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        His touch is her sin.

        Her love is his salvation.

      

      

      Charismatic. Confident. Powerful. Controlling.

      

      A brilliant investor with a Midas touch, Devlin Saint turned a modest inherited fortune into billions, and now operates one of the world’s foremost international philanthropic organizations. He’s a man determined to help the underprivileged, to fight injustice, and to make the world a better place. And that, at least is true.

      

      It’s not, however, the full truth.

      

      Because Devlin Saint is a man with a dangerous secret. One he’ll do whatever it takes to protect. And when investigative reporter Ellie Holmes turns her attention to an unsolved murder, she finds herself caught in a web of intrigue and passion as Devlin draws her closer and closer. But as the intensity and sensuality of their relationship grows, so do Ellie’s suspicions. Until she is no longer certain if the heat between her and Devlin is real, or only a facade he constructed to hide his dark and twisted secrets.

      

      “J. Kenner knows how to deliver a tortured alpha that everyone will fall for hard. Saint is exactly the sinner I want in my bed.” - Laurelin Paige, NYT bestselling author
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The wind stings my face and the glare from the afternoon sun obscures my vision as I fly down the long stretch of Sunset Canyon Road at well over a hundred miles per hour.

      My heart pounds and my palms are sweaty, but not because of my speed. On the contrary, this is what I need. The rush. The thrill. I crave it like a junkie, and it affects me like a toddler on a sugar high.

      Honestly, it’s taking every ounce of my willpower not to put my 1965 Shelby Cobra through her paces and kick her powerful engine up even more.

      I can’t, though. Not today. Not here.

      Not when I’m back, and certainly not when my homecoming has roused a swarm of butterflies in my stomach. When every curve in this road brings back memories that have tears clogging my throat and my bowels rumbling with nerves.

      Dammit.

      I pound down the clutch, then slam my foot onto the brake, shifting into neutral as I simultaneously yank the wheel sharply to the left. The tires squeal in protest as I make a U-turn across the oncoming lane, the car’s ass fishtailing before skidding to a stop in the turnout. I’m breathing hard, and honestly, I think Shelby is, too. She’s more than a car to me; she’s a lifelong best friend, and I don’t usually fuck with her like this.

      Now, though…

      Well, now she’s dangerously close to the cliff’s edge, her entire passenger side resting parallel to a void that boasts a view of the distant coastline. Not to mention a seriously stunning glimpse of the small downtown below.

      I ratchet up the emergency brake as my heartbeat pounds in my throat. And only when I’m certain we won’t go skidding down the side of the cliff do I kill Shelby’s engine, wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans, and let my body relax.

      Well, hello to you, too, Laguna Cortez.

      With a sigh, I take off my ball cap, allowing my dark curls to bounce free around my face and graze my shoulders.

      “Get a grip, Ellie,” I murmur, then suck in a deep breath. Not so much for courage—I’m not afraid of this town—but for fortitude. Because Laguna Cortez beat me down before, and it’s going to take all of my strength to walk those streets again.

      One more breath, and then I step out of the car. I walk to the edge of the turnout. There’s no barrier, and loose dirt and small stones clatter down the hill as I balance on the very edge.

      Below me, jagged rocks protrude from the canyon walls. Further down, the harsh angles smooth to gentle slopes with homes of all shapes and sizes nestled among the rocks and scrubby plants. The tiled roofs follow the tightly winding road that leads down to the Arts District. Tucked neatly in the valley formed by a U of hills and canyons, the area opens onto the town’s largest beach and draws a steady stream of tourists and locals.

      As far as the public is concerned, Laguna Cortez is one of the gems of the Pacific Coast. A laid-back town with just under sixty-thousand people and miles of sandy and rocky beaches.

      Most people would give their right arm to live here.

      As far as I’m concerned, it’s hell.

      It’s the place where I lost my heart and my virginity. Not to mention everybody close to me. My parents. My uncle.

      And Alex.

      The boy I’d loved. The man who broke me.

      Not a single one of them is here anymore. My family, all dead. And Alex, long gone.

      I ran, too, desperate to escape the weight of my losses and the sting of betrayal. I swore to myself that I’d never return.

      As far as I was concerned, nothing would get me back.

      But now it’s ten years later, and here am I again, drawn back down to hell by the ghosts of my past.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I met Alex Leto on my sixteenth birthday, and the first time I saw him, something inside me turned on. Something like happiness, yet so much more complicated. Optimism, maybe, but mixed with rainbows and unicorns.

      The day started gray and dismal, with storms rolling in at dawn. They parked themselves over my house, spread their dark gray arms, and stirred up wind and rain from daybreak all the way into the evening. Six of my ten invited guests called to cancel, but even before the party started, I’d known that it was ruined.

      I should have seen it coming. Maybe not a gale, but something. After all, I was not the most blessed of kids. For starters, I was an orphan.

      I’d turned four the day after my mother died, and though I used to tell my dad that I remembered her, by the time I was ten, that was a lie.

      Her brother, my Uncle Peter, moved his commercial real estate business to Laguna Cortez after she died. My dad couldn’t afford to hire help, and as Chief of Police he had an erratic schedule. Daddy and I lived in the hills, but I’d go to Uncle Peter’s huge, light-filled beach house most days after school.

      It was a stunning home, but I hated every moment away from my dad. Maybe some part of me knew what was coming. I don’t know. All I know is that I wanted him beside me and safe.

      But wanting doesn’t matter. It never does. Wants are just so much fluff, and Fate is a goddamn bitch. The summer I turned thirteen, I learned that lesson well.

      That’s when a gunman murdered my father, then killed himself. People tried to comfort me by pointing out that my father died on duty in the job he loved. But it didn’t help. He was still horribly, painfully dead.

      After that, my life spiraled even more. I moved in with Uncle Peter, and all my friends thought that I was so lucky, because there aren’t that many beachfront homes in Laguna Cortez.

      But I wasn’t. I wasn’t lucky at all.

      Eventually, I grew accustomed to my new normal. I’d find myself going entire days feeling happy, only to hate myself at night, because how could I experience joy when my parents had both died so horribly?

      Which was why I wasn’t surprised when the storms rolled in on my birthday, because life will always sneak up and bite you.

      Still, even with only a few kids showing up, we’d had fun. Instead of the beach, we settled into the media room to watch movies. And when Brandy and I went downstairs to ask Uncle Peter if my favorite pizza place was delivering in the storm, there he was.

      A few years older than me, Alex was tall and lean, with close-cropped blond hair, a clean-shaven face that still had a boyish roundness, but an expression that was fully adult. His sandy brown eyes held me in place when he turned to look at me. And when his wide mouth curved into a friendly smile, a low, thrum teased between my thighs.

      I’d had a crush or two by then, but I’d never reacted that viscerally to a guy. But Alex … well, a mere glimpse gave me more understanding of what all the fuss was about than any of the late-night gossip sessions at Brandy’s frequent slumber parties.

      When he came over to shake my hand and wish me a happy birthday, I almost passed out. I was so flustered that I could only stand there, my hand in his, as I tried to play back the conversation of the last few seconds.

      Alex Leto. That’s how he’d introduced himself. And he was working for Uncle Peter during his gap year while he decided on a college.

      “Hi,” I’d squeaked, then kicked myself for being utterly uninteresting.

      “Trouble with the movie?” Uncle Peter had asked, and I’d squinted at him, not understanding a word. “The projector,” he clarified. “Did you come down because I need to fix something?”

      “Oh! Right. Pizza. We want to order pizza. Will they deliver in this weather?”

      “If not, I can go get it for you,” Alex said, and if I hadn’t already fallen hard, that would have sealed the deal. A real live Prince Charming right in my kitchen.

      Once Uncle Peter agreed, there’d been no more reason to hang out in the kitchen, and Brandy and I reluctantly went back to the media room. “Oh. My. God,” she whisper-squealed as we climbed the stairs. “Did you see the way he was looking at you?”

      “He was being polite,” I countered, though her words revived that down low tingle, now complemented by a swarm of butterflies in my belly.

      “Was he?” She winked at me, and I grabbed her wrist before she could burst into the media room.

      “Don’t say anything.”

      “What? Why not?”

      “I just … I … please? Can we tell them about the pizza and leave it at that?”

      “Yeah.” She shrugged. “Yeah, sure. If that’s what you want.”

      “Thanks.”

      She gave me a quick conspiratorial smile. “But he really is super cute.”

      “I know, right?” And we both burst into giggles, only to fall into total hysterics when our friend Carrie pushed open the door with a scowl.

      “Hello? Waiting the movie on you two. I mean, rude.”

      We clapped our hands over our mouths to bite back another flood of laughter, took our seats, and settled in until the pizza came. And even though Alex was the one who delivered it—and even though he stayed to watch the second half of Aliens and sat right next to me—Brandy never said a word. Not then. Not ever.

      Which is a big part of why she’s my best friend to this day.

      After that, Alex was around a lot. Peter had a home office, but he did most of his work at construction sites or in the offices of the apartments and hotels he owned. He’d hired Alex to do administrative stuff, which meant that Alex was at the house most every day.

      I turned down beach and movie offers from my friends, choosing to stay in and fetch Alex water and snacks and coffee. Each time I’d linger a bit, asking what he was doing, and he’d never blow me off. He’d even invite me to stay. Then one day he asked if I wanted to help.

      “Not as interesting as spending the summer with your friends,” he’d said, “but I’d love the company.” He smiled then, and that tiny little motion—nothing more than muscles around lips—had melted me.

      “Good. Because I’d rather be here.”

      “Would you?”

      I nodded, my heart pounding with such ferocity I was sure he must be able to hear it.

      “That works out great, because I like having you here.”

      I met his eyes, and something deep inside me roared. For the first time in my life, I felt the hard punch of true, sexual desire.

      “Right.” I swallowed, trying to overcome my desert-dry mouth.

      So that’s what I did, helping him when I could, taking up space the rest of the time. And we talked. About anything and everything. I’d never been as comfortable with anyone in all my life, and that was despite the humming, buzzing, crackling in the air whenever we were near each other.

      “Have you done anything?” Brandy asked when we were back in school months later.

      “No! He works for my uncle, remember? Besides, he’s eighteen. Me, sixteen. And he knows it.”

      She waved away my words. “Yeah, but so what? You act older. Ever since … well, my mom says you raised yourself.”

      Honestly, Mrs. Bradshaw wasn’t wrong. My uncle may have sheltered and fed and clothed me these last few years, but that was about it. Nurturing, I got at Brandy’s house. And the rest? Well, I guess maybe I did raise myself.

      “Eighteen,” I repeated firmly. “Nineteen next week.”

      “That’s perfect.” Her blue eyes twinkled. “Wrap yourself in a bow, and you can be his present.”

      I didn’t give myself to him, of course, but when he turned nineteen, I gave him a leather friendship bracelet with a Celtic knot. “That’s called a love knot,” he said, and I felt my cheeks burn hot.

      “I—I didn’t know.”

      “Didn’t you? Well, it makes it all the more special to me.”

      “Oh.”

      He held out his arm to me. “Fasten it?”

      I did, lightly stroking my thumb over his wrist as I manipulated the clasp.

      “This is fucked up,” he said, so soft I could barely hear him.

      “What?”

      “Us,” he said, the words like ice.

      “I’m sorry. I should—” I turned to go, but he grabbed my arm and pulled me back. We were alone in Uncle Peter’s study, and he held me in place.

      “You’re sixteen.” He practically growled the words. “Why the hell are you only sixteen?”

      I shook my head, blinking as I tried to prevent the flood of tears.

      “We can’t,” he said, and I didn’t have to ask what he meant.

      “I know,” I whispered. I’d been talking to the ground, but I told myself that wasn’t fair. He deserved the words. He deserved to see my heart. I looked up and met his eyes. “But I want to.”

      His head tilted in the slightest of nods. “I know,” he said. “I want it, too.”
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      For months, being with Alex was both torture and bliss. It was like living in a pressure cooker, and I think we both knew that the day would come when we couldn’t fight it anymore.

      Then, right after Christmas break, Brandy’s dad pulled up stakes and moved the whole family to San Diego with barely any notice at all. We’d been devastated, and the day before she left, I helped her pack her room and stayed until her mom said I had to go because the movers were coming at five in the morning. I’d left reluctantly, fighting back tears so that Brandy wouldn’t lose it all over again.

      I got home to find Alex waiting up for me, ostensibly catching up on Uncle Peter’s paperwork. I’d hurried up to my room, unable to even talk to him without risking more tears.

      I’d been about to doze off when I heard the light tap at my door. I propped myself up, assuming it was Uncle Peter coming to say goodnight. Instead, it was Alex.

      He shut the door behind him, then stood on the far side of the room. “I wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

      “I’m sad,” I admitted, and it was as if the words were permission for the tears to flow. “I don’t think I’ve been this sad since Daddy died.”

      “Oh, Ellie…” I barely registered the fact that he’d crossed the room to me. That he was sitting on the edge of the bed, and I was upright and clutching him, sobbing against his shoulder.

      I don’t know when he slid into bed next to me, but he did. We were both fully clothed, him in jeans and me in PJs, and he held me tight as I snuggled against him. He stroked my hair, and I cried myself to sleep. Not only because Brandy was gone, but because I knew that one day soon, Alex would leave for college, and I’d lose him as well.

      Nothing happened that night. Nothing sexual, anyway. But emotionally? Well, whatever bit of my heart I’d held back was fully his by morning. He snuck out before Uncle Peter arrived, and we shared a secret smile in the kitchen as I made toast to eat on the way to school. Just a normal day. Except it would never be normal again.

      After that, every day held smiles and shared glances, and I floated on a cloud knowing this wonderful guy had become my rock. Someone solid and real in a world where everyone I loved kept getting ripped away.

      I didn’t have a party on my seventeenth birthday. With Brandy gone and Alex out of town for some work thing, I couldn’t muster the enthusiasm. Instead, Uncle Peter took me out to dinner, and when he went out later that night, I took a twilight stroll down the beach to the tidal pools.

      I sat on the rocks, careful not to slip into the pool and disturb the tiny ecosystem. The moon was full, so there was enough light to see the silver fish, brown anemones, and all the rest of the sea life that lived in that fragile little world.

      I was bent forward, watching a hermit crab navigate its way across the pool, when I heard the soft pad of footsteps behind me. A spike of fear shot through me, and I jumped to my feet, not even thinking, and lost my footing. I started to go down, certain I’d either squash all the critters in the pool or scrape every bit of exposed skin on the rocks.

      But then suddenly I wasn’t falling. I was flying, being pulled off the rocks and into Alex’s arms.

      “I’ve got you,” he said as my blood pounded in my ears. Not from my near miss, but from his proximity. From the sensation of his body pressed against mine as he held my upper arms tight in his clenched hands.

      Our eyes met, and though I’ve never considered myself particularly bold, I moved first, tugging my arms free so I could wrap them around his neck as I rose on my toes and closed my mouth over his.

      There was no fear, no worry that he’d push me away. I’d known in the instant before our lips met that this was the way it had to be. This perfect, intense moment that ignited a firestorm inside me as he cupped the back of my neck, pulling me closer until I felt like I could crawl inside of him.

      “Ellie,” he murmured when we broke apart, and hearing my name on his lips was like throwing gasoline on a fire. I wanted him. All of him. And once again, I lifted myself onto my toes and lost myself in the taste of him.

      He hesitated only a moment, but in those few seconds, I feared he’d push me away. But then he made a low noise in his throat and thoroughly claimed my mouth, his tongue tasting and teasing, dancing with mine as his hands slid down to cup my ass.

      He pulled me close to him, and I moaned when I felt his erection against my belly. I’d never been this close to a guy, and the proof that he wanted me that way burned inside me, making my inner thighs ache and my core throb.

      Then suddenly he wasn’t cupping my rear anymore. He had one hand down the back of my shorts and I was spreading my legs, offering him all of me.

      “Please,” I begged, gasping for air. I wasn’t even sure what I was asking for. His finger? His cock? Did I want him to lay me down in the sand and make love to me? Did I want him to take me home?

      All I knew was that the answer was yes. All I wanted in that moment was to be his, however and wherever he wanted.

      When he looked down at me—when I saw the wild, raw heat in his eyes, I knew that’s what he craved, too.

      This was happening. Oh, God, this was really happening.

      But then something in his face shifted, and he pulled his hand out of my shorts. I heard myself whimper as he took a step back, breaking the contact between us.

      “Alex?” I heard fear in my voice. Fear that he didn’t want me. Fear that I’d done something wrong.

      “We can’t,” he said, taking my hand and holding it close to his chest. “I’ve never wanted anyone as much as I want you, Ellie. But we can’t do this.”

      I tried to swallow, but the knot of tears stuck in my throat. And when I asked why my voice was little more than a croak.

      He cupped my cheek. “You’re barely seventeen, El. And I’m almost twenty. Plus, I work for your uncle.” Something in his face hardened. “Your uncle’s not the kind of man who would overlook it. We’ve already been playing with fire. Push this, and we’ll both get burned.”

      I wanted to shout back that I didn’t care. I wanted to burn. I wanted to get lost in the flames with him until we were both reduced to ashes.

      But I didn’t say any of that because I knew he was right.

      He shook his head slowly, his expression profoundly sad. “I never wanted—”

      “What?”

      “Here. I never wanted to come here.”

      “To Laguna Cortez?” My voice rose in surprise. “I thought everybody wanted to come here.”

      “My dad made me. Now, though… ” He trailed off, running his fingers over his short hair. “God, Ellie, now this is exactly where I want to be.”

      “Please,” I said, blurting out the word before I lost my nerve. “I want to.”

      The corner of his mouth curved up. “Me, too. Obviously. But we can’t.”

      “Yes, we can. Uncle Peter’s barely noticed that we’re friends, much less that there’s more.”

      “Fine. We can.”

      For a moment, my heart stopped, but then he continued.

      “But, El,” he said. “I won’t.”

      He stuck to that, too.

      Every night, I’d go to bed and slide my hand between my legs while I imagined him doing all the things I read in romance novels. Every night, I’d silently pray for him to sneak into my room and into my bed.

      But he never did. He kept his word, even though each time we were alone the air was so charged, I was sure that one of us would crack.

      We didn’t, though.

      Not then. Not yet.

      For the next two months, our friendship grew even stronger. Especially with Brandy gone, he became my closest friend. We talked for hours that summer after he was done with work, mostly at the tidal pools. Sometimes he’d stay late at the house, because Uncle Peter was hardly ever home.

      We’d talk or cook dinner or watch movies. Horror mostly, because it was an excuse to sit close and hold hands at the first scary scene.

      And always, always, there was that greedy, guilty need that had me squeezing my thighs to relieve the pressure. I imagined crawling into his lap and doing exactly what the girls in those movies were doing.

      And I didn’t even care that if I did them, then surely the monster would get me, too.

      Maybe I should have cared more. Maybe in the end, I really did bring the monsters down on me.

      I don’t know. But I vividly remember that September day when Chief Randall came to school and delivered the news that Uncle Peter was dead. Killed by a single bullet to the back of the head, shot from the gun of a monster.

      In grief and fear, I’d run home, expecting to find Alex working in the office. But he wasn’t there. Later, I learned that he’d been checking the books at one of Uncle Peter’s properties when a detective had come to give him the news. They’d questioned Alex for over an hour, digging deep into Uncle Peter’s business, searching for clues as to who might have held a grudge.

      I didn’t know any of that at the time. All I knew was that I was dying inside. That I needed to hear his voice in order to know that he was truly okay. Because everybody I loved—everybody—was taken from me. Over and over and over again.

      All afternoon and evening I sat with my phone beside me, curled up under a blanket in the living room with Amy Randall, the Chief’s wife, bringing me hot tea and cookies. I loved her for taking care of me, but even with Amy in the room, I felt alone.

      Alex never called, and at ten o’clock Amy kissed my cheek and got herself settled in the guest room. I went upstairs to my room—and there he was, sitting on the edge of my bed.

      I don’t know how, but I managed to shut and lock the door behind me before I fell, sobbing, into his arms. “You’re going to be okay,” Alex whispered. “I hate that you’re hurting, but you’re strong, El. Never forget how strong you are.”

      There was an unfamiliar edge to his voice, and he spoke straight to my soul when he said, “I’ve seen your heart, and you will survive this. And I’ll tell you something else, too. I love you, Elsa Holmes.” His voice burned with emotion. “That’s why I call you El,” he added, his thumb and forefinger making the sign for the letter L. “Because it’s the first letter in love.”

      Pure joy battled the loss and pain inside me as he cupped my cheek, his eyes locked on mine. “Promise me you won’t ever forget that.”

      “Alex… ” I could barely say his name though my tears.

      “Promise me.” The words were harsh. Demanding.

      “I promise.”

      He closed his eyes, then took a deep breath. And when he opened them again, I gasped at the wild intensity I saw. The blatant hunger. “Tonight, Ellie. Damn me all to hell, but I’ve got to have you tonight.”

      “Yes,” I said, though I wanted to cry with relief. “Yes,” I repeated, only to have the word lost in the soft brush of his lips, that innocent, tender touch exploding into something much more passionate. Something raw.

      Something wonderful.

      He flipped me onto my back and straddled me, his mouth hard on mine as I clenched at his hips and pulled him down, craving a deeper connection. Needing skin on skin. I wanted everything I’d been fantasizing about, and I wanted it right then. But at the same time, I wanted this to go slow. To last forever. I wanted no one but Alex, and nothing except being in his arms.

      “Ellie,” he whispered, then trailed kisses down my neck and lower still. I wasn’t wearing a bra, and his mouth closed over my breast through my T-shirt. I arched up, so startled by the intensity of the sensation that I had to bite the soft spot at the base of my thumb in order to keep from crying out. Amy was all the way on the other side of the house and a floor below us, but considering the magnitude of what I was feeling, if I let go, I was certain that my cries of pleasure would shake every wall in the place.

      He moved lower then, his tongue teasing the thin strip of bare skin between my shirt and my PJ bottoms, making me writhe beneath him. I felt the brush of his fingers as he unfastened the string, then watched as he lifted his head to meet my eyes while he gently eased my pants down, along with my panties. A shiver ran through me—not fear, but anticipation and wild nerves.

      “Okay?”

      I nodded, then closed my eyes as he kissed my belly button, then moved slowly lower. His hands were cupped at my sides, his thumbs barely touching the swell of my breasts. The only truly intimate contact was his mouth. Such a small bit of skin to generate such incredible sensations.

      He moved with wicked slowness. He probably wanted to make sure I was ready, but I was flying from the heat of him, from the wildness and need he was setting loose inside me. Even with all the times I’d made my own body explode, I’d never experienced this growing anticipation or the pure erotic pleasure of being tended and led down a sensual path toward an avalanche of pleasure.

      It almost became too much. I whimpered, then shifted my hips as his lips pressed against my mound. He slid his hands lower, then gripped my waist, holding me firmly in place. Only once did he take his mouth from my skin, and that was when he spoke to me. My eyes were closed, my back arched as my body strained for more. “You should touch yourself,” he said. “Your breasts. Your nipples.”

      “Why?”

      “You’ll like it,” he said. “I will, too.”

      I swallowed, the thought that he’d watch as I did something so intimate making me more than a little nervous. Ironic, considering how intimately he was touching me. But I did as he asked, barely grazing my fingertip over my very tight nipple. And oh my God, the sparks that set off. I closed my eyes again, forgetting to be nervous, letting my hands tease my breasts as his mouth explored below, his tongue flicking over me in ways that had me biting my lower lip to prevent me moaning so much that he’d worry about me and stop.

      And then—oh God, and then—my whole body tightened and exploded with way, way, way more intensity than I’d ever managed on my own, because on my own, I’d always stopped. But Alex was relentless, teasing and sucking until I didn’t care about embarrassing myself, and I writhed and moaned and screamed until he finally slid up my body, put his hand on my mouth, and reminded me that the walls were thin.

      He’d held me then, taking over the job of playing with my breasts, then helping me out of my bunched-up T-shirt so that I was naked and he was still fully dressed.

      I bit my lower lip and asked, “Do you want…?” I held my breath, waiting for him to answer. I was warm and sated, but I still wanted more. I wanted him.

      “Desperately,” he said. “I want everything with you, El. I want a night that neither of us will ever forget. I want to bury myself inside you and feel it as you shatter around me.” He kissed me gently. “Is that okay?”

      I nodded, mute, and he kissed me again before sitting up and reaching for his back pocket. He pulled out his wallet and took out a condom, and I felt like an idiot, then, because I was so worked up it hadn’t even occurred to me.

      “You’ve done this before,” I said, a bit accusatorially, but that was only to hide my embarrassment.

      “No,” he said as he peeled off his jeans and shirt.

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not naive, you know.”

      His smile was both teasing and sweet. “Sex, yes. But never with someone I love.”

      “Oh.”

      “I do love you, El, and it’s destroying my reason.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “We shouldn’t do this. Not tonight. Not when I—Not after—But dammit, I want you too much. I can’t stand the thought that I might—”

      “What?”

      “Lose you?”

      He made the words a question, and I nodded in understanding. Peter was the first person he’d lost. And I understood grief better than anyone. “You won’t lose me, Alex,” I promised. “How can you if we love each other?”

      I thought I saw tears in his eyes, but then he kissed me, and once again I was lost as he swept me away, out to sea on a tide of passion. He moved slowly, every touch bringing me that much closer to begging until, finally, I did exactly that and showered him with pleas.

      He didn’t ask if I was sure—he knew that I was—but he met my eyes, and when he grinned, he was more than my new lover, he was my best friend. And I knew right then that no matter what, the night was going to be perfect.

      He buried himself inside me, moving slowly, taking care to hurt me as little as possible, until I was actually whimpering with need. And when he exploded, I opened my eyes and watched the release play out over his face and body, amazed that I had the power to take him there—and then amazed again a few minutes later when he once more sent me off on the same journey until we were both utterly spent and limp as rags.

      He slid up the bed, pulling me against him, and we clung to each other, whispering softly until sleep claimed us. I drifted off in his arms, knowing that I would survive this. Because with Alex by my side, I could survive anything.

      That’s what I believed, anyway, but I learned soon enough that it was a crock of steaming bullshit.

      Because by the time I got up the next morning, Alex was gone, vanished with no word other than one crappy slip of paper telling me he was sorry and that I was strong. I’d loved him. I’d trusted him. And he’d walked away.

      Everyone else in my life had been stolen from me. But Alex? He’d left of his own accord.

      And that made him the worst devil of all.
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      It’s Uncle Peter’s murder that’s dragged me back to Laguna Cortez. At the time, the police believed the perp was a guy named Ricky Mercado, who’d lost his shit after Peter called him out for dealing drugs at one of the apartment complexes Peter owned.

      They believed it because Ricky Mercado turned himself in the day after the murder, and the evidence backed him up. He ended up with a sentence of twenty-five to life, lasted about a decade in prison, then was killed in a prison fight last month.

      Just shy of a week ago, I learned from Chief Randall that new evidence shows that Mercado couldn’t have committed the crime. Turns out he was in Long Beach at the time of the murder—caught on camera beating the shit out of a clerk at a local convenience store.

      So who did kill my uncle? And why the hell did Mercado confess to a crime he didn’t commit?

      I don’t know. But I came back to find out.

      My cell phone rings, and I return from the cliff’s edge to Shelby. I see that the call’s from my editor, so I bend over and grab the phone off the passenger seat. “Hey, Roger. Checking up on me?”

      “Checking in on you. How’re you doing, kid?”

      With anyone else, the nickname would grate on me, but Roger’s been my mentor since the first day I arrived at The Spall Monthly as an intern after quitting my job with the Irvine Police Department to start a new life in New York as an investigative reporter.

      Now I’ve got a Masters in Journalism and a job as a staff writer, but he’s still my mentor and friend. And a little bit of a father, too.

      “It’s weird being back,” I confess, because I know he’s worried about me. He doesn’t know my entire story, but he knows how my family’s ghosts haunt this town. And he knows I’d left Laguna Cortez in my rearview mirror about five minutes after I got my GED during the first semester of what would have been my senior year.

      I’d packed five boxes into Shelby, gotten an apartment in Irvine, then worked as a barista until I could start college at UCI in January. I was still seventeen, but Chief Randall and Amy signed off as my court-appointed guardians.

      I haven’t been back to Laguna Cortez since. I’m not sure I’d be back now if Roger hadn’t pushed me.

      “Deep breaths,” he says. “I’ve watched you for three years and there’s nothing you can’t handle.”

      I cringe. I hate seeming weak, and I’m convinced that’s how he saw my reluctance to return. “I’ve got this,” I say firmly. “But I may not turn it into a story.”

      I pace in front of Shelby, as if moving will ward off the creeping anxiety that’s nipping at my heels. “I want to know what really happened to my uncle. But that doesn’t mean I want Spall publishing it. It’s still my life. My family. You get that, right?”

      I know he does. But I can’t seem to pass up any opportunity to remind him.

      “I want you to have closure, Ellie. If that means writing a story, then write it. If it means finding the truth and locking it away, then that’s your choice. I won’t push you. Not for this story. But you damn well better turn the profile piece in on time.”

      Now I laugh, because Roger truly is a clever bastard. “I’m on my way to the interview right now,” I assure him.

      My last argument against coming back was that I had work to do in New York. So my devious editor assigned me to write a profile of the Devlin Saint Foundation, focusing on the success it’s had in rescuing and rehabilitating women and children caught up in a Nevada-based human trafficking ring. To that end, he lined up an interview with Devlin Saint—the Devlin Saint—for this afternoon.

      It’s not an investigative piece, but it’s still important. Despite being relatively new, the Devlin Saint Foundation has become one of the world’s foremost philanthropic organizations, with fingers in educational projects, criminal rehabilitation efforts, global development, anti-hunger, the arts, and so much more.

      Its success, of course, is attributed to Saint himself, the mysterious, young, and extremely private founder of the organization. A man who started the DSF only five years ago and grew it into a world-renowned philanthropic enterprise. Whose reputation as a brilliant and generous global philanthropist is counterbalanced by his notoriety for being an arrogant and enigmatic loner whose business acumen and exceptional looks have paved the way to his foundation’s success where his chilly personality could not.

      I hesitated when Roger assigned the story, but ultimately agreed. After all, Saint is so enigmatic and well-known that the whole country will read the story, and that can only be good for my career.

      Now, I wrap up the call with Roger, ostensibly because I need to get moving, but really because as soon as my mind turned to the foundation, it also turned to Alex. With a sigh, I take one more look at the town below.

      From up here, it looks small and fragile. Like an architectural model. But I know the truth. Beneath its bright sunshine and sparkling waters, Laguna Cortez is nothing but death and loss, sharp edges and pain.
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      Despite having only two lanes and soft shoulders, Sunset Canyon Road is the main east-west thoroughfare for this Orange County town. With its gentle curves, it’s also the easiest route down the hill.

      But I don’t need easy. Not now. Not even remotely.

      So instead of meandering like someone’s grandma down the main road, I hook the first left onto a tiny canyon road with no shoulders, serious drop-offs, and hairpin curves from hell.

      I fly down the road, losing my cap in the process so that my hair whips around, stinging my cheeks. I ignore the discomfort. My attention is entirely on the road, on navigating this path. Right now, all I need is the wind in my face, the roar of Shelby’s engine, and the euphoria of knowing that for this moment at least, I’m in total and complete control.

      That’s an illusion, of course, and no one knows it better than me. No one is ever in control of their destiny. Lives are lost. Dreams are shattered. Hearts are broken. Right now, I could hit a pothole and flip the car. I could die before I ever make it into Saint’s office.

      But that’s the thrill, right? And when I finally pull into the foundation’s parking lot, I’m back in control. Because once again, I’ve shown that bitch Fate my middle finger.

      I’ve won.

      For a moment, I simply sit in the driver’s seat, relishing my victory. Then I adjust the rearview mirror, grab the brush I keep in the glove compartment and go to work on my loose, dark brown curls. I always drive with a cap, which tends to prevent the worst tangles, but since the thing went flying, right now, I’m a mess.

      I end up opening the trunk and getting my toiletry bag out of my suitcase. It has a small bottle of Argan oil, and I use a few drops to ease the tangles free. After years of driving Shelby, I’ve learned what necessities to have on hand.

      I take the opportunity to fix my makeup as well, using the rearview as a cosmetic mirror. Even having driven from LA with the top down, I’m still pretty put together, which is probably because I don’t use that much makeup to start with. Some golden eyeshadow to highlight my brown eyes. A smidge of gloss. Mascara of course, and just a hint of blush.

      Normally I’m not particular about my face and hair. Or my clothes for that matter. Sure, I enjoy dressing up for a night out, but my favorite part of being a reporter is living in jeans and a T-shirt. Because most days I’m sitting at my desk writing or working the phone.

      Today, though, I want to look as professional as possible. I’ve never seen a photo of Saint where he doesn’t look sharp. Hell, dead-to-rights perfect. And I’ll be damned if I’ll walk in there without looking like his equal. If nothing else, Roger expects that.

      I stayed with friends in Los Angeles yesterday after taking five days to drive from New York so I’d have Shelby with me in California. This morning, I’d done lunch with my friends, then meandered my way down to Laguna Cortez. My plan is to bunk with Brandy while I write the article about the foundation and research the facts surrounding Uncle Peter. She moved back after college, and I called last night to tell her I’d meet up with her after my interview.

      I dressed for the interview before leaving LA. A simple black pantsuit with a white silk tank and a loose-fitting blazer. I’m wearing flats at the moment, but I reach into the back and grab the killer Christian Louboutin pumps I’d stashed there earlier.

      Designer shoes are my weakness, and since I can’t actually afford them, I’ve made them a game, searching them out in consignment stores, thrift stores, and online sites like eBay. I found these a few months ago at an estate sale. A total score. They also have the advantage of adding much-needed inches to my usual five-foot-five frame, which is always nice in an interview. I can hold my own, but extra height gives extra confidence.

      Once I’m all set, I grab my dad’s battered leather satchel that I use as a briefcase, then slide out of the car. I pause for a moment to look at the impressive building rising from what was once the slab of a long-demolished grocery store, the concrete baked and cracked. It had been an eyesore of disputed ownership, and Alex and I would walk across it some nights when we’d head out together for ice cream.

      We’d walk from Uncle Peter’s house to Pacific Avenue, the east-west street that serves as the access point for the Arts District. We’d get our ice cream from the corner store, then walk south along the Pacific Coast Highway for about a mile before crossing the highway to this lot. Then we’d keep walking toward the ocean and our tidal pools.

      “What a wreck,” Alex said once, looking around at the cracked concrete and sunbaked weeds that marred the empty lot.

      I’d looked around, then shrugged. “It’s just concrete.”

      “It’s an eyesore. Right here between the Coast Highway and the ocean. It deserves better.”

      “Well…” I cast about for a piece of discarded chalk. Kids used the lot to draw, so it wasn’t hard to find. I bent down and wrote El and Alex’s place, careful to use the nickname he’d started calling me a few weeks after our first kiss. Everyone else called me Ellie.

      Then I’d grinned up at him. “It’s ours now. We can imagine it’s anything. Does that make it better?”

      “Oh, El,” he’d said, with that sweet, sexy smile. “It does. It really does.”

      Now, I stand frozen, lost in the memory. Then I swallow the lump in my throat and pull myself from the past. The building that now rises in front of me is all cement and steel and glass, with sleek lines and sharp angles. Five stories that sparkle in the sunlight, complemented by a wide swath of eco-friendly landscaping that peters out as it reaches the sandy beach.

      It’s absolutely stunning, but I don’t like it at all.

      Because this building isn’t supposed to be here. And I don’t care about the environmentally responsible xeriscaping or the locally sourced materials. I don’t give a shit about the beauty of the angles or the way such a massive structure rises from the ground as if it is as native to the coastline as the craggy cliffs and rocky coves.

      And I could care less about how the amazing Devlin Saint took a stretch of undeveloped land with disputed title, got it sorted out, and built something as remarkable as the DSF’s offices.

      Because this was our space. Our lot. And I hate Saint for stealing the memory from me.

      A fresh burst of anger cuts through me. Not at Saint this time, or even Alex. No, this time, I’m angry at myself. Because Alex Leto was a prick. A manipulative son-of-a-bitch, and I don’t owe him a thing, much less warm and fuzzy memories.

      If I could banish him from my mind, I would, but at the very least, I need to exorcise the power he has over me. And, dammit, I’m going to start right now.

      I draw in a series of deep breaths, purposefully gathering myself. Then I cup my hand over my forehead to shield my eyes from the sun as I reconsider the building. And this time I have to admit that it’s not so bad. At least Saint got out there and built something. Took an eyesore and turned it into something stunning. All Alex Leto did was run.

      I’d trusted him, and he’d ripped me to shreds.

      But I’m smarter now. Stronger, too. Just like he said.

      And you know what?

      Fuck Alex Leto. Fuck him for leaving me during those already dark days. For slinking away without a word and never getting in touch again. For casting the final blow when I was already cracked and broken.

      Mostly, fuck him for breaking my heart.
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      The lobby of the Devlin Saint Foundation is essentially nothing more than a well-designed box, austere but impressive. The glass wall on my right faces the ocean and provides a ton of natural light that helps to accent the various pieces of artwork that line the brushed concrete walls.

      A hallway snakes off from the left, but turns so quickly that I can’t see where it goes. Presumably offices. There’s an unobtrusive elevator that exists in sharp irony to the massive floating staircase that leads up to the landings for the floors above us.

      I pause inside the doorway and glance up at the fourth floor. That’s where Devlin Saint’s private office is, and I see the glass windows, currently opaque. I remember reading that the foundation’s interior windows didn’t have blinds for privacy, but instead utilized some kind of technology that allows the glass to shift between opaque and transparent.

      I assume the tech is expensive, and I can’t help but wonder why an organization that is dedicated to providing financial help to needy institutions around the globe would choose to spend funds on magic glass instead of buying blinds at Walmart.

      Even though I’d researched the foundation, part of me still expected it to be a shoestring operation, with battered government resale desks and cheap paper calendars tacked on the walls. Where every dime scraped together was sent out into the wild to do good deeds.

      This ultra-modern, somewhat intimidating set up is more than a little off-putting.

      I wonder if that’s the point and make another mental addition to my list of questions for Saint.

      I march across the lobby to the large reception desk that sits under the arch of the cascading stairway. Nearby, two upholstered benches form an L, presumably offering respite for those like me who haven’t yet been offered passage into the heart of this operation. Two rectangular tables sit, one in front of each bench, both covered with a colorful array of hardback books and a few flimsier pamphlets.

      “May I help you?” A man about my age smiles at me, showing the kind of perfect teeth that any actor would envy.

      “Elsa Holmes,” I say, showing him my equally bright and shiny press credentials. “Actually, just Ellie. I have an appointment with Mr. Saint.”

      “Of course.” He taps at a hidden keyboard while looking down, presumably at a computer screen embedded in the desk’s glass surface. His brow furrows. “I’m sorry, it looks as if Mr. Saint is unavailable.”

      “Oh.” I check my phone, but that’s just out of habit. I know what time it is—four on the nose. And I know what time my appointment is scheduled for—four fifteen. “I’m sorry, I called to confirm the appointment this morning. Did something come up?”

      Red starts to creep up his neck, and I have the feeling that things are expected to—and usually do—go much more smoothly at the DSF. “If you’d like to take a seat, someone will be right with you.”

      I nod. I’m not sure if they double-booked an appointment or if Saint had a whim and skipped out on his staff, but something is definitely not going on an even keel here.

      “I apologize again for the delay. Would you like anything while you wait? Coffee? Water?”

      I want coffee, but in light of my white shirt, I opt for water. As I sip the bottled seltzer, I sit on one of the benches and flip through the books. Each is about the foundation and represents a year of work. They’re oversized coffee table books, filled mostly with images of the various projects with just a bit of text describing the goal of the grant and how the project is progressing.

      I page slowly through the one for the last year, searching for a picture of Saint himself, but there aren’t many. The man clearly likes his privacy.

      Still, I’ve seen enough to recognize the man if I bumped into him at the grocery store. And to know that he’s ridiculously good-looking with a mane of wavy dark hair that’s long enough to brush his jawline, emerald green eyes he hides behind dark-rimmed glasses that accentuate his angular face, and golden brown skin with a thin scar that bisects his eyebrow and mars his cheekbone, then cuts a line through his close-trimmed mustache.

      Bottom line, he’s not only hot, he’s totally my type. And there’s something about him that reminds me of Alex, though I can’t put my finger on it. They have the same coloring, but Alex was blond and clean-shaven. His face was rounder, his nose a bit wider, and while he had beautiful eyes, they were a sandy, golden brown, not a vivid green.

      Even so, Saint’s picture conjures Alex’s memory, and I can’t decide if that will be a help or a hindrance during our interview.

      The truth is, I know very little about Saint. But then again, who does? He’s hardly a shut-in, but when he holds interviews, he keeps the focus on the foundation and its mission, carefully steering any personal questions back to the work, so deftly that most of the time the reporter asking the question doesn’t even notice the shift. I’ve noticed, though. I spent much of the last week watching replays of foundation press conferences, and the man is an expert at manipulating the press.

      I smile to myself, certain he’ll try the same tactics on me. Too bad for him that I’ll not only see him coming, but I desperately love a challenge.

      At the same time, I’m no fool. It won’t be easy to tease out personal details for my article. My research has turned up next to nothing about Saint’s personal and professional life before he founded the DSF. Or any aspect of his life, actually, other than the most basic of facts. Birthplace. Parents’ names. Education. Military service.

      His parents are dead, the few professors I was able to reach over the last few days remembered him as quiet but studious, and the Army’s press liaison confirmed that his military record is bright and shiny. No red flags at all. But there was no meat to the facts. No embellishments. I know that his personal net worth is over a billion dollars, but other than that, Devlin Saint came off impressive, but bland.

      Odd description for a man who built a charitable foundation that now boasts an endowment in excess of thirty billion dollars.

      I’d told Roger that he seemed like Oz’s wizard. And I can’t wait to get a peek at the real man behind the curtain.

      “Ellie!”

      I look up at both the sound of my name and the hauntingly familiar voice. A dark-haired woman with a single streak of gray framing one side of her face is striding toward me, her smile so wide it’s almost blinding.

      She looks to be in her early fifties, with high cheekbones, and the kind of facial structure that magazines classify as elegant. She’s impeccably dressed, about four inches taller than me, and walks with total confidence on the titanium heels of a pair of pink Stuart Weitzman Nudist sandals that I totally covet.

      She looks like the kind of woman I’d want to know, but I’m completely clueless as to who she is.

      I’m about to admit defeat, when everything suddenly snaps into place. “Mrs. Danvers?”

      Her smile is like sunshine. “I was hoping you’d recognize me.” She holds out her arms, and I hurry to her, allowing myself to be folded into her embrace. “It’s been far too long.”

      “It has,” I say truthfully, because she’s one of the people I missed when I left Laguna Cortez.

      My father always said to never judge anyone on a first impression—but my first impression of Tamra Danvers had been of a scary stoic lady, thanks to my dad’s love of the movie Rebecca, which featured the crazy Mrs. Danvers. And it had taken me a while to warm to her, but once I had, I was in all the way.

      “I remember when you were helping me write community bulletins. And now you’re writing for a magazine like The Spall. Is it too corny for me to say I’m proud of you?”

      I shake my head. “Not at all. From you, that means a lot.” Tamra Danvers started working as the community liaison at the police station about the time I started my junior year. I was interning there during my off-period on Tuesdays and Thursdays, already thinking I wanted to be a cop like my father.

      When she told me that her husband died in a military operation, I’d felt an unexpected jolt of connection. We’d both lost people we loved unexpectedly.

      She quit about a month after Alex bolted. She didn’t leave without a trace, though. She’d moved to Phoenix to take care of an elderly parent. I’d missed her, but by then I had one foot out of town, too.

      “It’s so great seeing you, but why are you here?” I wince, belatedly realizing the question is probably too blunt to be polite.

      “To apologize to you for the scheduling snafu. I only noticed you on his schedule this morning—my intern booked the original interview. And when Mr. Saint’s schedule changed, I should have called you. But to be honest, I selfishly wanted to see you myself.”

      “I’m glad you did,” I say. “But I meant why are you here.”

      “Oh! I missed this town. I’ve been the publicity director for the foundation since Mr. Saint launched it.”

      I nod. Roger had scheduled the interview for me. Otherwise, I’m sure I would have recognized her name.

      “Let me check with Mr. Saint’s assistant about rescheduling your interview for next week,” she says now. “I assume you’re staying in town for a while?”

      “I am. And I’d also like to book some time in the research room. Maybe I could do both tomorrow?” One of the major assets of the Devlin Saint Foundation is its library of research material about all aspects of the causes it supports and the horrors it fights. I’m eager to look at documentation regarding the Nevada human trafficking ring that will be at the heart of my article.

      “I’m afraid not. We have a gala tomorrow, so we’re closed to the public to prepare.” She tilts her head, studying me. “Officially, we’re out of tickets. But…” She trails off, then opens her leather folio. “Contraband,” she says, handing me one. “We hold a few back for VIPs.”

      “Ooh. I’ll take it. So long as you won’t get in trouble.”

      “Not a chance,” she says. “But even if I did, it would be worth it.” Then she winks. And try as I might, I don’t understand the joke.
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      If I hadn’t seen Tamra, I’d be in a crappy mood for having the interview canceled. But I not only scored a ticket to the gala—which is an event I can easily work into the article—but I also connected with a friend. Someone who, like Brandy, is one of the few good things I associate with my years in Laguna Cortez.

      Besides, this way I have all day tomorrow to focus on Peter instead of being camped out in front of my laptop working on the Saint story. And I have the rest of this afternoon to enjoy the crisp fall air. Summers in California are delicious, but fall here has always been my favorite time of year. The town is a little sleepier, the sunsets are incredible, and there are fewer tourists walking the beaches.

      In fact…

      I pause in the process of heading back to the parking lot and Shelby, then turn to follow a stone path toward the rear of the building. Though I’ve never been to the foundation before, I’ve done my research, and I’m following a map in my mind, filling in the small details so that in the end, I’ll know this place as intimately as anyone who works here.

      The back of the foundation faces the Pacific, and that wall is made entirely from folding panels of glass that open onto a huge, covered flagstone patio, the focal point of which is a stunning fire pit. Beyond the patio is a landscaped garden filled with walking paths that meander down toward the beach.

      I cross the patio, clearing the south side of the building. To my left, I now have a straight-on view of the SeaSide Inn, the small hotel on the other side of PCH that has been a fixture of Laguna Cortez for as long as I can remember.

      At one point, my uncle actually owned it, along with a few others around town. I even helped decorate the office, in so much as going to Home Depot and looking at paint chips counts as helping. Or decorating.

      I turn the other direction so that I’m facing the ocean. The tidal pools are only a short walk away, and I take a step that direction, then stop. The tidal pools had been our place, mine and Alex’s, and I’d cherished that time among the clusters of porous gray rocks that rose out of the long, empty stretches of sand. It was the place he’d first kissed me. A place I always felt safe.

      More, it’s a place I haven’t been back to since he left.

      I’m not sure if it’s in defiance of or protection for those memories, but I can’t bring myself to go back now. Instead, I turn once again toward the highway and start walking forward, the south wall of the foundation on my left.

      From this perspective, I can see the fourth floor balcony, and I know from the article I read about the building’s architecture that I’m looking at Saint’s private office. Not that I can see much. From where I’m standing, my view is of the underside, a hint of the balcony’s glass barrier, and only the tiniest glimpse of the glass door leading inside. Even so, I pause for a moment, imagining that Saint’s standing at his window, and that he’s watching me, too.

      I frown, wondering what came up that forced him to postpone our interview. Did he leave town? Or is he right now in his office? Hell, maybe he really is at his window looking down at me.

      There’s no reason he would be, of course, and so I continue walking the length of the building so I can circle around and get back to Shelby.

      But with each step, that tingling sensation becomes stronger, the uncanny sense of being watched. It’s not something I can ignore. Hell, I was raised by a cop and was on the job for two years myself before going back to school.

      Mid-stride and without warning, I turn and look behind me. At the ocean. The path to the tidal pool. And the balcony off of Devlin Saint’s office.

      That’s where he’s standing.

      A man lost in the shadows cast by the building that shelters him.

      It has to be Saint.

      And he’s watching me.
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      “You’re here!”

      I hear Brandy’s squeal at the same time I see her running down the sidewalk, her pink-tipped blond hair flying as she launches herself at me. Six feet tall and curvy, she has almost seven inches on me, and it’s a wonder we don’t topple over.

      “You bitch!” Brandy’s musical voice is laced with humor, plus a hint of genuine irritation. “You were supposed to be at my place yesterday. We were going to drink and gossip and you were supposed to tell me all about your assignment, and then we were going to have a run on the beach this morning before you did the whole reporter thing.”

      “That’s completely untrue,” I protest as I extricate myself, then tug her toward the exterior wall of The Cask & Barrel so that we’re not blocking the sidewalk from customers trying to get inside. “Never in a million years would I agree to go running.” Brandy knows this. As far as I’m concerned, running constitutes one of the primary torments of hell.

      “Okay, fine. You were going to play catch with Jake while I did the running.” She leans against the stone and wood facade, her arms crossed over her chest.

      “Poor Jake.” Jake is Brandy’s ancient lab-mixed-with-mutt who is still convinced he’s a puppy. I was there the day she brought him home from the shelter, and I definitely count Jake among the few friends that I truly missed after leaving town. “Does he hate me?”

      “Not as much as I do,” she tells me. “Come on, Ellie. Where the hell were you? First you tell me you’re coming yesterday, then all I get is a text this morning saying you’ll ping me when you’re free.”

      “I did ping you when I was free. And I called yesterday. I left you a message that I was staying overnight with friends in LA.”

      “Message, my ass. You didn’t leave me a message.” She grabs her phone from her waxed canvas bag, then taps the screen. “Not a single voice mail, and—”

      “Your machine, Brandy. The one you insisted on getting at the house so that you could be—what did you say?—less tethered to your cell phone?”

      “Well, yeah. But I never thought my actual friends would call it.”

      I force myself not to bang my head against the rough exterior of the pub. I’ve known Brandy since preschool, so we’re both well-familiar with each other’s quirks. Then again, considering she spends most of each day on social media promoting herself and the online store where she sells handmade purses and tote bags like the one she’s carrying now, the “less tethered” thing had always seemed like a dubious goal to me.

      “Inside,” I say. “I need a drink, and I want to hear all about how BB Bags is doing.” The initials are for her—Brandy Bradshaw—and though it’s not the most original brand name in the world, I thought it up, so I feel personally invested in the success of her company.

      “Really good,” she says as we nod thanks to a cute guy who holds the door open for us.

      The Cask & Barrel is a new bar, down the hill from where Brandy now lives, and try as I might, I can’t remember what used to be in the space. It’s a strange feeling, underscoring the fact that this isn’t my town anymore. But maybe that’s a good thing. I ran far and fast from the Laguna Cortez I knew. Maybe the reboot will sit better with me.

      The place is essentially a pub dominated by an oval-shaped, polished oak bar with seating all around.

      “Define really good,” I demand after we’ve snagged the only two empty seats at the bar and put in our order.

      “Great online sales. Plus, I’ve got them in a few boutiques here and in LA.”

      “That’s amazing, though I’m not surprised.” That’s not just a platitude, either. The bags she designs and makes are fabulous, and if I didn’t love my dad’s satchel so much, I’d carry one regularly myself.

      I’m totally convinced that Brandy’s going to explode on the scene one of these days. Until then, she’s a starving artist. A lucky starving artist with a great house, an angelic landlord, and bare minimum rent.

      “I’ve already paid off my student loan, and next month I’m going to hire someone part-time to help with the piecework.”

      “Wow,” I say as she flashes a broad grin, obviously pleased with herself.

      She should be. For someone who got the wind knocked out of her at sixteen, my bestie’s done pretty well.

      The bartender slides our drinks in front of us, a bourbon for me and a margarita for Brandy. I take a quick sip as Brandy sucks on the end of her straw before pointing it at me, her head titled to one side so that her pink-tipped hair brushes the tiny tattoo of a feather decorating the swell of her left breast.

      “Okay, I can’t pretend to be uninterested any longer,” she finally says. “What is Saint like? Did your mouth go dry? He’s hot as hell in photos, but people say he’s so good-looking in person your mouth will go dry.”

      I screw up my mouth, then reach for a Brazil nut from the bowl in front of us. “I wouldn’t know. He had a conflict, and it’s being rescheduled.”

      “That sucks.”

      I lift a shoulder. “It happens. Only…” I trail off, reaching for another nut, because, apparently, I’m hungrier than I realized.

      “What?”

      I swirl my glass as I swallow the nut, watching the single ice cube go round and round. “I saw him watching me when I was leaving. At least, I think I did.”

      “You mean he blew you off? He didn’t have a conflict at all?”

      “I don’t know. I’m probably imagining things.”

      She shakes her head. “No way. Cop instincts, right? You’re supposed to act on the evidence but trust your gut. Lamar’s always telling me that.”

      Detective Lamar Gage and I were in uniform together in Irvine. About the time I quit to go to New York, he quit to join the force in Laguna Cortez. I introduced him to Brandy and we’ve formed a friendship trifecta.

      “I’m not a cop anymore,” I remind her.

      “Bullshit. It’s in your blood.”

      I shrug. “He probably was in his office but doing some big deal thing. Like a conference call with the Pope.”

      “When’s it rescheduled for?”

      “Supposedly Monday, but I’m not waiting that long. I’m going to tomorrow night’s gala. Hopefully, I’ll corner him there.”

      “Look at you being all Woodward and Bernie.”

      “Bernstein,” I correct, and she rolls her eyes.

      “I know. I was being amusing. Changing subjects,” she continues firmly. “Why are you here?”

      “Because you said we should get drinks.”

      “Forget journalism. Standup comedy. That’s your true calling.”

      I scoff, then see the concern on her face and turn serious. “You think I should have stayed in New York.”

      Her expression is a study in sadness so evocative it should hang in a gallery. Girl: Profoundly Sad. “I want you back,” she says. “I’m so glad you’re here right now, and I feel so guilty about being happy. Because you left for a reason, Ellie. Hell, you left for a lot of reasons.”

      “I’m not back to stay.” She knows that. We’ve had long calls and text conversations. “I’m here for Peter and the DSF article, and then I’m gone.”

      “That is such bullshit. We both know it’s just going to end up being a nice little profile piece, and big fucking deal. You’ve been telling me you want bigger and meatier. Not some fluff piece about a foundation that’s doing good work.”

      “You don’t—”

      She holds up her hand, her fierce expression forcing me into silence. “And as for your uncle, as hard as the reality is, after ten years it’s probably going to stay unsolved. Mercado’s dead. Which means you’ve hit a wall before you’ve even begun.”

      I wince but say nothing. Because, of course, she’s right.

      “What happened to following in your father’s footsteps with a pen instead of a badge? Investigating horrible things and then exposing them on the page? All those things you say drive you. Don’t you know that’s what I love most about you? I mean, come on. I’m driven to make handbags. And I’m good at it, sure. But it’s not like I’m doing life-changing work.”

      I open my mouth, but she tosses up a hand to silence me.

      “I’m not,” she says firmly. “But you are. Or you should be. You never wanted to simply write about people who’ve made a difference. You wanted to be that person and make a difference with your words. And no matter how you spin it, that’s not why you’re here. Bullshit me if you want, but don’t bullshit yourself.”

      “Wow,” I say.

      She winces. “Sorry. I know. I’m a bitch. I shouldn’t—”

      “I think I’m looking for closure.” I blurt the words out so fast they sound like gibberish.

      “Alex,” she says, and I nod. Brandy’s the one person who knows that I slept with Alex—and that he bolted. It’s a secret she swore she’d take to the grave. Even Lamar, who knows about Alex and the way he left doesn’t know that he took my virginity. Only that a boy I’d fallen for blew me off on one of the worst nights of my life.

      “I honestly do want to know what happened to Uncle Peter,” I say slowly. “I swear I’m going to do everything I can to dig out the truth. And I’m going to write a kickass, in-depth profile that finally tells the public something real about Devlin Saint and about the horror of that Nevada trafficking ring. But, yeah…”

      My shoulders rise and fall as I take a breath. “Yeah, I came back because I need some closure. Facing this town. Facing those ghosts. I think I need this.”

      And then, maybe, I can finally let it go.

      “Closure,” she repeats, and I nod.

      Her smile starts slow, but in the end, it could light up this dim room. “Well, there you go. That’s all I wanted to know.”

      And that, I think, is the thing I love most about Brandy—she doesn’t dwell. As soon as something is over, it’s over.

      “Should we order food?” She reaches for the bar menu. “Potato skins, maybe, to soak up the alcohol for the next round?”

      “Let’s finish these, then go back to your place. We can order pizza.”

      “The way to my heart,” she says. “Can we do both a veggie and—Oh.”

      “What?” I sit up straighter, as if the tone of her voice is a taut string tugging the top of my head.

      “Opportunity knocking. Cute guy at eleven o’clock eyeing you. Other side of the bar.”

      “I don’t think I—”

      “Just look. You can’t get back in the saddle if you avoid the horses.”

      “What does that even mean?” I protest, but I do look, to no avail since my view is obstructed by the intricate shelving unit filled with colorful, shining bottles of spirits.

      “Lean this way,” Brandy whispers when I say as much.

      I do, then suck in air as I quickly move back to upright, my heart pounding so hard I’m surprised my shirt isn’t vibrating. “That’s him,” I whisper.

      “Him? Who?”

      “Saint.”

      Her eyes go wide. “Seriously?” She starts to lean over to see him better. “No, surely I would have—”

      I pull her back.

      “It’s him,” I whisper. “He’s looking this way.”

      “So go over there. Tell him you can do the interview right now.”

      “You really think I should?” But even as I ask the question, I know the answer: Hell yes, I should. If it was a legit conflict, he should be fine with that. And if he’d intentionally blown me off this afternoon? Well, at least I’ll know.

      “Go on.”

      “Right.” I slam back the last of my drink, then nod. “Okay, then. That’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

      And I do, too.

      Except by the time I get to his side of the bar, Devlin Saint is gone.
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      “He bolted. The son of a bitch bolted.”

      “Seriously?” Brandy leans sideways, as if maybe I just missed him. “What the hell? So maybe he really was blowing you off this afternoon.”

      I make a face, then stifle the urge to order another drink. “What now? Should I try to find him? He’s probably outside right now. We could—”

      Brandy tilts her head to the side. “Um, no. Neither one of us wants to sprint around the Arts District trying to find a man who probably hopped in a car the second he stepped out the door.”

      True enough.

      “Let’s forget the asshole and go back to my house. I liked the pizza plan a lot.”

      So did I, but that was before. Now I’m antsy. Frustrated. And very pissed off.

      I shift on the stool so that I have a better view of the interior of the bar. And the truth is, there are a lot of hot guys in here.

      Brandy puts a hand on my arm. “Ellie.”

      I tense. That’s the blessing and the curse of a lifelong bestie. “Don’t handle me, Bran. I’m not you. I don’t need the roses and flowers and wining and dining.” I just want the rush. I just want to forget.

      “I know. And that’s a good thing.”

      I look at her. “Seriously?” Easy acceptance of my less than prudent quirks has never been high on Brandy’s list.

      “Sure. It’s great that you’re not me. The world couldn’t handle that much awesome.”

      I roll my eyes, careful not to smile.

      “It’s just that I worry about you.”

      Her voice is so soft—so genuine—that I can’t help but sag under the weight of it. “I know.”

      The truth is, I worry about me, too. Fast cars. Fast fucks. I’m a therapist’s wet dream, or I would be if I ever saw one. So far, I’ve kept far enough ahead of my demons that I haven’t felt the need to lie on that iconic couch. Maybe someday, but not yet.

      And thanks to my bestie, I won’t hit it tonight, either. I curve my lips into a smile as I let my body sag in defeat. “Just not a rom com, okay? I really couldn’t stand the cuteness.”

      “Bound?”

      I think about it. The movie’s over twenty years old, but it’s one of my favorites. “Two hot girls getting the better of an asshole guy? Yeah. Sounds perfect for tonight.”

      And it is, actually.

      Once we’re back at Brandy’s place, we make popcorn, then settle on the couch on either side of Jake. We sip wine and snack on the popcorn and by the time the movie ends, I’m feeling less edgy and seriously pumped up on girl power.

      I’m also feeling at loose ends. And a little buzzed. “I’m going to walk down the hill for a coffee.”

      Brandy’s house is the kind of place that real estate agents would love to get their hands on because the commission would be so sweet. It’s tucked up in the canyons, but still a short walk from the Arts District and the beach.

      It’s a two-story, three-bedroom stone and wood house that belongs to some guy who travels about forty-five weeks out of every year, and who Brandy calls Mr. Big Shot. In exchange for very cheap rent, Brandy keeps the house in order, sorts and forwards his mail, takes care of the house-related bills and maintenance, and generally runs the place. My job pays more, and I live in a sixth-floor studio walk-up with dicey plumbing in a neighborhood that is on the scary side of iffy.

      Jake whines as Brandy shifts so that she can gape at me. “Coffee now?”

      “It’s not even nine yet. And I want something other than instant.” Brandy has somehow managed to get through life without owning an actual coffee maker. How we’re such good friends is beyond me.

      “I’m so glad that’s your vice, not mine.” She waves a hand imperiously. “Go ye forth into the world and seek thee the blessing of the great god of caffeine.”

      “You have drunk way too much wine.”

      “So have you.”

      Can’t argue with that. “Don’t wait up. I’m probably going to take a walk on the beach.”

      Her brow furrows. “Do you want company?”

      “No, it’s fine. Thanks for the offer, though. I just—you’re the good part of being back. I’m still dealing with the rest of it.”

      “I get it.” She flashes a quick, sad smile.

      I change out of my comfy PJs into jeans, then head out. It’s a gorgeous night, with crisp air and a moon that provides more than enough illumination for the short walk down the hill to Brewski.

      I take my coffee to go, then aim myself toward the tidal pools and the exact spot where Alex kissed me for the very first time.

      It’s a bit of a hike, but I don’t mind, and I take off my shoes and dangle them as I walk the length of shoreline between the Arts District and the DSF.

      As soon as I reach the tidal pools, I drop my shoes. The tide is out, so there’s only a few inches of water in the pools and the craggy rocks are mostly dry.

      I sit on the edge of one and sip the last of my coffee as I look out at the waves, the froth shining silver in the moonlight as I lose myself in memories. The way his fingers slid through my hair as he cupped the back of my head. The flutter in my chest that told me that I was alive.

      And though we hadn’t done more than kiss, a bond had been forged between us that night, and to this day I don’t understand how it had been broken.

      Without consciously intending to do it, I reach into the back pocket of my jeans and pull out the slim card wallet that holds my driver’s license, a credit card, an emergency fifty, and the tattered slip of paper that’s lived in there for years.

      The paper’s still white, and the ink is still readable, but the tape that holds the two ripped halves together has browned with age.

      I don’t have to read it. I know exactly what it says. I’m sorry. Remember that you’re strong.

      That’s it. Just two simple words and a bullshit platitude. Not even a signature.

      And I never saw Alex again.

      My uncle was dead. The man I loved was gone. And I didn’t understand any of it.

      I was confused. Lost. I wanted answers.

      I wanted Alex.

      As the days passed, confusion turned to anger and then hate. Or I wanted to hate him. I’m not sure I ever truly managed. Mostly, I just felt numb.

      Considering Peter’s execution-style murder, Alex had probably gotten scared and bolted. At least, that’s what Chief Randall told me after Ricky Mercado turned himself in.

      So, yeah. I knew why Alex left. But I still don’t understand why he never came back. Or why he slunk out while I was sleeping. Or why he left me with nothing but two useless sentences even though he had to know that he was breaking my heart.

      Part of me wants to believe that he’d simply used me. That he’d been a teenage psychopath who’d fixated on me the day we met, and then he wove a vile plan to pop the cherry of the naive little girl who’d fallen so desperately in love with him.

      It would probably be easier if I could believe that. But I don’t. What had burned between us was real and magical. He’d betrayed us both by leaving, and I don’t understand why.

      More than that, I’ll never understand why. Because the only one who knows is gone.

      During my time in uniform, I tried to track him down. I wanted to find him. To stand in front of him and force him to tell me why. Why he’d left. Why he’d hurt me. But I hadn’t been able to find him. Not even a trace of him.

      Maybe if I’d thought to play detective in the days immediately after he left, I would have discovered more. But I’d been broken then, lost in a deep pit of grief. And when I’d finally pulled myself out of the hole, all the strings leading back to Alex had been cut.

      Maybe that was for the best. It’s not like I could ever forgive him.

      But I wanted—needed—closure. I guess I still do.

      And the knowledge that I may never have it eats at my soul.

      With a sigh, I take the last sip of my now-cold coffee and stand up, ready to make the trek back to Brandy’s house. I keep my head down as I turn my back to the ocean, watching my footing so that I don’t trip and fall on the sharp rocks.

      As soon as I’m safe in the sand, I lift my head, scanning for my shoes. But all thoughts of shoes and Brandy leave my head in a whoosh when I see him. The man standing in the dark at the edge of the sand, his face tilted down so that I see only dappled shadows and the glow of moonlight on his glasses.

      Devlin Saint.

      In the instant before I recognized him, icy fear had flooded my body, and I use that lingering adrenaline to lash out. “You son of a bitch! You cancel my interview, and then you follow me?” I stalk toward him. “What? It wasn’t good enough to look down on me from your goddamn concrete castle? Or sneak peeks of me at a bar? You have to—”

      He takes off his glasses, lifting his head at the same time, and my words catch in my throat.

      Oh, God, I see it now. The tilt of his head.

      That half-smile of bemusement curving up on those wide, sensual lips.

      And those sandy, deep-set eyes, so full of pain and regret and not even a hint of green.

      It’s impossible. Completely unbelievable. And yet…

      “Alex?”
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      It’s him. Oh, God, it’s really him.

      The shock of the realization knocks the wind out of me, and I gasp even as my knees go weak. I stagger, but I don’t fall, because he’s grabbed me. His hand is tight around my forearm, and he’s holding me steady.

      My body goes cold. Shock. And my mind is a jumble.

      All those photos of Devlin I’d skimmed through, I’d been seeing bits of the old Alex, but not believing my own eyes. The change in his hair and eye color. The slimming of his nose that must have been surgery. The way his face has thinned out over the last decade, revealing that angular jaw and high cheekbones. The beard. The brutal scar. All details that add up to a different face. A different man.

      And yet now that I see the truth, I can’t unsee it. Like that optical illusion with the drawing of a lady or a hag. Once you finally see, the illusion is shattered.

      “Alex.” My voice is shaky. Weak. And the fact that he’s seeing me like this sends a fresh wave of anger crashing through me as I rip my arm free of his grasp. The next thing I know, my palm is making sharp contact with his cheek.

      My hand throbs from the blow, and I stumble backward, trying to get my bearings. I want to lay into him. I want to kick and scream and pound my fists on him. I want to hurt him the way he hurt me.

      But I can’t. I don’t have the power to hurt him anymore. But he can still slice me up into pieces.

      “You son-of-a-bitch,” I whisper. And then, damn me, I run.

      I have no plan, no destination. I just have to get away, away, away. But whether I’m running from my reaction to him or from the past I don’t know. All I know is I can’t process any of this right now. How he’s here. How he’s Devlin Saint. None of it. Not a single, tiny tidbit.

      I need space. Room to think. Hell, room to breathe. And so I have to move. I have to go.

      Even when I realize that my feet are bare, I keep on running, the soles of my feet stinging as I sprint down sidewalks and across the street, dodging cars that have the right-of-way, the blare of their horns getting inside my already screaming head until I don’t even know if I have thoughts. I’m just motion. Just pain. Just loss.

      Finally, exhaustion catches up with me and I collapse onto a nearby bench. I’m back at Pacific Avenue, breathing hard. Trying to calm down. To think.

      I look around, certain that a dozen people will be gaping at me, whispering about the crazy barefoot woman who totally lost her shit. But there’s no one watching me. I’m all alone.

      In Laguna Cortez, I always end up alone.

      I stand, knowing exactly what I’m going to do now. I skim the street once more, this time to get my bearings. Then I walk to the little convenience store on the corner. It has the usual—snacks and chips and ice—but since it’s only steps from the beach, it also sells beach towels, buckets, rafts, and flip-flops. It’s the latter I’ve come for. Because you can’t walk into a bar in bare feet. And even though I know that I should walk back up the hill to Brandy’s I’m not going to. Because should won’t do shit for me. Instead, I’m going after what I need.

      I use my cash for a cheap black pair. It’s not the most amazing fashion statement, but neither am I at the moment. I’d only planned on a coffee, so I’m super casual in my favorite jeans and a plain white T-shirt. But it’s a V-neck, and it’s just a little snug. I consider that a plus.

      I head back to the Cask & Barrel, then hit the ladies’ room first thing. I unhook my bra from the back, wiggle it out through the sleeves, then toss it in the trash. It’s the cheap kind that shows up in the sales bins at Walmart, so I don’t mind the sacrifice.

      I stand sideways, check my profile in the mirror, and give myself a mental thumbs-up. Now that my girls aren’t squashed, I’m filling out the tee rather nicely. Even better, my nipples are hard and visible against the cotton, which is what I’m really going for. Because I’m not here to flirt and play games over four rounds of drinks.

      One bourbon max to loosen me up, and then I want what I want. I don’t know a thing about catching ants with honey, but over the years, I’ve learned very well how to quickly catch a man. Especially if all I want is a man to use for the night. Or even for an hour. Or fifteen quick minutes.

      To be honest, I don’t even need the bourbon tonight. I’m buzzing already. And it’s all because of Alex. Devlin. Whoever the fuck he is.

      I don’t understand any of this. Why he’s someone else. Why he walked away without a word to me. How any of this happened. It’s crazy, and my head is pounding from the sheer magnitude of this revelation.

      He thinks he can just waltz back into my life and send me reeling? That he can play games? That he can spy on me?

      That he can pop up in the night like a spook in a horror movie and send my emotions reeling?

      No. No way.

      This is the guy who whispered that he loved me. That he would take care of me. Who kissed me so gently. Who made me believe for one night that my world hadn’t completely shattered. But it was all a lie. Because he was the one who dealt the final blow and took every last thing from me.

      So fuck him. For that matter, forget him.

      And that’s exactly what I intend to do tonight. I’m going to fuck Alex Leto right out of my mind. I just need to find the right guy to help me with that.

      In the end, it doesn’t take long. It never does. Very few men come by themselves to a bar if they aren’t looking to get laid. They might say they’re coming to watch the game or chat with the bartender or just chill after work, but that’s never the truth, not even if they think it is.

      I take a seat by a blond lawyer-type nursing a Gin and Tonic as he keeps one eye on the TV. At least until I’m settled on the stool. Then his full attention shifts to me.

      All it takes is a friendly smile and some casual banter. Throw in a few provocative sucks on a maraschino cherry, and that’s pretty much a slam dunk. Soon enough Mr. GT pays for both our rounds, then leads me out the door and toward his car. It’s a short walk to a paid lot, but at past eleven on a Thursday, there are only a few cars still here.

      His is in the back, a black BMW tucked into a shadowy corner of the lot. Nice.

      His hand had been casually possessive on my arm, but now he removes it to reach into his pocket for his keys. The car chirps as the doors unlocks. “I don’t live far.”

      “What a coincidence. Neither do I.”

      He grins. He’s clean-shaven with broad shoulders and strong hands. I could do worse. “Come to my place. You won’t regret it. I have a view, a well-stocked bar, and nowhere I have to be in the morning.”

      “Tempting,” I say, though I’m not tempted at all. I’m not going to his place. That’s not what I want. I’m craving danger. And I want something a damn sight more visceral than me dodging pleas that we exchange numbers in the morning.

      No, what I want is something edgy. The rush from pushing the envelope. The danger of possibly getting caught.

      I tilt my head and bite my lower lip as I move toward his car, then lean casually against the trunk. “Convince me why I should?” I rub my fingertips lightly over my breast, then casually brush my nipple. “A smart woman always tries before she buys.”

      Even in the dim light, I can see his throat move as he swallows, and it’s like a drug to me. Because I’m the one calling the shots now. I’m the one in control.

      “You do seem like a very smart woman,” he says, taking a long step toward me. He puts his hands on my knees, then roughly pushes my legs apart.

      “Yes,” I gasp as he eases closer, so that my thighs press against his hips and his hand cups me through my jeans.

      “A smarter woman would have worn a skirt.”

      “A clever man will find a solution,” I counter, grabbing his tie to tug his mouth down to mine. He’s not a great kisser, but that’s okay. This isn’t about romance or even passion. But it’s raw and hot, and that’s what I crave. Something hot enough and wild enough to burn away my thoughts and regrets. Something I started, and that I’ll finish on my terms, and then walk the fuck away.

      “More,” I demand, grabbing his hand and putting it on the fly of my jeans. He doesn’t need any additional encouragement, and soon enough he has the zipper down and his fingers sliding inside, teasing my clit over the satin of my panties as his other hand frees my breast and plays with my nipple.

      I arch back, closing my eyes as he moves his mouth to my breast. I want to lose myself to the sensations he’s bringing. I want to find that sweet spot of forbidden pleasure, but, dammit, right now all I feel is touch and pressure and the wet suckling of his mouth. There’s no electricity. No fiery threads of awareness. No heat arrowing straight for my core.

      I want to be fucked. I want to be pushed into that void where sense and reason disappear and all you feel is raw, wild passion. I want it, but it’s not happening. Because it’s not anonymous pleasure I’m thinking of now. It’s Alex.

      Goddamn him to hell, now he’s even ruined this for me.

      Light arcs over us as a car enters the lot, but I just ignore it, holding Mr. GT’s head in place on my breast, because maybe this extra bit of risk will finally, finally send me spiraling up to that magical, mindless place I’m so desperate to reach.

      He pulls back, meeting my eyes, and I can see that even if I haven’t hit nirvana yet, he damn sure has. I can tell from the heat in his eyes that he’s never done anything like this before, and I’m like a goddess to him right now.

      I should feel a rush of sensual power, but I don’t, dammit, so I grab his hair and pull him to me, trying to force that connection. That explosion. I suck on his lower lip as he groans and slips his finger under my panties. I close my eyes, craving the moment when his fingers enter me, but it doesn’t come. Instead, I gasp as the guy jerks back, and I don’t even have time to wonder what the hell happened before I see Alex holding Mr. GT by the throat, their faces only inches apart. But this isn’t the Alex I knew. This man is coldly dangerous, his eyes like daggers, and simply from the way he’s standing there, he owns the entire goddamn parking lot.

      The hell he does.

      I shake myself as anger replaces confusion. “What the fuck?” I snap, as GT looks sideways at me, obviously assuming the crazy man with the death grip belongs to me. “Let him go.”

      Alex releases him with a shove and my emasculated hook-up lands ignobly on his ass. “Go.”

      That’s all he says, but it’s enough. Mr. GT stumbles to his feet then turns toward his car.

      I’m still on the trunk, my breast exposed, but he ignores me and clambers into the driver’s seat. As the engine fires, I adjust my shirt, then slide off the car and stalk toward Alex as the BMW starts moving backwards, eager to be free of the crazy people. “What the hell are you doing here?” I demand, then shove him hard with both hands.

      He catches my wrists and pulls me close. “What am I doing?” His voice is lower and harder and more dangerous than I remember. If I’d been courting danger, I definitely found it. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “None of your goddamn business,” I snap as Mr. GT squeals off into the night.

      I’m only inches from him, my heart pounding as he continues to hold me tight. “Let me go.”

      He doesn’t react. Not a twitch of a muscle. Not the slightest change in the diameter of his pupils. He simply stands there, his eyes hard on mine, as a firestorm of electricity crackles around us.

      Then his hand relaxes, and I jerk my wrist away. I smile, knowing perfectly well that I won this round.

      “Don’t push me, Ellie,” he says, his low-pitched voice as sharp as steel. And that’s when I realize I haven’t won a single, goddamn thing.

      I take a step back, trying to gather myself. “Push you? You’re the one who barged into my party.”

      “You were just going to fuck him? Here? In the parking lot.”

      “Technically, he was going to fuck me. But that’s the general idea, yes. Why not? He seems like a nice enough guy. And you know what I was going to do afterwards?”

      I step closer so that I’m only inches from him. So that I can practically feel the waves of fury rolling off him. “Leave,” I say. “I was going to walk away and never see the guy again. But you’re an expert at that, aren’t you?”

      “This?” There’s fire in his tone and in his eyes. “You’re comparing some guy fucking you on the trunk of his car to what we had?”

      “What we had?” My voice rises with incredulity. “We didn’t have shit.”

      “The hell we didn’t.” He reaches for me again, and though I should back away, I don’t. I let him capture both my wrists in one hand, then pull me even closer, so that my elbows are bent and my hands are fisted between my breasts and his chest. He’s so close that I can smell him, all musk and sweat and memories, and my bare arms brush lightly against his shirt as he breathes.

      “We had an illusion,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady despite the heat rising from his proximity. “Fuck and run, right? But it doesn’t mean a thing.”

      “Doesn’t it?” He bends closer, lowering his head so that his lips are by my ear. “I know you, Ellie. I know exactly what it means.”

      I swallow, grateful he can’t see my eyes. “You don’t know me at all. And considering the circumstances, I think it’s safe to say I really don’t know you.”

      He twists us around, the quick motion making me gasp as my back lands hard against the side of a car.

      “Don’t I? You really think I don’t know you? I know you want the rush. The danger. But sweetheart, you don’t have a clue about danger. That guy you picked up? There’s no risk there. None at all. But me?” His words are like a knife edge, and he’s slicing me to the bone. “Me, I could destroy you.”

      “Too late for that.” I practically spit the words. “You broke me a long time ago.”

      He pulls back, and for a moment I think I’ve won. He’s going to let me walk away, smug in my Pyrrhic victory. But then our eyes meet, and in the next moment, his mouth crushes mine as he releases his hold on my wrists.

      I have the idle thought that I should slap him again, just for show. But I don’t. Instead, I bury my fingers in his hair, pulling it free from the loose tie at the base of his neck so that it falls over my hands. I pull him closer as our mouths war with each other, tongues sparring and teeth clashing as if all either of us wants is to be consumed by the fire that now rages inside me.

      This was what I’d needed tonight. And though some voice in my head tells me to run—to escape this surreal nightmare—I stay rooted to the spot. Craving heat. A connection. Anything to burn away that raw, hungry need inside me.

      With my other hand I cup his ass even as he roughly shoves his hand into my jeans, still conveniently unzipped. I’m incredibly wet, and I break our kiss to suck in air as he thrusts three fingers inside me, and I grind against his hand, so lost in sensation that my only cogent thought is more.

      “Dangerous enough for you?” His words are low and sensual but edged with fire. “You don’t even know what danger is, Ellie. Forget getting caught. You play with me, and you really will get burned. And this skin,” he adds as his other hand caresses the swell of my breast, “is far too beautiful to scorch.”

      I whimper, trying to process his words. Telling myself that I should stop this. That this is a very bad decision, and I shouldn’t want him.

      Except I do want this, and my brain is far too lust-hazed to make any distinction between the man and the sensations he’s rousing in my body.

      And so I do the only thing I can do—I surrender. I let myself slide away into the pleasure of his lips, his touch. I want more than his fingers inside me. I want him to strip me bare and take me on the hood of the car. I want his hand over my mouth to keep me from screaming and drawing attention as he makes me come.

      I want all of that, and I hate myself for it. Because this is how I’ve both punished and rewarded myself for so many years, and it was all because of him.

      Now he’s the one holding me, touching me, and I’m melting with pleasure when I should be running. Hell, I should be slapping the shit out of him and demanding explanations. But I’m not. I’m giving in to animal instinct. Wild pleasure. And though I will surely hate myself tomorrow, right now all I want is what he’s giving.

      “That’s it,” he murmurs, and I realize that my hips are moving of their own volition. I tell myself to stop, but I only grind faster. Harder. I want him deep inside me, his fingers teasing my most sensitive spots. And oh, God, this is so messed up. So seriously, righteously fucked up.

      “Please,” I say, fumbling for his jeans.

      “No.” His voice soft. Even gentle. “This is only for you. Come for me, baby. Let yourself go.”

      I whimper, and though I know it shouldn’t, the idea that he’s doing this for me—that he’s giving me even a single moment of pleasure after all of our past—pushes me right over the edge. I gasp, then suck in air as I shatter, my body shaking and quivering as he pulls me close and I ride out the tremors that cut through me like sonic waves of bliss.

      After what seems like an eternity, the tremors fade, and I’m left in the circle of his arms, trying to decide if I should be running or rejoicing. If I should be mortified or satisfied.

      And somehow, I can’t seem to find the right answer.

      “Alex…” His name slips out of my lips, as weak as a lost child crying for help.

      He rests his finger over my lips. “Devlin,” he says in the voice of a statesman proclaiming the law. “My name is Devlin.”

      “I—”

      He cuts me off with a shake of his head. His other hand is still inside my panties, and my body trembles as he pulls free, then lifts his hand and sucks on one of the fingers that was just inside me.

      My core clenches, and I hate myself for wanting—no, needing—more.

      I bite the inside of my cheek as a reminder not to go too far down the rabbit hole. Instead, I straighten my shoulders and lift my head to meet his eyes. It’s a mistake. All I want to do is melt into him, a willing victim to the hypnotic power of those eyes.

      No. I need to stay focused, and I force myself to be steel and stone, stalwart against this man who hurt me. And no way is one good orgasm going to make up for what he did. On the contrary, I want answers, and before I’ve even fully formed the question in my mind, I blurt out, “What happened? Why the hell did you leave me?”

      His lips part, and my heart stutters in anticipation of his answer. But he says nothing. All I see are the shadows in his eyes, the pain so deeply etched on his face that despite everything I want to pull him close and kiss his forehead.

      But he only shakes his head slowly, his expression so sad my heart aches.

      For a moment, our eyes lock, and I think that maybe whatever pain and betrayal was between us has been exorcised.

      But then he takes a single step back, and I know that nothing has been repaired at all.

      “Go back to New York.” His eyes meet mine, as hard and flat as a shark’s.

      “I have an interview sched—”

      “No. Just go, Ellie. There’s nothing for you here at all.”

      My heart twists. The truth is, there’s not much for me in New York, either. Nothing but my work. But I push the thought aside and barrel on. “Al—Devlin,” I correct. “No. We need—”

      But I can’t finish the thought. Not when he’s looking at me with those cold, empty eyes that are emerald green again, no longer that familiar, sandy brown.

      He really isn’t Alex at all.

      He steps closer, and I go tense, certain he’s going to touch me, and in that moment, I’m not sure if I desperately want him to, or if I’ll knee his balls if he dares to even try.

      But that’s not what he’s doing. Instead, he reaches for the door handle and starts to pull it open. I step away, turning as I do so that for the first time I see the sporty black Tesla that he’d pushed me up against.

      “Get in,” he says, holding the door open for me.

      “What? Why?”

      “I’m driving you home.”

      Seriously? “I’m fine. I’ll walk.”

      His hand closes around my wrist and he tugs me closer. “Just get in the car, Ellie.”

      “Screw you. I said I can walk.” And the truth is I want to. Walk and think and clear my head. Most of all, I want distance from this man I once thought I knew.

      For a moment, I’m certain he’s going to argue. But then he nods curtly, reaches into the passenger seat, and pulls out a small, canvas tote bag, the kind grocery store customers use instead of paper or plastic. He thrusts it at me, and I take it without thinking. “Have it your way. About the ride, I mean. But as for the rest of it…”

      He trails off, his expression deadly serious. “I mean it, Ellie. Leave Laguna Cortez. Don’t play with fire. Put it all behind you for good. Me. This town. Everything. Leave,” he says, his eyes as hot and predatory as a wolf’s. “And don’t come back.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I watch his taillights disappear, feeling a mixture of both relief and loss.

      Relief at being alone so that I have the space to deal with my crazy emotions.

      Loss that he hadn’t insisted on driving me. Alex would have. But Devlin?

      I don’t know. How could I? Before tonight, I’d never met Devlin Saint. Not really.

      To be honest, I’m not sure if I’ve met him now. Was that Saint who touched me? Saint who matched me breath for breath? Who took what he wanted as I’d intended to take from Mr. GT?

      It must have been. The Alex I remember had always been tender, even when we’d clawed at each other, desperate to get undressed. We’d been wild and unbridled, but we hadn’t burned.

      But oh, God, I’d burned tonight. And from little more than the touch of a finger and the heat of his mouth.

      A shiver cuts through me as I remember, and I order myself to push it aside. I’d come out tonight looking for a fast fuck and a violent orgasm, but the point was that I’d be in charge. And, most important, that I’d walk away.

      Saint had ripped my plan to shreds.

      He’d stolen my control, shattered my will, made me long for a man I’d lost long ago, and then he’d coldly and firmly ordered me to go.

      Why?

      Why seek me out if he wasn’t going to stay? Why tease me with the knowledge that the man I’d once loved has been hiding in plain sight all these years? Why lift the mask when the revelation only raises more questions?

      For that matter, why wear the mask in the first place?

      And the biggest question of all, why reveal himself to me if he’s only going to order me to leave?

      I start to lift my hands in frustration, then remember the bag hanging from my arm. For the first time, it occurs to me that maybe he’s given me something that actually answers those questions. I open it eagerly, only to find the Sperry Topsiders I’d abandoned by the beach.

      I laugh as I slip them on, overwhelmed by the absurd irony. I’m not Cinderella. Alex hasn’t been my Prince Charming for a very long time. And from what I’ve both read and now experienced, Devlin Saint isn’t in line for that throne, either.

      Don’t play with fire, he’d said, and in the moment, I’d thought he meant the heat between us. Now, I think he has something to hide. More than that, I think that Devlin Saint just gave me the story of a lifetime. A billionaire philanthropist with a new identity and a buried past? Yeah, I think The Spall will be all over that.

      As I start walking toward the hill, I pull out my phone and dial Roger, certain he’ll green-light the story. Of course, I’ve completely forgotten the time difference, and the phone rolls to voice mail.

      “Roger, it’s me. Listen, you’re not going to believe—”

      I cut myself off, the reality of what I’m saying suddenly hitting me as that shining question once more lights up my mind: Why?

      “—I, um, sorry,” I continue into the phone. “Got distracted for a sec. I just wanted to say that you’re not going to believe the bullshit they pulled on me today, rescheduling the interview with Saint. But I’m on it. All’s good. I’ll check in when I have more. Right. Well, bye.”

      I click off, feeling like an idiot, not sure if I’ve done the right thing, either as a person or as a reporter. But I can’t throw Alex to the wolves. Not now. Not yet. Because story of a lifetime or not, I’m not ready to screw him over. I wish I were. I should be. I shouldn’t give a flying fuck if whatever spotlight I might have the power to create shines so long and hard on him that he withers under the glare.

      But the truth is that I still feel something for that prick. For Alex, anyway. For the man I used to know.

      And until I know why he’s now Devlin, I can’t risk mucking something up for him. I’m not sure if that makes me kind or foolish, but I don’t suppose it matters. The bottom line is that I’ve got another story to chase, even if Roger doesn’t know about it yet.

      And there’s one other thing that I’m not going to do—I’m not leaving Laguna Cortez.

      Did he really think I would? Why? Because Devlin Saint— the Devlin Saint—asked me to? Not hardly. I’m a reporter, and that means it’s my job to get to the truth. Besides, I’ve never been one to bow to authority. I’ve been around cops long enough to know just how wobbly those with authority often are.

      Or maybe he thought I’d leave for the Alex I used to know. In that case, he sorely misjudged. Alex ripped my heart out and fed it to the wolves. He might have been my first, but that didn’t give him a magical power over me. Then again, perhaps it did. He broke me, after all. But that didn’t exactly put him in my good graces.

      So that was that. No reason to leave, and lots of reasons to stay. Brandy. Lamar. The profile. And, most of all, Uncle Peter.

      All I have to do is let go of the past and treat Alex—no, Devlin—like any other source.

      I can do that.

      Absolutely, I can.

      I’m breathing hard but I’m feeling more settled when I reach the crest of the hill. I turn the corner and walk the half-block to Brandy’s house. It’s a dark neighborhood. Quiet, with only a few streetlights and houses that sit back from the road.

      As I reach her driveway, a light flickers on across the street, catching my attention. It’s the glow from someone looking at their phone inside a parked black Tesla.

      Instantly, my resolve shatters. Alex isn’t just a source or a story, and no matter how much I try to spin that, he never will be. Hell, my heart is skittering, and I don’t even know if it’s him in that car. And though I try to make out the occupant, it’s no use, the light’s gone, and the street’s too dark.

      Still, I’m certain it’s him, and a tiny spark of something suspiciously like hope sputters in my belly. I tamp it down. For one thing, I’m not sure what I’m hoping for. That he cares enough to see I get home safe? That he doesn’t really want me to go back to New York? Something else entirely?

      All I know is that I spent ten years walking a tightrope of anger and hurt mixed with fear that he was dead—because who in my life wasn’t?—topped by fantasies that he’d return to me with a perfect explanation. Alien abduction or amnesia both ranked high on my fantasy list.

      Mostly, I tried not to hate myself. Tried not to spend every single day remembering that I was the only living member of the Holmes family. That I’d survived and they hadn’t.

      Tried not to believe that the cosmos was punishing me, and that’s why Alex had gone.

      I know that’s not true. I know it’s survivor’s guilt doing the talking. But knowing’s nothing special. I know that E=mc2, but I still don’t have a clue what that means. And, honestly, I don’t know what it means that I’m the only one left, either.

      So, no. That’s probably not Alex. God knows this town is dirty with black Teslas. But I’m not going to walk over there to look.

      Because so long as I don’t know, the lonely, teenage girl inside of me can still believe.
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      Chief Timothy Randall releases me from an exuberant bear hug, then holds me at arms’ length, his ruddy face alight with pleasure. He’s a big man, but as gentle as they come. Unless he’s dealing with bad guys or defense counsel. Then he’s a bulldozer. “It’s so good to see you, Ellie. Amy and I both read your magazine. Charlie would be proud.”

      “Would he?” My voice sounds needy to my ears. “I always thought Daddy would be disappointed that I left the force.”

      “Disappointed in you? Never.” Chief Randall punctuates his gentle smile with a firm shake of his head. “He may have been your dad, but he was my best friend. Trust me on this.”

      “Yes, sir,” I say, and he chuckles.

      “I want you over for dinner before you go back to New York. Amy will have a fit if she doesn’t see you.”

      “I’d love it,” I say honestly. Amy Randall had been the lifeline that pulled me back when grief threatened to drag me under. She didn’t know the whole of it, of course. Alex was my secret. But she knew that I’d been broken, and she tried to fix me as best she could. “I miss her,” I add to the chief. And though he says nothing, he nods, and I know he understands.

      I square my shoulders, then meet his eyes. “I want to know all of it,” I say as I take a seat in one of the guest chairs in front of his desk. “Everything you’ve learned since you called me. And everything you didn’t tell me on the phone.”

      He looks over my shoulder at Lamar, who’s leaning against the closed door of Randall’s office, tall and broad-shouldered, like he owns the place.

      Randall gestures to the chair beside me. As Lamar sits, the chief does the same, facing the two of us across the desk.

      “Start with Mercado,” I say, reaching across the void for Lamar’s hand. We went through the Academy and joined the Irvine PD together. Since I was the only female and he was the only black recruit, we’d stuck together in the early days out of solidarity. After that, we stayed together out of friendship.

      “What have you learned?” I continue. “Do you know why he confessed to a crime he couldn’t have committed?”

      “We think we do,” he tells me, and the vise around my chest loosens a little simply from the knowledge that, maybe, I’m about to get some answers. “Are you familiar with The Wolf?”

      I frown, then nod slowly. “Some. I remember my dad mentioning him. And you, too. Plus, we did some reading on him in my criminology classes. A major crime lord who was finally taken out not long after Uncle Peter died. A year later? Maybe two?”

      “Right. Daniel Lopez,” he says with a nod. “Crime was the family business, but he took it to a whole new level. And he had his fingers everywhere.”

      “He was never convicted though,” I point out. “Never even proven to be the criminal mastermind known as The Wolf.”

      “Never proven,” Lamar agrees. “But everyone knows.”

      “Fair enough.” I look between the two of them. “What does this have to do with Ricky Mercado?”

      “The Wolf had put out a hit on him. Mercado wasn’t one of The Wolf’s men, but he owed him a debt.”

      I squeeze Lamar’s hand, feeling the reassuring pressure in response. “Rather than die, Mercado confessed to something he hadn’t done. Namely, killing my uncle.”

      “Exactly.”

      I sit back, not liking where this trail of breadcrumbs is leading. “The only reason that would make The Wolf happy is if Mercado’s confession took the spotlight off of the real killer. And that means that The Wolf had his fingers in Laguna Cortez. In Uncle Peter’s business.”

      “It gets worse,” Randall says.

      “My uncle was involved.” My voice is flat. Emotionless. I’m certain that I’m right. Cop instincts, Brandy had called them? Yeah. I’ve got them in spades. “He wasn’t an innocent bystander, was he? He was dealing, too.”

      “I’m sorry, Ellie. We’ve talked to Mercado’s cellmate. That’s what it looks like.”

      I shake my head. “He and my dad were so close. Uncle Peter knew what Daddy stood for. He wouldn’t get in bed with The Wolf.”

      “Maybe he didn’t,” Lamar says. “Or, at least, maybe it wasn’t willingly. But you know how that world works. The Wolf has somebody threaten Peter or you or one of Peter’s employees, and you can’t tell me that Peter wouldn’t cave.”

      “There’s another possibility,” Chief Randall says. “It’s not one you’re going to like.”

      I swallow. “You think Peter may have been working with The Wolf for a while. Like actually in deep.”

      “It’s a possibility,” he says. “If he was part of The Wolf’s organization even before he came to Laguna Cortez—”

      I lift up a hand to stop his words, because that’s something I just don’t want to hear.

      “I’m sorry. But you can’t ignore the possibility.”

      I nod, determined not to cry. I was a cop, dammit. I can deal with this. “I don’t know. Maybe. Maybe not. The one thing I know for sure is that he would have done anything to protect me,” I say. “He may have been gone a lot, but he loved me. And we were the only family either of us had left.”

      What I don’t say is that he would have protected Alex, too. And if he warned Alex of a threat…

      Well, that’s even more proof that Alex ran because he feared for his life. And it raises the question of how much Alex knew—and if he was dealing, too. Because that is the only reason I can think of for him to have remained both gone and silent.

      I drag my fingers through my hair, craving answers I have no easy way to find. “I want to know which one of The Wolf’s flunkies really shot my uncle,” I say, as I stand and start pacing.

      “And I want to know if Peter was dealing on the side because he was forced to or because the money lured him in or because he’d been in deep all along.”

      I draw a breath, my mind whirring. If Peter was truly part of The Wolf’s organization, maybe he’d been in deep for a long time. I think about my mom’s things. The box of diaries and papers and personal effects that are tucked into a box I keep high in my hall closet in New York. Would there be answers there? Had she seen anything dicey about her brother?

      I shake the thought off, but I’m already making a plan to call Roger and ask him to get into my apartment and ship me that box.

      I frown as I continue to pace. “I want to know what the tipping point was,” I say. “Why they decided to take him out. Because something must have happened. The Wolf was too smart to take out a hit without a damn good reason.”

      “You know what we know,” Randall says. “Any files you want to see, you shout. Just tell me where you want to start.”

      “Thank you, and I will,” I say, but the truth is I already know. I’m going to start tonight. And I’m going to start with Alex.
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      “Coffee?” Lamar asks, as we leave the Chief’s office. “I’m meeting an informant in Dana Point in an hour, but we could grab a quick one across the street.”

      “That works. I still have shopping to do before I go home and make myself gorgeous.”

      His brows rise. “Hot date?”

      “Stag,” I say. “But I scored tickets to the gala, and I plan to corner Saint.”

      “What an enterprising little reporter you’ve become.”

      “Asshole,” I say, hip bumping him as we push through the double glass doors. The police station is a few miles south of the Arts District near the courthouse. The bakery across the street has fulfilled the very clichéd job of serving donuts to cops for longer than I’ve been alive, and I’m surprised to see that the signage has been upgraded, now informing the world that they also serve lattes, pastries, and even gluten free fare.

      I nod that direction as I side-eye Lamar.

      “Don’t worry. Their box of glazed is still damn near close to heaven.”

      “Phew. I was starting to worry.”

      We settle at one of the sticky outdoor tables, and he goes inside to order as I scroll through my phone, checking for messages from Roger. Nothing, which I appreciate. He knows I’ll send notes when I have them.

      What I do have is a text from Brandy telling me to meet someone named Inez at a boutique called Escape. I haven’t seen her since last night before coffee and parking lot shenanigans. This morning, she’d already left for the LA garment district by the time I’d rolled out of bed. But I’d texted her an SOS for fashion help, and she’d promised to come through for me.

      

      
        
        If Inez can’t find a gala dress for you

        that’ll burn Devlin Saint’s eyes,

        the outfit doesn’t exist.

        At cost, too. She owes me a favor.

      

      

      XXOO You are the best.

      
        
        Believe me. I know.

      

      

      I start to tell her about Devlin and Alex, Mr. GT, my twisting stomach, and my high levels of confused adrenaline. But I stop myself. That’s a conversation to be had in person.

      The only reason we haven’t had it yet is that she was asleep when I got home last night and gone when I woke up. Well, that and I haven’t decided exactly what I’m going to say yet. Or, more accurately, how I’m going to say it.

      Which means that she doesn’t have a clue that I bumped into Devlin Saint last night. Or Alex Leto. Or if I went back to the bar and got another guy. Someone, perhaps, like Mr. GT.

      Instead, I tap out that Lamar says hi.

      
        
        Hug him for me.

      

      

      Will do & gotta run!

      

      I send the text, then slide my phone into my bag, thinking how weird it is that I’ve yet to be together with the two of them. Both have visited me in Manhattan, but at different times. And once I met up with Lamar when I’d gone to LA to cover a story. But we’ve never had all sides of the triangle together at the same time.

      I’m here now, though, at least for a little while, and the knowledge that my two besties have my back lessens some of the weight I’ve been carrying since last night.

      “So, do you miss it?” Lamar asks, depositing coffee and donuts on the table. He settles into the seat opposite me, his large body looking a bit ridiculous on the tiny metal chair.

      I shake my head, knowing he means the job and not the town. “I thought police work would be my life. God knows I was motivated enough—bring the assholes to justice, make the streets safe for kids, right wrongs, all that stuff. I mean, you know. When we met that first day at the Academy, I was still giddy over getting my degree in criminology. Actually, becoming a cop was going to put me over the edge.”

      “I remember. I felt it, too.”

      “And you still do,” I point out as I pluck a donut from the box and start to rip off a bite-sized piece.

      “Don’t you?”

      “Sure,” I say. “I’m just fighting with a pen now instead of a badge.”

      Wasn’t that how Brandy put it? And she was right. That’s what I’m doing, hoping to make a difference by shining a light into the dark that most people never even see.

      “I’m proud of you, Sherlock. The Spall. That’s solid.”

      “It is, Watson. I still pinch myself sometimes.”

      The nicknames began as a riff off my last name when we’d gone out drinking with some other recruits. They’d teased us about being such good friends that Lamar should be named Watson and not Gage. Somehow, the names stuck. And knowing that Sherlock and Watson are together again makes my return to Laguna Cortez that much more palatable.

      He studies my face for a moment, his expression full of compassion. “Give it to me straight, Sherlock. You doing okay? This thing with Peter?”

      “Honestly? I don’t know. I want answers. I’ll be doing better when I have them.”

      He nods, obviously weighing my words. “Does that mean you’re going to write an article about your uncle?”

      I concentrate on ripping apart my donut. “The jury’s out on that one. I want answers, but I’m not sure I want to write up something so personal.”

      “I get that.”

      “Right now, I’m just focusing on the DSF profile.”

      “Which is why you’re going shopping. And who’s your escort?”

      “I just have the one ticket. I couldn’t—” I stop myself, leaning back in my chair as I study his face. “Hang on. Are you going to the DSF gala? Never mind, of course you are.”

      Lamar Gage loves his life as a detective, but he’s also got a shit ton of money and is a regular and frequent contributor to various charities. Especially when the contribution scores a ticket to an event that allows him to see and be seen. “Have you got a date?”

      He meets my eyes, and I see a flicker of heat. “I do now.”

      I shoot him a sharp glance. “You know that’s not happening.”

      “Would it be that bad?

      “Yeah,” I say. “It would.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Dammit, Lamar.” I hear the exasperation in my voice as I rake my fingers through my hair. “Is that really what you want? To break up Sherlock and Watson? Because you’re one of my best friends, and since I only have two, that’s saying a lot.”

      We came close to getting naked one drunken night before I put on the brakes. And while I think he regrets that, I don’t. All I regret is letting it get that far in the first place.

      “Ellie—”

      “No. I’m not losing you, and if we fuck—even just for fun—that is exactly what would happen.”

      He winces, presumably at my harsh tone and blunt vocabulary. Maybe because the other tables can undoubtedly hear us. “It doesn’t have to.”

      “It ends, Lamar. I screw a guy, it’s over. Either they leave or I do.” That’s an exaggeration, of course. The only guy who ever left me is Alex. Now I know better. Now I don’t give a guy the chance. I’m the one who walks. Always.

      “It doesn’t have to be that way.”

      “But it does.” I know myself. More importantly, I know my demons. And if we got involved, I really would screw it up.

      I take a deep breath. “I’m sorry.” I’m softer now, my words gentler. “You mean too much to me. And I’m not going to risk losing you.”

      For a moment, everything stops. Even the birds go silent. Then he nods. “Yeah, well, I love you, too.”

      I melt with relief, then wipe away a tear. “We’re okay?”

      His shoulders sag. “Always.” He swallows the rest of his coffee. “Okay. You’re staying at Brandy’s, right?”

      “Right.”

      “I’ll pick you up at six. We’ll grab a bite, then hit the gala. Okay?”

      “Perfect.”

      He nods. “Am I your arm candy? Or are we on a covert mission?”

      I grin. This is why I love Lamar. “Totally arm candy. But you have your uses, too.”

      “Do I?” He adds a leer to his voice, but this time I know he’s joking.

      “Down, boy.” I take a sip of coffee, then lean back in my chair. “You’ve been here about as long as Saint has, right? What’s your impression of the guy?”

      “I thought reporters were supposed to ask laser-focused questions. Do you want my opinion as a detective? Or just as a guy in the community?”

      “Is there a difference?”

      “Honestly? Not really. As a detective, Saint’s not on my radar at all. As far as I know, there’ve been no complaints by him or about him.”

      “And as a guy in the community, what do you think of him?”

      “I don’t, actually. He’s got a bit of celebrity because of his money and the foundation, but he’s not a publicity hound. He keeps to himself, doesn’t seek out opportunities to be photographed and plastered all over social media. He only bumps my radar on days like today.”

      “The gala, you mean?”

      “Right. Other than that…” He trails off with a shrug. “He seems okay. And genuine. I know that he personally gives to the annual police charity, and the DSF does as well. He’s also funded some things we wanted that were out of our budget. Extra servers, computers, tech for the patrol cars, that kind of thing.”

      I nod, taking it all in. “You’re saying he’s active in the community?”

      “Yeah. Well, actually no. Not him. But the foundation is. The man himself? He’s as private as all the articles say he is, but I figure he’s paid for the privilege.”

      “Is all that stuff about him sleeping around bullshit?” The question is out before I can call it back, but if Lamar thinks it’s weird, he doesn’t comment.

      “Oh, I hear things. I don’t think he’s quite the horndog the tabloids would like to make him.”

      An unwelcome wave of relief crashes over me, because why the hell should I care anymore?

      “But he’s not a monk, either,” Lamar says. “And even there, he’s private.”

      I nod thoughtfully, wishing the thought of a parade of women through Alex’s bedroom didn’t grate on me like fingers on a chalkboard. Shouldn’t. Care. Remember?

      After all, he isn’t even Alex anymore. He’s Devlin Saint, and I need to keep remembering that.

      Lamar snags the last of the six donuts we’ve devoured. “Pretty softball questions for a hard-ass reporter.”

      I roll my eyes, but otherwise ignore his snark. “One more thing. What did you mean when you said he paid for the privilege of privacy?”

      “Oh, you know. He throws his money around town. That earns him some respect. Keeps him out from under the microscope.”

      “Like?”

      “The library renovation, for one. And the park that abuts the foundation and extends down to the tidal pools. The foundation not only donated the land, but also pays all the maintenance for the park. Saves tax dollars. Might just be a community relations maneuver, but it’s still a great park.”

      “I thought the foundation’s mission was big stuff. Like funding humanitarian organizations around the globe. That kind of thing.”

      “Yeah, it does that. But he’s gone on record saying that part of doing good works is to watch the backs of those around you. I remember the press release he issued when the DSF financed the creation of the park. He said that he fell in love the first time he came to this town, and that he wants to make sure—”

      “Fell in love with Laguna Cortez you mean.” My pulse is pounding, and I feel hot all over.

      “I’m sure that’s what he meant, but it’s not what he said. I remember thinking it was an odd way to phrase it.”

      “Oh.”

      “What?” He crumples his paper cup. “You think it means something?”

      “No, no. What could it?”

      But I can’t help but wonder if it means everything.

      “I need to run,” he says as he rises. “Be gorgeous for me. I have my standards, you know.”

      “I’ll give it the old college try,” I say, tilting my cheek toward him as he bends to kiss me.

      I stay a bit longer, thinking back to last night and Alex. Dangerous, he’d said. And he’d told me that I needed to leave.

      I thought he was trying to scare me away, but maybe I was wrong.

      Maybe he was trying to protect me.

      But from what?
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      One valet opens the door for me, and I step out of Lamar’s Lexus as he passes the key to the second valet. I glance around at the DSF building, the exterior now illuminated by carefully hidden spotlights. An actual red carpet leads from where we left the car all the way to the front door of the building.

      I lean toward Lamar as he approaches. “When they say gala, they really mean it.”

      “M’lady.” He crooks his arm, and I take it, using my other hand to adjust my dress. “You look stunning,” he tells me.

      “Hey, I gotta make my arm candy look good.” He’s right though. Thanks to Brandy’s friend, I’m decked out in a black sheath dress embellished with gold fringe as well as a dangerously plunging neckline. Not to mention the mile high slit necessary to walk in the ass-and-thigh clinging style.

      I’ve paired it with gold Jimmy Choo sandals with three-inch heels. I’d intended to wear them with jeans, but this is better. My shoe collection is famous for its versatility.

      In other words, I look seriously hot. I can see it in Lamar’s eyes, not to mention the eyes of nearby men and women as I step over the threshold and into the foundation’s lobby.

      And while it’s petty of me—and probably stupid—I’m hoping Alex’s chin hits the floor when he sees me.

      Devlin. I remind myself. As far as I’m concerned, Alex Leto doesn’t even exist anymore.

      Not that it matters. Whatever his name is today, he’s nowhere to be found.

      Unlike yesterday, this large room is full of activity, and the stark concrete walls are now covered with colorful images and video clips, each of which represents an organization or project that the DSF has aided.

      Two huge tables take up much of the space, and even from here I can see they are topped with a multitude of goodies that make up the core of a very high-end silent auction. Smaller tables line walls, covered with desserts, appetizers, and goblets of wine.

      In case you don’t want to serve yourself, uniformed waiters mingle among the crowd, expertly balancing trays topped with food or drink.

      The glass doors that face the ocean are open, and people are coming in and out, taking drinks and food from passing waiters, or lingering to hear the string quartet playing on the flagstones.

      It’s all glitz and glamour, opulence and money. And very much not the life I’m used to. “Impressive,” I say to Lamar, who’s old hat at swank functions like this. Though he left it all behind to become a cop, in another life, Lamar was a child star in two successful television series, the golden child of a pop star mom and a record-producing dad. From what he’s told me, his childhood mattress was stuffed with dollars, not down.

      “Do you want me to get you a drink?”

      “God yes,” I say, then give his arm a squeeze before releasing him. “Bless you.”

      He steps away to wave down a nearby waiter with wine, and I take the opportunity to study the faces around me more thoroughly. I lived here for over half my life, and I wonder if I’ll see anyone familiar. From high school, maybe.

      But nobody jumps out at me, and as I think about the limos outside, I wonder if most of this crowd came down from LA for the gala. Considering the thousand-dollar ticket cost—one hundred percent of which goes to charity—it’s probably one of the year’s top social events.

      I’m still searching faces when I feel my phone vibrate in the small beaded purse that matches my dress. I tug it out, expecting the text to be from Lamar asking me my drink preference.

      Instead, it’s from a number I don’t recognize. But I know exactly who it is.

      I told you to leave.

      I consider ignoring it, but a flare of anger ignites in my gut, and instead I tap out a reply.

      And yet here I am. We need to talk.

      I expect that either the conversation will end or he’ll turn me down flat. So I’m not at all surprised when I see no dots on my screen indicating him tapping out a reply.

      “Prick,” I mutter. Because seriously? He’s just going to blow me off?

      I’m angry, but I’m also confused.

      Why tease me with the knowledge that the man I’d once loved has been hiding in plain sight all these years? Why lift the mask when the revelation only raises more questions?

      For that matter, why wear the mask in the first place?

      And the biggest question of all, why reveal himself to me if he’s only going to order me to leave? Because, honestly, even in a face-to-face interview, I never would have realized he was Alex. A resemblance, sure. But who the hell looks at a billionaire and says, oh, hey, you aren’t my old boyfriend in disguise, are you?

      No one, that’s who.

      So why show himself?

      It doesn’t make sense.

      And I like things to make sense.

      I’m still stewing when I see a tall, slender woman with a close-cropped Afro coming my way. She looks to be in her early twenties, a few years younger than me, and is impeccably decked out in a cream-colored silk suit that beautifully contrasts her skin.

      She smiles as she approaches, then extends a hand as I step forward. “Ms. Holmes, I’m Tracy Wheeler. I’m Ms. Danvers’ intern.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I say, as Lamar arrives with my drink. I take it, then glance around, looking for Tamra. “Is she around? Did she want to see me?”

      “Actually, Mr. Saint asked me to find you. He’d like me to bring you up to his office.”

      “Oh.” I take a generous swallow.

      “His office?” Lamar repeats, tilting his gaze toward the fourth floor. “He’s not down here at the party?”

      “He will be. I haven’t worked here long, but my understanding is that his habit is to join the party at the same time that he’s scheduled to greet the guests. That’s not for another half hour. So, if you’ll come with me?” She trails off, the invitation hanging in the air between us. I have the distinct impression that I’m not allowed to decline. Not that I would.

      “She’s all yours,” Lamar says, pushing me toward Tracy with a gentle hand on my back. “Never let it be said that I got in the way of chasing a story.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of saying that,” Tracy says, with that sweet smile. “But you better tell me who you are so I get it right.”

      “Lamar Gage,” he says.

      “A pleasure to meet you,” she says, and while it may be my imagination, I think I see a little extra zing in her smile.

      The focal point of the main room is the stunning arch of the staircase that extends to the mezzanine in grand fashion. She leads us into a hidden elevator that opens into a concrete support column around which the stairwell curves. We take it all the way to the fourth floor, an accommodation for which I’m grateful. Considering my heels, I’d been a little concerned when she’d aimed us toward the staircase.

      We emerge onto a small overhang that looks out at the party below, with no barrier other than a thick, half-wall of glass.

      The rest of the space is decorated in a utilitarian fashion. A simple desk with minimal clutter. A contemporary-style credenza behind it. And a padded bench lining the opposite wall, presumably where Devlin’s guests can wait until they’re granted an audience with his majesty.

      That area is, I assume, hidden behind the brushed steel double-doors that are on the far side of the space, immediately opposite the glass barrier.

      “Normally, his assistant would show you in,” she says, approaching the desk. “But she’ll be downstairs now making sure everything’s running smoothly.”

      She leans over the desk and pushes a button on the phone. “Mr. Saint? I have Elsa Holmes for you.”

      There’s silence, then a curt, “Send her in.”

      “Of course.” She pushes another button, and I hear the whisper-soft whirr of a motor as both doors glide open, revealing the inner sanctum. I’m equal parts impressed and amused, especially when Ode to Joy starts playing in my head and the climactic vault scene from Die Hard flashes in my mind.

      But Alex isn’t Alan Rickman, and even though I’m definitely a pebble in his shoe, I don’t expect that he’s trying to kill me.

      As I enter the room, though, I wonder if I need to alter that assessment. Because I’m not dealing with Alex Leto. That man is long gone from my life.

      I’m standing in front of Devlin Saint, and I’d do well to remember that.

      Behind me, the doors whisper shut, and when I look over my shoulder, I see that Tracy is long gone, and I’m alone in a room with him.

      The room is sleek and modern, with a few minimalistic prints on the walls, a built-in wet bar, and a small seating area with a sofa, two chairs, and a small table. The furniture is made of wood and steel and muted fabrics, all clean lines and smooth edges.

      It’s an impressive space, but it doesn’t hold a candle to Devlin Saint. Even from behind his desk, he commands the room.

      As I take a step forward, he rises, tall and dark and powerful, the scar that runs from his brow to his jaw like an exclamation point on his intensity.

      His eyes never leave my face, and his expression gives nothing away.

      He’s Alex Leto, and yet he’s not.

      He’s the man from the parking lot, and yet he’s not.

      He’s power and strength and danger combined, and I don’t know how I never saw it before. That raw force that burns inside him. That wild, raw energy that, when wrestled down into a controlled intensity, had given him the strength and willpower to build something like the Devlin Saint Foundation.

      And I wonder if that’s also where he got the strength to walk away from me.

      The desk is huge and sleek, Danish modern in teak polished to a sheen. Unlike his assistant’s minimal desk, this one is essentially a brick, keeping the man behind it separated from everyone who steps into the room.

      A sliding glass door is behind him, and I know it opens onto the fourth floor balcony upon which he’d been standing yesterday when he was watching me.

      I shouldn’t be intimidated, but damn me, I am. In the parking lot, we were on more or less equal footing. Now, the scales have tipped wildly. I’m out of my element, a stranger in this pristine, polished room. A supplicant begging for crumbs of information, with no control over the situation whatsoever, and no real certainty why he summoned me.

      More important, I can’t hold onto the fiction that I know this man at all. In this room, the difference between Alex Leto and Devlin Saint is clear. And more than a little unnerving.

      I gather my courage and walk to the sofa, then sit down and cross my legs. “Well?” I demand, with more aplomb than I feel. “Shall we get started with that interview?”

      He comes around the desk, moving with an efficiency and grace that’s almost poetic. He’d always been a pleasure to watch. But now there’s a poise to him that hadn’t been part of the younger model.

      He heads for the wet bar in a perfectly tailored dark gray suit that makes him look both suave and powerful. He pours two glasses of whiskey from a decanter then brings them both to the sitting area. He puts one glass on the table in front of a chair, but he hands the other to me.

      I reach for it, and as I pull my hand back, his forefinger brushes over the back of my hand. I suck in air, hating myself for reacting even as I crave more. Something intimate to match the spark of heat that his single touch had fanned inside me.

      I don’t mean to, but I look up and our eyes meet, and for a moment everything else evaporates. The years, the hurt, the loss. It’s just me and Alex, and I want to fall on my knees and cry, I’ve missed him so much.

      Then he looks away, and time snaps back into place. I look down, hiding my burning cheeks, and set the glass on the table with a thunk.

      He sits opposite me, then reaches for his own glass. If he’d felt anything in that moment, he isn’t showing it now. His expression is as hard as stone and just as unreadable.

      I force myself not to reach for my own glass, even though right now all I want to do is slam it back, then refill it.

      He takes a sip, the ice tinkling against the crystal, his eyes never leaving my face.

      As he does, I notice for the first time that his knuckles are red and raw, and it’s that tiny peek at humanity that steels my spine. “Fist fight?”

      “Something like that.”

      I smile sweetly although my heart is pounding. “Did you piss someone off? Or did you just have some energy to burn after last night? Are fist fights a remedy for blue balls? That’s something I never thought to look up on Wikipedia.”

      He doesn’t react and I force the smile to stay in place, but I can tell my upper lip is sweating.

      Seconds tick by and still he says nothing.

      I don’t know what happened in the years between the boy and the man, but all of his raw edges have been worn away. He commands a room now, and it’s very clear that he understands the extent of his own power.

      It’s overwhelming. And more than a little exciting.

      I fight not to fidget. We’re playing chicken now, and we both know it. And even though I’m determined not to be the one who caves, I hear myself saying, “Well?”

      He leans back, comfortable in victory. Then he takes a sip of his bourbon, puts the glass back down, and says, “I told you to go.”

      And there it is.

      I settle into my chair, because now I’m okay. The steel is back in my spine, and I remember why I’m pissed. Why I don’t need to be intimidated. Because guess what? I’m not the asshole here.

      I don’t answer right away. Instead, I follow his lead and reach for my drink. I swirl the ice, watching the circular flow of the liquid with the same intensity of someone reading tea leaves. Then I take a long swallow and finish off the entire damn drink.

      “Strangely enough, I don’t take orders from you.”

      One of his brows lifts, and a shiver cuts through me as a whisper of a memory haunts me. His breath on my face. His voice raw as he makes his demand, Come for me, baby.

      I had. Just last night, I’d surrendered, and even now I feel the pressure between my thighs. That ache of need, that pinch of desire. I want him. And I hate myself for it.

      “Why the hell did you show yourself to me?” The words lash out of me. “You could have kept your distance, held onto your story. Made me believe that you were just a man who looks a little like a boy I once loved. A bastard who betrayed me. Why show me? Why the fuck did you show me? I mean, seriously? Do you hate me that much that you couldn’t resist another chance to hurt me?”

      “I don’t hate you.” His voice is even and level without even a hint of emotion. If I weren’t so pissed, I’d be impressed by his control.

      I nod slowly. “Fine. You don’t hate me. You just blew off our interview yesterday and then told me to leave.”

      I wait for him to correct me. To point out that he had a conflict. Instead, he tilts his head to one side. “And yet here you are.”

      I lean back into the sofa and cross my legs. “Did you really think I would go? Please. I came for the spectacle.”

      “Detective Gage bought your ticket.”

      “No. Tamra gave me one.”

      His eyes widen at that, and I immediately regret the words. I have a feeling I’ve just brought the wrath of Saint down on her. So I’m surprised by his next question.

      “You came with the detective. Is he your date?”

      “Obviously.” I feel no guilt at the little white lie. “You still haven’t answered my question. About why you told me who you are in the first place.”

      “No,” he says. “I haven’t.”

      Shit. I shift gears. “Why do you care about Detective Gage?” Lamar’s helping me look into the Peter question. Maybe that’s what caught his attention?

      One shoulder rises and falls. “I was curious.”

      “Curious?” I sound like a parrot, and I frown. But my mind is spinning. He obviously has an agenda, but I don’t see it. “About what?”

      He leans back, openly studying me. “Are you sleeping with him?”

      “Excuse me?” He did not just ask me that.

      “Sorry. I can phrase that better. Are you fucking him?”

      A hot wire of anger curls through me, and I tap my finger on the table to release some of the energy that would otherwise be slapping him. “Are you intentionally trying to piss me off?”

      He looks at me, his face hard and his green eyes intense. And, damn me, my anger fades, shifting into something a little like fear.

      I shiver, then force myself to sit up straighter. “Who I sleep with is none of your business. It hasn’t been for a very long time.”

      “You’re right, of course. You’re not on my radar at all.”

      I flinch, the words hitting me like a blade through my heart. I don’t want him to see how much he’s hurt me, but it’s too late for that. I’ve already flinched. And, damn me, when I speak, my throat is thick with tears. “You arrogant prick.” The words come out raw but soft, not at all the harsh lashes of words I want to lay on him.

      And the worst of it? I’m coming completely undone and he’s just sitting there.

      I try again. “You despicable bastard.”

      Something shifts on his face, and for a moment—just one fleeting, heart-wrenching moment—I see a flicker of regret.

      Then he bends over to pick up his glass, his face temporarily out of my view. When he sits up again, his features are as set as a statue, and when he meets my eyes, I see nothing but steel. “I’m not the boy I was,” he says. “As far as you’re concerned—as far as I’m concerned—Alex Leto is dead and gone.”
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      Dead and gone.

      The words hurt me more than they should, and I have to bite back the urge to beg for answers. To plead with him to tell me the story so that I can understand.

      But I know that he won’t, and I’m not going to supplicate myself to this man.

      Instead, I just shake my head. “To everyone else maybe, but Alex Leto isn’t dead to me. You want to play games, Devlin? Find somebody else. Because I’m really not in the mood.”

      The words have been spilling out of me, and I have to draw a breath to keep going, but I can’t stop, not now. Not when all the pain and hurt and goddamn loss is spilling out of me.

      “You can change your name, you can change your appearance. But that doesn’t mean shit. You are Alex Leto, and you fucked me over when you left, Alex. Hell, you broke me. Does that make you happy? Is that what you want to hear?”

      I’m not sure, but I think the muscles in his face tighten.

      “But guess what?” I continue. “I’m going to forgive you for all of that.” I lean back in my seat and cross my arms over my chest. “Because you’re going to give me so much in return. You’re going to give me answers. And I have a feeling that they’re going to add up to the story of a lifetime.”

      He cocks his head, still infuriatingly calm. “Is that right?”

      “I know about my Uncle Peter.”

      He holds my gaze for a second longer than is comfortable. Then he looks away as he takes a sip of whiskey, his face as bland as a poker player’s. “I’ll bite. What is it you know?”

      “That he wasn’t an innocent caught up in some drug dealer’s net. He was dealing himself. Tied in with The Wolf somehow. You’ve heard of him, right?”

      There’s an ironic tone to his voice when he says, “I’m familiar with the name.”

      “Who isn’t? And considering when you bailed, I think you were in bed with Uncle Peter.”

      “No.”

      That’s all he says. Just no. And it pisses me off even as I hope he’s telling the truth. Because while I think that maybe, maybe, I can cope with the idea of Peter being that kind of asshole, my entire view of my past will shift if Alex was dirty, too.

      At the same time, I’m not going to let hope get in the way of common sense, and I barrel on, determined not to let him wiggle free. “You know something, though, don’t you? You know something about who killed my uncle.”

      “There’s no story here, Ellie. If you want to talk about the profile on the foundation, we can. But this isn’t a story,” he continues. “It’s only you scrambling to manufacture answers.”

      “Manufacture, no. Find, yes. You knew what was going on. You were involved. And that’s why you walked out on me.”

      Now, he really does smile. “No. I walked out because I’m an asshole. Plain and simple.”

      I scoff. “That’s what I’ve been saying for years. I’m starting to wonder if I should try a different song.” I lift my glass, remember it’s empty, then set it down again. “Like I said, at least you’re giving me a good story. The mystery behind Devlin Saint. How he used to be involved in the drug trade, fled, then reinvented himself. The beloved philanthropist, a drug dealer with possible links to The Wolf. It’ll fly off the newsstands. It’ll kill your reputation. And I’ll be right there, dancing happily on its grave.”

      His eyes go completely cold.

      “You can call me a lot of things, but do not ever say that I was aligned with that man.” His voice is sharp and deadly, and I sit completely still, as if even a word could wound me. “Don’t make the mistake of thinking you know me, Ellie. It’s been a decade. And I’ve already told you—I’m not that boy anymore.”

      I swallow. I have definitely lost the upper hand, and I have to scramble to regain control. I stand up and take my glass back to the bar, just to give me time to regroup. “I came here to write a story, Devlin. And I plan to do my job.”

      “A profile piece. With a focus on our work in Nevada.” He stands, too, then joins me by the array of decanters. The air between us buzzes, and I tense, hating the fact that I still react so viscerally to this man.

      He takes my glass and remakes my drink, then returns it to me. I take it, and this time I’m careful not to let our fingers touch. “That’s a story that deserves telling,” he continues. “But don’t go chasing shadows. It’s a waste of your time.”

      “I’m a reporter. It’s not.”

      “Dammit, El.”

      “Do not call me that,” I snap before I can help myself.

      “Ms. Holmes,” he says, and to his credit he looks as if he’d like to call back the nickname. He knows as well as I do that Alex is the only person I ever let shorten my name like that.

      Seeing that contrition on his face chips away at my anger, though I don’t want it to. I want to cling to my fury and my pain, holding it in front of me as a shield against this man and his weapon of painful indifference.

      “You’re the one who told me you aren’t Alex,” I say, fighting the urge to hug myself. “And even if you were, Alex lost the right to call me that when he left.”

      “You’re right, of course.”

      “Then just fucking talk to me. How much did you know about Peter and The Wolf?”

      “Are we talking about the children’s story?”

      “Don’t be an ass. And I want the truth.”

      He glances at my purse. “Take out your phone. Unlock it. And hand it to me.”

      I start to argue, but decide to comply. He inspects it, apparently decides I’m not recording this conversation, and puts the phone on the table between us. That, I assume, is my signal to continue.

      “Well?” I press.

      “I became aware that Peter was dealing and that the drugs were flowing in from The Wolf’s organization not long before he was killed. And I also figured that I was in the crosshairs.” His voice is level. Entirely devoid of emotion. “And so I ran, just like you said.”

      I squeeze my toes inside my shoes, because he’ll surely see any other reaction. I keep my voice level, too. “You didn’t say goodbye.”

      “No.”

      “You left me with nothing but a goddamn note.”

      “Yes.”

      “You didn’t even say you loved me.” Fuck. If I could reel those words back in, I would, because I damn sure didn’t mean to say them.

      He meets my eyes, holds my gaze. “No,” he says. “I didn’t.”

      I take a moment to cross my legs, hoping the movement camouflages the wound to my soul. “I want my interview, Mr. Saint. About how you started this foundation. About how it operates. About the work you’ve done in Nevada fighting human trafficking.”

      I draw a breath. “I want access to your research room. And I don’t want any more bullshit excuses or postponements. You hurt me, you son-of-a-bitch,” I continue, impressed that I’m keeping my voice level. “But I’m over you, and you will talk to me. Because if you don’t, that refusal will go in the article, too, and I don’t think that will look very good for you or your precious foundation.”

      A muscle in his cheek twitches, but otherwise he’s as still as stone. And when he speaks, his voice is as calm and level as a college lecturer. “Don’t set out to malign this organization. We help a lot of people.”

      “What about you?”

      “I like to think I help them, too.”

      I raise a brow. “I can malign you?”

      He chuckles. “You can certainly try. I don’t think you’ll find much.” He meets my eyes. “Unless you’re looking for a salacious angle, in which case I can write you up a list of the women I’ve fucked.”

      I force myself not to wince. He’s trying to get a rise out of me, and I refuse to take the bait. “You’re probably right that I won’t find much on you,” I admit. “I wonder why that is?”

      “Pure thoughts and clean living.”

      An unexpected bubble of laughter bursts out of me, and I glance up to see his eyes dancing and his lips curved with amusement. For a moment, we share a look, and I’m taken back a full ten years to when we used to laugh together late into the night. I trusted him then.

      I don’t trust him now.

      I clear my throat and look down, uncomfortable with the intimacy of this moment. When I lift my head, his face has cleared, too. Everything except his eyes. Maybe it’s my imagination, but they seem sad. Even a bit lost.

      “Why are you so invisible? On social media, in the press. I don’t get it.”

      “I keep to myself,” he says. “I don’t make a point of being seen. And,” he adds with a slight tilt of his head, “if you play the game wisely, money can buy a surprising amount of privacy.”

      I nod slowly, processing that. “I used to tell myself that they pulled you into witness protection after the drug dealer killed Uncle Peter. I thought maybe the only thing you’d been allowed to do was leave me that note.” I study his face. “It would explain the new you.”

      “I suppose it would.”

      I lick my lips. “Do you have to dye your beard?”

      He reaches up and rubs his hand over it. It’s trimmed, probably about three days growth on his chin and jawline with a bit of a tab under his lower lip connecting to his chin as well as a mustache. I’ve heard it described in magazines as a hipster beard, and with his hair tied back, I guess that’s fair, though Devlin is the hottest, most put-together hipster I’ve ever seen.

      “Oddly, no. It came in dark. The hair, though, I dye.” He leans back in his chair, then crosses his leg and looks down his nose at me. “Anything else you’d like to know?”

      So many things.

      “Your nose. It’s thinner than I remember.”

      “I broke it. Decided to use that as an excuse to change it.”

      “Did you decide to change your voice, too?” I don’t say that I like it. It’s lower and a bit rough, and though I’m trying not to, I could imagine him whispering to me in the dark.

      “Not intentionally. Vocal cord scarring.”

      “Oh.” I frown. “How?”

      “Trauma to my neck,” he says, in the kind of tone that suggests I won’t learn more about that.

      “Right. What about your face? How did you get that scar?” That roguish scar slicing down the right side of his face gives him such an air of savagery that I have to know how it came to be.

      “I got caught on the wrong end of a hunting knife.” He lifts his hand, tracing the line of the scar over his brow, his eye, the mound of his cheek, and then finally the long, thin strip that cuts through his moustache and his upper lip.

      I have to fight the urge to hug myself, because no matter how much I might want to hate Devlin Saint right now, I can’t wish that kind of injury on anyone. “Is that story true? Or was it done cosmetically? For camouflage?”

      “It’s true. I’m not in witness protection, Ellie. I never have been.”

      I lick my lips. “No, I suppose not. You could hardly come back here if you were in the program. And you certainly couldn’t run a high-profile foundation like the DSF.”

      “That’s true.”

      “It would make one hell of a story.”

      The brow with the scar rises. “Is that a threat?”

      I swallow, almost wishing I could be that woman. But I shake my head. “No.”

      “Good.”

      “Why? I knew you, Alex. And you wouldn’t have left me like that without a very good reason.”

      “Wouldn’t I?”

      I feel tears prick my eyes, and I hate myself for so desperately craving an answer. “No,” I say. “You wouldn’t.”

      He steeples his hands and lowers his face, so that it almost looks as if he’s praying. He’s still looking down when he says, “The Alex Leto you knew was a child. A naive child who thought he could—”

      “What?”

      He lifts his head. “Play with fire. And not get burned.”

      “Am I supposed to feel sorry for you?”

      “No. But you weren’t ever supposed to see me again, either.”

      Anger and sadness war inside of me. I’m not sure if I want to rush into his arms or slap his face. I don’t do either. Instead, I ask, “Why on earth did you set up the foundation in Laguna Cortez?”

      He flinches, as if he never expected the question. Then he sighs. “Because I didn’t think you’d ever come back.”

      I swallow, wishing his answer didn’t hurt as much as it did. “But I did. And so did you.”

      “That’s an inconvenience we’ll have to overcome.” He stands. “Now, I’m afraid you need to go. I’ll have Anna pencil you in for Monday. Right now, I have to review my speech before I go downstairs.”

      I want to protest. I want to beg for more answers—hell, any answers. I want to see the tiniest glimpse of the man I used to know.

      Instead, I head to the door, which magically opens as I approach, presumably from some button that Devlin has pushed.

      “Wait,” he says as I cross the threshold.

      I turn.

      “I never wanted you to hate me,” he says. “But it’s good that you do.”

      And with that, the doors swing slowly shut.
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      As soon as the elevator doors open onto the main floor, I realize how many more people have arrived at the gala. It’s a haute couture crush, and even wearing heels, the throng is so thick that I can’t see much of anything as I try to navigate toward the open doors and the patio.

      When I’ve cleared the overhang, I pause, then tilt my head up as the crowd swirls around me. But there’s no sign of Devlin, and I can only assume that once the doors shut behind me, he shut me out of his mind as well.

      The thought doesn’t sit well, and I can’t deny the sense of loss that’s swelling inside me.

      I hate this. I do.

      I thought Alex was out of my life forever. I thought I’d dealt with it. Maybe not well, but dealt. But here he is all over again. Alex, Devlin, whoever the hell he wants to be, it doesn’t matter, because even now in that room with Devlin Saint there’d been heat. Battened down, laced with fury, and nowhere near the conflagration of last night, but heat nonetheless.

      Last night we’d both stoked that fire, whether for pleasure or thrill or revenge. But tonight? Tonight we didn’t even acknowledge it.

      Maybe that’s for the best.

      All I know is that it’s confusing as hell, and way more than I signed up for when I decided to come back. The plan was to look my demons in the eye and tell them to fuck off.

      The reality is that I’ve walked straight into the fires of hell.

      “That bad?”

      I turn around, confused, to find Lamar and Tracy behind me. “Huh?”

      “The look on your face,” Lamar explains. “Tell me it didn’t go that badly.”

      “Oh. No. I was just overwhelmed by the crowd. But the interview went fine.” I aim a bright smile at Tracy. “Tell me he’s not dominating your time.”

      “No, no.” She aims her smile at Lamar. “I realized I recognized him, and we’ve been talking. Though I probably should go and make sure they don’t need me to set up for Mr. Saint’s talk.”

      “Catch you later,” Lamar says, lightly brushing her sleeve as she walks away.

      “Well, this is interesting.” I smile and bat my eyes. “Something you want to share with the class?”

      “She’s renting a unit in my condo building,” he says. “Knew I was a cop, impressed that I’m a detective. We started talking.”

      “Why, Mr. Gage. You’ve made a fan.”

      He makes a gruff noise, and I laugh. I’m about to ask for more details when the lights in the room start to dim as the overhead light above the stairway brightens. The room hushes, and Devlin Saint starts to descend, his presence alone commanding the attention of everyone in the room. He’s accompanied by a drop-dead gorgeous redhead in a silver cocktail dress that hugs her ample curves like the scales of a mermaid’s tail.

      “Who’s that?” I ask Lamar, hating her on sight, and then hating myself for that reaction. Because I have no claim on the man Devlin is today. God knows he made that clear enough.

      “His date, I presume,” Lamar says as she steps back, and Devlin steps up to address the crowd. For a moment, he simply smiles down at all of us, not uncomfortable at all with every eye on him. Instead he stands tall and composed, as if he owns the world and doesn’t have a single secret.

      He exudes power and confidence, and I can’t help but wonder what events have shaped him over the last ten years. What trials he’s overcome. And, as I remember what he said about the scar on his face, what dangers he’s survived.

      “For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Devlin Saint, and I created this foundation in order to act as a resource for the people and organizations that are working tirelessly to help make this world a better place.” Applause swells and Devlin goes on, identifying several of the organizations that the DSF supports and even pointing to a few representatives in the audience.

      “As you enjoy the music tonight, mingle with friends, and share food and drink, please keep in the forefront of your mind the victims of violence, crime, poverty, and prejudice. With hard work and time, we can make a difference.” The room breaks into applause, and when it settles, Devlin continues, quickly summarizing the course of the evening.

      “Damn, but he’s hot.”

      I whip around to find Brandy towering over me in a classically tailored pale pink dress and strappy Manolo sandals. Since it would be bad form to squeal, I don’t. But I do hug her and whisper, “I thought you weren’t coming.”

      “I won a ticket!”

      “What?”

      She nods. “Weird, right? I forgot I even entered. One of those lotteries they print in the Laguna Leader,” she adds, referring to the town’s twice-weekly newspaper.

      “You should have told me.”

      “I only found out after I got home tonight, and Lamar had already picked you up. A courier from the DSF brought it, apologizing left and right. I guess it was supposed to have been delivered days ago.”

      She tucks a lock of hair behind her ear. “So? Tell me about last night. I watched an entire second movie after you walked down the hill for coffee.” She says the last with air quotes. “After that, I was too zonked to stay awake. And since you still haven’t told me why you took so long, I’m just flat out asking.”

      I grimace. “Yeah, well, I got a bit sidetracked.”

      Her perfectly shaped brows rise. “Did you even get coffee, or did you go back to that bar and pick somebody up?”

      I wince. Sometimes it’s a bitch having friends who know you that well.

      “I knew it. You—”

      “Well, the plan was coffee…”

      “Elsa Holmes! Did you fuck him?”

      “No,” I say firmly, because it’s technically true. I did not fuck Mr. GT. And what I did with Alex doesn’t technically meet the definition either.

      “But?”

      “What makes you think there’s a but?”

      “With you, there always is.”

      I start to protest that she’s exaggerating, except that she’s probably not. And she knows it. My bad for telling her the details of far too many encounters during our late-night phone calls over the years. “Fine. There’s a but.” I tug her off to the side, so that we’re away from other guests. “Devlin Saint was there.”

      She leans back, suitably shocked. “What. In the bar again?”

      “Yup.” It’s only a tiny geographical lie.

      For a moment, we’re both silent. Then I guess she realizes I’m not going to continue, so she presses with, “And?”

      “He, um, scared away my potential hook-up.”

      “Oh, really?” Her voice rises with interest. “And then he hit on you?”

      “You could say that.” The cold, bitter weight of guilt settles in my stomach. She’s my best friend, but I’m only giving her crumbs.

      “Well, be careful,” she says earnestly. “The guy’s a loner, he sleeps around, and he never gets serious. He may be rich, but you don’t want to be part of his stable.”

      “I don’t think he holds on to any woman long enough to have a stable.”

      “Fine. He’s a serial dater. He doesn’t get serious.”

      “Who said anything about serious? And it’s not like any of those women are stepping up to complain. Presumably they’re in it for the short term, too.” I have no idea why I’m defending him, especially since I really don’t want to hear tales about his Lothario ways.

      “You like him.” It’s a statement, not a question, but I answer anyway.

      “Like, no.” And that’s the God’s honest truth, because whatever I’m feeling, it’s a hell of a lot more complicated than like.

      “But am I attracted to him? Oh, yeah. Like you wouldn’t even believe.” I hadn’t intended to overshare quite so much, but I need someone to talk to, and for better or worse, Brandy wins the toss. I may not be able to share everything, but even offloading a little bit helps.

      Because God help me, I do want him. And if he hadn’t shut things down, I would have let him take me on the hood of his Tesla, even knowing that I’d hate myself in the morning.

      Even after everything he did, after the way he hurt me—hell, after the way he’s still hurting me—I want him.

      How about that for a fucked up cosmic joke?
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      For the next hour, I circulate, chatting with people, nibbling on appetizers, drinking more wine than I should, and fighting an unreasonable urge to dropkick the mermaid into hell. Or at the very least, spill red wine all over that slinky, silver dress.

      Every time I catch a glimpse of Devlin, she’s at his side. Her wide, Julia Roberts mouth laughing and her shampoo commercial hair gleaming. I know I’m amped, and I know I shouldn’t be. I have no claim on this man, nor do I want one. He’s a sneaky son-of-a-bitch who left without a word, came back with no apology, and wants me to hate him.

      So, yeah. We are as done as done can be.

      Whatever weird game he played in the parking lot was just that—a game. A ploy to mess with my mind and get me to leave. But it hadn’t worked.

      Now I guess his newest ploy is to hold up Ms. Mermaid as a defensive barrier.

      Since I’m equally disgusted with myself as I am with Devlin, I quit letting my eyes drag that direction and instead head outside to the flagstone patio. I’m taking a fresh glass of wine from the bartender when Brandy circles back around to me.

      “It was him,” she says. “Jerk.”

      She’d abandoned me about fifteen minutes ago because she’d seen someone who looked like Justin, a guy she’d gone out with several times.

      “Are you ever going to tell me what happened?”

      She lifts a shoulder. “Same old, same old. I thought he was one of the good ones. But as soon as I told him I wanted to slow down, he bailed. I know it’s me, but—”

      “It is not you.” My voice is firm, and I mean every word. “Just because you don’t fall in bed immediately with some guy doesn’t mean he can—”

      “It’s okay. Really.”

      “Bran—”

      “I mean it. It’s okay, and I’m fine. I just wish…”

      “What?”

      She shrugs. “Honestly, I don’t know if I want to change me or the men. I do want to … you know. At least, I think I do. But I move so slow.”

      “Bullshit. You move at the speed of you. The right guy will stay. He’ll fight for you, even if that means fighting himself until you’re ready.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “I do know. You just have to wait for the right guy.”

      “I know. I will. And I’m fine.” She takes my hand and squeezes it. “Truly. You’re the one I’m worried about.”

      “Me? Why?”

      “Don’t be obtuse. You haven’t been back here since Alex. And as far as relationships go, you’re about as lame as I am.”

      She has a point. I fuck around. I don’t get close. “Yin and yang,” I say. “That’s us.”

      She gives my hand a squeeze. “I saw you came with Lamar. That was interesting, right?”

      “Not even. Friend zone, and you know it.”

      “Fine. Whatever. But everybody is in your friend zone. Have you dated anyone in New York?”

      “Dated? No.” She knows how I am.

      “Exactly. All I’m saying is that Alex is gone. And considering it’s been more than a decade, I think it’s safe to say he’s not coming back.”

      “I am not waiting for Alex Leto.”

      She holds her hands up in surrender. “I believe you. But you’re not even trying.”

      “I go out.”

      She cocks her head and stares me down. I get the message.

      “A relationship, Ellie. Give yourself permission to be in a relationship.Even just friends. Have you gotten close to anyone in New York?”

      I pick at a chip on my fingernail polish. “There are some people I hang with.”

      “Like me? Like Lamar?”

      “Roger?” It comes out like a question. Roger is great, and definitely the person I’m closest to in New York, but he’s not in the BFF zone. Not really. Brandy knows that as well as I do.

      “All I’m saying is you need to open up. Get to know more people. And give yourself permission to be in a relationship.”

      That’s like saying I should give myself permission to stab myself through the heart. It doesn’t sound appealing. Because relationships end. You get close and you risk losing people. I don’t tell her that, though. If I did, I’d have to tell her how every day I battle the fear that I’ll lose her. Or Lamar. Or even Roger.

      I’ll have to admit that I hold things back. Because if I don’t give them all of me, then maybe I can outwit fate and keep them safe.
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      I’m by myself at the dessert table when Lamar sidles up next to me.

      I shift my attention from the desserts to him and, in the process, notice that Devlin is currently mermaid free. Even better, he’s looking in my direction.

      “Laugh,” I tell Lamar, who manages to look both intrigued and confused.

      “What?”

      “Like I just said the funniest thing.”

      His eyes narrow, and I notice the moment he clocks Devlin. His expression turns to ice, not laughter, and he’s glowering as he asks, “Exactly what happened in his office?”

      “Nothing.” Which is the absolute, literal truth. After all, Lamar limited his question to the office. He didn’t ask about last night. Or about my history with the notorious Mr. Saint. Although, technically, I have no history with Devlin Saint. And according to Saint, Alex Leto is dead, along with so many others in my life.

      He studies my face a bit longer than is comfortable before answering. “Don’t get involved with him, Ellie. I know his reputation, and you’re better than that.”

      “Reputation?” Automatically, I turn back around, my eyes seeking Devlin again. But he’s disappeared into the crowd. “Earlier you made it sound like he was God’s gift to Laguna Cortez.”

      “As a citizen, I have no beef. But when we’re talking about you, things change. He doesn’t get serious about anybody, and I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      I scoff. “What makes you think I’d want to get serious?”

      “I don’t. But he—”

      “What?”

      “He has that look,” Lamar says. “Like a giant flame of pheromones, and he’s going to burn you. You know what I mean. He’s damn near irresistible.”

      “Oh, is he?” My voice rises in pitch.

      Lamar chuckles. “Well, I’m not blind.”

      “I didn’t think he was your type.”

      “Please,” he says. “Of course, he’s my type. The man’s walking testosterone.” Lamar hasn’t dated that many guys, but I know there’ve been a few over the years. And all of them looked like they could have starred in a Bond movie. For that matter, so did all the women he’s dated.

      He pins me with his eyes. “My problem is that he’s your type, too.”

      “So?”

      “You’re fragile, Sherlock. You know it. I know it. He knows it. And he may not be the devil incarnate, but I wouldn’t put it past him to prey on it.”

      “Clarity, please? I’ve had much wine during this shindig.”

      “Play the game if you think it’ll get your story. But be careful. And don’t lose your head.”

      I smile up at him. “I never do.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t lose your heart, either.”

      “Trust me. There’s nothing between me and Devlin Saint.”

      “Good,” Lamar says. “Keep it that way.”

      It’s good advice. I try to take it to heart as Lamar disappears into the crowd, then I stiffen when I notice Devlin looking right at me, his expression as cold as ice. And, of course, the mermaid is standing right next to him.

      My gut twists, and I hate myself for that reaction. He doesn’t owe me anything, and I tell myself that I don’t want him anyway. Not anymore. Not after what he did.

      Don’t you?

      I ignore the little voice in my head, because it’s wrong. Am I still attracted to him? Hell, yes. The teenager was good-looking, but the man is drop dead gorgeous and oozes sensuality. Of course, I’m still attracted to him.

      But what we had wasn’t real, and it’s fizzled away like cotton candy in the rain.

      I understand that now. I’d been young and impressionable, and he’d been an ass. True story. End of story.

      I just wish it didn’t hurt so much.

      I take a deep breath as an attitude adjustment, force the whole thing out of my head, and start circulating again. It’s a party after all.

      I’ve chatted with half-a-dozen people and am about to freshen my drink when I catch myself glancing around the room and realize I’m looking for Devlin. He, however, is nowhere to be found. Instead, I see the mermaid … and she’s heading straight for me.

      I consider diving under the draped table upon which all the various items for the silent auction sit, but I’m a bigger person than that. Plus, I’m in her line of sight.

      Instead, I smile as she approaches, hoping I look like a friendly party guest enjoying the food, drink, and networking.

      She stops about eight inches from me, flashes a bright smile, and extends her hand, which, naturally, I shake in reflex. “Anna Lindstrom,” she says. Her smile is wide and friendly, but even so, I’m intimidated. Her voice is sultry, and with her height, her heels, and her near-perfect good looks, I feel a bit like a schlub. A short schlub.

      “I’m Devlin’s assistant,” she adds. Devlin, I note. Not Mr. Saint.

      “Oh. Right.” I clear my throat. “I’m Elsa Holmes. Ellie.”

      She laughs. “I know. I’m so sorry about the mix-up yesterday. Devlin’s asked me to pencil you in for Monday.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      “Not a problem. If you need anything at all, don’t hesitate to ask. I’m the one who takes care of everything for Dev.”

      Yeah, I think. I bet you do.

      It’s catty, but considering how glued she’s been to his side all evening, I have a sense of what everything encompasses. But it’s not any of my business. Not anymore.

      “I appreciate that,” I say in my most polite voice.

      “It was lovely meeting you, Ellie. I’m going to go check in with the catering staff, but enjoy the rest of your evening.” She flashes that warm smile, triggering another wave of guilt as I assure her I will.

      As she heads back into the throng, I see Lamar heading toward me again, only this time he’s accompanied by one of the best-looking men I’ve ever seen in my life. With broad shoulders and chiseled features, he looks like some sort of mythical Nordic god. Arguably, even better looking than Devlin, though I don’t personally go for blond hair. Not anymore, anyway.

      Still, I wouldn’t say no in a pinch…

      “Don’t let her bother you,” the godlike stranger says, angling his head to indicate the departing Anna. “You’re a reporter and you’re poking around in her house.”

      “She was actually lovely,” I say.

      “Was she?” His mouth curves down. “Wonders never cease.”

      “I’m sorry, you are?” I look from him to Lamar.

      “Sorry,” Lamar says, “Elsa Holmes meet Ronan Thorne.”

      Of course that’s his name. I amend my earlier thought. Forget Nordic god. He’s more suited for movie star or romance novel hero.

      “Good to meet you,” he says, which is when I realize I’ve been standing quietly like an idiot. “I met Lamar at the DSF’s last shindig. He tells me you two went through the Academy together?”

      “We did. But after two years in uniform, I gave it all up to write. I’m a traitor to my family name.”

      “Her father used to be Chief,” Lamar says.

      “And now you fight the good fight with a keyboard.”

      “That’s the gig,” I say, deciding I like this guy. “So how do you know Anna? Are you with the foundation?”

      “Not as an employee. I’m what the DSF refers to as an ambassador.”

      “Which means?”

      “Pretty much whatever they want it to.” He grins, but I don’t think he’s kidding.

      “I’m not following.”

      “Essentially, I’m a volunteer. I have a full-time job, but I put in time here when I can, and travel to liaison with the organizations the DSF supports when time permits and they need someone on the ground.”

      “That sounds like a sweet deal. How did you become an ambassador?”

      “Devlin recruited me.”

      “Oh?” I take a step closer as I realize I may be talking to one of Devlin’s personal friends. Which means this man may be part of the missing years. “How do you two know each other?”

      “We served together,” he says. “I’ve seen how much havoc war and poverty can inflict on people. So when Devlin asked me to sign on, I jumped all over it.”

      “What about your day job?”

      “Independent security consultant. Which makes things easy.”

      “I guess so. Nice work if you can get it, right?”

      “You’re a journalist,” he says. “That’s some bit of freedom, isn’t it?”

      “Not if you want a steady paycheck. I work at a magazine, so deadlines, assignments. Freelance would be a much harder gig.” I glance around the room, wondering if Devlin’s noticed that I’m talking to his friend, but I don’t see him anywhere.

      “He was called away,” Thorne says, when I wonder aloud where he could be. “I talked to him before he left. An emergency.”

      “That’s a shame.” It’s only ten, and though the crowd is thinning out, the event isn’t over until midnight. “He’s not ill, is he?”

      “He’s fine. With the kind of work he does, sometimes there’s a need.”

      “Could I steal a few minutes of your time? I’m writing a piece on the foundation and would love your perspective.”

      “Rain check? I’m actually on my way out, too.”

      “I’ll take you up on that.” I hope I don’t sound as eager as I feel, but the possibility of a source other than Devlin makes me giddy. And if I’m honest with myself, I have to admit that it’s not about my article. No, I want to know about Devlin Saint. The man Alex is now.

      I want to know about the past. About where he went, and what he’s done. About how he started the foundation.

      That’s when it occurs to me that no one else in this room knows what I do—that the man who is the face of this organization is a fiction. And that with a single word, I could bring this entire house of cards tumbling down.
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      I’d intended to spend Saturday with Brandy, but after one of my friends from my cop days returns my call, I end up in Santa Monica having lunch with Millicent Kittridge and talking about The Wolf.

      “How did I not know any of this?” Millie asks after I give her the rundown of my uncle, Ricky Mercado, and the bastard crime lord I blame for it all.

      I lift a shoulder. “Probably because I never told you about Peter. And I just found out about The Wolf connection yesterday.”

      “So how can I help?” Even on the weekend, she’s impeccably dressed in slacks, a silk shirt, and a black blazer.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure. But you’re working in organized crime, right? Mostly drug cases?” A cop before she went to law school, Millie now works for the US Attorney’s office in Los Angeles.

      “Yeah, but The Wolf was before my time.”

      “I’m trying to track down one of his lieutenants.”

      “Which one?”

      “Any lieutenant, actually. I need a jumping off point for building a picture in my mind of The Wolf. Eventually I want to figure out how the threads lead to my uncle. I’ve already asked staff at The Spall to pull every article they can find and send them to me. But—”

      “You want a sit-down,” she interrupts. “I get it. What about Mercado’s cellmate? The one who told Chief Randall about how Mercado took the fall for the real killer?”

      I shake my head. “That was my first idea. But he had nothing to do with The Wolf’s organization. That was just luck of the cellmate draw. Apparently, Mercado was a chatty kind of guy.”

      She nods slowly. “I can’t promise anything, but I’ll text my boss today.”

      “Saturday?”

      She shrugs. “Justice never sleeps.”

      “Touché.”

      The rest of the lunch is catch-up, including a few questions about how Lamar is doing. I tell her she should give him a call, then bite back a smile at the thought that my friend is suddenly being inundated by female attention. That’s okay. I figure Tracy and Millie can battle it out, and either way, Lamar will be the winner.

      I’m back in Shelby and trying to remember how to get to the 405 when my phone rings. It’s Roger, and I consider ignoring it. Then I cringe under a wave of guilt, so I connect the call.

      “Sorry I missed you the other night,” he says.

      “No, my bad. I was only calling to check in and didn’t even think about the time difference. Listen, I can’t talk. I’m in Shelby with the top down.”

      Honestly, I have my ear buds in and can hear him fine, but I’m not emotionally ready to tell him what I’ve learned about Peter.

      “Tell her I said hi,” he says, and I laugh. Since I can’t afford parking in the city, Roger keeps Shelby garaged for me at his house in Rockland County. He doesn’t drive her—no one does but me—but I know he’s hoping that I’ll eventually break that rule in his favor.

      “I’ll give her your best,” I promise. “Want me to call you tonight and update you on the profile?”

      “No, no, kid. I’m not checking up on you. I need you to cover something. Just for the website. LA-based, so you’re practically on site. We’ll run it tomorrow.”

      “Actually, I am on site. I just had lunch up here with a friend. What’s up?”

      “That shooting this morning. Terrance Myers.”

      “Wait. What shooting?” Myers is a wealthier-than-sin prick who’d captured and tortured almost two dozen children in his Hollywood Hills mansion over a two-year span. Several died and the ones who survived will undoubtedly be messed up for life. He’d been the subject of a three-day manhunt before he was finally captured, then tried and convicted. And yesterday morning, he was released, his appeal granted because of a goddamn technicality.

      “I emailed you the wire reports. Someone took him out early this morning at an executive airport as he was getting on a private plane for Mexico. Not surprisingly, the guy was getting the hell out of the country. The interesting thing is, his itinerary hadn’t been announced, presumably because he feared for his safety.”

      “Someone inside law enforcement leaked his whereabouts. That’s kind of whack.”

      “It’s very whack.”

      “And the story’s only for the website?”

      “Unless you can identify the mystery sniper, then you can have the cover.”

      “Not likely.” I take a breath. “There really aren’t any leads on the shooter?”

      “If there are, the LAPD isn’t releasing them. But they might at the press conference. That’s what I want you to cover. It’s at three today at the LAPD headquarters.”

      “I should be able to get there in plenty of time.”

      “I was hoping with your connections you might be able to arrange an interview with someone from the LAPD or the DA’s office. This won’t be a major piece for us—everyone’s covering it—but I do want some amount of unique content in the story before it posts.”

      My connections. Roger seems to think all cops are best buds for life and that we all know each other. I don’t bother trying to explain my pitiful lack of connections now, though. Instead, I just say, “On it,” then end the call.

      I call Lamar as I mentally reroute toward downtown. He answers on the first ring, and after I explain the situation, he promises to ask around for someone I can hit up to interview, but he doesn’t sound optimistic. Apparently the only two cops he’s close to in LA are on vacation, so I’m not holding my breath.

      The odds of me knowing anyone are slim, but I keep my eyes open as I enter the LAPD’s newsroom, just in case I see someone my dad used to know or an old friend from Irvine who’s transferred to the big city.

      But by the time the room is full and the Deputy Chief of Police steps up to the podium, I’ve seen zero familiar faces.

      All that changes when someone drops into the empty seat next to me.

      I turn, and my breath catches in my throat.

      Devlin.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He puts a finger to his lips as Deputy Chief Rayborn begins talking, and I lean back in my seat in frustration. Rayborn reads from a prepared statement, outlining how, at approximately six-fifteen this morning, an assassin took out Terrance Myers with a single shot to the head as he prepared to board a private jet to Mexico.

      “At this time, we’ve determined that the shot originated from the Hastings Bank Building, an eight-story building approximately one mile from where Myers was killed.”

      “Wow,” I say, leaning over to Devlin. “That’s a seriously impressive shot.”

      He raises a brow, then points at the podium, and I shut up, duly chastised. But as a girl whose dad took her to an indoor range practically from diapers, I truly am impressed. Of course, military marksmen have made much longer shots. But with all the factors that go into hitting a long-range target—wind, the curvature of the earth, and even the Coriolis effect—any successful shot from over a mile requires serious skill and training. Which makes me think the shooter was military. Or at least had paramilitary training.

      “—no identification,” the Deputy Chief continues, as I realize I’d zoned out. “What we do know is that the shooter rappelled down the side of the building in a pair of window washer coveralls using his own line.”

      A murmur rises from the audience. This son-of-a-bitch was not only a good shot, he was seriously ballsy. I can’t condone the murder, but I definitely admire the skill.

      “It is believed he left the scene in a car driven by a co-conspirator. The actual window washing team wasn’t due on site for another hour.”

      He gives a few more statistics on the caliber of the bullet and the ballistic team’s initial assessment as to the weapon used, then opens the floor for questions. As he does, Devlin leaves, and while I consider following, I stay behind, my hand raised to ask about how the perp got away and if the rappelling line was left behind.

      “No,” the Deputy Chief says after I ask. “And to anticipate the follow-up, we believe he anchored the rope to the handle of a locked roof access door, then made the descent using a double-line method.”

      I nod, picturing it in my mind. A ten-story building is about a hundred feet tall, so the bank would be about twenty feet less. A typical rappelling rope is two hundred feet. Thread that through the handle to use as an anchor, hold both sides, and go down. Once his feet were on the ground, he’d pull the rope through, gather it up, and take off.

      Faster to leave it, but that potentially leaves evidence.

      Of course, he still might have left evidence. Fibers from the rope, and my hand goes up again to ask if the forensic team has found such residue.

      Ultimately, I don’t get my answer—the team is still working the area—but the Deputy Chief gives the usual song and dance about being on the case. I’ve seen enough press conferences like this to know that’s not true. They have nothing. And even with the fibers, they’ll have nothing. Likely the perp bought the rope at someplace like REI with hundreds of similar ropes sold every day, making it virtually untraceable.

      There are a few more questions and then the press conference wraps. I stand and turn, then realize with a frown that I’m searching out Devlin. But I don’t see him anywhere.

      Annoyed with myself, I pull my phone out of my satchel and check to see if Lamar has texted. He has, and he’d been right. No contacts for me. Which means that my article is going to be boring as shit, with exactly the same information as every other reporter sitting in this room today.

      The reality galls me, and I head toward the exit hoping that inspiration will drop from the sky. Maybe Millie knows someone I could interview about sniper school…?

      I’m considering that possibility when I enter the hallway and almost barrel into Devlin, who grabs my arm to steady me. I yank it back. Not because I’m annoyed at being helped, but because I’m annoyed at myself. At my own intense reaction to the sudden and unexpected touch.

      “Why are you here?” I demand, with more accusation in my voice than I intend. I’d planned to be calm and cool the next time I saw him. Now I feel like I’ve been robbed of the chance to show him I don’t give a fuck.

      “The DSF has done a lot of work supporting therapy and rehabilitation for Myers’ victims,” he tells me. “To be honest, I came to celebrate the bastard’s demise.”

      “Celebrate? Somebody took the law into their own hands. You can’t just do that.”

      He takes my elbow and steers us around a corner, out of the way of the crowd. “That guy was a monster. He killed children and destroyed the ones who survived. Trust me. I’ve seen the reports. I’ve met the kids. Not one of those children will ever fully recover from what that scum did to them. As far as I’m concerned, the shooter did the world a favor.”

      I can’t deny the passion in his voice—or the emotional resonance of what he says. But I can deny the conclusion. “Sorry, but former cop here, and vigilantism just doesn’t fly.”

      “I guess we’ll have to agree to disagree.”

      “I guess so.” I lean against the wall my arms crossed over my chest, and when I look up at his face, the bastard’s smiling. “What?”

      He takes a step closer, so he’s only inches away. “You truly are your father’s daughter.”

      I draw in a breath, suddenly hyperaware of his proximity. “You never knew my dad.”

      “Maybe not.” His voice is flat, and try as I might, I can’t read even a hint of emotion in it. Alex Leto always had a knack for control, but Devlin Saint has mastered it. He takes a single step closer, and the air crackles between us. “But I know you.”

      “This conversation is over.” I’m trying for firm, but the words come out shaky. Annoyed, I shove past him and hurry back to the main hallway.

      I don’t like running away from him or feeling weak. But it’s a hell of a lot better than succumbing to that damn sizzle I feel under my skin every time he’s near.

      I turn into the ladies’ room, clutch the edge of the counter, then stare at myself in the mirror. I’m here on a job, dammit. I’m a former cop and an investigative reporter and I do not turn to mush on a dime.

      Except maybe I do.

      I let out a frustrated breath as reality hits me. Because I’ve just walked away from a rock solid story angle. The kind that might get me a spread in the magazine and not just a bullshit corner of the website.

      Shit.

      “Guess I need him after all,” I tell my reflection, then head back out to track Devlin down again.

      When I find him, he’s standing in the building’s lobby talking with Ronan Thorne, who catches my eye and waves me over.

      “You here to celebrate, too?”

      “Pardon?”

      The corner of Devlin’s mouth curves up, the way I’d seen Alex’s do so many times before, and I hug myself as he explains. “I told her I was thrilled Myers is dead. Apparently, Ms. Holmes is not a fan of whoever took the law into their own hands.”

      “Ah,” Thorne says. ”No, I worked with local law enforcement on the raid, so I thought I’d pop in since I was coming into town today anyway.”

      “Oh? What for?” I wave away the question. “Sorry. Reporter habit.”

      He laughs as he catches Devlin’s eye. “No worries. I had a few loose ends to wrap up this morning.”

      I’m about to ask what he means—and if the work is for the DSF—when Devlin says, “Ronan could be a source. Talk about the raid. Describe what it was like for the kids. What the first responders saw. Makes for another angle.”

      “It does,” I agree, surprised by the suggestion. “Thank you.”

      “It’s an important story.”

      “It is. In fact, I was going to ask if you could tell me about what the DSF is doing. You mentioned helping the kids.”

      He and Ronan exchange glances, then Devlin nods. “I can do that.”

      Ronan digs into the back pocket of his jeans and pulls out a wallet. He rifles through, then hands me a business card. As he does, I notice a raw, red welt on his right palm.

      “Ouch. What happened?”

      “Stupidity,” he says with a shrug. “Listen, I’m fine with talking, too. But I have a meeting right now. If it won’t make you file your story too late, give me a call.”

      “I don’t have to file until midnight, so I will.” I look between the two of them. “I appreciate this.”

      “People hear about it and know it’s a tragedy,” Devlin says. “But they can’t truly grasp the horror that man perpetrated unless it’s happened to them. Sharing more than just cold hard facts gets them one step closer.”

      “I agree.”

      He cocks his head toward the exit. “Come on. I’ve got someone else you can talk to. Thorne, we’ll talk later. And thanks for your help yesterday.”

      “Anytime, man. You know I’ve got your back.”

      “Always.”

      They fist bump, which since they’re both in suits, amuses me more than it should.

      “What?” Devlin asks, looking at me sideways.

      “Not a thing.” I try to keep the amusement out of my voice.

      He grins, and it’s a nice moment, because I know that he understands exactly what I’m thinking. Just like he always did before.

      Then he looks away, and just like that, the connection snaps. And although I know I should be glad, I can’t help but feel like I’ve lost something crucial.

      He’s already halfway to the exterior door, and I hurry to catch up with him.

      I push through onto the plaza just in time to see a skinny little blonde-haired nymph race across the tiles to Devlin and launch herself at him. She wraps her arms around him and giggles as he swings her up. At the same time, another girl—an older version of the little one—comes forward and meets Devlin’s high five.

      “Mom’s over there,” she says, nodding to a fragile-looking woman sitting on a stone bench, her eyes swollen from what must be a now-staunched flow of tears.

      Devlin moves to her, and I follow, understanding that he’s invited me to this reunion even though I have no idea what’s going on.

      He sits next to the woman, the little girl still clinging like a leech. “I didn’t see you in there,” he says.

      “I thought I could.” She shakes her head. “Couldn’t make it through the door.” She grabs his hand. “But I’m so glad he’s dead. I can’t—” She scrunches her lips together, her face tight with the effort to hold back tears.

      “My friend Ellie is a reporter. She’s doing a piece on Myers’ death. I thought it would help people to understand if they know what Sue—what you all—went through. Will you talk to her?”

      Closer to her, I see that she’s not as fragile as I thought. She has a strong face and sharp eyes, and after a moment’s consideration, she turns to me and gives me one simple nod.

      “Thank you,” I say, even though the words feel like an intrusion.

      “I—well, I came because of Sue.” The little girl lifts her head from Devlin’s shoulder at the sound of her name.

      “Come on with me,” the older girl says. “I bet you need to go potty.”

      “I don’t,” the girl says.

      “Well, I do. Keep me company?”

      Sue nods, then takes the girl’s hand. Her sister, I’m guessing.

      The woman watches until they’re inside, then flashes a wavering smile at me. “I’m Laura,” she says. “Laura Tarlton.”

      “Ellie,” I say, even though Devlin’s already told her that. “Nice to meet you. Is it okay if I use my phone to record this?”

      She nods.

      “What did you mean that you came for Sue? Was she—I mean, did Myers—” I cut myself off, unable to finish the horrible thought.

      Laura nods, her body stiff as she grabs Devlin’s hand and squeezes. “Six months he had her. I thought she was dead.” Tears trickle down her face.

      “Are you sure you want—” I begin, but she nods.

      “Yes. Yes. It’s hard. But it gets easier.” She draws in a breath, her shoulders rising and falling. “And people should know, right?”

      I think about what Devlin said earlier. “Yes. People should know.”

      “She used to be so happy. Friends at school. In our neighborhood. She rode her bike, played. Danced. Alexis, too,” she added. “Her sister. Used to be straight A’s and in drama. Then Myers came along.”

      She shudders and goes silent.

      “What about you?” I ask. “Did you stay at home with the girls? Is their father in the picture?”

      “I used to work part-time from home as a copyeditor,” she says. “Ben was a store manager. He was—he was keeping an eye on Sue one day while she rode her bike in the driveway. He went to get a soda, and when he came out, she was gone. Just gone.” Her voice cracks, and she pulls her hand free of Devlin’s, then holds them together, tight in her lap.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say.

      “I was at the grocery store. I got home. The world didn’t make sense. I couldn’t process what happened. And then—and then when we couldn’t find her—when we didn’t get her back and the police said she was another victim of some maniac who’d been abducting kids—Ben, well, Ben…”

      She stops, shaking her head.

      “Ben hung himself,” Devlin tells me, his voice factual but soothing.

      “Six months,” she said. “I never gave up hope, but at the same time I was certain it was over. It’s a horrible feeling, to hope when you’re sure there’s nothing to hope for. And then—then the police raided that bastard’s house.”

      Devlin takes her hand, squeezes it. “Twenty-three kids had been abducted over the course of two years. Seven survived. Sue was one of them. I won’t tell you what he did, and I won’t let Laura. That part’s been publicized enough.”

      I nod. I’ve read the articles, felt queasy from the descriptions. And right now, I can’t imagine how Laura survived those horrible, long months.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say.

      “The thing is, happy endings aren’t like they tell you. All those other children. And my Susie. My family. There’s so much healing to do. I’m not complaining,” she continued, “but it’s different than the movies. There’s a hard part after, too. Before, you’re lost and scared. After, you’re scared and fighting.”

      “But you’ll win,” Devlin tells her, and she nods.

      “Yeah, we’re going to win. If nothing else, I owe that to my girls. To show them how to be strong.”

      “This is what the DSF does,” Devlin tells me. “Part of what we do, anyway. We provide services to families like Laura’s. They have a long road ahead, but they’re willing to work and accept help, and they’re going to make it.”

      “Yes,” I say. “You will.” I draw a breath, fearing that I don’t have the skill as a writer to do this story justice. All I can do is put my heart and my pain into the words and hope that someone reading it feels some tiny percentage of the grief and loss that seems to seep out of the pores of this woman.

      “We’ll survive,” Laura says. “It gets better each day. We took Sue to the park yesterday. She even went on the swings. At least for a few minutes, before she saw the dads standing nearby. They scare her, men. If Alexis or I aren’t with her, men terrify her.” Her smile is watery as she looks at Devlin. “You’re the only one who doesn’t scare her.”

      “I did,” he said. “In those first days, I definitely did.”

      She wipes away a tear as she nods. “Not anymore.”

      “No,” he says gently. “Not anymore. Give her this for me.” He reaches into the pocket of his sport coat and pulls out the ugliest little stuffed rabbit I’ve ever seen, making Laura burst into laughter through her tears.

      “She’ll love it.”

      “Private joke,” he tells me. “From the first day Sue talked to me.”

      I nod, my eyes held wide open, as I will myself not to cry.

      “I didn’t realize you were so involved in the DSF’s charities,” I say, after Laura’s gone inside the station to collect her daughters.

      “I keep a hand in all of them. Some feel more personal than others.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “I get that.”

      He doesn’t ask me how I feel about the shooter now, and I’m glad. But as I sit in the spot that Laura vacated, I can’t help but think that even though I don’t approve of someone taking it on themselves to rid the world of Terrance Myers, I can’t deny that I’m very, very glad that he’s gone.
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      “I’d like to hear more about the DSF’s role,” I tell Devlin. “Maybe details about the other kids—non-identifying, of course. And how the foundation operates. For this article, but also for the main profile. I have a feeling the philosophy behind what you’re doing for those poor kids is similar to the work helping victims of that Nevada trafficking ring.”

      “In a lot of respects, it is.” He hesitates, and I watch his face, frustrated that I can’t read it the way I once could. “The Myers article is due tonight?”

      I nod.

      “We’re scheduled to talk on Monday, but that won’t do you much good. Did you drive?”

      I blink at the non sequitur. “Yeah. Why?”

      “We can talk on the drive back.”

      “You don’t have a car here?”

      He glances toward the door to the station. “I was going to catch a lift with Ronan,” he says, and I wonder how he got here in the first place. I don’t ask, though, as he’s pulled out his phone and is tapping out a text. He looks up before sending it. “Is that okay?”

      I start to say that it is absolutely not okay, because I’m not sure I can handle over an hour in the car with him.

      I must hesitate too long, because he sighs as he drags his fingers through his hair, which hangs like a wild mane around his face today. “You want information for your article. I want to spread the word about the work the DSF is doing. And, as I hope I’ve made clear, I want you to finish your work and head back to New York sooner rather than later. This is pragmatism, not a plot to torture either one of us. But if you’d rather drive by yourself, I can meet you at my office in a few hours.”

      “How will you get back?”

      “I’m sure I can manage.”

      I almost tell him to do that, but I stop myself. It’s been ten years. He was my first love—my only love—and he broke my heart. But I’m an adult now. More than that, I’m a journalist. And he’s offering me a rare opportunity for a long and in-depth interview.

      “Fine,” I say before I can change my mind. “I found a spot on the street about a block away. You ready?”

      He sends the text, then meets my eyes. “Let’s go,” he says, and I hope to hell I haven’t made a huge mistake.

      “You have a rental?” he asks as we pause at a crosswalk.

      I can’t help the grin that tugs at my mouth. “Nope. I’m in Shelby.”

      His eyes widen with his smile, and for a moment, he’s Alex. “You still have her?”

      Something like happiness floods me, a reaction to his own delight. After all, he was the one who taught me to drive her.

      My dad loved classic cars, and even though he always had one or two in various stages of disrepair in the garage, the only car he ever managed to completely rebuild was a deep blue 1965 Shelby Cobra.

      He worked on her for years, stealing hours when he wasn’t at the station. I’d sit at the worktable that filled the second half of our two-car garage—the actual car parked on the street—and either do my homework or hand him parts, picking up on the tricks and tips for keeping a classic car humming.

      When he was killed and I moved in with Uncle Peter, I didn’t think about Shelby for months. I never asked about her. I was only thirteen and assumed that she’d been sold in the estate sale that had witnessed the disposal of so many of my childhood memories.

      I didn’t care then. I’d been too lost in grief.

      But on the first day of school the year I turned sixteen, I’d come home to find Shelby in the driveway, a big pink bow on her curvaceous hood.

      I’d burst into tears. Happy, melancholy, giddy. I don’t even know. All I knew was the flood of emotion that had filled me, erasing some of the lingering loss and reminding me that, even though Uncle Peter was mostly an absentee guardian, he really did love me.

      What he didn’t do was teach me how to drive the present parked in the driveway. He’d left on business the night before, so I could only assume that one of his employees had left it in the drive. Neither Brandy nor Alex was around, and so I’d simply sat in my present, pretending I had a clue how to drive a stick, and imagining myself tooling around town with my hair tied back in a scarf, like Grace Kelly in one of my dad’s favorite old movies.

      That amusement had worn thin, though, and I’d eventually abandoned my new car to walk to the tide pools. That was where Alex had found me, and as the memory washes over me, I look up at him now, ten years later.

      “You remember that day?”

      “Of course.”

      He’d walked me back to the house, and his joy on seeing the car in the drive had rivaled my own.

      “You were her first driver after Daddy,” I remind him. I let him take her out that afternoon, and the way he’d zipped around curves had delighted me. More, the way the thrum of the engine rumbled through me had messed with my senses in ways that even now makes me wonder how we’d been satisfied only with stolen kisses that night, though I knew we both wanted to ravage each other.

      Except I do know how—Alex was too much of a gentleman, and I was still too shy and unsure to push him. But God, how I’d wanted him.

      We’d gone driving the next day after school and every day after that until he left. He taught me how to drive a stick, and we’d take turns whipping through the canyons, enjoying both the speed and our long, drawn-out conversations. Then, on weekends, we’d find secluded places where we knew we’d stay hidden and only Shelby would know when our lips met and our hands brushed and our bodies ached for more.

      “I wonder if she’ll remember me.”

      “I’m sure she will.” I grin. “Cars are like dogs. They never forget a friend.”

      He glances at me, and I know he’s responding to the word. I shrug. “You could always put your hand down in front of her grill and let her sniff you before you make any sudden moves.”

      He pauses on the sidewalk. “Is that what I should have done with you?”

      I slide my hands into the pockets of my slacks, a bit undone by the low timbre of the question. “I don’t hate you. Or maybe I do. It doesn’t matter. You damn sure seem to hate me.”

      His shoulders stiffen. “It’s not hate.”

      I wait for him to go on, but he doesn’t. “Fine. It doesn’t matter anyway. We’re grown-ups now. Water under the bridge, right?”

      I start walking again.

      He catches up to me, but I don’t look up until we pass a massive SUV and Shelby comes into view. That’s when I hear his intake of breath, and without thinking about it, I hand him the key. “Go on.”

      He captures me with a questioning glance, and I nod.

      “You earned it. You named her.”

      His lips twitch. “Not the most original name, though, was it?”

      “Maybe not, but it’s perfect.” I’d been running through a catalogue of mythological goddesses. He’d looked at Shelby herself, and seen exactly who she was. That’s always been his gift. He sees people.

      At least, I know that he always saw me. Or he used to.

      As I settle into the passenger seat, he slides in behind the wheel.

      “Are we going to the foundation?” I ask. “Or your house?”

      “Brandy’s is fine. I’m sure you want to get to work. I’ll catch a ride share from there.”

      “That’s silly. You don’t have to—” I stop talking as reality dawns. “That was you outside Brandy’s house that first night. How did you know where I was staying?”

      “I know about a lot of things in Laguna Cortez. Besides, where else would you have been? Your rental house is occupied.”

      I open my mouth, intending to ask how he knows that I still own my childhood home, but he continues before I can get the words out.

      “And you didn’t inherit Peter’s place.”

      “No, I didn’t.” I frown, for the first time realizing why that is. Peter arranged for my dad’s house to be held in trust for me, with the rental income going to pay the mortgage and invest in a college fund. But he’d left all of his assets—money, property, even personal effects—to one of his cousin’s I’d never heard of.

      “He was protecting you,” Devlin says, apparently reading my thoughts. “He left you nothing in his will because he knew that if you owned anything of his when he owed money to The Wolf it would have been—”

      “Dangerous,” I say, my voice a whisper as a band that’s lingered around my heart for years loosens just a little. I swallow, then look over at him. “Have you always known that?”

      “No. I looked into what ties you had to Laguna Cortez once I came back. The will was probated, so it was easy enough to find.”

      “You looked into my property. Why?”

      He doesn’t flinch. “I was assessing the odds of you coming back. I thought they were low, even with the rental. Apparently, I miscalculated.”

      “Dammit, Alex—”

      “Devlin.”

      “Fine. Devlin. Why? Why did it matter so much that I not be here?”

      “Things are different now. And you make them complicated. I’m not a big fan of complications.”

      “That isn’t even close to an answer.”

      “It’s the best I can do.”

      I swallow. “Yeah, well, so sorry for gumming up the works.” I wave a hand. “Can we just get out of here?”

      His lips move as if he’s going to speak, but then he moves the key to the ignition.

      “Wait!” I grab his hand—and a sizzle of connection ricochets through me. I yank my hand back, feeling not only like a fool but hyperaware of this man. “I’m sorry. I just realized—Brandy.”

      He turns to me, his face impassive, and I wonder if he felt anything at all except pressure from my touch “What about her?”

      “She won a ticket to the gala.”

      “Did she? I hope she had a nice time.”

      I cock my head. “A prize ticket at the very last minute? Seems pretty disorganized for a place like the DSF that runs like clockwork.”

      “I’ll be sure to get my people on that.”

      “Come on, Saint. Own up to it.”

      He almost smiles. “Your inner cop is showing.”

      For a second, I have no idea what he means. “Devlin, I say. And you’re right.” Raised by a cop, a cop myself, and now a reporter. Yeah, I default to last names all the time. “You’re also avoiding the point. Why did you give Brandy a ticket?”

      He shifts enough in his seat to face me square on, and though his expression is bland, I think I see just a hint of sadness in his face. “I thought you could use a friend. Of course, that was before I knew you had a date.”

      “Oh.” I lean back in my seat, more pleased than I should be and not bothering to correct him about Lamar. I’ve done that dance already. “Well, okay, we should probably get going.”

      He starts Shelby, but before he can pull out into the street, I twist in my seat once more. “Devlin?”

      He looks at me, his brows raised.

      “Thank you.”

      We share a smile. And for a moment—just a tiny fleeting moment—it feels a bit like Alex and El again.

      But I’m damn sure not going to get used to it.
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      It’s a beautiful Sunday morning, but I’m inside the DSF following Tamra into the hushed room that takes up most of the third floor. Filled with long tables topped with boxes, rows of floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, and walls lined with filing cabinets, the DSF Research Room rivals any library I’ve ever been in.

      I’m surprised to see someone already at one of the tables. A lean-faced man of about thirty, with broad shoulders, golden hair, and a friendly smile. He’s completely surrounded by file boxes and stacks of folders.

      “Are you having any luck?” Tamra asks him.

      “It’s a gold mine,” he says, tapping the tip of his pen on a yellow pad. “I’ve filled up three of these already.”

      I look between the two of them. “I’m sorry. I thought this room was closed on the weekends.”

      During yesterday’s drive, Devlin had offered to give me access to the room today. He’d also given me a much better understanding of the foundation’s core mission of protecting, rescuing, and rehabilitating victims, especially children.

      “You can draw a circle around the suffering of a victim,” Devlin told me early in the conversation. “Whatever is inside that circle—be it therapy or stuffed animals, access to work-at-home, a stipend to cover lost wages, research, or assistance with law enforcement—we’re there.”

      Then he went on to explain how the foundation organized its resources and identified beneficiaries.

      I heard the passion in his voice as he spoke about the foundation and its work, and for most of the drive, I forgot about our past and got lost in the familiar back and forth of asking questions, following up on details, and working out the structure of my article as I processed his words.

      Between Devlin’s information, meeting Laura and Sue, and the details of the raid I hope to get from Ronan Thorne, I knew I’d have more than enough for a unique spin on the Myers story. I told Roger as much when I texted him an update of what I’d learned so far in Laguna Cortez.

      He’d been concerned about my reaction to Peter’s connection to The Wolf, but I’d assured him I was okay. And, right now at least, I am, though I know it might get rougher the more I learn.

      Roger had also been impressed with the direction I was heading on the Myers article, and gave me until Sunday evening to file, especially since Ronan had to reschedule our talk. He told me that he’d be giving it a featured spot on the website later that week. Score one for impressing my boss.

      After the call, Devlin assured me that he’d give me access to the Research Room Sunday morning so I could double-down on both Myers and the profile. Even better, he promised to arrange for Thorne to come by early enough that I had time to work his interview into the article.

      Still, I hadn’t expected to have company. Not that I mind. I just expected to have the place to myself, and I wonder where I should interview Ronan when he arrives so as not to disturb my neighbor.

      “The Research Room’s closed to walk-ins on the weekend,” Tamra explains. “Appointments are scheduled at my discretion or Mr. Saint’s. This is Christopher Doyle. Mr. Doyle, Ellie Holmes.”

      He pushes back from his chair and leans over the table, his hand extended. I shake, trying to remember where I’ve heard his name, but I can’t place it, and tell him so.

      “Not surprised. I’ve only had the one book so far. That hardly makes me a household name.”

      “Mr. Doyle is researching a thriller,” Tamra says.

      “The premise centers around the rehabilitation of foot soldiers in organized crime rings.”

      “Foot soldiers?”

      “The guys working the street. The pleebs. Folks who were maybe born into it, sucked in by friends, whatever. But they’re the ones who get caught in the brunt of the action.”

      He’s right. The guys on the street are the ones most frequently caught in the law enforcement net. “And it’s a thriller?” I ask.

      “Sure. Those guys don’t want to be there—it’s like being drafted. That’s why rehabilitation efforts tend to be very effective for them. Just push them back to the good side, right?”

      I nod.

      “But what if someone is only pretending? He’s been rehabbed—and celebrated for it—but he’s a walking time bomb.” He grins, obviously into his idea.

      “Not bad,” I admit. “I’d read that.”

      “Well, that’s one sale in my pocket,” he says, and the three of us laugh.

      Tamra gets me set up, and I dive into the foundation’s files on both Myers and the non-confidential material on the children the foundation has helped.

      She also pulls information on the Nevada human trafficking ring that Devlin and I will be talking about on Monday. I plan to start plowing through those boxes as soon as I finish the article for Roger.

      After that, I’m going to ask Tamra if the foundation has files on The Wolf.

      I’m deep into research when Ronan Thorne joins me, then suggests we move to the break room so that we can have coffee and not disturb Doyle, who’s still taking notes like crazy.

      “I wasn’t on the team to clear Myers’ house,” Thorne says. “Only law enforcement went in. They wanted to be squeaky clean on procedure and the chain of evidence. But I was outside in case they needed backup, and then once they started bringing those kids out…”

      He trails off, his face so full of pain it makes my chest ache. “Ronan? Mr. Thorne?”

      “Sorry.” His voice is thick. “It’s rough. With kids involved, I mean.”

      “It is.”

      He clears his throat but doesn’t speak. I’m not sure if he thinks we’re done, or if his words are blocked by emotion.

      Just as I’ve decided he’s not going to say anything else, he continues. “Those kids. It was like they were shadows of themselves. The foundation’s done an amazing job helping them, as have the organizations we support. They’re doing better than was expected. All of them,” he adds, and I think of Sue and nod.

      “But what they went through…” He closes his eyes for a moment, then rallies and describes what he saw once the house was cleared. The squalor. The stench. He gives me more than I want to hear, but what I need to make the story deep enough to truly explain what happened to the kids.

      “If I’d had the chance,” he says at the end, “I would have put my hands around that bastard’s neck and not stopped squeezing until every bit of life had drained out of him.”

      I nod and shiver. Not because I disapprove, but because I understand exactly how he feels.

      “Thank you,” I say softly. “I know that was hard. Unless you have something to add, I think we’re done.”

      “Just this—that you can’t understand the torment unless you’ve witnessed something like it. And for that reason, I hope that no one reading your article understands it at all.”

      Now my throat is thick, because I can’t help but think that the something like it that he witnessed wasn’t the raid on Myers’ house, but something that came before. Something that’s the driving force behind his consulting and private security jobs.

      I don’t ask him, of course, but I will ask Devlin. Not because I’m nosy, but because in one conversation, I’ve come to like this Nordic god of a man with the wounded soul.

      I thank him again and we both stand. We’re about to step out of the break room when he says, “Listen, there’s one more thing.”

      “Sure. What is it?” I fish my pen out of my pocket, ready to take notes.

      “It’s Saint. I want to make sure you understand that he needs to be focused right now.”

      “I’m not following.”

      He sighs. “Look, Ellie. I like you. But he’s my closest friend, and you’re a distraction.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “He told me you two had a thing a while back. What he didn’t tell me was that it gutted him when it ended, but that’s clear enough. But it did end, and he’s made peace with that. Don’t go making it complicated.”

      I open my mouth to rip into him, decide that cooler heads will prevail, and tamp down on my anger. Or try to. I’m sure my words are cold as ice when I say, “I’m writing an article about the Devlin Saint Foundation, so he’s a bit on my radar. If Saint thinks that’s distracting, he can tell me to his face. And trust me. I have no intention of complicating anything.”

      “Hey, I’ve said my piece. Now we’ll let the chips fall where they may.”

      And then he turns and walks out the door, leaving me behind to wonder what the hell just happened.

      More than that, he’s made me question if maybe Alex’s departure all those years ago really did hurt him as much as it hurt me.

      But if that’s the case, then why the hell doesn’t he simply tell me the truth?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      I have my laptop out and am deep into drafting the article when Devlin comes in. Christopher looks up briefly, but he’s got his earbuds in and returns so quickly to the folder he’s scanning, that I assume he’s fully in the zone.

      “I spoke with Ronan,” I say, keeping my voice flat and level.

      “Good. I haven’t seen him today. He helped?”

      I study his face, trying to decide if he really has no idea that Ronan classified me as a distraction, but I see nothing.

      That may not mean anything, though. Once upon a time, I could read his expressions. Now, not so much.

      We are, however, being civil to each other, and since he’s essentially handed me a rock-solid article on a platter, I decide to give him the benefit of the doubt and assume that Ronan is being a protective prick all on his own.

      “Yeah,” I tell him. “Talking with him definitely made the article better.” And that, at least, is completely true. “Thank you. Considering I was only assigned to cover a press conference, I’m going to impress the shit out of my editor.”

      “You’re welcome. And I’m glad I’m on your good side at the moment, because there’s been a change of plans.”

      I lean back. “Do not tell me you’re cancelling tomorrow’s interview.”

      “Not cancelling. Moving.”

      I sigh. “To when?”

      “Actually, the better question is to where.”

      “I’m not following.”

      “You want to write about the work we’ve done in connection with the disbanding of the Nevada ring? Come with me to Nevada.”

      I start to speak, but he continues.

      “I have to go to Vegas tomorrow. Unfortunately, it’s unavoidable. Which means I have to postpone our interview unless you join me. You can take the files on the plane, work in the room when I’m out, and have the opportunity to visit the foundation’s local office.”

      “Room,” I repeat.

      “We’ll be staying at The Phoenix,” he says, and I shake my head, not knowing what that means.

      “It’s a hotel and casino on The Strip. You’ll have your own room.”

      I stare at him, not sure I’m fully understanding. “You’re inviting me on this trip and basically giving me full access? And no strings? Why?”

      “Because the story is important and deserves to be told. The more good press the foundation receives, the more money we can raise and the more people in need will reach out to us. Which means it’s in my interest to help you not only get your story, but a full understanding of how the foundation functions as well.”

      He doesn’t say anything else, but I hear the rest of it nonetheless—because as soon as you’re done with your research, you can leave Laguna Cortez.

      And you know what? Maybe that’s reason enough for me to say yes.

      So I do.
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      “Whatever you’re making smells amazing,” I call as I drag myself out of my bedroom around nine-thirty Monday morning.

      “Chocolate chip muffins,” Brandy hollers back, and I immediately start to salivate. “And a package came for you.”

      In the kitchen, Brandy can beat most any baker I know. And she almost always has fresh cookies and muffins. All her life, she’s been able to eat whatever she wants and her clothes still fit the same. As someone who goes up a pant size if I gain three pounds, I used to hate her for it. Now, I’m only insanely jealous.

      And I’m definitely eating a muffin.

      I yawn as I reach the kitchen. I got my article to Roger in plenty of time, but then I’d stayed up late into the night following a rabbit trail of research on The Wolf. Just basic internet stuff, but there’s a lot of it. And as Chief Randall said, pretty much the entire world knows that Daniel Lopez was The Wolf, but nobody’s ever proved it.

      Since he’s dead now, I’m assuming nobody’s going to bother.

      I grab a seat at the counter near the package and mutter, “Coffee?”

      Brandy laughs, then taps the side of her mug. “Herbal tea.”

      I groan. “Remind me how we’re friends?”

      “Because I’m going to start boiling water for your coffee. What’s in the package?”

      “I called Roger before the gala and had him get in my apartment and send me my mom’s diaries.”

      Her brow furrows. “Nostalgia?”

      “Uncle Peter,” I say, and she tilts her head, looking at me sympathetically.

      “You think he really might have been dealing.” She says it as a fact, not a question. “And for a long time.”

      “Wow. It’s like you’re my best friend or something. You know me so well.”

      I’d brought her up to speed after the gala. Well, up to speed about Peter. I hadn’t known what to say about Alex. I still don’t.

      She points a batter-smeared spatula at me. “And don’t you forget it. What are you wearing for your trip to Vegas?” She moves to the sink, drops the spatula, and starts to fill the kettle. “Have you decided?”

      “I told you yesterday. It’s not a date. It’s work.”

      “Are you sure?” She waggles her eyebrows. “He followed you to the bar, remember?”

      I sigh, wishing I’d bit the bullet and told Brandy about Alex when we’d talked Friday night. But I didn’t know how to start, and it had seemed like too much drama on top of the Peter revelation.

      And even though I’d resolved to tell her last night after he invited me on this trip, I’d stayed late in the Research Room long after Doyle had gone. Brandy’d been wiped by the time I got home, and so I only told her about the Vegas jaunt.

      Or, hell, maybe I’d just been making excuses.

      No time like the present…

      “Listen,” I say, as I circle the island, aiming for the instant coffee jar. “This is kind of—ah!”

      I jump back at the same time I realize that the form lying headless on the floor is Lamar.

      He slides out from under the sink his brow furrowing as he looks me up and down. “Where are you going? And do I even have to guess who supposedly isn’t a date?”

      “Objection, your honor. Badgering the witness.”

      He scowls, but I turn away, busying myself with pouring boiling water onto coffee crystals as I breathe a sigh of relief that I hadn’t blurted out the truth about Devlin to Brandy.

      I frown at Brandy. “Why didn’t you tell me he was here?”

      “I did. I called out to you when he got here. What’s the big deal? It’s not like you came prancing out of your room naked.”

      “More’s the pity,” Lamar says, and I shoot him a scowl as I load the coffee up with cream—always in the first cup of the day so that I can ingest it as quickly as possible—and take a long, delicious swallow of the magical elixir.

      “What are you doing on the floor, anyway?” I ask, once that first hit has my brain cells firing.

      “The disposal’s not working,” Brandy says. “I asked him to refer a plumber, and he’s who showed up.”

      “Very chivalrous of you,” I tell Lamar, turning and glancing down to where he’s now sitting upright on the ground.

      “You haven’t answered my question.”

      Before I can tell him that it’s none of his business, Brandy chimes in. “She’s going to Vegas with Devlin Saint.”

      “Oh, Jesus, Ellie.” Lamar wipes his hands on his jeans as he stands. “Have you got issues with your hearing? Or are you just filtering out what I say?”

      Brandy looks between us. “What’s he talking about?”

      “At the gala,” I explain. “Mr. Chivalry here told me that he’s concerned that Saint has one of those reputations. He fears I’ll be scandalized and end up a spinster living in a house filled with twenty-seven cats if I associate with him.”

      “He fears,” Lamar begins, “that Saint is the kind of man who takes what he wants.”

      “So do I,” I remind him. “And the bottom line is that I’m going with him to see the work the foundation is doing in Nevada in person. It’s my job, remember? As simple as that.”

      “Nothing is simple with that man.”

      “Fine. Consider me warned. But it’s not your call to make, is it?” My words are harsh. Cold. And very slowly, Lamar shakes his head.

      “No,” he says, “it isn’t.”

      My gut twists. Technically, I’m not lying to either one of them. But Brandy knew Alex and deserves the truth.

      And as for Lamar … well, he’s worried about me being too close to a guy like Devlin Saint. And maybe he’s right. God knows Devlin has the power to hurt me.

      They’re both looking at me expectantly, but I don’t know what to say. So I take the easy road and tell them once again that it’s only work. Then I mentally cheer when my phone rings, giving me an excuse to move into the living area.

      “Ellie? It’s Anna Lindstrom.” Her crisp, efficient voice comes across loud and clear, as I imagine it always does. She doesn’t seem like someone who would let crappy cell service diminish her authority.

      I wince, ashamed that I’m heading toward cattiness. After all, I have no real reason to dislike her other than the fact that she looks far too good on Devlin’s arm. And, of course, the fact that I’m pretty sure she’s sleeping with him.

      “I understand you’ll be joining Devlin today on the flight to Vegas.”

      I swallow. “Yes. I’ll be working on my article.”

      “What a terrific opportunity for you. I wanted to let you know that he’s requested that we send a car to take you to the airport. It will be there by one. You’ll arrive at The Phoenix before four. Devlin has a dinner with some representatives of the Beyond Project, and he hoped you would join him. I’ve dined with them several times, and the whole team is excellent. I’m sure you’ll learn a lot for your article.”

      “That sounds great,” I say as I tamp down that damn jealousy. “Thank you.” The Beyond Project is the organization the foundation funds that is doing the hardcore day-to-day work with the trafficking victims, so the chance to meet some of the reps who are supported by DSF dollars is definitely something I want in on.

      About the time I end the call, Lamar heads for the door. “I have to get to work,” he says. “Be smart, okay?”

      “I am smart,” I tell him.

      “Too smart for your own good sometimes,” he mutters.

      “I love you for worrying,” I tell him as I walk him to the door. “But there’s no need. Really.”

      He makes a noncommittal noise as he leaves, and as I’m shutting the door, I hear my phone chime with a text. It’s Millie.

      Found someone for you. Think I can arrange an interview. A lifer in Delano. Phone okay, or will you want in person?

      I’d prefer in person, but I know from experience that sometimes takes longer to arrange.

      Whatever’s fastest.

      She replies with a thumbs-up emoji, and I grin as I head back into the kitchen for another cup of coffee.

      Brandy’s behind the counter now, her hand in an oven mitt as she pulls out the muffin pan. Immediately, I start to salivate.

      “Good news?” she asks, looking at my face.

      “Looks like I may get an interview soon with one of The Wolf’s higher-ups.”

      She frowns. “Do you really think Peter was working for him? I read some stories on the web last night, and this Wolf guy sounds super scary.”

      “I honestly don’t know.” I sip my coffee as I move around the bar and climb onto one of the stools. “I just want one,” I say, nodding at the muffins. “Only one.”

      Her brows rise. “First, they have to cool. Second, who said I was offering?”

      “You love feeding me,” I tease. “Unless…” I trail off and lift my brows. “Are you perhaps putting together a basket for that special someone?”

      Considering the color that floods her cheeks, I know that’s exactly it. “Oh my God, you are. Who? And why didn’t you tell me last night?”

      She lifts a shoulder. “I met him at the gala right after we talked. It felt—I don’t know—like a gift after how cruddy I was feeling. He’s nice, and he’s not pushy, and he’s cute. I guess telling would have been like getting my hopes up.”

      “Okay. That’s fair. Tell me the rest, though. How did you get to the muffin stage so fast? And give me one before Mystery Man gets them all.”

      “Do you really want it now? You’ll burn your tongue.”

      “You know me. Never one to shy away from risk. Besides, they’re best when the chocolate’s gooey.”

      She pops one on a plate and slides it across the bar to me, whereupon I proceed to burn my fingers in the process of taking a bite. “This is amazing,” I say, talking with my mouth open to try to cool the hot muffin that’s burning the shit out of my tongue.

      “How we’re friends…”

      “Yin and yang,” I remind her. “And because we’ve always had each other’s back.”

      She lifts her hand and does a high five with the air since she’s back across the kitchen. I lift mine and reciprocate.

      And, once again, I feel guilty.

      “Bran—”

      “I know. I know. The story. That’s pretty much it. I gave him my number and last night he called, and we went for a walk on the beach after dinner. We got to talking, and…”

      She trails off with a shrug. “Well, he’s sweet. We had coffee and he drove me home.”

      “And…”

      “He kissed me goodnight. That was it. Total gentleman. I told him that I don’t move fast, and he said that he’d move at a snail’s pace for a woman like me.”

      I put my hands over my heart. “I don’t know if that’s a line, but if it is, it’s a good one.”

      She laughs. “That’s what I thought. Anyway, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I guess I wanted to see how it went first. I’m tired of calling you up to tell you I met a good one only for it to turn out that his manners had an expiration date, and he morphed into some porn star wannabe. But,” she adds with a hard look at me, “I should have.”

      “It’s okay,” I say. “I get it.” I signal for another muffin, because to hell with my jean size.

      She passes one over, and I pick at the top, trying to gather my thoughts. Trying to decide what to do or say. Or, for that matter, whether I should do or say anything at all.

      After a moment of unusually awkward silence between us, she comes around the island and climbs on the stool next to me. “Do you remember when Daddy packed us up and moved us to San Diego?”

      I frown. “Well, yeah. Of course.”

      “And I didn’t say a word to you about why. Or I did, but I lied.”

      “You said your dad got a new job. I remember.” I reach out and cover her hand with mine. “It’s okay. I was a little butthurt in college once you finally told me about the baby and the adoption, but I understand why you didn’t at first. I know how hard it must have been for you.”

      “Yeah,” she says. “It was brutally hard. But that’s the point.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      She runs a finger through the tangle of blond and pink strands. “The thing is, I should have told you sooner. I was carrying this massive weight, and you would have helped me. But—I don’t know—I guess I was ashamed.”

      “Ashamed! Some asshole college boy drugs you at a party and—”

      She squeezes my hand. “That’s not the point. What I’m trying to say is that I was dealing with all this stuff about the baby and my parents not believing that the creep had roofied me and the move to San Diego and everything. I wanted to talk about all of it with you, but I held it in, and I shouldn’t have. I should have told you. I think—no, I know—it would have helped.”

      She slides off the stool, then heads back into the kitchen and starts to load the dishwasher. “I just thought that I should say that.”

      For a moment, I sit quietly. I’m not an idiot. And neither is my best friend. She just made that clear enough. And I do want to tell her. But this isn’t only my secret. It’s Alex’s too.

      The thing is, Brandy can seem flighty, but she’s a vault when it matters. God knows she kept her baby secret for long enough. And she never once told anyone about me and Alex all those years ago.

      More than that, she’s my best friend. She deserves the truth. On top of that, I deserve someone I can talk to about this fun house of emotions that’s set up camp inside me.

      “You have to promise to keep it a secret,” I say. “An in-the-vault kind of secret.”

      “Lamar was right. You did sleep with Devlin Saint.”

      “No!” I take a breath. “Well, not exactly, anyway.”

      She pauses, a dirty mixing bowl in her hand. And then, as if someone hit the play button, she starts moving again. She puts the bowl in the dishwasher, comes to stand across from me at the island, and says, “Okay. Tell me.”

      “Have you ever noticed that Devlin Saint kind of looks like Alex?”

      Her brow furrows. “A bit, I suppose. It’s been a long time since I saw Alex, but he was blond.”

      “Trust me, there’s a resemblance.”

      “Okay. But why does that—” Her eyes widen. “They’re brothers!”

      “Ah, no.”

      “Then, what?”

      “Well, the truth is, they’re the same guy.”

      She stares at me, totally silent. Then she blinks twice, swallows a laugh, and says, “Are you freaking kidding me?”
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      We’re still in the I don’t believe it stage ten minutes later, though we’ve moved into my bedroom so I can get dressed and pack. I’ve already explained the why behind Alex’s metamorphosis, and Brandy now sits cross-legged on my bed, shaking her head in bewilderment.

      “It’s like the plot for a TV show,” she says. “But why doesn’t he become Alex again?”

      I look up from where I’m rolling my only dinner dress into the small carry-on I borrowed from Brandy, since the suitcase I brought is far too big for such a short jaunt. “Honestly, I didn’t think to ask. I assume because he’s Devlin Saint now and it’s easier to stay that way. I mean, Saint’s a big deal, right?”

      “True. And maybe he’s still got that target on his back?”

      I frown as I consider that. The Wolf is dead, but his people scattered. Some—like the guy Millie is arranging for me to talk to—are in prison. But others have probably started their own criminal enterprises, albeit smaller, funded in part by the ill-gotten gains they received working for the notorious Wolf. “You might be right.”

      “The whole thing’s nuts. And there’s really nothing going on with you two?”

      “You’ve asked me that at least a dozen times. This is the honesty zone, remember?”

      “I know, I know. I don’t mean to make it sound like you’re lying. It’s just that back then you two were, God, I don’t know. Epic.”

      A tight knot of remorse and loss twists in my gut. “Yeah. Yeah, we were. But we were kids.”

      She scoffs. “I’m not sure you ever had the chance to be a kid. And Alex always seemed older than he was.”

      I can’t disagree. “Well, the answer’s still the same. There’s nothing going on now. In fact, less than nothing. Because that night in the parking lot was like torture when you get right down to it.”

      “He was pushing you away.”

      I tilt my head in a duh sort of way.

      She shifts around on the bed so that she’s on her stomach, her elbows propping her up, and her chin resting in her hands. “You want something to happen. Even though he’s being an ass, you still want him.”

      “No,” I say automatically. But then, because we’re being honest, I backtrack. “You know what? Actually, yes.” Just saying it makes the butterflies in my stomach wake up and start fluttering. Because the truth is, I can still recall with crystal clarity that night when I gave myself completely to Alex Leto. The way his fingers felt on my skin. The brush of his lips on my shoulders. And every single moment of the rest of it.

      I want to feel that again.

      That, and more.

      We had sweet. Now I want rough. I want hard and heated and frantic. I want desperation. I want Devlin Saint and all the danger he represents that I crave.

      I want to both surrender and attack. To pound each other into exhaustion. To burn him out of my system completely. Because only then will I be able to walk away and say that I’m over him. That we’re finally, and truly done.

      “Closure,” Brandy says after I explain that to her. “I get it. That’s what you came back for, right?”

      “Yeah, but I thought I was coming for closure about Uncle Peter. A reality check after learning that he wasn’t a completely innocent victim. I didn’t expect to see Alex.”

      “Nobody expects—”

      “—the Spanish Inquisition. Yeah, yeah.”

      She laughs, then sits up, pulls my dress out, and re-rolls it. She does a much better job, too. “Does he want to?”

      “He’s made it perfectly clear that’s not happening,” I tell her as I pop into the bathroom for my toiletry kit.

      “But does he want to?”

      I return, then sit on the edge of my bed. “Yeah. I think he does.” I draw in a breath and let it out. “But I know him. He won’t.”

      And despite wanting closure, that’s probably a very good thing.
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      The Town Car pulls to a stop on the tarmac of an executive airport in inland Orange County, and Devlin opens the door for me. I step out and look at the small, sleek jet painted in the blue and gold colors that are featured in the DSF logo.

      A woman in khaki slacks and a blue blazer with Saint Charters embroidered on the breast meets us at the stairs. She greets Devlin, then introduces herself to me as Marci, the pilot.

      “My co-pilot, Thomas, is already on board,” she tells us. “And Gregg will be doing service in the cabin. We’re ready for you to board, and we’ll get underway as soon I have clearance to taxi to the runway.”

      “Thank you, Marci,” Devlin says, then gestures for me to precede him up the stairs. I do, then come to a dead stop the moment I step through the door. It’s like a high-end office, complete with leather recliners, a couch, a desk, and even a bar. The only difference being that this office flies through the air.

      “Wow,” I say, as Devlin leads me to one of the recliners. I swivel to face him. “This is incredible.”

      Something like pride flares in his eyes. “I’m glad you’re impressed.”

      “Ironic, though, don’t you think?”

      “How so?”

      “The DSF is a charitable organization. Seems like its funds should go to charity.”

      “I can’t argue with that,” he says.

      I do a full 360 in the chair, taking in the entire cabin and all its luxury. “And yet…”

      He chuckles softly. “And yet, nothing. This jet has nothing to do with the DSF. It’s one of five jets in the fleet of a charter service I own. Personally, I mean. Not as the foundation.”

      “Oh.” I frown, realizing that I should have assumed as much. In doing my preliminary research on the foundation and Saint, I’d learned that he’d used the majority of his personal fortune to initially fund the DSF. But he’d retained about ten percent. And considering the numbers involved, that was more money than I could imagine.

      “I never knew you had money,” I admit.

      “When I knew you, I didn’t,” he says. “My parents did. Family money. I used some of my inheritance to seed the foundation and some to fund my personal life.”

      “And the jets fall under the category of personal?”

      “More or less. I do use the fleet for DSF business,” he continues, “but I donate the cost of the ground and flight crew, hangaring at the destination, and all the other related costs to the foundation, so that the foundation isn’t out of pocket for the use of the plane.”

      “Right,” I say, realizing this is the first time I’ve really seen Devlin Saint in his element. I’d seen him in his office, of course, but that had been, well, an office. This is luxury and money, the trappings of power. And although I never would have imagined Alex in a place like this, I can’t deny that he fits in perfectly. Or, at least, that Devlin Saint does.

      “What about the foundation itself?” I ask, remembering my questions from my very first day. “I was expecting a scrappy charity look, but everything’s ultra high-end.”

      “Furnishings, decorations, even the building. All donated by me in-kind. I didn’t want to use the endowment, as that’s for charity. But I also didn’t want the foundation to be a paperclip operation. It’s an irony of life that people are more likely to donate when it looks like an organization is already well-funded. And since we’re looking for major donors—corporations, celebrities, the top one-percent—we’re expected to have a certain cache.”

      “Like I said, ironic.”

      “I can’t argue. I can only explain.”

      I grin, then start to swivel in the chair, leaving the topic of money for the much more interesting pastime of enjoying this new playground.

      The crew area is separated from the cabin by a set of double doors. They’re open now, and I see a red-haired man I assume is Gregg putting together a tray. When he comes in, he has a plate of cheese and crackers, a glass of red wine, and a glass of Scotch.

      “Thanks, Gregg. I took the chance you’d want wine,” Devlin says, turning to me. “But I’ll take that, and you can have the Scotch if you prefer.”

      “No,” I say, still a bit overwhelmed. “Wine is great.”

      I watch as Gregg sets the tray into a recessed area on top of the pedestal-style table that sits between our two recliners. Then he leaves long enough to fetch cutlery and returns with small plates, silverware, and linen napkins.

      “Will there be anything else?”

      “No thanks,” Devlin says. “We’re set.”

      “In that case, the captain asks that you fasten your seat belts. Our flying time is just over an hour, and we’ll be taking off soon.”

      “Thanks,” Devlin says. “And, Gregg, close the door. I’ll buzz when we need you.”

      Gregg’s expression doesn’t change in the slightest, and I can’t help but think that he’s received that order before. And while I know Devlin has no intention of touching me, I don’t imagine that’s the case with other women he invites onboard.

      The thought doesn’t sit well.

      “Of course, Mr. Saint,” Gregg says, then disappears, leaving us alone.

      I draw a breath, then lean forward to help myself to some brie. “This is a nice spread for a short flight.”

      “Dinner isn’t until eight, and I wasn’t sure if you’d had lunch.”

      “I didn’t,” I say. “Brandy made muffins. I overindulged on the breakfast side of things.”

      A quick grin flicks over his lips.

      “What?”

      He shakes his head. “Nothing. I was just remembering. Not muffins, though. You two spent a Saturday once experimenting.”

      “Almond butter and chocolate chip cookies,” I say. “I’d forgotten.”

      “They were horrible.”

      We both laugh as I nod. “But that’s why she made regular chocolate chip later that day. She’s improved a lot.”

      “Then I’m sorry I didn’t get a muffin.”

      I hear real warmth in his voice, and I tilt my head. “Are you?”

      He meets my eyes, but I see none of the gentleness I’d just heard. Instead, his gaze is flat. A complete blank slate. “Let me be clear,” he says. “I have no regrets about our past. None. That time in my life was dear to me. But it’s gone. Things have changed. And we’re different people now.”

      “No regrets,” I repeat. “Not even about how you left?”

      He hesitates for the briefest of moments. “No, Ellie. Not even about how I left.”

      I look away, angry at myself for having let down my guard even a millimeter. Fucking cookies, indeed. Then I draw in a breath and turn back to him. “I get it. I do. But I need you to do something for me.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “You don’t regret the past? Fine. How nice for you. But I do. I regret the hell out of it. Every bit. Every death. Every abandonment. My childhood was a living hell, and the only part of it that I’d believed was good walked out on me in the vilest and most horrible way. You took something from me that you didn’t deserve, Alex. And not just my heart. You may not be as vile as the bastard who raped Brandy, but at least he never made her believe it was real.”

      “Raped—what?”

      I barrel on, cringing as I remember that of course he doesn’t know, as I didn’t know until college.

      “Here’s what I need you to do. Remember the past all you want, but don’t you dare talk about it to me. You’ve made it pretty damn clear you want me back in New York sooner rather than later. So unless you’re planning to finish what you started in the parking lot, I don’t see the point of a warm and fuzzy trip down memory lane.”

      We’ve been slowly taxiing down the runway, and I bite my lower lip as Marci announces that we need to fasten our seatbelts for takeoff. Then I tilt my head back and close my eyes, anticipating the rush of the engine and the thrust of acceleration as the plane picks up speed to leave the earth behind.

      I’m not a pilot, but learning to fly is on my bucket list. I want to experience that thrill. That release that comes with knowing that the only thing keeping me alive is my skill and the quality of the machine that’s cradling me.

      I don’t exhale until we’re in the air, then open my eyes and swivel my chair to face Devlin again. He’s watching me intently, as if I’m a puzzle he can’t quite solve.

      “What?” I say.

      He hesitates, then says simply, “Nothing.”

      I consider pressing him for a real answer, but I’m not sure I’d like what I’d hear. I know what I do—chase adrenaline, flirt with death—and I know why I do it. But I like to believe that I’m not transparent. That when people see me, they just see a woman who likes a good time.

      But Devlin’s peeked under the surface already. He nailed me that first night. Danger, he’d said. And he’d been right.

      So, no. That’s not a question I ask. I’m not ready to hear his analysis of me. Instead, I study his face as if I’ve been pondering nothing more interesting than gossip about this billionaire philanthropist, and say, “Why Peter? Back when you came to Laguna Cortez, I mean. Why did you end up working for Peter?”

      He hesitates, and I think he’s going to blow off my question. But then he settles back, takes a sip of Scotch, and says, “My dad knew him, and when I said I wanted to work before going to college, he called Peter. As far as he knew, Peter was hell-on-wheels in construction and rental management.”

      I lean back into the buttery leather and cross my legs, one black Chanel pump dangling from my toe. Since I wasn’t sure about today’s itinerary, I dressed in slacks, a button down, and a tailored jacket. Considering the environment, I’m feeling a bit like a corporate mogul.

      “How did they know each other?”

      “Some sort of business dealings. I never specifically asked.”

      “You told me once you didn’t want to be there.”

      “No. I didn’t.” He lets his gaze roam over me, down my chest, over my crossed legs, down to the shoe dangling from my toes. I should tell him to stop. That this falls outside the parameters I’ve set. But I know he’ll deny doing anything. And as for me…

      Well, I can’t deny that I like the way my nipples tighten and my pussy clenches. I like that we’re playing at balancing on a tightrope over red hot coals.

      Mostly, I like that he makes me feel.

      “You were the only thing good about those days,” he continues. He’s lost the clipped, professional tone, and I hear real emotion in his voice. The kind that makes my insides flutter, even though I shouldn’t want them to flutter at all. “That,” he continues, “and learning about the business. The organization. The accounting. Practical skills I still use today. But if it weren’t for you, I would have bolted so much earlier.”

      “Devlin,” I begin, but he cuts me off.

      “Is that really what you want?”

      I frown. “What?”

      “To finish what we started.” His voice is low and measured and full of heat.

      I have to lick my lips my mouth is so dry, and I squeeze my thighs together as I whisper, “Yes.”

      I’m pretty sure the temperature in the cabin has shot up ten degrees, and beads of sweat pop up between my breasts.

      “It’s not a good idea.” That’s what his words say. His voice suggests something different.

      “No?” I unbuckle my seat belt, not letting myself think about what I’m doing and not caring that the fasten seat belt sign is still on. “I think it’s a stellar idea.” I stand up, then move the short distance to him. And, very deliberately, I straddle him, thanking whoever designed this jet for the wonderful, roomy chairs.

      “Ellie.”

      I hear the protest in his voice, but he makes no move to shove me off. I close my hands around his neck and slide my hips forward until I’m grinding against his wonderfully hard cock.

      “You owe me this,” I say, taking one hand off his neck to grab one of his hands. I press it over my breast, and hold it there, then watch the heat—the need—flood his face.

      And, yes, I revel in victory when he tightens his grip, his thumb and forefinger pinching my nipple through the thin silk of my bra.

      “You had the chance to fuck me out of your system,” I say. “You knew you were leaving. I was your goodbye fuck. Your goddamn swan song.” My hips are moving, grinding, and I want his fingers on my core. I want him to make me come.

      “You got your closure, you bastard. But you left me hanging and lost and alone.”

      “Ellie—”

      I press my hand to his mouth as I bend forward, my lips brushing his ear as my fingers fumble at his fly. “Alex Leto owes me, but I want Devlin Saint to pay. Fuck me,” I demand. “Goddammit, you owe me that.”

      I pull back, expecting to see fury in his eyes. Instead I see heat and desire and a need as greedy as my own, so vibrant it shimmers in the air between us. Our breath mingles, and I brace myself for him to throw me to the ground. To strip me bare and fuck me hard.

      Then I feel his hands at my waist and know that this is it.

      Except his touch is gentle. And as he shifts me back, all he says is, “No.”

      I lash out, landing a hard slap against his left cheek.

      The bastard barely even flinches.

      I’m still straddling his thighs, my palm stinging and my breath coming hard when I hear the squawk of the intercom followed by Gregg’s voice.

      “Mr. Saint, there’s a call for Ms. Holmes.”

      “Thank you,” he says, his eyes still hard on mine.

      I scramble off him, adjusting my clothes as he takes the satellite phone out of the console near his chair and passes it to me. I take it, carefully avoiding his touch and his eyes.

      “Roger?” I’d realized that I’d be out of touch in the air. It was a short flight, but since I’d been trained to always be available, I’d texted Anna during the drive. She’d given me the number of the satellite line and I’d had my calls forwarded.

      “Great job on the Myers article,” he says as I settle back in my seat, taking deep breaths to try to steady myself. “You went over and above. It’ll be featured on the site tomorrow.”

      “That’s great. Is that why you called?”

      “I wanted to get an ETA on the profile.”

      “I’m shooting for the end of the week,” I tell him. “I’m actually on my way to Vegas right now with Mr. Saint.” My voice, I think, sounds entirely normal.

      “Excellent. It’ll be tight, but we should be able to get it in before next month’s issue gets put to bed.”

      I do some mental calculations and agree.

      “How about the rest?” Roger asks gently. “Any news on your uncle?”

      “Working on it.” I take a deep breath. “Okay, the truth is I wanted to talk to you about that. Do you have a sec?”

      “Come on, kid. You know I always have a second for you.”

      I squirm a bit. Roger’s always been a great mentor, and I appreciate the hell out of it, but I always feel a little squidgy when it’s right there in my face. Because why do I deserve that? Hell, why do I even deserve to still be here when my mom and dad and Peter are all gone?

      “Did I lose you?”

      “Sorry,” I say, looking up to see Devlin watching me. I turn away, not sure if I’m embarrassed or angry. Mostly angry.

      I force the thoughts out of my head and focus on Roger. “Listen, remember when I told you this research about Peter might only be for me? That you shouldn’t plan on an article?”

      “Of course.”

      “Well, the more I think about it, the more I want to publish. Because I can’t make a difference if I keep it all in my head.”

      “No, you can’t.”

      “You’re the one who’s always told me that, and you’re right.” I shift in the seat, gathering my thoughts. “I always thought I’d be a cop, but when I actually started, the job didn’t do it for me. But journalism? This is my jam. Because I can make a real difference.”

      “You’re thinking about your uncle getting caught up with The Wolf.”

      “Exactly. One man with tentacles that reached far and wide who destroyed innocent lives. Peter’s. Mine.”

      “I agree. It would make a great story.”

      “That’s not all. I want to investigate how it was that The Wolf was never caught or convicted. As far as I’m concerned, he must have had a small army of folks in law enforcement and the judiciary in his pocket. And I want to dig deep into the repercussions of what he did.”

      “So not a personal essay,” Roger says. I swivel in the chair, and as I do, I see Devlin studying me, the corners of his mouth pulled down.

      “Right. I want to do a hard news piece. From the addicts who consumed The Wolf’s drugs to the mules who carried them to the people he sucked in and used like Uncle Peter. I want to tell the stories of the victims like me who lost family and friends, all because one man wanted power and money, and was willing to take it any way he could.”

      “That’s ambitious kid.”

      I bristle. “Are you saying no?”

      I hear Roger draw in a breath. “I’m saying it’s a personal story and a big commitment for something that’s not breaking news. But I’m not saying no. I’m saying we’ll talk more after the profile is turned in. What the DSF is accomplishing in Nevada is timely. Your uncle’s story can run anytime.”

      I relax. “Yes, boss.”

      “Good work, Holmes. Keep me updated.”

      I hang up, then lean back, feeling pretty smug. His timeliness concern is legit, but I want to show that the ripples reach out even to the present—I’m a walking example of someone whose entire reality was flipped upside down after learning that I’d been fed the wrong narrative a decade ago.

      And I bet when I talk to Millie’s prisoner, I’ll be able to show even more ripples.

      I turn to Devlin. “Well, at least that went well.”

      “It would be a mistake.”

      I sigh. I know damn well he’s not talking about my work. “We’ll have to agree to disagree.”

      He’s silent for so long I open my satchel and start reviewing my notes.

      “I see why you’re drawn to journalism,” he says after fifteen thick minutes of silence. “You’ve always craved answers, and if you can’t find your own, then the next best thing is to help other people.”

      I look over at him. “I don’t need to be analyzed. Least of all by you.”

      He shrugs. “Fair enough. But do you think this is the story to chase? The Wolf is gone. Shouldn’t you focus on something that will make a difference? Not something that’s a decade old?”

      I gape at him. “How can you say that? Peter got caught in that bastard’s web, and it killed him. It put a target on your back. It uprooted your whole damn life. Don’t you want answers? Don’t you want it to really and truly be over?”

      I watch his throat move as he swallows. Then his eyes lock on mine.

      “I do,” he finally says. “More than you can possibly know.”
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      I went to Vegas once with Brandy right after college. We stayed at one of the cheaper casinos on the strip. We gambled, drank, pigged out at the buffet, watched a few shows—and never even left the casino. As far as hotels went, it felt like somebody had given a chain motel a shot of adrenaline. There were no luxuries other than watered-down drinks served for free if you sat at a table or slot machine long enough. And, of course, non-branded shampoo and soap in the room.

      I managed to return home with a total of ten dollars more than I’d come with, not counting the cost of my share of the room. At the time, I considered that a win. I’d also thought the casino was pretty damn impressive.

      Clearly, I was young and naive.

      The Phoenix is located on the famous Las Vegas Strip, but Devlin tells me that it’s at one of the newer ends and intentionally set off from most of the traffic.

      “We want to draw tourists, but this place serves a dual purpose, so having a slightly smaller crowd is acceptable as long as we’re ultimately making enough to cover costs of the hotel and casino, as well as rehab and education.”

      “Rehab and education?” I ask as the driver turns into a long driveway leading to a huge, elegant building featuring a large center space with two tall towers on either side and a shorter one in the back. He continues on, then pulls to a stop under the porte-cochere.

      “I’ll explain in a minute,” Devlin says as the valet opens the door and offers me a hand. Devlin follows me out, then ushers me inside. And that’s when I realize we are definitely not in Kansas—or on the other end of the Strip—anymore.

      The place is gorgeous. Decorated in a contemporary style, it’s all sleek lines and beautiful, functional art, like the light fixtures that fill the main room with a warm glow, the steel and leather furniture in the reception area, and the brass and glass bar in the far corner that seems to act as a gateway to a casino beyond.

      “The casino is in this section,” Devlin says. “And the towers are for hotel guests. We’ll be staying in one of the suites.”

      We?

      He’d said I’d have my own room, but I don’t question him on it. I’m not sure what he’s thinking, but my words to Brandy are still at the forefront of my mind. Closure.

      And despite being shut down on the plane, I’m still all about that plan.

      “—and education center.”

      I look up, frowning. “Sorry. Could you say that again?”

      “I said that there’s a corridor at the back of the retail space that leads to the third tower, albeit a significantly shorter one. That’s where the foundation’s local office is located. It’s also where we house rescued women and children while they undergo rehab, education, and job-training.”

      “That’s incredible,” I say. “How many people?”

      “Maximum capacity is just shy of five-hundred. We’re at about fifty-percent occupancy right now.”

      I nod, my throat feeling a bit thick as I realize that means there are about two-hundred and fifty women and kids living in that hotel right now who’ve been victims of human trafficking.

      “You’re doing incredible work here.”

      “I know,” he says, with more than a little pride in his voice. He’s looking straight into my eyes when he adds, “It means a lot that you think so.”

      I swallow, and for a moment we just stand like that. No tension. No fear. No loss. It feels like it used to, and my heart skitters with the knowledge that maybe some part of what we had isn’t dead. Maybe we’ll never get it back again, but at least it hasn’t blown away like ashes in the wind.

      Then in a poof it all disappears when a woman’s voice calls out, “Devlin.” I look up in response to see Anna striding toward us, her heels clicking on the polished floor.

      “Anna?” His brow furrows.

      “I have you set up in the Dean Martin suite with Ms. Holmes across the hall in Sinatra.”

      “Tamra was supposed to be on-site this trip. And she had me set up in the Sammy Davis suite. I understood it was available.”

      “She had to deal with a conflict. I offered to be on-site.”

      I see Devlin’s brow furrow. “Did she say what conflict?”

      She shakes her head. “No, just that it was one of our international partners, and that she’d call you later. I did mention the room change to Ms. Danvers,” Anna continues. “I thought this arrangement would better suit Ms. Holmes. And ensure that we won’t disturb her when we have our meetings.”

      She flashes me a quick, thin smile. Perfectly polite, and yet something hot and angry coils inside me. Something a lot like jealousy. Which is ridiculous, as I have no claim on this man.

      Her attention shifts back to Devlin. “Tamra seemed to think it was an excellent idea.”

      “Fine,” Devlin says. “You have the keys?”

      She hands him two keycard envelopes.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow morning at ten. In the office. I’ll take it from here.”

      Again, Anna smiles at me. “Of course. Good evening, Ellie. Let me know if there’s anything you need for your article.”

      I manage what I hope is a friendly smile. “Thanks so much.”

      She leaves, and I wait, expecting Devlin to lead the way to our rooms. Instead, he pulls out his phone and dials. “Tamra. Talk to me.”

      He’s silent for a bit, except for some low noises in his throat. “Fine. I’ll take care of the mix up. And what about our international issue? Tonight? Christ, I—”

      He casts a sharp glance toward me, but I can’t read a thing on his face. “No, no. It’s an inconvenience, but obviously I’ll adjust. You’ll fix the reservation? Okay. Yes. Alright, I need to go and fix the room situation. Right. Bye.”

      I lift a brow, but he holds up a finger, then dials again as he starts walking, signaling me to join him. “Carmen,” he says, as we pass by a stunning abstract sculpture and turn left into a hallway that had been previously hidden, “I thought I was clear that I wanted the Davis suite. Yes, I know, but she misunderstood.”

      We pause at an elevator bank, and he continues. “I’ll use my master. Have them bring the luggage. Terrific,” he says as we step onto the elevator. “Thanks so much, Carmen. I can always trust you to keep things running smoothly.”

      He hangs up, then presses twenty-seven, the top floor.

      “Who’s Carmen?”

      “An assistant general manager. She was one of our first rescues. She works with Dimitri, the casino manager.”

      “Rescues?”

      “She was trafficked when she was twenty. Taken while she was backpacking through Europe with friends. She survived. Her friend wasn’t so lucky.”

      I realize my hand is in front of my mouth as I say, “How did she end up here?”

      “One of the organizations we fund is the Beyond Project. You know that, right?”

      “Of course. Their work with your foundation is at the heart of my article. Its mission is to investigate and then try to facilitate the rescue of trafficking victims. We’re meeting with some of their reps tonight, right?”

      “Exactly. Well, when Beyond became aware of the particular ring that held Carmen, we funded their research efforts and acted as a liaison between Beyond and a paramilitary organization that was sent in as part of the rescue team.”

      “Paramilitary,” I repeat. “I didn’t realize the DSF was so—” I shake my head, looking for the word. “Proactive, I guess.”

      “The majority of foundation dollars go to research, education, and rehabilitation. But a significant amount goes to rescue. To the extent our partners become aware of a situation that can be remediated, the DSF will consider underwriting that effort.”

      “Consider,” I repeat, as the elevator slides to a stop.

      “We vet everything,” he says. “From the proposed team the beneficiary organization wants to send in, to the veracity of the claim.”

      “You think someone might fake a situation?”

      “I think people can be both more vile and more caring than we know. And unless you do your homework, you never truly know what side of the line they fall on. So I’m not inclined to act impetuously about anything. There’s always the risk someone will get hurt.”

      He meets my eyes and I see an unexpected flicker of warmth. He looks away, gesturing for me to step off the elevator ahead of him. “My goal is to mitigate that pain. It always has been.”

      My heart does a little flip, and I pause to look at him as he steps into the hall beside me. I can’t help but wonder if he’s talking about me. About the way he left. But unless that’s the most backassward apology ever, I don’t get it.

      I could ask. Could push him to explain what he means. But I don’t. Maybe I’m afraid to hear the truth. Maybe he’ll say that he knew leaving would destroy me, and the moment he does, it will be even more real than it’s been in my heart.

      Or maybe he’ll say that he had to go, because it was the only way to protect me. But that’s no better, because I’m not ready to believe that. And I’m sure as hell not ready to forgive him.

      So instead, I go with, “Were you part of the rescue?”

      His brow furrows and his head tilts slightly to the side as he asks, “Why would you think that?”

      “I don’t know. Ronan said you met in the military.” I shrug, feeling sheepish. “But since you obviously aren’t in uniform these days, I guess that was a stupid idea.”

      He doesn’t answer. Just strides down the corridor, me walking quickly beside him. We head to the end of the hallway where two bellmen are taking our luggage into a room.

      “Wait—aren’t we in separate rooms?”

      “I moved us to the Davis suite.”

      “Us?”

      His eyes narrow, and I see just the hint of a smile on his lips as he says. “Don’t worry. We each have our own bedrooms.”

      “Why?” I ask, not sure what answer I want to hear.

      There is no expression whatsoever on his face when he says, very slowly, “Because I want you nearby.”

      “I—oh.” I swallow, and I’m about to ask why again, but the bellmen return to the doorway.

      Devlin tips and thanks them, then holds the door open as he gestures me inside.

      I take one step, then stop dead, soaking it all in. I shouldn’t be surprised. After all, I saw the lobby, but I’d still been walking with that picture of the room I’d shared with Brandy. Roomy, but drab.

      This room is the polar opposite of drab.

      “Wow.” I stop in the doorway, breathing in the scent of roses that top an ornamental table in the entryway. “This place is incredible.” And it is. With overstuffed sofas and chairs, bookshelves filled with a variety to rival any library, a bar cart, and French doors that open onto an outdoor sitting area.

      He nods toward a door to the left. “Your room,” he says. “Why don’t you go unpack? We have just enough time for the grand tour before we go meet the Beyond team for appetizers.”

      “I thought it was dinner.”

      “Change of plans. Turns out I’ve been double-booked.”

      “No problem.” I want to meet the Beyond Team, but the idea of a full-on business meeting is a bit intimidating. This sounds just as useful from a story perspective. I’ll get the basics, along with contact info for follow-ups.

      “I brought a black cocktail dress,” I tell him. “Is that appropriate? I can run down to one of the boutiques…” I’d seen several shops advertised in the lobby. Apparently there’s a retail section just off the casino.

      His eyes skim lightly over my body, warming me from the inside. “I think a black dress sounds perfect.”

      “Don’t,” I whisper. I press my lips together, then breathe in deep through my nose. Then I tilt my head up and face him. “Are you sleeping with Anna? Is that it?”

      His brow furrows. “What?”

      “You want me. Not forever—I get that. But you want me. I see it in your eyes. Hell, I felt it in your cock. On the plane. In the parking lot. I even saw it in your goddamn office when you were trying so damn hard to shut me down.”

      I take a step toward him, forcing myself to go on. “And you know perfectly well what I want. A hard, fast, ruthless fuck, Mr. Saint. I want you to take me hard enough to burn you and Alex and my goddamn memories from my brain. Just in case you weren’t clear on that point.”

      A muscle twitches in his cheek. “I think I got the message.”

      “Did you? Because I don’t see you slamming me against the wall. I don’t feel your tongue in my mouth or your cock in my pussy. And after every invitation I’ve given you the only reason I can think is that something’s holding you back. Because God knows, you’re no gentleman. I learned that one the hard way.”

      “Ellie—”

      “Which is why I figure you’re fucking your assistant. So I’ll ask you one more time. Are you banging Anna Lindstrom?”

      “No. Not that it’s any of your business, but no. I’m not.”

      I stand there for a moment, a little wobbly. I’d been so sure. “Well, then,” I say. “I guess it must be me.”

      A moment passes. Then another.

      “I guess it must,” he finally says. “Now go get changed. I don’t want to be late.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “I’m sorry we couldn’t spend more time,” Nora Prescott says as Devlin signs for the check. “It’s been wonderful catching up with you, Devlin. And such a pleasure to meet you, Ellie.”

      “It was great to meet you, too,” I tell her. “Both of you.” Nora and Franklin Prescott founded The Beyond Project five years ago, and, as I learned today, they were the first organization that received a grant from the then-newly endowed Devlin Saint Foundation. “I appreciate you answering so many of my questions. I’m afraid this wasn’t quite as social an evening as you three may have planned.”

      “Nonsense,” Franklin says. “We’re happy to help in any way we can. Knowledge is like sunshine in this world. The more light that shines, the more darkness we conquer. This man knows that,” he adds, pointing to Devlin. “Don’t you?”

      “I do my best,” Devlin says now, though he doesn’t look in my direction. I’m not surprised. He’s hardly been shining that light on himself, after all. Not to me. Not to the world.

      That fact, however, hasn’t made me any less aware of his presence beside me. If anything, it’s added an extra buzz to the already vibrating air between us. It’s as if now that we’ve acknowledged the desire—now that we’ve opened the tug-of-war—the sparks are going to continue to burn until either he gives in or we return to California.

      With any other man, I wouldn’t doubt my odds. But Devlin Saint has lived a lie for over a decade. And I’m not sure that my desire is any match for his determination and willpower.

      “Call me for whatever you need,” Nora says. “You have my numbers.”

      “Thank you,” I say, patting my phone, which is face-down on the table, no longer recording the conversation. Earlier, she’d texted me her contact information. So even though much of the conversation was chatty and social, I know that I can circle back if I need to know more about the Beyond Project.

      We’d met them here just over an hour ago after taking a quick tour of the middle tower where the rescued women and children live, as well as the bustling satellite office for the DSF.

      “What about men?” I asked

      “We have a separate facility,” he said. “We don’t take their trauma any less seriously, but we do understand that the female victims need the space. We have a converted house just outside of town for the male victims.”

      He told me more details as we’d walked through the tower’s public area where mothers and children played, single women read, and small lectures took place in corners, complete with white boards and digital enhancements.

      The Beyond Project, I’d learned, brought volunteers in to do the actual teaching and then to help with job placement. “It’s a symbiotic relationship,” Devlin told me as Anna joined us, then led a quick tour through the office space.

      I’d been impressed and told him as much before we met Nora and Franklin. Now, walking back to our suite with all the additional information crammed into my head, I’m even more impressed.

      “I shouldn’t be,” I say after telling him as much.

      “Why not?” he asks as we step onto the elevator. “At the risk of seeming immodest, what we’ve accomplished is damned impressive.”

      “I just mean that I know you. What you can accomplish.” I’m showing my heart too much, but I don’t care. I saw a bit of his tonight, albeit reflected through Nora and Franklin. “You’ve done yourself proud.”

      He blinks. It’s such a tiny reaction, but it warms me up, like cocoa on a winter’s night. Because it’s the first time I’ve truly disarmed him. And when he smiles and says, “Thank you,” I want to hold the moment close to my heart and cherish it.

      “I miss it, you know,” I say softly as the elevator glides to a stop at our floor.

      “What’s that?”

      “Times like tonight. Our conversations. The way we would spend hours sitting and talking. I used to think I could tell you anything.”

      “You could,” he says.

      “I know,” I say. “But not now.”

      “No,” he agrees. “Not now.”
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      I consider going down to the casino to gamble since Devlin has a meeting tonight, but he suggests I stay in and work on my article. “I’ll take you around the casino tomorrow,” he promises. “Trust me. It will be more fun if you’re with the owner.”

      That’s when I realize that, like the fleet of jets, Devlin owns this casino personally, and he donates the space for the foundation. It’s another fun fact that I put in the warm and fuzzy column, and I’m not sure that the growing list of Good Things About Devlin is making it easier to like him or harder to know he’s not mine.

      None of which matters in the grand scheme of things. I’m here to write an article, and he’s here to work. And since he’s actually right, I go into my bedroom to change into sweats and a T-shirt, then come back into the living room so I can stream bad reality TV while I work on my article.

      I’m booting up my computer when the room phone rings. I start to call for Devlin, then decide to just answer it myself.

      “Ellie,” Tamra says. “How good to hear your voice. I hope you’re enjoying Nevada.”

      “So far, so good,” I tell her. “The Phoenix is amazing.”

      “It really is, isn’t it? I’m sorry I had to stay in California. I hope everything’s going smoothly.”

      “On my end, absolutely. Devlin’s changing clothes to go to some meeting. Do you need me to get him?”

      “Don’t bother. Just tell him everything is set for the casino meeting.”

      “Will do. Poor guy.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      There’s a hint of alarm in her voice, and I hurry to explain. “No, no, I’m just teasing. He offered to take me to the casino tomorrow. If I’d known he had to go to one tonight I would have held off and told him I could just go by myself.”

      “Oh!” Her laugh is thin. “We’ll, it’s Vegas. I don’t suppose you can get too much of the casino life, can you?”

      “Guess we’ll decide that after I tally up tomorrow’s losings.”

      She laughs, and I hang up then cross the room and knock on Devlin’s door. “Tamra called,” I begin at the same time that he says, “Come in.”

      “She said to tell you that the casino meeting —” I push open the door, then stop dead in my tracks, completely and totally enraptured. Because right now he’s wearing only jeans, the fly half-open as they sit on his hips, his upper body completely, deliciously bare.

      I knew he was gorgeous—hell, he always has been—but I’d been holding the memory of a boy in my mind. Nineteen, true, but still a boy.

      Devlin Saint, however, is a man, and a very ripped one at that. Where once had been a skinny torso there’s now the broad chest and well-defined abs of a man who works out regularly. I’d seen his strength when he’d pulled me off of Mr. GT, then felt it when he’d held me tight in his arms. But he’d been covered then, that impressive body hidden under a veil of clothes.

      He doesn’t look like a saint at all. Instead, he’s a fallen angel. A man with power and poise and a dangerous edge. And right now, he’s looking at me with so much heat it’s a wonder I don’t melt into the floor.

      “The meeting?” he prods, and it takes a short eternity for me to figure out what the devil he’s talking about.

      “Oh. Set. The casino meeting is set.”

      He nods. “Good to know,” he says, then pulls on a long-sleeved black Henley.

      He looks at me, and I see the naked desire on his face. But he only cocks a brow and says, “Is there something else?”

      I want to cry out that yes, yes, of course there’s something else. I want to trail my fingers over his bare skin. I want to feel his lips against mine. I want to burn with this man, so hot and fast and wild that every memory of our past turns to ash, the pain and loss scattering like so much dust in the wind.

      But I say none of that.

      All I do is shake my head as I whisper, “No. That’s all.” And as I walk silently back to my room, all I can think is how damned unfortunate it is that after everything he took from me, he still won’t give me closure.
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      I wake disoriented, unsure what roused me. The room is dark except for a single shaft of light cutting across the living area, and I sit up, groggy, and realize that I fell asleep on the sofa while watching the news and working on my article.

      The television, however, is off.

      My mind’s still fuzzy, and so I don’t realize that Devlin must have turned it off when he returned until I hear a muffled curse, a sharp bang, and the musical clatter of broken glass.

      I’m on my feet and through his cracked-open door in an instant. I stop cold, drawn up by the shock of seeing the most together man I’ve ever known standing with his body so tense it’s a wonder he doesn’t snap, his hair wild around his face, and his unseeing-eyes burning like a feral creature. He’s in the far corner, his body angled toward me and the desk opposite him. The wall behind it is stained. Shards of glass from a shattered vase cover the desk, and the air is heavy with the pungent scent of rose petals.

      I must make a sound, because he shifts his weight toward me, and I see the moment when he realizes I’m standing there. When he’s no longer lost in the fury that has grabbed him, and I become the object of whatever passion has overtaken him.

      He takes a step toward me, but I don’t move. My heart is pounding, and I don’t know if it’s fear or excitement or lust or need. All I know is that this moment is charged. Intense. Wild.

      And, damn me, I want to burn in the heat of it.

      Another step, so he’s right in front of me, a wall of pent-up energy. Anger, maybe. Frustration, definitely. Regret, probably.

      He looms above me, and though reflex almost sends me backwards, I plant my feet, stay right where I am, and tilt my head back so that my eyes meet his. Earlier, I’d changed into sleep shorts and a tank top with no bra, and now my nipples are hard against the thin material.

      His gaze locks me in place, and my breath comes hard. I want to speak—hell, I want to beg—but I don’t want to break the spell.

      Slowly, he lifts his hand, then trails his fingertips lightly down the side of my face, just barely brushing my lips before descending further to graze my neck. He cups me there, his hand encircling my throat as he moves closer, the pressure of his hand steering me backward until I’m against his bedroom wall, unable to go any further.

      He keeps me pinned there with his hand, then slowly rakes his gaze over me as his other hand follows, trailing up my bare thigh, then over the thin cotton of my shorts. His fingertip teases the strip of skin between shorts and top before skimming lightly upward, only to end up cupped over my breast, his thumb brushing lightly over my tight, sensitive nipple.

      “Closure, Ellie? That’s not what you need, and it sure as hell isn’t what you want.” His hand tightens on my neck, and I lift my chin. I can breathe just fine, but there’s no denying I’m at his mercy, just as there’s no denying that I’m so wet I can feel the slickness on my thighs.

      “It’s not closure,” he repeats. “You want the danger. The knife edge.” He leans closer, then whispers, so close I feel the scratch of his beard against my ear, “You want me to throw a match into the gasoline and make you burn.”

      I whimper. Because oh, dear God, he’s right.

      “Do you have any idea how vulnerable you are right now?”

      I swallow, my throat moving against his hand as electricity crackles between us.

      He pulls his hand from my neck, but doesn’t release me. Instead, he holds me in place by gripping both shoulders, moving even closer to me as he does, so that I feel the brush of his jeans against my thighs, the heat of him penetrating my thin shorts. I’m bare underneath, and I’m aching for him, both craving and dreading the moment when he releases the tight hold on whatever fury is roiling around inside him.

      He runs his hands down my arms until he reaches my wrists. Then, in one rough movement, he tugs my hands above my head, pinning them to the wall with one hand as his body presses against the rest of me, trapping me completely.

      I was a cop, and I grew up in a cop’s household. I’m no stranger to self-defense. But I’m a small woman, and I’m no match for this man. I know it. He knows it.

      I’m breathing fast, but he’s perfectly calm as he bends his mouth to my ear and whispers. “Right now I own you. You’re one hundred percent at my mercy, and you don’t have a clue what I’ll do. That turns you on, doesn’t it, baby? That danger? That fear. I need to hear you say it, baby. Whisper it and make me hard.”

      I close my eyes, wishing I could deny it. But there’s no point. He knows the truth. It does scare me. That vulnerability. The loss of control.

      I’ve been calling the shots with the men I fuck for years now. Forceful. Demanding. Taking what I wanted and then walking the hell away.

      But this—oh, God—this is what I’ve craved. And Devlin is the only man who’s ever seen it.

      “Yes,” I whisper. “You know it is.”

      “I do,” he says, sliding my tank top up so that my breasts are exposed and my face is covered. I suck in a breath, then start when I feel his tongue on my nipple.

      “Here’s how I know it, too,” he says, then grazes his teeth over my breast. “Your puckered nipple. This hard little pebble.” He takes my nipple in his mouth and sucks, a tremor runs through me with the force of an orgasm.

      “Tell me you liked that,” he says, as one of his hands slides down my ribs, over the curve of my waist, and then over the jersey material of my shorts. He teases the tip of his finger along the hem of the shorts that grazes my inner thigh. I’m not wearing underwear, and the shorts weren’t designed for modesty. And the gentle brush of his skin in such a sensitive area is firing every sense in my body.

      “I bet your pussy is throbbing right now, and you’re biting your tongue to keep from begging me. You want to beg me to touch you, to slide my fingers deep inside you. But you’re fighting it. Not wanting to give me the satisfaction.”

      He tugs on my earlobe with his teeth. “I’ll tell you a secret, baby. I’m already satisfied just knowing how wet you are for me.” He moves his finger as he speaks, sliding it back and forth along my slit, but never penetrating. I don’t want him to know how much he’s making me burn, but I can’t help myself. I move my hips, gyrating in demand, and then I actually whimper.

      “Christ, Ellie, do you know how sexy that sounds? How hard you’re making me?”

      His voice is raw, and I can imagine the lines of his face. The heat in his eyes. I can’t actually see him, but that’s okay. I like this. Being on display for him. Being a plaything for him. Letting him take control and knowing that I’m reaping the benefit.

      His hand slides down the outside of my thigh until he’s cupping me behind the knee. “Should I lift your leg like this and hook it around my waist? Pull your shorts aside so I can see that sweet pussy?”

      He draws up my leg as if in demonstration, and I hear him groan. I draw in a breath, realizing that, with my loose shorts, he must have seen every intimate inch of me.

      He bends my leg and settles the inside of my knee against his hip. “Stay like that,” he says, using his now-free hand to trace a path from my knee down the crevice where my thigh hits my torso. Behind my shirt, I close my eyes, biting my lower lip as I anticipate his next move. His finger under my shorts, then thrusting deep inside of me.

      But it doesn’t happen.

      “Anticipation, baby,” he murmurs, his breath teasing my ear as his finger traces back and forth along the crevice as I shift my hips, silently begging for a deeper touch. “But not just for this,” he says as his fingers finally—finally—graze my pussy, barely stroking my folds. “You want it deeper. Harder. Tell me, baby.”

      “Yes,” I say, my voice raw with need. “Yes, please.”

      His fingers slip inside me, but barely. Not even up to the first knuckle. Just enough to entice and make my body start to clench. Just enough to get his fingers wet so I feel it when he withdraws, then traces his way up over my mound, around my navel, and then up to my right breast.

      His fingers are still slick as he rolls my nipple between his digits, his mouth closing over my breast and sucking hard as he tugs on my other nipple in time with the intensity of his suckling. All the while I’m losing my mind, my back arched, my hips thrusting forward as I press my body against him, shamelessly rubbing my pussy against the bulge in his jeans because oh, God, I have nothing to lose now.

      “You want this,” he repeats, pulling back enough so that when he speaks, his breath is cool on my wet nipple. “Right now, you’re mine, and that makes you hot.”

      I’m still blind from the shirt over my eyes, pinned in place by the strength in his arms, and utterly exposed. My breath is ragged, my breasts tingling, my inner thighs aching.

      I’m totally vulnerable.

      “Tell me,” he says.

      “Yes.” The word is barely breath. Like the air I’m floating on.

      “I like it too,” he says. “Right now, I fucking own you.”

      A shiver cuts through me. He’s right. I like this. I like it way too much. I don’t know what upset him tonight, but I’m glad it did. It shifted him. Released him. And, yes, he’s finally giving me my closure.

      He releases my arms, telling me not to move, then pulls the tank up over my head and tosses it aside. Then he cups his hands over mine and slowly—so deliciously, temptingly slowly—runs his palms down over my arms, my torso, my waist, then my hips.

      Gently, he lowers my leg, which is starting to cramp a bit tucked up around him. Then he traces his fingertip over the waistband of my baggy shorts and very gently tugs them over my hips before letting them fall to my feet.

      His eyes stay on mine the entire time, and I realize with a start that they’re sandy brown. My mind is in a muddle, so I don’t think much of it, but somewhere in the fuzz, I wonder if he took his contacts out when he was banging around with such anger and frustration.

      That question evaporates from my thoughts as he sinks to his knees, kissing his way down from my cleavage to my pussy, until I can’t keep my arms above me any longer, and I bend over and claw at his shoulders as his mouth closes over me, his tongue taking me right to the edge, until I’m bucking against him, so close, so close, so close—

      And then he pulls away, looking up at me with a wicked grin as I’m gasping and trying to get my bearings.

      He takes a step back, and I make a whimper of protest. He chuckles. “Oh, no, baby. We aren’t even close to done.”

      He peels his shirt off and tosses it behind him onto the floor.

      He unbuttons his jeans next, then unzips the fly. I stare, bold and brazen as he strips down, first taking out his wallet and tossing it onto the mattress, then taking his briefs with him as he peels off his jeans until he’s left wearing absolutely nothing, his cock hard and perfect and so damn tempting.

      It’s the first time I’ve ever seen it. All those years ago, I’d been too inexperienced—hell, too shy—to really look. Now, as the storm inside me builds, I can’t believe I missed out on ten solid years of amazing fantasy material.

      I swallow, already imagining the way he’ll feel inside me, then look up at him, only to find him looking right back at me. There’d been a fire in him earlier. Something fueled by anger. Frustration. I’m not even sure. A need to grab whatever had gone wrong in the world and make it right, even if the only way to do that was to use me as a proxy.

      Now, though, that heat has shifted. It’s no longer about anger or control or whatever dark emotion had grabbed him. Now, all I see is desire.

      “Why?” I ask, because right then, it’s the only word that can break out past the electrical hum in my head. “Why tonight when you’ve been pushing me away?”

      He steps closer, and I instinctively move back so that I can once again feel the wall behind me. “Does it matter?” he asks as he puts his hands on the wall on either side of my head, then bends close. “Do you really need to know? Or do you just need my hands on you? My mouth claiming yours, my cock deep inside you. Is it going to matter at all why I fuck you tonight when you’re losing your mind because I won’t let you come until you call out my name? Tell me, Ellie. Tell me if you really need to know.”

      He cups my chin with one hand, then holds me steady as he kisses me hard, his body so close to mine, his rock hard cock presses enticingly against my belly. I groan and open to him, spreading my legs as I open my mouth, then gasping when his teeth graze my tongue as his hands move to my ass. He picks me up, and I think he’s going to fuck me right then. Instead, he carries me toward the bed, then puts me down, my body sliding off of his in a way that makes my knees go weak.

      I meet his eyes, and he lifts his brow as he sits on the foot of the bed, leaving me standing in front of him. “What was it you wanted to do on the plane?”

      I hear the tremor in my voice as I ask, “Is that what you want?”

      “Oh, baby, I want that and so much more.” His words are soft and heavy with promise. “I want you on your knees sucking my cock. I want you tied to the bed. I want to take every bit of power and control away from you. I want you spread wide open for me, mine to pleasure or to hurt. To give to or take from. I want to push your limits, and then I want to watch you come. Right now, though, I just want to fuck you.”

      I swallow, his words melting me. I join him on the bed, my legs straddling his. “Condom?”

      The corner of his mouth twitches and he reaches for the wallet he’d tossed onto the bed. He meets my eyes, and I wonder if he’s remembering that night so many years ago. I don’t ask. I don’t want to do anything that might break the spell. Because right now, I’m pretty sure I’ll collapse and die if he doesn’t fuck me.

      He sheathes himself, and though he’s definitely been running this show, I don’t want to wait any longer. I rise up and whisper, “Now, dammit. Do not make me beg.”

      To his credit, he doesn’t, and I lower myself onto him, and I’m so wet and so ready that even though he’s huge, I take him in, relishing the feel of him. The tightness, the friction despite how slippery I am. I rise up, my hands on his shoulders as my thighs work so that I can piston against him, and right then I’ve never been more thankful that I go regularly to the gym.

      I arch back, and as I do, his fingers tease my clit, another connection between us, and while I want so badly to draw this out, there is just no way. I’m too close, and I can feel him, too. His cock tightening inside me, his body tensing, his breath coming shallow. And those delicious murmurs of “yes, baby, oh God, yes” as I ride him like my life depended on it. Like I’m heading toward the promised land. And, you know, I think I truly am.

      And then—oh God oh God oh God—my whole body tightens and I clench around him, and he cries out, “Fuck, yes,” and I lean forward, my body humming as my head rests against his as the tremors cut through both of us until, finally, I’m no longer seeing stars. Instead, I’m looking down at our joined bodies, trying to figure out if this is reality.

      Did I really just fuck the boy I used to love?

      Or was tonight just one more fast fuck with a stranger I’ll never really know?
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      I’m alone when I wake up, and I roll over to check the clock. Three-fifteen.

      I sit up, groggy, and look around the room expecting to see a sliver of light coming from beneath the bathroom door, but it’s dark. We’d moved off the couch, and I’d collapsed, boneless and sated into his bed last night. And though he hadn’t held me like a lover, he’d slipped under the covers beside me.

      I’d fallen asleep knowing that he was there. And liking the feeling far more than I should.

      “Devlin?” I wait, but there’s no answer, and with a frown, I slide out of bed then pad through the suite in search of the man, only to find the suite empty. Frustrated, I turn in a circle, wondering where on earth he could possibly be in the middle of the night.

      Then again, this is Vegas. If you have insomnia, there’s probably no place better.

      I head out to the living area, expecting but not finding a note. I frown, realizing that I’m irritated he hasn’t kept me in the loop. Which, of course, makes no sense. We’re not Ellie and Alex anymore. And while the sex was even more mind numbingly great than I’d expected, that’s all it was. Sex.

      Closure.

      And that’s all I want it to be. Anything else is an unnecessary, messy complication. And who needs that?

      So, no. I can’t complain that he isn’t keeping me informed of his every movement. Except that you’d think he’d at least do me the courtesy of leaving me a note. After all, he took the trouble to write me a note all those years ago when he left for good. Presumably a quick scrawl with Be back soon wouldn’t be too much for him.

      At the risk of seeming needy, I dial his phone—only to have it ring on his side of the bed.

      So much for that plan.

      I debate for a moment, then call down to the front desk.

      “How may I help you, Ms. Holmes?”

      “You just did,” I tell him. “Since you knew it was me, I’m assuming you already know that Mr. Saint isn’t in the room. Does that mean you know where he is?”

      “He’s in the lobby bar. Shall I take him the phone?”

      “No, thank you. That won’t be necessary.” I end the call, then consider going back to bed. I’m sure he probably couldn’t sleep. But the truth is, I’m not sure that I can either, and if he’s having a drink, I want one too. After all, isn’t that the benefit of being in Vegas? Alcohol whenever you want?

      I also wonder why he didn’t just move to the living room. This suite is about four times the size of my apartment in Manhattan. It’s not as if he was going to disturb me if he turned on a light.

      Since I’m still in my tank and shorts, I go to his dresser to look for a T-shirt. Stupidly, I’d only packed work or evening clothes. I know he won’t mind. I’d been talking to him as he unpacked, and when I told him about my wardrobe fail, he’d said I could help myself.

      Except I’ve pulled out the wrong drawer. Instead of T-shirts, I find two pairs of sweatpants. I’m about to close the drawer when I notice the merest gleam of the ambient light hitting something black and familiar.

      My stomach twists. My father was a cop. I was a cop. So I’m not surprised at all when I fold back the clothing to reveal a gunmetal black Glock.

      I stand there, frozen, my mind going a million miles an hour. What the hell is he doing with a gun?

      I turn quickly, covering my six, as if someone is going to jump me for having seen this weapon. And then, just as quickly, I tell myself I’m being silly. The man’s a billionaire. He travels frequently. He’s ex-military. And I’m sure he has enemies. It makes sense that he has a gun.

      I pick it up, then pull back the slide enough to check the chamber. Loaded. I frown, then eject the clip. Full.

      Why would he take the trouble to chamber a round, eject the magazine, then add back that one last bullet?

      And why didn’t he tell me there was a gun in the room? After all, I’m a cop, or a former one, and it’s not as if I’m unfamiliar with weapons.

      Then again, maybe that’s why. Maybe he thinks that I’m still so indebted to law enforcement that I wouldn’t approve.

      I have no answers, but since I’m about to go find him, I’ll just ask him these questions instead of speculating wildly.

      I open the proper drawer, grab a faded blue Tee with the DSF logo, then go to my room for the leggings I’d brought to pair with a thigh-length jacket and black Jimmy Choos. Tonight, I forgo the Choos for my favorite ballet flats.

      I see Devlin as soon as I reach the lobby, sitting at a small cocktail table in the lobby bar that abuts the casino entry. He’s not alone, however, and as I get closer, I see that he’s talking to Ronan Thorne, who I didn’t even realize had come to Vegas, too.

      Thorne sees me before Devlin does, but instead of acknowledging me directly, he nods to Devlin, then jerks his head as if in signal. Devlin turns, and I see a tiny flicker of something that might be annoyance before he smiles and waves me over. “Sorry to abandon you,” he says. ”I thought you were down for the count.”

      “That’s okay,” I tell him, my Spidey sense tingling. “I’m sorry if I’m interrupting.”

      “No. It’s fine.” He gestures to the empty chair, and as I settle onto it, some of the concern that’s been lingering around me like a dark cloud begins to dissipate.

      Thorne looks at me, his expression unreadable. “I think I should go,” he tells Devlin. “We’re good?”

      “I suppose we’ll find out, won’t we? I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      Thorne nods to both of us, then walks towards the exit. I wait until he’s passed through the doors and is out of the building before saying, “I didn’t know Ronan was here.”

      He pulls the tie out of his hair, then runs his fingers through his mane as he says, “Yeah. He came in earlier.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Just business.”

      “Business? It’s after three in the morning.” I hear the accusation in my tone and wish I could call it back.

      “Interestingly, it’s a quite reasonable hour in other parts of the world. Is there a problem?”

      I sag in my seat shaking my head. “No. I’m sorry. The problem is me. I woke up and you weren’t there.” I meet his eyes. “And that really shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “No,” he says, his voice firm. “It shouldn’t be.”

      I ignore the unpleasant twisting in my stomach. What happened in the room—the way he took me higher than I’ve ever been—was supposed to be closure, after all. The final blow that toppled a lingering, raging need.

      “Well, don’t worry,” I say, feeling prickly. “I didn’t drag myself all the way down here because I missed your cock.”

      He lifts a brow. “No?”

      I point to his shirt. “I borrowed.”

      “Well, it looks a lot better on you than it does on me.”

      “I’m not sure about that.” I can picture him, tall and dark and lean, the soft material clinging to his chest and abs. Definitely better.

      “And that sent you rushing downstairs why? Did you think I would mind?” he asks. “After all, I said that you could.”

      “I thought you might mind that I found your gun.”

      One eyebrow quirks up, but otherwise his face doesn’t change at all. In fact, for the briefest instant, it seems to be frozen in time. Then he slowly shakes his head. “Unless you’re planning on going on a shooting spree, I don’t mind at all. Why did you think I would?”

      I shrug. “I was surprised you had it, that’s all. Self-defense, I suppose? I’m assuming you get threats?”

      He signals for the waiter, pointing at his drink and raising two fingers. “I keep it on me when I’m in a crowd or giving a speech. It seems prudent.”

      “You’re trained? Of course you are. The military.”

      Now he leans back, looking interested. “I meant to ask you earlier. What do you know about my time in the service?”

      “Not much,” I admit. “It came up when I researched you—well, when I researched Devlin. According to the Army, you served and were honorably discharged. They weren’t exactly forthcoming with the info.” Then again, I didn’t dig too far. I’d assumed at the time that I’d learn about Devlin Saint from the man himself. After all, I’d had no way of knowing he was a ghost returned from my past.

      “Ronan mentioned you served together, too,” I add. “But I admit I’m not sure. Were you actually in the military? Or is your record as much a fiction as Devlin Saint is?”

      “I assure you, I’m very real, whatever my name might be.” He makes a point of skimming over me with his eyes, his gaze as intense as a touch, and leaving a trail of heat in its wake. “I don’t think a fictional man could have made you scream like that.”

      My mouth is dry, and I reach for his drink, claiming the last ice cube.

      “And yes, my service record is real. As for the gun, I may be a civilian now, but I won’t be lax about personal security. Not in my position. You’re not worried, are you?” Amusement colors his features. “Scared for your safety? Afraid I might be a danger to you?”

      He’s lowered his voice, and the sensual timbre goes straight to my core. I squeeze my legs together, hoping the reaction doesn’t show in my voice. “I eat danger for breakfast, remember?”

      He strokes his beard, his eyes locked on mine. “There are other things you can eat.”

      I raise my brow, forcing myself not to laugh out loud. “So we’ve moved from sniping at each other to joking about sex? Amazing what a fine fuck will do for your state of mind, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” he says, then lifts a brow. “But just fine?”

      Now I really do laugh. “Don’t fish for compliments. And don’t change the subject.”

      “I didn’t realize there was a subject.”

      “There is now, because it just occurred to me.” I lean forward, lowering my voice. “In your office, when we talked about the old Alex and the new Devlin, you said Witness Protection wasn’t involved. So how did you do it, then? It’s one thing to assume an identity and have a low-profile life. But you must have truly covered your tracks to join the military. Did the government help? I mean, were you in a special unit or something?”

      “Let’s just say that I funded the DSF with most of my inheritance but used a large chunk to shore up my new look.” He shrugs. “Among other things, money can buy freedom.”

      The waiter arrives with our drinks. I take a long swallow, considering his answer. It’s not wrong. As far as I’ve seen, money is as close to magic as anything I’ve run across. About the only thing it absolutely can’t do is bring back the dead.

      He picks up his drink but doesn’t take a sip. Instead, he swirls the liquid, studying me from across the table until I break down and demand to know what he’s thinking. “I’m wondering if you trust me.”

      “Hardly. I told you that upstairs. And let’s not forget the part where you popped my cherry and then bolted.”

      He has the good grace to wince. “I wasn’t necessarily speaking about sex. As for our last night, there’s nothing I can say to make that better.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t believe that. I think there’s nothing you will say.” As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I wish I could call them back. Because it’s only in hearing them that I realize they aren’t a brash slap in the face, at all. Instead, they’re an olive branch. Because basically I’ve just told him that I imagine a world wherein he was justified in leaving. A scenario in which he tells me the truth, and I forgive him.

      Which is why I very quickly say, “You hurt me.”

      “Do you think I don’t know that? Do you think I don’t understand that I can never make that up to you? Even telling you how much I want you—how many times I’ve fantasized about you over the years—that hardly makes it better, does it?”

      I shake my head. “It just makes me sad. Especially since I still don’t understand why.”

      “Why?” he repeats. “Fine. I’ll tell you why. I left because I had to. Because there’s never been anything I wouldn’t do to protect you.”

      “If that’s true, then tell me the rest of it. Was it because of Peter? Were you next?”

      “Those aren’t questions I can answer, Ellie. Don’t press me, or this conversation ends now.”

      That, of course, makes me want to press even more. But instead I ask, “Why did you let me see the truth? That night at the tidal pools,” I mean. “You came to me. You weren’t wearing your contacts. You made sure I recognized you. Why?”

      He traces his fingertip over the rim of his drink, speaking down at the table. “Because the moment I learned it was you who came to interview me, I knew I only had three choices. I could kill you,” he says lifting his head and looking into my eyes, without a hint of humor on his face. “I could keep you close, or I could send you away.”

      He waits for me to respond, but when I only roll my eyes at his joke, he continues.

      “Killing you was the only way to be one hundred percent sure you wouldn’t reveal that I used to be Alex. But, obviously, that plan had some downsides.”

      “Oh, obviously.”

      “Keep you close? That’s what I wanted. Christ, how I wanted it. But I hurt you in the past. And there are other reasons that I can’t have you, no matter how much I want you.”

      My pulse quickens from the heat in his voice. I want to ask for his reasons, but I don’t want to interrupt. More than that, I know he won’t tell me.

      “Sending you away was dangerous, too. What if you told the world that Devlin Saint is a fiction?”

      He takes another sip. “I have secrets, Ellie. Hell, I have secrets inside secrets. I trust almost no one.” He takes my hand, then gently rubs his thumb over mine. “And yet over and over, I’ve trusted you enough to let you walk away. At the tidal pools. After the parking lot. After the gala. And once again, I’ll let you go after we get back to Laguna Cortez, trusting you to hold my secret close. But only after we have our fill of each other here first.”

      It takes me a moment to understand what he’s saying, and when I do, a shiver runs through me.

      He’s saying he wants me.

      He’s saying it’s only in Vegas.

      He has his secrets. I have my job. And I’ll be back to Manhattan soon, anyway.

      He’s put the ball firmly in my court. I can have him for now. I can fuck him out of my system, or do my damnedest trying. Or else I can say no, and we’ll both just walk away.

      For a moment, I just breathe, letting the ramifications of both choices dance through my mind. Then I swallow the rest of my bourbon, push the glass away, and slide back my chair. “What happens in Vegas, right?”

      His smile is slow and wickedly sexy, with just a hint of relief. “It’s late,” he says. “But I really hope you aren’t tired.”
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      “Is there any chance at all you’ll tell me what got under your skin earlier tonight?”

      I ask the question as he’s signing the bill for our drinks, and he looks up sharply before returning his attention to the tab. He whips off his signature, pushes the folio aside, then meets my eyes, his expression stony. “No.”

      I nod. I expected the answer. But I can’t imagine the Alex I knew losing his shit the way I saw Devlin in the room earlier. And as for Devlin Saint  …  well, until I heard his curses and the shattering of glass, I never imagined that a scenario existed that could send him off the rails.

      “You can talk to me, you know. I mean, we can extend the Vegas parameters to include talking if you need to vent. I’ll even lockdown secrets.”

      His features soften and he presses his hand over mine. “Thank you,” he says. “The answer’s still no, but thank you.”

      I make a show of shrugging it off, but I can’t deny I’m disappointed. Not because I’m desperate for gossip, but because I loved our talks, and his silence is just one more reminder of how much things have changed.

      He pushes back from the table, and I follow suit, only to freeze when I catch a glimpse of red hair behind a crowd of people stumbling drunkenly past us. A second later, my instinct is confirmed correct. Anna.

      I know I shouldn’t be irritated, but it’s the middle of the night, and all I want is to get back to the room, lose myself with Devlin in a ceremonial sealing of our newly-forged deal, and then enjoy the blissful sleep of the very well-satisfied.

      Anna is not a welcome part of that plan, and from the look on Devlin’s face, he’s with me on that.

      “Problem?” he asks as she reaches us. His body is tense, his head cocked just slightly. He looks like a man prepared for the worst, and not for the first time tonight I wonder what happened. Was there another trafficking incident? Did a rescue mission fail?

      Anna’s eyes dart to me, her mouth slightly twisted. And even though Devlin has told me they’re not having a thing, I can’t help but wonder if her displeasure is tied to seeing me.

      When she speaks, though, I feel like an unreasonably jealous fool. Because not only do I have no claim on Devlin, but also because she’s clearly here for a business-related reason—and one that has her up and working in the middle of the night.

      “Those, um, server leaks you were concerned about,” she says. “We were able to review some of the, um, interconnected network feeds. And that enabled us to identify the source.”

      “Well, that’s some good news at least. Can you tell if the information has spread?”

      Her lips compress as she shakes her head. “It doesn’t appear to be an issue. But it wouldn’t be immediately obvious.”

      “Of course. But identification is a solid first step. Give the team my thanks and kudos, and tell them I’ll message them personally in the morning.”

      “Will do. Are you—” She cuts herself off with a shake of her head.

      His brows rise. “I’m fine. I appreciate your concern. Security incidents of this kind are bound to occur on occasion. We’ll deal with them as we do with everything. One step at a time.”

      She inclines her head. “Of course. Goodnight, Devlin. Ellie.” She flashes an icy smile at me, though its chill is probably my own jealous projection.

      Devlin takes my arm, his grip on my elbow a bit tighter than needed as we head toward the elevator.

      “Security hack?” I ask as we ascend to our floor.

      He releases my arm and rubs his temples. “Something like that. A potential mess, but as I told Anna, we’ll lock it down.”

      “You told me you weren’t sleeping with her.”

      He turns to me, clearly irritated. “And we’re not.”

      “Sorry. It’s none of my business.” I mean it, too. I don’t know what prompted that clingy, bitchy comment.

      “Then why did you say it?”

      I follow him to our door, all the while wishing I could call back the words. Alone downstairs, we’d been fine. Hell, more than fine in a bit of post-coital haze that had morphed into a time-limited friends with benefits deal that I was happy to get behind. As far as I’m concerned, sex equals closure, and I’m ready to ride that train.

      Now, though, we’ve jumped tracks, and I have only my own stupid jealousy to blame.

      He’s looking at me, his keycard unmoving in his hand as he waits for me to answer. “Honestly, I don’t know. The way you two talk. There’s an intimacy.”

      He strokes his beard as he sighs. “We’re not sleeping together. But we did, many years ago. Even before I met you.”

      “Oh.” I cross the threshold, then look back over my shoulder as he lets the door shut behind us. “Oh.”

      I see a flash of confused amusement on his face before I turn away and head to the sofa. I curl up in the corner, then pull a pillow into my lap. He still hasn’t said anything, so I just leap in. “She was your first, wasn’t she?”

      He doesn’t say a word, but I know the answer. I can see it on his face. And the fact that I can still read him—even just a little—gives me an unexpected boost of confidence.

      “She was,” I say. “And now you’re just friends?”

      He undoes the tie that’s holding his hair back, then runs his finger through the locks, shaking them free. “Yes, and yes. We grew up together. Our fathers were friends. We spent a lot of time together, and neither of us were close with our dads.”

      He pinches the bridge of his nose, and sighs. “She left for college and we lost touch. But I looked her up about a year after I launched the foundation. She was teaching high school social studies, but thought the foundation would make more of an impact on people, so she signed on. And here we are.”

      “Here you are,” I agree. I sagged a bit. “Listen, I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “For asking questions that are none of my business. It’s only that I—I guess I still want to know you.”

      “I get it,” he says, his voice gentle. “But what’s the point when it’s all going to end?”

      I hug my pillow tighter. “We could still be friends.”

      His laugh is raw and desperately sad. “No, we couldn’t. And you know it as well as I do.”

      I swallow, because he’s right. As sad as it makes me knowing that we’ll part ways for good when I go back to New York, I know that's the way it will be. For us, there are only two options, because there is no way that I can truly be “just friends” with Devlin Saint. I could fake it, maybe, but it would eat me up inside.

      Where Saint is concerned, the best I can have is a rip-roaring good time before I yank the bandage off entirely and let the past scab over, making one more scar on my heart.

      I toss the pillow onto the floor, then crawl across the couch to him, letting my hand rest on his upper thigh when I reach him. “You’re right,” I say. “This ends when I go back.”

      “It ends after Vegas,” he says firmly.

      I lick my lips, then slide my hand higher, so my fingers brush the bulge in his jeans. “In that case, I just have one more question for you. Do you want to sleep? Or do you want to fuck?”
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      I’m deliciously sore Tuesday morning, despite a hot shower—which I had to enjoy alone, as Devlin was on a call. Now I’m dressed and camped out on the living room sofa making a list of questions for the DSF’s Vegas staff as well as for the residents of the back tower.

      I want to hear not only about their rescue, but about job training, rehab, medical and mental health care. Basically, I intend to cover it all, and I’m about to review the notes I took in the research room over the weekend when a notification pops up about the death of Lorenzo Bell, a known pseudonym for a human trafficking kingpin who’s been on ICE’s Most Wanted list for over a year and is known to work internationally. He’s been on my radar since Roger assigned me the DSF article, especially since many of the women in residence in The Phoenix’s back tower were believed to have been abducted by “soldiers” in Bell’s ring.

      I follow the link to a short article reporting that the assassination occurred at just before midnight last night in front of the Everest Hotel & Casino on the other end of the Strip from the Phoenix. Bell attended a concert with a local prostitute and without his usual contingent of bodyguards. He’d altered his appearance for the outing through the use of a wig along with a fake beard and mustache.

      The prostitute had tried to slip away, but had been surrounded by some bystanders and then interviewed by the police. The photo shows a young woman, obviously unnerved, with curly blonde hair and huge, deep-set eyes. According to the caption, she saw nothing and didn’t realize until after Bell went down that he’d been shot.

      Apparently, he and the woman were in the midst of the thick crowd leaving the concert. Someone got close enough to shove a pistol under his ribcage. He was taken out with a .22 caliber lead bullet that burst into his kidney, ricocheted in his gut, and killed him almost instantly.

      I have a mental picture of the assassin. Someone tall, with his head down, his purpose clear. He might have had a team helping him to spot Bell. He definitely had advance information—not only that Bell would be at the concert, but how he’d be disguised.

      Once the assassin tagged Bell, he’d waited, then fallen in step behind Bell, covered by the crowd. He got in close, jammed the barrel of the gun in hard. Fired—then melted away in the crowd as Bell fell to the ground.

      The first people to respond assumed he’d fainted until they saw the blood. No one had heard the gunshot. Not surprising. A twenty-two would have barely sounded like the pop of a soda bottle being opened.

      I’m thinking of the shooter as a man, but he could just as easily be a woman. Whoever it is, he’s cool and confident and wildly self-possessed. That kind of close-range kill takes nerves of steel and government or paramilitary training.

      My spinning mind immediately jumps to the gun in Devlin’s drawer. But it’s a random, foolish thought. The shooter used a relatively silent twenty-two. Devlin’s Glock is a very loud 9mm. And why on earth would a philanthropist like Devlin Saint be wandering the streets of Vegas taking out wanted men?

      I shake my head, dismissing my random thoughts. Honestly, there are times I think I’d be better off writing fiction.

      As for my actual career, I’m pulling up my old folder of research about Bell when my phone rings. It’s Millie, and I answer it before the second ring. “Hey, how are you?”

      “Overworked and underpaid,” she says. “And you owe me a drink.”

      “The Delano prisoner. You got the time for the call worked out.”

      “Yup. Andrew Cornwell. Used to work for The Wolf. And he knew about Peter. Wouldn’t talk to me, but when I told him you were Peter’s niece, he said he’d talk to you. I finally got it worked out with the prison. They’ll call you at eleven tomorrow, walk you through all the rules, and then put Cornwell on. I hope it helps.”

      “You’re amazing,” I tell her. “Seriously. I owe you more than a drink.”

      “Two drinks and a dinner,” Millie says. “We haven’t sat down and caught up in ages.”

      “Deal. And thank you again. Eleven o’clock. I can’t wait.”

      I’m grinning as I end the call, then look up to see Devlin eyeing me as he walks to the kitchen wearing only a towel, his hair and skin damp and tempting. Which, considering I know we’re heading out in less than thirty minutes, seems terribly cruel.

      “What’s at eleven?”

      “Tomorrow,” I tell him. “Telephone interview with one of The Wolf’s people.” I’m practically bouncing in my seat I’m so excited.

      I get up and move toward him, feeling the need for coffee. I pour a cup and sip it, trying hard not to notice the now-obvious bulge beneath his towel. Or the way my nipples have tightened in response. We don’t have time for that, but I can’t deny how alive it makes me feel being around this man again.

      I’m so busy trying not to react to him that it takes me a moment to realize that he’s frowning. “What?”

      He shakes his head. “I’m afraid that the more you learn about Peter, the less you’re going to like. At the end of the day, he’s still your uncle. And he loved you. Do you really need to flip over the rocks and see the dark side?”

      “Yeah,” I say. “I do. I need to know. I need to understand.” I let my shoulders rise and fall. “Cop. Reporter. I’m the kind of person who needs answers. It’s in my blood.”

      He nods, but he doesn’t look happy, and my heart squeezes, knowing that he’s worried about me.

      I put down my coffee, then rise on my toes. I put my hands on his shoulders for balance and then, very gently, I kiss him. “I appreciate the concern,” I say. “Now go get dressed.”
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      The back tower is accessed with a keycard, and once in the lobby, it feels as though we aren’t even in Vegas. The main floor is set up as an office, complete with a reception desk, a waiting area, and glass-fronted offices that line the perimeter of the oval-shaped space.

      I can see inside the workspaces—efficient-looking employees in conference, on the phone, working diligently on computers. And when Devlin takes me in to meet some of them, I’m equally impressed by the actual people as I am with the persona they project.

      We make the rounds through each of the departments, and I learn about the research that goes into assisting the trafficking victims, the process by which the DSF liaisons with the organizations to which it provides funding, like the Beyond Project, and the method by which it assists law enforcement, and so much more.

      It’s lunch time when I finish meeting everyone, my hand is cramped from taking notes, and my phone is full to the brim with recordings I’ll sift through later that will hopefully fill the gap where my handwriting fails.

      Since he’s in town, Devlin is taking the opportunity to talk to the staff, so lunch is catered sandwiches in the conference room, after which we’ll be going up into the tower to meet some of the residents.

      Now, I sit in the back, nibbling at a turkey sandwich and watching Devlin in his element. There’s a podium for him to use, but instead, he’s leaning against a table, looking stunningly professional in his bespoke suit, even as his casual posture reflects a man who is approachable and comfortable with both his role and his mastery of the subject matter he’s discussing.

      He reviews the progress the Vegas branch has made since his last visit, speaking from memory instead of notes, and even mentioning many of the residents by name. He engages in dialogues with the employees, addressing funding issues and corporate sponsors, analyzing the effectiveness of certain educational programs and offering alternatives and additions, and digs deep into the overall well-being of the residents.

      The point is to help them, not to simply give them a physical place to recover, and from what I can tell, the DSF and its partner organizations are accomplishing that goal.

      “We exist for you. Which means that for as long as you need it,” he tells the residents, “the Phoenix is your home and we’re here to help you. Never hesitate to ask for what you need.” It’s obvious he means it. And I can tell from their applause that the residents know it, too.

      After lunch wraps up, Devlin takes me up to the tower’s recreation floor.

      “There’s an outdoor playground, too, but most of the kids prefer this space.” As he speaks, we step into what feels like a huge rec center. A group of kids are playing basketball in one corner. In another, little kids sit at small, colorful tables drawing and pasting and generally being kids.

      “Those women over there are studying for their GED,” Devlin says, pointing to a group of women in another corner. “And those are getting help putting together resumes, then doing mock interviews. We have a tech center on the third floor with computers open for anyone’s use. They can play games, submit resumes, or get specialized instruction.”

      “This is incredible,” I say, as he calls over a lanky blond woman who looks to be headed toward a group of kids goofing around on a tumbling mat.

      “Mr. Saint!” The pleasure in her voice is obvious, and he gives her a side-hug as she comes over to greet him. “I heard you were on-site. I was hoping you’d come by.”

      “Stacy Blake, meet my friend Elsa Holmes. She’s writing an article on us for The Spall Monthly.”

      “That’s great,” Stacy says as we shake hands. “The DSF saved my life, literally,” she tells me. “This man really is a saint.”

      “Do you mind telling me your story?”

      “Not at all.”

      As Devlin leaves to go circulate, she leads me to a couple of chairs where we park ourselves while we talk. I learn that she’s twenty-four and was taken six years ago when she hailed an airport taxi in Mexico, only to learn it wasn’t a taxi at all. “Like something out of a movie,” she says, then tells me about her ordeal. Put on the block. Sold. Transported to the buyer blindfolded and tied up in the back of a truck. Used sexually.

      The more she talks, the more nauseous I feel.

      “The Beyond Project worked with local authorities and Interpol and all sorts of agencies. The DSF supported them and then funded the rescue mission. I didn’t know that until later, though. All I knew was that we were rescued. For a while, that was all I cared about.”

      She nods across the room, then calls out, “Amy! Wave to Mommy!”

      A dark-haired little girl’s head pops up. She grins, then waves wildly.

      “I kept her,” Stacy says. “When I was rescued, I was too far along to have any choice but to give birth, and once I saw her face, I couldn’t let her go.” I see the pain on her face. “It was hard, though, even knowing that the man—the one who—well, he didn’t want to, either. He—he’d been taken, too. They were, you know, watching us. Like for sport. It was—”

      I put my hand on her arm. “It’s okay.”

      “I don’t know anything about him. I never saw him again. But when I decided to keep Amy, the DSF did everything for me. Medical care. Counseling. It was rough at first. Now she’s the light of my life. She’s hope that good things—wonderful things—can come from rot. Like flowers that fight their way out to bloom in muck.”

      She flashes me a watery smile, then shrugs. “So that’s me.”

      “I think you’re one of the strongest people I’ve met,” I tell her, thinking that her pain certainly puts my own in perspective.

      “Is it strong to shoulder what you have to? I don’t know. I think Mr. Saint’s strong. He’s shouldered more than his fair share, you know. All of this is personal to him, and while I doubt he knows everyone’s name, he’s here a lot, he talks, he cares.” Another shrug. “Put that in your article.”

      “Yeah,” I say, looking over at where he sits reading to a group of preschoolers. “I will.”
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      “Today was great,” I tell him as we’re heading back to the room to change for dinner with Anna and some of the other staffers. “Talking with everybody, meeting Stacy, all of that will make a difference with the article.”

      “There’s more I can show you. Hell, you could write a whole series of articles.”

      My brows lift. “Trying to get me to stay, Mr. Saint?”

      His face, which had been animated, turns to stone, and I immediately regret the quip. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to suggest—”

      He takes a breath. “I’m worried about the other article. The story you’re doing about Peter.”

      “Oh.” I pause as we turn into the elevator bank. “Why?”

      He takes my elbow and steers me to the elevator, which has just arrived. We step onto the empty car, and as soon as the doors close, he says, “You need to stay clear of that world, Ellie. Those people, they’re vile. I saw what it did to Peter being around the edges of that organization. I ran, remember? These are not people that you want to mess with.”

      I turn his words over in my head, trying to understand exactly what’s bothering him. But I don’t get it. “I’m not messing with anybody. I’m not on the edges. I’m a reporter, remember? I report. I write stories.”

      “This isn’t a story you should chase. I don’t know how to say it more simply than that.”

      “But you’re not making any sense,” I say as the elevator glides to a stop. Our conversation does, too, as there is a couple waiting to get on. I wait until we’re in our room, then continue. “Daniel Lopez is dead. The Wolf is gone. His organization doesn’t exist any longer. What kind of danger could I possibly be in?”

      He pauses inside the door, then presses his fingertips to his temple. “You don’t understand how long the tentacles of these organizations are. And like worms, they don’t necessarily die when you slice them in two. Daniel Lopez might be dead, but his minions are still running around, trying to get that organization up and running again. You step in and stir that pot, and you’re going to wake the hornets.”

      I frown and move toward the kitchen, then grab a sparkling water from the fridge. “I think there were about a thousand mixed metaphors in what you just said.”

      “Ellie, please.” He’s come up behind me, and he presses a hand to my shoulder. “I’m not joking. I need you to take this seriously.”

      The pleading tone in his voice actually gets to me, and I turn to look at him. His expression is as serious as his tone, and I nod. “Okay. I promise. I’m taking it seriously. But that doesn’t mean I’m giving it up.”

      His shoulders rise and fall as he sighs. “Listen, I know that you’re going to do what you’re going to do. I know you’ve got that fire in your gut that sends you chasing after injustice and exposing bad people. And believe me, I know why. But please understand that organizations like this never die. Someone will want to protect their reputation, and you’ll end up in the crosshairs.”

      I step back, then lean against the counter and take a sip before I answer. “Do you think that’s a deterrent to someone like me? My father was killed because someone aimed a gun at him. My uncle, too. I became a cop anyway. And now I’m a reporter. A solid one, Devlin. In five years, I’m going to have a reputation for writing articles that blow the lid off some seriously criminal operations. And you’re trying to scare me with crosshairs? Fuck that.”

      “I’m not trying to scare you. I’m trying to give you perspective.”

      “You’re worried I don’t understand the risks,” I say. “But I do.”

      He takes a step toward me. “Understand? Bullshit. I think you like the risk. I think you get off on it.”

      I actually laugh. “Oh, please. So what? So what if that’s the fire that makes me do my job well?”

      “So what?” he repeats, his voice hard and harsh as he reaches out and clutches my upper arm. “Because, dammit, I don’t want—”

      He releases me suddenly, taking a step back with a hard, sharp, “Fuck.”

      “What?”

      I watch as he takes a deep breath. “I don’t want to see you hurt,” he finally says.

      He slowly meets my eyes, and what I see there makes my chest ache with both longing and loss. I swallow, then lick my lips. “I’m careful,” I tell him. “But I’m also curious. And I’m going to do my job.”

      “What you are is stubborn.”

      I smile. “That, too.”

      He drags his fingers through his hair, and I step forward, then run my hand over his jaw. He catches it and holds it in place.

      “I don’t think I’ve told you,” I say, my voice breathy. “I like this. Your beard. Your hair. The way it looks. The way it feels.”

      “Do you?”

      “Don’t let it go to your head,” I say, and he laughs.

      I scoot around him to grab one of the muffins from the hospitality basket. It’s blueberry and it’s warm and I’m in love with this hotel. “Can I ask you something?” I say, ripping a chunk off and then holding out the muffin to him.

      He takes a piece, then pulls out a chair and sits, while I hop up onto the kitchen counter.

      “What’s the story with Ronan?” I try for casual even though my mind’s been whirring all day.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I—well, just how well do you know him?”

      “Pretty well. He’s like a brother to me.”

      I narrow my eyes. “So he knows about Alex?”

      He drags his fingers through his hair. “He does. And you’re asking me all of this because…?”

      “Bell,” I say. “Lorenzo Bell.”

      “What about him?”

      “Don’t you think it’s odd that Ronan arrived so late on the night Bell is killed?”

      He chuckles, covering his mouth with his hand. “You really do have a suspicious mind. Where is this coming from?”

      “Ronan,” I say, kicking my heel against the cabinet. He’s right. All I have is a weird feeling in my gut that something’s off. No proof. Not even a solid basis for a hunch. Not really. But I tell him what I do know, anyway. “In LA, he talked about not understanding what Sue went through unless you’d experienced something like it yourself. I got the impression that he had. Experienced something, I mean.”

      “And that makes him a killer?”

      I slide off the counter. “No. It makes me wonder. Because if he did suffer like she did—like the residents in the back tower did—wouldn’t that be a motive to take out someone like Bell?”

      “I think you have a suspicious mind. And,” he adds holding out his hand for me. “I think you’re far too sexy to be so cynical.”

      He tugs me toward him, and I take the hint, putting my hands on his shoulders as I straddle him. “Well, I was a cop.”

      “Ronan drove to Vegas. The murder was when? Around midnight?”

      I nod.

      “He was in Victorville about then. He texted me to ask about my meeting.”

      “Uh-huh.” I close my hand around his tie and tug him toward me. “And where were you, Mr. Saint?”

      “You know what, officer?” He closes his mouth over my breast, biting down through the thin knit of my blouse and making me see stars as I squirm in his lap, already wanting more. He obliges, easing his hand down the back of my slacks. “You can interrogate me any time.”

      I gasp, rising a bit as his fingers slide down my crack, his thumb teasing my ass as his fingers slip easily inside my already wet pussy. “We’re supposed to be changing for dinner, remember?” I can barely get the words out.

      He uses his free hand to grapple for his phone, then dictates a text as I slide my hand between our bodies. “Sorry to miss dinner,” he says as I cup his cock through his jeans. “But Ms. Holmes and I have our hands full.”
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      I wake to the scent of coffee, then push myself up, taking the sheet with me for modesty, which is ridiculous considering everything we’ve done the last two days.

      “Good morning,” he says, sitting on the edge of the bed and holding the mug for me.

      I take the mug. “This is a nice way to wake up,” I say, before taking a sip.

      “I wanted to warn you that Anna’s out there. In case you were going to come out in a robe. Or without a robe,” he adds with a sly grin.

      “Glad you told me,” I say airily. “I might have been tempted to. I think we wore out the bed. Probably time to try something sturdier. Like a countertop.”

      He tugs the sheet down, exposing my breasts. Then he lightly teases my nipple, making me go soft and needy all over. “You think you’re teasing…”

      “I’m not,” I assure him. “And what happens in Vegas,” I trill, making him laugh.

      He rises. “Come out if you want, but feel free to stay hidden away. But right now, I need to finish signing my name to at least a dozen pieces of paper, then deal with a few other minor crises.”

      I nod, and when he leaves, I decide to get decent and go out. I’m not sure why, except that it seems rude not to since she obviously knows I’m back here.

      She looks up when I enter wearing the DSF Tee I’d taken from Devlin’s drawer and my comfy leggings.

      “Good morning,” she says, with that bright smile. “I hope we didn’t wake you with all our talking.”

      “Not at all,” I say. “And I won’t disturb you. I just came for a refill.” I hold up my mug, then move around them to get to the coffee maker. As I do, I notice that the door to my bedroom is wide open—and the bed very obviously not slept in.

      Which means that Anna knows I shared a room with Devlin. And Devlin doesn’t seem to mind that she knows.

      And that, I think, means that it’s not that unusual an occurrence. Her coming to his hotel room to brief him in the morning. Her finding a woman in his room—and in his bed.

      The thought doesn’t sit well, and I mumble something about going to take a shower.

      “Oh, wait,” Anna says, as Devlin eyes me, tugging on his beard in that way I’ve noticed he does when he’s pondering something.

      “I’m heading out, too. But before you go, I had an idea. Since you missed dinner last night, why don’t we try again tonight before the flight?”

      “Great idea,” Devlin says before I can reply. “But I lined up an interview for Ellie’s article. And we’ll be driving back after. We still haven’t had the chance to talk in-depth about how I created the DSF. I thought we could do that on the road.”

      Anna’s smile is a little too bright, but there’s not a hint of irritation in her voice when she says, “Not a problem. Well, I should run. I’ll see you downstairs soon,” she tells Devlin, then snaps her folio shut before heading out.

      “Were you two finished?” I ask, as the door closes behind her.

      “Not quite, but nothing we can’t wrap up downstairs. It’s almost ten. She probably has an appointment. The woman runs her calendar with an iron fist.”

      “Speaking of calendars, what interview?”

      “Ah, a very in-depth one,” he says, coming over and putting his hands on either side of me, trapping me against the counter with mischief dancing in his eyes. “With opportunities to push boundaries. Dig deep. Explore unknown territories.”

      “Sounds like Pulitzer Prize kind of work,” I say, making him laugh.

      There’ve been too many of these moments over the last two days. Knowing glances. Shared laughs. And, damn me, I cherish every one of them. They fuel my soul even though I know we’re having way too much fun with each other. Because it’s just going to make it hurt more when it ends.

      But I’m not going to let myself think about that.

      “And this bit about driving back?”

      He lifts one shoulder in a casual shrug. “I figure if I rent the car in Vegas, it’s extra-territorial jurisdiction. We’re still in Vegas until we leave the car. Therefore, our arrangement stands.”

      “What a devious man you are. I assume you’re getting a rental with a roomy back seat.”

      I take a sip of coffee as he scoffs. “You have far too little faith in me. I’m renting a van,” he tells me, and I almost spit my coffee.

      We share a smile, and I want to tell him that I don’t want this to end. But I know he does. Or, rather, he’s told me it has to.

      Besides, soon enough, I’m heading back to Manhattan. Like the saying goes, all good things come to an end.

      “You got suddenly pensive,” he says, and I force myself to shake it off.

      “Nope. Just imagining all the possibilities inherent in a van. And thinking about how this mood suits you,” I add, then tug on his beard to pull his mouth down to mine. “It’s stealthy,” I add before kissing him.

      “Stealthy,” he repeats after thoroughly kissing me. “How so?”

      “I have the feeling not many people have seen this side of you.”

      Almost immediately, he turns serious, and I regret my words.

      “No,” he says. “They haven’t.”

      “Devlin, I—”

      He presses a finger to my lips. “It’s okay. This is ours.”

      I nod, cherishing the truth in his words, but also saddened by the knowledge that he’s holding himself back with everyone else.

      And that, as I know all too well, is a very lonely way to live.
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      There’s a missed call from Brandy when I get out of the shower, and I put it on speaker to call her back as I get dressed.

      “How’s Vegas?”

      “Amazing,” I say.

      “Uh-huh. And how are things with Devlin?”

      “Things are remarkably good,” I say in a sing-song voice. “And I am not giving you details now because I have to prep for an interview.”

      “Fine, fine. But you mean it about the good?”

      “Yup,” I tell her, even though the truth is that it’s only good for now. Because as much as I want to stick my head in the sand, I already know that I’m going to be gutted when this ends.

      “Then we both have something to celebrate,” Brandy says, sending all my self-pitying thoughts scurrying back to their dark, broody places.

      “What? Tell! Is this to do with the guy you made muffins for?”

      “Uh-huh. And it turns out he knows you.”

      I sit on the edge of the bed in my bra and panties. “Really? Who?”

      For a crazy moment, I think it’s Ronan. Devlin can say what he wants—and deep down I know he’s probably right—but I still can’t shake the feeling that something is off.

      It isn’t Ronan, of course. And I’m not prepared when she tells me she’s been seeing Christopher Doyle. “That’s so wild,” I tell her. “I don’t really know him. We’ve hardly talked at all. But he seems nice, and it’s not like I can fault another writer.”

      “That’s how you came up. He said he has a character in the book he’s researching who’s an investigative journalist and he’d been working up the courage to ask this woman he met in the DSF research room. I knew it had to be you.”

      “You told him I’d help, of course.”

      “Well, yeah. I need all the points I can get.”

      She laughs and I join in. I tell her I’m not sure when I’ll get back—I’m kind of hoping the road trip home takes a few days—but that I’ll see her soon.

      After we hang up, I finish getting dressed, then bring my laptop and my mom’s diaries into bed with me. I know I should be prepping for the call, but this is the first chance I’ve had to look at the books, which I’d shoved into my bag since they’d arrived the same day we’d left for Vegas, and I’d been eager to review them. Now, I’m even more eager, since there might be something in there that will be useful in the interview.

      I know I should start at the beginning, but I don’t have much time before the call. And what does it matter what order I go in so long as I ultimately find all the relevant chapters?

      So instead of starting at the beginning, I flip through the books until I find the first one that mentions my mom’s pregnancy. I force myself not to read, but I flip the pages, relishing the sight of my name in my mom’s handwriting as I look for the words Peter or brother.

      I find it a few times, but nothing seems relevant until I’m near the end of the one book.

      
        
        Came to LA to see Peter while he is in California on business. He’s supposed to be taking me and Ellie to lunch, but he had to make a stop, and now we are parked in the driveway of a cute bungalow in the Hollywood Hills. Peter says he’s “working,” but I don’t appreciate being left in the car. Ellie is getting bored and cranky.

        It’s not just that. More and more I worry about him. He says I don’t understand the business world, and maybe he’s right, but I sometimes think he’s not in business at all. Or at least not any kind of business the wife of a Police Chief should know about.

        But that gives me hope, too. Because surely if he was doing anything untoward, he would not be taking me with him? Right now, I —oh, must go. He is signaling us to come to the door.

        Back again. What a strange day. A pretty woman named Caitlyn Devline opened the main door, but wouldn’t open the glass exterior door, and she seemed nervous. A little boy a few years older than Ellie clung to her leg, and Ellie amused herself waving to him. Peter told her that Daniel was sorry. That he wanted to work something out, and that they both needed to be reasonable.

        When we finally got to lunch, I asked Peter what was going on and why he wanted me at the door and why he introduced Ellie as his niece. He said he wanted me and Ellie there so that Caitlyn would understand that Peter loved his niece and would never risk a child. He only wanted to help her and little Alejandro.

        He said that Caitlyn was his boss’s ex-wife, and that they are in a custody battle. He said that she stole the boy in violation of the terms of their agreement and he was hoping that she understood that they needed to work something out or else his boss would pull out the big guns. Lots of lawyers, I suppose, all trying to take away that sweet little boy.

        I spent the rest of lunch hugging Ellie close, thinking how horrible it would be to lose her to anyone.

        

      

      I read the entry again and again, until I’ve chewed the words down to the bone. My mother loved me. I always knew that, of course, but seeing it in print warms me right down to my soul.

      As for the rest, this entry might be a way to confirm Peter’s association with The Wolf. If Caitlyn was the ex-wife of The Wolf or anyone in The Wolf’s entourage, well, that had to mean something, right?

      Something really not good as far as I’m concerned.

      I’m still mulling it over when the alarm on my phone signals that it’s almost time for the prison to call. Knowing the inefficiency of government branches, I expect the call to be late and am pleasantly surprised when it rings exactly on time.

      It takes a few minutes to get Cornwell on the line, but soon enough I hear a gruff, “You really Peter White’s niece?”

      “I am. And I lived with him from the time I was thirteen until I was seventeen.”

      “That when he got clipped?”

      “Yes.” I blinked, surprised at the tears. I’d been expecting this conversation, after all. I sniffle, then cringe, certain Cornwell can hear my reaction and hoping my sentimentality won’t make him cut the call short.

      His next words are surprising with their gentleness. “He was a good guy, your uncle. I met your mom once. Total accident. He didn’t want her in that life. And, well, what with your Pa.”

      I close my eyes, realizing that I’m sitting on the floor, my back to the wall. I’d started the conversation pacing. But my body seems to have processed the truth a lot faster than my mind has.

      “So my uncle really was in The Wolf’s organization.” It’s a fair assumption. I already know that Cornwell was.

      He makes a derisive snort. “In? Yeah, you could say that.”

      “Right.” I draw in a breath.

      There’s silence for a minute, and he says, “Hey, girlie. You okay? My lawyer said you wanted to know who killed him. I thought you already knew he was tight with Danny.”

      I suck in air, nodding to myself. “I suspected—or, I guess I knew—that he was dealing around Laguna Cortez. But I didn’t know he was in deep.”

      “Sorry for the kick in the nuts, then.”

      “How come you’ve never told anyone this before?”

      I can practically hear his shrug. “What? Rat a guy out? Fuck that. I’m only telling you because it’s been long enough, and you should know. You hadn’t asked, I wouldn’ta never told.”

      He goes on to tell me that The Wolf and Peter had met when they were young and Peter rose up in the organization. “I think he wanted to get out. That’s part of why he moved to LC. He was supposed to be helping his brother-in-law with his kid. That was you, I guess?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, he wanted to just be a guy, right? Just do that construction and management shit. The way I heard it, Danny let him out. They was friends, right? But without his cut, your uncle couldn’t hack it. Didn’t want to give up his big, fancy house. So he got back in with The Wolf, but then did some side business, too. Wanted a bigger percentage for him, right?”

      “The Wolf found out.” The words are flat. I’m numb.

      “Smart girl. Found out and decided it was time to terminate their friendship.” He chuckles, and I cringe.

      “Do you know who did it?”

      “Not a clue,” Cornwell says, though I don’t know if I believe him. “I know he brought it on himself,” Cornwell says. “Was a stupid shit to be playing games like that especially with Danny’s son living right under his nose.”

      I shiver, as if I’d stepped into a room full of ghosts. “What do you mean?”

      “The Wolf had a kid. Alejandro. I swear, that boy was Danny’s only soft spot, only he wasn’t soft at all. Trained him like a soldier. Took the kid from his mom. That’s the part that got to me. I love my mom, you know. And I got a kid, too. Point is, Peter mighta got away with it if it weren’t for the kid. But The Wolf was paying attention, ya know?”

      “What—what happened to his son? After Peter died?”

      “Hell if I know. The Wolf pulled him out, I assume. I didn’t keep track. All I know is some government prick assassinated The Wolf. Not much long after.”

      “I didn’t know The Wolf’s killer had ever been identified.”

      I can hear the shrug in his voice when he says, “I hear rumors. Anyway, guess the kid inherited what the government couldn’t claim. Figure he’s either some wastrel party-boy now or he’s got a new life running daddy’s business outta Mexico or God knows where.”

      “I—thank you, Mr. Cornwell.” My entire body is cold, and I feel like I’m going to throw up. “This—this has been more informative than I expected.” I have to choke out the words.

      “Hey, sure thing. Sorry about your uncle, girlie. He fucked up, but guess that don’t much matter to you.”

      “No. Not much.” I go through the niceties of ending the call, not aware of my words. Not even aware of what I’m doing until I realize that my bag is packed and I’m heading for the door.

      He’s the Wolf’s son.

      Alejandro. Alex. The boy taken from his mother. Sent to work with Peter.

      Alex Leto—Devlin Saint—is the goddamn Wolf’s son.
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      The day passes in a blur.

      As soon as I realized the truth about Devlin, Alex, whoever the fuck he was, I’d bolted from The Phoenix, grabbed a taxi, and gone immediately to one of the car rental places by the airport.

      I could have flown, but I’d needed the release that comes from speed and the highway and the asphalt beneath my tires. I’d pushed the limits of my rented Toyota, and the only reason I didn’t land a dozen speeding tickets is because the gods were on my side.

      I arrive in Orange County as the sun is slipping toward the horizon. I punch in the code to unlock the door and disarm the alarm, then stumble into Brandy’s house. As I do, she leaps off the couch, races to me, and pulls me into her arms as Christopher stands behind her managing to look both worried and relieved.

      “Where the hell have you been? I’ve been calling and calling. Devlin’s going crazy. He’s called a dozen times and been here twice.”

      My eyes snapped to hers. “He’s been here?”

      “He flew back. He said you two had a fight and you bolted. Christ, Ellie, what the hell? I’ve been calling you since he phoned from Vegas. Said he got back to your room and you’d cleared out.”

      “We had a fight,” I say numbly, latching on to his excuse.

      “About what?” She steps aside as I barrel toward the kitchen, then pour myself a glass of wine.

      I run my fingers through my hair, shrug, then look at Christopher. I don’t know where to start, and even though I want to skewer Devlin Saint right now, I don’t want to air his dirty laundry in front of a stranger. “I just want to sleep. Can we do this—”

      “I should go,” Christopher says, cutting me off. He goes to Brandy and takes her hand. “You two should talk.”

      She nods, because apparently no one is listening to me. I don’t want to talk. I want to sleep. I want to forget.

      But I get that Brandy’s legit worried, so I offer Christopher a wan smile, then go curl up on the couch as she sees him to the door before coming to sit by me.

      “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.” She takes my hands. “But I’ve been out of my mind.”

      “I’m sorry. Really. I turned off my phone. It never occurred to me he’d call you. I just had to go. So I rented a car.” I lift my shoulder and, to her credit, Brandy doesn’t ask why I didn’t just fly back if I was bolting from Vegas. She knows damn well I would have wanted the speed. That I needed to burn through whatever emotions have been jumbled up inside me.

      I did, too. Before, I’d been in knots, such an emotional mess it’s a wonder the guy at the counter was willing to hand me the keys. I shouldn’t have gotten behind the wheel, I know that. But the speed and the power and the freedom had worked their magic, and by the time I was well out of the city and in a place where I could open her up, I was fine. Moving fast, but fine.

      “So Christopher came, huh? Getting serious?”

      “You are not diverting this. Go to bed or talk to me. Those are your choices. I’ve been so damn worried, and Devlin’s freaking out.”

      “Good.” I snap. Freaking out that I know the truth about him. That he kept this huge, dangerous secret from me for years and years. When he was Alex. Now that he’s Devlin. About himself. And about my uncle, too.

      “He’s a goddamn liar,” I add as warm tears stream down my cheeks.

      She pulls me close and lets me cry. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I nod, but what I say is, “I can’t.” And, damn me, I hate myself for that. I shouldn’t care about his secrets. Not when he’s the heir to The Wolf’s fortune—most of which the government was never able to attach because the Wolf was never convicted of any major crime.

      Not when—oh, God, why didn’t I think of this on the drive—the entire of his fortune, including the DSF, was built on blood money. And who knows what kind of things he’s still running behind the scenes, using a philanthropical agency as a cover for a criminal enterprise.

      My stomach roils as I think about Ronan and my suspicions. Lorenzo Bell. Was that a hit? Had Bell somehow double-crossed Saint’s organization?

      “Tell me,” Brandy says, the worry clear in her voice. “Whatever you’re thinking, just tell me. And if you won’t tell me, then at least talk to Devlin. Seriously, the guy looks as wrecked as you.”

      I drag my fingers through my hair. “What did he say to you?”

      “He said that you learned some stuff about him, and that he needed to talk to you. To explain.”

      I nod. I’d left him a note before I left. I probably shouldn’t have. I should have just gone. He’d probably still be assuming I was in Vegas somewhere, losing money at a roulette table. Instead, I’d scribbled I know who you are on a piece of hotel stationery and left it on the table.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      “He said he wasn’t sure how much of what you heard was true, but that part of it is, and he’s sorry he hurt you.”

      I swallow. “He says some of it’s true? Did he tell you what?”

      She laughs. “He didn’t tell me shit other than that he’s worried about you. Seriously, Ellie, the guy’s ripped up.”

      “Good. What else did he say?”

      “That he didn’t want you to find out that way—Ellie, what way? And what did you find out in the first place?”

      That way? Did he mean from someone other than him? Or did he mean by talking to a prisoner, which would mean he’d been watching my every move. I pull my knees up and hug myself. “He didn’t want me to find out at all,” I say

      “Yeah, he said that, too.”

      I’d been looking at my toes, but now I look up at her. “He did?”

      She nods. “But since you did, he says the way you found out was really bad. He says that he should have been the one who told you.”

      I scoff. “Bullshit. He’s just pissed I learned the truth at all.”

      She puts a hand on my knee and squeezes lightly. “He also said that you could tell me everything. Because he knows you need someone to talk to.”

      “What?” I must have heard her wrong.

      “He said he knows you, and you probably haven’t told me a thing. But that you can. You didn’t tell him that I know he’s Alex?”

      I shake my head, irritated. Like I need his permission? Please. He should be grateful I’m not telling the whole damn world, much less Brandy.

      I stand up, then take a step toward my satchel. It would be so easy. Just pull out my laptop, open up Twitter, and post from my official account at The Spall.

      But I can’t seem to take that first step.

      “Ellie, please.”

      But I can’t, and when the tears start flowing, she puts an arm around my shoulder and pulls me close until exhaustion wins and I slip away into the refuge of darkness and dreams.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When I wake, it’s the middle of the night. I’m still on the couch, but Brandy’s covered me with the afghan, and Jake is snuggled up close. I stay still for a moment, relishing the feel of his furry warmth, then sit up, holding the afghan around my shoulders like a cape as I take deep breaths and lightly pat the tender, tear-ravaged skin beneath my eyes.

      I stand, intending to go to my bedroom. Instead, I find myself in Shelby. I fire up the engine, then pull out of the garage to the end of the driveway. I send Brandy a quick text to let her know I’ve gone out driving. I doubt she’ll wake before morning, and by then I’ll be back. But just in case, I want her to know. I’m coherent enough to know that it matters, so I guess that’s a good thing.

      My rental is still parked on the street, and I vaguely think that I need to return it. But mostly, I don’t think at all.

      Mostly, I just need to drive. I need the wind in my hair. The noise and the rush either bringing me back to life or whisking all the dark thoughts from my head. I don’t want to want him. I don’t want to think. And the only way I know how to free myself is to lose myself in speed and the hills and these tight, winding turns.

      I go slow until I’m out of the neighborhood, then I head to Sunset Canyon Road and take it away from town, to the turnoffs that lead into the foothills and the wild and winding unpopulated roads that go up and up until you’re high enough to touch the sky or go flying out over the hills toward the sparkling waters of the Pacific.

      Mindlessly, I navigate the curves, my hand on the gearshift, my foot working the clutch. I whip around hairpin turns, fly along winding curves, and push Shelby harder and harder until my body and my car are one and it’s me who has the power, me who’s flying, me who’s cheating death and pain and loss and I’m fucking winning, dammit. I. Am. Winning.

      Fuck.

      With the curse screaming in my brain, I hit the brakes and skid to a stop in a turnabout. I’m breathing hard, and I should be free now. I should have sloughed it off, this feeling that I have to push and push and break through if I’m ever going to feel again.

      But I’m not. I’m not even close. I’m not winning at all, and I could drive all night and it would still be a lie.

      Because these hills aren’t where I need to be.

      This isn’t the danger I crave.

      I close my eyes and draw a deep breath, because I know what I have to do.

      I have to go see Devlin.
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      I park Shelby in front of his house, somewhat amazed that I’d been able to find it again. I’ve only been the one time when I dropped him off after the Terrance Myers press conference.

      It was dark then, too. But not this late.

      I glance down at the dashboard clock and realize that it’s three in the morning.

      Well, hell.

      I sit for a moment, debating whether I should go pound on his door or wait until morning. I’m about to drive away when his front door opens, and there he is, silhouetted by the light in his entrance hall.

      I hesitate, knowing I should be afraid. I know his secret now, and it’s a dangerous one.

      But that’s why I came here, isn’t it? That was the fuel that had pushed me.

      I draw in a breath, then get out of the car. I walk slowly toward him, my gaze never leaving him as I try hard to interpret those damnable, stoic features. But I can’t read a thing on his face.

      “Text Brandy,” he says. “Tell her you’re here.”

      I frown. “Why?”

      “Because when you come in, I’m shutting the door behind you. And I want you to know that you’re safe.”

      I nod, then take out my phone, shoot her a text, then meet his eyes. “Okay?”

      He nods, but I think I see disappointment on his face. And, damn me, right away I regret sending the text. Because, foolish or not, I don’t actually think he’d hurt me. I came here expecting danger, but not the physical kind.

      No, the danger I’m confronting is the kind that gets you in the heart.

      I’m numb enough that I don’t pay attention to the house as I follow him to a large, open living area. The television is on one of the classic movie stations, and there’s a black and white movie playing, the sound muted. There’s a coffee table in front of a sofa. An ice bucket and a half-empty decanter of whiskey sits next to a glass with a melting ice cube and just a hint of lingering brown liquor.

      “You’ve been drinking.”

      “Damn right,” he says. “Want one?”

      I nod, then sit on the couch. There’s a throw pillow, and I tug it into my lap as I curl my feet up under me.

      He comes back from the bar on the far side of the room with a glass. He drops a cube in, pours a healthy shot, then hands it to me before refilling his own.

      “To secrets,” he says, and, dammit, I laugh.

      “Don’t,” I say, irritated with both of us. “Don’t make light of this.”

      “I’m not. I swear.” He reaches for me, and I shrink back, and as I do, his face goes hard.

      “Tell me,” he says. “What you know. Who you talked to.”

      I consider arguing, but that’s why I’m here, right? For the confrontation? “I’m not revealing my sources,” I say. “Not even to you. But he told me that The Wolf had a son who went to work for Peter. That might not have been enough,” I continue when he says nothing. “I mean, Peter had people working for him all over town. But I also knew about Caitlyn Devline. And, well, I put the pieces together.”

      I take a long swallow of my drink. “I’m right, aren’t I? You’re Daniel Lopez’s son. The Wolf.”

      He cups his face in his hands, obscuring most of his beard. His eyes are closed, and he nods. “This isn’t the way I wanted you to find out.”

      “Bullshit,” I snap. “The way? You didn’t want me to find out at all.”

      His short laugh has the ring of irony. “Well, that’s true.” He draws a breath. “How the hell do you know about my mother?”

      “Turns out I saw her. You, too. I was three. And Peter went to a house in the Hollywood Hills. She answered the door.”

      “What else do you know?”

      “That your father took you from her.” I look at him. “Do you remember that?”

      He shakes his head. “I learned about it later. And that he killed her. Drugged her. Got her behind the wheel of a car. Made it look like an accident.”

      I sit shocked. I had no idea about that.

      He rubs his temples. “She was rich. Fell out with her parents before she met Daniel Lopez. Ran away, got caught up in his net. He fell for her, so maybe that made her lucky. Maybe it didn’t. And she had me. Ran when I was about a year old. Went back to her parents.”

      “Your grandparents?”

      “Dead now. Another accident. Right after my father took me to Nevada. I can’t prove it, but I’d lay a solid bet my father arranged that. Punishment for keeping him away from her money.”

      His smile is thin. Murderous. “Their fortune—and it was massive—was managed through trusts. Ultimately, my mother’s and my grandparents’ assets ended up in the trust they set up for me when she brought me back to LA. It was rock solid. Still is. My bastard of a father tried to break it, but never managed.”

      He shrugs. “That’s the money I live on now. Clean money built up through generations of hard work and solid investments.”

      “And your father’s money? My, um, source says you inherited it. He says you’re running your own syndicate now.”

      He almost laughs. “Does he? Well, he’s wrong, if that makes you feel any better. I shut my father’s business down the moment I inherited, and I did everything I could to shut down the networks and pipelines he used and to get his lieutenants on the government’s radar.”

      He draws a breath, his expression hard. “I’m not my father, and woe be to anyone who suggests that I am. I’ve spent a lifetime trying to escape from that man’s shadows, to make up for just a portion of the bile he pumped into the world.”

      He tosses back the rest of his drink, then slams the glass onto the coffee table before standing up. “So no. I don’t have my own syndicate. Unless you want to call the Devlin Saint Foundation a syndicate, because that is the only thing my father’s money has ever, ever been spent on. But the purpose of the DSF is to help people. To try to sweep up some of the shit my father spread through this world. Fuck.”

      He lashes out and kicks the table. I make a grab for the decanter, steadying it before it topples onto the floor.

      “Sorry. Fuck. Sorry.” He stalks across the room to the glass doors that open onto the canyon, the lights from dozens of streetlights flickering below, the twinkle of stars shining above. I can see his reflection, and I watch his face as he says, “I’m not the man you knew, Ellie. Back then, I thought I could completely avoid the path I was born to walk. I was wrong.”

      He turns to look at me, as if gauging my reaction, and I do my damnedest not to show any emotion on my face. I don’t know what he’s telling me, but I know him well enough—his vocal cues, his mannerisms—to know that whatever he’s saying is important.

      “This man,” he continues, indicating himself with an air of disgust, “this philanthropist. He doesn’t exist. He’s an illusion. Pulled out of the air like a magic rabbit. Because I promise you, Ellie, this body? This blood? It’s tainted. And it always has been.”

      My heart squeezes, and I stifle the urge to go to him. To try to staunch some of the pain that flows off of him in waves. “You just said the foundation is legit. Like laundering your father’s dirty money for good.”

      He actually laughs at that. “Yeah, well, I guess that’s one way to put it. But don’t try to paint a halo on me. I’ve done things I’m ashamed of. Plenty of things.”

      “What are you saying? Were you helping Peter? Selling drugs?”

      “No.” The word is both harsh and heartfelt. “That was my line in the sand with my father, and he caved because he was more interested in me learning the business side. How to cook the books. So, yeah, I helped that way. But I never touched the drugs, and I never will.”

      I pour myself another drink. “Have you killed people?”

      He hesitates, then meets my eyes. “Yes. In the military. And—and when my father made me.”

      I swallow, and my voice is shaky when I ask. “You shouldn’t be telling me this. It’s dangerous.”

      He meets my eyes. “Is it?”

      Heat flows through me. Not sensual, though. This is something richer. Something deeper. I lick my lips, no longer sure what to think, much less what to do. Finally, though, I ask the one question I have to ask. “Did you kill Peter?”

      He closes his eyes and shakes his head. “No. And though I had no choice, I’ll never forgive myself for running like I did.”

      “Then why did you?”

      He paces the room, pulling his hair back with a tie from his pocket. “Because I might have been next. Because I saw an out. That was the night I ran from everything. You. My father. My past.”

      “Oh.” I lick my lips. “You couldn’t take me with you?”

      “Maybe I could have.” He meets my eyes as he speaks, and I can’t tell if it’s pain or regret I see on his face. Maybe both. “But we were both so damn young.”

      “I get that,” I say. “But now…” I trail off, not wanting to sound needy. But if this is what’s been holding him back—hell, if this is why he left—then that changes everything between us.

      But then there he is shaking his head, and I know that just like when we were kids, he’s read my mind.

      “I’m not the same man, Ellie. I’ve seen too much. Hell, I’ve done too much. Life fucked me up, and I set up the DSF to give me some peace. I cherish every damn moment I’ve ever spent with you, but the DSF’s my mistress now, and I’m not looking for a relationship.”

      “I wasn’t going to—”

      “Yes. You were.”

      My chest tightens, and I expel a weird little laugh. “Yes. I was.”

      He comes to me then, and when he sits beside me and takes my hands, I want to fall into his touch. “I’m so, so glad you came back. At first, I thought it would tear me apart—us both apart—but now I know I needed this. You. And I’m so damn grateful for Vegas and what we shared. But it’s a memory now, and that’s all it can be.”

      I nod, not liking that reality but understanding it.

      “You’ll be going back to New York soon.”

      “Right,“ I say. “That’s where my life is now.”

      He slides his hands into his pockets. “Exactly. That’s where your life is now.”

      I nod. Even if I could stay—even if he wanted me—I don’t know that I would. There are too many ghosts in Laguna Cortez.

      He cups my cheek. “I’m not going to ask if you will because I know you’ll keep my secret. And I know you must have more questions, but it’s already past four and you look exhausted.”

      “Thanks a lot.”

      He grins. “Do you want me to drive you home? Or you can sleep here. I have a guest room.”

      I nod. “Thanks.”

      He brings me one of his T-shirts to sleep in, then leads me to the spare room. Then he kisses me on my forehead. “I never wanted you to know. But now that you do, I’m glad.”

      He shuts the door behind me, leaving me to my thoughts and fears and the empty creak of an unfamiliar house at four in the morning. A lost, lonely time.

      I try to sleep, but it’s no use. And though I know he doesn’t want me to—and though I truly only want comfort—I quietly move through the house to Devlin’s bedroom.

      I hear his slow, even breaths from the doorway and move quietly to the bed. I slide under the covers so that we are back to back, and as soon as my head hits the pillow, sleep begins to settle over me.

      The last thing I feel before I drift away is the shift of the bed as Devlin rolls over, and the warm press of his body spooning against mine.
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      I wake on Thursday to the feel of Devlin’s hand lightly stroking my hip. I keep my eyes closed and my breathing even, unsure if it’s desire or melancholy that’s guiding his touch, and even more unsure which I want it to be.

      I continue to play possum as he gets out of bed, and the sound of the shower lulls me back into sleep. When I finally rouse again, the house is empty, but Devlin’s left a note for me by the coffee maker.

      
        
        I’m glad you came, and I’m glad we talked. There is a bit more sunshine in my life now that I’ve told you about my past - D

        

        PS - you are temptation personified. I never knew how strong I was until I resisted you this morning.

        

      

      The last makes me laugh, not only because it’s sweet, but because it’s bullshit. I’ve always known he was strong. Now, knowing his story, I understand more fully just how strong he is.

      I head back to the bedroom to get dressed. There’s a patio off the master that’s accessed through a sliding glass door. It’s hidden behind blackout drapes, and when I pull them aside, light floods the room and I find myself looking at a huge patio with a seating area on one side and a home gym on the other, complete with weights, a rowing machine, and a punching bag. I remember Devlin’s knuckles, and think that he gets a lot of use out of that bag.

      When I turn away from the view, I notice the three framed pictures on his chest of drawers. Small frames tucked in around the wooden bowls he uses for loose change, keys, that kind of thing.

      I hadn’t noticed them before because I wasn’t exactly in the room to inspect the interior design. But with the light reflecting off the brass frames, they glow. I don’t recognize the people in two of them. One a woman standing beside a little boy who I think might be Devlin. The other of Devlin with an older man in jeans and a T-shirt, a Special Forces tattoo peeking out from under the short sleeve. The final picture is one I remember of me standing by myself at the beach, looking back at Alex who was being a pain in the ass by insisting he take my photo.

      Unlike the others, he’s not in the photo, and I feel a little stab when I realize why—because he couldn’t use any photo of the two of us together. Because the boy in those pictures would be—is—Alex.

      Which means he went out of his way to search for one of me alone. A photo he’s saved all this time. And thinking that I’m part of his little gallery makes me smile.

      I’m still smiling when I leave the house to head back to Brandy’s place. I grab a coffee, then sit on a stool in her sewing room while she works on some custom bag orders and tells me about Christopher. How he’s smart and sweet and funny. “He gets me,” she says. “It’s nice.”

      “And still no pressure?”

      She shakes her head. “Nope. None. He says that I’m worth waiting for.”

      “Keeper,” I say.

      “Maybe,” she says with a shrug, but she looks pleased. She’s still smiling when she tilts her head and asks, “So? Devlin? You look okay now, but yesterday was highly dramatic.”

      “Yeah. I know. Sorry about that.”

      She shoots me an oh, please look before making some sort of adjustment on her machine. How she hasn’t stitched her fingers together is a miracle to me. “I just want to know you’re okay. And if you feel like telling me every single gory detail because it will help you to talk it through, then know that I’m here for you.”

      “God, I love you. I’m going to top off my coffee. I need all the caffeine for this. Want anything?”

      “A smoothie. There are some in the fridge.”

      I fetch our beverages, then settle in to tell her the entire story. Or, at least, the PG-13 version. When I’m done, she’s no longer sewing. Instead, she’s leaning back in her chair, her mouth hanging slightly open.

      “The Wolf,” she says. “Holy shit. That guy was Alex’s father?”

      I nod. “Devlin, remember. And that’s not public, so be careful.”

      “Right.” She nods. “Yeah. Right.”

      I watch as she considers all of that and see when the question flickers on her face. “Why, though? The Wolf’s dead. Why the secrecy?”

      “I didn’t ask him specifically, but I can guess easily enough. The Wolf had a huge network. Do you really think that if his former Lieutenants knew who Devlin actually was that they wouldn’t want a hefty payday for their trouble?”

      She makes a face. “Oh. Yeah. Basically, he’s a walking target. Which,” she adds as I nod, “is probably why he’s pushing you away.”

      She’s not wrong, but I take some comfort in the fact that we’re comfortable together again. I still want more—I can’t deny it—though I know I can’t have it. But at least he’s in my life again.
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      I leave Brandy to her sewing when Lamar texts and asks if I want to go to the range with him. After the press conference for Myers, I’d mentioned to him that I was out of practice. I guess he took that to heart.

      It’s an indoor range a few miles inland from the police station. I meet him there, and we check-in with his unloaded firearms, then buy the ammo for the range. We’re assigned to station seven, and as we settle in, I look over and am surprised to see Devlin and Ronan at the far end of the room at stations one and two.

      They’re both wearing protective eyewear and headphones, and neither notices us, but I pay attention as they both retrieve their targets, the paper outlines of a male head and torso moving toward them on the automated line.

      Dead-on target, for each of them. A cluster in the head. A cluster in the chest.

      I glance over at Lamar, and he’s been looking, too. Now, a small frown tugs at his mouth. “How was your weekend in Vegas?”

      “Terrific,” I say. “Tons of research, and I’m almost done with my article.” I can’t tell him the truth about Devlin, and I don’t want to get into it about what’s personal between me and Devlin. Especially since we’ve shifted to the friend zone. And since I know that Lamar isn’t exactly Devlin’s number one fan.

      He studies me long enough that I wonder if he’s going to press for details, but instead, he nods at the ledge where he put the clips and weapons.

      “Ladies first.”

      He brought his Glock, which I know is his service weapon, as well as a smaller Ruger he carries when he’s off-duty. I go with the Glock. That particular gun’s been on my mind since I saw it in Devlin’s drawer, and thinking of that night once again reminds me of Bell’s assassination. Without meaning to, I find my gaze drifting toward Ronan’s alley. And, yeah, I’m impressed.

      Not that whoever took out Bell needed to be a good shot. They got in close and personal. But they would have to be someone who could fade into the crowd. And Ronan is anything but ordinary. Neither is Devlin, but hell, at least in a ball cap and jacket he could blend. Ronan is practically neon by comparison.

      “Are you waiting for an engraved invitation?”

      “Sorry. Sorry.” I clip a fresh target to our station, then press the button to slide it back to the furthest position. Then I adjust my goggles, slap in the magazine, chamber the round, and get ready to fire.

      Nice and easy, princess. My father’s words ring in my ear. Advice from years of practice that saw me through the Academy, giving me the highest marksmanship scores of my class. Lamar knows it, too, of course. And I’m certain that right now he’s wondering if I’ve lost my edge.

      It’s possible. I rarely go to the range in New York.

      But I’m a competitive creature, and I’m perfectly prepared to be fully on my game.

      I sight, gently pull the trigger, and mentally take a bow when I see that I’ve nailed it.

      I empty the rest of the clip, only one bullet missing its mark, and that was my own damn fault. My attention had been on my target and my weapon, but some part of me knew that Devlin was walking behind me. And that part flinched just a little.

      Instead of the torso, I got my bad guy in the shoulder.

      As far as I’m concerned, that means Devlin owes me a drink.

      Lamar takes his turn, with equally impressive results. So much so that we call it a tie, then drop the competition to simply get in a few more rounds of practice until we’ve finished off two boxes of ammo.

      “You haven’t lost your edge,” Lamar says as we leave the range and step blinking into the parking lot. I have my arm around his waist, and we’re laughing about our first day at the Academy, but I pull up short when I see Devlin leaning on Shelby’s hood.

      “Can I hitch a ride?” he asks, then nods at Lamar. “Detective Gage.”

      “Mr. Saint.”

      I force myself not to roll my eyes, then turn to Lamar. “You’ve got a shift now, right? I’ll be by later to see the Chief. He’s pulling a few more files for me.”

      “Catch you later, then. Saint,” he adds in dismissal, then continues on to his car.

      “I don’t think he likes me,” Devlin says.

      “Try being something other than an iceberg.”

      He ignores that. “Have you had lunch?”

      “That depends. I really do have an appointment with the Chief this afternoon. But so long as we’re not jetting off to Aruba, I can probably squeeze you in.”

      “If we were, would you change your plans?”

      I flash a winsome smile. “I guess you’ll never know.”

      He laughs and heads to the driver’s side. I hesitate, decide what the hell, and toss him my keys. “Don’t get used to it.”

      “Sadly, she’ll soon be garaged in New York. I’m storing up memories.”

      Because I am too, I don’t say a thing as I slide into the car.

      I’m expecting him to go to the Arts District. Instead, we end up miles up the coast at one of my favorite restaurants near Newport Beach.

      “Marco’s on the Waterfront?” I turn to him, my grin wide. “This is great.”

      We’d come here a few times when we were young, grabbing tacos to go, then meandering down the short path to the walkway that runs between the marina with its rows of fancy boats and the rear entrances to various restaurants and stores. Technically, it’s access for the boat owners, so it’s rarely crowded.

      Today, we do the same after we get our food, walking side by side, both trying to finish our tacos without dribbling all over our clothes. I manage, though I use far too many napkins, then laugh when a big blob of taco sauce stains Devlin’s white shirt.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “But you’re usually so put together.”

      “It’s you,” he says. “You make me come undone.”

      I tilt my head to the side. “Devlin.”

      “Sorry.” He looks appropriately chastised. “I’m not playing fair.”

      I don’t answer. He’s not, but part of me likes knowing that the desire is still there even if we won’t be doing anything about it.

      We walk in silence for a bit, and when our hands accidentally brush, I feel the contact from my nipples to my toes and hate myself for being so damn weak around this man.

      We walk all the way down, until we’ve passed the storefronts and have reached the large buildings in which boats under repair are stored. It’s deserted at this end, and the walk dead-ends at a small inlet, filled with muck and debris.

      I look down at it and wrinkle my nose. I’m turning, about to tell Devlin that someone should press the business owners to dredge that section, when I see the look on his face, hard and tight. He’s staring at something, and when I follow his line of sight, I see a suggestion of movement—the final hint of someone disappearing into a shadowy alcove between two darkened repair sheds.

      Devlin turns to me, his expression like stone. He presses a finger to his lips, and I nod and stay silent even though I desperately want to know what’s going on.

      I hear before I see—a muffled cry like someone sobbing into a pillow.

      I look to Devlin again for explanation, but he’s not tuned to me at all. Instead, he releases my hand, then moves toward the alcove with long, quiet steps. I slip off my shoes and pad behind him barefoot, not certain why I’m being quiet, but I’m positive it’s the right thing to do.

      I’m on the far side of the boardwalk, so when I’m even with the alcove, I see it from the perspective of someone standing outside a cave. I realize it’s not an alcove at all, but an alley, and I can see a woman cowering against the brick wall as a man looms over her, shouting a litany of vile curses—bitch, whore, fucking cunt!

      He pauses long enough for the woman to say something, and then lifts his arm, obviously intending to slap her. I gasp and cringe in anticipation of the blow—but it never comes. Instead, Devlin’s hand snaps out, and he grabs the man by the wrist, yanking him away from the woman. At the same time, he twists the thug’s arm backwards, forcing the guy to his knees to keep Devlin from breaking it.

      With the guy cringing on the ground, Devlin turns his attention to the woman, talking to her in words so low and soothing I can only make out the tone. She nods, mumbles thank you a dozen times, then hurries down the alley in the direction of the street.

      Devlin drags the man onto the boardwalk, then releases him. “That way,” he says, pointing to a bridge off the boardwalk that leads to one of the small islands, very much in the opposite direction from the woman.

      “Screw you,” the asshole responds, but he scrambles away and starts sprinting over the bridge.

      I watch him disappear into the shadows, the blood pounding in my ears.

      When Devlin turns and looks at me, he’s breathing so hard I can see the rise and fall of his chest.

      “You’re her knight in shining armor,” I say, and the moment the words are out of my mouth, I know they were the wrong thing to say. His face goes hard, unreadable. He stalks toward me, and for a moment, I actually think he’s going to go on past, and I’ll have to hurry to keep up.

      Instead, he pulls me toward him, backing up as he does so that we end up in that same alley, almost in the exact same position as the couple he just scattered.

      “Dev—”

      “Tarnished knight.”

      He practically growls the words, and I have no chance to ask what he means because he silences me with a brutal, bruising kiss.

      I open to him, my mouth, my body. Adrenaline surges through me, and damned if I don’t want this, too. I’m hot with need, my skin prickly, and though his kisses are deep and hard, I want more of him. All of him.

      I’m wearing a loose cotton skirt, and he tugs it up, then rips off my panties, the sound of the tearing material echoing against the brick.

      “Tell me you want this,” he demands, breathing hard.

      “You said we couldn’t.”

      “Tell me you want it,” he repeats, his voice hard.

      “Are you insane? Yes. Dammit, I want you to fuck me.” I’m fumbling at his fly as I speak, and he roughly brushes my hand away, taking over that task himself.

      “Back pocket. My wallet.”

      I reach around and pull it out. He takes it, removes a condom, then drops the wallet on the ground before sheathing himself. Then he grabs my ass and hoists me up, at the same time, slamming my back against the brick wall. I lock my legs around his hips, arching toward him as he teases my soaking wet sex with the tip of his cock.

      One hand steadies my ass and the other cups my neck. It’s dangerous and hot and I just about lose it when he tightens his grip and slowly teases his cock into me. Shallow thrusts at first, and I whimper in protest because I want to be fucked. Impaled. Taken.

      “Please,” I beg, and it really is a magic word. He slams hard inside me, and I cry out, “Yes, yes!” and I must be loud because he moves his hand from my throat to my mouth, effectively gagging me as he thrusts deeper and deeper as my body clenches around him, drawing him in as the pressure builds and builds and I release a wild, feral scream into the palm of his hand even as he empties himself inside me.

      I’m off on some other planet, but when I come back, I collapse onto him, my arms going around his neck, my head falling to his shoulder.

      Then he eases back, and I slide off of him, letting him settle me back onto the ground, weak, unstable knees and all.

      I look up at him, breathing hard, to find him looking back at me. For a while, we simply stare at each other. “You never told me why,” I finally say. “Why did you set up the DSF in Laguna Cortez?”

      “Because Laguna Cortez is the only place I was ever truly happy.” His eyes lock on mine. “I would have thought you could figure that out on your own.”
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      “Do you want to go with me after breakfast?” I ask Brandy. I hold up the yellow-pad I’d taken with me yesterday to see Chief Randall so she can see my long list of names. Devlin and I had returned from Newport Beach just before four, and I’d gone straight to the station and holed up in one of the interview rooms with the material Randall had pulled for me. There’d been a lot to sort through, but by the time I left around eight last night, I’d scored several leads.

      Brandy squints at my list from where she’s making muffin-sized frittatas. “These are all the people Peter worked with? Drug customers?”

      I shake my head. “Some of them, maybe. The list was compiled as part of the investigation into the shooting. But most were never interviewed because Ricky Mercado confessed and the investigation shut down.”

      “And you’re going to ask them what?”

      “What they remember about Peter. If they knew of anyone with a grudge. Anything to get a lead on who might have killed Peter. I won’t directly ask them if they were buying or dealing drugs with him, but I’m hoping to get a sense.” I tap my pencil on the pad. “Believe it or not, I’m pretty decent at this. Investigative reporter, remember?”

      “I’m sure you’re aces at it. I just wonder if anyone will remember. It’s been a long time.”

      “True, but I’m still going to make the rounds, and I’d love company. I’m going to head out about nine and wrap up about noon. Then after lunch I’m going to the foundation.”

      “To see Devlin?” She waggles her brow, grinning. “I’m psyched, you know.”

      I pretend to be annoyed, but since I’m the one who told her everything about yesterday by the marina, I don’t pull it off very well.

      Still, the truth is, I could be wrong. Right now, I think that Devlin and I slipped back toward the together side of the equation—at least until I go back to Manhattan—but I’m not a hundred percent sure.

      Our time on the boardwalk may have been a wild mix of testosterone and lust, but since we didn’t sit down and have an actual where do we stand conversation, I don’t know for certain that anything truly shifted.

      “You have that look,” Brandy says, sliding the muffins into the oven. “What?”

      I lift a shoulder casually. “I just wish I knew where we stood. I mean, no matter what, I’m going back to New York soon, so…”

      I trail off, not wanting to think about the fact that Devlin is one of the few men who actually could pull off a long-distance relationship. He has a shiny, fast jet, after all. But even before the alley, we both knew that there was an expiration date on this fling. I’m glad we’ve moved on from our past, but that doesn’t mean we’ve landed firmly in the future.

      “Anyway,” I say, wanting to get the conversation back on track, “I’m not going to the foundation to see Devlin. I’m going to do some more research on Peter. Promise not to say anything to Christopher, but there are some documents Devlin doesn’t keep in the circulating collection. He said he doubted they’d help, but he also said it was my time to waste.”

      As it turns out, waste is right. Devlin acquired many of his father’s documents and records after his death, but nothing I find in the depths of the boxes gives me any lead on Peter’s killer.

      I’m wrapping up when Tamra joins me.

      “I’m glad he told you the truth,” Tamra says, and I immediately look around, worrying that someone will overhear us.

      Tamra laughs. “And I’m glad you’re watching out for him, too.”

      I feel the heat rise to my cheeks. “Reflex,” I say, because of course we’re completely alone in the research room. I bite my lower lip. “You know, too.”

      “About his father. The Wolf.” She nods. “Yes.”

      “How?“

      “I was friends with Caitlyn, his mother.”

      “Oh.” I wasn’t expecting that, and I lean forward.

      “She met Daniel when she ran away. She ended up on the streets doing drugs, and somehow she caught the attention of one of his men. They brought her to Nevada, Daniel cleaned her up, and she got pregnant.”

      “Were you there? How do you know all this?”

      “She told me. After she was clean, she started paying more attention. She saw what Daniel was doing—and that wasn’t a life she wanted for her son.”

      “She ran.”

      Tamra nods. “Her parents bought her a house in the hills. They put title in a trust so it wasn’t obvious that it was hers.” I must look confused, because she adds, “She couldn’t go home. It would be too easy for him to find her. She was even planning to leave the country, but that didn’t happen.”

      “He found her anyway.”

      “I can’t prove it, but I’m certain he drugged her. She wasn’t using. She was clean for her little boy. There is no way she would have gotten both drunk and high.”

      “Devlin told me about the wreck.” I don’t say that I met her not long before her death. I don’t remember it, and what’s the point? But it’s still one more thing that ties me and Devlin together.

      “I died a little when I learned about the crash,” Tamra says. “I knew the truth, but I couldn’t prove it. And I knew that he’d taken the boy.”

      She stands and goes to the window. “I managed to track him down, and when he was fifteen, I met him alone. I told him I knew his mother and that I would help him if he ever needed it.” She turns back to me. “It was a risk. I didn’t know if he’d been indoctrinated. He could have told his father about me. He could have had me killed.”

      I shiver, then nod.

      “But he trusted me. He told me how much he hated his father. The life he was part of. He wanted to walk away, but he couldn’t. So he learned the business. Trained in weapons and all sorts of similar things. I tried to help him. To be there to talk whenever he needed it.”

      My throat is thick, and I’m working hard to hold back tears. “You stood in for his mother.”

      “I tried to, at least as much as I could. And when his father sent him to Laguna Cortez to work with Peter, Alejandro called me, and I came, too.”

      She smiles. “That’s when I met you when we were both working at the police department. And later, when he joined the military, I kept track of him then, too.” A flicker of sadness crosses her face, but she shakes it off. “Finally, I ended up here.”

      My head is spinning just a little from everything she’s told me, but there’s one point that is dominating my thoughts. “You knew about us back then? You knew that Alex and I…”

      “I did. I always hoped your story would be something other than a tragedy.” Her smile is small, but it lights her face. “That’s what I’m still hoping for.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After Tamra leaves, I pack up my stuff and call it a day. I’ve found nothing in the papers that gives me a clue to Peter’s assassin, and I doubt that I will.

      That, however, isn’t what’s bugging me. Instead, it’s this small, niggling thought about another assassin. The wall-climber who took out Myers. The ballsy assassin who killed Bell at close range.

      I leave the research room, my head full of noise, then pause outside Tamra’s office on my way to the fourth floor. I know Devlin thinks Ronan wasn’t even in Vegas at the time, but what if he’s wrong?

      I rap on her door, then enter when she calls out.

      “Well, hello again.” She smiles brightly, but it fades when she takes a closer look at my face. “What’s wrong?”

      Now that she’s asked, I feel foolish. But I’d rather be a suspicious fool than someone who never spoke up. “Do you—I mean, this is going to sound odd—but do you trust Ronan?”

      Her eyes widen. “Well, yes. Why?”

      “I don’t know. Just a vibe. I saw him in Vegas after Bell got shot,” I add, and as I speak the words, I can hear how idiotic they sound.

      “I imagine a lot of people were in Vegas. You were. And I understand you’re a good shot yourself.”

      I screw up my mouth. Now I really do feel like an idiot.

      To her credit, she laughs. “I’m teasing, of course. But I do trust him. Devlin’s known Ronan since he first joined up. And Ronan even served briefly with my husband.”

      “Your husband?”

      Her smile turns melancholy. “He was killed in action.” She waves the words away, blinking quickly. “But he knew Ronan. And he trusted him.”

      I hug myself. “I think burying myself in The Wolf’s business has made me paranoid.”

      “You need to back away. Go grab a bite and take the rest of the day off.”

      “That’s a good plan,” I say, wondering if Devlin can blow off the rest of the day. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” she says, with the kind of firm certainty that reminds me that no matter what, the world will keep on turning.

      Even so, I can’t deny that she might be too close to Ronan to see the truth. After all, you can’t make out anything in a Monet painting if you’re standing with your nose to the brushstroke.

      Which is why as I climb the stairs, I text Millie and ask if she could poke around a bit and send me anything she can find on Ronan Thorne.

      Anna’s at her desk when I reach the fourth floor. She smiles at me, and I ask if he’s in. “I thought I’d steal him away for lunch.”

      “He had to go out, but if you’re looking for company, I’m starving.”

      Oh. Fortunately, I catch myself before I say that out loud. “Yeah, I’d love to.” Actually, I would like to hear about what it was like growing up with Devlin. But since I don’t know if he’s told Anna that I’m in on the secret, I can’t initiate the conversation.

      We end up at a cute little place across the street with counter service. “There’s a patio out back,” she says. “Let’s grab a table and I’ll tell you all my boss’s secrets.”

      I laugh and follow her. Now that I’m sure she’s not sleeping with Devlin, I’m seeing her in a whole new light.

      We’re almost finished with our sandwiches, and I’m still not sure what she knows, when she says, “Devlin told me you two knew each other when you were younger. Before he was Devlin, I mean.”

      “Oh.” I look around, but the place is empty. “I wasn’t sure if he’d told you about me. He told me the same.”

      She grins. “Guess we have that in common. Except I’ve known him the whole time. You had a gap.”

      I nod. “Yeah. That sucked.”

      “Well, I’m glad he found you again. It’s hard giving up your life and walking away from friends.”

      “It is,” I say, realizing that from the way she’s talking, I can’t tell if she knows that Devlin and I were—are—more than friends. Of course, even I’m not sure what we are. At the very least, I guess we’re friends with benefits.

      Not that it matters, because the conversation moves quickly on to my research, then to the fact that we’re both excited to read the manuscript of Christopher’s book before he even sends it to his editor, and then on to the best shopping in Laguna Cortez.

      By the time we’re walking back, I’ve shifted my perspective on Anna entirely. At the gala, she’d seemed like a glamorous foe. Now she’s not only a put-together and competent woman I could be friends with, she’s one more link between me and Devlin.
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      “Go get it, Jake!” Brandy shouts. “Good dog!”

      Jake bounds across the beach chasing the most disgusting tennis ball I’ve ever seen in my life, then galumphs back with it soggy and sopping in his mouth. He drops it at my feet, then wiggles with pleasure.

      “Your turn,” Brandy says, laughing.

      I make a face, then pick up the spit and sand covered ball before hurling it as far as I can. Unfortunately, there’s a reason I don’t play sports, and my throw goes wild. Jake bounds after it anyway, heading straight for the surf and splashing in the waves that are breaking nearby.

      “He’s going to get soaked,” I tell Brandy, grimacing a bit.

      “That’s okay,” she says as we continue walking. “He’ll dry.”

      It’s Saturday, but the beach isn’t too crowded. That’s the beauty of fall—significantly fewer tourists.

      I’d spent all day yesterday holed up with work. First revising the DSF profile per Roger’s edits, then writing up my notes about Peter and what little I know about how he got drawn into the drug trade. It’s become a different story, and not one I’m ready to share with Roger or the world.

      What I’d thought would be a tale about the downfall of a man who’d come innocently to Laguna Cortez and gotten caught in a net has turned into the story of a man who’d been tight with an international crime lord. A man who, despite that friendship, had garnered The Wolf’s wrath. The story’s a tragedy that resulted in the downfall of a family and the loss to both me and The Wolf’s son of their first real loves.

      A personal story, that’s for sure. I don’t intend to stop writing it. But as for publishing it? Well, that I’m still debating.

      “—who killed Peter.”

      I look up sharply, realizing I’d completely tuned out Brandy. “Sorry?”

      She shakes her head but looks amused rather than angry. “I said, Christopher was asking me about your research on Peter.”

      I pause as she bends down to rub the scruff of Jake’s neck. “You didn’t tell him, did you?”

      She tilts her head up to look at me. “About Peter? I thought you did.”

      I nod. I’d been doing research on Peter while Christopher was around, and we’d talked about it. He even wanted to share my notes, thinking it might help him craft characters. “No, he knows about Peter. I meant about Devlin. Alex.”

      Her eyes widen. “Of course not.”

      “Sorry, sorry.” And I am. I trust her. I really do. “I just—I don’t know. I wasn’t sure how serious you guys are yet.”

      “Well, I like him, but we’re not that tight. But even if I were sleeping with him, I wouldn’t just lay in bed, spread my legs, and spew out all my secrets.”

      I wince, both at the harsh tone and the unpleasant mental picture. “I know. I do. I’m just paranoid. It’s a lot to hold on to.”

      “You’re holding on.”

      “Yeah, but I lo—” My heart skitters as I swallow my words, then try again. “I’m more invested.”

      She eyes me, and I’m almost positive she’s going to call me out on what I didn’t say. But instead, she says, “You really trust him?”

      I don’t have to think about it to know she means Devlin, not Christopher. “He escaped from hell, Brandy.”

      “So have a lot of shitty people. I’m asking what’s in your gut.”

      I squeeze her hand. “You already know the answer to that.”

      She nods. “I know. And if it matters, I think so, too.” She lifts a shoulder in a shrug. “I just hope we’re right.”

      An hour later, Jake is finally starting to slow down and we’re walking back toward the house when I see Devlin walking toward us. “Two beautiful women,” he says, greeting us with a smile as he bends down to pet Jake. “And one adorable dog. I’m a lucky man.”

      “Where are you heading?”

      “I’ve been working all morning. Decided to take a walk and grab a coffee.” He looks at me with a tilt of his head. “Can I buy you a latte at Brewski? It’s an open offer,” he adds to Brandy, who laughs.

      “I would feel very much like a third wheel. And besides, it’s Jake’s nap time. But I’ll see you later.”

      “I’m making dinner,” I tell her as they start to head off.

      “God help us all,” she calls back over my shoulder.

      I shoot Devlin a smirk. “She’s not wrong. I can’t cook for shit. I’m thinking I’ll make pizza. I hear the recipe only requires a phone and a credit card.”

      We head to the walk-up counter for Brewski and he orders for both of us, then steps aside as we wait for our to-go cups. “What are you doing tonight?”

      “Ordering pizza and working, unless you make me a better offer.”

      “Hmm.” The corners of his eyes crinkle. “And tomorrow? Do you have plans?”

      I cross my arms as I look up at him. “I think I do now.”

      “Good answer.”

      “So what are we doing?”

      He presses a fingertip to my lips. “It’s a surprise. Jeans. T-shirt. Sunglasses. A change of clothes. Order Brandy’s pizza in advance.”

      “This is turning interesting, and I’m running through all the possibilities in my head. I’ve ruled out the South of France since I don’t need a passport.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, ye of little faith. I have ways around passports.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, I bet you do.”

      “I’ll swing by and get you around two, okay?”

      “Sure.” I reach for our drinks, then hand him his. “Does that mean you’re leaving me now?”

      “I haven’t finished my walk,” he says, extending his arm for me to take. “Join me?”

      “Sure.”

      We walk all the way to where Pacific Avenue curves sharply before heading up into the canyon, talking about nothing really. Jake. Brandy. Christopher, who’s apparently taken up residence in the research room and told Tamra he’s going to end up replotting his book.

      “You should write thrillers,” I tell Devlin. “Or I should. You tell me all the stories you know, and I’ll write them up.” It’s not that crazy an idea. If I do decide to commit Peter’s story to paper and publish it, there’s probably enough material for a book.

      “I think I’d prefer to live in quiet anonymity.”

      “Thus the dearth of you on social media.”

      “I’m not a popular man with the people who used to be higher-ups in my father’s organization.”

      “I guess not.” I recall how he told me about working to shut down the networks and the pipelines his father had used. “You took a huge risk.”

      “I did,” he says, “but I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself otherwise. And I did get government help.” He pauses. “I told you I wasn’t in witness protection, and that’s true. But there are departments other than WITSEC, and I had help setting up a new identity. I paid the price with long hours of interrogation, but I walked away with a rock-solid identity.”

      I shake my head as I continue walking. “I can’t imagine what you went through back then. I wish—”

      I stop myself. Neither one of us needs to hear me say I wish I could have been there for him, even though both of us know it.

      We’re heading back the way we came, only now on the opposite side of the street. “There’s Cask & Barrel,” I say. “That first night. You skipped out on me. Why?”

      “I hadn’t decided yet,” he says.

      “Whether to trust me.” I tug him to a stop. “And then you showed yourself at the tidal pools. What made you decide to?”

      He runs his thumb and forefinger over his bearded chin. “I realized there’s no one I trust more than I trust myself.”

      “Okaaay.” I draw out the word, not understanding what he’s talking about.

      “You were the first woman I ever loved—hell, you were the only woman I ever loved. I trusted you with everything back then. If I didn’t trust you now, then how could I say that I ever trusted myself.”

      “Oh.” His words squeeze my heart, filling me with warmth. “I might have changed, though.”

      “Have you?”

      I look up and meet his eyes. “We both have,” I say. “But you can still trust me.”
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      “Me? Fly?” I’m sitting in the co-pilot seat in one of the Saint Charter jets, with Marci sitting next to me in the pilot seat.

      She laughs. “Well, you’re not going to land. Just keep us in the air for a few minutes. I promise you, it’s not that different than driving.”

      “The dashboard’s a lot more complicated,” I point out, which, considering I drive a car built in the sixties, is an understatement.

      Still, I’m game, and I listen as she explains the function of the various readouts, how to keep the plane level using instruments, and then has me climb an additional five-thousand feet to our cruising altitude.

      “You’re practically a pro,” she says.

      “You’re generous,” I tell her, but I’m thrilled. It’s not got the same zing as being in a fighter jet simulator, but the odds of me ever being behind the wheel of one of those in reality is pretty slim. And there’s no denying that right now, I’m the one in charge of our safety as we soar through the sky toward the desert. With Marci firmly on back-up, of course.

      I keep the controls a bit longer, then pass it back to Marci. I’m enjoying my time in the sky, but I also want to enjoy it with Devlin.

      I head from the cockpit to the cabin, then wink at Gregg before I close the panel between me and the crew’s section.

      Devlin looks up from a stack of papers, his face alight with amusement.

      “You look as satisfied as you do after sex,” he says. “I think I’m jealous.”

      “Not sex,” I tell him, as I put the papers aside and settle onto his lap. “Foreplay.”

      He grins as I climb onto his lap, straddling him. “Well, this is interesting.”

      I hook my arms around his neck. “I want you to tell me the truth. Why did you arrange that?”

      “You didn’t enjoy it?”

      “You know I did. Because you, Mr. Saint, are devious. And maybe a tad manipulative.”

      His brows rise. “Am I?”

      I nod sagely. “Oh, yes. You knew that after taking that wheel, I’d want a turn with you, too.”

      “You’re giving me a lot of credit.”

      “Just calling them as I see them.” I reach down and cup his erection, then lift one brow. “You could have just said you wanted to induct me into the Mile High Club.”

      “I could have,” he agrees, sliding one hand down the back of my jeans until his fingertip grazes my ass. “But this is more fun.”

      “Devlin—”

      “Do you want me to stop?” His fingertip strokes the sensitive area, sending shockwaves crashing through me.

      “Ah, that would be a no,” I say, rocking my hips and trying to grind against him as the storm wells inside me.

      “You are so gorgeous when you’re turned on. Like you’re lit from within.”

      “If I am,” I say, “You’re the one igniting me—oh, God yes, right there.” He’s unfastened my jeans and slid down the zipper. Now his other hand is down my pants, his palm caressing my clit as his fingers slide inside me. I rock back and forth as he teases me with both hands, relishing the rising climax and at the same time never wanting this feeling to end. “More,” I murmur, as he fingers me deeper, harder.

      “Pull up your shirt,” he demands, and I do, then tug my bra down to free my breast for him. I arch back, rocking against his fingers as he sucks on my breast, and strands of electricity shoot all the way through me, wilder and faster until it’s as if my body can’t hold so much pleasure all at once, and it explodes out of me, making my body shake , hot and cold and wild and sated.

      “Oh, God,” I say, shifting so that I can slide off his lap and collapse to my knees onto the carpeted floor.

      I rest my head on his thighs as his fingertip gently brushes skin. “You’re amazing,” he says.

      I lift my head and smile. “I think that’s my line.” I glance up at him, and then down at his very obvious erection. Then I reach for his fly. “I think I need to do something about that.”

      He stops me with a firm hand on mine, then nods to the light above the door. “Seatbelt,” he says. “We’re about to land.”

      “Oh. Sorry.”

      “I’m not,” he says as he helps me to my feet, then kisses me lightly. “Anticipation, remember? And believe me when I say that I’m anticipating very good things when we get where we’re going.”
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      Our destination turns out to be the Wild Dunes Raceway, a private racetrack that Devlin frequents that is open to both novice and experienced drivers. It covers over fifteen hundred acres in the desert and boasts over three miles of roads. Most people bring RVs and camp for a few days, but for those who don’t want to bother or who fly in using the private landing strip, the track offers its own stable of small travel trailers, each complete with a tiny kitchen, bath, and one big bed.

      As if the orgasm Devlin gave me on the plane wasn’t enough, I am now officially in heaven. Even my regret that we don’t have Shelby here is allayed when Devlin tells me about the Lamborghini Aventador he keeps garaged at the property. That sweet machine boasts top speeds of two-hundred, and while it seems a shame, I promise Devlin that despite my wild child tendencies, I won’t crack the track’s one-seventy limit.

      “Are we racing or just driving?”

      “Driving,” he says. We’ve dropped our stuff off at our little trailer, and he tosses me the keys as we walk to the garage. “Specifically, you’re driving.”

      “Oh?” I lift my brows. “Like to watch, do you?”

      “You? Absolutely.”

      He’s already reserved the track, and it’s ours and ours alone for the next two hours, although it’s always open to spectators.

      I slide in behind the wheel, start the engine, then simply sit for a moment, feeling the power thrumming through and around us. “Don’t tell Shelby,” I tell him, “but I think I just had an orgasm.”

      He laughs out loud, then leans over and kisses me. “Drive,” he says. “The clock’s ticking.”

      Can’t argue with that, and I negotiate the way from the garage to the track. We’re in the middle of the desert, with mountains rising around us in the distance. It’s dry and dust funnels pop up on the distant horizon. The landscape is brutal, and yet here, in the middle of it, is the perfect playground. And somehow, Devlin knew that this is where I’d love to be. Not walking the Santa Monica Pier. Not shopping at South Coast Plaza. Not exploring Old Town in San Diego.

      No, he brought me to the absolute perfect place because, against all odds, he still knows me so well.

      I turn to him and say, “Baby, you are going to get so laid tonight.” And then, while he’s still laughing, I tear down the track, keeping it under a hundred until I’m sure I have the feel of the machine at my command.

      I spend a full glorious hour behind the wheel, then pull off and insist he drive. I want the pleasure of watching him command the car, taking curves, lightly braking, revving the engine until it’s going full-throttle.

      And that, I think, is how I want him to drive me tonight.

      Which is exactly what I tell him when we’re walking on shaky legs back to our secluded trailer.

      “Got you wet, did it?” he asks as we reach the steps that lead to the small door.

      “You know it did,” I say as he pulls me close, then slides his hand between my legs. My heart is pounding, my body flushed, and right now I don’t know if it’s because of the drive or the man. Honestly, I’m not sure it matters.

      He moves his hand up as he bends closer, finally cupping my breast as he whispers in my ear. “Come inside and let me take you on a different kind of ride.”

      “God, yes,” I murmur, even as I pull his mouth down to mine for one long, deep kiss before I break away and skip up the stairs and into the small space.

      The RV is tiny in comparison to our suite at The Phoenix, but it’s still perfect.

      The shower isn’t big enough for two people, but the bed makes up for that deficiency. It’s king size and runs along the back of the trailer, so that the far side, the head, and the foot all abut walls. It’s where I go now, tugging off my shirt and my jeans to make a trail for Devlin to follow.

      Not that he needs one. He’s right behind me, and when I’m in my bra and underwear, I collapse on the side of the bed, watching with eager anticipation as he tugs his jeans over his hips, leaving him clad only in black boxer briefs and looking like a calendar pin-up with his defined abs, lean torso, and very obvious erection.

      He starts to push off his briefs, but I shake my head. “Oh, no,” I say, extending my hand to urge him closer. “That’s my job.”

      The brow bisected by the scar rises with amusement. “Is it?”

      “Here. Now.”

      He takes my hand, surrendering when I tug him onto the bed, then straddle him. I hold him down by the shoulders, and he clasps his hands on my hips, then strokes my thighs. “Strong,” he says. “I like that.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Ever been rock climbing? I’m thinking it could be our next adventure,” he says when I shake my head. “I think you’d like it. Power. Danger. It hits all your hot buttons.”

      I take his hand and slide it inside my panties.

      “This is the only hot button you need to worry about right now,” I tell him as his fingertip teases my clit. “And right now, you’re the only thing I want to climb.”

      “All the way to the top, baby.”

      I slide my hand down, then stroke his shaft. “Then again, a few times more around the track wouldn’t be bad.” I tug his briefs down just enough for his cock to spring free. It’s thick and perfect, and I run my fingertip along the vein as he arches his head back and groans, then murmurs, “Oh, fuck yes,” as I bend over to taste the bit of pre-cum at the tip.

      I cup my hand around him. “I do like the feel of this gear shift,” I tease.

      “Hop on and I’ll take you for a ride.”

      “Oh, no,” I say. “I’m in the driver’s seat now.” I slide up his body, letting my belly stroke his cock as I move over him. Then I tease my way up his neck with kisses, relishing the way his beard tickles my skin.

      Slowly, I trace the tip of my tongue along his scar line, then lightly kiss his bisected brow before using my hands to steady me as I lift myself up and look at his face. His eyes are closed, but he opens them as I’m gazing down. The instant he does, I feel that whumph of shock. A lightning strike of sensual connection. My nipples tighten against my bra, and my panties are positively soaked.

      I brush my lips lightly over his, then use the tip of my tongue to trace that little hint of beard that extends from his lower lip to connect with the whiskers that cover his chin and jaw line. “I really do like this,” I say, as I graze my lips over his beard as I move closer to his ear. “I especially like how it feels on my skin. I want to feel it on my inner thighs when you fuck me with your tongue and fingers.”

      He makes a low, groaning noise, but I don’t give him a chance to say anything. Instead, I kiss him hard, exploring and tasting him, losing myself in the ferocity with which he kisses me back, then tugging on his lower lip before I work my way back down his body until I’ve reached his cock once again.

      I use my hand to stroke him at the same time as I tease the tip of my tongue along his glans, rewarded when he fists the bedspread on either side of him, the muscles in his abs tightening with obvious strain. I start to take him fully into my mouth, but he growls in protest, then cups me under my arms and pulls me up to him with such ferocity I gasp.

      “What—”

      But I don’t get the question out. Instead, he flips me over, effectively switching our positions as he’s now straddling me. I laugh and wriggle beneath him. “Well, now you’ve done it,” I say. “I was just about to take you on the ride of your life.”

      “Don’t worry, baby. I think tonight we’ll both make it to heaven.” He takes my wrists and stretches my arms above my head, using his knees against my hips to hold me in place as he deeply and thoroughly kisses me.

      I open to him, my mouth, my body. Adrenaline surges through me, and I’m hot with need, my skin prickly, and though his kisses are deep and hard, I want more of him. All of him.

      “More,” I beg. “Touch me, Devlin, please, fuck me. And make it rough. I want to feel you tomorrow. In every single muscle.”

      “Rough?” he repeats, lifting a brow. “What an interesting invitation. But what if I’d rather go slow? What if I want to tease you first, light and gentle, until you’re about to lose your mind?”

      I close my eyes, arching my head back as he brushes his lips down my throat.

      “I want to watch you lose yourself, El.”

      He whispers the words, but I hear them clearly. The words. My name—El.

      I know what it means, and I tremble, overwhelmed by emotion. And when I open my eyes I see the passion of his words reflected on his face.

      “Devlin—”

      His lips curve in the hint of a smile, but he hushes me with a fingertip to my lips. “I want you to explode,” he whispers as I melt under his words and touch. “And I want to know that I’m the one who took you there.”

      He shifts his hold on my arms, capturing both my wrists in one of his, then uses the other to trace the cup of the bra I’m still wearing. The touch is as light as a butterfly’s kiss, and I whimper as he teases one cup down, freeing my breast.

      “Oh, baby,” he says as he runs his thumb over my nipple. “You like this.”

      “Yes.” The word is barely breath. “Please.”

      “Please? Please what?” His fingers pinch my nipple and I suck in air as a hot wire of need shoots straight to my core. “Do you want my mouth here, sucking on this beautiful tit? Or do you want my fingers in your pussy?”

      I wiggle my hips, because I’m too far gone now, and can’t seem to wrangle even a word.

      “Or maybe you want me to fuck you so hard you scream my name and don’t even care if anyone in the other RVs hears you?” I whimper, but he doesn’t relent, just bends closer to my ear and says, “You want it rough? I could flip you over, pull down those panties and spank that beautiful ass.”

      “Yes,” I murmur. Damn me to hell, the answer is yes.

      “Or maybe I should blindfold you, then tie you to this bed, naked and wet and entirely at mine. To tease, to spank, to fuck.” His fingers dance lightly over my nipple. “To pleasure.”

      I tremble, lost in the intensity of his words. But there’s trepidation there, too. The thought of being bound … of being entirely at his mercy…

      I swallow, trying to read my own emotions. Trying to separate the craving from the hesitation. Trying to pinpoint the dark shadow that’s making me hesitate, but I can’t put words to it, and I turn my head away, not wanting him to see into my eyes. “Why?” I whisper, because I don’t know what else to ask.

      “Because I want to make you feel,” he says.

      “I do,” I tell him. “I feel you all through me. Why tie me up?”

      He releases my arms, then slides his body down so that his hands are cupping my breasts as he kisses me along the band of my panties. “Maybe it’s more than that,” he says, lifting his head between kisses. “Maybe I like the power. Maybe I want to make you feel good. To watch you surrender. To know I’m taking you someplace you’ve never been before.”

      My breath comes in rasps, his words filling my head like a storm.

      “You get off on danger? Maybe I like knowing that I can take you there, too. That I can bind you. Have you at my mercy. Own you while you’re completely vulnerable, and then make you come harder than you ever have before.”

      “I don’t—I’m not—”

      His fingertip traces my lower lip and my breath comes in shudders, making it impossible for me to hide anything from him.

      “Don’t pretend you aren’t intrigued. Don’t pretend that even the possibility of this doesn’t turn you on. I saw you, remember? Hell, I touched you.” His fingers trail down from my lip to my jaw, then slowly down my neck. “Just the other day, I fucked you in an alley. And the first night in the parking lot…”

      He trails off as that damnable finger once again grazes my nipple. “A stranger touched you, and it turned you on.”

      “So?”

      “It’s not the danger you need, Ellie. It’s the control. You were in charge before I came along in the parking lot. And how many other men have you pulled from bars? Have you fucked in alleys?”

      I turn my head, not wanting him to see the answer on my face.

      “You’re searching, baby. Trying so hard to steer that moment. To make it what you need. Not the danger. The control. You calling the shots. You choosing those men. You controlling the scene.”

      He strokes my hair, then waits for me to meet his eyes. My pulse is pounding, no longer from lust, but from the truth in his words. A truth I really don’t want to acknowledge.

      “But it’s never enough, is it? What you need—what you crave—is for someone else to be in control. You need to surrender, El. You need to go all the way to the edge and then fall over, trusting that you’ll come out okay on the other side.”

      I swallow, my breath shallow as I absorb his words, so terrifyingly true. Because he’s right. I do grab control. I cling so hard because I lost so much. But there’s a wall, and I’ve never let myself go past it.

      “You can trust me, El. For years, you’ve been holding so tight to control you’ve forgotten about pleasure. Forgotten how to truly feel. To surrender.” He looks me up and down, the penetrating gaze acting on me like a physical caress. “You know I’m right.”

      I lift my chin. “What makes you so sure?”

      “Because I see it in your face. It makes you scared. The thought of being tied down. Being immobile and blind and vulnerable. But it also turns you on. Tell me the truth, El,” he says, softly cupping my cheek. “Tell me that what I’ve been saying makes your nipples hard and your pussy throb. Tell me your skin feels tight, aching for release. Tell me you want it. The kind of danger where you’re no longer in control. The kind where you can fall, and there’s no way in hell to stop. Where you just have to trust that it will be okay.”

      “I—” I begin, then feel like an idiot when tears spring to my eyes. I want it—oh, dear God, I want it. But I can’t find the words.

      “I can’t,” I manage to say. “I’m sorry, but I can’t go there.”

      I swallow the fear that sits like a lump in my throat. Fear that I’ve hurt him. Fear that he’s going to walk away, irritated that I’ve put on the brakes.

      With Alex, I know he’d be okay with it. But Devlin? I’m still learning who Devlin Saint is, and I don’t yet understand his rough edges and dark shadows. He’s dangerous, just like he said. And, damn him, it’s because of that danger that I’m already halfway to the best orgasm of my life. But to take it further? To trust him like that?

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper again. “I can’t.”

      I don’t realize that the tears have escaped until he’s gently wiping my cheek with his thumb. “Oh, El, baby, it’s okay. I want to take you to your limit—I do. So much that just thinking about it makes me harder than I’ve ever been. But I’ll only take you over if you want it, too.”

      “You don’t mind?”

      “Oh, baby. Hell, no. Besides,” he adds with a devious grin, “how many times have I told you how I feel about anticipation?”

      More tears slip from my eyes, but I’m smiling. Not only because he’s just told me there will be a next time, but because he’s still calling me El, even after I denied him.

      “Devlin, please.” I don’t have to say another word. He flashes a devilish grin at me, then slowly—so wickedly slowly—kisses his way down my body until he reaches my panties. He eases them down, but I’m too eager, and kick to move the process along.

      He laughs, then holds my legs steady as he settles between them again. He blows gently on my clit, which feels incredible, then he teases me with his tongue before very deliberately rubbing his beard along my inner thigh. I laugh and squirm. Not only from the tickling sensation, but because he’s so obviously teasing me with exactly what I’d said I wanted.

      My laughter soon turns to gasps, though, as Devlin turns his considerable skills to my clit, his fingers thrusting inside me as his mouth works an absolutely perfect magic on me until I’m so close that I’m squirming and arching and trying to reach the stars.

      I remember the first time we did this. He’d told me to tug at my nipples, and I do that now, and oh, yes, oh, God, yes, that’s the final key to this wonderful puzzle of pleasure. My whole body tightens, then breaks apart, and as it does, I reach down, twining my fingers in his hair and holding him in place as I buck against him, harder and faster until the storm finally, thankfully ebbs.

      When reason returns, I pull him up, then kiss him, wanting more still. Wanting a kiss that feels like fucking. Wanting him to explode inside me. “Now,” I whisper. “Please, please, tell me you brought a condom.”

      “Your wish…” he says, then leaves the bed long enough to take care of sheathing himself.

      “Hurry,” I beg, though that turns out to be an unnecessary request. He’s hard and ready and he pushes my knees up as he slides into me, then presses his hands into the mattress on either side of my head, his eyes on mine as he thrusts deep inside of me, hitting that sensitive spot deep, deep inside so that I build again with him.

      This time when he takes me over it’s even more powerful than before. I cry out as my core tightens, drawing him in, milking him, wanting him deeper and harder. Wanting this connection to never be broken.

      “Devlin,” I whisper, when I can finally speak again. He’s collapsed onto me, the weight of his body sweetly comforting.

      He shifts, then pushes up again so that he’s balanced over me, breathing hard, his face flushed from the intensity of his orgasm. I watch as his eyes open, then see the moment when he slides back into reality and his eyes find mine. “Oh, baby,” he says. “That was incredible.”

      We share a smile, and it ignites a whole new spark, sending a new wave of desire coursing through me, though I don’t think I’d survive another orgasm like the one that’s still tingling over every inch of me.

      But that heat—oh, God, what I see in his eyes. It’s longing and passion and need. It’s hot and primal, and I want more. So much more. Not just tonight, but forever.

      Except I can’t say that. Hell, I’m afraid of even letting him see it in my face. This horrible, guilty secret that I can’t stand the thought that this will end.

      Because now that I’ve found Alex again—now that Devlin Saint is in my life—I don’t think that I can survive losing him all over again.
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      I don’t remember falling asleep, but when I wake up, it’s dark and I’m alone. There’s also a draft, and I sit up, holding the sheet to my breasts to ward off the desert chill.

      I tug it off the bed, wrap it around me, then hit the light switch, but there’s no sign of Devlin in the RV. I find him right outside the door, sitting on the rough wooden step that leads up to the doorway.

      “Catch the light,” he says without turning around. I do, and the world fades into darkness, coming back into focus as my eyes adjust, the sand glowing under the light of a crescent moon.

      “Slide over,” I say, then settle in beside him, my hip pressed tight against his.

      Immediately, he slides his arm around my waist, and I lean against him. “Want some of my sheet?”

      He shakes his head. He’s wearing only his boxer briefs, and though I’d be freezing without the sheet, Devlin is a man who burns hot.

      “I’m not good for you,” he says after we’ve sat in silence, listening to the night and getting drunk on moonlight.

      I tense, wondering how much of my earlier thoughts he’d picked up on. Wondering, too, how much he’d been thinking along the same lines. Finally, I say, “You are.”

      “You know who my father is. You know some of the things I’ve done.”

      I reach for his hand. “I do. I also know you. And I trust you.”

      I can’t see his face, but I hear him draw in a breath, long and deep.

      “What’s going on? Today was perfect. Did you get a call? A text?”

      He turns his head to face me, then kisses me so gently it feels as if I’ll float away. “It’s not that you trust me,” he says. “It’s that you trust yourself. When you take control of a plane. When you drive a car faster than it should go. When you fuck a dangerous man.”

      He pulls his hand free, then cups the back of his neck, his head turned just enough so that I can see his eyes, sandy tonight since he’s not wearing his contacts. “You think you’re living dangerously, and you are. But there’s a cap to it. You trust yourself. You trust your own judgment. But you don’t go further. That’s why you wouldn’t let—”

      I frown, then shake my head, the smallest of movements. “What are you saying?”

      He exhales. “I’m saying that whatever you believe about me, you’re wrong. I am dangerous. More than that, I’m a danger to you. Just being associated with me puts you in the crosshairs. There are people who—if they knew who I really am—”

      “I know. Of course, I know. There’s no way you could have shut down your father’s enterprise entirely. If those people knew you were his son, they’d—”

      “It’s not just that. I’m—fuck.”

      I shift to see him better, alarmed by the heat in his voice. “Devlin?”

      He sighs, then rubs his temples as he shakes his head and I try to control the pounding of my heart.

      “Dammit, Devlin, talk to me.”

      He draws in a breath, then turns his head to look at me, and even in the dim light, I can see the storm brewing behind his eyes. “In bed, I would never hurt you. But in the world? In the world, I don’t have that kind of control.”

      “Devlin—”

      “No. Listen to me. That’s why no matter what you want—no matter what I want—this is going to end.”

      My gut twists, but I can’t argue, even though I want to. But my voice is still choked when I say, “Do you think I don’t know that? I’m not still sixteen and clinging to fantasies.”

      “I just want to say it. I want it out there. Because I think we both need to hear it.”

      I sag a bit. “Right. Okay. Noted.” I swallow. “The profile is almost put to bed, and pretty soon Roger will insist I work on a story other than just the one about Peter. And I am paying hefty rent on an apartment in New York.” Every word out of my mouth depresses me.

      I suck in a breath to gather my courage, then say aloud the truth that’s been twisting around inside me for days. “You’re right. Danger doesn’t scare me. But losing you again does. Devlin, I don’t want to go.”

      “I know. But you will. Because even if you stay, you won’t be with me.” He turns to face me. “I will always protect you, El. No matter what the cost. Even if it means I leave you.”
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        Is SoCal’s Most Reclusive & Eligible Bachelor Off the Market?

        

      

      That headline and a dozen variations on the theme scream at us from the screens of our phones as we land at the executive airport. And if that’s not bad enough, each and every headline is accompanied by a photo. Devlin and I in front of the RV with his hand between my legs. Devlin and I in front of the RV with his hand on my breast and our lips locked together. Some clever posters even turned the two photos into a gif, and one even has us burst into flames before the video starts over again.

      Most posts identify me as an unknown woman. But one names me and identifies me as a reporter for The Spall Monthly. Which not only makes me queasy, but also makes me want to punch someone.

      The only saving grace is that the airport near Laguna Cortez is private. Which means that we’re able to get in the car Anna has sent for us—one with nicely tinted windows—and get hurried past the crowd that has gathered outside the gates, cell phones in hand.

      As soon as we’re past them, Devlin lashes out, kicking the back of the empty passenger seat in front of him. There’s a soundproof barrier between us and the driver, but I have a feeling the driver’s not at all surprised by the soundless outburst.

      I take his hand, and he squeezes hard. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m so damn sorry.”

      “What on earth for? For kissing me? Because I’m not sorry at all.”

      “For this. All of this bullshit. And for the fact that I took us there.”

      “This bullshit sucks, but it’s part of your life. It’s not like I didn’t know that. Hell, I tried to research you before I came. It wasn’t easy.”

      “Ellie…”

      “And it’ll blow over. You’ve been photographed with women before, right? I’m just one of the crowd.”

      His head whips around, and he faces me, his expression fiercer than I’ve ever seen.

      “I am,” I insist. “You said yourself I’m going back, right? Whether I want to or not,” My voice is low. Intentionally steady. “You said last night you won’t be with me.”

      He doesn’t answer, but he turns slowly forward, then bends at the waist and buries his face in his hands.

      I watch him, grappling for something to say, but I can’t find the words. Thousands upon thousands of words in print, and I can’t even conjure one that fits this moment.

      For a moment I just sit there feeling helpless, then jump as my phone rings. It’s Roger, and though I consider letting it go to voicemail, I answer it.

      “Hey, kid,” he says. “Hell of a day, huh?”

      I bite my lip. Apparently he’s seen the posts. “I’ve had better,” I admit.

      “Yeah, well, I hope it was worth it, because I’m about to make it worse. I’m killing the profile.”

      I wince, my entire body pulling inward in a full body cringe. “Roger, please. Just let me—”

      “Not even open for discussion,” he said. “It’s dead. Come on, Ellie. What else can I do?”

      “Let me rewrite it. Take out the references to Devlin. Focus on The Beyond Project and not the DSF. Hell, take my byline off. Those women, those kids. They deserve to have their stories told.”

      “Yeah,” he says. “They do. And I’m still killing the story.”

      Devlin’s looking at me, and I turn away, not wanting him to see my face, because I know this is going to feel like another stab in his back. “Are you firing me?”

      “Let’s say you’re on probation. And I need you back here for a new assignment.”

      I swallow. “When?”

      “Soon.” He makes a rough noise in his throat. “Sorry, kid. I know it doesn’t feel like it, but I’ve got your back. And the best way for this to blow over is for you to get back to the office. I’m only your editor, remember? I’ve got eyes on me, too.”

      “Right.” It feels as if all the air has left my body. “Yeah. I get it.”

      “Hey. I am sorry. And for what it’s worth, Devlin Saint seems like a class act. God knows his foundation does a lot of good. But, well, you know the mandate, and perception plays a huge part in credibility.”

      “I get it.” I sigh. “Thanks, Roger.”

      “For what it’s worth, we miss you around here.”

      I tell him goodbye, then end the call.

      “And I fucked that up for you, too.”

      “Stop it.” The words come out harsher than I intended. “In case you missed it, I was kissing you back. And God knows I would have fucked you right there on those stairs if you hadn’t suggested we go inside.”

      He actually laughs. “And thank goodness I did. I’m sure those stairs were full of splinters.”

      We lock eyes for a moment, then I reach out and stroke his beard before gripping his chin and pulling him in for a kiss. “It’s going to be fine,” I say. And I almost even convince myself.
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      “I’ve got Tamra working on a press release right now,” Anna says as we arrive at the DSF office. “Or we can just post a comment on a few of the accounts and assume it will get shared.” She looks more harried than I’ve ever seen her, and she follows as Devlin heads straight into his office, not even slowing.

      “The goal, of course, is to slow the speculation,” Anna continues as Tamra joins us, her digital tablet in hand. “The photo was more graphic than the photographers usually manage to catch, but it’s still the same. Nothing serious. Just another fling. Saint’s just a sinner after all.”

      She laughs at her own joke, though the rest of us don’t. After a moment, she clears her throat.

      That’s when Devlin says, very simply, “No.”

      Beside me, I see Tamra look down, a small smile tugging at her mouth. I frown, not yet caught up with the gist of the conversation.

      “No?” Anna repeats, because apparently she’s as confused as I am.

      “No,” he repeats. “No statements. No press releases. Just business as usual.”

      “But the comments—the speculation—it could get out of control.”

      “Let it.”

      She clears her throat. “Mr. Saint. Devlin. I don’t think you’re looking at the big picture. You’re in the public eye for more than just this foundation. Your personal wealth has made you a celebrity, even if a reluctant and reclusive one.”

      He walks to his desk, then turns around, leaning against it. He meets my eyes, then grins before looking back at Anna and answering. “Do you think I don’t know that?”

      “Well, obviously you do. But the media will think you’re together. It will get complicated. From a publicity standpoint, I mean.”

      “It’s not complicated at all,” Devlin says, speaking to me and not Anna. “We are together.”

      My breath hitches. “What?” My heart is pounding so hard I barely notice that Anna has voiced the exact same question.

      “Well, aren’t we?” Devlin asks, coming toward me. He stands only inches away, so close I can feel the heat of him. “Haven’t we always been?”

      “But last night? All that talk about danger. About being in the crosshairs. Doesn’t that—”

      “Kind of moot now, isn’t it?” he says. “The press did the dirty work themselves.”

      I swallow. He’s right. No matter what statements the DSF makes, I’m out there in the public eye. And if anyone cares to turn over rocks, they’ll find plenty of fodder for a relationship just from the time I’ve been back in Laguna Cortez. Which makes me unlike all those other women who’ve shown up in social media with him.

      Still, I need him to be absolutely clear. “What are you saying?”

      He nods toward the door. Anna looks shell-shocked, but Tamra gets the message right away, then takes Anna by the elbow and steers her out. Moments later, the doors slide closed.

      “Devlin,” I press, my pulse pounding so loud in my ears I can barely hear my own voice. “What do you see happening here?”

      “I want you to stay,” he says.

      I shake my head. “I still don’t get it. I’m only in danger if you’re exposed. So how does this change anything?”

      I can’t believe I’m arguing against staying, but I don’t understand. Yes, anyone poking around about our time here and at The Phoenix and at the track might have a chance at pulling together a juicy story, but so what? It’s not like they know about our distant past. If I go back to New York it will all fizzle away, just like it has for every other woman he’s been photographed with, and I’ll be perfectly safe.

      But when I tell him as much, he rubs his hands over his face and shakes his head.

      “Dammit, El, don’t you get it? I want you because I want you.”

      “Oh.” The word feels small against the fullness of the emotion that fills me, but at the same time, I need to understand what’s going on here. I need to know what’s changed.

      “Why?” I ask, trying to keep my voice steady so he won’t hear the hope that colors it. “I mean, we’ve had fun, yes. But—but you’re calling me El again, and it fills my heart to hear that, Devlin. It really does. Only I’m not the girl I was. So if this is about what used to be—”

      “Are you suggesting I’m that boy? I’m not, and you damn well know it.”

      There’s an edge in his voice, and I nod, but say nothing.

      “The man I am now wouldn’t have wanted that girl.”

      “Right.” I want to curl up inside myself at these words. “I get it.”

      “You don’t,” he says, taking my hand. “The girl you were was everything to Alex Leto. She was his dream, his fantasy, his salvation. She was his best friend, and his only love. And while you may not believe it, something in him died when he left, especially because he knew that you would hate him.”

      I say nothing. Just let the words pour over me.

      “But Alex Leto is dead. I’m a different man now, and Devlin Saint is fascinated by the woman you are. I want you, El. I want that sharp mind and quick wit. I want your loyalty and persistence and that irrepressible curiosity. I want the rest, too. Your fears and insecurities and the way you hide them by flirting with danger. All of you, El. Every part of you.”

      He shifts, taking my other hand, too, and I melt under the power of his words as he continues, his eyes both intense and soft, and never once wavering from my face as he continues. “Don’t you get it, baby? I want to hold on to you because you’re like living flame, and if I can do that, then I can do anything.”

      “Devlin—”

      “You’re a writer, dammit. Write from here. If The Spall isn’t cool with that, then write a book. Hell, write a book about what you saw in Nevada. Write one about Peter. But stay, Ellie. I know it won’t be easy—”

      I laugh, the sound remarkably, wonderfully freeing. “Fuck easy. Easy bores me.”

      He takes a step toward me. “So now it’s my turn to ask. What are you saying?”

      “That I want you, too,” I say, tasting the salt of the tears that stream down my face. “And that I want to stay more than anything.”
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      “Do you have any idea how much I want you right now?” One of Devlin’s hands is on my waist while the other gently skims my hair.

      “I think I have some idea.” We’re still in his office, and I wonder if Tamra and Anna are huddled around Anna’s desk, taking bets on what we’re up to. “But you, Mr. Big Shot, have things to do. How long will those things take you?”

      “About five hours. But if I’m motivated, I can probably manage with two.”

      I take his hand from my hip and slide it up to my breast. “Motivated yet?”

      “Very.” He leans in for a kiss, but I scamper back, laughing.

      “Oh, no. I want you to stay motivated. Nothing until I see you again. Your house. Two hours. Don’t disappoint me.”

      “I love a woman who takes charge.”

      I blow him a kiss. “Liar. You like being in charge. Even when you let me think I am.”

      “Look at that. You really do know me.”

      I laugh, then head out. Anna’s smile is thin as I wave goodbye. Not that I blame her. Devlin gets to pick and choose when he confronts the public. She and Tamra are going to be fielding calls for days from the tabloids and anyone else who’s curious enough to call in.

      Now, however, isn’t the time to worry about that. Devlin will be home in two hours, and I have things to do before he gets there.

      Since Shelby isn’t here, I call a rideshare, then have it head to the far inland edge of town with most of the big box retail stores. I pop into a hobby shop first, then hit the nearby grocery store since I’m not sure if Devlin has wine and cheese in the house. I’m back in the car, scrolling through the emails that have popped onto my phone in the last few days, when Millie calls.

      I almost don’t answer it. Most of my texts and emails that came in today—even the ones from friends and acquaintances—are asking about me and Devlin and whether we’re really a thing. Brandy and Lamar included. I’ve already answered those two, telling them I’ll call later to fill them in properly, but the rest I’m ignoring for now.

      Still, Millie might be calling about Peter, and so I risk a deep dive into my personal life and connect the call.

      “Cornwell came through for me,” she says without preamble. “Or for you, I guess.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He gave my name to a few others in The Wolf’s circle, and one of them called me. Says he has inside info into who killed your uncle.”

      “Seriously? Can I meet him? Talk to him?”

      “You owe me so much chocolate,” she says. “I got you a call today. Of course, considering you’re the tabloid queen of the day, I should probably have called your social secretary.”

      “You’re hysterical, but I’m not complaining because this is amazing.”

      “Yeah, well, if you’re not on a press tour, I can get it set up for him to call you in half an hour. And I can wait to get your gossip until we have lunch.”

      “That’s perfect on both counts.” I’ll have time to make the call and still get everything set up for when Devlin comes home. “What’s his name?”

      “Miguel Hernandez. He was in jail by the time Peter was killed, but Daniel Lopez was a frequent visitor. Apparently, they were tight. He says Lopez told him who he assigned to make the hit on Peter.”

      “Why’s he talking now?”

      “Not sure, but I heard he’s got pancreatic cancer. Since he’s the one who contacted me, I figure he’s trying to make amends.”

      “I guess that would do it,” I say, then end the call, as the driver pulls up at Devlin’s place.

      Devlin gave me the code for the door and the alarm, and once I’m inside, I dump my bags in the kitchen, then slice some cheese and arrange a bit of fruit before opening a bottle of wine to breathe.

      Next, I take the bags with the candles to the bedroom, then arrange them strategically on all the surfaces. There are five dozen of them, so it takes a while to light them all. But the effect is stunning. A magical, twinkling room, and I can’t wait to see the way the candlelight dances on his bare skin.

      I’ve just finished when the phone rings. I sit on the foot of the bed, then answer. It’s a prison official, and after the usual formalities, the call’s connected, and I find myself talking to Miguel Hernandez. A man who, against all odds, knows who killed my uncle.

      “You really that sad excuse for a human’s niece?”

      “Excuse me?” I was hardly expecting that kind of vitriol right out of the gate.

      “Peter White, the fuck. Skimming cash offa Danny. Stealing customers. You think he didn’t deserve to get capped? Fuck, yeah, he did.”

      “I—I didn’t know any of that,” I lie, hoping to keep him appeased long enough to tell me who pulled the trigger. “Do you know who killed him?”

      “Oh, yeah. Not that it’ll do you any good. Been dead at least eight years, figure someone popped him because he just disappeared about a year, maybe two, after the shoot. But he did the job alright. Definitely earned his stripes that boy did.”

      “Boy?” I sit down and tug at the collar of my T-shirt, suddenly very warm.

      “Who else? Big job like that?”

      “I’m not sure I’m following you,” I say, the ice in my veins now contrasting the warmth in my skin. My head starts to spin.

      “His son,” Hernandez says. “Of course, Danny sent Alejandro to handle the job.”
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      His son, his son, oh God, his son.

      The words ring through my head for I don’t know how long, and then my head snaps up at the sound of the front door opening. I freeze, no idea what I’m going to say or do, and no time to figure it out. Which is why I’m completely unprepared when he walks through the door for the words that come from my mouth, not a scream, not a howl, just the low and steady voice of pain and betrayal.

      “You son-of-a-bitch. You killed my uncle.”

      He freezes, and I see the shock on his face. But it’s not the shock of a false accusation. No. This is the shock of being discovered.

      I stand, though I’m not sure how my muscles manage that act of defiance.

      “El, please.”

      I reach out, and I slap his face.

      “Don’t you dare call me that.” I’m crying, dammit, when I want to be strong. Stoic. “I trusted you. I trusted you. And then I asked you flat out if you killed Peter and you lied to my face.”

      His face is totally expressionless. I wait for him to speak. To tell me another lie. To try to slither out of the truth.

      But what he says is, “Yes.”

      I take a step back, as if that one simple admission has knocked me over, and that’s when I start to really cry. When the tears start to roll down my cheeks in earnest and my body shakes with sobs.

      He steps toward me again, but I stiffen, putting my hands up to ward him away.

      I suck in air, managing to find my voice as my heart races and my blood whooshes in my ears. “We’re done,” I finally say. “I can’t ever forgive you for this.”

      “No,” he says, the word almost a whisper. “I wouldn’t expect you to.”
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      I’m still numb when I step through the door to Brandy’s place. I hear her squeal of laughter followed by Lamar’s baritone chortle, then Christopher saying, “No, it was crazy. The gull was chasing Jake all over the beach.”

      “It was the funniest thing,” Brandy says. “I feel so disloyal to poor Jake, but I couldn’t stop laughing.”

      “Who needs more wine?” Lamar asks, and I take a step backward. This isn’t where I need to be.

      I bump into the shoe bench, and it clatters against the wall, and even though I freeze in place, I can’t ignore Brandy when she calls out, “Ellie? Hey, we’re in the kitchen. Come have—Ellie?”

      She’s at the end of the hall, and then she’s not. Then she’s right in front of me, pulling me into her embrace. “Ellie, what’s wrong? Are you okay? Should I call Devlin—”

      “No.”

      The word is ripped out of me, and I cling to her, my face buried against her chest. One hand strokes my back, but I can tell that she’s moving the other. Probably signaling to the others, and that’s another thing Devlin can feel guilty about. Because of him—because of me—I’m ruining their evening, too.

      “I’ll see you later,” Christopher says, and I look up to see him press a soft kiss to Brandy’s lips. I swallow, hating myself for feeling jealous of the tender moment. “I’m sorry, Ellie. Whatever’s going on, I hope it works out.”

      He gives my shoulder a friendly squeeze, then heads out the door.

      “You want me to stay?” Lamar asks as I move from Brandy’s arms to his.

      I shake my head, my face buried against his chest.

      He eases back, then uses his finger to lift my chin. “Girl, you know you can tell me anything.”

      I nod, then rub my dripping nose with the back of my hand. “Sorry. But really, it’s just bullshit stuff. A fight. All I want is to go to sleep.”

      He looks over my head, and I know he’s taking his cue from Brandy. “Okay,” he finally says. “But I want one of you two to call me with an update in the morning.”

      She promises, then locks the door behind him as I go to curl up on the couch, the box of tissue in my lap and the afghan over my feet.

      “Did you mean it?” she asks, coming to sit on the other end of the sofa. “About going to sleep?”

      I nod, then shake my head. “Part of me wants to sleep for a hundred years.”

      “This is about Devlin, right? I’m not totally on the wrong page?”

      I actually laugh at that. “Yeah. It’s about him.”

      “And those pictures that have been going around? They’re pretty hot. Did some donor or something get on him about those?”

      I wince. It hadn’t even occurred to me that the foundation might lose donations because Devlin and I groped each other in the dark when we thought we were alone. “No,” I say. “It’s not that.”

      “What happened? A fight?”

      “Yes. No. It’s—” I cut myself off and suck in air. “I can’t right now. I’m sorry. I just can’t.”

      “No, of course. It’s fine. I’m here when you need me, though. You know that, right?”

      “Thanks.”

      “Coffee? I can get you coffee.”

      I manage a smile and a nod. She stands and is on her way to the kitchen when someone rings the doorbell. Then again. And again.

      I meet her eyes and shake my head.

      She frowns and goes to the door. I lift myself up off the cushion enough that I can lean back and see the entrance hall where Brandy is looking through the peephole.

      “Not tonight, Devlin. Just let her rest.”

      I hear his voice, but not his words.

      “Devlin. Devlin. No.”

      More unintelligible words.

      This time, Brandy sighs and comes back to me.

      “He says you deserve to know all of it, and he should have told you at his house. He sounds—I don’t know. Broken.”

      “Ask me how much I don’t care.”

      She drags her fingers through her hair. “Can I just let him in? Let him say his piece, then he’ll go away. Who knows? It might help.”

      I sincerely doubt that, but I’m not in the mood to argue. I’m too numb to even work up the energy for a good fight. “Fine. Whatever. But you have to stay.”

      Her eyes go wide. “Um, I’m not sure I should be part of this.”

      I grab her hand. “I am. He either trusts me enough to trust you, too, or he can stand on the porch all night long.”

      “Okay.” She starts to leave, but I grab her hand.

      “Wait. I—you have to promise. Whatever he says, it never leaves this room.”

      “Sure.” Her forehead creases.

      “You’re sure? I’m asking a lot.” I’m asking her not to report a murder. But dammit, I can’t do this alone. I can’t hear him out and keep it all to myself forever and ever. I wish I could, but no. If I’m not going to write it—and I’m definitely not writing it—I at least have to get it out. And right now, my only options on that front are to talk it through with Devlin himself or Brandy. And I want her.

      She bites her lower lip, her brow furrowed as she studies my face. “Are you in trouble? He didn’t hurt you, because—”

      “No. No. He’d never hurt me.” The words are out of me before I have time to think about them, but as soon as I speak, I know how true they are. He said he’d always protect me. And I believe him.

      I exhale and sit up straighter. “If you’re okay with it, go let him in.”

      She nods, then hurries that way. I hear the door open, then footsteps as they come toward me. I don’t turn around, so it’s not until he’s in the living room that I see him.

      Like me, he’s still dressed in the same jeans and Tee he wore when we left the track, driving home what a horribly long day it’s been. On top of that, he still looks numb. “Thanks,” he says, then sits on the ottoman before looking up to Brandy. “Could you give us—”

      “No,” I say. “She stays or you go.”

      For a moment, he’s silent, then he nods. “Does she know already?”

      I shake my head, and he nods again. Brandy’s eyes go wide and she holds up her hands. “Don’t worry about me. Just say what you need to say.”

      He flashes a tight smile, then drags his fingers through his hair. “First of all, this is for the best. Us, I mean. Being apart.”

      “Hello? If you think I’d be with you after—”

      “Please. Ellie, please just let me finish.”

      I glance at Brandy, who shrugs and nods. “Fine,” I say.

      “I meant what I said,” he continues. “I will do whatever it takes to keep you safe, and I was a fool to think with who I am, with what I’ve done, with so many eyes looking for me, that I could keep you close. Because I can’t...”

      As he trails off, I see Brandy look between us. But my eyes are only on Devlin, and though I’ve already shut the door between us, I can’t deny that hearing his words is a whole new wound to my soul.

      “Then why are you here?” I keep my voice flat. Even a little cold.

      “Because I walked out on you once without saying a word. This time, I’m not walking until you know the truth.”

      He stands, then paces the room. “I’m not saying I’m going to look good—God help me, there’s no way for me to look good—but you need to understand the why. And maybe—maybe—you can forgive me just a little.”

      I reach out and take Brandy’s hand, dreading what’s coming.

      “I killed Peter, yes,” he says as Brandy’s fingers tighten around mine, so much that I fear she’s going to break something. “I stood on the roof of one of his construction sites, and I took him out with a single shot. I did it because I had to. Because I’m my father’s son, and it was a rite of passage. A test. And if I didn’t, well, what would a man like my father need with a son like that?”

      He pauses by the window, and I can see his reflection in the glass. He looks haunted. A shadow of himself. And in that moment, it’s not him I hate, it’s his father. The vile creature who somehow started all of these pieces in motion.

      “That was what my father thought, anyway,” Devlin continues. “But it wasn’t the reason I ultimately agreed. I liked Peter. Despite everything, I liked him. He brought drugs into Laguna Cortez, and that pissed me off, but my father would have gotten there eventually. His fingers reached everywhere.”

      He turns to face us. “Mostly I liked him because I knew he loved you. He was shit at showing it, but he did. And when I learned what my dad was going to order me to do, I made a plan to run.”

      It’s my turn to squeeze Brandy’s hand, but I don’t say anything.

      “I was going to just get the fuck out of that life. It was all in place, Ellie. I was set to go. I was going to have to leave you—crosshairs, right?—but you were never going to be a permanent thing. How could you be with the life I had to lead? So you were my good memory. The vault of happiness I kept locked away in my heart, to draw on when I needed it.”

      I taste salt and realize I’m crying.

      He meets my eyes, and I’m sure he notices, but he doesn’t stop.

      “Then I learned that Peter killed your father.”

      I flinch, but he doesn’t slow down. “One of his lieutenants told me that my father wanted me to do this hit because he knew I’d want retribution. The Wolf gave me an order, but my father made sure that he knew how to make me want to do it. Because I’d be avenging your dad.”

      My heart is beating painfully hard, and beside me, Brandy is crying.

      His breath shakes as he exhales. “That’s why I left. How could I look at you after what I did? And how could I tell you the truth? That your uncle killed your father? I couldn’t do it. I’m not even sure I should be doing it now. But that’s the story, and at least now you know all of it.”

      I cling to Brandy, shaking my head and sobbing even though I believe every word. And it’s all just too damn horrible.

      In front of us, Devlin shoves his hands in his pockets. “I’m sorry, El. So much sorrier than you’ll ever know. And hope that you have at least one untainted memory of me that you can keep in your heart.”
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      “Are you okay?” Brandy asks when she comes back to my side. I’m not sure I’ve ever heard her voice so gentle.

      I nod, then shake my head, then nod again.

      “Yeah,” she says, looping her arm around me so I can lean against her. “I get it.”

      We stay like that for a while, the television playing episode after episode of a show I don’t even recognize until finally Brandy yawns and I realize that time’s been passing as usual despite the world having come to an end. “You should go to bed,” I tell her.

      “I can stay up with you if you want.”

      I shake my head. “I’m going to go take a shower.”

      “Okay. Holler if you need me.” She gives me a fierce hug, whispers that I’ll be okay, and then slips away to her room.

      I sit a bit longer, letting another episode I’m not watching wash over me. Then I click off the TV, head into the bathroom, get into the shower and cry until all the hot water runs out.

      It doesn’t help. All I feel after is hollow.

      I tell myself this shouldn’t be so hard. I was fine before Devlin. Fine. And I’m not the kind of girl who wants a guy to stick, anyway. Isn’t that what I’ve told myself for years? Hell, isn’t it what I’ve been doing for years? I walk, and it’s easy. Fuck, walk, go. It’s been my mantra and it works.

      But not anymore. My modus operandi is broken. My heart no longer following the script.

      Except it is. Of course it is. Because Devlin—Alex—was the reason for my fuck and run lifestyle. Because he was the one who ran all those years ago. The one who should have stayed.

      And now I’m too confused to even know what I want. I crave him, yes. I miss him, absolutely. But oh, God, what he took from me—and then left me to bleed instead of at least telling me why.

      The thoughts spin in my head, too loud and noisy to let me sleep. I want to cry more. I want the numbness back. But instead I’m filled with a war of emotions, buzzing inside, so loud that I finally can’t take it anymore.

      I slide out of bed and pad barefoot to Brandy’s room. I knock on the door and hear her sleepy, “Come in.” She sees me, then pulls back the sheet in invitation. I go to her eagerly, letting her hold me close as she strokes my hair until, finally, in my best friend’s arms, I cry myself to sleep.
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      I’m in a funk for days. I think it’s only three, but it feels like a month. And other than my shower that first night, I’ve done nothing in the way of personal hygiene except brush my teeth, splash water on my face, and pull my hair back into a ponytail.

      I know Brandy and Lamar are worried about me. They’ve been taking turns making me food, suggesting TV shows, offering to take walks or chat. Mostly, though, I sleep.

      Which is why I’m rumpled and gross and probably a little ripe when Tamra comes by one evening.

      “How are you doing, honey?”

      I raise a shoulder. “Honestly, I’ve been better.”

      Her smile is thin. “There’s a lot of that going around.”

      I shrug, not sure I want to hear that, mostly because I’m not sure what I want. What kind of weight I can bear on my shoulders. He killed my uncle. There’s no getting around that. And no matter the reasons, he left me. He came back long enough to fuck me—and then he left me.

      I lead her to the kitchen, and we sit at the counter sharing a plate of cookies Brandy left for me before taking Jake for a walk.

      “I know,” Tamra says. “In case you weren’t sure. If you want to talk about it, I know what happened to Peter, and I know why.”

      “Oh.” I sit up a little straighter. “Did you know back then?”

      She shakes her head. “No. Devlin told me later. It’s been eating him up for a long time. Hell, a lifetime.”

      I pick apart my cookie. “Oh.”

      She reaches across the table and takes my hand. “I don’t know if this helps or not, but he always wanted you to know everything.”

      I scoff. “That’s a nice line, but I don’t believe it.”

      “I’m just telling you what I’ve seen. What I believe. He’s always wanted you to know the truth, but at the same time, he’d do anything not to hurt you.” She shrugs, her smile a little sad. “You do the math.”

      I shake my head, not sure I’m liking the way her words are softening my heart. “Regrets are a dime a dozen. And they don’t change the reality. He killed Peter. He shot my uncle.”

      “He did. And he was scared to tell you.”

      “Well, he should have been.”

      She nods. “It’s hard to hear. But at some point you’re going to have to decide if you forgive him or if you condemn him.”

      I look up sharply. “You mean turn him in? Tell Chief Randall?” The thought makes me ill—and so does the fact that I would never consider it. I’m a cop’s kid, a former cop myself, and yet the very idea is repugnant.

      A hint of a smile flickers on Tamra’s lips, and I have a feeling she knows exactly what I’m thinking. “All I mean is that you need to decide in your heart. For you. But you can’t do that if you don’t know everything.”

      I almost laugh. “Gee, that’s what Devlin said. And now you’re saying he didn’t tell me everything after all? Why am I not surprised?”

      She ignores my sarcasm. “I don’t think Devlin would ever tell you this himself. And especially not now. It would seem too self-serving.”

      I catch myself sitting up straighter, then frown. “What?”

      “He feared—didn’t know, but feared—that if he disobeyed, his father would punish him.”

      “How?”

      “Well, by killing you, of course.”

      I lean back, shocked I didn’t see that coming. “Oh, God,” I say. “Nineteen years old and he had to shoulder that.”

      “He’s always been willing to carry the weight of the world for you, Ellie. Don’t you know that?”

      I nod automatically, no longer sure what I know.

      We chat a bit more, and I walk her to the door. “Thanks for coming,” I say.

      “Are you feeling better?”

      “I’m feeling less hollow,” I tell her. “Like I can start thinking and stop crying.”

      She brushes my cheek. “I’m glad.”

      I stop her as she’s crossing the threshold. “Wait. One thing I forgot. Why did you give me that ticket to the gala? I know Devlin didn’t want you to.”

      “Oh that?” Her smile is pure sugar. “That was just me being hopeful.”
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      I spend the next hour doing exactly what I told Tamra—thinking.

      And I keep coming back to the same bottom line—whether Peter was vile or not, Alex still killed him. Nineteen years old and beholden to the biggest crime lord working in those days, and not just by virtue of a criminal brotherhood. No, they were bound by blood.

      But even then, it wasn’t enough to spur Alex to pull that trigger. He only did that to avenge me. Because he believed that Uncle Peter killed my father. Maybe even to protect me if Tamra’s right and he believed that his father would punish disobedience by killing me.

      Does that matter? Should it matter?

      Legally, no. But in my heart?

      I draw my fingers through my greasy hair. Maybe it damns me. Maybe it means I’m not my father’s daughter. Maybe it means I’m a goddamn fool. But, yes, it matters.

      Because what it means is that Alex loved me. Deeply. Dangerously.

      That he was willing to do whatever it took to protect me, just like he’s told me so many times. To clear a path for me in a dangerous world even if it meant that he had to run afterwards, from me and from his father.

      Alex justified the kill because he loved me. And he left for the same reason, because he had to protect me.

      The only question left is what to do about Devlin, the man born of the boy. A man who loves me, too.

      I know he does because he called me El at the racetrack and again when he came to Brandy’s house. And I know how deep that love goes because once again he’s willing to walk away because he believes that will keep me safe.

      And then there’s the most important thing of all—I love him, too. I never stopped loving him.

      But is that enough?

      My phone rings, and I snatch it up, irritated when I see that the caller is Roger—and realize I’d been hoping for Devlin.

      “I’ve been expecting your call,” he says. “When are you coming back?”

      “I’m not,” I say, without hesitating. And that’s the moment I realize I’ve made my decision. I’m choosing Devlin.

      I’m choosing love.

      “Listen, I have to go. If you have to fire me, I’ll deal, but I’d rather work from LA. But we’ll have to talk later, because right now, there’s somewhere else I need to be.”

      And then, without waiting for him to answer, I end the call.

      It’s time to go see Devlin.

      But first, I really need to shower.
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      I go first to his office, but when I ask to see him, it’s Tracy who comes down.

      “I’m really sorry. He says to tell you he’s unavailable.”

      I swallow, then nod. I’m not too surprised. He said his piece, and as far as he’s concerned, it’s over.

      But he’s wrong.

      “Can I talk to Tamra for a minute? Or Anna?”

      She grimaces. “They’re both in Vegas. He sent them this morning to cover a meeting.” Her brow furrows, and she pulls me away from the reception desk. “I don’t know what’s going on. Normally, I’d think he was sick because, honestly, he doesn’t look good. But with that stuff in the papers about you two…”

      She trails off, looking awkward. “Well, it’s none of my business, but I’m sorry he won’t talk to you. My guess is that he probably should. And I hope you guys can work it out.”

      “Thanks,” I say. I don’t tell her that I’m determined that we will.

      Since he won’t see me at work, he’s going to have to see me at his house. It’s presumptuous and bold and technically illegal, but these are desperate times, after all.

      I make a few stops, first. The fact that he won’t see me at the office drives home how hard it’s going to be to convince him. But I’m going balls-out on this one, and if that means playing dirty, then that’s what I’m going to do.

      Except Devlin has apparently anticipated me, because he’s changed the key code, a little fact that pisses me off, but at the same time gives me hope. Because there’s no reason in the world to change it unless he thinks I’ll come by. And the only reason he would think I’d come by is if some tiny part of him knows that I can forgive him.

      It’s not much, but it’s a start.

      I consider simply camping on his doorstep, but I have a feeling that if he drives up and sees me, that he’ll just drive off again.

      Which means I have only one option, and I hope that it will work. I pull out my phone, find Tamra’s number, and hope that it doesn’t go to voicemail.

      “Hey, sweetie. Are you okay?”

      I sag with relief. “If you help me, I will be.” I hesitate, knowing I’m asking a lot. If he finds out—and of course he’ll find out—he could fire her. “He changed the code to his house. Can you give me the new one?”

      I can practically hear her grin when she replies. “Ellie, I was hoping you’d ask.”

      I tap it into my phone, thank her, then turn to the lock. Five-twelve-twelve-nine-five.

      The lock whirs, and I sigh with relief, then step inside. I close the door behind me, then lean against the wood. It’s only a first step, but it feels so important.

      Now, though, the work begins.

      I take a step toward the living room, then pause, the numbers running through my head again. There’s something familiar about them. About the pattern. I try to think where I’ve seen it before, but nothing comes to mind, and I shake it off as I continue toward his living room, my overstuffed shopping bag in my hand.

      I’m heading to the bedroom, because I know what I need to do. How to prove to him that I understand what being with him means, that I forgive him for Uncle Peter, and that I’m going to convince him to forgive himself.

      Most of all, I’m going to tell him that I love him. And prove that I trust him.

      And the first thing I intend to do is recreate the scene I’d set before the world spun out of control. Which is why I’ve bought all new candles to put around the room, along with a few other treats.

      But when I reach his bedroom, I stop dead, not sure whether to laugh or to cry.

      The room is exactly how I left it. Candles on every surface. Burned down a bit, yes, but still there. And the rose petals I’d scattered on the bedspread are undisturbed.

      My heart flips, but it takes a moment for me to fully understand what this means. That he wants this too. That he’s not as closed off from me as he wants me to believe.

      That there is, at the very least, a tiny crack through which I can slide to get into his thick skull that the only way to protect me is to be with me. Because if he’s not, I will surely die of a broken heart.

      I wonder where he’s been sleeping if not in his bed, but that question is answered quickly enough when I go to the room where he’d put me up the night I learned about The Wolf. The sheets are mussed and there’s a book by the bed. He’s been sleeping here, and I wonder if it’s simply out of necessity or if that room reminds him of me.

      I hope it’s the latter, and as I put my bag down, intending to change my clothes for tonight, I realize that I’m right. Of course it’s about me. Just like the candles are. Just like the key code is.

      Five-twelve-twelve-nine-five. The letters of the alphabet. E. L. L. I. E.

      My knees go weak and I sink to the floor. He wants me. Hell, he always has.

      I only hope I’m strong enough to convince him that I still want him, too.
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      I’m on the sofa when I hear the beep of the key code. I’ve changed into a cute little wrap-around dress and my favorite designer heels—a pair of pink Manolo sandals that I bought for my interview with Roger over three years ago. I got the internship, and now I wear my lucky Manolos whenever the situation warrants.

      Tonight, I figure I need all the luck I can get.

      I stay seated, trying to look casual, but I’m pretty certain he’ll hear the pounding of my heart.

      I hear the door open, then close, then his footsteps in the hallway. I swallow, my body going tense. I have absolutely no idea how he’s going to react when he sees me, and the best that I can do is hope that he doesn’t pick me up bodily and toss me out. Because God knows I’m no physical match for this man.

      And then there he is, standing in the hallway, his hair gleaming in the light from the dim overhead fixture. He stands tall, his face emotionless. It’s the posture and expression of a man used to dealing with the public even when he wants to do nothing but disappear. It’s poise and control, but I see under the surface. I see him, and in that moment, I realize, I always have. There’s still Alex in him, just as there was a bit of Devlin in the boy I used to know. None of that matters now, though. He’s the man he is, and that’s the only thing that counts.

      Because he’s the man I want.

      I stand up, then move around the couch to him.

      “El,” he whispers, his voice laced with the tiniest hope. “Why are you here?”

      “Don’t be stupid, Saint. You know why I’m here.”

      For a moment, that hope flares, only to fade again. “You don’t want me, Ellie. I’m not a good man. I’ve done things. So many things. Some I regret. But others…” He trails off with a shake of his head. “Whatever you think you know, you don’t.”

      “I know that you thought your father would punish you if you didn’t kill Peter. He’d have me killed, right? To teach you a lesson?”

      He drags his fingers through his hair. “Tamra told you.”

      “Don’t be mad at her. She only did it because she knows I love you.”

      He looks at me, his gaze sharp.

      “Yeah, you heard me. I love you.” The words come so easily, not scary in the slightest. “I always have. Don’t you get that? I love you, and the rest of it doesn’t matter.”

      “But it does. There will always be secrets between us. Things I’m not willing to talk about. Not ever.” He drags his fingers through his hair. “You should have stayed away. I’m a dangerous bet.”

      I swallow, my head tilted back to meet his eyes. “Did you mean what you said before? That you would never hurt me? That you’ll always protect me?”

      “With all my heart.”

      “Then believe me when I say that I will always trust you.” I move closer, but he still doesn’t touch me. “Who doesn’t have secrets? And besides, I thrive on danger, remember?”

      That earns me the hint of a grin, and I’m so joyous at the reaction you’d think I’d just won the lottery.

      “I trust you, Devlin. More than that, I need you.” I lick my lips, then swallow. “And you were right.”

      He cocks his head. “About?”

      “That it’s not control I need. It’s surrender.” I draw a breath and meet his eyes. “But you need the control, don’t you? Because for so long you were at your father’s mercy. It’s why you do what you do.”

      His laugh is raw. “Well, you’re right about that. More than you know.”

      I don’t know what he means by that, but right now, it doesn’t matter.

      I take one more step, so close that I can feel his breath and the air between our bodies seems to shimmer. I untie the sash on my dress, opening it to reveal a lacy bra and very tiny panties. I let it slide off my shoulders, then fall to the ground behind me.

      “Ellie…”

      I shiver from the heat in his voice, my nipples going hard against the lace. “Remember what you wanted at the track? Take me like that now.”

      I slide closer, then pull his hands to my breasts. “Tie me up. Bind me. Use me however you want to and for as long as you need to get it through your head that I’m yours. I always have been. And if you want to get rid of me, you’re going to have to fight harder than you ever have in your life, because I’m not going willingly. Instead, I’m surrendering, but only to you. Because you’re the only one I trust to pull me back out again.”

      “Trust,” he repeats, an ironic edge to his voice. “El, I—”

      “Hush.” I take his hand and tug him to the bedroom. I’ve already lit the candles, and when I open the door, I hear his sharp intake of breath. The room is aglow from the light of dozens of flickering flames. I leave him there, then crawl onto the bed in bra, panties, and my pink Manolos.

      I’ve threaded a rope through the headboard so that it emerges on either side, a slipknot at each end. I lay back, put my wrists into the loops, then tug sharply, forcing the knots to tighten at my wrists. Then I flash him my most innocent smile. “You could untie me. Or you could take advantage of the situation.”

      I know I’ve won when I see his lips twitch. “I’ve never been one to close my eyes when opportunity knocks,” he says, letting his eyes roam slowly over me. “And right now, opportunity is pounding at the door.”

      I lick my lips, but don’t say anything.

      He comes to the foot of the bed, then leans forward, still in the tailored suit he wore to the office. He puts his hands on my thighs and slides them down to my ankles, leaving a trail of heat in his wake. I close my eyes, relishing the feel of his hands upon me, only to open them again when he breaks the contact.

      He takes off his jacket, then tosses it over the back of a nearby chair. His tie comes next, and then the button at his collar. I expect him to continue, but he doesn’t. Instead, he meets my eyes. “Spread your legs.”

      That’s all he says, but it’s enough to make my entire body tighten with longing. I’m wet, I know I am, and I know he can see how soaked my panties are, especially when his heated glance at my core is ratcheting my own desire up higher and higher.

      “You like that,” he says, moving onto the bed. He kisses the back of my knee, his hands stroking up my thighs like an advance team. “You like being open for me. Being on display.”

      I want to deny it, but how the hell can I? I never knew before what a turn-on it is to be watched—at least when the person watching is exactly who you want.

      He inches closer, then teases his finger along the elastic band that separates my thigh from my pussy. I bite my lower lip and squirm a bit, anticipating the moment when his finger dips under.

      Except it doesn’t come. Instead, he strokes his fingers lightly on the outside of the thin cotton. It’s a delicious sensation, but not nearly enough. “Please,” I murmur. “Devlin, please.”

      He flashes another sexy, mysterious grin, then closes his mouth over me, panties and all. I bend my knees, arching up, trying to increase the friction, but he just pulls away, then continues his slow climb up my body until his hands cup my breasts, and I whimper with longing.

      I want this, yes, but I want so much more.

      And, damn him, he’s right. Because what I want most of all is to surrender.

      Then his hands are on my shoulders, then my hair. Then he’s kissing me with such tenderness I think that I will melt. And by the time he eases back down, my entire body is on fire.

      Devlin stands again at the foot of the bed. “Look at me.”

      I do, looking straight in his eyes and forcing myself not to look away.

      “Tell me what you want.”

      “I—I don’t know.”

      “Don’t you? Because you deserve everything. Every pleasure I can give you. The sweet thrill of a sting on your ass. The soft delight of a kiss on your cheek.”

      Yes, I think. Yes, yes, yes. But what I say is, “What if I want something in between?”

      His brow rises. “What’s between hard and soft?”

      “You.”

      Heat flares in his eyes. “Christ, baby. How you break me.”

      He turns around, his gaze scanning the floor. Then he bends and picks up something out of sight. When he stands, I see that he’s holding his tie. I frown, confused, then feel my pulse kick up as he comes toward me and tells me to lift my head.

      I don’t argue, and soon enough, I’m blindfolded, the silk of his tie soft against my skin, and only the occasional flicker of candlelight sneaking in around the edges of the material.

      “Do you like this? Being naked? Exposed? Vulnerable? Knowing I could do anything I want to you, and probably will?”

      My nipples are painfully tight, and I’m certain he’s aware of that, so I can’t get away with a lie. The truth is, I don’t want to lie to him, even if it does make me vulnerable. Because Devlin Saint is the one person in all the world with whom I can be vulnerable.

      “Tell me,” he presses. “Do you like this?”

      “Yes,” I admit.

      “Why?”

      “Because you can do anything.” I swallow. “And because I’m a danger junkie.”

      “That’s part of it, yes. But it’s more than that. All those men you’ve fucked? You’re the one calling the shots. That idiot in the parking lot? What did he do for you other than exist?”

      “Nothing,” I admit.

      “He was a walking talking sex toy,” Devlin says.

      “Do you think I don’t know that?” I hear the sharpness in my voice and know that it’s a thin cover for regret. And maybe even a bit of shame.

      “I think you don’t understand the power of being vulnerable. It’s not fear that pushes you over the edge—not entirely. It’s putting yourself in someone else’s hands. In trusting them—in trusting me—to be the arbiter of your pleasure.”

      I nod. I know all this of course. Hell, I pretty much said the same thing right back to him just a few minutes ago. But it’s different being on the receiving end.

      “Do you know why pain can be so potent?” he asks when I stay silent.

      I don’t want to seem naive, but I admit that I don’t.

      “Because how can you judge pleasure without it?”

      I hear the drawer open beside the bed, then a quick metallic flick.

      I frown, because I recognize the sound of a pocket knife opening. My pulse kicks up, but I tell myself I’m not scared. It’s just a remnant of my training.

      Even so, I’m hyperaware, and that only increases the intensity of the moment as I feel the flat side of the cold steel blade tracing down my cleavage. “Don’t move,” he says, and I don’t even breathe as he flicks the blade through the small bit of material between the cups of my bra. And then, the moment the danger’s passed, a sharp bolt of electricity breaks through me, wracking my body with the sweet release of something that feels very close to an orgasm.

      “They say that the moment before you come can be like balancing on a precipice.”

      “You could have just unfastened it from the back,” I whisper.

      “Would you have preferred that?”

      Behind the blindfold, I close my eyes. “No,” I admit.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I liked the way it made me feel. Knowing you wouldn’t hurt me, but at the same time feeling the danger.” I lick my lips. “You’re my safe space, Devlin. I trust you. But—”

      “But your body doesn’t know that. Not yet. And the adrenaline’s one hell of a rush.”

      “Yes.” I let out a shaky breath. “Oh, God, yes.”

      He doesn’t answer. Instead, he slides his hands up my body and tugs down my panties. I want to murmur in protest—I’d been expecting him to cut them off, too—but I keep silent. And then, when I’m bare, he orders me to spread my legs.

      I comply eagerly, and I’m expecting it when he uses the cords I’ve attached to the corners of the bed to bind me spread-eagled on the mattress.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he says, then slowly takes off my sandal. He strokes my foot, then almost sends me to the moon when he sucks lightly on my toe before kissing his way up my leg until he reaches my pussy. “So, so beautiful,” he murmurs, then uses his tongue to take me right up to the edge.

      I writhe and shimmy, but there’s nothing I can do. I can’t even buck against him, as there’s very little give in these ropes.

      And then, right as I’m on that precipice, I feel the mattress shift as he gets off the bed. Then I hear the swoosh of the curtains being opened, followed by the metallic slide of the door. A cool breeze wafts over my body, heavenly against my heated skin.

      A moment later, he’s back, with something soft brushing over my belly.

      “The curtain tie-back,” he tells me. “Do you remember the tassel?”

      I shake my head. I didn’t pay much attention to the decoration in the room. But now I wish I had, because if this particular tassel is any indication, it’s a magical room indeed.

      I can’t see, but I can feel, and all of the loose tassel ends are stroking my belly, my breasts, leaving heated trails across my skin as he blazes a trail lower and lower until he reaches my legs and uses the soft cord to tease the sensitive skin of my inner thigh.

      The sensation is incredible, but it’s nothing compared to the jolt of erotic pleasure when he flicks it lightly against my pussy. I arch up, both surprised and delighted.

      “Tell me, baby. Did you like that?”

      “Oh, God,” I say. “Couldn’t you tell?”

      He chuckles, then flicks it again, a little harder this time, and the contact so close to my clit sends ripples of pleasure spiraling through me. I arch up as much as I can as he alternates between flicks and soft brushes with the tassel until I’m so close to coming that I’m panting and begging. But he doesn’t take me over. Instead, he slides up my body, his clothes rough against my bare and sensitive skin, then brushes his lips over mine.

      “Do you know turned on I am? How much seeing you spread out and naked for me arouses me? Do you have any idea how hard I am? How much I want to fuck you? How much I want to own you? Baby, I want your complete surrender.”

      “Yes,” I say as my heart skitters, enthralled by his words, thrilled by his touch. “But I want to own you, too.”

      “Oh, El.” I feel his lips graze softly over mine. “Don’t you know that you do?”

      “Please,” I beg. “Devlin, please untie me. I want to touch you. I want you inside me.”

      He doesn’t answer, but he does move to loosen the cords at my wrists and free my ankles. I pull off the blindfold as I kick off my second shoe, then I kneel on the bed, expecting him to get undressed. He doesn’t though.

      Instead, he opens his fly and frees his straining cock. “Here, baby,” he says, from where he sits on the foot of my bed. I don’t hesitate, straddling him and easily taking him deep, deep inside me. I’m so wet, and I’m pretty sure I’ve never been this aroused in my life.

      His hands cup my ass and we move together, the motion of our hips working him deeper into me as we both strive to be one person. At the same time that I’m bucking against him, my mouth closes on his in a kiss that’s as deep and intimate as fucking, and as we both reach for more and more, I know I won’t be satisfied until this man has completely consumed me.

      And then, finally, lightning explodes inside me. I claw his back, feeling his body tighten in time with mine as he holds my hips still and empties himself into me, the force of my orgasm milking him until we both collapse, exhausted, onto the bed.

      For a moment, we simply breathe. Then he reaches out and takes my hand, his face calm and in perfect control, as if he hadn’t just completely melted me.

      “So we’re good now, right?” I ask. “I’ve made my point? I’m yours, and you’re not getting rid of me?”

      His smile lights his eyes as he says, “Yeah. I think you made your point very well.”

      “It does scare me, you know.”

      I see fear flash in his eyes. “My secrets? Because—”

      “No.” I swallow. “Loving you. Being this close to you. This intimate. Giving you all of me.” I glance at him, but he stays silent, so I continue. “I lost you once before. Hell, I’ve lost so many people I’ve loved. I don’t think I could stand it if—”

      He presses a finger to my lips. “You won’t lose me again,” he says. “You’re mine now. For better or for worse, Ellie, you’re mine.”

      And then, to prove it, he seals his words with a kiss.
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      Something startles me awake, and I open my eyes to see the candles flickering on the side table. I pull the covers higher and snuggle closer to Devlin, wondering what woke me.

      Probably something outside. After all, he opened the patio door before we went to sleep, and even now I can hear the coyotes howl in the distance as well as the lapping of the waves against the shore. All around us, the world is wild. Our world, too. I know that things will get crazy now that the reclusive Devlin Saint has a girlfriend and our racy pictures are out in the open.

      More than that, I know he still has secrets. Hell, he told me as much.

      But none of that matters. Not now. Because I’m his and he’s mine, and for the moment at least, I’m completely at peace.

      I’m jolted when my cell phone pings, and I realize the notification was probably what woke me. I pick it up and mute it as I frown at the unfamiliar number, and even more at the ominous words:

      You’re in over your head. Find the truth. Don’t trust anyone.

      A shiver cuts through me. Suddenly, the air feels charged, as if a thunderstorm is gathering, but the storm hasn’t yet broken.

      “Everything okay?” Devlin asks as he rolls over, his voice heavy with sleep.

      With forced casualness, I toss my phone onto the table and smile at him, this man who trusts me. And who I trust with all my heart, too.

      “Yes,” I say, as I burrow closer to him. “Right now, everything is perfect.”

      Maybe thunder and lightning are coming, but the storm’s not here yet.

      And the one thing I know for certain is that when it comes, we’ll face it side by side, together.
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      Devlin Saint propped himself up on his elbow and gazed down at the naked woman sleeping beside him, her pale skin illuminated by a shaft of moonlight, her soft brown waves fanned out on the white pillow.

      Gently, he ran his hand over her bare shoulder, then down her arm, relishing her heat and the softness of her skin beneath his palm.

      His.

      The word flashed neon in his mind, and he had to bite back an ironic chuckle. He hadn’t felt possessive of a woman since his first love, and he’d been a different man then. A different name. A different look.

      In the years since he’d left Alex Leto behind and become Devlin Saint, the women in his life had been disposable, and he’d never expected that to change. There was no woman who had charmed or challenged him. No woman who’d made his heart sing. Not a single female for whom he had felt even remotely possessive. Only that first, lost love.

      The same woman who, through some miracle he didn’t deserve, was now curled up beside him, her soft skin teasing his senses as his mind struggled to believe that she was his again after all this time. That somehow, despite who he was and what he’d done, she believed in him enough to fight her way back into his life.

      His El. His love. His light.

      She’d been his heart all those long years ago. The best part of him. The part that made him want to be a better man.

      The part that he’d clung to and cherished and tried to keep alive during the hellish years after he’d walked away.

      He hadn’t wanted to leave her, and looking at her now, he couldn’t remember how he’d ever found the strength. Except that he’d had to. There’d been no other choice. It hadn’t been about him, but about her. About keeping her safe. Because being aligned with him in those cold, dark days would have been no life at all.

      And now? The voice in his head was harsh. Is it really so different now?

      With a sigh, he slipped from the bed, careful not to wake her. He crossed to the sliding door and looked out toward the moonlit ocean. The night was quiet, peaceful, and he embraced it, knowing better than most that such moments were all too rare.

      Then he turned to look back at Ellie, enjoying the way the moon’s kiss set her skin aglow. For as long as he’d known her, she’d burned from within, as wild and bright as a living flame lighting his way.

      Christ, she was everything to him.

      Slowly, so as not to wake her, he returned to the bed and slid in beside her, his fingertips once again drawn to her soft curves.

      Damn him for ever leaving her. And damn him now for fighting for her. For claiming her. For drawing her in instead of shoving her away when he’d had the chance, not to mention the strength.

      But he couldn’t bear the thought of being without her. So he’d allowed her into his orbit, knowing damn well that was a dangerous place to be.

      He was a selfish bastard, but how could he push her away when he finally understood how dead he’d been inside for the last ten years? She’d brought him back to life. She made him whole.

      He’d told the truth when he’d sworn to protect her. He only hoped that he could. Because the wolves were circling. Soon, they’d attack, letting loose a swarm of secrets he’d tried to keep contained. Secrets he kept hidden from the world. From the public that thought of him only as a reclusive and intriguing philanthropist.

      And, yes, secrets he still hid from El.

      Not paltry secrets like the identity of his father or even the truth surrounding the death of her uncle. But bone-deep confidences and dangerous lies.

      His biggest fear was that once revealed, he’d lose Ellie all over again.

      For now, though, she was his, and his secrets were safe.

      And Devlin was going to do his damnedest to make sure it stayed that way.
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