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      “I can’t believe it.”

      I stumbled from the restaurant, grateful to be away from the loud buzz of conversation and the hearty congratulations floating above the din.

      My heels rapped on the marble floor as I walked away from the hotel restaurant and toward the doors leading outside. Fresh air. That’s what I needed.

      “Yeah, right,” I muttered to myself, scraping my hand through my long hair and not caring that I was ruining my carefully styled curls. No amount of fresh air would fix this disaster of a trip and neither would my perfectly demure hair.

      This was supposed to be the trip. I’d been busting my ass for the Clifton Hotel Group for years, and a guy fresh out of business school who I’d barely finished training gets the promotion over me? “What the actual fuck?”

      I managed to make it down the polished stairs without falling and ducked under the enormous arched ironwork doors, sucking in a lungful of the night air. Even though the hotel was a stone’s throw away from Istanbul’s Spice Bazaar, it startled me that the rich cacophony of scents hung in the air. Then again, the entire ancient city seemed to carry exotic scents and sounds that were foreign to me.

      I stepped off the red carpet leading into the hotel and leaned against the wall underneath a massive brass sconce, wishing I was anywhere but halfway around the world on a business trip that had gone from bad to worse. How could I have been so wrong—about everything?

      A dark-haired valet glanced at me, but quickly looked away as a shiny black sedan swept up to the hotel entrance and he rushed forward to open the door.

      A hand closed over my shoulder. “There you are.”

      I didn’t need to look up to know it was my boyfriend of three years giving me a look of curious amusement.

      “I needed to get some air,” I said, trying to ignore how composed he looked with his sandy-blond hair swept back in a perfect wave from his forehead.

      He nodded, while lifting one eyebrow. “You mean you came out here to pout?”

      Fresh anger rose in my chest. “Pout? How can you say that? You know how hard I’ve worked for that promotion, and then…” My words trailed off as emotion caused my throat to tighten.

      “Come on, babe. It’s not the end of the world.”

      “For you, maybe.” My cheeks still burned from the humiliation of keeping a gracious smile plastered to my face while my boss gave my promotion to someone else. “I’m the one who trained him, and now he’s getting promoted over me?”

      Christopher gave me a look that told me he was humoring me—one I’d seen far too many times to count. “These things happen. You’ll get it next time.”

      I shot him a look. Next time? Was he serious? This was supposed to be the time. I’d convinced myself that this big, company trip to Istanbul would be it—the trip where I got the promotion and bump in pay I so desperately needed, and that it would be the magical weekend where my longtime boyfriend finally proposed to me.

      I stifled a laugh as I thought how wrong I’d been about that. When I’d invited Christopher to join me for my first international work trip, I’d thought that the romantic setting of Istanbul, coupled with the fact that it was falling the week before my thirtieth birthday would have made it the ideal time for him to pop the question. But as the days of the trip had passed, it had become clear that proposing was not on my boyfriend’s mind.

      He’d been happier to hang out with my male colleagues at the pool bar and talk sports than spend time with me. I swallowed hard as I allowed a traitorous thought to creep into my mind. Maybe marriage had never been on his mind. Maybe the proposal, like the promotion, was only my pipe dream, and had no connection with the reality I was living.

      I tipped my head up to stare at the deep-blue evening sky as clouds shifted across it and the moon glowed down. “This was not how it was supposed to happen.”

      He let out a breath and shifted from one foot to the next, clearly tiring of my emotional scene. He tucked his blue, button-down shirt more snugly into his pants. “I don’t know what to say, Ella. Maybe Clark has more of what the company needs in terms of leadership.”

      I snapped my head to him. “Clark?” Before he’d come on this trip, he hadn’t even known the guy’s name, even though I’d complained for months about having to train the recent hire. “Since when has Clark shown leadership?”

      Christopher shrugged. “He’s a decent guy, and he seems to get along with your boss really well.”

      I pressed my lips together. Clark and my boss had gone to the same business school, which seemed to bond them together in a way I could never match. Frustration made me fist my hands. “But he barely knows how to do his job. How is he going to handle being a regional director?”

      Christopher barely concealed a roll of his eyes. “It’s not like you lost your job, Ella. You just didn’t get this one promotion. Don’t make such a big deal out of it, babe.”

      But it was a big deal. I was drowning in debt, and the pay raise that came with the promotion would have made a huge difference. Tears stung the backs of my eyes. Not that my boyfriend would understand about money problems. Both of his parents were still alive and eager to give him financial “loans” whenever he overdrew his accounts. Mine had died when I was a freshman in college, and I’d assumed all my college expenses, along with their outstanding debts. Even though I’d been chipping away at it for years, it felt like I’d never be out from under the smothering heap.

      “Look at it this way,” my boyfriend said. “At least you got this baller trip out of it.”

      He was trying to be positive, but even that pissed me off. Yeah, I’d gotten a great trip to check out the newest property in the company’s international expansion, but I’d barely seen anything of the stunning city. I’d spent most of the time in meetings in the hotel, or making calls for my boss. Christopher, on the other hand, had been free to hang out with all the men from my company—including Clark—who apparently hadn’t been burdened with the same tasks. I wasn’t one to play the feminist card often, but you couldn’t tell me that my male boss hadn’t treated me like his personal secretary because I was a woman, especially when no one else on the trip—including guys below me in position and seniority—had been given menial tasks all week.

      I twisted around so I could see the tops of the Blue Mosque minarets extending into the sky like grey, pointy hats. The most famous building in the city was within walking distance, and I was leaving tomorrow without having even set foot inside it. Sara would kill me.

      Sara. My stomach lurched. I’d promised to call my best friend as soon as Christopher proposed, or I got the promotion. She’d be waiting back in New York and wondering why I’d gone radio silent on her.

      I steadied my breath and looked at Christopher, reminding myself that he was only trying to help. I should try to salvage the trip, so I didn’t have such a pathetic story to tell my best friend. “You’re right. What’s done is done. We should make the most of our last night in Istanbul.” I held out my hand. “Any interest in a moonlight stroll around Sultanahmet?”

      He made a face and cringed. “Sorry, babe. I wish you’d said something sooner. I already promised your colleagues I’d join them for celebratory drinks on the roof.”

      “Celebrator—?” The word died on my lips as I snatched my hand away from him. “You mean you’re celebrating Clark getting the promotion over your own girlfriend?”

      He put a hand on my arm as the valets glanced over. “Ella, you’re being dramatic again.”

      As I peered into his blue eyes, a calm settled over me. “You’re right. What was I thinking?” I wrenched my arm away from him. “Enjoy your evening, babe.”

      His tortured sigh reached me as I strode away, my heels tapping rapidly on the pavement. I didn’t know where I was going, but at least I was walking away from him. Part of me hoped he’d run after me, but another part knew he wouldn’t. I’d been with Christopher long enough to know that he wasn’t the type to pursue me and apologize. Or even just catch up to me and convince me to come back to the hotel.

      I barreled forward, ignoring the valets calling after me asking if I wanted a cab. I should get a cab, but I had no idea where I was going. For the moment, I was walking. Away from my snake of a boyfriend and away from my louse of a boss. Pausing at the corner, I wished that I wasn’t wearing my highest heels. Then again, I knew these heels made my legs look great, so at least I’d looked good as I’d stormed off.

      Using the spires of the famous mosque as a guide, I kept walking as I took my phone from the small, black purse I wore across my body. I might be in ridiculous heels and my only black cocktail dress, but at least I knew enough to wear my purse crossbody when walking in a city. I hadn’t lost all my New York common sense.

      “Ella?” My best friend’s voice cut through the hum of the city around me as she answered my call, making fresh tears spring to my eyes. “Finally, girl. I was starting to worry.”

      “I’m fine,” I said, stopping on the corner and glancing at a Turkish restaurant with a brown awning and pictures of food hanging in the window. The scent of braised meat and fresh bread wafting from the open glass door made my stomach growl and made me wish I’d eaten more at dinner.

      “No, you’re not. I can hear it in your voice. What’s wrong?”

      Of course, my best friend would know I wasn’t okay from thousands of miles away, when my boyfriend didn’t seem to clue in when he was standing right next to me. I drew in a shaky breath. “I’m not engaged, and I didn’t get the promotion.”

      “Shit.” Sara let out her own long breath. “Ella, I’m so sorry.”

      I put a hand over my mouth to keep the stifled sob from escaping my lips. I did not want to start crying on a street corner in the middle of Istanbul.

      Her usually forceful voice softened. “What happened?”

      I squared my shoulders. “I was an idiot, that’s what happened. Clark got the promotion, and Christopher never had any intention of proposing.” I peered up at the dome of the Blue Mosque, illuminated pale blue against the midnight blue of the night sky. “Not because we’re in a romantic city or because it’s almost my birthday.”

      “Clark? The putz you trained?”

      I laughed, despite the tears pricking my eyes. “Now, that’s the response I wanted. Christopher told me that Clark’s a decent guy, and I should get over it.”

      “Of course, he did,” Sara muttered. “And before you say that I’m saying this because I think your boyfriend is a colossal asshat, you’re one hundred percent right. I do think he’s a total douchebag, and he should have had your back.”

      Sara had never made it much of a secret that she didn’t like my boyfriend, but she managed to be polite to him the rare times they were together. It wasn’t that I didn’t totally disagree with her. Christopher could be a jerk, but we’d been together for so long that it felt inevitable that we’d stay together and end up getting married. At least, that’s what I’d always thought. Now, I was starting to doubt he had the same ideas.

      Even so, I’d been so busy with my work that the thought of breaking up and finding someone new (and a new place to live in New York City) had seemed like more trouble than it was worth, considering he was only occasionally an ass. At least, I only noticed it every so often. According to Sara, he was full douche all the time, and I was too distracted to notice.

      “You’re right.” I stepped back so a family pushing a stroller could walk by, their smiles and laughter highlighting my loneliness even more. “This trip has been a disaster.”

      “But you’re coming home tomorrow, right? And at least you’ve been to Istanbul. Not everyone can say that.” She let out a wistful sigh. “Is it as breathtaking as it looks in photos?’

      I crossed the street and walked closer to the enormous mosque, letting the stacked domes and surrounding spires draw me toward it like a moth to an incandescent blue flame. “It’s beautiful. Not that I’ve seen much of it.”

      “I thought you were staying in the heart of the historic district. How could you not see much of it?”

      “Meetings.” I frowned as I thought back over all the tasks I’d taken on for my boss, trying to impress him with my work ethic as my male colleagues had made no attempt to deprive themselves. “My last-ditch effort to secure the promotion.”

      “Screw them,” Sara said, her voice back to its usual decibel level and sharpness. “If they can’t see how great you are, then they can all go fuck themselves.”

      I grinned, while pressing my phone close to my ear so passersby wouldn’t hear the curse words that fell so easily from my best friend’s lips. “Except I still have to work with them all and live with Christopher.”

      “Not tonight you don’t. Did you at least get to go to the rooftop bar at the Four Seasons? Please tell me you didn’t miss that. You’ve been talking about that forever.”

      Having a drink at the luxurious Four Seasons hotel rooftop bar that overlooked the Blue Mosque had been on my bucket list, and of course, it had gotten pushed aside. I’d imagined sharing a cocktail in the romantic setting with my boyfriend, but Sara was right. No way was I going to miss a once-in-a-lifetime experience because he was being a jerk.

      “I’m on my way there right now,” I told her, angling my path toward where I knew the famous hotel was located on the other side of the mosque. Even though my heart tripped nervously at the thought of sitting alone in a bar in a foreign country, my pulse quickened with excitement. Who knew what could happen on a perfect night in a magical city? Maybe my trip wasn’t a total loss after all.
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      I sat on the open-air terrace with my arms stretched along the back of a low, armless divan. Tall lamps glowed behind me, while I looked out at the illuminated Blue Mosque beyond the balcony’s stone railing. The sight was enough to take anyone’s breath away, but it was one I’d seen many times over many millennia. The final call to prayer had already sounded across the city, the undulating Arabic words bathing the ancient stones and reminding me of times before crackling loudspeakers. When long-dead languages had been spoken across the arid lands and before stone mosques had flanked the shores of the Bosphorus. Before the Bosphorus had been called the Bosphorus.

      I inhaled the scent of charred meat, a savory tang that did not change over time, and a familiarity washed over me. I’d been here countless times over countless years, yet the city of Istanbul that I would always think of as Constantinople was still not home. There was no home for those of us who’d been exiled. Not on the mortal plane, at least.

      It hadn’t been so far from modern Turkey that I’d first descended as a heavenly Watcher. Appointed by God to watch over early humanity, I’d been one of his most trusted angels. Until I wasn’t.

      I pushed the dark memories from my mind—recollections that should have been vague wisps after so many thousands of years—cursing the sharp pain that my fall from grace still provoked. The shame of banishment had never fully dulled despite the position of wealth and power I’d achieved or the distractions with which I surrounded myself.

      “Speaking of distractions…” I twisted my head, taking in the crowd gathered on the hotel’s rooftop bar, the A’ya lounge, eating from trays of sizzling mezze and sipping cocktails. These were not the observant, who prayed on their knees and abstained from drink. These were people who indulged themselves in all pleasures of the flesh and enjoyed the finest things mortal life could offer.

      “Just like me,” I whispered, the deep purr of my voice melting away beneath the buzz of eager conversation swirling into the air like fragrant smoke. These were my people. Well-heeled and well-dressed, their dark secrets swathed under a cloak of respectability, they were exactly who I’d expect to find at one of my properties.

      Of course, barely anyone knew that this hotel was one of my properties since my collection of luxury hotels, exclusive resorts, and hedonistic nightclubs were held in shell companies. It made most people uncomfortable to knowingly patronize a property owned by one of the most notorious members of the criminal underworld. Like typical humans, they were happier not knowing.

      It didn’t bother me. I preferred my businesses to have an air of respectability about them, and I didn’t mind if my name wasn’t listed on the deeds. The people who needed to know that Dominick Vicario controlled some of the most luxurious properties in the world knew.

      But if only they really knew.

      I thought of some of my more secret clubs. No one would ever connect this luxury brand with them, and I doubted many of the clientele dining and drinking on this terrace would crave such abandon. My gaze slid to a young couple in the corner nuzzling close, his hand wandering up her bare thigh. I gave a throaty sigh that only I heard. Some clearly relished my own thrill at the forbidden. I smiled to myself, wondering if the couple might be open to a little more adventure with me later.  My fingers tingled as I imagined running my own hand up the woman’s long leg.

      My sigh became a low chuckle as I contemplated the encounter. While my pulse thrummed at the thought, a cocktail waitress delivered my single-malt whiskey, placing the rocks glass on the low, polished wood table in front of me. Candlelight refracted off the etches in the glass and sent slivers of colored light cavorting across the table, pulling my gaze away from the couple. The waitress gave me a lingering look from beneath long lashes, her fingers reluctant to release the glass, so I bestowed a smile on her as she backed away, her cheeks betraying a flush even in the fading evening light. Or maybe I would charm her into coming to my suite, and relish in peeling off the conservative black pencil skirt and top that was the hotel uniform.

      I shifted as my cock swelled with desire, reminding me of my very human needs. Perhaps I was no longer a holy Watcher, but human women never failed to draw my attention. They were as lovely today as they were when their beauty had beguiled me and tempted me to fall from grace. I seared a hot look at the retreating waitress, enjoying how her step faltered and her lips parted for me. It had never been difficult to persuade females to savor the forbidden. Or the fallen.

      “Dominick.” My top advisor, Rami, gave me a small nod that could be mistaken for a bow as he took the canvas director’s chair next to the divan. “Enjoying the view again?”

      I inclined my head at the dark-haired man who moved, unquestioned as a native through any land stretching from the Iberian Peninsula to the Middle East. Like me, his skin was bronzed, and his jaw square and rough with stubble. Although I was his leader, we could have passed for brothers, and I had always considered him so.

      “It is difficult to beat,” I said, acknowledging his double meaning with an arch of my brow, as I tore my gaze away from the willing female.

      He scanned the crowd, his gaze pausing on a group of women sitting on the divan behind me who were laughing a bit too loudly then returning to me. “At least, in Istanbul.”

      I uncrossed my legs and leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. Even though the hum of conversation would mask my voice, I did not want to risk being overheard. “Any more news?”

      Rami dragged a hand through the thick hair he wore spiky and angled his body toward me. “About the increased demon activity?”

      I growled low in answer then took a languid sip of my whiskey, the liquid easing down my throat like nectar and firing my core. As fallen angels, Rami and I were partly responsible for the demonic spirits that roamed Earth. They were remnants of our unions with human women at the dawn of humanity, and part of our torment as outcast immortals was to keep them in check. It didn’t help that the corrupted demon spirits despised us for their fate and were constantly battling to keep us from any sort of redemption. Only the pleasure demons—succubi and incubi—were too busy seducing humans to care about revenge.

      “Is it Mastema?” I didn’t relish going up against the prince of demons, who also happened to be a former angel. Despite his role as their ruler, he’d always seemed less interested in controlling the demons on Earth than in using them to build his own demonic empire.

      “No, it’s not the demon prince.”

      At least this would not mean breaking our tenuous truce with Mastema. My shoulders uncoiled even as my friend’s handsome face twisted.

      “You were right about the Solano family,” Rami continued. “They are being advised by Jaya.”

      “Advised?” I flinched at the name of the succubus who’d been plaguing me for longer than I cared to recall, clenching my hand around the hard rocks glass as the thought stoked fury within me. Once, we’d been lovers—the succubi were hard to resist, even for an immortal like me—but now she was determined to torment me. “Are you sure?”

      He cocked an eyebrow, and I sank back on the cushions, releasing both a breath and the burgeoning rage. I knew better than to question Rami. He’d been loyal to me since we’d forged our pact to defy the divine commandment not to mingle with humans, never once betraying me, or going back on our ancient promise of solidarity. Not even when it meant we were cast from heaven and cursed to wander the darkness of Earth.

      “Do they move against our business positions?” I asked. It would take more than one seedy mob family to pose a threat to the secret empire I’d spent over a hundred years building, but I’d learned long ago that any threats should be dealt with before they became a real problem. Especially when demons were involved.

      Rami gave a curt shake of his head. “Even with the shrewd counsel of Jaya, the Solano family is still operating on the fringe. Small nightclubs, lowlife drug runners. But rumors have reached me that they might be dipping their toes in human trafficking.”

      I sucked in a breath, the air cool between my teeth. As much as I savored the sins of the flesh, I did not allow anything that happened in my properties to be against anyone’s will. There was no pleasure to be taken in the pain of the innocent, although I knew the demons might disagree with me. I forbade any of my fellow fallen to involve themselves in those who did not willingly embrace the hedonism off which my business thrived, and the penalty for disobedience—like all my penalties—was severe.

      “Arturo Solano is mistaken, if he thought this would not reach my ears.” The old mob boss had never been more than a bit player in the Italian underworld, and he’d never been a threat to my empire. Mostly because he didn’t have the advantages of immortality and invincibility to aid in his rise to power like I had. Still, I’d been content to let him run his operation without interference, even if I found him to be unsophisticated and crude.

      Rami’s upper clip curled. “It is not the Don.”

      “His son, then.”

      “You know he has two.”

      I’d forgotten that Don Solano had two sons because only one was a constant irritant to me. The youngest son didn’t even live in Venice anymore, but the eldest was being groomed to step into his father’s shoes.

      “Mateo,” I said, my jaw tight.

      It was no secret that Mateo Solano thirsted for more power and control, although he struck me as a boy playing dress-up in his father’s slick suits. His undisciplined mind would be the perfect playground for a seasoned demon like Jaya, who feasted on the easily manipulated.

      Rami angled his head at me. “He aspires to be like you, Dom.”

      I huffed out a breath then waved my hand at the uplit mosque and then at the opulent terrace setting where cocktail waitresses moved easily between long, low tables, and the scent of jasmine drifted on the breeze. “It took us thousands of years to build all this.” I closed my hand into a tight fist. “I will not let Jaya and her boy toy ruin it.”

      Rami grinned at my description of Mateo. “So far, their dealings have not come close to ours.”

      “Not yet.” Dread pooled in my stomach. I knew Jaya and her lust for revenge. She would keep coming after me until she’d exacted the pound of flesh she believed she deserved. Even if she was destined to fail, she wished to pull me down with her into the ashes.

      Rami met my gaze, his expression knowing. A battle was brewing, one we’d been hoping to avoid.

      “I need a drink before you send me out on one of your impossible missions,” he said, lifting a hand and summoning a waitress.

      “Nothing has ever been impossible for you, especially not when it comes to finding humans who deserve to be punished. Or demons.”

      He shrugged at the flattery then turned his attention to the cocktail waitress. The pretty woman with dark hair pulled back in a chignon reacted to Rami just as the other female waitress had reacted to me, her pupils dilating and her breath hitching in her throat. It was a reaction we’d become accustomed to in human women. It was as if they sensed our deeply hidden divinity and our sinful fall from it, their bodies reacting viscerally to us. It was not something we took for granted, although we certainly took what we wanted when it came to women. And we did not shy away from using our former divinity as the aphrodisiac it was.

      “Your best raki.” He touched a hand lightly to the woman’s arm as he ordered the anise-flavored Turkish drink he favored.

      I shook my head at him as she walked away dazed, and he gave me a look of mock innocence.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve stopped indulging,” he said, successfully changing the subject to something we never tired of discussing.

      I sighed, surveying the rooftop again now that almost all the seating was taken. “And rob myself of the true pleasures of humanity? No, but I admit to growing bored of it all sometimes.”

      “Bored of sex?” He frowned. “I hope that’s a curse that never befalls me. Not when there are so many intriguing creatures, with so many appealing talents.”

      I shook my head at my friend, who knew me better than anyone but still did not understand. It was true that I partook freely of carnal pleasures, taking women to my bed nearly every night, but none of them could ever make up for what had been ripped away from me. No matter how many females submitted to my dark desires, they could never change who I was—an unredeemable outcast.

      But being unredeemable did have its advantages.  I’d embraced the darkness of humanity and all its delicious pleasures, including punishing humans who aligned themselves with demons. Let the archangels have their perfect divinity. I would take the carnal pleasures of humanity over their sanctimonious purity any day.

      I sighed, breathing in the cool night air. If only immortality didn’t have so many days.

      The waitress returned with the raki along with glasses of water and ice, arranging it all in front of Rami with more care than was needed, her gaze locking on his as she straightened. Her arousal was almost palpable, as was the way my friend’s sensual gaze raked up and down her body. She didn’t know why her inhibitions fell away under his hot gaze, but it was obvious she didn’t care.

      I cleared my throat, drawing Rami’s attention back to me. He mixed the clear raki with small amounts of water and ice, his eyes on the retreating waitress and not the drink that became cloudy-white as the liquids swirled together.

      “Have you had her?” he asked.

      I cut my eyes to the pretty woman, quickly searching my memory. “I don’t believe so.” I inclined my head slightly. “Please, be my guest.”

      He took a sip of his drink and shifted to the edge of the chair. “I believe I will.”

      “But wait until she’s done with work,” I continued. “I doubt you wish to make your encounter quick, and the terrace appears to be at capacity.”

      Rami seemed to become aware of his surroundings again, sweeping his eyes across the bustling crowd. “Of course. We can’t have one of our properties getting a bad review.”

      “Not because you were fucking the waitress in a corner.”

      He pretended to look scandalized. “A corner? You wound me, Dom. Why would I use a corner when I have a perfectly suitable suite in the hotel?”

      I laughed, swallowing more of my eighteen-year-old whiskey and letting the heat roll down my throat.  After placing the rocks glass back on the table, my gaze caught on something by the entrance. Not the eager waitress that Ram would no doubt fuck later, but another woman in black.

      This woman had loose, auburn curls spilling over her shoulders and an expression that was the perfect blend of trepidation and defiance as she took in the crowded rooftop. My mouth went dry as I watched her approach the hostess, an arrow of desire—and strangely, recognition—shooting through me. I’d seen her before—that I was sure of—but I wasn’t sure where. I saw—and bedded—so many women.

      She was beautiful, but unconsciously so, and it was clear that she rarely wore a dress like the black one that now hugged her curves. But there was something beyond her physical appearance that made it impossible for me to look away. Before I could determine why, I was lifting my hand and beckoning the hostess to seat the woman in the empty spot next to me—one of the only available seats left on the popular terrace. The hostess hesitated—when I was a guest at A’ya, no one was ever seated beside me—but I nodded firmly.

      Rami craned his neck to watch as the woman walked hesitantly behind the hostess, her gaze darting to seemingly anything but me as she approached.

      When she reached the table, I stood, as did Rami.

      “Please.” I beckoned for her to take the spot on the divan next to mine. “A visitor to Istanbul should not miss this view.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at the incandescent mosque looming behind us then back at me. “No, I suppose she shouldn’t. You’re sure you don’t mind, Mr…?”

      I extended my hand. “Dominick Vicario.”

      A blush suffused her cheeks as she took my hand in her own. “Ella Hart.”

      The warmth that sizzled across my skin almost made me gasp, and I felt Rami’s questioning gaze on me. “A pleasure to meet you, Ella.”

      I waited until she’d sat down to lower myself back to the cushioned divan, my eyes never leaving the woman beside me. Now I knew I’d seen her before, and I remembered where—at my nightclub in New York City over a year ago. At the time, she’d worn significantly more makeup and dramatically less clothing, but it was her.

      I gaped at the woman without bothering to mask my shock. She’d run off before I could get her name over a year ago, and I’d had no luck in finding her afterward, although I’d tried. And now she’d walked onto the rooftop terrace of my hotel half a world away.

      The promise of destiny sent tingles through my entire body. It had been a long time since I’d felt a jolt like the one Ella had just given me, but you never forget the euphoric burn of an angelic touch.
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      The view from the rooftop of the Four Seasons hotel was even more impressive than I’d imagined. I smoothed my hands down the front of my dress, shifting it down about an inch on my legs. I was painfully aware of how close I was to the man next to me, our knees so close they were almost touching, and of how fast my heart was beating.

      “It’s even more beautiful in person,” I said, my voice cracking as I looked away from the illuminated domes and spires. When I swiveled my head to him, I noticed that his friend had disappeared.

      “Isn’t it?” His voice was a deep rumble that seemed to caress my skin and slide down my spine, the hint of an exotic accent making his words like hypnotic music.

      I had the distinct sensation that I’d seen this man before, but where would I meet someone as stunning as him? And wealthy, I thought, taking in his expensive clothes and the Cartier watch glittering on his wrist. I didn’t exactly travel is circles with men like this.

      The last time I’d seen a man I’d been drawn to so instantly had been a year ago in New York, but I’d had way too many drinks that night to determine if this could possibly be him, although both men gave me a fluttery sensation in my stomach. Any memories of the man in the New York nightclub were blurry and marred by an all-too-clear recollection of throwing up the many cocktails I’d downed. Besides, what was the chance I’d encounter the same man half a world away?

      I managed to clear my throat and glance at the empty chair. “What happened to your friend?”

      “Rami had to leave.” He summoned a waitress over to us with a single, effortless flick of his hand and offered no further explanation for his friend vanishing. “What would you like to drink, Ella?”

      My mind went blank. I had a usual drink. What was it? I tried to swallow, but my throat was thick. There was no doubt that I needed a drink—and fast.

      After a beat, the man who’d introduced himself as Dominick smiled at me, his sinfully dark eyes flashing, and then at the waitress. “Bring her a Romance.”

      Before I could ask what that was, he dazzled me with another smile. “It’s one of the hotel’s signature drinks—rose water, pomegranate, vodka. I think you’ll enjoy it.”

      I rubbed my hands down my dress again, this time because my palms were clammy. “Sounds delicious.”

      What is wrong with you? Get your shit together, Ella. I took a long, steadying breath. You’re just sitting next to a man and having a drink in a public place.

      But he wasn’t just any man. He was one of the most stunning men I’d ever laid eyes on and one hundred percent my type.

      I cut my eyes to him again and almost sighed out loud. When he’d stood, it had been easy to see that Dominick Vicario was tall, with broad shoulders, but even when he was sitting, the man was imposing, with hard muscles that were defined through his form-fitting, black, button-down shirt. He didn’t look much older than me, but he radiated power and control like no thirty-year-old man I’d ever met. His dark hair was cut short, with a couple of thick waves curling down his forehead, and dark stubble shadowed his cheeks.

      I dropped my eyes from his face, but not before noticing that his eyes were the same rich, amber hue as the liquid he swirled hypnotically in his glass. When he lifted the glass to his full lips, my gaze was drawn to the wings tattooed across the back of one hand, and I watched him take a slow drink. When he met my eyes over the rim of his glass, I jerked my head away and forced myself to stare at the Blue Mosque.

      You came here for the view, Ella, I reminded myself. Not for some random guy.

      I almost laughed at my own characterization. Dominick was certainly not a random guy. I didn’t know who he was, but he was someone.

      The waitress reappeared with a tray of drinks including a handblown, glass bubble filled with a ruby-hued liquid that I assumed was the drink Dominick had ordered for me. She arranged everything on the low table, including a fresh rocks glass that held two fingers of whatever Dominick was drinking, and then left with her eyes lowered.

      Before I could reach for it, Dominick lifted the bubble-shaped glass in his palm and presented it to me. “I hope you enjoy this Romance.”

      My breath caught in my throat before I remembered that was the name of the drink. “Right. Thanks.” My words sounded rushed and much too casual for the setting—and the man. “I mean, thank you.”

      One side of his mouth quirked up as I took the glass from him, my pinky finger brushing against his and sending fresh tingles across my bare arm. His eyes narrowed at me briefly, the black pupils flaring and turning his amber eyes into pools of darkness.

      I pulled away and lifted the thick, glass straw to my lips, grateful to drink the sweet cocktail. He was right, I thought as I swallowed. It was delicious, although I’d never tasted anything that made me think of drinking rose petals. The tang of the pomegranate tempered the flowery flavor, but I didn’t detect a hint of the vodka—the sign of a good cocktail. And a dangerous one.

      “Tell me about yourself,” Dominick said, stretching one long arm across the back of the divan.

      “Me?” I almost choked as I sipped down another gulp. “There’s not much to tell.”

      He pinned me with his gaze and made a tsk-ing noise. “I doubt that very much, Ella.”

      Shit. Why did I feel like I was being simultaneously interrogated and seduced? I sucked up more of the cocktail, grateful for the warm buzz that was filling my chest and making my toes tingle. “Okay.” I attempted to modulate my voice to his. “I live in New York, and work for a hospitality company. I’m in Istanbul for a work trip. Our company’s management team came here to see our newest acquisition.” I gave a halfhearted shrug as I thought back to the final dinner and the announcement of promotions. “It was also a reward for a pretty stellar year for the company and the people who made it happen.”

      One of his dark eyebrows lifted slightly. “You are one of the people who made it happen?”

      My outrage from earlier in the evening flared for a moment, but the vodka seemed to mute it. “I’m one of the unappreciated ones who made it happen.”

      Dominick frowned. “I have a hard time believing you are not appreciated.”

      I snorted out a laugh then slapped a hand over my mouth, embarrassed that I was coming off so unworldly in front of the most sophisticated man I’d ever met. I dropped my hand and attempted to match his steady voice. “Well, believe it. Both my boss and my boyfriend like Clark more than they like me. He got the promotion I’d been working for, and my boyfriend is out celebrating with him right now. Plus, I’ve barely seen anything of Istanbul, and the trip is almost over.”

      “Boyfriend?”

      I met his eyes, draining the last of my drink and putting the empty bubble on the table. Part of me regretted mentioning a boyfriend, but being dishonest wasn’t my style. Even if I really wanted this guy to make me forget everything and everyone. “Yep, we’ve been together for three years, but I honestly don’t know where it’s going. I mean, I thought he might propose on this trip since it’s such a romantic setting and my birthday is next week, but I’m pretty sure the thought never crossed his mind.”

      Dominick’s gaze never left my eyes. “He doesn’t sound like he’s worthy of you.”

      I laughed again, this time without snorting. “You sound like my best friend, Sara. She can’t stand him.”

      Dominick waved the waitress over, nodding at my empty glass, which was whisked away. “I think I agree with your friend Sara.”

      “I got comfortable, you know. It seemed easier to stay with him than to find someone else. Besides, he looks good on paper. Decent looking guy with a decent job, and an even better apartment in the city. I’ve been so focused on working and trying to get out of debt that a mediocre boyfriend who isn’t even that good in bed seemed like the least of my problems.” As soon as I said this, I glanced up at him. “Oh, wow. I don’t know why I just told you that. I’m sorry. That was a serious overshare.”

      “Not at all.” His voice was velvety as his gaze finally moved from my eyes down my body. “A woman as beautiful as you should be with someone who does everything he can to please you in bed.”

      My cheeks burned. How had he made that sound so smooth and off-the-cuff?

      “Tell me about your parents,” he asked, changing the subject without preamble. Not that I minded. I needed to stop rambling about my boyfriend.

      Another drink appeared on the table, and I gratefully picked it up. “My parents?” My gut tightened, so I sucked down more of the sweet cocktail. “They were great. I was an only child, and they gave me everything. Until they were killed in a car crash, and I discovered that all the things they’d given me had put them into major debt. Between their debt and my student loans, I’ll be lucky to finish paying it all off before I die.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      For some reason, hearing him say those two simple words made tears burn the backs of my eyelids. “Thanks. It’s been a while, but sometimes thinking about them still hurts, which is another reason I try to focus on work. It keeps me from having a pity party all the time.”

      Dominick swirled the contents of his drink as neither of us spoke, and I tried to figure out why I’d just spilled my life secrets to a total stranger.

      “What is the name of the company you work for?” He finally asked.

      “The Clifton Hotel Group. They’re based in New York.”

      He nodded, tossing back the last of his drink. “I know them.”

      “You do?” That was odd. Not many people knew the name of the parent company that owned some almost-luxury hotels.

      Dominick leaned forward, and his arm brushed my shoulder. “I do. And like I said before, you’re too good for them.”

      Warmth had suffused my entire body, and his arm cocooned my back and sent heat coiling in my belly even as a whisper of trepidation slid shivers down my spine. “Maybe.”

      “There is no doubt that you deserve better than that company or your boyfriend can give you,” he said, his mouth buzzing my ear as he leaned into me. “Don’t you want more?”

      I did want more, and at that moment the more I wanted was him. I tried to answer but it came out as a whimper.

      “What if I told you that I could give you more?” His silky whisper sent heat pulsing between my legs.

      I’d never had a one-night stand, but it was getting harder and harder to argue against it. The cleverly concealed vodka probably wasn’t helping, but it was more than that. I could be stone-cold sober and still want nothing more than to take whatever Dominick was offering.

      I’d never reacted to a man like I reacted to him. I’d never experienced such a physical jolt, or the overwhelming sense that meeting him had been fate—not that I believed in that kind of crap.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, bracing one hand against his chest as his body touched mine.

      “I think you know exactly what I mean, Ella.”

      I swallowed hard. I should have been thinking about Christopher and the years we’d spent together and the fact that we shared an apartment and would be boarding a plane together the next day, but now I couldn’t have cared less. He’d ditched me, after all. But I also wasn’t a cheater.

      “I have a boyfriend,” I said.

      “Do you?” Dominick deftly reached into my purse and pulled out my phone.

      I stared down at it, excitement and fear filling me. “You want me to…”

      “I don’t want you to,” he said. “You want to. You’ve wanted to for a long time.”

      He was right. I’d known in my gut what I should do for months, maybe longer. I breathed in deeply and opened my messages. A text breakup wasn’t my first choice, but I also didn’t think Christopher deserved much better. “He’d definitely break up with me by text.”
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