Not like this. Not with him. Those were dark imaginings and best kept locked deep inside him, he knew.
He wasn’t going to force her. Zair could barely tolerate himself as it was.
But his ace in the hole was that she didn’t know that.
He kept his grip on her as he steered her toward the exit, slightly harder than necessary. He pulled out his phone as they moved through the crowd, calling the embassy in Washington, DC, where it was just after 5:00 p.m. He talked business almost idly as his security detail fell into place on either side of him, letting go of Nora only when they were all settled in his private speedboat.
He saw Laurette watching him from up on the yacht’s deck and nodded at her the way he had every time he’d left one of these parties with another pretty girl in tow, but he didn’t end the call. He let his assistant relay his messages as the boat set off for Cannes, and when they hit the shore and were met by his driver, he looked around for cameras before he escorted Nora into the car with the same firm grip, like a bare-handed leash.
He caught his head of security’s dark gaze and the other man shook his head. Which meant a camera Zair hadn’t seen. He let out a breath, turning over the implications of that in his head…but there was no undoing this. There was no un-taking that picture and there was no letting Nora wander off to do this kind of thing again tomorrow night with God knows which monster. There was only hoping the paparazzo in question was too lazy or too glutted on all the Hollywood royalty in town this month to make the connection between another blonde woman on Zair al Ruyi’s arm and former tabloid staple Hunter Grant.
Once in the car, he sat back and made a few more calls to the usual people—the sultan’s primary aide for the daily update on his brother Azhil’s bad rulings and uncertain temper, his other liaison in the palace in Ruyi for the unofficial political mutterings from the regime’s enemies back home—as the car swept them away from the mad glitter of Cannes and up into the relative safety of the hills.
He finally put his mobile away when the car pulled into the long drive that took its time winding around to the sprawling villa he used when he was in the South of France, as befit the ambassador to and half brother of the great Azhil, Sultan of Ruyi. The car stopped at the foot of the curved steps that led to the massive carved entryway, but Nora didn’t move. Zair’s driver opened the passenger door, letting in a cool night breeze that danced around the interior, scented with rosemary and a hint of salt from the sea far below.
And Nora sat like a statue beside him, mute despair etched all over her lovely face.
Zair was certain, then, that whatever she’d been doing on that yacht, she’d never done it before. As certain as he was that she’d never do it again. Not if he had anything to say about it.
And he had quite a lot to say on that topic, in fact. As she would soon discover.
He inclined his head, a silent command that she exit the car ahead of him. For a moment he thought she might crack—but she climbed out instead, squaring her shoulders and straightening her spine as she stood there beneath the stars with the breeze in her hair, and he found he admired her for it. More than was at all wise.
That was as dangerous as anything else.
He ushered her into the villa, dismissing his guards as he went, knowing that only once they’d taken their positions on the grounds outside could he speak freely. Until then, he studied this bright, shining girl who shouldn’t have been here, with him, in this tainted place.
He was looking for clues as to why she’d come to Cannes, he told himself. Looking for weaknesses you can use to your advantage, you mean, the cynical voice inside him said. Or hints that she’s what you’d like her to be.
God, but he was tired of himself.
Nora walked in through the airy atrium, straight through the graceful sprawl of the open reception and living areas to the wall of windows on the far side. Zair followed at a distance. The night was clear and cool, and he thought she could see almost to Italy. The gemlike coastal cities stretched out like a necklace threaded along the shoreline, from Antibes to Cap Ferrat to Monte Carlo, and Nora had never looked more celestial to him than she did then, bracketed here in the hills of France with the whole of the Côte d’Azure at her feet.
But they were both playing deep games tonight, and there was no place for angels in this particular gutter.
He heard the faint beep that meant the villa was clear of any potential intruders and that his guards had retreated to the security quarters elsewhere on the property. And for the first time all night, Zair took a long, deep breath and felt something like himself.
“Nora.”
She turned around then and he didn’t recognize her. That girl he thought he knew was absent entirely from her face, her usually expressive eyes. She was an icy blonde stranger, a confection of smooth limbs and the glorious blond waves that surged over her shoulders. Her blue eyes were a wall he couldn’t see through, and if it was possible, he wanted this tough, unreadable version of her more.
He wanted to take her apart. He wanted her to want that as much as he did.
But it didn’t matter what he wanted. It mattered what he did. And Zair supposed it mattered what she was doing here—because he didn’t buy that she was looking for the kind of rough evenings that friend of hers returned for, year after year.
Everything else was fantasy. And would be reason enough for her brother—his friend, he reminded himself acidly—to kill Zair with his own hands.
“So?” Nora’s voice was challenging and went through him like electricity. She folded her arms over her chest and he watched that belligerent chin of hers tilt up. “How do you want to fuck?”
For a long moment, Zair simply froze solid while red-hot images chased each other through his head. But then he felt his pulse, hard and insistent, drumming through him. She shouldn’t have been here at all, but she was. And for once, he simply acted.
He stalked toward her, taking a deep satisfaction in the way her eyes widened. He knew she wasn’t as cool or collected as she apparently wanted to pretend. He could read it in the way she held herself, the way she reacted—a man with his preferences and years of martial arts training learned how to read the signals a woman showed with every inch of her body.
But it had been a long night even before he’d made it to that yacht, and she was the last person he’d expected to see when he got there. And if she wanted to play this game with him, Zair didn’t think he had it in him to refuse.
He didn’t try.
“Right here?” she asked when he was nearly upon her, her eyes dark and wary, and that scratchy note in her voice that he thought was more than a little bit of panic. If he were a better man, he might not have reveled in it. “Right in front of the windows?”
“Wherever the hell I want,” he growled at her. “Haven’t you been paying attention?”
And then he indulged himself, at last.
They weren’t in public anymore. He didn’t have to play his stomach-churning role and make certain he looked the part as he sought his own pleasure. He swept her to him, capturing her mouth with his and letting his hands roam where they pleased. At last. From her soft cheeks to her satiny shoulders, then down the tantalizing, bared curve of her back. He finally found her hips, and he soaked in their lush shape for a moment before he hauled her up against the hardest part of him.
And then he let himself go.
He kissed her the way a dying man might, and he hadn’t understood until that moment how very much he felt as if he really were dying. As if he already had. As if the Zair al Ruyi he’d been all those years ago had ceased to exist when he’d decided to build this new persona, the better to flush out his quarry. When he’d decided he had no other choice.
She tasted as bright and as beautiful as she looked, and Zair wanted to lose himself inside her more than he wanted anything else. More, in that moment, than he wanted the truth and the justice that he’d been seeking all these years.
More.
He kissed her until he thought he might lose his iron grip on himself and even then, when he pulled away, he was so hard it nearly hurt.
And she looked up at him, dazed and wild, her sweet mouth ajar and her breath coming in little pants, and it took everything Zair had not to simply pick her up, wrap her legs around his hips, and sink deep inside her where they stood. She was a slight thing, for all her height, and it would hardly take—
She blinked as if she were the one who could read him. She licked her lips, and when he let out a rough sound at the sight, her blue eyes flew to his.
And then he watched her remember the game she played tonight. He saw that wall of hers come down, hard, and his hands tightened where they were still buried in her hair.
“You need to pay me first,” she said, coarse and sharp.
He felt as if she’d slapped him. He imagined that was the point. He let go of her, stepping back to put space between them and to keep himself under control. He saw the way she tilted back her head, as if she was bracing for his temper.
As if that was exactly what she wanted.
Because, he realized then, she thought he really was the kind of monster he’d pretended to be all this time. She saw only the mask he wore. She thought he was the mask, exactly as he’d wanted her to think. Exactly as he’d wanted everyone to think.
There was absolutely no reason that he should feel that like some kind of grand betrayal. It wasn’t. And he opted not to ask himself why he felt something far too much like grief besides. As if a silly crush a spoiled little girl like this one had had on him throughout her adolescence should have meant something. He knew it didn’t.
Instead of giving her the show of temper she was courting, he reached into his jacket and pulled out the envelope he’d stashed there. It was stuffed full of euros and her eyes widened, as if she hadn’t expected that. Perhaps she wasn’t entirely sure if he was his mask or not.
He held it out, yet didn’t hand it to her.
“You can have it,” he told her. “But it’s not a donation. You’ll have to work for it.”
Zair watched her pale. And he was a lost cause, a twisted creature all the way through, because he liked it, for all kinds of reasons. Chief among them, the fact that she didn’t back down, pale as she’d become. How far would she take this?
“Is there a problem?” he asked, calm again. Cool, while she stared back at him with wide, worried eyes, and he liked that, too. “Because surely you must know this, Nora. This is what hookers do.”
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Nora opened her mouth to automatically object to him calling her a hooker—but caught herself in the nick of time.
Tonight, she was a hooker. It was easier to keep that in mind when she was the one saying the kinds of crass, come-hither-with-cash things she imagined hookers might say. It was a lot harder when Zair did it. It veered a little bit too close to a host of shameful, hurtful feelings she’d assured herself she was immune from because she had reasons for doing this. Because it wasn’t a choice she was making, it was a mission.
This isn’t about you, she reminded herself then. Fiercely. Or him. Or whatever happens here.
“Of course,” she said, forcing that calm note into her voice. She held out her hand and his mouth twitched slightly as he slapped the envelope into her palm. “We can do whatever you want, Zair. Just tell me what that is and we’ll get going.”
There was something different about the way he was looking at her, something she might have called indulgent in a more optimistic frame of mind, but she told herself she was imagining it.
That kiss had rocked her. She could still feel it, everywhere, as if he’d changed the chemistry of her body and she was something different now, something new. She’d thought kissing him on that yacht was hard enough, mind-blowing and insane. Here, all alone, with the sparkling lights of the beautiful French Riviera gleaming down below and a mess of stars above, it had been like throwing herself off the side of the nearest cliff.
She wasn’t certain she’d landed yet.
But she couldn’t let herself think too much. She’d decided in the car ride on the winding roads that led up into these hills that she had to concentrate on getting through this night with him, and that was all. She couldn’t let her age-old fantasies about this man confuse the issue.
And if she had to have sex with him to prove she was the whore she was pretending to be, well, she could do that. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t wanted to sleep with him for years. Maybe if she closed her eyes, she could convince herself that this was all romantic, somehow. That it was something more than a cold, hard transaction and that Zair, too, was something more than a rich, dissolute john.
And meanwhile, Zair was studying her in that disconcerting way of his, as though he was taking her apart and analyzing every piece of her, and she needed to focus. This wasn’t some random guy with a yen for deviant sexual behavior; this was Zair. She had no doubt that he feasted on political intrigue for breakfast, thanks to his job, and she already knew he was lethal. He was formidable and dangerous on every possible level. If she wanted to keep her secrets from him, it was going to take every last bit of her concentration.
“Are you going to tell me what this is all about?” he asked, proving himself something like psychic, his cool green eyes seeing far too deep inside her head.
“You mean other than fucking?”
“No matter how many times you throw that word at me,” he said with a certain quiet menace she felt spear through her, making her feel breathless and needy and deeply anxious at once, “it won’t make this charade of yours any more convincing.”
Nora realized, in that searing moment, that she’d anticipated having to do this—if she’d truly had to do it at all, as she’d indulged in a rather sepia-toned fantasy sequence of spotting Harlow the moment she set foot on the yacht and the two of them breaking for land before any transactions took place—with a stranger. She hadn’t imagined she’d have to put on this act for someone who knew her.
She’d certainly never imagined doing this with him.
Nora tucked the fat envelope into her clutch, buying herself a little bit of breathing room, and then she eyed him again, wishing she’d thought to wear some kind of body armor tonight. Alas.
“You don’t actually know me very well, Zair,” she said, and she stopped trying to pretend she was the Happy Hooker. She just said it, flat and matter-of-fact. “I’m sorry if you can’t handle this. But it’s not up to you to decide what I get to do for fun.”
“Fun?” He looked so relaxed, suddenly. He tucked his hands in the pockets of his trousers and shifted back on his heels, and Nora knew, somehow, that he was the most furious she’d ever seen him. It should have terrified her. Instead, it made her…tingle. Everywhere. “This is what you find fun? Sucking the cocks of strange men in foreign countries? For cash you don’t need?”
“If I needed the cash, it wouldn’t be fun, would it?”
“And what pleasure do you get from this, exactly?” He shook his head, his gaze darker and more tormented than she’d ever seen it before—but surely that was a trick of the light. It was gone in an instant. “If this is an adrenaline thing, you should consider more extreme sports. Flinging yourself from planes and down the backs of unmapped mountains would be far safer, don’t you think?”
She smiled. “I appreciate your concern for my well-being. Do you extend the same consideration to all the women you buy?”
That fascinating mouth of his moved into something too dark to be a smile in return. “How often do you do this?”
“As often as I feel like it.” Nora tilted her chin up when he looked dubious. “I don’t need your approval, Zair. It’s none of your business.”
“That is where you are wrong.”
“I think you should spend some time thinking about how you only seem to find my participation problematic,” she told him, ignoring the simmering way he was looking at her. “If women selling their own bodies is a bad thing, then it must be equally bad for everyone on that boat. Yet you went there to buy someone. And you only left with me.”
“You were the only woman in the room related to my best friend,” he gritted at her. “What was I supposed to do?”
“You’re wasting my time.” She squared her shoulders when he glared at her, and she wished that she felt as tough as she was acting. Or that he didn’t still appeal to her, despite all of this. “You dragged me away from a boat full of prospects. I didn’t come to France to sit through a lecture. I’m calling a cab.”
She started for the door with her head high, though she was prudent enough to give him a wide berth as she went. Her heart was clattering against her ribs and her knees felt weak, but she thought she could hold herself together long enough to make it into a taxi.
Then she could spend the rest of this terrible night in the fetal position, crying for the death of the Zair al Ruyi who had clearly never existed outside her childish fantasies.
And then start this whole thing over again tomorrow.
She had her hand on the front door and she didn’t hear a thing—Zair simply came up behind her and slapped his own hands against the tall, smooth wood on either side of her, caging her there. He didn’t touch her. But she could feel the heat of his hard body like a furnace, roaring just there at her back, easing into her bones and making her feel weak and greedy.
She was suddenly, powerfully glad that the huge, heavy door was right there in front of her, propping her up. It kept her from sliding into a heap on the ground when he leaned in close, swept her hair to one side, and pressed his mouth to the nape of her neck.
Nora went white hot. Her eyes slid shut while that same wildfire scoured her, hotter than before, burning her alive and making her want more. More.
She felt that bold, sensual kiss everywhere. His mouth was so hot, so clever. He was so big and so powerful, and he touched her so gently, it made her mind blank out while her body shivered into total, needy awareness.
And he knew it.
He laughed, low and dark, and Nora knew that he was as aware of that tightness in her breasts, that flush that lit her up from her cheeks to her navel, even that molten heat between her legs, as she was. He knew everything, as if she were nothing but a wide-open book to a man like him. She suspected she really was.
Even that notion failed to do anything but make her want him all the more.
“I won’t lecture you,” he told her, his voice like a hundred dark dreams, winding through her, pulling those gleaming threads of need inside her so tight they took her breath. “But you took my money, Nora. Surely you must realize that I must take my pound of flesh in return. This is how it works.”
“I’m your best friend’s sister,” she reminded him, her voice ragged. “Weren’t you clutching your pearls about that not five minutes ago?”
“I can think of a number of uses for pearls, none of which involve clutching them,” he said, and the obviously sexual insinuation should have left her cold.
But it didn’t. Which meant she was as twisted as he was.
Nora couldn’t bring herself to care about that. In that moment, with him right there, his mouth on her skin and his body braced behind her like a promise she wanted desperately for him to keep, she didn’t care about a single thing except having him.
She’d wanted him for years. Even while she’d claimed to hate him, she’d wanted him. Surely the circumstances didn’t matter. Surely she could have him just this once.
She turned around. His green eyes blazed with something harshly male and triumphant. His mouth was a hard, determined line, and Nora thought that she really might die if she didn’t taste him again.
Nora leaned forward, thought about extreme sports, and then she threw herself off that cliff, pressing her mouth to his.
This time, the kiss skyrocketed into madness the moment their mouths touched, and she had the wild notion that he’d been holding back before. Sensation pounded through her, so intense she was afraid, on some level, that she might not survive it. His hands moved to cradle her face and he crowded into her, pressing her back against the door, leaning into her with that athletic body of his, and she loved it. She wanted more.
She only realized when she heard a sound she dimly recognized as her voice that she’d said that out loud. “More.”
He angled his head for a better fit, and Nora rejoiced in it. In him. She kissed him with all her fear, her panic, and the driving passion inside her that made her feel like a stranger to herself.
Zair muttered something and then he pulled back. He shrugged his way out of his jacket and let it drop to the hard stones beneath them, then he moved in close again and this time, he simply picked her up. He propped them both against the door and he brought her legs up, helping her wind them around his narrow waist.
And all the while he kissed her, feasting on her mouth, tasting her over and over as if he was as starved for this as she was. As if he felt the same need.
As if they were both equally doomed.
His mouth moved from hers then, and he tasted his way across her jaw, then down her neck to the place where it met her shoulder. He pressed her harder into the door and smoothed one of his big, tough hands down her side, then over the outside of one leg. Then he reversed directions and traced that same lazy pattern beneath the rucked-up hem of her dress, up along the smooth skin of her inner thigh.
Nora trembled, but it didn’t occur to her to protest. Or to do anything at all but open herself to him and then welcome him in. He made a sound that was something like a growl, and she felt it inside her like an echo. Zair reached the core of her, hot and aching, and she jolted against him as he caressed the wet, swollen heat there through the lace panties she wore.
Zair lifted his head to meet her gaze. His green eyes were so bright they almost hurt her, his mouth was that solemn, distracting line that Nora could feel like music inside her, and then he slipped his fingers beneath the lace and satin she wore and he stroked his way deep into her.
He muttered something—a curse, a prayer. Nora arched against him, tossed and torn by the crash of so much sensation, so much searing, electric need. Zair thrust his fingers deep inside her, setting a hot, dark rhythm while he held her there, pinned between the door and the immovable wall of his chest.
She was open and immobile. She was outside herself. She was so lost in his spell she didn’t care about anything but what he was doing to her. She tossed her head back and she matched her hips to his movements, and she was scalding, hot, wild, and his. Undeniably his.
The way she always had been, something intoned, deep inside her, like a bell.
“Come,” he ordered her in a harsh whisper, and it sent a thrill through her, making her hurt—and then he pressed down hard against the aching center of her and she burst into desperate, gorgeous pieces all around him, sobbing out his name, tipping over the side of the world and falling straight off into the stars.
And when she came back to herself he was setting her down carefully on her wobbly feet, putting the skirt of her dress to rights and watching her in that hooded, lethal way of his that made her tremble all over again.
“What about now?” he asked silkily, appearing to be in complete and utter control of himself. “Are you ready to tell me the truth yet?”
And she was terrified that he’d see too much on her face now. Or worse, that she’d blurt it all out, because she felt rubbed raw. Outside her own skin. Completely incapable of protecting herself.
The way he wanted her to be, she understood, and she couldn’t let it happen.
She did the next best thing.
Holding his gaze, Nora sank down onto her knees before him.



Chapter Three
NORA BRACED HER hands on Zair’s rock-hard thighs and then pressed her mouth to the hard, hot length of him through the fine material of his trousers.
She felt him thicken even further and told herself it didn’t make her tremble, that she didn’t feel a bolt of new heat pierce through the core of her like a brilliant ache. That this was simply playing offense instead of defense.
“What the hell are you doing?” Zair demanded, and she liked that he sounded as rough as she felt. His strong hands came down and blocked her, taking her face between his palms and gently, if inexorably, tilting it up so he could scowl at her.
“I’m sucking the cock of a strange man in a foreign country,” she said in a voice she hardly recognized as her own. “The way I like to do. I told you.”
It could have been a few moments there on her knees, or several years. Nora felt caught. Suspended somewhere in his dark green gaze, outside herself. She found she’d caught her breath—
And then he moved, scooping her up from the floor in another offhanded display of his superior strength and it thrilled her in a way that had nothing to do with what she thought she ought to feel and everything to do with something primitive and deeply feminine inside her that she was afraid to examine too closely. He swept her up and onto her feet and then he used her shoulders to turn her toward one of the long corridors that ran off from the great room.
“Walk.” It was a low, gruff command.
Nora simply obeyed him.
It made her calm. It made it easy to walk straight ahead until he told her to turn and then follow the spiral stairs down and around into the vast, two-story master suite that plunged down the side of the hill, a cunning merging of old French country accents like the exposed wood beams and the Provençal color scheme with a certain modern sleekness, making the room feel old and new and somehow perfectly Zair. The grand windows offered views of all the sparkling lights that would, come daylight, transform from all its current glittering dark beauty into the serene, sun-drunk stretch of the Côte d’Azure and the gleaming Mediterranean Sea beyond.
Zair followed her down the stairs. When she turned to face him on the dark wood floor between the sitting area arranged around a great stone fireplace and the stout, pillared bed that dominated the far wall, he smiled.
A small, infinitely predatory quirk of his wondrous mouth. Nora let out her breath in a rush.
“Strip,” he said gently. Almost tenderly.
“What?”
“You heard me.”
She stared at him. Paralyzed, somehow.
Zair’s smile deepened, grew more lethal. “Are we about to have another conversation about the role of the common prostitute, Nora? For someone who finds this line of work so delightful she travels the world to indulge herself in the joy of it, you certainly seem untutored in how to proceed. Curious, wouldn’t you say?”
“I wouldn’t say anything of the kind.”
He moved to the back of the nearby sofa and leaned against it. He crossed his arms over his muscular chest and his long legs at the ankle, and he fixed that dark green gaze of his on hers.
“Let me tell you what I think,” he said.
“I can’t imagine why you think I’m interested.” But all she could think about was his taste. His kiss. How terribly she wanted him, even now. His gaze was a smoldering thing, and it took everything she had to stand there so insouciantly, as if it hardly signified.
“I don’t buy it,” he said, with a small shrug.
Nora sniffed. “In fact, you did. Literally.”
Zair laughed, low and dark. “I don’t believe you. I don’t believe you’re here for fun.”
“It’s cute that you think you know me,” she replied, though her heart was beating too hard then. Much too hard. “But you don’t.”
“If you say so.” His voice was steel now. Demanding in a different way, as if he was fighting his own temper. “But you should certainly know better than to lie to me.”
She swallowed, hard. “I’m not lying.”
He pushed himself off the back of the couch, and she had the hysterical notion that he was taller, somehow. Darker. Certainly more grim as he came toward her, towering above her, making her chest feel too tight.
“Do you want me to push you, Nora? Because I can. I will.” He laughed again, and it was a stark sound. A scrape against her skin. “I’ll enjoy it.”
“Go ahead,” she said, though it came out much thicker than it should have. “If that’s what turns you on. That’s what all this is about, isn’t it?”
He frowned, and there was a bleak thing alive in his gaze then, making his green eyes seem haunted.
“I am not a good man. This is not safe place.” But he reached over and pulled a long blond wave between his fingers, and it made her heart stutter. And for absolutely no reason at all, she felt far safer in that moment than she had all night. Protected, somehow. “There is nothing I won’t do to get what I want, Nora. No one I won’t hurt. Even you.”
She ached in a different way then. The air around them seemed heavy, spiked. It was too hard to breathe. And every instinct she had called her to step forward, to take him in her arms, to soothe him. To tell him everything he wanted to know, because maybe he could help her. And because maybe she could help him, too.
But she couldn’t risk it.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she whispered, and the lie seemed to light up the room, casting them both in its harsh, unforgiving glare. “I came to France to—”
“To fuck,” he finished for her. He let her hair drop from between his fingers and there was no reason on earth that the grave look on his face should make her breath catch in her throat. “Yes, I know.”
“Zair—” She didn’t know what she meant to say, though she was horrified it might be too much. Too many things she couldn’t take back if she was wrong about him.
And of course she was wrong about him. He hadn’t been on that yacht by accident, and he hadn’t been there for her. And the yacht that Harlow had last been seen on had been registered to the Port of Ruyi.
“One last chance,” he whispered.
She didn’t hesitate again. “Is this your normal routine? All this talking? Because I feel pretty confident you wouldn’t have to pay a girl for that. You could just go out and talk to one.” She let her smile sharpen. “Or maybe not. Is that your problem, Zair? Are you incapable of closing the deal with a girl who might refuse?”
Zair altered somehow, standing right there before her. He shifted. His face became stern, dark, even more forbidding than usual. His green eyes glittered, and his mouth was so hard she thought it might bruise her if it touched her.
And she was obviously sick unto her soul, because she wanted him anyway. Maybe even a little bit more than before.
“Go on, then,” he said, in the coldest voice she’d ever heard him use. “Strip. And Nora? I wouldn’t disobey me again, if I were you.”
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He didn’t think she’d do it. He expected her to balk—
But Nora Grant was proving to be far more of a puzzle than Zair had anticipated. She swayed slightly on her feet. She blinked, as if trying to clear her head. And then she looked him right in the eye as she reached down and took hold of the hem of the peach-colored dress she wore, pulling it up over her head and off of her in a single smooth motion.
It went straight to his head.
She was perfect. Her curves were lush for her slender form and the smooth expanse of her belly beneath the small pout of her navel made his mouth water. And all those sun-kissed limbs of hers that he wanted to explore until he knew every inch of her secrets seemed to go straight to his head. Because he knew, now, how her pleasure felt in his hand. How she fell apart so quickly. Gave herself so completely.
She was so gorgeous it made him ache.
“Do you need me to explain the mechanics of stripping to you?” he asked, and he didn’t do a single thing to modify his harsh tone. His reward was the widening of her summer-blue eyes, the erratic beat of that pulse in her neck.
God help him, the ways he wanted her.
She reached behind her and unclipped her bra. Then slowly peeled it down her arms, and it didn’t take a particularly keen observer to recognize that she wasn’t trying to be alluring. She was stalling.
He waited for her to call it off.
Instead, Nora took a breath so hard he heard it, then let the bra drop to the floor. She stepped out of her shoes, and then her hands moved to the top of those hot pink panties he imagined would linger in his mind for years to come.
Her gaze flickered to his. He stared back, implacable. He saw her jaw move and realized she’d clenched her teeth.
Good, he thought.
Then she reached down and whisked the panties from her body as if she was afraid that if she thought about it any further she wouldn’t do it. Leaving her naked, at last.
“Turn around,” he said with a relentless calm he wished he felt. “In a circle.”
She flushed with what he assumed was temper, though it could have been shame. He’d take either one, if it worked. He thought she’d break then, but she glared daggers at him instead. She also turned. Slowly. In a circle. And he prayed to the God he was certain had abandoned him a long time ago for his usual control. For the strength to resist.
Because there were some things even he refused to do. Some places he could not allow himself to go, down here in this darkness that was his life. And this woman’s allowing him to have sex with her while she thought the absolute worst of him was, it turned out, high atop that list.
Not that he wanted Nora to know that.
“Get on the bed,” he ordered her.
“The bed.” As though she’d never heard the words before. But she caught herself—or she saw the look he was sure he was wearing on his face and she jolted slightly. She threw a look over her shoulder. “You mean that bed.”
“I do.”
She turned and walked to it, and he had to force himself to breathe low and deep and even despite the perfect curve of that ass. He had to force his head into this game again, because this was much too close to any one of the fantasies he’d tortured himself with in the years since he’d done the noble thing and turned her down flat.
He took his time with his own shirt, and he liked the way she swallowed when he threw it to the side. He liked the way her face blanked out altogether when he kicked off his trousers. And he deeply enjoyed the way her cheeks reddened when she looked down at the hardest part of him at last, and the arousal he made no attempt to hide.
But he couldn’t indulge himself.
Not like this. Not even if he could make her forget who she thought he was.
“Get on your hands and knees,” he said, mercilessly, and she shuddered, her pretty face draining of color.
But then that tilt of her chin again, and she did it.
And she was lithe and lovely beyond measure and he thought this really was going to kill him, because she still didn’t break. She assumed the position. She waited.
So he closed the last of the distance between them, steeling himself to what he had to do now. How he had to push her, and not in a fun way that would get them both off. This was not that fantasy. This was darker. He climbed up behind her and he put his hands on her hips and took hold of her. Hard.
“What…?” She didn’t finish the question. He suspected, from her tone, that she hadn’t meant to ask it.
“You wanted to fuck,” he growled. “This is how I fuck. If I were you, I’d brace myself.”
He gripped her again, pitilessly. He hauled her that last little bit closer, and that was when he felt her wavering. Finally. First it was a ripple that snaked through her perfect form, but she fought it off. She steadied herself, dug her hands deeper into the mattress.
Zair smoothed his hand over one perfectly shaped half of her bottom, ignored the storm raging inside him, and then smacked it. The crack reverberated through the room—and through Nora.
She shuddered hard once, then again, and then she began to shake as if she’d never stop. At last. He was two seconds away from forgetting himself and destroying them both.
Nora lunged to the side and he let her go with some mixture of relief and regret, watching as she rolled and then scrambled all the way to the head of the bed and curled up there with her knees to her chin, effectively shielding herself from his view. Tears streamed down her face and her eyes were dark, bruised shadows and Zair knew that he would carry this moment with him for the rest of his life.
It was one more scar. They never did quite heal.
“Problem?” he asked icily.
“I can’t,” she said, though her voice was thick and the words were broken, and he’d take that with him, too. “I can’t.”
“I know,” he said quietly. Regret and relief and too many other dark things were heavy in the air between them then, or maybe that was only in him. Despair and grief and a harsh satisfaction, too, that he’d read her right. Even if she’d put herself at risk before she’d capitulated. It all swirled together inside him and made him furious. And furious was easier. “And maybe next time you won’t wait so fucking long before you admit it.”
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Nora didn’t know how long she sat there like that, shaking.
When she was finally able to stop, to breathe again, she found that Zair had stretched out on the bed beside her with his hands stacked beneath his head and his eyes trained on the ceiling.
Waiting, she thought. He looked carved from stone. Tense and coiled and no less powerful while he did it.
He was no longer naked, thank God. Admittedly, the boxer briefs he’d pulled on that clung to his powerful thighs and left everything else bare were only a marginal improvement—and Nora didn’t understand herself. How could she still find him so attractive, so magnetic, even here and now?
She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry,” she said.
“Have we finished with the performance, then?” he asked, too many stirring things buried there in the dark lash of his voice. Temper. Desire. And those were the two she recognized. “Or will there be more bold and frankly laughable claims regarding your secret life of dissolution?”
Nora scrubbed her hands over her face and grimaced when they came away smudged with mascara. “We can talk about your secret life of dissolution if you prefer,” she muttered, and only when the silence turned deadly did she look up to find that he’d swiveled his head to aim his frown directly at her. She smiled weakly. “Or not.”
He jackknifed up to a sitting position, aiming that ferocious scowl of his at her in earnest while she tried not to find all that smooth, golden muscle dizzying. While she pretended she couldn’t still feel the sting of his hand on her bottom, the thick red throb of it that wasn’t anything like pain.
Not like pain at all, something deep and dark inside her whispered.
“What were you doing on that godforsaken yacht?” he asked, his tone as lethal as his expression. “Because what I’m forced to wonder is what you were planning to do if I hadn’t been there. If one of the other, more unsavory gentlemen had taken you home tonight?”
“I planned to do exactly what I had to do,” she heard herself say when she hadn’t meant to say anything. Damn it. She hitched her knees a bit higher and wrapped her arms tighter around her, trying to look haughty. “There’s a reason it’s the oldest profession in the world, Zair. It’s not much of a learning curve. I have it on good authority that all I need to do is lie there and take it. Think of England, etcetera.”
“Try again,” he suggested in that lethal way of his that made the hair on the back of her neck—where he’d had his mouth, God help her—prickle in sensual warning.
She could hear the impatience in his voice, could feel it in the way his green eyes bored into her. She still felt the places his hands had gripped her hips, holding her too tight. She thought his handprint was very likely on her behind even now, which shouldn’t make her feel so molten and loose. And she couldn’t let herself think about that position she’d been in, or what might have happened if—
“Why didn’t you do it?” she asked, and she pretended not to hear the catch in her own voice. She coughed to cover it, though his eyes narrowed and suggested she’d failed at that, too. Just as she was failing at everything else.
“If you have to ask,” Zair growled at her, forcing her attention back to him with a breathless sort of awareness that shook through her with that rasp of his dark voice, “then perhaps we should try it again and see if the better angels of my nature show up to rescue you all over again. I think lightning is unlikely to strike twice, but then, I’ve never claimed to be an optimist. Are you willing to take that risk?”
But she didn’t believe him.
That simple truth crested over her, bathing her in light as surely as if the sun had come up outside and poured through all the windows. She didn’t believe him. He’d stopped because he’d always meant to stop. He hadn’t hurt her because he couldn’t. He wouldn’t. He was the same Zair she’d always believed he was, no matter why he’d been on that boat or what disgusting things he said now to justify it. Hadn’t she said her share of provocative things tonight?
He’s playing a role, she thought then in a kind of dazed wonder—or perhaps it was relief. The same way I am.
He’d said he was good at reading people, but she’d always thought she was, too. It came in handy when one was a very wealthy young woman with an excessively famous brother. It helped weed out those who wanted her money or her access to Hunter. It allowed her to recognize at a glance those who wanted to coast to their own fifteen minutes of notoriety by exploiting her or selling her out to the tabloids for their own gain. Nora had learned the hard way how to study and analyze people.
And there was no one she’d studied or analyzed more than Zair, whether because she’d had a crush on him for all those years or because she’d been trying to convince herself she hated him after that night she’d turned eighteen.
“Okay,” she said now, daring him.
His scowl turned thunderous. “Okay?”
She shrugged, then let her bravado take hold. “Why not? Like you said, I’ve always wanted you. What if this is my only chance? I only cried a little.”
He bit off something in that gorgeous Arabic of his that she loved to hear him speak, even if he was cursing at her, and he raked his elegant warrior’s hands through his dark hair. And when he moved, it was liquid and fast, a roll that took him from sitting beside her to standing at the side of the bed in a blink.
He made it hard to breathe.
She watched him stalk to the lacquered black sideboard over near the fireplace and pour himself a drink from the decanter there. He tossed it back, then poured another. And he didn’t offer her anything when he finally turned back around.
He didn’t speak, either, and the silence felt barbed. It pressed on Nora from all sides and she hated, suddenly, that she was naked. She pushed herself to the side of the bed and looked around for her clothes—but decided on his shirt, instead. Zair’s crisp white shirt that was big and enveloping and carried his scent, besides. Cedar and that earthy thing that was all him. She pulled it on, buttoned it up, and felt better immediately.
He, meanwhile, looked faintly murderous.
“Zair,” she began, but her words deserted her.
He tossed the second shot back and slapped the glass down on the sideboard, and then he roamed toward her. She’d never seen that expression on his face before. Ravaged. Furious. Something like broken, or maybe even as lost as she’d felt before, were he somebody else.
Were he less hard.
But she was going to have to trust him. She couldn’t pretend that she was someone she wasn’t; he’d made sure of that. Which left only one way out.
“I’ll tell you why I was there,” she said. It didn’t matter that both Addison and Harlow’s old faculty adviser Louise back in New York had thought the worst of Zair, she told herself. She had to trust her instincts, didn’t she? “But I have to trust you to do that. Can I trust you?”
“Zair, can I trust you?” Nora Grant asked.
But his gaze was bleak. His mouth a hard, bitter crook.
“Absolutely not,” Zair al Ruyi told her, his voice low. “I would sooner trust a fat-tailed scorpion than the likes of me. It would be far less likely to strike you dead where you stand.”
And Nora didn’t know if she was crazy to trust him anyway. How could she tell what was crazy after a night like this? When everything inside her felt torn into pieces and turned on its head? But the fact remained: she’d offered herself up to him on a platter, on her hands and knees in front of him, and he hadn’t taken the bait. He hadn’t taken her.
If he were the man he claimed he was, he would have.
“I’m looking for someone,” she said, before she could think better of it. “A friend.”
He went still, though the green of his eyes seemed sharper somehow. “I think you need a better class of friends.”
“You’ve met her.” She smiled, even if it felt strange on her lips. “You said once that she was like a lightbulb.”
He let out a long breath with a muttered curse at the end, and raked a hand through that thick hair of his again. “The tiny little brown-haired one. I remember.”
“Sometimes we also call her Harlow.”
Zair sent her a dark look, but he didn’t respond. Nor did he allow the mood in the room to lighten. He moved over toward the bank of windows and frowned out them, as if his gaze could penetrate the night. Was Harlow down there, Nora wondered? Did he know where?
Would he help Nora find her?
“What would make you look for her here?” he asked after a long moment, and his voice was weary despite how straight he stood, how tall. “In a place like that auction? And do not kid yourself, please. An auction was exactly what that was. Flesh for sale to the highest bidder.”
She laughed, though she wasn’t sure why. “Google?”
“Is this amusing to you, Nora?” That politely relaxed tone reminded her how dangerous he was. She wasn’t sure why she kept allowing herself to forget it, especially when he turned and fixed that cool green gaze on her. “A time for jokes? If I’m understanding you, you have some reason to think your friend has found herself neck-deep in the worst kind of trouble. It might dress up nicely for Cannes and parade around in front of the paparazzi for a couple of weeks in May, but make no mistake, it’s a grimy spiral of a brutal, painful, deeply bleak existence. It is no place for a soft little thing like that friend of yours. Much less you.”
“I was fine.”
“You had a target painted on your head, and what I can’t decide is whether you did it deliberately—if that was your plan all along—or if you’re truly so stupid that you were oblivious to the danger you were in. Laurette Fortin makes a run-of-the-mill monster like me look like a guardian fucking angel.”
“I was handling myself fine,” Nora told him, from between her teeth. “This isn’t about me. It’s about my missing best friend.” She lifted her head, tilting up her jaw. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her.”
“How poetic.” His voice could have stripped paint. “That sentiment goes nicely in a greeting card, I’m sure, but is less comprehensible when it involves prostitution. Or am I misunderstanding the common American concept of friendship?”
“She would do the same for me,” Nora said staunchly.
“And yet she was not there, hawking her wares to the unworthy like one of your New York City hot dog vendors, was she?”
“Stop!” she threw at him, and she didn’t know which one of them was more shocked. Nora doubted very much he was the kind of man anyone dared yell at. “If you want to pretend to be concerned about why I was on the same boat you were tonight, that’s going to have to wait. Harlow is missing. No one else seems to care, but I do. We tracked her to France, so here I am. I’m not a complete idiot!”
His mouth moved into a curve that hurt to look at. “I have seen no evidence to support that.”
“I knew I’d have to sleep with someone, yes,” she snarled at him, and there was a heedless thing a little too much like exhilaration in doing it, like careering in a car down a steep hill with no brakes. “I knew it would probably be awful. Maybe it would hurt. Who knows? I didn’t care. Women do it all the time, Zair.”
“Spoken by a woman who never has,” he pointed out.
Nora stiffened and tried not to die of the sudden shame she felt bloom across her cheeks, then stain her neck. “I’m not a virgin.”
“You have my deepest congratulations,” he said, and the chill in his voice made that shame brighten and spread across her skin. “But your experiences, however pale and pointless, are hardly likely to have prepared you for a goddamned sex auction.”
She felt that like a punch. How could he know—how could anyone know—things she’d never said out loud? Not even to her best friends? Pale and pointless. Her entire romantic history—her entire personal history, for that matter—in two sharp words. She felt bright and glowing red with mortification, as if he’d peered into the very heart of her. He had.
“It’s only sex,” she gritted out. “It has as much weight as I choose to give it. If I don’t want to be traumatized by what I have to do here, I won’t be. The end.”
“That, of course, is why you sobbed like a motherless child for fifteen minutes while rocking yourself in the fetal position on that bed.” His brows lowered, belligerently, she thought. “And that was without any sex.”
“That was because it was you!” she threw at him, raising her hands in the air and only then realizing they were fists she’d like to slam into him, and might have, had she not known he was built like stone and it would hurt no one but her. “It’s one thing to talk yourself into potentially disturbing sex with a stranger and something else entirely when the person you have to talk yourself into having that kind of sex with is the man you were in love with for half your life!”
That hung there in the great two-story space, crowding out the stars in the night sky high above them through the glass there, pressing in as if it were a small room after all.
“Don’t you dare use that word to describe a schoolgirl’s crush on an invented, imagined creature,” he rasped out, that muscle working in his jaw again, his green eyes narrowed and harsh. “You don’t have the slightest idea what it means.”
She laughed, and it was a wild sound, made wilder by the heavy way she was breathing. “Don’t worry, Zair. You ruined it six years ago. You did it deliberately. But that hardly made tonight less disturbing, did it?”

 *
Zair didn’t know how he kept himself from closing the distance between them. How he refrained from reaching out and putting his hands on her again.
Especially when the look she gave him then was shattering. “Why did you kiss me like that?” she asked.
He ordered himself to get a grip on the storm in him before he betrayed himself completely. “Because you were in my house and you took my money. Be thankful it was only a kiss and a few liberties.”
“As opposed to what?” She rolled her eyes. “A punishing sonnet?”
“That,” he said flatly. “Or anal.”
They glared at each other.
“On the boat,” Nora said after a tense moment, “why did you grab me like that and kiss me? Why did you tell me we were putting on a show? What game are you playing here, Zair?”
“Why did you let me kiss you at all?” he retorted. “Ah, but that’s the issue, isn’t it? It wasn’t up to you. That’s what happens when you make yourself a product. A mere object. People use you without your permission and in ways you might not like.”
“I find it telling you can’t answer a simple question.” She tilted her head slightly to one side though her gaze never wavered. “I had no idea you were quite so slippery a politician.”
“I keep warning you,” he said tightly. “This won’t end well. I wasn’t swept away in a firestorm of longing, Nora, if that’s what you’re imagining. It wasn’t a covert expression of love or longing in such a wretched place. I was staking my claim before anyone else could.”
“Next time, why not pee on me instead?” Her voice was so sweet it took him a moment to process what she’d said. “It’s quicker and more direct.”
He let himself smile though he knew he shouldn’t, and then it deepened when he saw the way she bit at her lip in response.
“Don’t fool yourself,” he advised her. “I don’t have boundaries. You can’t push me into a corner. And I doubt very much you’ll like what happens when you try.”
Maybe she was imagining what it would be like if she tried. Maybe that was what crackled there between them, complicating the air, making everything seem to hum with expectation—or perhaps that was only him.
“I don’t want to push you anywhere,” she said, when he’d started to believe they would stand here, mute and frozen, until the end of time. And that was better. Safer. “I want to find Harlow.”
“I haven’t seen her.”
Nora’s eyes were too blue. Zair was afraid she could see too much.
“Where exactly have you been looking?” she asked quietly, in a tone of voice that suggested she had an idea already, if tonight was anything to go by. “And why were you there in the first place?”
And that was where this had to end. It had already gone too far. He couldn’t answer her questions without giving too much away. Hell, he already had.
Zair closed the distance between them. He ignored the shocked little gasp she tried to hide as he came close, just as he ignored the sense of deep, pervasive rightness when he scooped her up and into his arms, as though she was his.
He strode across the room, shouldering his way into the sprawling bath that ambled lazily in an L shape alongside the bedroom and featured a great glassed-in shower that protruded from the side of the house and let in the night on three sides. He set her down inside it and concentrated on unbuttoning her from his shirt, taking charge of her as if he really had claimed her. As if she really were his.
And he didn’t miss the fact that she simply…let him. As if this was her surrender.
Not for the first time, Zair wished he were someone else. Anyone else.
He ignored the way the backs of his hands brushed the slopes of her breasts, the smooth expanse of her soft belly. He ignored the way she shook beneath his touch. He ignored what it was like to peel his own shirt from her lush, sleek little body. He banished the vision of her on her hands and knees before him, because that was unlikely to help the situation. He ignored that fire inside him, that pounding need, that made him feel something far too much like drunk. He stripped the shirt from her, rid himself of his boxer briefs, and then he turned on the faucets. Steam billowed all around them. It was hot and close and would wash away a thousand sins, he was sure of it.
“I don’t want—” she began.
“Quiet.”
And for some reason, she obeyed him.
Her acquiescence flowed through him like honey. And Zair pretended. That it could be this simple. That it was all as easy as a steamy shower and this woman naked before him, her face tipped toward his as if he were the most trustworthy creature she knew and she was safe with him besides. That it took nothing more than water to make him clean, to sanctify him, to make him what he should have been all along.
He knew better. But here, now, for her, he pretended.
Gently, he turned her toward the hot spray and let the water turn her blond hair dark. He tilted her chin even further toward him and he carefully washed her face until the last of her black eye makeup swirled away and down across the deep-blue-tiled floor to the drain.
If only all the black marks he wore could wash away as easily and leave as little stain behind.
When he was finished he took her out to the soft rug that stretched from the shower to the massive tub and he dried her off, taking his time and learning her body the way he longed to do with his mouth. This is close enough, he lied to himself. He combed through her hair and left it damp and curling down her back, and when he was finished he picked her up again.
“I can walk,” Nora told him, with a faint frown that he imagined was meant to look fierce, but her voice sounded lazy and drugged and her eyes were slumberous on his.
“I’ll let you know when that becomes relevant,” he said, his voice little more than a growl, and it was hard not to smile when she simply exhaled. Then relaxed against him, her head finding his shoulder.
Zair carried her to the bed and laid her down on it, pulling the soft sheets and covers over her and tucking her in. She smiled sleepily at him and he felt it like a vise around his heart. He didn’t smile back. He wasn’t sure he could. He moved around the room instead, turning off the lights and putting her clothes on the chaise near the bed, until the vast room was dark and all that remained were the stars above and the famous chain of cities far below.
She was asleep before he returned to her side, and he felt that in his chest like another kiss. Another wrenching twist of that thing wrapped tight around his heart.
Zair stood there much longer than was wise. And then far longer than that.
But eventually he roused himself and made his way back up to the main floor. He retrieved his laptop from his briefcase and his second, private mobile phone. When the usual masking rituals had been taken care of and he was certain nothing he did could be tracked, he opened up his files and sent more pictures off to his partners in this enterprise back in Washington, DC, who used him as a lure in their dangerous trap as if he were merely an operative. As if he had no personal stake in this game.
And there were so many pictures. JPEG after JPEG of the girls he’d taken home with him. The girls who had helped him build his own deeply unsavory reputation, brick by brick, sordid night by sordid night.
The girls he’d pumped for information before letting his partners effect their rescue when it couldn’t be traced to him. A white knight one step removed, he thought, his lip curling in self-derision, which hardly counted, did it?
He could not prove who was at the center of the vast sex trafficking ring that had already consumed so much of his three former Harvard roommates’ lives. He only knew—as he’d known for far longer than Hunter, Austin Treffen, and Alex Diaz had, though he’d been unable to speak of it to any of them—that it was not contained to New York City and one law firm under the guidance of one perverse man. He’d heard whispers. Then he’d heard more pointed rumors. And all of them led back to his own country. To the highest levels.
Possibly to the highest level of all—but there was still a part of Zair that refused to accept that.
Because Azhil was not merely Zair’s ruler, his sultan. Twenty years older than Zair and the son of their father’s first and most cherished wife, Azhil had treated the illegitimate, ignored Zair like one of his own. He’d supported him, encouraged him. When Zair had gone to Harvard, Azhil had accompanied him but had done so completely under the radar, making Zair feel that he was a member of the family instead of just another bastard.
“I have a hundred courtiers already,” Azhil had told him when Zair was twelve and Azhil was already running the country. “Many of them are family. They claim my blood, they flatter my every word and deed, and they would each knife me in the back if they could. I need you to be anything but that.”
“What can I possibly be for you that you don’t already have?” Zair had asked, awed.
Azhil could have ignored him the way everyone else did. Zair was no more than another of their father’s numerous mistakes. Granted a place to live in the sultan’s vast palace complex and the money to strike out on his own should he wish it by virtue of the blood in his veins, but never an heir. Never anything more than a grudging obligation.
But Azhil had treated him like a brother.
“I don’t need any further flattery,” Azhil had said. “I need someone I can trust. A blade, sharpened and honed, to fit in my hand and no one else’s. I think this is you, Zair. If you wish it.”
He’d smiled at Zair then, and Zair would have done anything he asked. He had.
“I will be the finest blade a sultan has ever had,” he’d vowed then. He’d trained and he’d studied. He’d honed his body and he’d sharpened his mind. And he’d dedicated himself, body and soul, to his brother.
How could he accuse Azhil now? The fact that he could consider such treachery at all made him sick. The fact that he regularly funneled information to those who would hurt Azhil if they could made him loathe himself. He’d spent the first few years of this operation assuming that what he’d find would exonerate his brother. It had only been the last couple of years that had curdled him, changed him. Made him despair.
Made him understand that Azhil was likely not the man Zair had always believed he was.
Yet he’d thought he had a handle on it, this knife-edged tightrope walk of his. And then he’d looked up and seen Nora Grant, of all people, standing in the midst of all that ugliness. And something inside him had simply refused. There was a line he wouldn’t cross, apparently, and it was her.
Zair rubbed his hands over his face and sighed. He would keep Nora safe no matter what, even if it was from himself. He would keep her out of this mess. He’d do it even if he had to truss her up and ship her back home to New York in the cargo hold of his plane. He vowed it.
It was still so dark outside, though not nearly as dark as it was inside him, and it was such a little thing to cling to, Zair knew. Such a tiny, inconsequential thing. One blonde girl whose smile altered the world a little bit when she aimed it at him, when she believed in him. It made all this darkness that little bit brighter.
That smile was all he had left.
But the next morning there were pictures of Zair and Nora all over the papers. And that changed everything.



Chapter Four
NORA WOKE UP to find herself sprawled out in Zair’s absurdly comfortable bed, all by herself in a shower of sunlight.
The view from the tall windows—the whole of the Riviera arranged below her with the Mediterranean sparkling beyond as if for her pleasure alone—was as breathtaking as she’d expected, but what she hadn’t anticipated was how scrubbed-fresh-and-clean she would feel. As if Zair’s shower the night before had truly been magical—or perhaps it was the fact that he’d been there with her, washing her with all of that tenderness and intense focus of his, that had cast some kind of enchantment over her. As if this were some kind of love story after all.
She sat up slowly and breathed in deep, and she felt more like herself in that moment than she had since she’d realized Harlow was missing. She even smiled with a surge of something a great deal like joy—
And then felt sick with guilt in the next breath.
“I’m sorry, Harlow,” Nora whispered fiercely into the quiet bedroom, appalled at herself. Her own callousness. “I haven’t forgotten you.”
She had to keep looking. No matter what Zair thought. And no matter that she had an entirely different take on what “looking” might entail come the bright light of day. She rubbed her hands over her face and breathed out, long and hard.
Could she do it? Now that it wasn’t a throwaway rationalization—now that she’d stood on that yacht and felt all those harsh male stares, now that she’d been dragged away and had an envelope slapped in her hand—could she go through with this? Because this was her entire plan for finding Harlow. And it wouldn’t be Zair the next time.
She tried to imagine how she’d feel if all the things that had happened last night had been with some stranger. Someone who wouldn’t have stopped when Zair had. Someone who would have ignored her panic and her tears and her terror—or, worse, maybe wouldn’t have ignored it but would have handled it differently. Perhaps with a backhanded slap across the face?
What the hell were you thinking? she asked herself, incredulous. How could you have imagined this was a good plan?
Nora crawled over to the side of the bed and slid off, feeling very small. Very fragile. And deeply, profoundly embarrassed, too. A wave of it washed over her, making her feel tiny and reckless at once. Was she that careless? That stupid? That she would walk straight into the kind of situation so many women—women she knew, she thought as shame wound through her, like her brother Hunter’s new girlfriend, Zoe Brook, who had appeared on national television to talk about what she’d endured at Jason Treffen’s hands—had fought their way out of at great cost to themselves?
She tried to access the conviction that had carried her across the Atlantic Ocean and onto that yacht last night, but it was gone as if it had never been. Leaving nothing in its place but that small, ugly thing inside her that whispered that because this was all her fault, because she’d talked Harlow into taking that internship, she should suffer, too.
Maybe Hunter wasn’t the only tornado of self-hatred and outrageous behavior in the family after all, she thought then.
No one likes a martyr, her mother liked to say. Least of all the would-be martyr herself come the morning after, when the full folly of her behavior seemed clear—and her own sheer luck in escaping the fate she’d thrown herself toward beat hard inside her like a further betrayal of her best friend.
“I’m still going to find you,” Nora said out loud, to Harlow wherever she was, fierce and low. Her hands clenched tight enough that her nails broke the skin of her palms, but she ignored the sting. “I’m just going to do it a different way.”
That little bit of forced optimism felt a bit misplaced, however, when she walked upstairs in another one of Zair’s shirts to find him hard-mouthed and cold-eyed, his mobile phone clapped to his ear, looking even more ferocious and more unapproachable than usual.
“I can’t help you,” he said in a clipped, distant tone into the phone, but his green eyes slammed into her the moment she entered the great room that spread out across the top of the villa. Zair was wearing nothing but a pair of trousers low on his hips, that perfect chest of his on stunning display, his dark hair a delicious sort of mess, and that look of stone and shadow on his hard face. “I would if I could.”
He paused, still not moving his gaze from Nora, and she felt a prickle of something like foreboding move down her spine.
“If that were true,” he said into the phone in that silky way of his that Nora knew spelled nothing but danger, “I wouldn’t have answered this call.”
He put the phone down then, though Nora had the sense he hadn’t been the one to end the call. And then he stared at her, brooding and dark and for a long time.
“Good morning to you, too,” she said when it seemed he didn’t plan to speak and the weight of that stare made her skin feel stretched too thin across her bones. “Should we return to comfortable topics like the weather?” She waved her hand at all the dizzying blue and gold that was the South of France in May. “It’s lovely.”
“That was your brother,” Zair replied, and she detected no attempt on his part to sound anything but harsh. Something like condemning, even.
“Hunter?”
His glare was a scathing green. “Your other brother fades into the sea of other banker types exactly like him, I’m afraid. I don’t even know his name. Only that he makes piles of money and is happy to talk about it at the slightest provocation.”
“Of course you know his name,” she chided him. “And that’s not nice. JP never says anything bad about you.” Nora was too aware, then, of the fact that she was wearing nothing but a man’s long dress shirt—his shirt—with the cuffs rolled up and nothing but yesterday’s underthings beneath. And too aware that he was half naked himself, and so very sculpted and beautiful besides. She wasn’t sure which part of that made her feel more sordid. Or was that vulnerable? She could still feel his hands, wrapped tight around her hips—she coughed. “What did Hunter want?”
But Zair didn’t answer her. He hit a few keys on the laptop in front of him and then swiveled it around to face her. She walked over to where he stood at the long knotted-wood table in the kitchen, that foreboding thing blooming into far more than a mere prickle, and it took her longer than it should have to shift her attention from his hard, still-so-beautiful face and those watchful eyes to the screen.
Where the two of them were featured, climbing from Zair’s boat into his car the night before. Nora’s stomach twisted, then plummeted to her bare feet. There was one grainy shot after the next on the website, but there was no debating that it was the two of them. Just as there was no pretending they weren’t together.
Together, even. Because the pictures made two things perfectly clear.
First, that Zair was in complete control, holding her hand in his in a deeply possessive, starkly sexual manner even as he spoke into his phone. It was something about his body language, the way he surrounded her, the way he led her, and it was obvious in one shot after the next. All of it, somehow, screaming of sex and hunger and need.
And second, that while Nora’s memory of this moment was of conflict and anxiety, that wasn’t what showed on her face. She wasn’t smiling. Sex hung all around them like a cloud, shocking and obvious. Palpable. But despite that—or because of it—she looked somewhere between serene and blissful.
She couldn’t let herself think about that. Or the part of her that whispered: yes.
“Oh,” she said. And Hunter had already called from New York, which was hours behind Cannes, which meant these pictures were…everywhere. “Shit.”
“Precisely,” Zair said, with bite.
Nora had never really been a character in the tabloids before. Sure, she’d been featured as “an unnamed woman” with Hunter a few months back, when his reputation had been at its lowest. That had been briefly exciting for the handful of days before someone had told the paparazzi that the woman seen around Manhattan with the disgraced former football quarterback was, in fact, his sister.
And there’d been a few shots here and there over the years at parties in the city or with the few friends she had who veered toward famous, but that had been more in the Manhattan society pages than on the national gossip sites. And she’d certainly never attracted the attention of the even more unrestrained international tabloids. Nora had no idea how to behave when she was the actual target. When the papers were actually speculating about her.
Hunter Grant’s Little Sister Looks All Grown Up, one of the headlines read, and then, underneath: Ambassador Al Ruyi—Hunter’s College Roomie—Seems to Agree! It was an odd mix of horror and amazement, she decided, even as her head spun. Baby Sister Grant Takes Cannes—And Big Brother’s Friends—by Storm! screamed another. And the one with the worst, most revealing photo of her—gazing up at Zair as if he’d promised her a thousand acres of rose gardens and she’d accepted them, thorns and all—read: Grant Family Princess Sinks Her Claws into Playboy Sheikh!
“I don’t have claws,” Nora said then, still frowning at Zair’s laptop, even as she told herself she couldn’t feel all that heat blazing from his naked chest not a foot away from her. “Is that a snide way of suggesting I get a manicure?”
“This isn’t a joke,” Zair rumbled at her. “We have to decide how to handle this.”
“We can’t ignore it?”
She realized they were standing much too close together then, as she imagined he did, too, when their gazes met. Tangled. He pulled in a breath before he stepped away, and she pretended she didn’t feel that little thrill inside at the sound. That she got to him, too.
“We can call Hunter’s brand-new girlfriend,” Nora suggested, keeping her voice as even as she could. “Her name is Zoe Brook, in case you haven’t kept up with all the gossip while you’ve been stocking up on hookers all across Europe, and she’s supposed to be the best PR person in New York.”
“I know Zoe.”
She eyed him. “Define ‘know.’”
Zair’s mouth twitched in what Nora decided was his version of laughter, though she couldn’t be certain. All the rest of that hard face remained impassive.
“We have two options. First, ignore it as you suggest,” he said in that dark voice of his that sizzled as it worked its way through her. He slid a French press half full of rich deep brown coffee toward her, then handed her a large mug. She was grateful and then, once she took a bracing first sip and felt newly made that easily, something more like reverent. “But that would require that we quickly refute the story by being seen in public with others.”
“That doesn’t sound hard.”
“It couldn’t be easier,” he agreed. His green eyes were too hot when they met hers, and something like lethal. “Save that it will happen over my dead body.”
She smiled at the ferocity in his voice, and told herself it wasn’t a kind of triumph that coursed through her at the sound. It wasn’t a sick kind of victory. Certainly not.
“That also doesn’t sound terribly difficult,” she said instead. “I mean, if you insist, there’s a steep cliff right on the other side of all these windows and I’d be happy to give you a little push. As a friend.”
“The other option is to make it work,” he’d said in a low voice, ignoring her, though his green eyes narrowed and his mouth moved again, hinting at the laughter she was suddenly determined to see. “But let me be clear about what I mean by work.”
“Do I want to guess?” she asked drily. “Or is this another excuse for you to issue a lot of grim commands?”
“You have two choices,” he said evenly, though there was that darkly patient thing in his gaze then that made her feel slippery and hot. “You can return to New York immediately, which I should tell you is your brother’s preference and mine, too. There’s no doubt that it would be safer. I can have my plane ready for you within the hour—and I’ll make sure you get on it.”
He watched her for a moment, as if he expected a response, and maybe that was the reason she only gazed back at him while she took another, deeper pull of her coffee and said nothing.
“Or you can stay here with me for the remainder of the film festival and I will help you look for this friend of yours,” Zair said softly, something too intense to bear in his green gaze. His mouth moved then, into that hard-stamped quirk that was nothing like a smile and still made her flush hot. “But if you do that, Nora, it will be entirely on my terms. No arguments, no negotiations, no recourse. You will do what I tell you to do or you will leave.”
Maybe the coffee gave her courage. Maybe it was the faint marks she’d left on her own palms that reminded her how brave others had to be—were no doubt forced to be, right now, while she stood here in this villa with a man who scared her but whom she knew—she knew—would never hurt her. She put her mug down and frowned at him.
“You never speak like this to me normally,” she pointed out. “In the past six years when I’ve run into you with Hunter or at parties all you’ve talked about is the weather, my studies and/or my job, and maybe the news. That’s it.”
“You never normally roam about the South of France pretending to be a prostitute,” he shot back, looking very male and completely unmoved. “Somehow, I think the kind of polite conversational fare appropriate for a cancer benefit on Fifth Avenue misses the mark here.”
“I don’t particularly like either one of those options,” she said after a moment. “But it’s not up to you. I’m perfectly happy to go back to my hotel and carry on with my business like last night never happened. If you don’t like it, you don’t have to be involved.”
He looked calm, then. “That’s not going to happen.”
“Because you say so? You realize that’s not actually a good enough reason, right?”
“Because you are pampered little rich girl who knows about paintings and had Mommy and Daddy buy her an art gallery,” he growled at her, and he couldn’t have hit her harder or in a place that hurt more. And he wasn’t finished. “What do you think it is I know about, Nora? What do you think I do?”
“Various acts of diplomacy as an ambassador,” she replied, stung. “Which I was under the impression was a position your older brother presented to you as a family gift all your own.” She hated him all over again, she told herself. She wished she could. “Is this a competition? Because I think ‘ambassadorship to the United States’ beats ‘art gallery’ in the ‘things my rich relatives have done for me’ sweepstakes.”
He looked as if he was biting something back this time that wasn’t anything like laughter, and it took everything Nora had not to pitch her coffee mug directly into his face.
“And it’s not just a random gallery,” she told him, with more bitterness than she liked, and not all of it, she was aware, directed at him. “It’s a charity that actually helps people.”
It was silly. It was fluffy. Nora had no idea what she was doing with her life and she hated that Zair knew that. That he’d zeroed in on yet another thing she’d been afraid to say out loud.
He shifted, his cool gaze merciless. “Here’s what it’s not: a training ground for infiltrating a prostitution ring.”
She scowled at him, which was better than weeping. “Is that what you’re doing, Zair? Infiltrating sex slave auctions? Or simply attending them?”
Zair shook his head, which somehow called more attention to that bare chest of his. She had to order herself not to stare, and curled her fingers tighter around her mug.
“You have no idea what you blundered into last night or how lucky you are I found you,” he told her.
Except Nora didn’t feel particularly lucky at the moment. She wanted him to answer the question. She wanted to feel something besides that jagged, awful emptiness inside her. She wanted.
“I don’t believe it, you know,” she told him. She was too aware, then, of too many things. Her bare feet against the stone floor. That harsh, hard face of his and that brooding expression he wore. Her own vulnerabilities. Her own need. “That you were there to buy a girl.”
“But I was.”
She shook her head. “I don’t believe you.”
“Decide what’s important to you, Nora,” he suggested, his voice a kind of terrible kindling, and the fire that arced high around them both then was too wild. Too hot. “Do you want to exonerate me of crimes you saw me commit with your own eyes in service to a bygone crush? Because you think you’d recognize a monster if you looked him full in the face? If he made you scream out your pleasure against a door?”
“Monsters never look like monsters,” she whispered. She thought of Jason Treffen, her friend’s murdered father, a man she’d met and, God help her, liked. She did not think about what had happened against the damned front door of this villa. She could still feel the aftershocks. Everywhere. “That’s the point. But you’re not one.”
“You’re a very young, very sheltered, very spoiled little girl,” he said, matter-of-factly, and that should have hurt her.
It should have felt like a slap, the way it had when he’d said something similar six years back. And she didn’t disagree with him. But it still only confirmed that conviction deep inside her. That no matter what he said, no matter how familiar he’d seemed with that operation last night, he wasn’t a part of this. He wasn’t. Or he would have taken what she’d offered him. He wouldn’t have stopped.
“That might be true,” she agreed. “But that doesn’t change the fact that you’re not a monster, does it? No matter how hard you try to convince me otherwise.”
“Monsters abound where you least expect them regardless of whether or not that’s convenient for the fantasies you’re so desperate to spin,” he told her softly. Harshly. “Decide what you want to know. Are you looking for the truth about me or are you looking for your friend?”
His tone was so harsh, as if he were dispensing judgment, but she saw something flash there in the depths of his green gaze. She saw something she recognized. Something that called out to that dark thing inside her and made it impossible for her to believe the worst of him. No matter that he seemed to encourage it.
“I want to find Harlow,” she said after the moment grew almost unbearably tense, when she thought his stare might leave scars all over her. Or perhaps it already had. “That’s why I came here in the first place.” Was that shadow that passed over his face regret? It couldn’t be—and then, in a moment, it was gone as if it had never been there at all. “That means I have to go back to those parties.”
He laughed then, a harsh little sound.
“Your glittering career as a yacht girl is over.” His voice was like steel, but she thought she saw something else on his face. Something that echoed inside her and made that wanting that waited there grow bigger. Deeper. “You will not put yourself at further risk. It’s not going to happen.”
She opened her mouth to argue—but caught herself. Did she really want what Zair had saved her from last night? This was, she realized as she stared at him, beautiful and dangerous and his mouth in a hard line, a fight she didn’t really want to win.
“Fine,” she said. Grudgingly. Did his gaze turn even darker then? As if he’d won something here? “We can do it however you want. I don’t care. Just so long as we keep looking for her.”
“I have the perfect strategy in mind,” he said—grimly, she thought. As if he hadn’t wanted it to come to this. As if he despaired for the both of them. Or as if he was as worried about that electric current that danced between them, even now, as she was. “And I doubt very much you’ll like it.”

 *
Nora returned one of her brother’s curt messages later that same evening, out on the balcony that ran the length of the bedroom that Zair had told her was hers for the rest of her stay, hanging perilously over the side of the hill with only a steep drop below. He’d had her things delivered from the hotel earlier, which meant she was dressed in her own clothes again, which should have made her feel better. Less…wrecked by the previous night. Less undone by Zair’s proximity.
She told herself it made her feel bold to stand out on the terrace as the evening edged toward night, defying gravity, watching the sun sink behind the hills in the distance. Because she wanted to feel bold again, like that girl who had set off from New York with such certainty that she was doing the right thing. As bold as she’d been then, if not quite as astonishingly stupid.
Hunter picked up on the first ring. “What the fuck.”
“Nice,” she replied with a mildness she didn’t quite feel. “Our mother would faint if she heard such language.”
“Our mother is used to seeing my bullshit all over the papers,” Hunter retorted. “You’re a different story. She might never recover from this crap. What will the Daughters of the American Revolution say?”
“She’ll be fine,” Nora said.
But she didn’t really believe that. Her mother had so many ideas about what was “appropriate” for a girl with Nora’s many advantages. The right schools, the right sororities, the right sort of pretty charity work in lieu of any grittier, more demanding career that might actually matter—all the things the Grant heiress needed before she married the right man and set about living the right life. None of these things involved tabloid coverage, needless to say, much less in the company of a man without the proper WASP-y, well-vetted background, and Nora had found it all amusing before. Hadn’t she?
She found she didn’t today. “Zair went to Harvard. He’s so wealthy he makes us look poor. What more could she ask?”
“Do not mess around with Zair,” Hunter said with none of his usual bluster.
“He’s one of your best friends,” she replied lightly, though she stared out over the steep hills and wondered if Hunter knew Zair at all. If anyone knew him. If she ever would. “How bad can he be if you spent all that time with him?”
“He’s a walking dead man after this stunt,” Hunter corrected her grumpily. “But the point is, Zair has never told the whole story about anything in as long as I’ve known him. His secrets have their own secrets.”
“Some girls like a little mystery,” she replied. Light, she thought. She had to keep it light and maybe that might make it so.
“You’re not ‘some girls.’”
“Am I suffering from some kind of amnesia?” Nora retorted, her patience unraveling, all thoughts of light sinking away like the sun over the far hill. “Are we pretending Mom cares that much about what I do with my life because she’s just a crazy throwback to the Victorian era? Or do you think it maybe has something to do with the fact that her oldest son was a national disaster for an entire decade?”
“Nora.”
But she ignored him. “I appreciate the gesture, Hunter, really. But this overprotective big brother thing is a little over the top, don’t you think? I remember when the only contact I had with you for months at a time was by watching TMZ.”
“Okay,” he said, stiffly. “I deserve that. But that doesn’t change the fact that you shouldn’t be getting into limousines with Zair al Ruyi. In Cannes, of all places. You have no idea the kind of shit that goes on there.”
“Are you sure about that?” she snapped at him, and maybe there was too much of the previous night in her voice, then. “I live in the same world you do, Hunter.”
“I’m not telling you how to live your life,” her brother gritted out at her. “But I’d have to be seven kinds of a dick if I didn’t point out that Zair runs pretty fucking dark and that it’s not exactly a secret that you’ve had stars in your eyes where he’s concerned. For years.”
“Thank you,” she said icily. “I’m not actually eighteen any longer. I appreciate your noticing that.”
“Just be careful, Nora,” Hunter muttered, sounding as if he wished he’d punched himself in the face rather than have this conversation. That made two of them. “That’s all I wanted to say. Jesus.”
Long after the call ended, Nora stood there, frowning out at the last of the light. She didn’t know when she became aware that she wasn’t alone. She didn’t hear Zair come up behind her. He didn’t make any noise. She wasn’t sure he was even breathing.
But she knew he was there. As if he were a part of her, though she opted not to explore that notion any further. It couldn’t lead anywhere good.
“Second thoughts?” he asked from the shadows behind her, and she told herself she had no idea what that thing was that gripped her then, hard and sad and too big to bear. She was only glad he couldn’t see her face while she wrestled it back.
“Of course not,” she said, and she almost sounded as though she meant that, she thought. Almost. “I’ve always wanted to have a fake relationship for the sake of the tabloids. It makes me feel like a genuine celebrity at last.”
Because that was what he’d laid out as their plan of attack in that cold, matter-of-fact way of his, completely devoid of all that heat she’d felt inside her and seen reflected in his gaze. A weeklong fake affair, conducted in the shine of so many flashbulbs, the better to divert attention from what she was really doing in Cannes. And for whatever dark reasons of his, from what Nora knew lurked there between them. She’d airily assured him that she was an excellent actress, that this would be the easiest thing in the world.
Neither one of them had believed her.
“I’m delighted to hear it,” Zair murmured now. He sounded like the dark that fell all around her, smooth and soft, infinitely compelling. “It’s time to go.”
“Go,” she repeated, still not turning back toward him, as if this were a major moment. As if all the grand charades of the night before had been just that—games. As if their conversation earlier had been nothing but a prologue and this was the real thing. This, right here, the true choice that would change everything.
As if the night itself were shot through with anticipation.
Or perhaps, as ever, that was only her.
“Yes,” he said, and she felt him move closer then. She could sense the heat of his body, the lethal power of it. She could feel that same pull that made her want to do nothing but melt before him. “Go out with me or go home. The same choice as before. You can change your mind at any time, you know. All you need to do is say so.”
“There are no choices here, Zair. Not really.”
She wasn’t surprised when he took her arm, tugging her around to face him. He was dressed for the evening already in another rich, dark suit that made him look like edible danger, and she had the bizarre urge to run her cheek against the wall of his chest. He made her feel small, she realized, and cherished, in a way no one else ever had—and she didn’t want to think about what that meant.
“This is the choice,” he said in that way of his, all dark patience and that thrilling promise beneath, made all the more intense by the feel of his hand against the bare skin of her arm. His thumb moved against her biceps. Once. Twice. As if he couldn’t quite help himself, either.
And God help her, how she wanted that to be true.
“But everything that happens after I decide?” She didn’t know what she was looking for in his face then, but it was the same as it always was. Beautiful and implacable. Steel and that cool green touch of his eyes to hers. His will like a physical force. “That’s your choice, not mine.”
“All you have to do is what I tell you to do. Or get on that plane.” He shrugged. “I’ve already told you what I think you should do. You can ignore it if that is your wish, but as always, there are consequences.”
“Do all your consequences end naked and in bed?” She hadn’t meant to ask that—but something glittered in his gaze then, a hot sort of intent that made everything in her clench tight.
“That’s not a consequence, Nora,” he told her softly. “That’s a reward, whether you see it that way or not. Do you think you deserve a reward?”
His thumb was still moving in that slow, lazy pattern against her upper arm, and she didn’t know what she thought she deserved. She only knew what she wanted. “Is that a direct question?”
His cool gaze warmed and she did, too. “No, it’s a trick one.”
She stared up at him, and she didn’t understand that loose, yearning, breathless hush that stole over her, as if the only thing that mattered was the way he looked at her. Bright, brilliant. As if she sparkled. As if the whole of France ceased to exist behind her the more he gazed down at her.
“It doesn’t matter what you think you deserve,” he said, his voice a scrape against the night, and like a touch. She felt it everywhere. “It matters what I think you deserve. That’s how this works.”
“Right,” she managed to say, with some approximation of her bravado, which she seemed to have left behind her on that damned yacht last night. “I think in some circles they call that ‘serious control issues.’”
“You’re probably right.” His hand tightened against the bare flesh of her arm, then dropped away, and she felt the loss of it like a sharp, shooting pain. “In other circles, you’d call me sir and thank me for the privilege.”
Something flashed through her then, so searing she couldn’t tell if it was hot or cold, and then Zair leaned in to press his lips against her temple. It was a firm, easy kiss that should hardly have registered and instead made her break out in an obvious red flush. He smiled, and she thought it was as much to make her tremble, to show her how easily he could, as anything else. To demonstrate his power.
To prove what she suspected they both already knew: she liked it.
“Guess which I prefer?” he asked quietly.
“I don’t want to guess,” she whispered.
He held out his hand and she took it, and understood as she did that she’d thrown herself from a great height that simply. That irrevocably. His fingers closed over hers, his green eyes gleamed, and everything changed.
“You don’t have to guess,” he said quietly, as though these were vows they were making here. As though the words had that weight. “You have only to obey.”

 *
It was one thing to claim obedience and another entirely to practice it, Zair knew. Tonight was a test. He doubted very much that Nora Grant—who was so much like so many of the other gleaming, carefree girls just like her who bubbled all over New York, armored by the social status and the great privilege they’d inherited as their birthright—had the slightest idea how to follow anyone’s orders.
This was a test. He told himself that was all it was.
“What if I don’t know what to do?” she asked in the deep backseat of the car as it eased down the hills toward the hectic sparkle of Cannes. She looked out the window instead of at him, and he corrected that first. He took her jaw in his hand and tugged her face around until he could drown in those blue eyes of hers, deeper than the Mediterranean Sea and far more treacherous.
“You don’t have to know,” he said, with an inexorable patience it seemed only she pulled out of him. “Look to me and do as I tell you to do. Problem solved.”
She blinked. “Because it is the appearance of total ownership that we’re looking for here. The appearance of…”
“Complete control,” he supplied, and dragged his thumb over her lips, keeping himself from sampling her right now by force of will alone—and because he could see how much she wanted him to do it.
If this were real, he knew, her delayed gratification would be his major preoccupation. And he told himself it aided the act as well, and let her go. But the back of his car was too dark and too close, and he could smell the perfume she wore tonight. It was something nearly as exquisite as she was. It was an expensive temptation and he was already pushed to his limit.
Zair gritted his teeth and reined himself in. Somehow.
“You do realize that this is the post-Fifty Shades world, Zair,” she said drily. “You can just be into dominating people, you know. It doesn’t have to be a prostitution thing. It doesn’t have to be so dramatic.”
“I dominate people by drawing breath,” he told her, amused despite himself. Amused when he should be furious. When he knew perfectly well he should have thrown her on his plane and washed his hands of her. Saved her, whispered that little voice inside him that still imagined he could be heroic. That he could be something other than bait in a trap. “I am that wealthy, that powerful.”
“And that humble,” she observed.
He felt his lips twitch. “This is not a conversation about manners, Nora. It is a conversation about reality.” She shifted against the plush leather of the seat and he smiled, because he could practically smell how much she wanted to argue with him in the same way he could smell her delicate perfume. “All I need to do is walk into a room and women prostrate themselves before me. But that isn’t obedience on their part. It’s strategy.”
“Strategic groveling?”
“Strategic positioning for any woman who thinks she might enjoy life as my significant other.” He shrugged when she frowned at him. “I apologize. You, of course, would never offer yourself to a man like me on a silver platter. You would never vow you’d do anything at all if I would only touch you at last.”
He felt her stiffen beside him and knew they were both remembering that night six years ago when she’d said exactly that. The way she’d swayed toward him, the seductive light in her gaze, the hopeful smile, her hands outstretched. He shifted in his seat to hide his instant, inevitable arousal.
“I didn’t exactly prostrate myself before you,” she said, too much temper in her voice to call herself the least bit obedient, though he doubted she knew it. “You might want to remember that, sir.”
Zair turned toward her, reaching for her jaw again but this time, sliding his hand down so that he held her throat as well. She let out a short, sharp noise, then was still. He could feel her pulse, a wild thunder beneath his fingers. He could feel the heat of her skin, and the flush that worked its way down from her cheeks to spread fire over the tender flesh of her neck. He leaned closer, not quite pressing her against the back of the car, not quite holding her immobile, but not letting go, either.
“Do not use that tone again,” he said, calm and dark. “This isn’t a game.”
“You said this was an act. There’s no audience here.”
“A fact I am certain you considered in all its facets before you decided to get smart with me, yes?” he asked, and he could see the mutinous way she pressed her lips together. “Hear me, Nora,” he said then, not unkindly. But with no give in his voice either. “The kind of people we are trying to convince here are just as used to women throwing themselves at their feet as I am. The sort of control they want comes from ownership, not courtship. They use prostitutes because it eliminates the potential for misunderstandings when power flows one way and one way only. It’s a remarkably simple arrangement.”
“It’s sick,” she whispered. “And my best friend—”
“Are you ready to talk about that?” Zair made no effort at all to hide the edge in his voice then. “The real reason you would put yourself in this kind of danger for a friend?”
“I already told you why—”
He moved closer, so his lips almost brushed the tender shell of her ear when he spoke, and she let out a small sound that made his entire body tighten in a greedy kind of want.
“Lie to yourself if you must, Nora. Don’t lie to me.”
She shivered, and still he held her, even as the car came to a smooth stop outside one of the French Riviera’s most famous restaurants, the entryway already lined with cameramen and a sea of tourists with their cell phone cameras held aloft.
“Are you ready to obey?” Zair asked calmly. “It isn’t enough to look compliant. You must look owned. Do you understand the difference?”
“You’re the expert,” she whispered, and his mouth curved at the bitterness in her voice, so at odds with all that glistening heat in her gaze.
“Do you understand?” he asked again. “You have to say it, Nora. It’s called consent.”
“Like your hand on my throat?” she threw at him, but he could hear the truth in that husky note in her voice. He could see it in the way her nipples poked hard and fierce against the fabric of her dress, the way she moved in her seat, squeezing her thighs together. “Because I don’t recall consenting to that.”
“Am I hurting you?”
He saw her gaze moved over his face. He felt her swallow beneath his hand. Knew—in a way she didn’t, perhaps—that she was as intrigued by her helplessness as she was alarmed by it. He could smell her arousal. He could see the flush on her skin, and the last time he’d heard that particular sigh from her, his fingers had been deep inside her. But that wasn’t the point, not really, and so he waited.
“No,” she said after a moment. “You’re not hurting me.” She glanced at him, then away. “And yes. I understand.”
Zair let go and sat back, signaling his driver that they were ready to exit.
“Hold on to what you feel right now,” he told her, and he’d keep to himself the roaring need that pounded in him, that wanted nothing more than to bury himself inside her and forget about the act they’d agreed to put on. “I know it’s scary. I know you think your heart might burst open inside your chest, and you can’t tell if it’s fear or longing or both. I know, Nora. And I want all of that on your face when we get out of this car.”
“Because this is all an act,” she said quietly, and he didn’t want to understand that look in her gaze. He didn’t want to acknowledge what he saw there. He couldn’t.
“Yes,” he said as the driver cracked open her door. The sound of the crowd outside was like a slap. “And it has to be a good one.”
“Just my luck that you’re apparently a method actor, then,” she said, her blue gaze like an accusation as she moved toward the open door and he felt it like a roundhouse kick to the gut. He told himself that didn’t matter, either. The only thing that mattered was this game. Finding her friend if he could, and more important, finding a handful of final nails for that coffin he’d been building for years now, with his brother’s name on it. “What could possibly go wrong with that?”



Chapter Five
A FEW NIGHTS later, Nora walked onto another luxury yacht out in the deep blue of the Cannes harbor but this time Zair was with her, a solid, intimidating wall at her back, strong and fierce. He kept his hand on the nape of her neck, a firm and commanding pressure to guide her exactly where he wanted her to go, which Nora was well aware was a deliberate show of ownership on his part.
It was her job to look suitably owned.
This is a show, she reminded herself as the cameras recorded them and the paparazzi called their names, and she leaned back into Zair’s grasp as if he were there to protect her. This is nothing but a show.
They were creating vignettes that told a broader story, and each one of them came with access to the kinds of places Harlow might have ended up. Every moment they spent together outside the villa was calculated. That long, much-photographed stroll along La Croisette, the famous walk along the Cannes waterfront, where every shot had shown Nora gazing up at Zair as he talked as if he’d been her whole world. A ride in a splashy convertible past the hordes of photographers outside the Grand Hotel du Cap Ferrat, with Zair’s hand a little higher on her bare thigh beneath her skirt than was strictly polite. An afternoon out sailing on a pretty catamaran on the Baie des Anges off the coast of Nice, never too far from the photographers’ lenses, the better to show Nora sitting below Zair as he lounged on the deck, essentially at his feet.
Tabloid readers saw a young woman utterly besotted with a dangerously powerful man some years her senior. A certain subset, however, saw the socialite-turned-prostitute Zair had spirited off that yacht that night and shown no signs of giving up while the famous film festival wore on.
He hadn’t reenacted that moment in the car again, with his strong hand at her throat, and Nora kept telling herself that was a good thing. That his gentle if inexorable hold had frightened her—when the truth was, it had only scared her because it had made her nearly mindless with need. With sheer, uncontrollable lust. Just as she told herself that the flame she nursed deep inside her, the one that brightened and danced whenever he touched her, however he touched her, was a deep fury that they had to play these games—
When she knew, late into the long nights when she was alone in the bed he’d given her in his villa and felt as if she burned alive with all the things she wanted, that she liked these games. She more than liked them.
Nora didn’t know what that made her. She was afraid to ask—because she thought he’d tell her, and she wasn’t at all certain she wanted an answer.
“I have to speak to some people,” Zair told her in an undertone when they’d boarded the yacht and were standing in another lavish ballroom, complete with a set of gently swaying crystal chandeliers. “Go get me a glass of wine. And smile more, please. This is a party, not a funeral, and you are meant to represent the talent, not the help.”
Nora smiled automatically and with a touch of theater, tipping her head back to aim it straight at him, and was surprised when his eyes gleamed, then crinkled the slightest bit in the corners.
“You’re laughing,” she accused him. “I can see it.”
“Dangerous men do not laugh, Nora,” he told her, and a warmth seemed to roll right over her at that dry tone. His hand was still warm at the nape of her neck and his green eyes were light on hers and he was teasing her. “The world would end.”
She was lost. She was so lost. She couldn’t let herself think about it. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
“See that you do.” His hand tightened slightly and she felt her lips part as if that were a kiss. His mouth crooked, an acknowledgment. As if he felt that almost-kiss the same way she did, all that lush heat and wildfire. “And this time, do not be so obvious that you’re looking for someone.”
She felt herself flush. “I only asked around the other few times. The way anyone would ask around.”
Zair only lifted a dark brow and she sighed. It was a sound of surrender, unmistakable even in the crowd, and their eyes met then. And held, while that flame leaped inside her and burned white hot, searing through her. And him, too. She could see it.
“Hurry back,” he said in that low, dark voice that she heard in her dreams and that haunted her while she was awake. That voice she thought must have been imprinted on her bones, so wholly did it control her. As if she were his marionette, dancing only to his tune and at his will, when she knew the very notion should appall her.
It certainly shouldn’t have felt like molten heat, a knot low in her belly and fire between her legs. And endless, wanton yearning for him to command her to really dance for him. To perform that scene they’d done that first night and this time, without stopping—
This is a game, she reminded herself as she moved through the crowd, her legs wobbly beneath her as her mind played that scene out again and again in her head, the way she did far too often for her peace of mind, and always with alternate endings. You’re looking for Harlow and he’s doing whatever it is he’s doing and none of this is real. It’s an act, nothing more.
But her dress was made of deep red silk in crisscrossed straps that whispered dark sensual promises every time she breathed. Zair had presented it to her without comment earlier this afternoon and she’d taken it because he was in charge of their little performances and he chose things such as dresses to better enhance each one. And she’d been aware as she arranged all the intricate pieces of the bodice in front of the mirror in her suite that it was what could only be termed haute bondage. All those straps and a flirty skirt beneath. It was another signal. Another quiet announcement only those looking for such things would hear.
“No,” he had said when she’d emerged from her suite that evening, the dress already making her walk a bit differently, she’d been so aware of it.
He’d barely glanced at her from his place on one of the couches in the great room, surrounded by stacks of files and his laptop open on the table in front of him despite the fact that he was dressed for an evening out.
And Nora had paused across the room, stricken that she’d displeased him—and genuinely furious at herself. What kind of reaction was that? She’d worn this absurdity of a dress, hadn’t she? She was supposed to be looking for her lost friend and instead she was parading around the South of France dressed like a bondage slut. What had happened to the infinitely confident and usually emotionally uninvested Nora Grant, who had once, memorably, broken up with a boyfriend because she hadn’t liked the way he’d answered his phone?
It was that Nora who’d answered Zair then.
“No what?” she’d asked, with significantly more “tone” than she’d used in days. This villa was backstage, she assured herself. She could behave any way she liked, say anything in any tone, do whatever came naturally. “I didn’t say anything.”
Zair had sat back against the sofa in that slow, deliciously calm way of his. His green eyes had seemed like smoke from a distance, but they’d slammed into her all the same. And the fact that what she’d wanted most right then was his approval, not whatever asserting herself might bring her, was something she’d been a little bit too afraid to admit, even to herself.
“The point of that dress is nudity,” he’d said mildly, as if he hadn’t heard any tone.
“The point of nudity is nudity,” she’d retorted, and while there’d been a part of her that had been thrilled that she’d stood up to him in some small way, there’d been another—bigger—part of her that had wanted…something else entirely. Some understanding that had flirted on the edge of her mind and had something to do with that dark, brooding patience that was always there in his gaze. As if he knew things about her, about this, and about them that she didn’t.
“Do tell,” Zair had murmured, which didn’t help.
“If you want me to walk around some sick, twisted party filled with johns and deviants and without any clothes on, you’re going to have to be more direct about it,” she’d hurled out into that empty space between them, and into that hollow inside her that she still hadn’t understood at all. “And also be in the midst of a pretty wild wet dream.”
His mouth had curved to one side and he’d only waited until she’d finished, in that wildly disconcerting and compelling way he had, as if he could wait forever. Then, when she’d subsided and had stood there breathing too raggedly into the silence, he’d crooked his fingers at her in the universal signal to go to him.
“I don’t have to do what you tell me when we’re all alone,” she’d thrown at him, and there had been no disguising the panic in her voice.
Or, more telling, the fact that as she’d said it she’d started walking toward him anyway, as if her body hadn’t cared where it was or what it did, only that it obeyed him.
“Consider this practice,” he’d said, and she’d thought she knew what that rich note was in his voice then. That gleam in his gaze. It had been something profoundly male, triumphant and dark at once, and it had moved in her like honey. Richer and deeper. Pooling in her joints and melting into her core. “A dress rehearsal, if you like.”
She’d been standing in front of him, between his outstretched legs, before she’d truly understood she meant to move.
“Take off your panties,” he’d told her. Then smiled that devastatingly lazy smile of his when she’d jolted, as if he’d expected it. He’d reached over and traced a faint line over the curve of her hip. Only that faintest of touches, and it had ricocheted through her, making her throat dry and her breasts ache. “I can see the lines. It ruins the look.”
“It does not.” But her voice was so insubstantial then, it might as well have been mist.
“We can argue about that here, and who knows?” His green eyes had gleamed. “Perhaps you’ll win. And you can celebrate that all the way down the hill, where I’ll make you do this in the middle of a party filled with half of Europe and most of Hollywood. Your choice, Nora.”
“It seems like my choices are always between two things I don’t want,” she’d whispered.
“Maybe,” he’d suggested in that cool way of his that had made her heart pound, “you should stop thinking so much about what you want, especially when it only ever leads you into trouble. Think about what I want instead. Pretend that’s what you want most of all.” His mouth curved. “Purely as an exercise, of course.”
And so she’d reached up under her skirt, standing right there in front of him, and peeled her thong down her thighs with her shaky hands, and when she’d shimmied her hips so the little scrap of lace fell to her feet, he’d held out his hand. Another order. She didn’t think he’d seen anything during her little strip show, but that wasn’t the point, was it?
It was that he’d told her to do it. It was that she’d obeyed. It was this bright, hot, electric band that tugged them closer together all the time. They’d stared at each other for what felt like days. Nora had felt her breath scrape in, then out. She’d felt dizzy.
Then she’d reached down, picked up her panties, and handed them to him, feeling as wild and as out of control as if she’d chugged a bottle of champagne. And as absurdly attuned to him, and to her body’s own shuddering need, as if he’d licked his way into her when he’d barely touched her at all.
Zair had stood then, a slow, languorous slide to his feet, with all that ruthless grace of his that made him seem that much more male and that much more profoundly lethal at once. He’d reached over and started arranging the straps of the dress where she stood. A small tug here, a little smoothing there, his fingers agile and strangely elegant against the crisscrossed bodice, spreading that same thrumming heat wherever he touched.
When he’d finished, he’d angled himself back and let his gaze move all over her, seeming to get caught on the place where her nipples jutted out against the red silk. Nora thought his eyes burned then, and she’d held her breath, but he’d only raised that endlessly patient green gaze to hers, dark and brooding and wonderful in ways she hadn’t understood.
“Perfect,” he’d said quietly. “The dress is an illusion, Nora. It must look as if you are bound in it while simultaneously looking as if a stiff breeze might dislodge it. Or a breath. Or an impertinent touch of my finger.”
“Will it?” But she hadn’t cared about the dress. She’d cared about him and that gleaming approval in his beautiful eyes. And she’d been running out of ways to pretend otherwise—or to pretend that any of this was as much about Harlow as she knew it should have been.
“That all depends,” he’d said. As if he’d seen the question in her gaze then, he’d smiled. “On whether or not it would be to our mutual benefit to expose you in a roomful of johns and deviants. Because this is the game we’re playing. Remember?”
That his voice had been so gentle then made it worse.
“Of course I remember,” she’d said, her voice tight. She’d thought that maybe she’d been addressing herself. “What else would it be but the game?”
Now she smiled at a passing waiter as she took two glasses of wine from his tray, and ordered herself to calm down. Fast, because they were in public again and who knew who was watching her? But she couldn’t seem to obey her own directives, no matter that it seemed easier by the hour to obey Zair’s. Something about the way he issued his little orders made her feel like melting. It was sugar in her veins, dark and sweet and irresistible, and she couldn’t seem to talk herself off that ledge.
He hadn’t touched her again the way he had that first night. He hadn’t kissed her. He hadn’t stroked his way inside her. Beyond the panties, he hadn’t ordered her to strip for him in private and he hadn’t told her to kneel down before him. He hadn’t taken the games they played outside the villa anywhere at all, and inside it, he was distant and unreachable, retreating behind closed doors and emerging only when it was time for the next public performance.
Yet Nora felt that unsteady thing inside her anyway, like a tremor deep in her gut and high in her breasts, a yearning heat in her throat and a constant pulse between her legs, as though she might fall apart if he didn’t do something. As though she might dissolve. Or worse, beg him to touch her and she didn’t care where or how.
And she had the terrifying, humiliating suspicion that he knew it.
She was so busy worrying about all the things that must mean that she almost walked into the person beside her. She blinked, an apology already on her lips, then realized it was Greer.
Greer Bishop, whom she’d gone to boarding school with and who’d been her introduction to the yacht girl life. Only days before, though that night felt like years ago already.
“Holy crap,” Greer drawled, helping herself to one of the glasses of wine Nora was holding and taking a big gulp, leaving a dark maroon lipstick stain behind on its rim. “You like to start strong, don’t you? Zair al Ruyi is hard-core.”
A better woman would have excused herself then, Nora imagined. A better woman would have thought hard about all the reasons Greer Bishop was a terrible source of information, not least of those being that glassy look in her eyes tonight and the fact that Greer wasn’t playing any games here. Greer really did prostitute herself out for the hell of it.
Nora wasn’t a better woman. “What’s his deal, anyway?” she asked.
Greer eyed her in that canny way of hers that Nora remembered from her hotel room what felt like a whole lifetime ago, when Greer had picked her up for her first night on the scene and looked at her like she was a piece of meat. It wasn’t a pleasant memory.
“What do you mean? Is he weird?”
“I don’t know.” Nora shrugged, not sure she wanted to know what constituted “weird” for Greer. “Intense, I guess.”
“That’s one word for it.” Greer swirled the wine around in her glass. “Sometimes the girls who go off with him disappear. Maybe that’s why he never picks the same one twice.” Her eyes didn’t seem glassy any longer as they fixed on Nora. “Until you, I guess.”
“Well, he knows my brother,” Nora said easily. Maybe too easily, as though she was taking to all of this lying and pretending a bit too quickly, but this wasn’t the time to worry about that. “I feel like maybe he’s working out some stuff.”
Greer laughed. It was a brittle sound, but genuine even so, Nora thought, and she was surprised when she found herself joining in.
“Aren’t they all?” Greer shifted on her high sandals, as if she were restless. “It’s better than therapy, anyway. If twenty times as expensive.”
“Do you know Harlow Spencer?” Nora asked, when the laughter had faded away and Greer’s attention had shifted to the crowd around them.
Greer reached up and fluffed her shining cap of bright red hair with her free hand, her eyes on a scrum of men a few feet away, several of whom looked horribly familiar. “From Baltimore, right?”
Theirs was such a small world, really. The same handful of snooty boarding schools, exclusive summer camps, fancy colleges with the same sororities, and the kinds of social events people in their parents’ tax bracket attended year in and year out. The same dull if shiny lives. If they were the same approximate age, they’d probably heard of each other at some point.
“Her family is old Roland Park money,” Nora confirmed. “We were in the same sorority at Columbia.”
“Kudos,” Greer said, with a roll of her eyes.
“She was supposed to meet me here,” Nora said, pretending not to notice Greer’s eye roll. Or sarcasm.
“At this party?” Greer laughed again, this one harder and less genuine. “No one misses this party. Unless she has a good reason. By which I mean, like, a starring role in a Spielberg movie.”
“She was supposed to show up a few days ago, actually.” Nora sighed theatrically and apologized to her friend privately as she did it. “Knowing Harlow, she’s probably holed up somewhere and doesn’t want to answer her phone. She does that.”
She made a face as if that were an everyday occurrence, when nothing could be further from the truth. Harlow’s inability to make it through five whole minutes without texting someone had, in fact, been how Nora had first realized something was wrong. Not hearing from Harlow for an entire day was a call for help. But Nora doubted Greer knew that.
Greer stopped scanning the crowd and fixed her gaze on Nora again.
“Maybe she found a way out,” she said, almost wistfully. Nora wasn’t sure she’d heard that right and froze, afraid that anything she said or did would make Greer think better of what she was saying. The other girl smiled after a moment, but it was a sharp thing. “I wouldn’t mess with that. It’s so fucking rare.”
Nora held her breath, but there was no denying that what she saw on the other girl’s face then was pain. Etched deep, like scars.
“Greer.” Her throat was dry, and she knew she shouldn’t do what she was about to do. She knew she shouldn’t risk this—that it could expose her. But she reached over and put her hand on Greer’s arm anyway. “Do you need help? Can I help you?”
Greer blinked. She looked down at the place where Nora gripped her, and when she looked up again, her eyes were hard. Flat.
“That’s sweet,” she said, her voice impenetrable once more, hard and cool.
She nodded behind them, and Nora turned automatically, not surprised to see Zair there with a set of unpleasant-looking men. They were all laughing, but his gaze was on Nora. Watchful and serious, and her stomach dropped.
And then hit bottom, hard, when Zair inclined his head in that commanding way of his, ordering her to his side like the good little whore everyone on this boat thought she was.
“I’d worry more about yourself, if I were you,” Greer said from beside her with a brittle laugh that seemed to hurt both of them. “Looks like you need a lot more help than I do.”

 *
But when Nora made it to his side, Zair led her away from the men he stood with. Once again, he settled his hand on the nape of her neck and he navigated their way through the crowd with such ease, she almost thought they were connected somehow.
Idiot, a little voice whispered. Why don’t you focus on whether or not you can see Harlow in all this madness rather than your pathetic feelings of connection to a man who likes to put his hands on your throat?
She looked for Harlow then. Fiercely. But she also flushed so hot at that memory that she could feel the faint film of perspiration spring up all over her skin—and so could Zair. She felt his low laugh, felt it move through his lean chest and down his arm straight into her skin, as if it were another one of his wicked caresses.
Nora welcomed the cool outside air when they stepped out onto the deck, and as they walked toward the back of the boat where the crowd thinned. He moved in front of her then, taking her hand the way he had that first night and leading her up the stairs until they stood by themselves in a small alcove. Visible to anyone who might happen by, but relatively private unless others came up the same stairs.
He took her wineglass from her hand and sipped from it, his gaze inscrutable as it met hers. Green and hard and the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. Even here, where everything beautiful was so deeply twisted.
“Did you have a pleasant conversation with your old friend?” Zair asked in a mild voice that immediately put her on alert.
And she didn’t want to believe she needed help. She didn’t want to believe that Zair was one of the bad guys. Even though she knew he’d be the first to tell her he was. She could feel his hand against the nape of neck as if he were still touching her, as if he’d branded her, and the things that moved inside her still scared her as much as they confused her.
And his eyes were so damned green, and saw far too much.
“She said that sometimes, the prostitutes you take home never come back.”
It wasn’t until she said that out loud that she recognized how much it hurt her to imagine Zair doing…any of that. Buying women. Taking them off somewhere. Doing whatever he did, then doing something that ensured they’d disappear—
If she didn’t know him, if she didn’t know that when given the opportunity he’d opted not to do any of those things to her, she’d believe what her friends back home already believed about him.
You remember that he’s potentially the bad guy, right? Addison had asked in a text after another photograph appeared of Zair and Nora, not-quite-kissing in a restaurant over a candlelit dinner.
It’s complicated, Nora had replied.
But it felt like far more than that. It felt like fate, heavy and perfect at once.
“Greer Bishop has been on the circuit for years,” Zair said with that quiet intensity that made her fight to keep from shivering, standing there in the evening breeze that played with those silken bands of fabric that made up her dress, just as he’d said it would. “In the beginning, she could spend the summers with the younger men. The better-looking ones.”
“Like that makes a difference.”
He smiled slightly at her vehemence. “Of course it makes a difference, if only in the lies she could tell herself. But that was a long time ago for Greer. These days there are fewer offers and when they come, it’s generally from much older men who are far less attractive. They tend to also pay less and yet have far more degrading demands.”
“You say that like you’ve made a study of this place. These people. Is that what you’re doing here, Zair? Is that why you were on that boat?”
“I am one of them,” he told her, and though his voice was soft and sure, his green eyes blazed, his mouth was hard and wounded at once, and she didn’t believe him. Was that faith or pure wishful thinking? “I’ve seen this with my own eyes and believe me, Nora, it’s never pretty. There are only a few ways out of this particular circle of hell.” He began to tick them off, like a list. “A generous benefactor—but let’s be honest, this is a fantasy that the girls tell themselves based on the legends of certain well-known movie stars. A lateral move into pornography—but that can become its own spiral if a girl isn’t very careful. Or death.” He shrugged. “Sometimes slow, sometimes quick. Sometimes the addictions speed the process, sometimes they dull the slow, inevitable slide. Sometimes the girls decide to turn tricks the rest of the year, because what’s the difference? They very often find themselves in debt to creatures like Laurette, who traffic in bad problems and worse solutions. But sooner or later it is death all the same.”
“Not all women in the sex trade are desperate, strung out, or even exploited,” Nora said staunchly, and she wasn’t sure whom she was defending. It felt like herself, though that made no sense.
“True.” Zair’s gaze was calm the way it always was. And harder than usual, too. “But those more liberated women tend to divide into two camps. Tourists, like you’re pretending to be, who think this kind of thing is an adventure. A crazy night or two they can use as a wicked story to tell later. Or high-level private operators, who enjoy their work and don’t need to troll the French Riviera or anywhere else for new clients. Either way, if they find their way here, they don’t stay long. They don’t come back year after year for diminishing returns. The ones who do?” Another shrug, a harsh, judgmental shift of his shoulder. “It is as I said.”
“They don’t have to stay here and die,” Nora gritted out, her voice catching in her throat, and she understood this wasn’t about Greer. It was about Harlow. And it was about Nora herself, too. “They could just leave.”
Zair’s gaze was bleak, then. He reached over and ran one of his fingers along the length of a long, silken strap. “Yes. But they never do.”
“Greer is different,” she said, and she didn’t know why she felt choked up inside. Why this bothered her so much. It wasn’t as if she and Greer Bishop had ever been close. It wasn’t as if what happened to Greer would affect Nora’s own life, and Nora knew Greer wouldn’t thank her for this defense. Still. “She doesn’t need the money, or a savior, for that matter. She’s doing this because she feels like it.”
“That’s her story,” Zair agreed. “Though it was more convincing five years ago. But the world is full of broken heiresses who come to bad ends, isn’t it? Too much money and too little sense. Too many questionable situations filled with expensive drugs and then, soon enough, an outsize habit to match.” His mouth tightened, but he didn’t shift his gaze from hers. He didn’t look away. “I’d be very much surprised if Greer didn’t owe Laurette Fortin a sizable amount of money. Most of the girls do.”
Nora felt chilled through. “Surely Greer is a special case,” she said, and she recognized that note in her voice. The one that verged on desperate. “The exception that proves the rule.”
“You know better.” His finger moved slowly, so slowly, painting a lick of fire just beneath the lower curve of her breast. “Believe enough of the wrong people and you become what they make you.”
She swallowed, hard, and she felt like a butterfly pinned to a board. Frozen. Terrified. Much too close to losing what passed for her self-control. And aware that he wasn’t the one who’d secured her there. She’d done that. She did it every time she believed him. Every time she convinced herself he was somehow untainted by this swamp they were both standing in.
“What happens to the girls you take home who don’t come back, Zair?” she asked in a harsh whisper.
His mouth shifted into something that scraped at her, but she couldn’t let it deter her. “What do you think?”
“And Harlow,” she continued, and it hurt. It all hurt, and it was a bright-hot, wet heat that threatened to spill out from behind her eyes, and she made herself do it anyway. “She got on a yacht much like this one, except it was registered to the Port of Ruyi. It left London three weeks ago. Then she was seen on CCTV entering Nice with some strange man.” She searched his face, the face she knew so much better now and could no longer read at all. Had she ever read it? Or had he shown her what he wanted her to see? If he was a monster, how would she know? “Do you know where she is, Zair? Did you have something to do with it?”
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Zair al Ruyi wanted her to think the worst of him. So it shouldn’t have felt like a red-hot poker through the chest—like the worst kind of betrayal—that she did.
“Will we get to the truth this time?” he asked. He put the wineglass down and then leaned against the rail, shifting so he was closer to her.
Nora Grant, who had always believed the best of him. It stunned him to realize that he’d imagined she always would.
“I’m not the one who’s been concealing the truth,” Nora said, her voice thick, but she swayed toward him anyway, as though her body trusted him no matter what came out of her mouth. “I’ve told you everything. All you’ve done is talk about obedience and make me trail around after you like a dog on a leash.”
“Why did you come here, to Cannes? Into this grim little world?” he asked her, making no attempt to modify his tone. “What on earth would make you put yourself at risk like this?”
Her eyes glittered with emotion. “I told you—”
“Yes, of course.” He moved so he was trapping her at the rail, a hand on either side of her hips and his face too close to hers. He didn’t touch her. He didn’t need to touch her—not when he could see the fine little tremors that moved over her skin. Not when he could smell her perfume and the warm heat of her arousal beneath it. Not when he could see the way she melted toward him, then yanked herself back. “This epic friendship of yours, the likes of which the world has never seen before or since. I am fond indeed of my friends, Nora. And if I suspected they were caught up in something like this, I would contact the authorities. I would not prance into the middle of this cesspool with absolutely nothing to protect me.”
“That might not have been my smartest move,” she acknowledged. “But you don’t understand.”
“Tell me, then, what I need to know,” he encouraged her, but his voice was a dark thing and he could see it move through her and tangle inside her. He could see the misery and the longing transform her lovely face. “Tell me why.”
“Harlow is the best friend I’ve ever had,” she whispered. “Do you know what it’s like to meet someone and feel like they instantly become family? So much so that it’s inconceivable that they weren’t always there? She isn’t just a college friend, Zair. She’s like a sister to me.”
He held her gaze for a long moment and then slowly shook his head. Nora swallowed, hard.
“Try again,” he said. He saw unshed tears glimmer in her eyes, and she raised her hands up as if to push him away—but only held them there, in fists, and didn’t touch him. Her blue eyes filled with misery.
“It’s my fault,” she whispered, spitting out the words as if they were poisoned.
Zair didn’t question the impulse to gather her to him, pulling her into his arms and ignoring those fierce fists, hard against his chest. He didn’t question that thing in him that made him bring her close, made him bend down so her face was buried in his neck, so she could whisper all her guilt and panic and fear into something hard and strong like his shoulder, which could take it.
“My life is so hollow,” she told him, told that dark little pocket of space. She rested her forehead against him and her lips barely moved, but he heard her. He could be her confessional. He could give her absolution, if nothing else. “It’s a constant battle between expectations and pointlessness and none of it matters. It’s empty and I know—I know—what a privilege it is to have that kind of life in the first place. I have nothing to complain about. And Harlow was just like me.” She pulled in a breath, short and hard. “But at least she wrote a thesis on something more important to the world than a bunch of two-hundred-year-old paintings. So I told her she had to do something with that. She thought maybe she’d take a year or two to travel, to go to Bali and do yoga for months. And I said she could either fake spirituality with a bunch of assholes like the ones we already knew or she could go a completely different way and make a real difference. I was her best friend and I was a jerk about it.” Her voice was choked then, and Zair lifted a hand to cradle the back of her head, his gaze trained on the glittering shore in the distance but his attention entirely on Nora. “So she went to London and she worked in another Treffen law firm, and you know what happened in New York. You know what happens in places like that. With those people who use girls exactly like her… You know what she was walking into.”
“I do,” he agreed. “But I don’t understand how you had anything to do with it.”
“I made her go!” she hissed at him, and she moved her fists against him in emphasis. “If it weren’t for me she’d be working on her downward dog in Bali, Zair. She wouldn’t be missing in France!”
He shifted back so he could look down into her face.
“Are you so powerful?” he asked mildly. “Did this friend of yours require that you make all her decisions for her? Did she pledge to obey you in all things?”
“Of course not. But—” He shook his head and she fell quiet, and he saw the exact moment it occurred to her that she had pledged to obey someone else. In public, anyway. “What are you trying to say? That you’re responsible for me because I agreed to play these games with you?”
“My responsibilities aren’t the point,” he said, dark and low. “This is about your guilt.” She tried to pull away from him then, but he only held her closer and put his mouth to her ear. “We’re still in public, Nora. Don’t forget. This is when these games matter most.”
She went still, but it was a tense, humming sort of stillness.
“I haven’t forgotten,” she said softly. He looked down and found her gaze, so dark now and filled with all those shadows. “I haven’t forgotten all the things you said, either. What a foolish rich girl I am. How much of an idiot I must be to have come here. You’re not wrong. But it doesn’t matter, because—”
“You deserve it?” he asked, lethal and soft at once, and she sucked in a breath as if he’d hit her.
“I didn’t say that.” But he could see it in the dark thing that dimmed the blue of her eyes then.
Zair laughed softly. He pressed a kiss to her temple, indulging himself in the feel of her satiny skin, and then he stepped back. She looked bereft, and he was twisted enough to enjoy that.
“I could tell you that no one deserves what they walk into when they come here,” he said quietly. “But I suspect that intellectually, you know this. It isn’t about your mind, is it? This is about something else.”
“Yes.” Her eyes were wide, her face was pale, and she watched him as though she didn’t know whether to run away or fall to her knees before him, and sick fuck that he was, he liked that, too. “This is about friendship. I don’t know how many ways I can tell you that.”
“This is about control,” he corrected her. With utter certainty.
“Not everything is about sex. Or whatever this is, this thing you do. This obedience thing.”
“Control, obedience.” He shrugged, though he watched her closely. “It’s all the same thing.”
“I don’t see the connection between what happened to my best friend—”
“I think you have a very good idea what happened to your best friend,” he said. “This isn’t about her. This is about why you, Nora, who are certainly wealthy enough to buy yourself some interested policemen if appealing to their better natures didn’t work, felt the need to talk your way into a sex slave auction. Why you put yourself not merely in harm’s way, but on an actual yacht filled with people who were there for the express purpose of doling out the kind of harm that would have taken you a lifetime to get past.”
She looked unsteady on her feet, but he didn’t reach out to her, no matter how much he wanted to. He let her rock slightly.
“I admitted that wasn’t such a great plan,” she bit out in a low voice. “I know that. Do you want me to tell you that I feel lucky that it was you who found me there? I do. Okay?”
“Nora.” He kept his voice soft, and thrust his hands into his pockets to keep them to himself. “I’m not trying to break you apart. I just want you to face the truth. You want this to be your fault. You want your friend’s disappearance to be directly traceable to decisions you made and things you did. You came all the way to Cannes to take responsibility for it.”
She made a small, hurt noise, and covered her mouth with her hand, but not before he saw the way her lips crumpled in on themselves. Zair hated himself, but he pushed on anyway, because as much as this might hurt her, it would hurt her far worse if she stayed stuck in the place she was right now. He knew.
“Please,” she whispered.
“Do you want to know why?” he asked, inexorable and calm. So calm, as if this didn’t hurt him. As if her beauty and her courage didn’t make him proud of her, that she was still standing. Still listening. That she hadn’t run off into the night the way he could see she wanted to do.
“Because,” he said quietly, watching her eyes swim with tears, watching her chin tilt up as if she could weather any blow, “you think that if you make this your fault, you can control it. When you accept that you can’t control any of it, that it’s simply a thing that happened to someone you love, you’ll also have to accept that it wasn’t you who did it.”
“And you think that’s better?” she asked, fierce and broken at once. “Because it sounds to me like giving up.”
“Do you know why I rejected you six years ago, Nora?” he asked then, and she let out a hard, long breath. “You were a gorgeous girl. Young and beautiful and you said you wanted me. You said you’d give me anything.”
“I would have,” she whispered.
“You would have given me your body in some or other carefully constructed transaction that you controlled completely,” he said brutally. “I can fuck anyone I like, whenever I like. What is another fuck to me?”
“Thank you.” Her voice shook but she raised her chin. “I think we covered this six years ago.”
“You were just a little girl,” he said. “But now? Here? This is truly beautiful, Nora. This is unique. And you can’t control it.”
“Obedience,” she whispered.
“Not the obedience itself,” he said, smiling faintly, “though let’s be clear, I think it’s hot. But I asked you to hand over your control to me and you did it. That’s strength. That’s beauty. Especially because it scares the hell out of you.” He felt his mouth move and he wanted to kiss her, to taste her, more than he could remember wanting anything else. “If you take anything away from this little show of ours, Nora, let it be that. You shine brightest when you let go. When you believe in yourself.”
For a moment—maybe a year—she only breathed. And a thousand things passed between them in that electric band that felt tighter, tauter, every second.
“If that’s true,” she said quietly, “then you should do it, too. You don’t have to tell me what your objectives are here, Zair. I don’t believe you’re another Jason Treffen. But you can prove it.”
“Can I? Monsters play games, too, Nora. Deeper games than you can imagine.”
“Don’t play another game,” she whispered. “This isn’t about that. And you’re no monster..”
Her eyes were so blue then, even damp with emotion. And she made him remember, suddenly, all those dreams he’d had years ago—all those bright fantasies. That he could be a better man. Some kind of hero. That he was something other than dirty.
“Help someone, Zair,” she urged him, as if believing in him were easy. As if she already did. “Help Greer.”



Chapter Six
AND ZAIR UNDERSTOOD then how much of a danger this woman posed to him. Not just to him personally, but to everything he’d worked for these past years. All Nora had to do was look at him like this, with all that faith and wonder and belief in her pretty eyes, and he’d do anything. He couldn’t even bring himself to mind it as he should.
But he knew it had to end. Here, now. Before he ruined years of work and not all of it his. Before he allowed terrible men to escape justice because he couldn’t resist this one woman and her insistence on thinking him something other than what he was.
“I was hoping we’d see a bit more of her,” the slithery Laurette Fortin had said earlier, while Nora had been off colluding with Greer Bishop, who had always struck Zair as far too hard, too armor-plated to need help. He didn’t like thinking about what that kind of judgment suggested about him. “She could make quite a splash here.”
They’d both known what Laurette had meant by that. How much Laurette could make on a “splash.”
Zair had only shrugged. “I suspect this is but a passing flirtation. I doubt her family would permit anything further.”
She’d sniffed. “Pity, that.”
He’d laughed it off. “There are always more, Laurette, are there not? Season after season, year after year.” The other woman’s gaze had been too shrewd for his liking then, while his own, he’d suspected, was too bleak. “In a few weeks neither one of us will remember she was ever here.”
But he would never forget it.
Zair leaned over and ran his finger over the elegant line of Nora’s collarbone now, lazily tracing a pattern against the smooth skin and delicate bone exposed by the red strips that barely covered her. Goose bumps followed the path he took, rising up like a wake as he indulged himself in the feel of her, so soft and perfect.
“Help her,” Nora said again, and more fiercely this time. “Help Greer. I know you can. Is that why the girls you take home disappear, Zair? Do you spirit them off to safety and only pretend they come to bad ends?”
He laughed, but none of this was funny. He was monitored and followed by his own countrymen. He lived a double life, at the least, and he couldn’t trust a soul. And yet it had never occurred to anyone involved in this project that it wouldn’t be someone who thought the worst of him who would see straight through him. It was someone who foolishly insisted on seeing the best in him instead. No one had thought to protect him against that, least of all Zair himself. His chest felt tight.
“You’re naive, Nora,” he gritted out. “Sheltered and cossetted. You should stick to your art projects and your happy, rich girl life in Manhattan, stepping over the homeless on your way to your next charity dance. I don’t help people. Ever.”
She only shrugged, as if he couldn’t hurt her, though he could see the truth in her too-bright gaze. “You’ve already helped me. I don’t think you know how to keep yourself from it. Notably unlike a monster.”
She’d never been more beautiful than she was then. The light from the lanterns strung above them danced over her, brushing her with gold, making her look like something he might have dreamed up throughout his lonely childhood. Something that couldn’t possibly be real. Something, he knew, that he would ruin simply by letting her too close.
She was already too close.
You need to handle that Grant girl, one of his Washington contacts had emailed him the other day on his secure account. She cannot jeopardize the operation.
But he couldn’t seem to do what he knew he should.
“You little fool,” Zair muttered instead. “The only thing likely to kill me—and you—is your mouth. You need to remember that we’re standing in a pit of vipers.”
“I remember,” she whispered fiercely. “But that doesn’t make you one of them. You’re a fraud, Zair.”
For a stunning moment, he couldn’t believe she’d said that. That she’d actually called him a fraud on a boat teeming with enemies, no matter how private they seemed to be at the moment. There were too many unfriendly ears—and they were everywhere. Too many people who would be only too delighted to believe her. Some he worried already did.
So he did what he should have done in the first place, the only thing that would end this conversation at once and without any further accusations from Nora.
He dropped his head and took her mouth with his.
As if she had never been anything but his, whether he bought her or merely begged for her, or simply gave in to how much he wanted her. As if she never would be anything but his, no matter what happened next.
She tasted like lightning and need and he was too damned greedy. Too wild for her, and he stopped pretending, for this single electric moment, that he’d been anything else for a long time. He angled his head to take more of her and she wasn’t nearly close enough, so he reached over and hauled her to him with a peremptory hand at her neck.
And she melted against him like chocolate.
He kissed her until he very nearly forgot his name or why he’d started this in the first place. He kissed her with all the things he couldn’t say, all the longing, all the secrets, all the sick and terrible truths he couldn’t let out into the light.
And she kissed him back as if he truly were the hero of her dreams, her Prince Charming despite everything. As if he really were that shining, glorious creature he’d sometimes seen reflected in her pretty eyes when she looked at him. She wound her arms around his neck and pressed herself against him in lush surrender and he reveled in it, pulling her harder and tighter against him.
He kissed her instead of speaking words he didn’t dare say aloud. He kissed her until he thought they might cause a scene, and only then did he pull back, moving his hands to tangle in her hair, tugging her head back into the kind of angle that made them both breathe too hard. Just like that first night on another yacht like this one. They would no doubt find pictures of this moment splashed across all the tabloid websites within the hour and the magazines and papers by morning—and he didn’t care.
What he cared about was that light in her eyes that echoed inside him, as if they were two halves of a twisted whole. As if all of this were as real as it felt.
And it was all a great mess within him, fury and futility and that shimmering thread of what he chose to call lust, because it couldn’t be anything else. It all rolled into something else and it came out harsh and too much like cruel when he spoke again, in the clipped voice of a stranger.
“I could have killed all those girls who disappeared with the hands that are on you right now,” he told her, condemning them both even as his fingers tightened and her head jutted back further and he saw the proof of how that made her feel in the tight peaks of her nipples against the soft silken straps of her dress. His mouth watered. “And yet all I have to do is kiss you and you’re mine. That easily. There are prostitutes, Nora, and then there are whores.”
He felt her shake slightly beneath his hands, but her eyes were bluer than the sea and they were clear. Calm. Fast on his, as if she would follow him anywhere. As if she trusted him implicitly. As if he were worthy of such things.
“What does that make you, Zair?” she asked softly. “What are you getting from this performance of yours? Are you a spy? Are you writing a story? Are you the tourist here? What?”
“I keep trying to impress upon you that this isn’t a game, Nora, no matter what roles we play for the papers and the pimps.” His voice was so hard it was like a hail of bullets, though he tried valiantly to keep it a quiet whisper, but she didn’t seem to notice either way. “This isn’t some college prank your fancy little sorority dreamed up. When people lose here, they lose a good deal more than their dignity.”
She reached up and traced his mouth with her fingers, and it sent a bolt of fire straight through him. Searing and bold and far worse than that kiss. Far more damaging.
“I know,” she said simply and then, impossibly, she smiled. “Don’t worry, Zair. I’ll protect you.”
And he understood then, with another bolt of that same lightning, that if he didn’t let her go now he never would. Never. There was a selfish part of him that didn’t care. But the part of him that wanted only to protect her cared too much.
“You have to go back to New York,” he told her abruptly.
“Zair—”
“It’s not a request.”
He stepped back from her, and it hurt. It hurt like a month of the worst kind of illness. As though he’d run back-to-back marathons for days. He hurt. And he thought that of all the sacrifices he’d made, all the things he’d done over the past five years and before, all things he’d allowed because it would protect and serve this tarnished image of his, this was the one that would cripple him.
He feared it already had.
She was everything he’d ever wanted. He’d suspected it six years ago. He knew it now. And Zair couldn’t have the things he wanted. He knew that, too. Playing this game was only making the great darkness that was his life seem that much more pronounced.
Nora shifted before him, frowning. “I don’t want to go back to New York yet. I don’t want—”
“You promised to obey me,” he reminded her, more harshly than was strictly necessary. Her eyes widened and she looked turned to stone right there in front of him, but she only waited, as if she really were obedient. As if he were worthy of taking control of a creature like her in the first place, when he knew better than to think such things. “You gave me your word.”
“Zair.” But that was all. Just his name, like a prayer.
“I want you gone, Nora,” he said quietly, and he’d never meant anything more. Or wanted it less. “Tonight. This isn’t a negotiation. This is the deal we made.”
But he would give her a gift, he thought, when she ducked her head in a kind of anguished acceptance and he knew she’d do as he asked. A kind of payment, perhaps, for services rendered. He would risk his own goddamned cover no matter the shit show it would cause, for no other reason than she’d asked him to do it.
He’d give her Greer.

 *
New York felt like an insult after hours on a small plane with an irate Greer Bishop, who hadn’t seemed to realize that she’d been helped instead of hindered and that Nora was not, in fact, her enemy.
The city was no respite. It was too hot and edging toward humid, SoHo was all smelly concrete and no bright sea, and Nora had never felt more ragged or more fragile in her life. When she finally wrestled her bags up to the loft she’d always loved so much in what felt like a different life, she stood there in the center of the big, long, colorful space, waiting to feel the embrace of home. Instead, she felt small. Diminished.
Broken, even, with too much Zair in her head.
She thought about going into work—but the very idea of standing in the gallery and pretending to care deeply about the collection of abstract paintings from local artists that was currently on exhibit made her stomach hurt. She felt so wrecked inside. She’d seen too much in Cannes.
You are not the same person who went there, a little voice inside her that sounded a great deal like Zair told her harshly then. You have to change your life. Make certain it means something, or what was the point of any of this?
Nora had no idea what the point was. To anything. She hadn’t found Harlow in Cannes. She hadn’t so much as glimpsed her friend in all the terrible places she’d been these past ten days, and that was like a great, yawning sinkhole inside her, worse by the second. I think you have a very good idea what happened to your friend, Zair had said, and she did. God help her, she did. She might have emancipated the surly, notably unappreciative Greer from the circuit, but she’d also discovered what was between her and Zair in the strangest and most brilliant manner—only to lose it, and him, all over again.
And, she was very much afraid, herself, too.
Nora had no idea what to do about any of those things.
So she turned around before she could think better of it. She marched back out to the street, hailed a cab, and headed up to Columbus Circle to ask for help from the only person she knew who might actually be able to provide it—at least in part.
Which seemed like a really great idea until she was sitting on the low couch in Zoe Brook’s intimidatingly austere office, deeply second-guessing her decision.
“I’m thinking your brother doesn’t know you’re here,” Zoe said after a moment of silence dragged on into something longer and more perilous, with Zoe’s shrewd gaze boring holes into Nora’s forehead. “Or possibly even that you’ve returned from Cannes.”
Nora smiled politely. “I couldn’t say what Hunter knows.”
Zoe leaned back against her chair and smirked. “I’m enjoying myself already.”
“This isn’t about Hunter,” Nora said quickly. “To be clear.”
She was doing her best not to look over at the picture on the wall that she’d seen the first time she’d come here. It had been months ago with Hunter, when they’d picked Zoe up for an evening out. Hunter and Zoe had started murmuring things to each other that no younger sister wanted to overhear, and so Nora had drifted over to the large wall covered in photographs featuring Zoe with a variety of famous people. Her clients, clearly. Politicians, movie stars, power brokers in all fields, celebrities of every stripe. Which was when she’d seen Zair. She’d stared, the way she always did when confronted with him. He’d looked as gorgeous and fierce and unreachable as ever, framed standing with Zoe in some well-dressed crowd somewhere. Back then she’d reminded herself that she’d hated him and told herself that was why she’d kept staring. Today she was too jet-lagged and worn thin in her soul to bother with the self-deception.
“I do read the tabloids, you know,” Zoe said now. “I should warn you that I can’t compromise my clients’ confidentiality. You can’t work with secrets if it comes out that you don’t keep them.”
Still, that amused look on her face invited Nora to keep going. Nora took a breath. Considered.
“I don’t want to hire you,” she said. Carefully. “I’m only here as your boyfriend’s naive little sister who found herself swept up in something a little too public.” She smiled. “After all, I look up to you like the older sister I never had—”
“That’s laying it on a bit thick after a mere four months of dating your brother. But go on.”
“—and I’m wondering if you have an opinion about one of Hunter’s best friends, since you’d be in a much better position to make an assessment. Socially, I mean.”
Zoe’s eyes gleamed. “I’d say that Hunter has some interesting friends,” she said after a moment. “I try to overlook his connection to the Treffen family for obvious reasons, and because I don’t necessarily believe all that ‘sins of the father’ crap. I’m not too broken up that no one’s found a shred of evidence to tell us who murdered that evil piece of shit. And I like Alex Diaz well enough despite the fact that he’s a journalist I can’t manipulate. When he’s not asking me probing personal questions about the worst years of my life, that is.”
“Austin and Alex are both very nice,” Nora agreed, though she wasn’t sure nice was the word she’d use to describe either one of her brother’s other college roommates, both of whom had always struck her more as wolves who happened to look good all dressed up in their sleek human clothes, if no less wolfish.
“Zair al Ruyi, on the other hand, strikes me as someone who’s unduly invested in living down to low expectations,” Zoe murmured. “The darker and more subterranean those expectations, the better.”
“But Zair is the Ruyian ambassador to the United States,” Nora said in the same calm, overly precise tone, her gaze fast on Zoe’s face. “He’s Harvard educated with a master’s in public policy from Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson School. He’s a highly accomplished man by any reckoning. Exactly what low expectations could anyone have about him?”
“My impression,” Zoe said after a moment and a flash of that razor-sharp smile of hers, “which is based entirely on personal and social interactions and not on any professional relationship I might or might not have had with him, you understand, is that it’s necessary to Zair that people think that he is capable of the lowest of acts.”
“Is he?” Nora asked softly, though she already knew. She knew the truth, no matter what anyone said to the contrary.
“On the one hand,” Zoe said, her gaze calm and direct, “I believe people are as capable of great evil as they are of tremendous good. They are two sides of a single coin.” She paused. “But in Zair’s case, and again, this is only a social impression, I’d say that perception is not necessarily reality.”
“Ah.” Nora sat back against the couch, aware only then that her heart was pounding against her ribs as though she’d climbed up the side of a cliff. Or jumped off of one. She looked over at that picture then, at Zair’s elegant warrior’s face and all the secrets she wished she could read in it, then back at Zoe. “You must be as good at your job as they say.”
“Yes,” Zoe agreed softly. “I am. Which is how I know that you need to give yourself a break, Nora. You just spent a week splashed all over the worst of the tabloids. That’s not easy even if you court that kind of attention. You look like you’re about to fall apart.”
“I’m fine.” Nora forced a smile. “Just a bit jet-lagged.”
“Of course.” Zoe sat back in her chair, though her cool gray eyes missed nothing, Nora thought. She rose to her feet and tried to look as “fine” as she claimed she was. “My mistake.”

 *
“Please tell me that I’ve been struck down with some kind of early-onset dementia,” Alison Blodgett Grant said in her chilliest tone of voice when Nora finally found the courage and called to tell her she was back home. She was certain this was not news to her mother. For someone who claimed never to sully her eyes with the dirty tabloids, her mother certainly knew every time one of her children turned up in them. “And that one of the symptoms involves detailed hallucinations that my only daughter has spent the last week cavorting about the South of France like some vulgar hotel heiress.”
Nora sighed. “I’m sorry to tell you that you’re probably perfectly healthy, Mother. No need to plan the funeral just yet.”
“Then I am all ears, Nora. Have you joined the cast of one of those appalling ‘reality’ shows that clutter the cultural consciousness? Please, explain to me what on earth you could possibly have been thinking to put yourself in so many compromising positions?”
She heard her father rumbling in the background, and she knew that the Nora who’d set off for France, so full of herself and so fired up with good intentions if terrible plans, would have said something to fix this. She’d always been so indulgent when it came to her mother’s ambitions, always found the whole pedigrees and appropriate marriages thing amusing while not taking it too seriously, like her own live version of Downton Abbey. But she didn’t have it in her any longer.
She stood there in her leftover life with a gaping hole in the middle of it that was Harlow and was Zair, too, and she felt on the cusp of some great purpose—and she might not have known what that was, she might have felt as lost as she did changed, but she was pretty sure it didn’t involve her mother’s eternal fixation on marrying her off to this or that irritating son of one of her father’s golf buddies.
“I can’t explain myself,” she said simply. “And I don’t want to, either.”
Then she sat there in the uncomfortable silence that followed and didn’t do a single thing to break it or solve it, apologize for it or laugh it off. She wasn’t surprised when her mother ended the call.
And another week passed with Harlow still missing. A week in which Nora tried to put what had happened in France behind her and move on, but of course, did nothing of the kind. She was still too raw. Changed all the way down to her bones. Unable to concentrate on her work, unable to care about the life she’d found comfortable enough—if a bit pointless—only two weeks earlier.
You shine brightest when you let go, Zair had told her. When you believe in yourself.
Nora didn’t know what she believed. Meanwhile, summer was coming to Manhattan. The June days were lighter, evenings arched blue and orange above the skyscrapers, and Nora couldn’t escape the notion that somehow, if a new season began and Harlow was still gone, she always would be. That there was a ticking clock and it was about to run out.
It didn’t make sense. But that sense of lost time was the other thing keeping her from sleeping. The first one was tall, dark, a little bit lethal, and had ordered her to leave him after a life-altering kiss.
Either way, she spent a lot of time wide-awake at 3:00 a.m. She might have simply holed up in her loft until she came up with some new, no doubt equally foolish plan to locate her friend and God knows what else to deal with her unresolved feelings for the only man she’d ever let tell her what to do, but Hunter intervened.
“It’s Zoe’s birthday,” Hunter said in his voice mail, because she’d stopped picking up the phone days before after too many calls from journalists who wanted to talk about Cannes, and was she only imagining that he sounded harsher than usual? Was she simply at war with everyone these days—or was that only with herself? “I’m throwing a party and you need to show up.” He paused, and when he spoke again his voice was quieter. “I don’t give a shit if you’re pissed at me, Nora. But don’t disappoint Zoe. She’s not the one who let you down.”
Which was how Nora found herself in her brother’s rambling three-level penthouse in the Financial District that Saturday night, completely against her will. This is for Zoe, she told herself. Because Zoe hadn’t had to give her any information about Zair, however roundabout. She hadn’t had to talk to Nora at all. That she had was a gift, Nora knew.
“You came!” Zoe exclaimed, kissing her cheek with what seemed like genuine enthusiasm when Nora walked in. Beside her in the entryway, Hunter loomed like the former-pro-football version of gargoyle, all narrowed eyes and a grumpy expression.
“Of course I came,” Nora replied. She shot a look at her brother. “Hunter is getting better at laying down the guilt trips.”
Hunter made a noise a little too much like a growl, but Zoe only laughed that endlessly mischievous laugh of hers, looking bright and happy in a shimmering sheath of cream and champagne that licked over her long, lean body and made her look as pretty as Nora had ever seen her.
“Yes, well,” Zoe said, patting Hunter’s arm in a vaguely soothing manner, “that requires that he care about things, doesn’t it? It’s a step in the right direction.”
Nora smiled back weakly, ignored her brother, and then had nothing to do with herself but walk inside this party she hadn’t wanted to attend and be the sour note in the middle of all the merry festivities.
Fifteen minutes, she promised herself. Twenty at the most, then you can return to driving yourself quietly insane.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” Hunter demanded when he caught up to her some time later. Nora had taken herself out onto one of his many terraces, and was staring down at the wilderness of Manhattan far below, as if she could make sense of all the tension and grief and building panic inside her that way.
“Are you asking because you want to know or because Mom called you to complain about my shocking behavior in our last phone call, now that you and she are so tight?” she asked. She didn’t look at him when he came to stand beside her at the rail.
“Both,” Hunter muttered.
Nora felt something a great deal like warmth move deep inside her and wished she didn’t. Numbness would be so much better. So much safer. She’d been trying to will herself numb since that last night in Cannes.
“I’m fine,” she said. She said that a lot these days.
“Clearly.” He sighed. “I’ll point out that I’ve never seen you without some kind of a smile on your face in a public setting and yet you just spent at least fifteen minutes impersonating an angry Goth chick on my couch.”
“I’m wearing Chanel. That’s essentially the definition of not Goth.”
“It was the scowl more than the clothes. It’s summer, Nora. This is a party. Lighten up.”
“Summers and parties are often more complicated than they appear.”
“Funny thing,” Hunter drawled after a moment. “Austin told me he saw Zair last night. He’s back in New York.”
She couldn’t let that sink into her. She couldn’t let it knock her down. It didn’t matter that she felt as if her brother had hauled off and punched her in the stomach—right in that hollow place she was worried was already eating her alive.
“I can’t believe you both don’t have better things to do than sit around and gossip,” she said, fighting to keep her voice even. “Is this what it was like when you were all at Harvard? No wonder you spent half the time acting like you can’t stand each other.”
“Yeah, and Austin said he sounds about as fine as you do.”
Nora scowled at Lower Manhattan, which had about as much effect as anything else she’d done this past week. Pointless and pale, Zair had called her life. The city carried on as if she didn’t exist. She was starting to worry that she didn’t. That she’d left something critical behind when she’d left France, like a limb. So she turned toward Hunter and decided this was as good a time as any to stop reacting to things and start acting instead.
“Since when do you care about what’s going on in my life?” she demanded. “Since when does it matter to you?”
“Since now.” Hunter shrugged. “Deal with it.”
“I’m glad you’ve fallen in love and it’s changed your whole life,” Nora bit out. “I really am, because you kind of sucked before you met Zoe and God knows, your taste in women was hideous.” His face darkened in some mixture of temper and shock, but she didn’t let that stop her. She jabbed a finger at him instead and wished, not for the first time in her life, that he wasn’t built like the football player he was. Like bricks and about as movable. “But that doesn’t mean we all have to change along with you, at your command, just because you say so.”
Because she might take some orders from one man, but that was different. That was theirs, and it had as much to do with that wildfire chemistry between them as the situation they’d been in. And that had been her choice—and had nothing at all to do with this. If anything, obeying Zair even briefly had somehow given her the strength to stand up to overbearing jackasses like her interfering older brother.
Who was scowling at her. “That’s not what I said.”
“I get it,” she continued, and she couldn’t quite put the pieces together inside her. She only knew that she’d never felt stronger, suddenly, and it had everything to do with how deliciously weak Zair had made her feel. You shine brightest when you let go, he’d said. So Nora let go. “You coach high school football now and those kids think you’re a god. They fall all over themselves to do what you tell them to do and if they don’t, you make them run laps or do nine thousand push-ups or whatever. But I don’t play football and I don’t care if you’re mad at me and unfortunately for you, I remember who you were all of six months ago, Hunter, when you didn’t give a shit if I lived or died.”
“Just like I remember who you were two weeks ago,” he shot back, because he was a professional athlete who had never backed down from a single challenge or thrown gauntlet in his entire life, as far as she knew, so why would he start now? “Before you traipsed off to Cannes, hooked up with Zair of all goddamned people, and started acting like a crazy person.”
“You don’t remember who I was, ever,” she blazed at him, and she didn’t care if the entire city overheard her. “You remember how I acted. Because you don’t actually know a single thing about me!”
Hunter eyed her for a moment, his hands shoved in the pockets of his trousers as though he was deliberately restraining himself from doing something with them. “The next time I see that motherfucker, I’m punching him in the face,” he muttered.
Nora felt too many things at once. She wouldn’t exactly cry if Hunter punched Zair in the face—but then again, she thought she wanted to do it herself. Or maybe that wasn’t at all what she wanted to do to him, should she see him again. Maybe she wanted to explore the things they’d done in public in private, all twisted and dark and perfect for her somehow, and that wasn’t the kind of thing she could share with anyone. Certainly not her older brother.
“Mind you, his security detail gives him an unfair advantage,” Hunter was saying, still muttering. “I’m picking my moment. I bet he knows it, too. Why else would he see Austin and not me?”
Nora decided she had to leave. Before the prickly, aching thing in her chest turned to sobs. Before she told Hunter things she didn’t want to tell anyone, simply because he was there. Before she embarrassed herself any further when the one person who had always been there for her since the moment they’d met was still out there somewhere. Possibly lost, hurt, imprisoned, God knew what else. Every single thing that Nora did that wasn’t finding Harlow was a betrayal of her, of their friendship. That truth felt like a vicious cramp and practically made her double over.
But she didn’t, because Zair was there too inside her, like a song she couldn’t get out of her head, wrapped tight around her bones.
“I have to go,” she muttered thickly, and turned to do that, but came to an abrupt stop when Hunter moved so he was standing in front of her.
“You’re not okay, Nora,” he said quietly. “That’s obvious at a glance. Let me help.”
She wished he could. She wished they had the relationship he was pretending they did. She wished she could rest her head on his shoulder and let him solve all her problems. But that was a little girl’s wish, wasn’t it? And if Cannes had taught Nora anything, it was that she wasn’t a little girl anymore. Not any part of her. And that there were too many people who preyed on little girls as it was.
“You can’t help me,” she told Hunter, matter-of-factly. Almost kindly. “But it turns out I can’t help anyone myself. I guess that makes us equally useless, doesn’t it?”
“Nora—”
“Stop,” she told him. She almost smiled, but was afraid it would make her cry, and she didn’t want to do that. Not here. Not again. Not anymore. “There’s a way that’s almost comforting, Hunter. If you think about it.”
And then she fled.

 *
“I’m going to kill you,” Hunter bit out in lieu of a more traditional greeting. “What the fuck did you do to my little sister?”
Zair knew he shouldn’t have taken the call. “Not whatever it is you’re imagining.”
He was out of patience with the game he played—and he understood that was as good as signing his own death warrant. He knew that and still, he couldn’t seem to snap out of it. His partners in Washington had shouted themselves hoarse about the Greer situation, to say nothing of Nora herself. Your job is to give us the names and let us pull them out if we can, not go off and do it yourself, they’d told him, over and over. You risked your cover. You risked this entire operation. And for what? Two girls out of hundreds?
He knew. He still hadn’t cared. He was finished—and he felt that deep inside him, whatever it might mean for him. He had no idea what would happen as this sordid endgame played out—and yet all he could think about was Nora. The particular games they’d played and all the ways he longed to make them real.
Because they’d felt real. That was the part he couldn’t seem to get past. Even when he knew—he knew—it made him as sick as some of the people he was working to stop.
He had to force himself to focus on his conversation with Hunter. “And when, may I ask, did you begin playing the role of overprotective big brother? It’s an awkward fit.”
“Times change, asshole.”
“You mean women change you and you suddenly find yourself interested in a host of responsibilities that were anathema to you before,” Zair said. He paced the length of the suite that was always set aside for him in the Ruyian consulate when he stayed in New York City, feeling caged. Trapped. Furious and edgy at once. “I’ve heard of this phenomenon.”
“My little sister ran out of my house five seconds away from a breakdown last night,” Hunter said in a clipped tone. “If you didn’t do what I think you did—what the entire world thinks you did, thanks to those pictures you should have known better than to let them take—what the hell did you do?”
But that was such a complicated question, wasn’t it?
“Not enough,” Zair muttered.
Later, after Hunter had run out of threats, Zair found himself at his window, staring out at Park Avenue as a summer storm moved in. He welcomed it. The swollen, threatening clouds. The wind that whipped the trees into a fierce dance. The snaking tail of red brake lights as the cars fought to make it downtown before the rain started in earnest.
He was going out of his mind. He could feel himself cracking apart from the inside out and could see no end to it. Azhil was due in Manhattan later this month to address the United Nations on human rights, of all things, and Zair didn’t know what he would do. What he could do. Only that he thought he might burst if he continued to do nothing.
Your job is to do nothing and let us pick up the pieces, they’d told him.
But maybe he couldn’t live with that any longer. He’d had a taste of control, of surrender freely given, and he wanted more of it. The rest of his life made no sense, was all lies and charades stretched across decades. But Nora—Nora had been like sweet clarity in the midst of all that din and clamor. And it had poisoned him with possibility, game or no.
Maybe that was why he ditched his own security team, ducked out a side door, and surrendered himself to the anonymity of the city, the storm. Maybe that was why he walked the streets, and even after the rain started coming down, hard and furious like some kind of punishment, kept walking.
He told himself he didn’t know where he was going. That he was simply out in the violence of the storm because he was no one out here in the wild, relentless wet. Because no one could see him and that made him feel about as close to real as he’d been since the last time Nora had touched him.
Because out in the rain he could pretend he might ever feel clean again. Whole again. At peace.
He wasn’t surprised when he found himself outside the gallery space far to the south. He’d hardly noticed the distance. Manhattan still heaved and bustled around him, but here on this old, still-cobbled street, the storm blanketed out all of the din. He stood, soaking wet, outside the art gallery that spilled golden light from within, as if it were a lighthouse. As if he’d been heading here all along.
Maybe he always had been.
He watched through the windows as Nora moved through all that brightness, gleaming and gilded. Everything about her was smooth, sweet. Perfect. She pulled on a light jacket as she spoke to two other women. She laughed; she sparkled. He told himself to leave a thousand times but found his feet rooted to the old stones beneath him.
She pushed her way outside some time later, frowning as she was confronted with the weather. He saw her brace her shoulders and duck her head as she stood on the top of the gallery’s steps, still protected by the building’s stone overhang, and he found himself something like jealous—as if he should be the one to protect her from the elements, if not from himself. Zair thought she’d simply put her head down and race for home—but she glanced around as if she’d heard a loud noise, and then she froze.
She stared straight at him.
There was no one else on the street. It was one of those brief, unusually quiet New York moments. There were no paparazzi, no clamoring crowds. There were no malicious eyes on them, no enemies lurking near with poisonous smiles at the ready. No one to make reports, no one to filter what happened here through the lens of their choosing.
There was only the rain. There was that look on her face that broke his heart, hopeful and resigned at once. There was the way his heart kicked at him, as if he’d run all the way here, when he knew he’d been standing still for much too long.
There were a thousand things he couldn’t say and they all coursed down his face and the length of his body, soaking him and sinking into him, chilling him and washing him like the kind of tears he’d never permit himself to cry. There were too many things left unsaid, turning into all the rain that bounced off the cobblestones and rushed into the gutters.
He saw her breathe hard, as if it hurt.
As if he was hurting her, even standing in the street as if he were no more than a ghost.
And it was time to go. He should never have come.
But then she was there, across the street and before him without seeming to move. Or perhaps he’d truly turned to stone at last.
She pushed up against him, pressing herself into him as though the rain was nothing and the wet hardly signified, and she was so pretty and fit there so perfectly it was like its own ache. And he was, he noted, not made of stone at all. Oh, no.
“Nora,” he said, all dark edge and furious hunger, “this can’t happen. I told you to leave Cannes for a reason. To leave me.”
But she lifted up her hands and pressed them to his face, as if she thought he was something precious. She launched herself up on her toes, and he couldn’t keep himself from drawing her closer to him like the addict he was, because he knew that she truly was infinitely precious.
“Tell me to walk away,” she whispered fiercely through the wet, the cold, her hands like hot brands on his jaw and her eyes brighter than the whole rest of the world. “Tell me to obey you. I promised you I would. Tell me to walk away from you again, Zair, and I will.”
He felt something in him break apart then, like chains falling open at last or whole buildings crumbling to the ground. His hands were on her hips, her body was a lush thing, sleek and wet in the summer storm, and he didn’t want to fight anymore. Not Nora. Not this. Not when she was the only light he’d seen in years, no matter that it had been in the darkest of places.
“I can’t,” he whispered back. “But this isn’t a game tonight. We aren’t playing. Be damned sure you know what you’re doing, Nora.”
“I don’t have the slightest idea what we’re doing,” she said, her voice hoarse and wry at once. “Good thing you’re so bossy. You can make it up as we go along and tell me as you do.”
He moved his hands to grasp hers where she clapsed his jaw, holding her immobile. Holding them both there, stretched taut, on the edge of a great precipice.
“This isn’t a joke.”
“No.” Her hands moved, caressing him. And her gaze was like the ocean, deep and peaceful and perfect. His. “But then, it never has been.”
And when he took her mouth, hard and slick and deep and yes, it felt like fate.
Like coming home.



Chapter Seven
NORA HAD NO idea how they got from the street outside the gallery to her loft.
There was only the heat of Zair’s mouth, the desperate, slick slide of his lips on hers. His hands were in her hair, her arms were wrapped around his shoulders, and everything else was that blistering fire and the summer storm all around them, as though it was part of them, inside them.
As though it was called into being by that endless, glorious, heart-stopping kiss. Urgent and dark. Desperate and hot. And then the two of them were inside her loft with the bolt thrown to lock them in and there was nothing left in her world but Zair.
She felt alive again. Vibrant and electric, as if he were the only source of power in the universe and she’d plugged herself back in.
He didn’t speak. He moved farther into the great space, headed toward the windows on the far side, and Nora found herself holding on to the door as if it were the only tether keeping her on the earth. She remembered that first night in France, when she’d been the one at the windows. She remembered how wild her heart had been in her chest, how hard it had been not to show her fear.
But when Zair turned back to face her, he didn’t look anything like afraid.
“Tell me what you want.”
His voice was low, but she felt it as if it were inside her skin. The rain drummed against the high windows, making the shadowy loft seem closer, tighter, with only the one lamp she left on in the far corner near her couches and chairs shedding any light.
It felt as intimate as a touch. As perfect. As if everything that happened here would be safe.
Nora didn’t think. She moved toward him—but some instinct made her stop when she was an arm’s length away. His gaze was so green, so dark, it very nearly hurt. But it was that different kind of hurt. Like when he’d tugged on her hair that long ago first night and everything within her had bloomed to life, pain like pleasure, indistinguishable.
“You,” she said. Her voice was soft, but clear. Perfectly clear. Free of any doubt.
He shrugged out of the jacket he wore, then kicked off his shoes, and she told herself it was simply because he was soaked through. That there was nothing particularly erotic about it. But her heart sped up, and between her legs, that fire seemed to burn brighter.
“You can have me,” he said when he was facing her again. He closed the distance between them and Nora didn’t know what that was in her, that bright ribbon of need and longing, that made her stand completely still. As if she were on display again—but this time, she wanted to be. This time, she felt nothing like an object when he reached over and took her jaw in his hard hand. She felt precious. Adored. “It’s only a question of how.”
How.
And everything inside her shifted. Like a kaleidoscope, all the pieces that had been blurry shapes she couldn’t quite put together suddenly came into sharp focus. It was almost too much information at once. Pale and pointless, he’d called her previous romantic experiences, and she understood why. Because in all her life, she’d never felt as alive or as sexy or as wild with need as she had pretending to play a certain kind of game with this man.
“You told me you know how,” she reminded him, reveling in the hard clasp of his fingers against her skin. “Over your knee. Down on mine. Your hand again but this time, maybe not to make me cry.” She smiled at him. “Not like that, anyway.”
He didn’t smile back. His gaze was a fierce, harsh thing, his mouth was a stern line, and it didn’t matter. Nora knew. She could feel him inside her. She could feel the need, the triumph. The dark, wild desire. This perfect, twisted thing that was nothing but beautiful, because it was theirs.
“Do you think you can handle me, little girl?” he asked softly, taking them back six years. Making Nora shiver. She felt the gooseflesh rise all over her damp skin. She felt his question in the way her nipples pebbled, the way her knees went weak, the way she was slippery and too hot and ached—
“I can try,” she said, and then she sank down to her knees in front of him the way she had before, some potent mixture of yearning and excitement sizzling through her, because neither one of them was playing a game tonight. “If you let me this time.”
“We’ll have to have a longer discussion about the meaning of the word ‘obedience,’” he murmured as she propped her hands against his hard thighs. “I don’t think it normally includes outright taunting.”
“Obedience was a Cannes thing,” she said. “It had a broader purpose. This is different.”
His mouth was a faint curve. “Is it?”
And Nora felt as though she was made of fire. As though she was a comet, lighting up the sky, and it was all because of that way he gazed down at her.
“I don’t want to be a thing you own,” she whispered. “I didn’t like the why of Cannes. But I liked the how.”
“You liked the games we pretended to play.” She couldn’t read his expression then, but there was a gleam in his green gaze that felt like a drumbeat, deep within her. “You want them to be real.”
Her breath shuddered as she let it out. “I do. What does that make me?”
“On your knees in front of me and possibly the most beautiful creature I’ve ever beheld,” Zair said, sounding something like reverent. He brushed her wet hair back from her face, and Nora thought her heart stopped then and there. “And mine, Nora. It makes you mine.”
And then she lost her train of thought completely because his hands were on his belt, opening it and then unzipping his trousers and then, finally, pulling himself free. And she didn’t wait. She didn’t try to analyze the pounding, delirious need that chased through her. She simply angled herself closer to him and took him in her mouth.
Zair groaned, and Nora thought it was the best thing she’d ever heard.
And then she lost herself in the taste of him, male and hot and perfect. She tested his length in her mouth; she tasted every inch of him with her tongue. She wrapped her hands around him and indulged herself. He tasted of salt and need, and she wanted him so much she shook.
“Enough,” he said roughly when she’d lost herself there, lost herself in him. His voice was a thick, strained thing she’d never heard before, and then his hands were on her, lifting her away from him and to her feet. He kicked his way out of his trousers and peeled off his shirt, then he turned his attention to Nora.
His green eyes glittered and his mouth was a hard line, and she stood there and let him strip the wet clothes from her body until she was as naked as he was.
“The bed is through there,” she told him, but he only shook his head at her. He walked her backward until her knees hit the arm of her couch, and then he smiled at her. It was a heartbreak in a simple curve and a flash of his teeth.
“Say thank you,” he told her.
“Thank—” she began. He pushed her backward, a gentle press against her shoulders. Nora fell, laughing, knowing that the deep cushions of the couch would catch her.
And then his mouth was on her, licking deep into her heat, as she landed.
Nora screamed. He held her thighs fast, one in each strong hand, and he simply took her. It was ferocious. It was insane. He used his mouth and a hint of his teeth and she was already molten hot from the taste of him. And when she burst into a thousand shards of glass all around him she didn’t know which side of her was up or down, and she could feel him laughing against the core of her, sending her into another long, lush shiver against his mouth.
She only vaguely registered it when he lifted her up and held her against him. She was barely aware of it as he moved through the loft. She stared back the way he’d come, focusing on the trail of water they left across the cool floors, the footsteps on the concrete.
As if they’d brought the storm inside.
She only realized she’d said that out loud when he angled a look down at her.
“This is only the eye of the storm,” Zair replied in a low, rough voice that ran along her skin like some kind of delicious sandpaper, textured and right. “There’s far more weather yet to come.” He set her down beside the big brass bed and studied her face in the little bit of light that poured in from the streetlamps outside. “Climb up on the bed if you think you’re up for the rest of it.”
And she understood what he was doing, using that tone of his that was tough, but not implacable. Giving her an out. Making sure she was with him. Making this whole thing as different from Cannes as he could. Nora leaned forward and pressed a kiss between the hard, flat planes of his pectoral muscles, then smiled when she heard the ragged breath he pulled in.
She slid her bottom onto the bed and then crawled backward, pulling herself into the middle of the snow-white coverlet and watching him as she went.
“Condoms?” he asked.
Nora couldn’t speak. She nodded toward her bedside table and he opened the drawer there, pulling out a strip of three and pulling one off. She found she was holding her breath. Then he tossed the condom to her and she stopped breathing entirely.
“I assume you know what to do with that,” he said. Was that his version of teasing? He crawled toward her, a look in his green eyes she could hardly bear. It made her whole body shiver, inside and out. It made the flesh between her legs feel swollen and too hot. “Or do you require a lesson?”
Nora swallowed and ripped open the packet. Zair moved over her, kneeling up so that when she was done, she could roll the latex down over the boldest part of him, sheathing him. When she was finished, her hands were shaking and she was too hot and too shivery all over again.
“Ready?” he asked.
“Ready.” She didn’t sound like herself. “I’ve been ready for six years.”
“Are you sure?”
Nora glared at him. And impossibly, Zair laughed.
Then, before she could process that, he moved—pulling her into his arms and then rolling them both until she was splayed beneath him in the center of her bed, he was above her, and the whole world disappeared and became the beat of her heart.
Slow. Hard. Finally.
She could feel him everywhere. The breadth of his shoulders, the press of his hardness against the entrance to her soft, wet heat. He was all fine, hard muscles and that mouthwatering physique and she wanted him so badly she shook with it. She shook and she shook. She wanted to shake apart. She wanted them to do it together.
A different storm came into his gaze then, as he held himself there above her.
“I will destroy you,” he warned her. “It’s what I do best.”
But Nora only laughed. “Promise?”
Zair let out one last, muttered curse. Then he pulled her legs around his hips, wrapped his arms around her shoulders, and thrust deep and hard inside her.
Yes.
Nora shattered. It was like being thrown off the side of the planet, scattered into a trillion stars, and when she could finally find her way back, he was still braced there over her, hard and hot and staring down at her in that dark, possessive way that shouldn’t have made her shiver all over again.
But it did. Oh, how it did.
“That was completely unearned,” she told him, amazed that she could speak. “That was my little-girl fantasies in action, that’s all.”
He didn’t quite smile. The slight curve of his mouth was too intense for that.
“This is real life, not fantasy,” he replied, quietly thrilling and sure in that particular way of his, and then he began to move. “This is better.”
He was right.
Zair built that fire all over again. He did it with his mouth, with his clever hands, and the way he moved that athlete’s body of his. He was masterful and dark, thrilling and focused. He tasted her everywhere. He stroked her and adored her. He set a driving, glorious pace and Nora met him, losing herself in that long, perfect slide, in the ecstasy of each slick touch, while the tension in her grew and pulled taut, driving her straight toward that edge again.
Where he kept her for what seemed like forever.
He licked his way over each of her breasts, testing the tight peaks and pulling them deep into the heat of his mouth. He laughed when she tried to hurry him, then made a growling, approving sort of sound when she was reduced to a mindless begging, her head thrashing against the pillows, her wet hair around her shoulders and her arms flung up over her head.
With only the sound of her own voice echoing back from the walls, desperate and needy.
“Once again,” he told her then, in a rough way that felt like a separate caress, and made her shake in exquisite delight against him. “I want to hear my name, Nora. I want the neighbors to know I was here.”
Then he reached down in between their bodies and rubbed his way along the place where they were joined as if he knew her body as well as he did his own, as if he’d figured out all her secrets. As if she were truly his. It was too much.
Nora exploded, nothing but his name on her lips, nothing but Zair in her head.
And he said her name like a prayer when he followed.
She didn’t know how long she slept. Only that when she woke, she was wrapped in his arms and it didn’t take more than a shift in her breathing to wake him. Or a simple kiss to send them both hurtling back into that storm of theirs, all over again.
When she snapped awake again some indeterminate amount of time later, she noticed first that Zair had left the bed, and she hated the way her stomach plummeted. It took her a moment to realize he was standing beside it, half hidden in the darkness.
“Are you leaving?” she asked, stunned—though she knew she shouldn’t have been. He hadn’t promised her anything. No matter what she felt.
“Not yet.” He studied her for a long moment. “We have to talk.”
And she knew, somehow. That she didn’t want to hear whatever he was about to say. She knew. But she was paralyzed, lying there before him in the soft gloom of her bedroom with only the muted lights from the street outside to fight back the pressing darkness. It made him almost wholly shadow and that, she found, scared her most of all. As if it was some kind of confirmation.
She wanted to say something, to stop him, but she couldn’t seem to make a sound as he folded his arms over his chest and turned himself to stone.
Zair’s green eyes were hard like jade. Uncompromising. “I know what happened to your friend.”

 *
Nora flinched. “What?”
Zair knew she’d heard him but he repeated himself anyway. “I know what happened to your friend. The brown-haired one.”
“Harlow.” She said it more like a mantra than a name, and then she looked at him with so much hope, so much fear. “Is she—?”
“She is alive, if that’s what you’re asking.” Zair rubbed his hand over his mouth, as if that could take the bad taste away. As if anything could. “But I’m not sure I’d call it living.”
The silence groaned out between them. And Nora, who had just given him more than he’d ever dreamed possible, shuddered as if the damp wind battering the windows really had come inside. She scraped her hair back into a stark knot and it took everything in him to keep from reaching over and taking it out again and letting her hair tumble down as it had before, untamed and delirious, the way she’d been in his arms.
She reached over and turned on her bedside lamp, sending a small bit of light spooling over her. Zair stayed where he was, in the shadows. It was like a perfect fucking metaphor. She pulled her legs up under her and then swallowed, hard. She looked beautiful beyond measure and so terribly delicate, and he still wanted her with all the greed and hunger he always did. One taste wasn’t enough. It could never be enough. He understood that. Accepted it.
But he knew it would be all he’d get. He would have to find a way to accept that, too.
“That should have been the first thing you told me.” She didn’t pretend that wasn’t an accusation. “It should have been the only thing you told me.”
“I had other things on my mind, Nora.”
She looked away then, and he felt the loss of her gaze like a physical thing. And he knew he should regret what had happened here tonight the way she clearly did—but he didn’t. He couldn’t.
“Is Harlow all right?” Nora asked, and he could hear, in the way she said it, how terrified she was of the answer.
“She’s alive,” he repeated, and Nora winced. “She’s in Ruyi.”
It took a moment for her gaze to meet his. Her clear blue eyes were solemn, and she didn’t blink. “With whom?”
He moved closer to the bed without meaning to do it, as if the pull she exerted was that hard to deny, then caught himself.
“I’ll tell you what I know,” he promised her. “But it’s a long story. And not a pleasant one.”
She smiled faintly, though it was nothing like her real smile, and that was one more cut to add to the pile of them. A scar to match the rest. What was the point of bemoaning them? Soon, he thought, they would be all he had left of her.
“You have to understand,” he said as swiftly as he could, because it wouldn’t get any easier. “My brother, the sultan, is the only family I’ve ever known.”
He told her of his sketchy memories of childhood, of being raised in the palace by various disengaged nurses whose job it was to tend to the small collection of royal bastards. The by-blows. The sons and daughters whose blood connection to the old sultan rendered them worthy of a certain elevation above the masses, but certainly not to the level of fawning attention reserved for their mighty father’s legitimate heirs.
And of the way Azhil had picked him out from the rest and taken an interest in him when no one else ever had.
“I would have done anything for him,” he said. He could feel a far greater storm inside him than the one that still carried on outside. And he couldn’t deny that there was still such a huge part of him that wanted to continue pretending it wasn’t there. “Anything he asked of me. Anything he required. And I did.”
Perhaps Zair had always understood that once he said these things out loud, once he accepted them as truths instead of suppositions thrown at him by Americans with broader agendas, there would be no taking them back. There would be no further agonizing over what to do.
The truth was the truth. Real and unmistakable. Ugly.
It was also high treason.
“I was only a year or so into my ambassadorship when I began to realize that there were too many things in too many places—intelligence reports, conversations, interactions—that didn’t make sense.” He stood straighter. Taller, as though that might help what he was about to say. Make it more palatable, somehow. “It didn’t take me long after that to discover that there was obvious human trafficking going on right under the noses of too many nations to count.”
“Sex slavery.” Her voice was rough. “Escorts and yacht girls.”
“Yes.” He wanted to touch her. He didn’t. “There was a sex trafficking ring. It was quite brazen once I knew what to look for, and one of its major ports was Ruyi.”
“Did you know about Jason Treffen? What he was doing out of his law firm?”
He sighed. “I did. But I couldn’t prove it.” He shook his head, feeling the weariness of all these years. These shitty decisions. These vicious secrets. “That is what you must understand, Nora, if nothing else. I couldn’t prove anything. I still can’t.”
She swallowed, then nodded, both too jerky, as if she wasn’t quite in control of herself.
“What made it obvious?” she asked.
He studied her for signs of revulsion or anger—but she only watched him with those summer-blue eyes of hers and he found himself talking again, as if this were easy. Safe, somehow. As if this were something he’d said out loud a hundred times before, when he’d hardly dared think it all the way through. When he’d argued against this for years, played devil’s advocate in a thousand meetings, been so sure he would find something else, someone else, at the end of this road—
But he knew where this was going. Maybe he’d always known.
“I kept getting the impression that some of the people I met—higher-level power brokers in certain cities, chief executives of particular companies, rulers of various countries—were speaking from a script they expected me to know as well as they did. But I was clueless.” He watched her face carefully, but she didn’t move so much as a muscle, because, he realized, she trusted him. Not only with her body. With all of her. Because there couldn’t really be one kind of trust without the other, could there? But he couldn’t get caught up in the implications of that, so he pushed on. “It was perhaps lucky I was raised as I was. I learned early on how to fake almost anything, how to act as if I knew all the secrets of the palace when I did not. But it happened so often, more and more the longer I was in office, that I began to think that there was only one way I could really figure out what was happening. I talked to some people I know in Washington, who work on cases like these, and I offered myself as bait. And then I found someone to convince the world I was scum.”
He saw the knowledge dawn in her blue gaze. “Zoe,” she breathed then. “She helped you pretend.”
“She is brilliant,” he agreed. “She mounted a campaign made entirely of whispers and half truths. Things almost said into the right ear. Things too quickly denied. It was a work of genius. And of course, it is no great stretch to imagine that a man in my position might be as devoid of honor, as sick and twisted, as I pretended. So many are.”
“You let her put your picture on her wall.”
He smiled slightly. “Anyone who sees that picture will conclude that I went to her to cover up my crimes, not create them. It gives it all that patina of authenticity.” He shook his head again, disgusted anew. “And then, in addition to understanding the subtext in some strange conversations, I started receiving invitations to the right parties.”
“And you started taking home the girls.”
“Yes.”
“And were you a martyr to your cover story?” she asked, perhaps a shade too sharply. He couldn’t quite smile.
“I picked the incapacitated ones.” His voice was a low throb, too dark and too gritty. “The low-hanging fruit. The ones who were too addled to remember what happened the next morning, so they assumed all manner of things had happened when they had not.”
For the first time since he’d started telling her this wretched tale, she paled. He thought it was the most sensible reaction she’d had yet. It also tore at him, more pieces of himself he couldn’t afford to lose. When so few remained.
“If they woke up scared and sickened, I offered them an escape,” he told her. “Not personally—that would be too risky. I would contact my partners in Washington and they would extract her a day or so later, so there could be no direct line between us. If, on the other hand, they woke up too far gone to reach, I had no choice but to let them go and tell whatever stories they liked about me when they did.”
Her head tipped forward, and he couldn’t tell if it was in relief or disgust. He told himself that hardly mattered.
“And all the while I gathered evidence. Rumor. Supposition. The ringleader of this international venture was obviously very wealthy and very smart. He was always hidden. He moved others around the globe like chess pieces, always several steps ahead. He particularly liked to center his bordellos in places no one would think to look. A law firm in New York City. A Catholic academy in Rome. Many more such places. And every clue, every scrap of information I could find, all of it led to one person.” She gazed at him expectantly, and he felt an arid thing move in him, making him feel brittle and torn asunder at once. “Me.”
That sat there for what felt like a lifetime in the space between them. Nora’s head jerked up and she stared back at him, and they were both frozen there then, in the brutal understanding of what that meant.
“You’re very high up in the Ruyian government, Zair.”
“I am.”
“And in Ruyi, all those who take positions of authority must bear the blood of the ruling family.” Her smile was wry. “I may have read that somewhere, while pretending you didn’t exist.”
“There are many lower-level ambassadors from different clans, but the one who holds the post in Washington is always connected by blood to the sultan,” Zair agreed, his voice harsh. It was beyond his control. All of this was. “There are perhaps a dozen men who could operate this kind of ring, and far more than that who might think they could. But there are only two or three, realistically, who could do so in such a way that they could remain concealed while also framing me.” She waited. Zair realized he was waiting, too. To see if he would actually say it, after all this time dancing around it. “And only one of them looks enough like me to be confused for me in a certain light, at a distance. When it would be convenient to be recognized as someone other than himself.”
Her face crumpled slightly, as if she wanted to weep for him but held herself back at the last moment. And Zair wanted anything but this, he told himself. Anything but her pity.
“Are you sure?” she asked in a hushed voice.
“I have seen receipts for parties I never threw with my signature on them,” he said quietly. “I’ve been informed that I was seen in places I’ve never been. I’ve even seen pictures of a blurry man who, yes, looks a great deal like me, doing things I never did.” He shifted. “Am I sure? Yes, though I don’t want to be. But I still don’t have anything that might function as irrefutable proof.”
“Oh, Zair,” she said after another lifetime inched past, and it was the tears welling up in her eyes that she blinked away that pierced him. As if this was truly sorrow on his behalf, not that terrible pity he couldn’t abide. “I’m so sorry.”
“I never saw it,” he heard himself say. “He was the heir to everything and I was only a forgotten bastard. Only one among many. Why should he notice me? Why should he pick me out of the crowd?” He let out a sharp laugh. “Such narcissism. It never crossed my mind that he simply found the one he could best use.”
She moved then, pushing herself forward until she was kneeling before him, up on the bed so that she could frown at him from up close. And if he were the better man he sometimes wished he was, Zair knew, he would step away. He would put himself out of the reach of temptation. He would keep himself too far away from her to inhale the scent of her skin or remember how little chance he’d had to indulge himself in her earlier. Her scent, her textures, her lean curves.
Her desire to play the games he liked best.
He would have to hoard those memories. He would have to make them last.
“You are not to blame for trusting someone who should have been trustworthy,” she said fiercely. “Someone who deliberately misled you.”
Zair shook his head. “Forgive me if you like, Nora. I won’t do the same. I should have known.”
She sank down, her bottom on her heels, and studied him for a moment. “And Harlow?”
“As best I can tell, she talked her way into a very specific sort of party on a yacht in London. Perhaps they taught that skill in your sorority?” He shouldn’t have been as heartened as he was by that small smile of hers. But he was. “And by the time she reached France, she had so distinguished herself that it was determined that she should be brought back to Ruyi.”
“What does that mean?” Her hands were in fists on her thighs. “Do I want to know what that means?”
“It means they thought they were bringing her to me.”
Nora frowned. “In Ruyi?”
He realized he was still standing stock still, like a statue. Like a soldier braced for impact.
“I recently learned that there is a house tucked away outside one of the more remote villages on the far side of the desert.” He shifted into a looser stance and cupped one hand at the nape of his neck, as if he could squeeze the tension out. He kept his eyes on Nora. “It is unremarkable, really, aside from the guards and the women who enter and only leave under the cover of darkness in armored vehicles, never to return.” He smiled that razor’s edge of a smile again. “And it is in my name.”
“She’s there?”
“As of three days ago, yes.” He shook his head when Nora slumped in obvious relief. “I don’t know what state she’s in. I don’t know what’s happened to her or how long she’s been there. Or how long they’ll keep her there.”
“She’s alive. She’s been spotted recently. Don’t you understand?” She ran shaking hands over her face, and when she dropped them again her blue eyes swam with emotion. “I thought she was dead. Or…gone.”
“I’m not sure I would rejoice just yet. There are some things that might make death seem preferable.”
Nora shook her head fiercely. “You know where she is.” She whispered it, as if in wonder. As if this were cause for celebration, this conversation. “Zair, you found her.”
And the smile she aimed at him then should have made him feel ten sizes bigger. It should have made him want to leap buildings for her. It did. Maybe that was why it chilled him, too, because he knew better. He knew he couldn’t be even half the man she persisted in thinking he was.
“Not exactly,” he said, scowling.
But her eyes were lit up again, blazing with a joy that he found almost terrifying, and she was staring right at him as if he was the savior in this story. As if she hadn’t heard a word he’d said.
“You found Harlow,” she said. “Now all we have to do is save her.”
We. The word pricked at him. There couldn’t be any we.
“Save her,” he repeated. “Like what? A daring team of rescuers? Heroes?”
He saw the wariness creep over her fine features. “I’m not sure I’d use that word.”
“Because heroism isn’t actually doing the big splashy things like racing into guarded houses a world away, Nora,” he gritted out. “Everyone would grab the crying baby and race from the burning building. It’s hardwired into all of us. That’s the easy part.”
“Does any of this feel easy?” she whispered.
He ignored her. “Are you kind? Are you good? Do you stand up for yourself or those weaker than you when there’s no benefit in it for you at all—when it could hurt you? Do you do what’s right rather than what’s easy?” He shook his head. “You don’t. You’re a Grant. I don’t. I’ve been pretending to be a monster so long I can hardly tell what’s real and what’s fake any longer.”
“That’s not true.” But her voice was thicker, as if he’d struck a nerve. “You saved me that night on the yacht.”
“Did I?” He stared at her, fighting to keep that bright fury inside him from spilling over and liquefying them both. “Or did I merely find your misguided guilt trip useful?” He laughed, though it was little more than a scrape against the shadows. “But perhaps I’ve been reading this all wrong. Perhaps it wasn’t guilt that brought you there. Perhaps you saw your friend’s disappearance as an excellent opportunity to do something—one thing—that actually mattered. Your own little shot at heroism.”
She glared at him for so long he didn’t think she’d answer, and he hated himself for that sheen in her eyes that she didn’t let spill over into tears. But then she pulled in a breath and surprised him. He supposed he should have been used to that by now.
“Yes,” she said, her voice too crisp. “I felt guilty. I told you I did. But if you hadn’t been there, I would have been fine. One way or another. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad it didn’t work out like that. But I was fine.”
“Laurette Fortin would have eaten you alive,” he growled at her. “She’s a piranha.”
“She didn’t do anything to me!”
“I know she didn’t.” His gaze was scorching. His mouth was grim. “Because I bought you.”
Nora gaped at him. He watched her blink, watched her struggle to take that in.
“For the night,” she said, sounding dazed. Stunned. “You bought me for that one night. I still have the envelope.”
“Yes.” He showed her no mercy. He couldn’t afford it, not even when her hands moved to cover her belly as if she thought she might get sick. “And then, when I saw her again on your last night in Cannes, for good, to make sure she’d never come after you again.” He smiled then, and she jerked back as though he’d slapped her. He might as well have, he thought. It might have hurt them both less. “That cost more.”

 *
Nora had to move then. It was that or simply fold in on herself, surrendering whatever was left to that growing fissure inside her—so dark and terrible she thought it might devour her whole.
She rolled off the bed and onto her feet, skirting Zair as though he was one of the great pillars that anchored the loft and if she ran into him she might knock herself down. She left the bedroom and went into the great room instead, flipping on the lights as she moved, trying to figure out how to breathe through the thing inside her that threatened to tear her apart.
He followed her at a distance, and when she turned to face him he’d made his way to the great windows that lined the wall again and stood there, looking out over the SoHo street, his arms crossed over his perfect chest as he frowned out into the dark. She snatched up the envelope he’d given her in Cannes from her sideboard and brought it to him, holding it out as if her arms didn’t feel weak. He glared down at the envelope in a way that reminded her of the royal blood in his veins, then he turned that same look on her.
“I’ll pay you back the rest,” she said, her voice a shocking burst of sound against the quiet room. When he didn’t take the envelope, she placed it on the windowsill, too carefully, as if it might explode. “Whatever Laurette charged you. It turns out I’d actually rather not be a prostitute.”
He looked at her in a way that made every hair on her body shiver into awareness, and that thing inside her kick at her, hard. A jolt and then a long, slow roll, and she was as sure she didn’t want to hear what he had to say next as she was certain she loved him, and neither one of those inescapable truths made her feel any better. Maybe nothing could, when his gaze was so dark, his mouth so grim, and there was nothing between them but too much space and the inevitability of pain.
“I need to get Harlow home, where she belongs,” Nora said before he could speak, though she felt as if she were being strangled. “That’s what I need to do, Zair. Will you help me?”
He turned from the window then and faced her again. He looked remote, sculpted of some hard, unyielding stone, and the expression on his face made her want to cry.
“No,” he said quietly. “You’ve already risked too much.”
It was so unexpected. It was a lash of searing, blinding heat, indistinguishable from pain. It lit her up and took her out at the knees. It made her stomach flip and her throat go dry. It was worse than the fault line that had shaken loose inside her. It was worse than any aftershocks.
“Let me finish this,” he said, his voice a ruthless scrape of sound. An order and a plea at once, and there was something in his gaze then, too green and too dark. “Let me protect you.”
“Zair—”
“You promised to obey me—”
“In front of paparazzi and pimps!” she threw at him. “Or when we’re alone, because it’s hot! Not when you’re playing petty dictator—”
“When I’m playing petty dictator, Nora, or not at all, in bed or out.”
She could see he meant it. Every word. And she hated herself—because she felt torn. How could she stop looking for Harlow? But how could she let Zair go?
“Don’t do this,” she whispered.
“It’s done.” He still stood like a sentry. Like a rock. “You’re out of this. You should never have been in it.”
She didn’t know how long they stood there. She felt turned to stone herself, and some part of her wished she had been, because surely that would have been easier than this. He watched her for what felt like a thousand years, each one of them terrible, and then he gathered up his discarded clothes and disappeared back into the bedroom. He moved on soft, silent feet as though he was made of shadows, with a lethal grace she didn’t want to admire, and still she stood there as if she’d stay rooted to the spot until she crumbled into ash.
Too many things catapulted through her head, one after the next, hard and bright and searing. Too many thoughts, too many images, too many snippets of conversation and too much regret for things she knew she wouldn’t change even if she could. She would leave for France on a plane tonight if she thought that might help Harlow. And she would do anything this man asked of her, anything at all.
Except this.
When he came back out of her bedroom he was dressed in his wet clothes, his jacket over his arm and a wealth of that same darkness on his beautiful face. He looked at her for what seemed like another very long time, that muscle worked in his jaw, and then he turned for the door.
“Zair. Wait.”
She heard him sigh from across the cavernous space. She thought she heard his heartbeat, too, a wild, masochistic drumming so loud it made her ears ache—until she realized that was her own.
“If I see you out there again, putting yourself in harm’s way, Laurette Fortin will be the least of your worries,” he said. But he didn’t turn back toward her. “Believe me.”
“Wait,” she said again. She wished her throat weren’t so dry. She wished she were braver, or more numb. Or the hero Zair seemed to think she wanted to be. She wished so many things, but there was only one way out of all of this she could think of. Only one way to save Harlow and maybe Zair, too—and it required his cooperation. “I have an idea.”



Chapter Eight
SULTAN AZHIL AL Ruyi arrived in Manhattan with typical fanfare for what was billed as his “low-key appearance” at the United Nations, insofar as he was capable of “low-key” anything. He was greeted by the unctuous Ruyian consul general, who was also his cousin, and a phalanx of other diplomats when he touched down at a private airfield outside the city. The convoy delivered him to the St. Regis on Fifth Avenue, where Azhil proceeded in all his glory to the vast and luxurious Presidential Suite that had been meticulously prepared according to his particular specifications.
Where Zair waited for him, like the obedient half brother and grateful diplomatic appointee he’d been most of his life, with a number of the Ruyian attachés who reported to him and therefore to the sultan. He rose when Azhil entered the suite, his brother’s eminent feet loud and sure on the checkered marble floor of the suite’s spacious foyer, like the drummers who sometimes led Azhil’s motorcade through the streets of the capital city in Ruyi. Zair bowed deeply, respectfully, as his brother finally strolled into the living room.
Like all the rest of the sultan’s many minions.
Zair hid his fury and betrayal beneath the politician’s smile he’d been practicing all his life. He did his best to blend in with the graceful, silk-lined walls, the stunning views of this most acrobatic of cities arrayed around them, and when his brother gave him the same effusive half hug of greeting he always did, Zair returned it.
“Ah, my brother!” Azhil cried the same way he always had when he saw Zair, with every appearance of sincerity and even a hint of affection. “It has been too long!”
Because it was sincere, Zair reminded himself as he waited for Azhil to confer with his aides, to take the telephone calls he’d refused while in flight, to override his personal assistant’s directions to the private butler who waited on him. This was not a betrayal as far as Azhil was concerned, this deliberate framing of Zair to take a potential fall someday, this hand-feeding of explosive information to detract attention from the true ringleader of this sick circus. This was business as usual. This was no doubt the reason Azhil had elevated Zair from the ranks of the by-blows in the first place.
Azhil might even enjoy his company the way he’d always pretended he did, Zair reflected as he took a respectful step back from the center of the room and waited to come to his brother’s attention once more, as was proper. But enjoying his company didn’t mean Azhil would change his plans for Zair. Why should it?
Finally, the formal greetings and initial reports of the lower-ranking members of the Ruyian diplomatic mission were finished. Zair dismissed the attachés to their jobs and their hotels or lodgings at the consulate, to prepare for the upcoming week of meetings and the small ball the consulate was throwing the following night.
Azhil dispatched the various members of his entourage to their duties, and when he and Zair were left more or less alone, made his way to the sofa in the suite’s wood-paneled library, gesturing for Zair to join him in one of the far less comfortable chairs around the coffee table. A deliberate move, Zair understood. The intimacy of the library setting spoke of their familial connection, but placing Zair in a higher, stiffer chair while Azhil lounged comfortably was meant to make Zair deeply aware of his subordinate position. Much like a naughty schoolboy in the headmaster’s office.
They spoke of policy and diplomacy. Zair briefed him on a number of matters of state, took the sultan’s counsel on all of them as was customary, and when they’d finished the business portion of their meeting, smiled his more personal smile and settled back in his chair as if he found it perfectly comfortable.
Azhil wasn’t the only one who could play these games. He might have made Zair his US ambassador for his own selfish reasons, but Zair was a damned good one.
“Tell me your family is well,” Zair said when they were both settled with drinks and the last of Azhil’s aides had stepped away to give this part of their conversation the illusion of privacy, and his brother smiled.
“Ahmed—” Azhil’s eldest son and his heir apparent “—finished Cambridge this year. Time passes more quickly these days.” He smiled benevolently and then continued, as Zair had anticipated he would, because he always did, into his favorite refrain. “As you will find out yourself, God willing. The blood of Ruyi is gold to be shared, brother, not hoarded.”
It occurred to Zair to wonder, then, how many illegitimate children of his own Azhil had collected in his reign as sultan, and if he gathered them all into the palace the way their father had done. And whether Azhil’s typical insistence that Zair hurry up and procreate was motivated by familial feelings or, more likely, the fact that Zair resembled him so strongly. Did he want a broader pool of a look-alikes for him and his sons to utilize? The possibilities were endless once Zair allowed himself to think the way Azhil obviously did.
And Zair didn’t know if he’d kept himself deliberately blind all these years, to avoid knowing the answers to these questions—or if he’d known all along that there were so many of these things he didn’t want to face.
But he couldn’t focus on that now. Not when he had to bait the trap.
“Perhaps I will find out sooner rather than later,” he said to Azhil then, and it was too easy, that slick, oily smile. That shrug. It came to him as if it were part of him, and there was a part of him that worried it was. That all of this was in him. That none of these past dark years had been as much of an act as he liked to pretend. “Perhaps very soon. I would like your blessing.”
Azhil studied him, his smile in place but a certain assessing look in his dark eyes that Zair was certain he’d never seen before. Or more likely, he hadn’t wanted to see it.
“You wish to marry?”
“I do.” He forced a satisfied expression, all smugness and complacency. “I’ve already started making the arrangements. She’s particularly advantageous. Old American money, a touch of celebrity in the family through a brother which, of course, their parents find vulgar—”
“You do not mean that Grant girl.”
“I see the tabloids found you in Ruyi, where I’d have thought they were banned.” Zair shrugged. “It is regrettable. But it can’t be helped.”
Azhil laughed as if Zair had made a joke. When Zair only gazed back at him, he sighed, and it was all so theatrical. Feigned and exaggerated for effect. How had Zair failed to recognize this before?
“You cannot be so naive,” his brother said. He shifted on the couch, assuming a position that was even more relaxed. Any further and he’d slide to the floor. “You occupy a prominent position in my government.” Azhil waved a bejeweled hand in the air. “The pictures from Cannes, an affair? This is questionable enough. You are an ambassador, not a pop idol. But you can’t marry such a creature.” He sniffed. “You know as well as I do that ours is a conservative country. They already consider Western women whores. That one actually is. I can’t allow it.”
Zair waited for the pounding, murderous rage inside him to subside. He let the urge to throttle Azhil settle into his bones, and waited until he thought he could keep it under control. He smiled at the glass in his hand and knew everything rode on his playing this role to perfection. All these years he’d spent neck-deep in the swill of other men’s sins. What they’d put into motion days ago. Nora.
He couldn’t fail. Which meant he couldn’t treat his brother to his well-trained fists the way he wanted to do with every last cell in his body. He couldn’t show Azhil the difference between lounging on couches all one’s life and learning how to fight instead. Though he thought he might dream about it.
“You and I have never discussed these things,” he said instead, and made certain that Azhil noted the careful way he said it. “But I have…certain preferences.”
“I am aware,” the sultan said grandly. “You have no secrets from me, Zair.” His laugh was perhaps more strained then, or maybe that was a rare bit of honesty shining through. “Unless you have something you wish to confess?”
Zair laughed, too, and it sounded so obviously fake to him that he half expected Azhil to summon his guards and have him charged with treason then and there, but his brother only watched him with that same smile and even an indulgent look on his face.
It did not occur to Azhil that the boy he’d elevated to ambassador could ever turn on him. This was perfectly clear to Zair. And if there was a part of him that grieved for both of them, if there was a space within him where he would always be that boy and believe the things that boy had believed about what little family he had, he refused to indulge it now. He couldn’t. He had too much else to lose.
“She is an asset,” Zair said when the laughter ebbed. “The fact that she was for sale means only one thing, brother. That I own her. That is why I allowed us to be photographed.”
“That is what dowries are for,” Azhil said dismissively. “They serve the same function without the attendant tabloid attention, and they are far more useful to me in other regions of the world where I could use alliances.”
“That can’t possibly offer the same level of control,” Zair replied. He shrugged at Azhil’s stare. “I am not an emotional man. I have no tie to this girl. I am anxious to please you, nothing more. I do not mean to argue with you, brother, but this is all part of a plan.”
Lie after lie after lie. What would be left of him when this was done? If this was ever truly done? What would look back at him when he saw himself in the mirror? Or would he simply learn how to live with what he was now—this ghost of a man he’d become?
Azhil sighed again, as if Zair was testing the limits of his indulgence. “And what plan is this, dare I ask?”
Zair smiled, and it was hard to keep it from edging over into something dark and triumphant.
“It would give our enemies great pleasure to see me wedded to a woman they know is nothing more than a yacht girl. Water seeks its own level, they will say.”
“This is my objection.”
“Ah, but we can use it.” Zair settled against his chair. “Our enemies may smirk, but our allies will applaud, for the same reason. Because they will know she is completely under my control.” He laughed. “And yet I will parade her into state dinners and introduce her to the American president. It can only cement your stature and legend, that you can offer such an insult on the same hand as your friendship.”
He saw Azhil ponder that obviously appealing prospect, and felt his mind quiet even as his body stilled. The way it always had in combat, when the thinking and the plotting were done and there was only the fight. Nothing but the fight.
And through the fight, the inevitable win.
“I cannot deny the appeal of that,” Azhil murmured after a moment, as Zair had hoped he would. As they’d banked he would.
“Meanwhile, Nora Grant is the equivalent of American royalty,” Zair continued. “There are only a select few who will understand what she was doing in France, and then only because they make use of such services themselves. Who will they tell? Each other? These are the types of men—and I can tell you this from experience—who are more likely to ask to rent her out instead.”
“Still. Does a woman like this deserve the elevation of a marriage that connects her to me?” Azhil’s stare was hard. Ugly, even. The truth, Zair understood, written on his face at last. “Even if it is only through one of my father’s bastards?”
Azhil smiled faintly as he said it, and his voice was something like kind, but Zair did not mistake that for anything but what it was: the sultan’s booted foot, heavy on his neck. He couldn’t remember if Azhil had said such things before—but then, perhaps he hadn’t needed to remind Zair of their positions before.
Zair chose to take it as a positive thing indeed that he felt moved to do so now.
“How could any woman be worthy of such a thing?” he asked, because that was the expected response. That was the only possible way Azhil might be mollified. He bowed his head down and it didn’t even feel servile. It was necessary, nothing more. A feint before the strike. “How could anyone?”
That sat there for a moment or two, as if Azhil wanted them both to truly experience the difference in their positions. Then he lifted a finger, beckoning Zair to continue.
“Is there more?” he asked. “I am not convinced.”
Zair shifted in his seat because he was meant to find it uncomfortable, not because he did. And because that, too, would please Azhil. All these little indications of status and sadism. All these little games.
“Her brother has the kind of fame that these people dream about in their endless quest for personal celebrity,” he said. “And all of these things together are as good as engraved invitations into different levels of American society and more important, the money that drives it.” He frowned thoughtfully. “And yet she is also tarnished. In that way, she is truly the perfect choice for one such as me.”
He paused, then inclined his head with the subservience his brother would expect, and told himself that soon enough, he’d never have to bow his head to anyone again. Or he’d cut his own damned head off and circumvent the issue entirely.
“Unless, of course, you have something else in mind for me. It is at your pleasure only, Azhil. As is everything.”

 *
The June night was clear and softly warm, but Nora was chilled to the bone, which she knew had nothing at all to do with the weather.
The private airfield was deserted. Zair had picked her up a few hours after dark and it was the first time she’d seen him in casual clothes in as long as she could remember. It was better to focus on that than the storm that washed through her at the sight of him, so dark and forbidding and gorgeous, standing there at her door with a frown on his face and all the memories of the last time he’d been at her loft dancing in the air between them.
Better to concentrate on this instead, she’d told herself, because she definitely wasn’t imagining him naked: Zair al Ruyi was dressed like a regular guy instead of an elegant diplomat.
She’d blinked, and then her throat had gone dry, as though his hand was around it again, hot and hard. Maybe there was no avoiding the storm, after all.
“I didn’t know you owned a pair of jeans,” she’d said, and she knew he’d seen the heat that flooded her face then. She’d seen that awareness in his green gaze. She’d seen the way he’d looked back at her. Hungry. “In fact, if anyone had asked, I’d have insisted that you didn’t. That you were incapable of wearing anything that wasn’t slaved over by at least six Italian tailors.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” he’d chided her. “You’re not allowed to graduate from an American college without at least three pairs of jeans. Much less graduate school.”
And something warm had swelled there, for an instant, in the space between them, a certain buoyancy that had lit Nora up from the inside. She’d smiled before she thought better of it, seen it reflected in the green of his eyes, and then he’d scowled at her.
“My brother often dresses in the disguise of the common man, particularly when he is pretending to be me,” Zair had said then, his voice clipped, reminding Nora why he’d turned up at her door. Not for a date. Not for anything good.
Not to share a smile in the large, open loft that contained her bed.
Not many people looked the way he did in jeans, Nora thought now, ignoring the empty runway and the too-still night and focusing on Zair instead. It was easier to let her gaze linger on the way the band of weathered denim clung to that flat, low part of his abdomen that she knew the taste of now. It was easier to admire the length of his strong legs and the way the breeze moved his soft cotton T-shirt against his extraordinary torso.
Maybe it would be even easier if he weren’t quite so beautiful. Maybe it would make everything hurt less. Then again, maybe everything about him hurts and always will.
He was on the phone now, one hand rubbing the back of his neck as he paced and muttered in a dark tone, his sharp gaze flickering to her and away every now and again. Then again, maybe nothing about Zair would ever be easy. Maybe that was the part Nora was going to have to find a way to come to terms with.
He ended his call and walked over to her, leaning against the back of the glossy black SUV next to her, even crossing his arms over his chest the way she was doing. They didn’t look at each other. They didn’t look over at the driver Zair had turned up with who wasn’t a part of his usual detail, who stood some distance away from the SUV, waiting. But Nora thought she could feel the heat of Zair’s arm, almost touching hers, moving through her like the embrace she’d never dare ask him to give her.
No matter how much she craved it. Needed it, even.
“Do you think this will work?” she asked.
She’d been afraid to ask it in the drive out here tonight. The driver had navigated their way through the rush and roar of Manhattan traffic while Nora sat in the back and ordered herself not to put her hands on the man who’d sprawled there in an evident, seething fury beside her. She’d understood that his reaction might well have been explosive. She’d concentrated instead on the plane that should even now be making its final descent into the New York area.
And the person she hoped against hope would really, truly be on it.
“If the house is in your name, then the girls inside it must be, too,” she’d said that night in her loft. Zair had still been standing at the door, glaring at her as if it had all been some elaborate ruse on her part to get him back in her bed. She hadn’t been entirely sure it wasn’t.
“Presumably.”
“Then you should be able to order them to send those girls wherever you want them.”
He’d stared at her. She’d held her breath, but he’d turned fully toward her then and even took a step closer. Away from the door.
“For example,” she’d continued, “you could make them send Harlow here.”
Zair had drifted closer, and soon they’d both been sitting on her couch together, talking. Plotting how they could do this—if they could do it, and what it would entail. Whom they could trust and how they’d bring those people in, if they went ahead and did the things they were discussing.
As if they were a team after all. A we.
It was pathetic how much she wanted that to be so.
“It will work,” Zair said now. His eyes were trained on the night sky, she saw with a quick sideways glance. Not on her. But she knew he was averting his gaze for the same reason she was—because otherwise they would tangle and get stuck, and there were other things to worry about tonight.
“Your brother thinks you want to marry me.” She cleared her throat and refused to think too much about that. Because that led nowhere she could let herself go tonight. “As discussed.”
“He does.”
“And he’s opposed to it, because of my well-documented whoring ways, as you assumed he would be.”
“He is.”
Her throat didn’t need any further clearing, but she coughed anyway. “And so you’ll be parading me in front of him at his welcome ball tomorrow night so he can check my teeth and probably insult me besides.”
Zair sighed. “I will.”
“Great.” It took an inordinate amount of energy to sound that enthusiastic. “Then we’re all set. Practically engaged.”
She thought they were both much too quiet then, ominously so, and the moment dragged on for a lifetime. More. And then she didn’t know if he turned or she did, but suddenly they were facing each other and her hands were at his waist, and his head was bent to hers while his hand held her face in that bossy way she craved with his mouth just there, while all those flames leaped and danced in the soft night air—
“I don’t—”
“Zair—”
But they both stopped. She would never know how. Nora pulled in a breath and then dropped her traitorous hands back to her sides. Zair stepped back, putting a space between them that felt cold and vast, like a deep well rather than a foot or two.
“I think it’s best we concentrate on what we have to do,” he said, and though his gaze was electric, his voice was cool. Too cool. So cool she knew better, somehow, to believe it. “Not this inconvenient chemistry that rears its head at all the wrong moments.”
“I wasn’t aware chemistry could be inconvenient. Most people are lucky to have any at all.” That didn’t sound like her, though it was. Nora felt bent, somehow. As if almost kissing him had been disfiguring. As if he was the poison as well as the cure.
“There’s too much to do,” he grated at her. “We don’t have time for this shit.”
But there were all those things in the dark between them, around them. He’d called it chemistry. Nora knew it was more than that. It was like lightning and as demanding. It felt like fate. It was the way he’d moved over her in the shadows of her room, the way he’d slid so deep and hard inside her, the way he’d held her while she’d shaken apart in his arms, again and again. It was the way he smiled sometimes, so rarely and only for her. It was the way he could make her feel. Alive. Not pale. Not pointless.
Made for him.
It was history and bated breath. It was all those years they’d danced civilly at grand parties, talked about the weather, and smiled politely over the swirl of the outsize thing that stretched between them, elastic and consuming.
It was real. It had always been real.
Nora was completely and utterly in love with him.
And that was when they heard the plane.
Stepping away from him then felt like tearing off her own skin, but Nora managed it and kept going, because that was the plan. Loving him wasn’t new. It was a fact, not a revelation, and she didn’t have time to examine it. Not here, now. She slid into the back of the SUV and she sat there behind the tinted windows, realizing that “her heart in her mouth” was less of a metaphor than she’d always imagined it was.
She couldn’t watch. She couldn’t not watch.
The sleek jet landed, then taxied toward them, coming to a complete stop some distance away. Zair stayed where he was, lounging against the SUV as if he accepted human deliveries so often it bored him, while his driver walked toward the plane with a gait that made Nora think of the good guys in action films.
“If your brother can pretend to be you,” Nora had asked him that night at her loft, “then why can’t you pretend to be him?”
The truth was, she didn’t think Zair looked anything like the sultan. He was leaner and much, much harder. He was beautiful. He radiated courage and that deep, dark heat from within him, formidable and powerful at a glance. The sultan, by comparison, looked soft and pampered in all the pictures Nora had ever seen of him. Twisted and smug and evil all the way through.
But the men who were making this delivery tonight wouldn’t see any of that. They would see the Ruyi noise. The fierce profile the brothers shared. They would see the family resemblance, and if they thought he looked any different than usual, they’d never dare say so.
That was what Zair and Nora were counting on. That was the only way this would work.
And this had to work.
There were so many ways it could all go wrong that Nora had to force herself to stop thinking each and every terrible possibility through to its grim conclusion. She had to force herself to simply sit there and wait, her breathing too loud and shallow. Her heart racing and near to breaking as it did.
It took a handful of forevers before the Gulfstream’s door opened and unfolded into stairs, and more than that before a man in a dark suit stepped out onto the small landing at the top. He looked around and called something to Zair’s driver, who moved to stand at the foot of the steps.
“Stop talking!” Nora ordered in a harsh whisper, inside the SUV with its tinted windows where no one could hear.
Another age crawled past, filled with male laughter and a noted lack of urgency all around, and then three woman came out the door and started down the steps with another man behind them.
And Nora had to look away then, because she was knocked sideways with panic and hope and instant, paralyzing terror that she hadn’t really seen what she thought she’d seen, that she wanted it too much and was imagining it—
She peeked again, and realized she was shaking hard as she did. Breathe, said that voice in her head that sounded so much like Zair’s, bossy and cool.
It really was Harlow. Right there, in the flesh. On the other side of the car window, stepping down onto the tarmac. Dressed in strange clothes, clutching the hand of the woman next to her and with her arm slung over the shoulders of what looked like a teenage girl on her other side. Harlow, looking tired and drawn and too skinny. But it was really, truly, indisputably her.
Harlow. At last.
It was only when the tears began to tickle the bottom of her chin that Nora realized she was weeping. Sobbing with her hands over her mouth. But they weren’t yet in the clear. Zair had said the sultan’s men would expect to gas up the plane and leave for Ruyi immediately, but first they were escorting the women to the car.
And with every step Harlow took across the tarmac, every step closer to safety, Nora’s heart beat out about a hundred hard kicks against her chest.
Closer. Closer, now.
Zair’s driver opened the passenger door to the SUV and Nora curled herself into a stiff, tense ball in the farthest corner. The woman who had been holding Harlow’s hand slid inside, her guarded gaze meeting Nora’s briefly then sliding away, as if she hadn’t seen her.
As if it’s no particular surprise to see another woman here, with tears pouring down her face, because in the hell she’s been in that’s obviously par for the course.
Nora’s stomach twisted, but she didn’t say a word. She waited, on edge, as she heard Harlow’s voice on the night air.
“—really didn’t think it would be you,” Harlow was saying. She sounded exhausted. But within that, defiant somehow. “I definitely didn’t see that coming.”
“Shut up,” Zair said, lethal and vicious, and only Nora could possibly know it was for the benefit of the sultan’s goons nearby. “Get in the car.”
But it was the teenage girl who climbed in, ducking her head and sliding in hard to the other woman’s side. She didn’t meet Nora’s gaze. She didn’t acknowledge that Nora was there. She only shuddered and tried to make herself smaller.
“This puts a whole new spin on everything,” Harlow was saying, her voice arch and amused, as though she was having fun. “It’s like I woke up and found out the world really is made of jelly beans. Sick, evil, fucked-up jelly beans.”
“I don’t even remember your name,” Nora heard Zair say in his cruelest voice, and she winced. “And you don’t want to make me learn it. Trust me on this.”
She heard Arabic then, and laughter from the men, and then Harlow was getting into the car. Harlow checked the teenager before she was even fully seated, then frowned at the other woman, who shook head hard, once, in response. She settled next to the teenager, put her arm around the younger girl again, and only then did she look across the interior of the SUV.
Her gaze locked with Nora’s.
Harlow blinked. Her face remained blank. Nora held her breath.
Outside, there was more laughter.
Zair swung into the car, next to Nora, and barked out an order. The engine turned over as his door slammed shut.
Harlow was still staring straight at Nora. She blinked again. Her brown eyes, usually so merry and anything but that tonight, moved over Nora’s face as her own tightened, then crumpled. She paled.
“Harlow—” Nora began, in a thick whisper.
“No,” Harlow said in a soft voice.
The SUV moved then, pulling away from the two men who still stood on the tarmac, one lighting a cigarette while the other checked his phone.
“No!” Harlow cried, louder, and she tore her gaze from Nora’s and turned it on Zair. Then she screamed, “I’ll kill you!”
And she launched herself at Zair as though she wanted to put out his eyes with her fingers.
Nora didn’t think. She lunged for her friend, and everything was a desperate crush, loud and awful. Harlow was falling apart and screaming bloody murder, Zair was using some kind of martial arts hold to keep her from hurting herself or anyone else as she thrashed there, trying to get to him, and Nora was holding her as best she could.
“You’re safe,” she kept saying, or crying, because she was sobbing while she said it. The other girls were grabbing on to each other without a sound but Harlow was still screaming. Over and over, until Nora’s whisper seemed to penetrate.
Zair let go of her the moment she took a deep breath, but Nora didn’t.
“You’re safe,” she said, again and again and again. “Harlow. Listen to me. You’re home. You’re safe.”
And slowly, gingerly, Harlow sat up. She pushed her dark hair back from her face. She ran her palms over her eyes as though she wasn’t entirely certain she was awake. She looked at Nora, kneeling down on the floor of the SUV with her, half on the seat and half off. Then she looked at Zair.
“He’s not…?”
Nora’s reply was swift. Unequivocal. “Never.”
“And you?”
“No,” she whispered fiercely. She reached over and squeezed her friend’s hands. “Harlow. I promise. You’re safe now.”
And her best friend smiled such a sad, broken smile it did more than shatter Nora. It altered her. She understood even as Harlow was aiming it at her, even as she returned it, that it would haunt her for the rest of her life.
“I’m not sure I’ll ever believe you,” Harlow whispered.
“That’s the great thing about it,” Nora said. She met Zair’s bleak gaze then, and it made her feel stronger, somehow. Better, despite everything. She held on tight to Harlow. She’d do it forever if that was what it took. Harlow gripped her so hard it hurt, but Nora didn’t care. “You don’t have to believe it and it’s still true. I’ll believe it for you.”
And she didn’t let go of Harlow for the rest of the drive into the city.



Chapter Nine
NORA TRIED TO convince herself that the Ruyian consulate’s welcome reception for the sultan was like every other ball she and Zair had attended over the years for this or that high society charity or cause or lavish celebration. The band played a jazzy interpretation of a once-popular song, the ballroom gleamed and everything in it seemed to shimmer, and the party was packed tight with tuxedos and gowns and enough jewels to blind a murder or two of crows.
Zair held her in his arms as they danced, waltzing around and around the center of the grand room as if they were having a perfectly nice time at yet another obligatory function. As if this—as if anything—were normal.
They’d done this a thousand times before, in the years she’d adored him and in the years she’d claimed to detest him. His strong arms surrounded her, making her yearn for things that could never be. Her hand was clasped in his as if they’d been made to fit together like that. The heat where his other hand anchored her to him, low on her back, made her remember what it was like to lose herself in this man.
And long for more.
“You look like you’re attending your own execution,” Zair said. She felt the heat of his gaze, dancing over her cheek, then away.
“I get the distinct sense that possibility grows by the moment.”
“Courage,” he murmured, as soft as that touch of his gaze had been. She felt the graze of his fingers over her cheek, then they were gone again, leaving only heat and longing in its wake. “It’s almost over.”
And Nora was a shallow, horrible, pale imitation of a real person—of any kind of good person—because she was fairly certain he meant that in more than one sense. And it hurt.
Nora was fully aware she shouldn’t care about that. She shouldn’t care if he left her the way she suspected he meant to do, assuming they survived the night. What did or didn’t happen with Zair was surely the lowest entry on a very long list of things she ought to be concerned about tonight. The very lowest. So low it bordered on offensive that she was allowing herself to think about it at all.
She knew all of that. And still, she wanted to move even closer to him and to hell with official protocol and all the watching, judging eyes. She wanted to press her mouth to the place where his pulse beat against his throat. She wanted to sob and fall apart and all the rest of the things she hadn’t been able to do in the past twenty-four hours, because nothing was wrong with her. Nothing had happened to her.
Her entire life was a series of almosts.
And Zair was no more than the latest almost in a long line of them. He’d never been anything else. He never would. You have to change this life of yours, something whispered inside her. Before you turn into stone and stay that way.
“Here we go,” Zair said then, a tautness in his voice that hadn’t been there before. “His aide beckons. Our presence is requested.”
And there was no more time for aching, for yearning for the things that couldn’t be. There was no more time to worry about her tiny little heart and all its cracks and fissures. This was what they’d been waiting for. This was where it had all been leading.
Zair offered her his arm and Nora took it. She reached into her clutch and pulled out her phone, relying on Zair to guide her through the crowd as she fired off a text. When she was finished she wedged the clutch beneath her arm and tried to settle her stomach.
You can do this, she assured herself.
There wasn’t even much to do. Harlow had done the gut-wrenching thing. Zair had done the noble thing. All Nora had to do was walk across a ballroom. Then up a flight of stairs.
She’d already been presented to the sultan in the stiffly formal receiving line, as Zair’s date at the start of the evening. The sultan had accepted her hand and then spoken to Zair in chilly Arabic, when everyone was well aware he could speak English if he chose. Nora had been meant to feel small, insignificant, ashamed.
Instead she’d smiled at him and waited for him to release her hand.
And the longer she’d simply smiled serenely at the sultan and waited, the longer she’d exuded all the fine breeding and excellent deportment her mother would have been so proud to see her emanate, the worse, somehow, the sultan had looked in comparison. Boorish. Even cruel. All things he certainly was, but might not wish to proclaim in quite so public a manner.
When he’d released her hand, Nora had had the strangest feeling that she’d won something.
“He’ll want to make you pay for that handshake,” Zair told her now in an undertone, his arm so solid and strong beneath her hand, like a promise she had to remind herself he wasn’t going to keep. No matter how it might feel. “Depend on it. He’s nothing if not petty.”
“Wonderful,” Nora said, keeping a pleasant expression on her face as they made their way up the wide stone staircase to the open balcony where the sultan was holding court on the second level of the ballroom, gazing down at so many well-heeled New Yorkers and foreign nationals celebrating his presence. “That’s one more thing to look forward to in this delightful evening.”
They were waved past the looming guards when they reached the balcony. Azhil stood at the far end near the stone balustrade, and the look he leveled at Zair as they approached made Nora’s skin crawl.
Does he know already? Has he figured out what we’re doing here tonight?
But she couldn’t let herself think that way. She couldn’t give in to the panic. She thought of what Harlow had gone through—what she continued to go through. She thought about how it must feel to Zair to have been so deeply betrayed by the only man he’d ever considered his family. And she kept her smile firmly in place.
Azhil stood tall and only slightly stout in his fine tuxedo, draped in the bright ceremonial sash that proclaimed his position, every inch of him the Sultan of Ruyi, and Nora thought he was the most evil creature she’d ever beheld. It was that flatness in his dark eyes. It was the malevolence that lurked near him, around him. Like something in her peripheral vision that she could only see when she didn’t look at it directly.
Jason Treffen had at least appeared kind. This man did not. He obviously felt he didn’t need to.
“My brother, you surprise me,” Azhil said in perfect English once the bowing and curtsying was done, with a certain oiliness to his voice that put Nora on alert. Beside her, Zair didn’t seem to react at all, though she could feel his muscles go solid beneath her hand. Azhil laughed, and there wasn’t anything amused in the sound. “You would link my family name to a piece of ass like this? She must make magic with that mouth.”
Zair turned to steel beside her, but said nothing.
Azhil’s gaze moved to Nora, then slid over her, taking in her gown and the neckline that hadn’t felt at all low until now, then lingering on her mouth as if she didn’t matter. As if she didn’t exist.
It was harder than it should have been to simply stand there quietly and let him.
Then the sultan let out another one of those laughs that made Nora’s bones feel too cold to bear her weight—so cold they might snap in half or crumble if he kept making that nasty sound.
Only then did he meet her gaze, hard and cruel and a sudden, sharp reminder of that awful yacht back in Cannes and that hideous energy she remembered from it, though when he spoke, it was directed at Zair.
“I believe I’ll require a demonstration,” Azhil said, and then snapped his fingers in the direction of his royal feet. “She can get on her knees right here.”
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Zair didn’t hurl Azhil off the side of the balcony, tossing the sultan to a richly deserved death on the floor far below. The fact that he managed to refrain from doing what all his instincts were screaming at him to do would confound him forever.
Instead, he looked at his brother and smiled.
He felt a telling shudder move through Nora, but he couldn’t look at her then. Because he knew himself. He knew. If there was a single shadow in those pretty eyes of hers because of what his brother had said to her, the way there was nothing but shadows in her friend’s eyes now, he’d take Azhil down. It would take every last guard the sultan had to pull him off, and he knew they’d manage it eventually, but first he’d geld the motherfucker for talking to her that way.
But there were broader concerns at play tonight, so he smiled instead.
And he kept his eyes on his brother.
“Have I told a joke?” Azhil asked softly. “I thought I was perfectly serious. Perhaps you can share with me what you find so amusing.”
The years he’d spent working toward this moment fell away, folded into the lifetime of unquestioning belief in this man he’d lived before then. It folded in on itself and became a kind of heavy iron ball inside him. Zair wanted it out.
Then he wanted to shove it down his brother’s throat but first—first, he wanted it out.
“I’ve spent the time since our meeting last night asking myself how I could have failed to notice the way you speak to me,” Zair said after a moment, and that wasn’t what he’d meant to say. Azhil blinked, but Zair kept going. “Have you always treated me like something you scraped off your shoe? You couldn’t have, I concluded. That must be something new, something recent. But nothing has happened. There has been no change in our relationship. Everything is business as usual.”
“Are you insane?” Azhil asked, in a kind of wonder. “To address me like this? In the presence of your whore?”
“It isn’t you who’s changed, brother,” and there was a knifepoint pressure on that last word. An unmistakable edge. Zair thrust it deep. “It’s me.”
It was Nora, Zair knew, though he wouldn’t say it here. Nora who trusted him with every part of her. Nora who had delivered herself into his hands and in so doing, had remade him. Without Nora, he could never have gazed back without a shred of fear at this man who had used him all these years for his own perverse ends. Without Nora, he never would have seen how little Azhil cared about him.
That he’d believed this sick thing, this calculated manipulation, was any kind of love in the first place made him deeply, profoundly sad. It only pointed out how empty he’d been all these years, how dark. It reminded him that Nora was the only light he’d known for a long, long time, no matter how all of this had started. Or where.
“You forget yourself,” Azhil said with quiet menace.
“Quite the opposite,” Zair replied.
He glanced at Nora then, her blue gaze fierce and her smartphone in her palm and with her nod, the news they’d been waiting for. He thought, given the chance, she would throw herself at Azhil the way her friend had lunged for him in that SUV the night before. She would try to protect him if she could, no matter how outmatched she was. She would wade right in, because that was who she was. And because that was what she did. She jumped—and only worried about the fall on the way down.
He knew she loved him. Maybe she always had. Maybe he’d always known it. But until Cannes, how could he have recognized such a thing?
He’d never questioned the lack of that kind of ferocious love in his own life because its absence was all he’d known. Love, if it existed at all, was a hard, long road to duty. It was gratitude for scraps and for honors bestowed while wrapped in a thousand ever-tightening strings. It was knowing his place and staying in it. It was never questioning, never objecting, never lifting his head high when he could bow it down low instead.
It was accepting the great and glorious honor of being framed for hideous crimes he’d never committed, deliberately and consistently, over the course of nearly twenty years.
It was bullshit and he was finished. He was finally finished.
“You have a moment to explain yourself, Zair, and only because I value our history,” Azhil was saying, with that slick black gleam in his dark gaze. “Do not force me to remind you how easily you can be replaced.”
Zair shifted position then. He looked out over the glittering party until he found who he was looking for, and then he looked back at his brother. “Go ahead, then.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Replace me.” He hid neither the challenge in his gaze nor the temper in his voice, and for the first time in as long as Zair had known him, Azhil looked uncertain. If only for a moment.
“What is this?” the sultan demanded. “How dare you speak to me like this?”
“I’m perfectly serious,” Zair said, low and direct. “Replace me, if it is so easy.”
That laugh again, ugly and low. “Do you doubt it? Has your head grown so large? I should have known better than to give one such as you too much power. It has made you insane.”
“I’m certain you could appoint a new ambassador within the hour,” Zair said with a shrug, though he kept his gaze level. “But what of the rest of it? How will you continue to convince the world that the person in all those grainy security feeds is a high-ranking member of your government who merely happens to look like you when no one in your inner circle does?”
Azhil looked stunned. And Zair was certain he would hoard the memory of this, take it out often in future, dwell in it and enjoy it—but there was still so much further to go.
“If you wish to be more involved in these matters, you need only ask,” Azhil gritted out, after a tense moment during which the only sound between them was the band from down below, the wave of so many cultured voices. “This disrespect, this challenge, is unacceptable. Do not forget I am your sovereign.”
“You are a pimp,” Zair said, very distinctly, and Azhil actually flinched in shock, “though I suspect the truth of what you really are is far, far worse. There are words to describe old men who sleep with little girls, Azhil. They particularly like to use those words in this country, I think you’ll find.”
“I don’t care if you’re related to me, I’ll kill you myself!” Azhil hissed then, all pretense of charisma gone. His face was mottled and flushed. This was the truth of him, Zair thought. This angry, ugly little man. This repulsive troll.
“You won’t.”
It was a deep relief to speak as he did everywhere else but here. Not to bow or scrape. Not to hide his own power lest he offend his brother. He was bigger, stronger. Taller. Trained in deadly arts and in far better physical shape. He could kill Azhil a hundred different ways, maim him in a hundred more, yet he chose not to do it. He stopped trying to pretend otherwise.
Zair would never bow down to another man again. Never.
“I think you forget that this consulate is considered Ruyian soil,” Azhil snarled at him. “And it has clearly escaped you that I am the Sultan of Ruyi.”
“As it has escaped you that I am not a fucking idiot,” Zair retorted.
Azhil jerked back as if Zair had hit him. Zair ignored the driving urge to do just that. He aimed his chin toward one of the tall tables that ringed the dance floor and the trio that stood there, engaged in what looked like an intense conversation. He didn’t wait for Azhil to figure out who they were, though he shifted his stance to stand slightly in front of Nora, the better to protect her if Azhil got any bright ideas.
“Do you recognize the girl?” he asked. “I took the liberty of removing her from a house I only recently discovered I own in the desert back home in Ruyi. She has many a tale to tell, brother.”
Zair let that sink in, let Azhil take in the fact that it really was Harlow who stood there, brave and lovely and resolute.
A remarkable woman, and not only because she clearly did love Nora as deeply and as foolishly as Nora loved her if she’d been willing to risk herself the way she had last night. To throw herself at a man she’d thought was as bad as Azhil, to do her best to hurt him and the consequences be damned. Zair would have admired her for that alone.
But Harlow was here, tonight, despite the ordeal she’d only just escaped. She’d agreed to help them before Nora had even told her what helping them entailed. And now she stood like a queen in the consulate of the country where she’d been held for at least the past few weeks, and if she was afraid, it didn’t show.
Beside him, Azhil made a sound that Zair couldn’t quite identify. A groan? A curse?
“And who is she with, you ask?” Zair said with a quiet satisfaction he made no attempt to hide. “That is Chelsea Maxwell, of course. She is the famous television journalist who, you might recall, was instrumental in taking down one of your underlings. Jason Treffen.” He paused, enjoying himself, if that was what it could be called, for the first time in what seemed like a long, long while. Like a long day of sunshine in the midst of a difficult winter. “Next to her is her fiancé. Not just a pretty face, of course. He’s Alex Diaz, better known as a global media mogul of some renown.” He pivoted back around to face his brother head-on. “What could the three of them have to talk about, I wonder?”
Another long, tense silence. Azhil was breathing heavily, scowling down at the party, and Zair let him. And when his brother spoke again, it was in a voice Zair had never heard before. Almost soft.
“I could have you executed where we stand and it would be perfectly legal,” he said.
Zair laughed. “You could, but what would be the point? It’s already too late. Your criminal enterprise is in pieces. As we speak, Interpol has moved in on your operations in Singapore, Cape Town. Laurette Fortin is in custody, which means Europe has fallen.” He felt Nora react to that beside him, but couldn’t look at her. He focused on his brother, the only person he’d ever considered family, instead. “Your reign of terror is over, Azhil.”
But Azhil was recovering. He stood taller, and the glare he turned on Zair was nothing short of brutal.
“I remain the sultan. You remain a bastard throwaway. A joke. This little game of yours has done nothing but make you dead to me. No ambassadorship. Exile if you wish to live, execution if you dare try to come home.” He leaned in closer, his mouth a snarl. “You are nothing but a dead man masquerading as a living one, Zair, but believe me when I tell you, your day will come.”
“As it did for Jason Treffen?” Zair asked relentlessly. “Will you shoot me in my own home as I imagine you did him, Azhil? I’m insulted. If you want me dead, brother, I expect you to use your own hands.”
“Jason Treffen was an ant,” Azhil said dismissively. “I do not concern myself with ants and I certainly don’t bother myself with their execution. But you I will have beheaded in the center of the palace.” His voice turned almost dreamy. “I will call for a national holiday and then I will mount your traitor’s head on the gates. And I might not sully my hands with such a task, Zair, but never doubt that I will be right there to watch you die as you deserve.”
“Appealing.” Zair smiled, a hard, triumphant thing. “But if I were you, I’d worry more about your own head.”
Nora moved then, holding out her smartphone when they both stared at her, Zair in dismay that she might attract his brother’s attention, and Azhil in a way Zair could only call murderous.
“It’s on Al Jazeera and AP,” she said in that calm, polite, upper-crust way of hers that made him want to throw Azhil off the balcony after all so he could concentrate on the sweet perfection of her instead. “It’s real. It’s happening.”
And for the first time in as long as Zair could remember his half brother, going back to even before the sultan’s heir had taken notice of an angry and lonely teenage boy, the mighty Azhil looked…flummoxed.
“You’ve wasted your time,” he seethed at Zair after a moment. “I’m the sovereign of a foreign nation. The Americans have no choice but to let me leave. If they detain me it will be considered an act of war.”
“I suspect you’re overestimating the strength of your welcome back home.” When Azhil scowled at him, Zair shrugged. “Ruyi is a conservative country, as you reminded me only last night, and the enemies you’ve made want nothing more than to see your regime toppled. How do you think an international sex trafficking ring will play to the people? How do you propose to play moral and spiritual authority over a country when it will be clear by morning you’re nothing but a pervert?”
Azhil looked at him as though he longed to throttle him, and there was no little part of Zair that wished he’d try. That wanted to beg this soft, spoiled man to put those meaty hands on Zair instead of another helpless female. To show him exactly what happened to men like him when they took on someone their own size.
“All you have accomplished here is your own ruin,” Azhil said then. His contemptuous gaze moved to Nora and stayed there far longer than Zair liked before flickering back. “There are always more whores. Wherever there is money, wherever there are men. And what did you think? That I am the only one who has ever run such a ring? Five more will pop up in my place, if they haven’t already.”
“They might,” Zair agreed. He leaned in slightly, to make his point, but he didn’t lower his head. He didn’t avert his eyes. “But none of them will use my face, my name, to do their dirty work. No one will ever do that again.”
“It is your word against mine,” Azhil said, with a sneer. “And I am the sultan.”
“You are,” Zair agreed. He tapped his chest, and he actually grinned as he leaned in close to the man who shared his nose, perhaps, but nothing else. Nothing that mattered. A man he had no intention of ever laying eyes on again. He might never wash the dirt off. But he could make sure he never saw his brother again in this life. “But I’m the one wearing a wire, you arrogant ass.”
And after that, it was out of Zair’s hands.
The sultan exited abruptly, leaving the guests to mill about and come up with wild theories for his sudden departure—until the phones started to ring and the truth started to spread. Zair wasn’t sure what he’d expected to feel in such an aftermath, but it wasn’t this. This…need to keep in physical contact with Nora. This certainty that somehow, she was the key to everything, no matter how little sense that made.
No matter how little it had to do with reality. Because he knew must happen next.
He was still holding on to her when they found Alex and his famous fiancée with Harlow, and it was harder than it should have been to let Nora go then, let her run to her friend and hug her, fierce and hard.
“Are you watching this happen?” Nora asked Harlow, flashing her phone’s screen. “I saw that Laurette woman get thrown in the back of a police car in Marseille. The whole thing is coming apart, Harlow, and it’s all because of you. You made this happen. You took these bastards down.”
Harlow’s gaze met Zair’s then, over Nora’s shoulder, and it made him feel cold. Her dark eyes were sad and terribly wise in ways they shouldn’t have been. In ways no one’s should have to become.
“It’s a drop in the bucket, Nora,” Harlow said quietly, in a voice that seemed to lodge itself inside Zair, reminding him that his suffering had been minor in comparison to hers. Hardly worth noting. So his brother had never loved him. So he’d had to play the role of a very bad man. So what? “A tiny little drop. In a bucket much bigger than you can ever imagine.”
“But at least this particular drop is finished,” Zair concluded for her, when the silence threatened to bowl them all over and Nora looked as if she might weep. “The sultan won’t be a player again.”
“Yes. There is that.” Harlow’s lips curved into the closest thing he’d seen to a smile on her face since she’d landed last night, making it clear that she was still the bright girl he’d met years ago, undiminished by the things that had happened to her. Still Harlow. Still her. “Personally, I hope he burns.”
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In the end, after he’d reported to his partners and given what he knew was only an initial statement, Zair told them he’d pick it up again in the morning and took Nora home.
Because he couldn’t seem to help himself.
“I wish I could do something,” she’d whispered when Harlow left in the company of Zair’s Washington connections, who were putting her up in a safe house somewhere until everyone was certain the sultan had left the country. Until they could take down every detail of what she’d lived through and make absolutely certain she was safe.
“You’ve already done it,” Zair said. “You can’t do the rest. That’s up to her.”
She was quiet when they entered her loft and this time, she turned on all the lights the moment they walked in, bathing them in all that warm, buttery light. As though this was a port in the storm, after all.
“We did it.” She stood at the back of her couch, balancing herself with one hand while with the other, she pulled off one of her shoes. She repeated it on her other side and dropped half a foot in height once her bare feet were on the floor.
“We did.” He stood in the center of the bright space, framed by the thick white pillars and the exposed beams above, his hands thrust deep in his pockets and his eyes on her as if he might never look at anything else again.
Her smile then was wry. “This celebration is getting much too crazy. What will my neighbors say?” That electric thing crackled between them and he knew they were both remembering the night they’d shared here. Her smiled deepened. “I think they do know your name, in fact. If you were wondering.”
“I can’t stay,” he told her firmly. Gruffer than necessary. “I’m needed in Washington.”
Not at the embassy, of course. He could never go there again, and he supposed it said things about him that he didn’t care. He’d maintained a separate penthouse in Washington for years, because a man whose primary residence was an embassy couldn’t have the kind of private life he’d been pretending to have. Over time, it had become, if not quite a home, then his repository for the things in his life he actually cared about. His few mementos of his childhood. His stark collection of memories. Everything else, they could keep. Or burn.
“Your partners,” Nora said with a certain serenity that made his body tighten, and not with tension. “A government agency you refuse to name because you live for the secrecy and danger.”
“Something like that,” he said, darkly, because he didn’t want to find her as sweet as he did. Or as amusing. “And, of course, for things like national security.”
It had been easier than it should have been to work with Washington to lay the groundwork for what had happened tonight. Discussions with the Justice Department, with the White House. Law enforcement. The battalion of lawyers he knew personally, or that his partners preferred. Then Zair had called Alex and asked if he and Chelsea would like to finish what they’d started with the Jason Treffen exposé. And then, finally, ten days after Nora had shared her idea with him, he’d called that awful house in Ruyi and asked for a shipment of what he’d pretended was his “property.”
It had been so much easier than it should have been, which told him one thing and one thing only: he’d been the one stalling. His refusal to see the truth about his brother had made all of this drag on, and that was unforgivable. It had hurt countless people, put even more than that at risk, and all because he hadn’t wanted to face the truth.
He couldn’t possibly loathe himself more, he thought then.
“I have to go,” he said, harsher, though he didn’t move. He was overtly aware of her gaze on his. Of her bare feet against the cool floors, as if he could feel what she felt. Her faint smile as she moved toward him and stood there the way she had before, within reach.
But not his. Never his, despite all the ways they fit. Not after the things he’d done and let happen with his inaction, his willful blindness.
He thought for a moment she might touch him—but she didn’t. Her blue eyes were so big. So clear. As if she could see straight through to the very heart of him. As if she could sanctify him, somehow, with a simple look.
“Do you love me?” Nora asked.
And everything just…stopped. The world tipped on its side and emptied, and there was nothing left but her. Nothing left but Nora.
But he couldn’t let this happen.
“No,” Zair said, and it felt as if he’d burned himself. As if the word, the denial, blistered his own mouth on its way out.
He thought she’d react to that, but she only smiled in that enigmatic way of hers, and then, never shifting her gaze from his, starting unfastening her gown. He stared as though he’d never seen a woman before as she unzipped herself from the bodice and let the whole of the shimmering silver concoction float to the floor in a frothy circle around her. She stepped out of its center wearing nothing but a strapless push-up bra and a tiny thong, and Zair felt as if he were the one who’d been tossed from some great height.
“Why not?” she asked, as if it was a matter of very little concern to her.
“Even if I was capable of such things, which I am not, there is no future for something that started in that sick place,” he grated at her.
Her smile deepened. “That’s not where it started.”
“You need to move on with your life, Nora,” he said. Darker this time. Laced with a fury that she seemed to ignore entirely as she moved even closer. “You deserve to live untainted by either me or my family. No one will ever believe I wasn’t involved in this ring of Azhil’s. They’ve already started speculating. And Zoe’s work was too good. There’s just enough evidence to convict me in the court of public opinion, if nowhere else.”
“Whose opinion matters?” she asked softly, closing the distance between them entirely then. She slid her hands up his chest and pushed his jacket off his shoulders with a sexy, easy confidence he found instantly addictive. “Theirs or mine?”
“There will always be a set of people who think you’re a prostitute. Who will know that I bought you on a yacht in France.” He was furious she couldn’t see that. He was more furious it had happened—that his own idiocy had allowed such a thing to occur in the first place. “If I’m anywhere near you, it will only confirm that.”
“Yes,” she agreed, and sounded so unbothered it nearly stole his breath. “But these are the same set of people who would think that anyway, even if you hadn’t. The same set of people who think anyone is a prostitute, if offered the right price.” She shrugged, her hands busy on the buttons of his shirt. “Who cares what they think?”
“You deserve better than these shadows,” he whispered, though his body had other ideas, especially when she pressed herself up against him. “You deserve to be free.”
She surged up on her toes, putting her mouth a scant, tempting hair from his.
“So do you, Zair,” she whispered, and then she kissed him.
And he could fight her, or he could fight himself, but he couldn’t do both.
So he took her instead.
His arms came around her and he lifted her to him, wrapping her legs around his waist. He tasted her again and again, walking until she was up against the nearest pillar and he was so hard between her legs he was afraid he might hurt her. Then he pulled his mouth from hers and explored her, down her neck and along the proud ridge of her collarbone, imprinting her into his memory.
Her scent, her taste. The heat of her skin, the faint suggestion of the soap she’d used earlier. The needy little noises she made, the way her hips bucked against his. All of her. All the things he would miss.
He peeled the bra from her perfect breasts and feasted on the taut peaks. She sighed out a broken sound that might have been his name, and Zair felt it like her mouth on the hardest part of him all over again, making him feel wilder. Crazier.
Desperate.
He shrugged his way out of his shirt, letting it fall where it would, and he couldn’t keep his mouth from hers for more than a second. Because it wasn’t enough.
It would never be enough.
But this was all he could allow.
Zair lifted her high against him as he moved through the loft then, walking until he hit her bed and then toppling them both down on the soft spread. And then they were rolling. Kissing and laughing a little bit as they struggled to pull the rest of their clothes off.
“I want—” she started, as they rid him of his trousers and his boxer briefs in one great tangle.
But he quieted her with a deep, hard kiss, burying his hands deep in her hair and raking through the heavy mass of it to pull out the pins. He kissed her until she was boneless against him, so hot to the touch and so beautiful it caused him physical pain.
And he wasn’t ready yet, not yet, to say his final good-byes.
“Put your hands above your head,” he told her, and she grinned at him, and somehow, it was the most sensual thing he’d ever beheld.
“Are you bossing me around?” she asked, her voice an octave or two lower than usual, which only made it harder to breathe, and that look on her face, that bright hot trust in her eyes and the curve to her lips, was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. “It’s almost like you want me against your will, Zair.”
“Nothing happens against my will,” he said gruffly. “Not with you. That’s the point.” That hit something in him, but he couldn’t deal with that, not now. He lifted his chin. “Your hands. Up.”
She obeyed, and the shift in position thrust out her perfect breasts and directed his attention lower. He licked his way to her navel, making her laugh and rock a bit beneath him. Then he moved lower still.
And she stopped laughing.
He teased his way over the pale blue lace that covered her, then pushed her smooth thighs farther apart. He inhaled the scent of her, arousal and pure woman, letting it move in him like a caress. She was perfect. And tonight, at least, she was his.
She made a strangled sort of sound as he slipped his hands beneath her to hold her by her bottom, lifting her to him like a delectable platter. But it was his name she called out when he simply leaned in and took her in his mouth, lace and all. It was a hard kiss, and she shook, and he wanted more. So much more.
He shifted to pull her panties down the smooth length of her legs and then he shouldered his way back into place, cocking one of her long legs up and over so it hung down his back, and then he licked his way deep into her sweetness.
God, she tasted good.
She shook and she moaned, and Zair indulged himself. She was like cream and heat, and he thought he’d never get enough of her. He used his lips and his teeth, his jaw and his tongue, and then his hands as he felt her draw tight around him.
He brought her as close to the edge as he could, and then he kept her there. She thrashed against him, rocking her hips into his mouth until finally, he threw her straight over, reveling in the way she called out for him as she fell.
And he wasn’t finished.
He rooted around in her bedside table and found a condom. He sheathed himself, and as her breathing started to sound less like a moan and more like a breath again, he pulled her back into his arms and shifted them around so he was half sitting against the headboard and she was astride him.
She took her time opening her eyes, and when she did, it was like staring into the sun. So blue, so bright.
“This position might give me ideas,” she murmured. “I might start telling you what to do with your hands.”
“Try it,” he suggested.
“Control is a fluid thing,” Nora said. She reached down between them and wrapped her hand around him, making him groan. She only smiled. Then she shifted forward, brought him to her entrance and sank down, taking him all the way to the hilt.
Zair gritted his teeth. Nora let out a shaky breath.
“See?” she taunted him.
He tugged her hands up and rested them on his chest. Then he took her hips in his hands and held her exactly where he wanted her.
“Move,” he ordered her, and he saw the flush break out across her skin, felt the rush of heat where their bodies were joined, felt the way she shivered and her gaze went liquid with passion. “It’s only as fluid as I want it to be, Nora.”
“Thank God,” she breathed. And then she braced her hands against him and she began to move.
Slow, deliberate. A languorous slide, a devilish swivel of her hips. Her rhythm was eclectic and electric, and she drove him insane with every lazy revolution of her hips. He let his hands rest in the crease between her hips and her thighs, he guided her deeper and hotter with every thrust, and he memorized her.
That sweet, distracting fullness of her faintly swollen lips. The patrician line of her nose. The single imperfection he’d found on her skin, that series of four freckles in an arc above her left breast. Those proud nipples on her jutting breasts, the indentation of her waist. He wished he were a painter, an artist who could render her in pencils, in inks. In thick, robust oils that would do her some kind of justice.
But he could only remember her once he left, and he vowed he would. He vowed it as he thrust into her and found heaven all over again. He vowed it as the fire took hold of him, making him pick up that lazy pace, making him hold her tighter and move her against him as though they were still dancing, as though he was still leading.
Not that there had been any doubt. Not between them.
She arched back, her body stretched there before him, open and heated and his completely. She began to jerk against him, his name on her lips. And he flipped her over and brought her beneath him at last, driving into her again and again, until he found his own, glorious release.
Zair slipped from the bed much, much later and left her there, curled up tight with her lashes a dark gold against her cheeks. Beautiful Nora, whom he could never deserve. Who would never move on from this—from him—as long as he hung around. He knew she wouldn’t. She’d propositioned him when she’d been only eighteen. She’d made herself a yacht girl to find her missing friend, and then she’d taken every one of his orders as though she really was made for him. What else would she do for him if he let her?
He dressed in the shadows, but he couldn’t keep himself from one last kiss, one last look. He brushed his hand over the heartbreaking silk of her cheek and then he tore himself away.
And he vowed he would never return. Never.
He owed her that much.
“Yes,” he whispered, though he knew she couldn’t hear him. That he would never have said it out loud if she could. “I love you, Nora. Whatever the hell that means. And it doesn’t make any difference.”



Chapter Ten
JUNE EASED INTO July, bringing with it the grimy swelter of full summer in Manhattan, and Zair was gone.
At first, Nora thought it was only a temporary thing. She hadn’t been worried when she’d woken up that morning-after to find him gone. She’d assumed he had to sort things out on a diplomatic level in Washington and that once he did, he’d return. Or at least call.
He didn’t.
She spent the long holiday weekend up in Maine with her parents and brothers and the too-watchful Zoe. She let the crisp, sweet summer breeze move over her. She tilted her head back into the perfect blue of the down east sky. She ate lobster and went sailing and took long walks in the fragrant pines. And she told herself it would fade, this terrible longing. The vicious claws of need digging into her would ease their grip. People moved on. She would, too. Wouldn’t she?
Because she’d made herself a lot of promises while Harlow was away, and she couldn’t let herself drift any longer. She had to change her life. She’d sworn she would if Harlow came home. She’d sworn she wouldn’t waste any more time.
Are you kind? Zair had asked her. Are you good? Do you stand up for yourself or those weaker than you when it could hurt you? Do you do what’s right rather than what’s easy?
She hadn’t, Nora knew. Not ever. Not even when she’d encouraged Harlow to go off and do something real. But she could now.
“I hope this strange tabloid episode is over,” her mother said over breakfast one morning, managing to exude ruffled feathers and well-manicured outrage while wearing a summer dress festooned with embroidered ladybugs. It was one of her greatest talents. “I hope we can look at the last few months as a regrettable period for everyone concerned and move on to bigger and better and far more appropriate things.”
But Nora wasn’t the same person she’d been before Cannes. Before Harlow had come home with ghosts in her eyes. Before Zair had changed everything inside her and then left her anyway. And it was high time she started making that clear.
“I’m leaving the art gallery,” she said, the way she might once have asked for the salt to be passed. “I’ve taken a fellowship at an anti-human trafficking organization in Washington. I start in September.”
Her voice seemed unduly loud in the serenity of the morning room with only the blue water of the bay on the other side of the windows. Louder still, perhaps, because she knew this was something her mother didn’t want to hear.
“You can’t walk away from your responsibilities,” her mother began.
“I’m interviewing for a new person to run the gallery,” Nora replied calmly. She met her mother’s gaze across the table. “I understand that you have an aversion to ‘gritty’ jobs, Mom. But this is what I want. What’s the point of having been born to all this privilege if I can’t do something with it?”
Her mother only stared back at her for a long moment, then shifted her attention back to her bowl of fruit.
“I take it that you mention privilege because this fellowship will be unpaid?” she asked.
Nora hid a smile. “Completely unpaid.”
“And what will happen when it’s done? Will you continue to donate your time? Will you become some kind of avenging angel? Do you have a plan?”
Nora shrugged, and waited for her mother to look at her again. “I have no idea, Mom. All I know is that this is what I have to do. What I’m meant to do. But it probably won’t make for charming cocktail conversation at the club.”
And impossibly, her mother’s aristocratic mouth curved. “An underappreciated skill, to be certain, as I think you’ll find if you do it badly. So awkward.” She studied Nora’s face for a long moment. “The world can be a vicious place to girls, especially bright ones. Just look at that horrible Treffen person. And I can’t bear to see you hurt, Nora. Your brothers are made of Teflon and testosterone, but you…”
Her voice trailed off, and was that the sheen of tears in her eyes? Nora was shaken.
“I know,” she whispered fiercely, “exactly how vicious the world is. How dangerous and disgusting and cruel.” She reached over and took her mother’s hand in hers, surprising them both. “Why do you think I want to fight it?”
Her mother smiled, for all it trembled there on her lips.
“Then perhaps I’ve been wrong all this time and you’re made of Teflon, too,” she said softly.
And she squeezed Nora’s hands tight, giving her blessing.

 *
Harlow was released from her safe house a week or so later.
After an attempt to stay at her parents’ place in Baltimore, she returned to New York and took a room in the hotel owned by the reclusive Logan Black, Addison’s new love, where, she told Nora matter-of-factly, she spent as much time as possible in the luxurious bath.
She didn’t say to make myself feel clean. She didn’t have to.
“I can’t have anyone tell me what to do,” Harlow confessed at a lunch one afternoon for all three of them, out on a sidewalk café in the West Village, where they could sit and ease back into one another. No pressure. Just friends. Though it took all of Nora’s self-control not to simply cry all over everything, so relieved was she that Harlow was home and safe. “I think my parents meant well, in their way, but they don’t really get what happened to me. And I don’t want to tell them. I can’t tell them.”
“That makes sense,” Addison said at once, reaching over to grasp Harlow’s hand on the tabletop. Tightly. “There are things no one understands without living through them themselves.”
Nora considered for a moment. She eyed Harlow’s clothes, all dark-colored and baggy, when she’d once called herself the Ambassador of All Things Pink. She noted Harlow’s hair, scraped back on her head in a severe bun, when she’d once considered its full, wavy spill her crowning glory. And it felt like another kick in Nora’s stomach to see the aftermath of Harlow’s experience in all these particulars.
“I know someone you can talk to, if you want,” she offered. Harlow wrinkled up her nose and shook her head in an instant negative, pulling her hand from Addison’s at the same time, as though she needed to ward off any attacks. Even friendly ones.
“No.” She smiled, faintly. “I’m not ready to talk to a shrink. I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready.”
“Not a shrink.” Nora shot look at Addison, who nodded, then focused on Harlow again. “Zoe Brook. Hunter’s girlfriend. She…went through what you’ve been through, more or less.”
Or she thought so, anyway. Harlow was anything but forthcoming, and who could blame her?
“I know who she is.” Harlow looked out toward the street, where Manhattan danced and hurtled and caused its usual commotion, and it seemed to relax her. “I watched that interview. You know the one.”
They all knew.
Nora shrugged. “Maybe she can help.”
Harlow didn’t reply, so perfect socialite Addison promptly and elegantly changed the subject, and Nora thought that was the end of it. Until Harlow showed up at Nora’s door one night.
“Maybe,” she whispered, her arms wrapped tight around her own middle and her eyes so dark and haunted they broke Nora’s heart into ragged little pieces, “I might want to talk to Zoe Brook.”
They went the next morning, to an apartment Nora hadn’t realized Zoe still owned on the Upper West Side.
“Why did I think you and Hunter were already living together?” she asked as Zoe let them in, Harlow so close behind Nora it was as though she was Nora’s shadow.
“Because Hunter’s apartment is literally the size of a football field, which I don’t think is an accident,” Zoe replied at once. “A hundred people could live in it and who would know?” She smiled. “But I’m moving in.”
She was dressed more casually than Nora was used to seeing her. Jeans and a tank top, like a normal, relatable woman—maybe that’s the point, she thought. Zoe ushered them into a bright and colorful living room and offered them coffee, and it was all so civilized and friendly that it was tempting to forget why they were there.
“I don’t have to be here for this,” Nora said when the polite, introductory chatter petered off. “I’ll go and wait at that café down the street, Harlow, and when—”
“No,” Harlow said, her voice soft, but thick. She was holding her hands so tight in a ball in her lap that it hurt to look at them. “Stay.”
“It’s okay,” Zoe said then. “You don’t have to say a word, Harlow. You don’t have to explain anything. You don’t have to do anything. I’m happy to sit here all day and I will.”
And for a while, that’s what they did.
Harlow leaned forward at some point and cradled her face in her hands, though she didn’t cry. Nora sat across from her and wondered if she should. If she might anyway, whether she wanted to or not. Or if this was beyond tears.
It seemed like a very long time before Harlow straightened. She scowled at Zoe’s coffee table, and she didn’t meet anyone’s eyes.
“I want this to go away,” she whispered, harsh and loud in the quiet of the air-conditioned room. “I want it to leave me alone.”
Zoe shifted in her chair. Her direct gray gaze touched Nora’s, making her feel that she could see straight through her, then moved to Harlow.
“That’s not a luxury you get to have,” she said, her voice as matter-of-fact as it was kind.
Harlow breathed out, hard, and it sounded like a sob. Like some kind of painful relief. Like she’d been waiting for someone to utter that painful truth out loud.
“But you do get to control how you feel about it and what power it holds over you,” Zoe continued, and this time, her voice was fierce. “I promise you. It takes time. It takes some fucking work. It sucks.”
By this time, Harlow’s head was up, and both she and Nora stared at Zoe, who vibrated where she sat, unmistakably powerful.
Not a victim. Not a survivor. Powerful.
“It takes time,” Zoe said again, “but in the end, you decide what defines you, Harlow. Only you.”

 *
July was starting that hot, breathless blaze toward August and Nora was packing up her life in New York in preparation for Washington when Zoe let slip at a happy family brunch with Hunter that he and his college roommates were having a little reunion.
As she did this while Hunter was off in the bathroom, Nora assumed this was not meant to be public knowledge. Or an invitation.
“All four of the old Harvard roommates,” Zoe drawled as if she often discussed her social schedule with Nora. “And their significant others. All except Zair, of course. He’s coming alone.”
Nora expressed her feelings about college reunions in general and this one in particular by tearing apart the pain au chocolat on the plate in front of her until it better resembled a mound of flour. Then she summoned a smile.
“That sounds like fun,” she said.
She thought she’d made a decent attempt to sound calm, remote, and disinterested, but when she looked up, Zoe was smiling that razor-sharp smile of hers over the rim of her coffee cup, and Nora knew better.
Later, she walked back downtown toward her loft and thought of other things. The show she had coming up, her last show in the gallery before she handed it off to the woman she’d hired to replace her. All the things she had left to pack and get ready to move down to the apartment she’d rented in Washington, DC. The day was already too warm, sticky and gritty, and she was too hot as she walked down into SoHo.
She’d been trying so hard—so hard—not to think about Zair.
Everyone she knew was surviving something and working as hard as they could to walk tall despite what they’d been through, and Nora woke up in the night reaching for a man who wasn’t there, which no one had to tell her was pathetic. This was a man who had turned her down over and over again. A man who had gone out of his way to avoid her, a man who had left her more than once, a man who had never promised her a damn thing.
A man who had told her, directly, that he didn’t love her.
But I don’t believe him.
Nora came to an abrupt stop, ignored the curses thrown at her by the pedestrians who nearly ran her down on the sidewalk, stared up at the slender, graceful shape of the Freedom Tower as it sliced into the summer sky.
She didn’t believe him.
She hadn’t believed him when he’d claimed to be a monster and she didn’t believe him now, when he claimed he didn’t love her—because she’d seen his face. She’d tasted him. She’d held him. She’d watched him walk away from her because he wanted to protect her.
Of course he loved her. And she’d only ever promised him her obedience in bed, and in Cannes, and she couldn’t think of a single reason in the world she should follow his lead when it was somewhere she didn’t want to go.
She was already changing her life. She wasn’t languishing in limbo any longer, wasting her days away, setting herself up to be some other version of Greer Bishop. The love of her life had walked away from her and she’d done nothing. She’d simply acquiesced.
But that wasn’t who she was any longer.
As Zair al Ruyi was about to find out.

 *
Zair and his friends were gathered in a private room at the back of the club and Nora strolled right in as if she owned the place. She had a moment to wish that Zair—who sat in the farthest seat in the far corner, hemmed in by happy couples on all sides—had been sitting closest to the door, but Hunter and Zoe were there instead.
Oh, well. Nora thought. You can’t have everything.
As long as she had him, in the end, who cared how she got there?
And then Zair’s green eyes snapped to hers, and Nora stopped worrying about what was awkward or who was watching, because none of that mattered.
What mattered was that longing, that heat. All the things she’d been lying awake with every one of these nights in the month since she’d last seen him. All the things she could see on his gorgeous face.
“Nora?” That was Austin Treffen. He diverted his attention from the woman at his side long enough to peer around Nora. “Is Addison here?”
Nora ignored him, because Zair was already rising to his feet, his jaw like granite, as though he knew where this was going. She saw Hunter turning to look at her, too, and Zoe, and Alex and Chelsea on the other side of the table, and if she didn’t do what she’d come here to do right now she knew she wouldn’t.
And she would hate herself forever.
It didn’t matter what the outcome was. It only mattered that she asked for what she wanted. That she didn’t simply accept what was given to her without question.
Nora summoned every last bit of the calm under pressure that had served her well on the treacherous shores of Cannes, and then she reached into her bag. She pulled out the stack of bills, made sure to catch Zair’s gaze again, and then she started throwing them at him, one after the next.
He went molten. His eyes glittered and that muscle started to leap in his jaw and maybe Nora was the only one who saw his fists bunch at his sides. She kept going. Hundred-dollar bill after hundred-dollar bill. They fluttered in the air. They fell on the tabletop. In drinks and on the floor.
There was a stark silence.
“What,” bit out Hunter from the seat beside her, “the fuck are you doing?”
“I believe it’s called ‘making it rain,’” Nora replied coolly, not sparing him a glance. “And I’m repaying a debt.”
She felt the violent way Hunter glared across the table at Zair then, felt it because she didn’t watch him do it. She couldn’t tear her gaze from Zair’s. Just as she heard Alex Diaz laugh. And as she felt more than saw the way Austin reached out a cautionary hand, as if he thought Hunter was about to jump for Zair’s throat.
Zair, who didn’t move. Who stood there staring back at her like steel and glory, dressed in his usual perfectly sleek suit, and she almost hated how much he got to her. How deep it went.
“Nora.” Hunter again, because everyone else was either staring or pointedly not staring. “Jesus Christ.”
“Like you’ve never been to a strip club,” Nora scoffed at him, her eyes still on lethally furious Zair, who did love her, damn him, whether he admitted it or not. She could see it written all over him. She could feel it inside her, like a fact. Like breath.
She heard Zoe’s laugh then. “We met in a strip club, actually. Happy memories, right, honey?”
But Nora didn’t care about them at the moment. She cared about the man who looked as though he was considering putting her over his knee and not, she could tell by that gleaming thing in his gaze, in a way she’d entirely enjoy.
Her curse was she found that hot. So delicious it made goose bumps bristle up and down her arms.
He could see it. She saw the way his gaze darkened.
“Stop,” he ordered her. “Now.”
“No,” she replied. And then his words came back to her, from far away and across an ocean, when she’d been playing a much different role than this one. And so had he. “We go where I want to go, Zair. We fuck how I want to fuck.” She heard Hunter mutter a filthy swear beside her and pushed on. “I’ll let you know if I want you to speak. Until then? You keep your mouth shut unless I’m putting something in it. Do you understand?”
His hard mouth twitched, and then moved into a reluctant curve.
“You will regret this, little girl,” he murmured. “I keep telling you.”
He stalked around the table then, flint and fury in every line of his fine, athletic form and shooting sparks from his green eyes, and he didn’t stop when he reached her. He simply took her arm, wheeling her around and leading her out, and the hand he used was anything but gentle.
Reminding her of the first time he’d grabbed her and taken charge of her and removed her from a public place. And she wasn’t at all conflicted about the sensations that coursed through her then, with his hard hands on her and that jaw of his set.
She loved it.
Zair led her through the club, long strides eating up the floor, making her have to all but run to keep up with him, and he didn’t look as if he’d mind too much if he had to drag her. Nora’s heart was a catapult, flinging itself against her ribs in a dark frenzy, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d taken a deep breath.
And she loved that, too.
Then they were out on the street, the warm street with the air so humid it was close to solid, and he hauled her halfway down the block until he found a doorway. He backed her into it, right up against the door to some store she’d never recognize again, and Nora thought he’d let go of her then, but he didn’t. Not exactly.
He trapped her.
He leaned in, slapped a hand on either side of her head, and put his face right in hers.
“Congratulations, Nora,” he seethed at her, dark and dangerous, and hers. He was hers. “You have my attention. What do you want?”
She didn’t hesitate. She never would again.
“What do you think I want?” she snapped at him, jutting her chin up belligerently. “You.”

 *
Zair thought he was having a heart attack.
A long, drawn-out one that was only getting worse when she looked at him like that, with that challenge in her bright blue gaze and written all over her lush body. He didn’t care that this time Hunter probably would punch him in the face after that little show. He didn’t care that he’d resolved a thousand times a night to stay away from her, that it felt like a decade since he’d last seen her.
His heart. She hurt his heart.
“You can’t have me,” he told her. And himself. “And to be honest, I don’t think you really want me. You just don’t like to be told no.”
“I’ve spent my whole life being told no, many times by you,” she hurled back at him. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
He should back up. Put distance between them. Act as if he meant what he said. But it had been such a long month and she seemed to fit there before him like a puzzle piece, and he hadn’t known how tired or how burned out he was on international intrigue and his new role as an intelligence consultant until he’d looked up to see her bearing down on him with all that crackling temper stamped on her face.
Instead of doing what he should have done, he did exactly what he knew he shouldn’t. He slid his hand over her cheek, then down her neck to hold his palm against her pulse, his fingers curving to hold her throat like a collar.
He felt her heart kick. He felt the harsh, hot little gasp she let out.
He was playing with fire and he couldn’t seem to care about that the way he should. And he didn’t let her go.
“I know you think this is love, Nora,” he told her, and he pretended that didn’t hurt him to say. He kept his voice harsh and cold. “But it isn’t. It’s vanity. You don’t like to be wrong.”
She made a low, frustrated noise, and he felt her pulse against his hand, hard and wild.
“Don’t lie to me, Zair. If you don’t want to be with me, admit the reason why.” She glared at him, very much as if she didn’t fear him at all—but he couldn’t let that little fact penetrate. He couldn’t accept what it meant. “But don’t you dare tell me it’s because you don’t love me. I know you do.”
Something inside him crumbled then. He felt it move through him, a great chasm opening up inside him, a tectonic disaster where he stood and somehow—somehow—he kept himself from falling apart with it.
God, the ways he wanted her. The ways he needed her.
“What can that possibly matter?” he demanded, but his voice was so raw, and he still held her there, immobile—but only because she let him, he knew. Only because she saw the good in him when there wasn’t any to see. “What do I know of such a thing as love? You saw my only experience of it. You saw what I bring out in those who are meant to love me. Why would you want any part of that? There are the games we play in the bedroom, Nora, and then there’s pure, pointless masochism.”
He let go of her throat then. And he could have kept fighting her if she’d shouted at him. He could have argued her down. He’d been trained to fight. He was good at it, so very good at it—
But Nora’s lovely eyes filled with tears, and he was lost.
“I understand,” she whispered, and she slid her hands up and held on fast to his wrists, holding him close to her as though they were shackled together. “If this is all your fault, if you’re the cancer here instead of Azhil, then you can control it, can’t you? If there’s something wrong with you, there’s no need to bother surviving what he did to you. How he used you and abused your trust in him. How you’re as much a victim as anyone else.”
He remembered saying something similar to her once. And Zair, who had vowed he’d never bow his head again to anyone, broke. He simply shattered. He dropped his head down and let her wrap her arms around him, holding him to her, holding him close.
And he shook. For once, he let himself shake.
And when he lifted his head again, tears were spilling down her smooth, lovely cheeks, and he hated that.
“Don’t cry,” he whispered. “Not for me.”
“If not for you, then who?” she whispered back. “Who do you imagine means more to me than you do? I love you, Zair. You idiot.”
He took a deep, shuddering breath and then he ran his thumbs beneath her eyes. He saw all those truths in her summer-blue eyes, her heart and her need and all of that glorious heat that had only ever been theirs, and he surrendered.
“You and I are going to have to have a discussion about disrespectful forms of address,” he said, his voice thicker than it should have been, but he didn’t care. Not when she was in his arms again. Not when she fit, and he was done fighting that. “And this penchant you have for making a spectacle of yourself.”
“I’m sure you’ll think of an appropriate punishment for my shocking behavior.” Her mouth curved. “I’m depending on it.”
And he couldn’t help himself. He leaned down and pressed a kiss to her lovely mouth.
“Nora,” he murmured against her lips, “you are the brightest light I’ve ever seen.” She started to say something but he kissed her again, the same indulgent, explosive touch of his mouth to hers. “You make me wish I was something more than shadows.”
She actually rolled her eyes at him. “You taste like a man to me.”
“I’m an exile,” he reminded her. “A criminal in my homeland. Your brother is no doubt plotting my demise as we speak and he’ll likely succeed as I’m no longer the ambassador of anything, with a security detail to guard my every move.”
Her smile was delighted then, and made him forget they stood in the dark.
“Is that what you think I want?” she asked, as if he’d made a joke. “Please remember that I met you when you were eighteen years old and the ambassador to absolutely nothing.”
“You met me when Azhil brought me here and used my housing situation to set up shop with Jason Treffen,” Zair said darkly. “Also, you were a child. I think you’re making my point for me.”
“Do you love me?” she asked, and it was different this time. She wasn’t really asking, he realized, as she gazed up at him with everything he’d ever wanted right there in her eyes, as she looped her arms around his neck. She knew.
“I’ve never loved anyone else,” he told her then, because there was no use surrendering halfway. She threw herself into everything she did like this, headfirst and heedless. That yacht. Him. He could do the same. Nora was the only person he’d ever trusted completely, and it was time to prove it. He wanted to spend the rest of his life proving it. He would. “I never will.”
“Then for God’s sake, Zair,” she said, tipping back her head and forever in her eyes, “shut up and kiss me.”
And because it was Nora, his Nora, Zair obeyed.
Just this once.
A year later…
Nora loved weddings.
She’d spent a long, fascinating, heartbreaking year neck-deep in some of the very worst things human beings were capable of doing to one another. She’d seen far more darkness than she’d bargained for, perhaps.
Far more than was entirely wise, Zair maintained. And certainly far more than he thought she should see—a difference of opinion they preferred to hash out when both of them were naked and the consequences could be explored in greater and more satisfying depth.
But they never questioned each other about the wisdom of their chosen avenues, these dark careers. It might not be wise, and it might even leave marks, but they had the peculiar satisfaction of knowing that what they did mattered. That the fact that they could, in their different ways, stand up for those who didn’t have the ability to do so themselves meant they needed to keep on doing exactly that. As long as they could.
So that was what they did.
And they had each other for those late nights when there was nothing to do but curl around each other and hold on tight until the nightmares passed.
“The nightmares are the price of admission,” Zair said one night, holding Nora tight in his strong arms as she fought the terrible images of another dark day’s work away.
“Then they’re worth paying,” Nora had replied fiercely. She’d meant that.
After all, her nightmares were secondhand. She wasn’t Harlow, who humbled Nora every day with her strength and her commitment to not being a victim, not ever again. Harlow, who was starting law school and moving forward, determined to focus on what she had ahead of her instead of what she’d left behind.
If Harlow could do it, far away in California where there was all that sun to drown out what darkness remained, than Nora could do no less.
But this was a wedding, she reminded herself today as she made her way down the aisle. Not a wake. There were no nightmares allowed on a perfect summer afternoon in New York City, high above the tussle of the streets in the elegant rooftop garden of the Black Book Hotel.
Today was about love. Real love. True love.
Love that had not and would not change its course no matter what roadblocks had been thrown up in its wake. No matter the bleakness of the ashes, a phoenix still rose. The phoenix was the point, not the ashes left behind. And a wedding was a celebration of that glorious flight. Nora was sure of it.
Addison’s older brother Austin was marrying his Katy at last, and all of his old college roommates had gathered to help him celebrate. They were all standing up with him at the elegant little altar the hotel had created out of a riot of summer greens and bright blossoms arrayed around a delicate arch, each one of the old friends more handsome than the next.
Austin looked happier than Nora could remember ever seeing him in his elegant suit, a white boutonniere in his lapel. Next to him stood her own brother, Hunter, whose habitual smirk was much softer than it had been a year ago, and something a lot more like sweet when it landed on Zoe in the assembled crowd. Gorgeous Alex Diaz stood next to Hunter, his hands clasped before him as he spoke to Zair, who stood at the end of the line of groomsmen and as far as Nora was concerned, took over the whole of the proud New York skyline.
She expected not everyone would agree with that assessment. But that didn’t make her wrong.
“Nora!”
She jerked her gaze away from Zair and grinned at Addison, who motioned for her to sit down in the empty seat beside her. Nora slid into place, smoothed the skirt of her dress down over her lap and leaned into her friend for a quick hug.
“I love weddings,” Nora said, smiling at Addison and beyond her, at Addison’s man, Logan Black. The unsmiling owner of this hotel who, Nora thought, had come a long way in the past year. He was rumored to actually crack a smile at things that weren’t Addison these days. Sometimes. He nodded at Nora, which was the equivalent of someone else’s full-body embrace. She grinned back.
“Is that why you and Zair were late?” Addison asked now, making no attempt to disguise that sly tone in her voice.
“We had a small wardrobe malfunction,” Nora said primly, which was not entirely untrue, depending on how one defined that “malfunction.”
Her friend laughed. “Is that what we’re calling it these days?”
“I am deeply shocked, Addison, that you would make such base and vulgar insinuations here in these elegant surroundings.” Nora sniffed, though she couldn’t entirely bite back her grin. “You’re supposed to be the perfect little socialite, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” Addison said piously. “Absolutely perfect in every way.”
Beside her, Logan let out a low laugh—which was, Nora thought in no little amazement, a kind of wedding gift all its own.
The music began and they all stood. And then Katy Michaels walked down the aisle toward Austin on her younger brother’s arm, her face so bright and so happy it almost hurt to look at her.
Almost.
“When are you planning to make an honest man of me?” Zair had growled at her not long ago, a few floors down in this very same hotel. He’d held her wrists above her head in one hand as he’d slowly, slowly driven her out of her mind with each low, sweet thrust deep inside her.
“When you ask me to marry you,” she’d managed to say, her head thrown back and her hips rising to meet his, to welcome him, to drown in him again and again. It only grew, this fire between them. It only burned brighter.
“I’ve asked you a thousand times.”
“You’ve ordered me to marry you.” She’d sucked in a breath when he’d slowed, his pace turning something like torturous. Sweet, hot, and torturous. She made her voice low and faintly accented, like his. “‘You are mine, Nora.’ ‘Say you’re mine, Nora.’ ‘You will marry me, Nora.’”
Zair pulled back slightly and considered her, those dark green eyes taking in her flushed face, her body splayed out beneath his. “All of those things are true,” he’d said.
“Not if you don’t ask,” she’d thrown back at him. “You can’t boss me into matrimony, Zair.”
And he’d decided that was an excellent time for an object lesson in what he could boss her into doing, and so what if they were almost late to this wedding?
Not that she’d minded it, Nora thought, as Austin and Katy joined hands beneath their garden arch. Not that she ever did.
The ceremony was lovely and poignant. Nora thought everyone present could feel the ghost of Katy’s lost sister Sarah in a good way, as if the bright blue sky above them were Sarah’s version of a blessing. She saw the way the couples found each other in the crowd, as if they couldn’t help but feel closer in the presence of so much hope and promise. Alex Diaz looked out and smiled at Chelsea Maxwell in a manner Nora could only describe as sexy. Next to Chelsea stood her sister, Louise Jensen, Harlow’s old student adviser, and her darkly fascinating companion Jaiven Rodriguez, holding on tight to each other. Jaiven looked devastatingly handsome but a little uncomfortable in a tux, Nora thought, which made her smile. The older couple Nora had met the night before at the rehearsal dinner, Travis and Sydney, snuggled up against each other in the next row, and then Austin and Katy kissed and just like that, were husband and wife.
Happily-ever-after looked good on them, Nora thought, grinning widely, as they turned and faced the crowd.
It felt good all around.
Later, Zair held her in his arms as they danced beneath what seemed like a thousand lanterns, with all of Manhattan laid out at their feet.
“I love you,” he said, directly into her ear.
Nora gazed up at him. She forgot about the wedded bliss of the married couple, glowing there in the center of the garden. She forgot about everything but this man. Her man. And that darkly beautiful face of his that was her whole world.
“I love you, too,” she said.
Nora understood then. That phoenix was hope. And hope was everything.
It was what had saved her, what had saved all of them, from the dark taint of evil men who couldn’t matter anymore. Not here. Not now.
Not ever again. Not as long as they had each other.
Zair led her over to a secluded part of the rooftop garden, away from the bright and cheerful party, and held her gaze as he sank down on one knee.
Nora felt tears spill over and track down her cheeks, and yet she was about as far away from sad as she’d ever been.
“Nora Grant,” Zair said in that dark, perfect voice of his. “Will you marry me?”
He reached into his coat and pulled out a small box and when he opened it, there was an emerald ring the precise color of his green eyes, surrounded by a glittering exultation of diamonds, and none of it as gorgeous as that look on his face as he gazed up at her.
“I will,” she whispered, moving closer to him and sliding her hands over the elegant lines of his face. His proud, brave, beautiful face. “Of course I will. All you had to do was ask.”
Zair grinned. And when she kissed him then, it was all hope. All love. And it tipped them straight on into forever.
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