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      Mar thanked the driver as he pulled her suitcase from the back of his SUV. The portly, florid-faced man had been friendly and talkative on her ride from the airport, something she appreciated since she needed the distraction from the weeklong gathering that she’d agreed to attend with an old friend, Kelsey, whom she hadn’t seen in several years.

      It was precisely because of his affable manner that she tipped him more than she usually would. She hadn’t expected to hire a car, but her plane had landed four hours past the time she was due to arrive, and Kelsey had texted that because of the delay, she had to get dressed for the evening’s dinner party and wouldn’t be able to pick her up at the airport.

      As the man pulled away, Mar tilted her head back and counted twenty-three stories rising above the black and gold canopy marking the entrance to the Onyx Meridian Hotel. The building might not have been as tall as the others they’d passed on their way into Manhattan, but she’d read that it was one of the most historic, exclusive, exquisitely furnished hotels in the city.

      She stepped to the side as a pair of businesswomen passed by with their heads together as they engaged in what appeared to be a serious discussion. Their pencil skirts and blouses screamed designer, and Mar glanced down at her own slacks and cotton blouse. They hadn’t seemed shabby when she’d boarded the plane, but after seeing the sophisticated attire worn by several other people entering the hotel, her clothing felt completely inappropriate by comparison.

      A black-suited doorman dipped his head in respect as the women walked past and entered the revolving door. They were oblivious to his gesture, but it didn’t seem to bother the pleasant-faced man.

      A limousine pulled to the curb, and a broad-chested, swarthy man in a dark suit exited the front passenger seat, buttoned his suit coat, and glanced up and down the sidewalk as though expecting trouble. The doorman hurried down the steps to the sidewalk and, after receiving a nod from the guard, pulled open the vehicle’s rear door.

      A pair of shapely legs appeared first, followed by the hourglass figure of a stylish sophisticate in her mid-to-late forties, wearing a simple yet elegant sheath dress and three-inch heels that highlighted her strong calves to perfection. It was impossible to define the exact shade of the dress as its reflective surface shifted from deepest black to undulating purple as she moved. The dress hugged shapely hips and flowed in at the waist, accentuating a refined, sculpted figure. A gold and sapphire pendant dipped into the woman’s cleavage, drawing Mar’s gaze to the milky-white skin not covered by the garment’s graceful satin folds.

      The woman paused. Something about the angle of her body alerted Mar, who tore her gaze off those perfectly rounded breasts to look up into a pair of dark, smoldering eyes. The woman’s classic beauty stunned her, and she forgot to breathe. She’d known beautiful women before, had even dated quite a few, but this woman’s aquiline nose, high cheekbones, and glistening, sensual lips were beyond compare.

      Only…those lips weren’t sensual at the moment. They were pulled into a thin, irritated line that jerked Mar out of her stupor. Blinking several times, she tore her gaze from the red lips and stared into those quietly dangerous eyes. The woman’s head tilted slightly with unmistakable ire before she broke eye contact and glided up the steps to disappear through the revolving door. The security guard and a second man who’d appeared out of nowhere followed her inside.

      Mar swallowed hard and mumbled, “Kelsey, what have you gotten me into this time?” Calling upon her inner wild child and the free-spirited joie de vivre she’d inherited from her vivacious and some would say, quirky mother, Mar pulled her shoulders back, lifted her chin, and climbed the six steps laid with a vibrant red carpet that led to the hotel’s door.

      She fully expected the doorman’s demeanor to move from the deep respect he’d shown to that sleekly predatory woman to cold disdain once he realized someone lacking even the slightest vestige of elegant hauteur meant to enter the establishment.

      To her surprise, he lowered his chin, and, with a friendly wink she doubted he’d given to the other woman, motioned for her to enter. “Welcome to the Onyx Meridian.”

      Returning his greeting with a raised brow, Mar eyed the elaborately gilded entrance to what had to be the most elegant hotel she’d ever seen. “Thanks.” Wanting to make sure she timed her entrance to the motion of the golden revolving door so as not to make a complete fool of herself, she stepped in and hurried forward.

      The doorman entered the wing directly behind hers, and when they exited, he turned and quirked his fingers at a bellhop waiting off to the side. “Bell, please. Guest arriving. One suitcase.”

      Mar shook her head to protest, but the man stopped her with a slightly raised hand. His polite demeanor and warm delivery calmed her panicking nerves. “Please allow us to make your stay at the Onyx Meridian as effortless as possible.”

      The bellhop, dressed in a tailored black suit much more elegant than Mar’s clothing could ever hope to be, approached, stopped by their side, and indicated her bag with an open palm. “May I take your luggage, Madam?”

      With her unease growing with each interaction, Mar stuttered, “Um...yeah…yes, sure. Thank you.” She had to step aside to allow a man and woman to pass on their way out the door.

      The woman, a tall, statuesque blonde who looked Mar up and down with a decidedly disdainful expression, scrunched up her otherwise delicate nose and sniffed as she walked past. She leaned close to the man and hissed, “Really? This week of all weeks, they allow someone like that to stay here?”

      The man glanced over his shoulder and ran his haughty gaze down Mar’s body. His perusal ended with a pained look when his gaze came to rest on her off-the-shelf, generic suitcase. “I imagine the Uber driver probably dropped her at the wrong hotel as a joke.” Their laughter receded as they walked through the door.

      Blushing, Mar pulled her phone from her back pocket and checked Kelsey’s text. Since the friendly doorman had resumed his station outside, Mar leaned in and whispered to the bellhop, “This is the Onyx Meridian Hotel, right?”

      “Yes, Madam.” He indicated the front desk with an upturned palm. “If you’d walk this way, our guest services agent, Mrs. Hanford, will help you with your accommodations.”

      Mar took a step before realizing she was still holding onto the suitcase handle with a white-knuckled grip. “Oh, uh. Here.” She moved it closer to his outstretched hand, managing to pry her fingers open and feeling strangely bereft without something familiar to hang onto.

      This was ridiculous. She was a historical archaeologist with several publications to her name. She lectured at the country’s most prestigious universities and facilitated numerous fundraising dinners with wealthy patrons who gave generously to museums focusing on artifact analysis and conservation. Okay, so her wardrobe and style weren’t glamorous, but she wasn’t homely either.

      So why did stepping into this hotel unsettle her as much as it did? That was easy. The wealth on display here was several levels up from that of the people who attended those fundraisers. According to what Kelsey had told her when she’d invited her as her plus one, these people weren’t simply wealthy. They were the moneyed elite, the barons of finance and their spouses, who’d gathered to witness the marriage of two of Kelsey’s boss’s close friends.

      “May I help you?” A woman’s professional voice yanked her out of her reverie. She’d been so lost in her thoughts that she hadn’t realized the bellhop had led her to the front desk. Pulling herself together, she straightened and nodded. “Yes. I’m Maren Tempest. I’m a guest of Kelsey Mandrake.”

      The woman’s attitude shifted from slightly wary to ultra-professional, probably due to the fact that Mar’s outfit didn’t cost more than a down payment on a home. “Of course, Dr. Tempest. Ms. Mandrake is expecting you.” She spoke as she typed. “You’ll find that all of Ms. Redux’s guests are residing on the private level of the 21st floor. Would you prefer mobile entry to your suite or a keycard?”

      Mar recognized the name of Kelsey’s boss, Ash Redux, but wondered what she had to do with where she and Kelsey would be staying. Kelsey had told her to download the hotel’s app before arriving, and she felt slightly vindicated that she at least knew what mobile entry meant. She held up her phone. “Mobile, please.”

      The woman clicked a few more keys and studied the computer screen. “Ah, yes. I see that on your reservation.” She looked up and smiled. “You’re all set. Simply present your phone to the reader next to room 2103. If, for any reason, you need to leave your room without your phone, please come back, and we’ll assign a room key for your convenience. Mrs. Mandrake arrived yesterday. Have a wonderful stay here at the Onyx Meridian.”

      “Thank you.” She followed the bellhop to the elevator.

      While they waited, the man spoke into a microphone attached to his lapel. “Dr. Tempest to room 2103.”

      Mar wondered at that until they stepped from the elevator into the corridor for the 21st floor. They were met by a man in a tailored suit similar to the ones worn by the bellhop and doorman, complete with a starched white shirt and highly polished black leather oxfords. He took charge of her bag and nodded by way of greeting. “Welcome, Dr. Tempest. I’m Jonathon, the butler for this floor. If you’ll walk this way, I’ll escort you to your room.” He indicated that Mar should precede him down the hall.

      Mar turned to thank and tip the bellhop, only to realize the elevator doors were already closing with him inside. She opened her mouth to protest and thought better of it. Perhaps it wasn’t appropriate to tip in exclusive, luxury hotels. They walked down the hall, stopped in front of a room marked 2103, where Jonathon knocked and waited. Mar was so lost in thought that she didn’t realize how long she’d stood blankly staring at the door.

      At the silence that followed, the butler put his fist to his mouth and cleared his throat.

      With a start, Mar remembered to wave her phone at the entry pad. “Oh, sorry.” When a green dot appeared, Jonathon knocked again, opened the door slightly, and announced, “Pardon. Attending staff escorting Dr. Tempest into the room.” When no one responded, he moved forward and ushered Mar inside. “May I take your luggage and unpack it for you?”

      Mar stared at him a moment, wondering what alternate universe she’d stepped into. She finally shook her head. “No. Thank you.”

      “Very good. If you require my services, simply press this button.” He indicated an ivory button encased in a bronze bezel. A small bronze plaque with the word “Butler” was affixed beneath it. He nodded and slipped out of the room before she could offer him a tip.

      She was still staring at the outer door when one in the suite’s interior opened, and Kelsey stepped out. It was quickly apparent her friend hadn’t heard the knock or announcement because she stutter-stepped before recognition lit her features with a delighted smile. “Mar! You made it!” She held her arms open wide and, in her typical over-the-top way, strode forward and enveloped Mar in an enormous bearhug.

      Mar returned the embrace before pushing back and holding her arms out to the side. “Kelsey. What the hell? Bellhops and floor butlers?”

      Kelsey’s brows rose up and down, and her eyes held a delighted sparkle Mar hadn’t seen in years. “I know, right?” She stepped back and really looked at her friend. “Let me look at you. It’s been what, two years since I saw you last?”

      Distracted, Mar glanced around the room. “Something like that. Kels, why on God’s green earth would you invite me to a place like this? Do you for one minute think I belong here? I mean, some couple looked at me as though I was riffraff who’d snuck in on the heels of one of the beautiful people.”

      Kelsey was what some would call a hard butch, someone whose mannerisms were more masculine than feminine, and when Mar had last seen her, she typically dressed in chinos and a polo shirt. Mar pointed to the tailored designer suit that had to have cost her an arm and a leg. “I mean, look at you. How much did that outfit cost, anyway?”

      A contrite look crossed her friend’s face as she sheepishly ran her hand through her short-cropped hair. “I know. I know. I should have warned you, but I wanted to surprise one of my best friends with a special week. And I did tell you these people are some of the richest in the country. I thought maybe you’d…”

      “You thought I’d what? Kelsey, I know you’re a CEO now, but how much do you earn to afford a suite of rooms on the, what did she call it? The private level of the Onyx Meridian Hotel?”

      Kelsey’s brows rose. “You don’t think I paid for this, do you? Yeah, I get paid really well, but my boss, Ash, is footing the bill for a few of her friends. She’s really down to earth, and whenever she absolutely has to attend one of these swanky events, she invites some of her friends who aren’t, as she puts it, grasping, conniving sycophants. Although in this case, the two brides are wonderful, welcoming people. They’re old-money friends of Ash’s girlfriend, Phyla McGuire.

      Kelsey paused to see whether Mar recognized the name. When she didn’t, she continued, “Ash said this would be an all-expense-paid week of partying, from the engagement party to dinners and outings, all the way up to the wedding on that private island I told you about. She suggested that I bring a plus one, and, since we hadn’t seen each other since, well, since you were there for me when my kid sister died, you were the first person I thought of. You saved my sanity when I had to deal with my family during the funeral. You didn’t have to do that. In fact, dealing with my homophobic parents was going above and beyond in my book. I’ve always wanted to do something really nice for you in return.”

      A slow grin spread across Mar’s face, and she stepped in to give her friend the unreserved hug she should have given her in the first place. “You’re crazy, you know that? Do you actually think these people are ready for the two of us? I mean, how many times did we have to run back to our dorm to get away from the police or whoever was chasing us for doing something totally inappropriate or off-the-wall crazy?” She released Kelsey and walked to the French doors leading onto the balcony overlooking Manhattan. “Remember the nighttime sex we used to have with our girlfriends when we skinny-dipped at that hotel’s pool down the street from the College?”

      “Naked sex at the pool, huh? I think you might want to keep that for the night that Clara and Evelyn rented the Code One Club for one of their events.”

      Mar swung around at the unfamiliar voice. A slightly built Asian woman stepped out of the bedroom. She glanced back and forth between Kelsey and Mar. Her brows were raised into her hairline, and her gaze eventually came to rest on Kelsey, who chuckled and indicated Mar with a raised hand, “Maren Tempest, I’d like you to meet my clothing designer, Shao Zhou. Shao, this is that friend I was telling you about from my college days.”

      Mar grinned, walked to the woman, and held out her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” When Shao returned the greeting, Mar looked over at Kelsey, “Your…clothing designer? I guess you have moved up in the world.”

      “Yeah, I started going to Shao for my business suits because I couldn’t find anything to suit my style.” She held out her arms. “You like?”

      “I love it. It’s perfect for you.”

      “Good, because I knew you wouldn’t have anything to wear tonight, so I hope you don’t mind, but I gave her your measurements, and she agreed to bring something that would work and then tailor it right here before you come down to dinner.”

      “What?” Mar looked at Shao, who waited for the news to sink in. What do you mean that I don’t have anything to wear? I brought nice clothes.”

      “Yeah, as nice as I know your wardrobe is, off the rack isn’t going to cut it with this crowd, so as a further gift, I’m paying for a new outfit for tonight’s shindig, and we can talk about the rest of the events tomorrow morning.”

      At Mar’s crossed arms, Shao laid a companionable hand on her shoulder. “I think you’ll like what I’ve brought. Kelsey said that you wear dresses as well as suits, right?”

      Knowing her face must be beet red, Mar decided it wouldn’t be the best idea to embarrass Kelsey by throwing the hissy fit she wanted to unleash on her stubborn, often controlling friend. Kelsey had always had a dominant personality, and apparently, that hadn’t changed much over the years. Strong, dominant women could be tons of fun in the bedroom, but in everyday life, she found she absolutely needed to assert her independence or lose herself in the friendship. She lowered her arms and sighed, “Yes. I sometimes wear dresses to various charity events when I need to portray the air of a dignified archaeologist.”

      Kelsey clapped her hands. “Excellent! I have to run downstairs to be available in case Ash needs something. Shao said she’d get you ready, and when she’s done, come downstairs to the Stygian Gild Ballroom on the second floor.” She shrugged, “Don’t ask me what it means, but that’s what they named it.”

      The name made sense to Mar. “It means dark, like the River Styx from Greek mythology, probably to go along with the hotel’s name, the Onyx Meridian. Okay, I’ll be down as soon as I can.”

      Shao shooed Kelsey out the door and then led Mar into the bedroom to begin her transformation. An hour later, Mar stood in front of the mirror, marveling at the result. Shao had not only provided the dress and tailored it on the spot, but she’d also expertly trimmed and brushed Mar’s hair until it gleamed like polished chestnut, each strand lying smoothly and obediently against her neck.

      “I’m…. wow.”

      Shao nodded, “You’re beautiful. When Kelsey showed me a picture of your light brown hair with those reddish undertones and those alluring green eyes, I knew this deep emerald silk would perfectly complement those three colors.” She mimed patting Mar’s hair, so as not to disturb the flawless styling. Her fingers ghosted its silky sweep, ensuring every lock stayed precisely in place. “Your hair color is exquisite, too. Is it natural?”

      “Yeah. My mother went fully gray at forty, but I’m only a few years away from that and still only have a few strands of grey. But Shao, this style of dress is to die for. I can’t believe I’ve never worn something like this before.”

      Pride shone in the woman’s eyes. “That’s because it’s a one of a kind. If anyone asks who designed it, I’d appreciate it if you could mention that it’s a Shao Zhou. A lot of Ash’s friends and Ms. McGuire’s female business associates wear my designs now, but I particularly like the way this accentuates your body in all the right places.” She wrinkled her nose, “But please don’t strip it off to dance naked on the tables, okay?”

      Laughing, Mar turned to see her profile in the mirror. “Those days are behind me now, but yes, we were most definitely the wild ones in our dorm. Well, probably the entire college. To be honest, I’m betting the small town where it was located hasn’t quite recovered from our antics.”

      She slipped into her two-inch heels. That was as high as she could go without producing an exaggerated sway in her hips—an unfortunate byproduct of wearing higher heels that threw her off balance and caused her to lurch about like a tipsy flamingo at the most inconvenient times. “I know I’d look great in higher ones, but that would last only as long as I remained upright. I’ve never mastered walking with my heels four inches higher than my toes.”

      “If you notice, I tailored the right hemline to ride just above your knee, and the left hangs mid-calf, so your lower heels go perfectly with the design. And the two-inch heels still add a slight lift here.” Her hand traced around Mar’s backside without actually touching. “And they’re high enough to sculpt your calves and slim your ankles. Kelsey warned me that you’re a hazard in high heels, so I designed the dress accordingly.”

      She stepped back to admire her work. “And I have to say that slit does just what I intended. Combined with the way the material hugs your curves, you’re sex personified. Kelsey wanted to make sure the single ladies see you tonight, you know, first impressions and all, and she wanted to ensure you have a fun time while you’re here.”

      “Thank you, Shao. Um.” Mar walked to her purse, unsure of the protocol surrounding the use of a personal stylist.

      Shao shook her head. “Please don’t think you need to tip me. Kelsey paid me well for my time and expertise. I enjoyed getting you ready for your evening of fun. If you need more outfits for the rest of the week, have Kelsey bring you to my shop. I have some designs that would look just as good on you, if not better. Now, off you go.” She held open the door and ushered Mar into the main room, then walked to the outer door and held it open. “Remember to have fun.”

      Pulling in a deep breath, Mar thanked her again, walked to the elevator, and when the doors opened, she entered and pushed the button for the second floor.
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      The elevator opened onto an empty corridor. The second floor, although opulent and well-appointed, appeared deserted. Her mind was reeling from everything that had happened so far, enough so that she’d forgotten nearly everything Kelsey and she had discussed. Her usually sharp wits were fried from being unexpectedly thrust into what amounted to a foreign environment, and because she was feeling so off-balance, her gaze skidded over the brass signs affixed to the adjacent wall without really registering they were there. Wondering whether Kelsey had gotten the floor number wrong, Mar shrugged, turned right, and went exploring. After she’d walked for a half minute or so, the corridor made a slight left. As she turned down it, she heard voices coming from behind a partially open door.

      A male voice carrying the polished hauteur of a wealthy sophisticate drifted into the corridor. “We all know you can’t keep anyone in a relationship for very long, Allé. What’s the longest so far? One month? Two? I’m sure it has something to do with that winning personality of yours.”

      A resonant voice, sounding like that of an older woman, spoke next. “Leave her alone, Remy. Allé could have any woman she wanted. Even you can’t deny her breathtaking beauty⁠—”

      A second woman chimed in. “She’s certainly the epitome of elegance among both single and married women.”

      Remy, whoever that was, ventured his small, insistent opinion yet again. “While we all know women fall all over themselves to get into her pocketbook, let’s be honest, here, she’s shockingly incapable of maintaining any kind of relationship, period.” He paused.

      When the silence had gone on for longer than she liked, Mar inched around so she could peek into the room. The reason the obnoxious man had stopped speaking was that he was throwing back what looked like the last of his bourbon. When he lowered his glass, he held onto it and pointed with his little finger. “You’re a bitch, sister mine. You’re proud of it, and we all know it. Or, I guess I’m supposed to say we all know and love you anyway, but then again…” He let his sentence hang. “So, you’ve been telling us for the last month that you’ve been dating someone, but here you are on your own again. What happened? Piss her off before the week even began?”

      The broad-shouldered man Mar had seen get out of the limo suddenly slid around the edge of the door and held out his arms as if trying to herd a wayward sheep. “I’m sorry, this is a private gathering.” Noticing Mar’s cocktail dress, he softened a bit. “The dinner party is down the corridor to the left of the elevators.”

      Mar happened to glance inside, where she noticed the gorgeous woman from the limo eying her through the open door. Recognition lit the woman’s features as her appreciative, or was that hungry, gaze traveled from Mar’s face, down her body to her low-slung heels.

      She shocked Mar when she uncrossed those shapely legs and rose onto her Manolo high heels. The word “prowled” came to mind as she moved toward her. “There you are, Darling. I wondered how long it would take you to don your evening attire.” She stepped past her bodyguard, took Mar by the shoulders, and leaned in to kiss her on the cheek. Pausing, she whispered in Mar’s ear, “Just go with this, and I’ll make sure you’re paid generously for your time.” Still holding onto Mar’s shoulders, the woman stepped back and, with an imperious, icy stare, communicated that she fully expected her to obey.

      Bristling at the woman’s peremptory tone and insinuation that she’d leap to do her bidding, Mar had no intention of being a paid escort for a member of the haute monde. Sure, Mar hadn’t been dressed in the latest vogue when they’d first met out on the sidewalk, probably giving the woman the idea that she’d jump at the chance to earn some extra cash. She wanted to spend the week getting reacquainted with Kelsey, not swan around with some uber-rich socialite who, if the brother were to be believed, couldn’t manage to keep a date for longer than a few days. What did that say about the lady’s personality, anyway?

      Someone called out from inside the room. “Bring her in and introduce her, Allé. We’ve all been waiting on pins and needles to meet your mystery woman.”

      One hand moved to Mar’s upper arm, and the grip tightened as though the woman, presumably Allé, intended to drag her into the room, whether she agreed to come or not. Allé pursed her lips and hissed, “$50,000 for one week of work. You pretend you’re with me as my girlfriend. No sex involved.”

      Highly insulted, red rose into Mar’s cheeks at the woman’s assumption that she’d jump at the chance to earn that much money. While $50,000 wasn’t chump change, Mar had more dignity than to sell her services to this unmistakable ice queen. She lowered her voice to match the woman’s quiet tone. “I don’t want your money. I’m not for sale.” A look Mar couldn’t decipher—disappointment, desperation—flitted across the woman’s features so quickly Mar questioned whether she’d actually seen it.

      The older woman called out again. Her voice was closer this time, as though she were coming toward the door. “Allé? Is everything all right?”

      Hearing that bastard inside the room being so nasty about Allé’s lack of a plus one and then seeing that fleeting look of pain cross her face had what Mar’s friends called her ‘riding-to-the-rescue-of-fair-maidens’ habit kick in. Knowing she was going to regret it, she pursed her lips and nodded. “On one condition.”

      Suspicion drew the woman’s brows together. “What condition?”

      “Say please.”

      Dark eyes hardened, narrowed, and at the sound of someone widening the opening in the door, the woman spoke through gritted teeth. “Please.” The words were spoken like an empress warning a recalcitrant subject that they would pay dearly for their impudence.

      An older woman with short, auburn hair impeccably styled to give a carefree, windblown look stepped through the door, delicately holding a tumbler between fingers adorned with nails professionally manicured in classic French tips. “Allé, don’t keep us in suspense. Bring your girlfriend in and introduce her.”

      Girlfriend? What the hell have I gotten myself into? Mar allowed Allé to place her hand on her lower back and guide her past the woman and into the sitting room. Several people occupied plush seats arranged to encourage easy conversation. An entire wall to the left of the seated guests bore a painted, Roman fresco depicting a young woman undergoing initiation rites into the cult of Dionysus. Mar couldn’t help thinking that, in this instance, that was appropriate somehow. A life-sized marble statue of the famous Capitoline Venus was placed in one corner, and potted plants with lush green foliage were arranged around the room to soften the atmosphere and add a touch of natural elegance.

      A brief perusal of the room’s occupants revealed that, in addition to the security guard who’d confronted her in the hallway, two other people, a man and a woman, stood guard against the walls at either end of the room.

      She blinked down her panic at the thought that someone, or several someones, in this room had high enough profiles to require this level of protection. An expectant hush filled the room.

      With sudden insight, Mar realized Allé wouldn’t yet know her name and therefore couldn’t offer the anticipated introduction. She thrust out her hand toward the nearest person, who just happened to be a soft butch dressed in a dapper pinstriped suit. She immediately felt, if not a connection, then at least a sympathetic understanding in a pair of intriguing, amber eyes. “Hi, I’m Mar, Maren Tempest.”

      A flicker of confusion shadowed the woman’s features, then, as if composing herself, she reached for Mar’s outstretched hand and grasped it in a firm grip. At the same time, she lightly ran the fingers of her free hand across the head of a medium-sized red heeler leaning into the side of her leg. “I’m pleased to meet you. I’m Ash Redux, and seated over there is my partner, Phyla McGuire.”

      The day just kept getting better and better. Of course, Kelsey would have mentioned her plus one’s name to her boss, Ash Redux. Hoping her distress wasn’t too obvious, Mar swallowed hard and nodded to the seated woman Ash had indicated, whose eyes were equally as menacing as those of Mar’s new fake girlfriend, though not quite as dark.

      McGuire regally dipped her chin to acknowledge the introduction.

      Unfortunately, the rude man and woman she’d had the misfortune of passing in the lobby upon her arrival were also in the room. The man stood and, with that same haughty sneer he’d given earlier, raised his empty glass. “Well, well. If it isn’t the walking clearance rack we passed earlier. Dipping into the lower classes now, sister mine? How much did you pay for her to be your pretend plus one?”

      His companion stood and joined him. She studied Mar’s new outfit with an unpleasant, twisted pinch to her lips. “And I’d like to know how much you paid for her new dress. Surely that didn’t come off any department store rack.” The woman’s platinum blonde curls bunched against the padded shoulders of the dress that, without a doubt, had graced the runway of a premier luxury fashion house. The blonde prima donna raised her chin in a weird combination of jealousy and disdain.

      The silence held an expectant hush as everyone waited to see how Mar would react to the insults. Ash’s fingers stiffened in her dog’s fur, but most telling was the increased pressure of Allé’s hand against Mar’s back—a muted warning pressed into her skin.

      Well, as per her wont, Mar ignored the warning and thought, game on. She turned and, with feigned affection and directed meaning in her words, lightly touched Allé’s cheek and smiled up into her eyes. “I can see you inherited the lion’s share of your family’s intelligence and beauty, my love—both the private grace and the outer refinement that speaks of true elegance, sophistication, and raw power that runs deep in your familial line.”

      Mar returned her attention to the brother. “I understand those traits often skip members of the same generation. Hopefully, Remy,” she spat the name with enough venom to get her point across, “…your children will learn those traits from their Aunt Allé.”

      The man sputtered, rearing back as though he’d been slapped.

      The well-heeled harridan by his side turned red with rage. Her voice dripped with corrosive venom when she snarled, “How dare you?”

      The laughter came from the older woman. “Oh, Alléandra. I never thought I’d see the day you’d bring someone to our gatherings who actually has a backbone.” She held out her hand, “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Allegra Saint-Germaine.” She held Mar’s gaze and hand longer than propriety required. “And I, for one, am very pleased to meet you.” Those hazel eyes languidly traveled down to Mar’s cleavage and then back up to her face.

      Allé snapped out of her shock at Mar’s barbed response to her brother. She wrapped her hand more firmly, or was that possessively, around Mar’s waist and drew her away from Saint-Germaine, whose refined manner and bespoke clothing matched the elegance of the others in the room. “She’s with me, Allegra. You’d do well to remember that.” A clear warning rang in her tone.

      “Meow.” Allegra’s teasing hiss mimicked that of an outraged cat as she released Mar’s hand. She grinned playfully and winked. “Allé never keeps her playthings for too long. When she casts you aside, come find me, my dear. We could have a lot of fun together.”

      Thinking this woman could, indeed, be fun, Mar grinned before remembering the strange role she’d been thrust into. She slipped her arm around Allé’s waist and rested her open palm on the deliciously rounded backside. “Thanks, but I’ve found the one I want to be with.”

      Deftly rubbing her fingers over the sumptuously smooth derrière, she discovered that her “lover” had embraced undergarment freedom—a phrase she and Kelsey used as a more decorous alternative to “going commando.” Well, to be fair, Allé still wore the dress she’d seen her in earlier, and with the way it fit her curves, underwear probably wasn’t an option if she didn’t want panty lines showing through. Did the decadent-rich worry about panty lines the way the plebeians did?

      With a sharp pinch to her waist that wouldn’t be noticed by anyone else, Allé led Mar to a waiter standing politely off to the side. “Would you like a drink, Darling?” The wicked empress had returned with the decided emphasis placed on the endearment, elongating the word as though it were a razor-sharp scimitar.

      Before Mar could respond, Allé leaned in, placed her lips directly against Mar’s hair as though whispering sweet nothings in her ear, and hissed softly enough that only Mar would hear, “If you don’t remove your hand this instant, I will tear it from your arm and feed it to you one finger at a time.”

      A surprised, albeit nervous, giggle erupted from Mar’s throat—one she hoped people interpreted as a shy response to her lover’s teasing words. This was going to be fun. Turning so she fully faced Allé, Mar nuzzled her nose into a neck delicately scented with a lovely, patchouli-based perfume. Warily acceding to the hissed warning, Mar moved her hand to the woman’s lower back and ran her other arm around her waist. She modulated her tone to be barely audible to the others in the room. “You say the sweetest things, my love. Besides, you know what breathing in your perfume does to me.”

      Remy’s female accomplice, whose scornful lips had a life of their own, huffed, “It should, since she pays close to $75,000 for a custom-crafted limited run, or roughly $4,000 per ounce, whenever she runs low. I doubt you’ll be able to scrape together enough for even an ounce as a Christmas gift, Maren.”

      Mar’s insults had left Remy blinking and stammering. Not quite as quick as the woman to recover his aplomb, he regained control of his voice with some difficulty and gave his opinion on the subject. “Well, I suppose that depends on how much Allé is paying her to play her girlfriend, doesn’t it, and we all know Maren will be packed and gone, probably before the week is over, and will have no need for anything as frivolous as a Christmas offering.”

      Startled at the cost, Mar pulled Allé close enough that their breasts rubbed against one another. She paused and inhaled the enticing perfume more deeply this time. The musky, mysterious, and quietly sensual undertones definitely did something to her libido.

      Allé’s breath stilled, and her whole body stiffened.

      Wondering if the threat to her hand hadn’t been an idle one, Mar stepped back and, thinking she needed to perform a small bit of redirection, spoke to the waiter. “I’ll have a Rémy Martin Louis XIII, please, in a slightly chilled glass with a splash of water.” Hey, if she was going to hobnob with the snobs, she intended to make the most of it. Plus, the brother’s name was at the forefront of her mind, so of course, it was the first top-shelf liquor to pop into her head.

      From one of the sofas, the one who’d been introduced as Phyla McGuire drawled, “The woman at least knows her cognac.”

      With a scornfully derisive scoff, Remy had to add his two cents yet again. “I’m sure we’ll have to scrape her off the floor like that other floozy you dated a few years ago. Which one was that, sister dear? Margo? Tanya?” What was it with him, and just how obnoxious could one man get before his big sister had him taken out while wedged between two of her hulking bodyguards and thrown into the river?

      The shrewish harpy, whom Mar decided must be Remy’s wife, judging by the matching wedding bands, supplied the answer. “Margo was the coke whore, dear. It was Tanya who couldn’t hold her liquor.” She sneered at Allé. “She was quite entertaining, though, at least for the week she lasted, as I’m sure this one will prove to be.”

      Mar opened her mouth to respond, but Allé used her beautifully manicured nails to pinch the skin on Mar’s lower back. Painfully. Mar’s teeth clacked together when she shut her mouth again. Her back would be black and blue if she didn’t lay down some ground rules, and fast. Later, though. For right now, she drew on her college method acting classes, pulled in a breath, and leaned into Allé’s warm, supple body.

      Allé muttered to the waiter, “I’ll have the same.”

      The man nodded and left to fetch the drinks.

      She then finished the introductions. “Unfortunately, you’ve already met my brother, Remi Alfieri, and his wife, Cassandra.”

      With her heart stuttering to a stop, Mar silently thought, Holy Fuck. Alfieri. Alléandra Alfieri, presumptive heir of the Alfieri Consortium, and, more worrisome to Mar’s current predicament, the eldest child of the alleged but unproven head of one of the most powerful crime families on the East Coast.

      Needing to regain her composure before she peed herself, Mar pulled in a breath and chose to take the high ground. Almost. “I’d like to be polite and say it’s a pleasure to meet you and your wife, Remy, but you’ve made that rather difficult to say with a straight face. So, since we’re here to celebrate a happy occasion,” she offered a Greek greeting which, when said in a flat monotone, denoted derision rather than pleasure, something she doubted any in the room would understand, let alone pick up on the veiled insult. “Khairo humas.”

      One woman, who had yet to be introduced, choked on her drink as she rose from her chair to move to a back corner where she could stop coughing and catch her breath. It wasn’t too far of a leap to believe that, in addition to clearing her airways, she was also trying to suppress her laughter.

      A second woman rose and followed her with a look of concern clouding her distinctive, whiskey-colored eyes. “Noémi. Are you okay?” She lightly patted Noémi on the back.

      Noémi took a napkin from a side table and delicately patted her eyes. “I’m fine, Jude, thanks. The bourbon went down wrong, that’s all.” Entwining her elegant fingers with Jude’s sturdier ones, she returned to the center of the room and held out a hand. “And I’m Noémi Boudon, and this is my partner, Jude Lorcan. Am I correct in thinking that you’re the Maren Tempest? I can’t imagine there are too many blessed with such a wonderfully expressive name.”

      Wondering how someone knew who she was, Mar shook the hands of both women. “Well, I don’t know whether I’m the anything, but I imagine you’re correct in saying there aren’t too many people saddled with my name.” She turned to explain her mother’s eccentricities to the group. “My mother is a free spirit who believed that because I was born a Pisces rising with Aries on the Ascendant, I needed a name to encompass both.”

      With laughter still sparkling in her eyes, Noémi filled in the rest. “So, she named you, let’s see,” she paused, tapping a finger on her lips as she thought. “Strength of the Tempestuous Sea.” Offering a friendly gesture that Mar guessed was second nature to this amiable woman, Noémi settled a welcoming hand on Mar’s shoulder. “I love it. And welcome to our wonderfully eclectic little group, Maren.”

      “Please, call me Mar. And thank you.”

      Allé took Mar’s hand. “And how is it that you recognized her name?”

      Mar wondered if the nearly imperceptible worry in Allé’s voice was evident to anyone but her. She guessed not since Remy’s nasal, reedy voice cut in, “Yes, Noémi. I’m sure we’re all wondering how you know my sister’s latest acquisition?”

      Instead of answering right away, Noémi indicated the sofa Allé had been seated on when she’d first spotted Mar in the hall. “Please join us and make yourself comfortable. I know how difficult it can be to meet a group of people who’ve known one another for a good amount of time.”

      That was interesting phrasing. Instead of saying friends, she referred to them as a group of people.

      Allé led Mar to the sofa, where they settled in close enough that their thighs rested comfortably together. Well, comfortably on Mar’s part, stiffly on Allé’s, who accepted a tulip-shaped snifter from the waiter who’d reappeared with their drinks. She handed it to Mar with a look that held a clear warning. “Here you are, Darling. I hope this doesn’t loosen your tongue any more than your previous drinks already have.”

      Mar accepted the snifter with a smile. “I haven’t had anything to drink yet, my love.” She blinked innocently into those menacing, dark eyes. “And you know one little drink hardly affects me at all.”

      Those eyes flashed with razor-sharp intent. It had better not.

      A chill ran through Mar at the danger smoldering in the dark undertones behind the woman’s unspoken words. Blinking several times, she averted her gaze and sipped her brandy. She’s Alléandra Alfieri, you idiot. Stop playing around, or things could get very uncomfortable very fast.

      Satisfied that she’d gotten her point across, Allé returned her attention to Noémi. “Now, I’m dying to know how you know Maren or at least how you’ve heard her name mentioned before.” While her expression didn’t actually soften—Mar seriously wondered if it ever did—one of Allé’s sculpted brows rose in polite inquiry.

      Noémi and Jude also settled back into the settee where they’d been seated before the “choking” incident. “Well, if I’m correct and there aren’t any other women going by the moniker ‘Strength of the Tempestuous Sea,’” Noémi sent Mar a friendly grin, “then this is Dr. Maren Tempest, noted historical archaeologist and someone I’d dearly love to bounce a couple of concepts off during the coming week.”

      Noémi’s enthusiasm rose several notches as she leaned toward Mar. “We recently acquired a palm‑sized iridescent shell inlaid with tiny alloy pins arranged in an undeciphered grid. It’s also etched with anomalous, star‑like markings. You might be able to shed some light on its meaning and cultural significance.”

      With those words, the penny dropped, and Mar sat forward. “Of course! I should have recognized your name immediately, but with everything else happening, I completely spaced it. Dr. Noémi Boudon. I’d love to see the shell and then sit and chat about some of the acquisitions you’ve made over the years.” She couldn’t help the enthusiasm pouring forth from every pore in her body. This was the Noémi Boudon, an expert in late antique, medieval, and early modern studies, someone she’d wanted to meet for many years.

      If she’d had one, Mar would have wagged her tail as she happily looked at Allé, who blinked slowly, raised that damn sexy brow again, and drawled, “Well. Isn’t this fortuitous?”

      The sultry, velvet-toned voice sent shivers down Mar’s spine, not to mention the shivers happening a bit further south. Whoa, she needed to rein herself in or find herself lusting after the most dangerous woman in the room. Her gaze wandered to Phyla McGuire, who studied her with narrowed eyes. Well, one of the most dangerous, anyway.

      Ash was seated next to Phyla. Her attention flicked between Mar, Allé, and strangely, Remy. Worry shadowed her eyes, telling Mar she really needed to decide how far she was willing to take this charade.

      A quietly elegant woman about the same age as Allé— late forties to early-fifties—entered the room. She wore a dark pantsuit, featuring a matching tailored jacket, sans blouse underneath. Like Allé, her dark, wavy hair flowed down around her shoulders, but unlike her, she wasn’t a classic beauty. She was pretty enough, but she lacked the fine bone structure of someone like Lauren Bacall or Vivien Leigh. Her face was a bit too round, her nose just a tad too wide, but when she smiled, her blue eyes lit up the room.

      The new woman did a double-take when she spotted Mar seated next to Allé. “Well, hello. I guess I missed you when you arrived. You must be Allé’s guest. We’ve all been anxious to meet you.” She held out her hand as she walked to where they were seated. When Mar shook the slender, graceful hand, those blue eyes shone with welcome. “I’m Clara, one of the brides. You’ll meet my fiancé, Evelyn, when we go to dinner.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, and thanks for having me. I’m Maren Tempest, and I was so excited when Allé told me I was invited to attend as her accompanying guest.”

      “Allé told me she’d been seeing someone, and I finally convinced her to bring you into the open so we could all meet you. What better time to introduce a woman you’re dating than during an engagement week surrounded by friends and family?”

      Remy sniped, “Yes, we’re all quite amazed.” His insulting leer roamed up and down Mar’s body. “And I have to say, after what Cassandra and I saw of her when she arrived, she cleans up rather nicely. Well done, Allé, even if you had to search high and…low…for this one.”

      Allegra was in the middle of raising her tumbler to her lips. At his words, she paused, then lowered the glass. “I hardly think dating a Ph.D. in, what was it, Noémi, historical archaeology is hitting a low. Remind me, Remy, what’s your degree in, again?”

      To a curious woman like Mar, watching the interactions in the room was amusing and…illuminating, to say the least. A red streak ran up Remy’s neck, splitting at the chin to finally settle into two colorful rosettes decorating his sharp cheekbones. His nostrils flared, and the look he shot Allegra suggested he would just as soon bite her head off as engage with any more of her verbal sparring.

      Cassandra put a comforting hand on his lower back and leapt to his rescue, “Remy hasn’t yet decided the best path forward. He has enough credits for several degrees, and once he knows which one will best benefit the family business, he intends to take it all the way to the top.”

      A few guests rolled their eyes surreptitiously. Phyla didn’t bother to hide her disdain, but it was Allé’s reaction that surprised Mar the most. Her quiet “Allegra” carried a warning reminiscent of frost settling over glass.

      Ignoring the warning, the older woman apparently didn’t feel the need to kowtow to Alléandra Alfieri. “Don’t Allegra me, Allé. Ever since I’ve known you, you’ve put up with his inappropriate comments, not only to you but to every woman you’ve ever dated. Not to mention his snide remarks to your friends. I’ve never understood why you allow such unfettered impertinence.” Just who was this Allegra Saint-Germain that she had carte blanche to address the ice queen with such a biting response?

      Remy snatched a glass from a tray and snarled, “And ever since we’ve known you, Allegra, you’ve been a meddlesome old cow who⁠—

      Allé’s trenchant rebuke, couched in a dismissal, sent shivers down Mar’s spine. “Remy, why don’t you take Cassandra and find your seats for dinner?” A woman who could stuff so much danger and reproach into the undertones of an innocuous sentence was frightening, not to mention hot.

      This was the first time Allé had deigned to address her brother’s rudeness, and Mar snuck a peek at that imperious profile. While not much about her had changed, there was a definite stillness to her overall bearing, a nearly imperceptible tightening of jaw, shoulders, and lips that Mar thought Remy, or anyone for that matter, ignored at their peril.

      Note to self: watch for those warning signs and pay attention. She supposed if she were a sane person, she’d pick up her toys and run to the nearest exit. But damn if that commanding presence in a woman didn’t pull her like a compass needle swinging to magnetic north.

      Cassandra opened her mouth to defend her husband, but Allé sent her a chilling look, slightly tilting her head to the side while simultaneously lifting one warning finger. Cassandra glared, but in lieu of speaking, she set her lips in a grim, displeased line.

      Neither Cassandra nor Remy looked pleased, but when Remy stood and took his time buttoning his suit coat, as though he hadn’t just been reprimanded by his older sister, his wife stood and put her arm through his. With a childish, defiant lift of his chin, Remy escorted his wife from the room.

      Phyla was the first to break the silence. “Why in God’s name would you inflict them on us during your engagement week, Clara?”

      Unperturbed, Clara tilted her head and smiled with what Mar interpreted as affection toward this woman who regally owned her space without apology or excuse. Mar wished she could effortlessly command a room like either Phyla or Allé. Clara sighed, “As you know, Phyla,” she indicated Allé with a graceful wave of her hand, “Allé, Remy, and I grew up together. I know he’s difficult, but when you’ve known someone your entire life, it just feels wrong to exclude them from such a momentous family occasion.”

      She returned her attention to Mar. “Anyway, Maren, welcome, and I hope you enjoy your time with us. We’ll be staying at the hotel for the first four days, and then everyone will fly to my family’s private island for two more days of fun before the wedding.”

      Phyla sighed, “About that, I don’t⁠—”

      Ash laid a hand on Phyla’s wrist. “About that, Phyla and I,” she emphasized her next words as though reminding her lover of something they’d already agreed upon, “…are looking forward to all the activities you described. Scuba diving, dancing, bird watching. It all sounds wonderful.” She grinned at Phyla. “Doesn’t it?”

      Phyla shocked Mar when her entire face softened into that of a woman hopelessly besotted with her partner. “If it makes you happy, my love, then yes, of course, we’ll go. It’s just that⁠—”

      Ash put her finger across Phyla’s lips.

      Phyla actually stopped talking and smiled affectionately around that sweetly assertive finger, something that shocked Mar into rudely staring at the couple with undisguised amazement.

      Seeing that her silent admonition had the desired effect, Ash took her finger from those perfect lips and brushed Phyla’s cheek in a loving caress, ensuring she had her undivided attention. “I’ve already confirmed that Daphne rescheduled all of your appointments for the week, and the few that were deadline sensitive are scheduled for mid-morning Zoom meetings. We’re going to have fun this week, even if it kills you.”

      Again, Mar glanced at Allé out of the corner of her eye, thinking how wonderful it would be if she could have that type of relationship with such a powerful woman. She blinked several times. Relationship? Where had that come from? She was basically the hired help, someone so far below Allé’s notice that under normal circumstances, she wouldn’t register so much as a tiny blip on her radar of life.

      This time, Allé slowly turned her head and held Mar’s sidelong gaze as though she’d read the thoughts buzzing around in her overwhelmed, underperforming, slightly panicked brain.

      As a scientist, Mar knew that entirely black irises were an impossibility, but as she turned her head to fully face Allé, she narrowed her eyes to better distinguish the black pupils from the traces of shadowed dark brown she knew had to be there.

      The woman held her gaze without blinking. Mar eventually looked away, but not before she’d seen a tiny hint of brown that, in a ridiculous way, alleviated her juvenile fear that she was perhaps seated next to a feral wendigo—a creature out of Algonquin folklore with inky-black orbs that were said to paralyze its victims, making escape impossible. She chuckled at how far off balance she had to be for that thought to flit through her brain.

      Allé leaned in and whispered, “Care to share?”

      A hint of something, memories of past hurt, perhaps, could be heard behind Allé’s quiet question. It was hard to imagine this imperious woman as a young girl being bullied or laughed at for her shadow-black irises. But Mar’s mother, who considered herself a new-age seer, believed in her daughter’s highly developed empathic abilities. She’d taught Mar from the time she was a young child not to ignore the intuitive nudges the universe granted on a daily basis.

      Right now, those nudges were telling her that Allé thought Mar’s quiet laughter had been at her expense. Wanting to allay those childhood fears from which even the most enigmatic rulers of the monied elite suffered, Mar whispered back, “I was laughing at myself because your hypnotically beautiful eyes drew me in and captured my imagination. I’m sorry if my staring bothered you.”

      Curious now, Allé cocked her head and asked, “And what was your imagination telling you?”

      Mar grinned, “That you were a creature out of Algonquin lore.”

      Was that a hint of wry humor escaping from those ebony eyes? “Ah, a wendigo.”

      That shocked Mar enough that she sat up and grinned, “You’re familiar with tales told by indigenous cultures?”

      Without answering and with faint amusement still lurking behind that inscrutable gaze, Allé turned to Clara. “I assume you’re here to escort us to dinner?”

      With a happy clap of her hands, Clara motioned for everyone to join her. “Absolutely. If we could all join the others in the Stygian Guild Ballroom, Evelyn and I hope to thoroughly impress you with what we trust will be an unforgettable meal, beginning with Lobster à la Brine and Smoke prepared by my family’s very own Michelin chef, Andre Lebusque.”

      Clara turned laughing eyes on Phyla. “My parents will be there, Phyla, but please don’t let my mother monopolize your time talking business the entire night.”

      If Mar were to judge by her inscrutable facial expression, Phyla didn’t care one way or the other about Clara’s mother. Her words, though, and Ash’s after, were telling. “I enjoy discussing textile manufacturing with Beatrice, Clara. She always has the most insightful recommendations when it comes to investing in the industry.”

      Ash sighed and stood. Turning, she held out a hand, which Phyla took as she rose to stand beside her lover. Placing an arm around Phyla’s waist, Ash shot Clara a conspiratorial wink. “I promise to make sure she’ll take the time to grace everyone in the room with her witty banter and conversation. Despite your mother’s refinement and charm, Clara, I won’t let Phyla barricade herself in a corner with Beatrice so she doesn’t have to socialize with anyone but her.”

      Phyla’s cheeks pinked at the laughter sprinkled about the room. It seemed that teasing, which might be frowned upon if spoken by any other person, was not only accepted but softly treasured when Ash gently tweaked her lover’s nose.

      Allé gracefully rose and held out a hand to Mar, whose fingers tingled with warmth when she lightly grasped the offering and stood. She twined their fingers together, expecting the intimate act might irritate her date. It did. Allé released her hand with a slight flick, like a cat shaking water off its paw, and fell in beside Noémi, leaving Jude and Mar to follow in their wake.

      Allé indicated Noémi should precede her through the door and then, after checking to make sure Allegra was busy chatting with Clara, quietly asked, “Have you had any luck with the Van Oosterwijck portrait?”

      “My people in Denmark tell me they’re getting closer to locating it. The rumors, well, whispers really, are still circulating that the family that has owned it for generations, whoever they may be, is struggling financially and becoming increasingly desperate to sell. We’re positioned well to be the first they approach.”

      “Have you heard of others showing interest?”

      “Not yet, but if word gets out, I’m afraid we’ll have a bidding war on our hands.”

      Behind them, Jude smiled and motioned for Mar to precede her through the door. “So, I’m kind of new to the group myself, so I can relate if you’re feeling a bit overwhelmed.”

      “Oh, my Goddess, am I ever out of my comfort zone. I mean, I haven’t known Allé for very long, and to have to deal with all of these new people while we’re still trying to get to know one another is more than a little daunting.”

      “How long have you been together, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      Allé surprised Mar when she turned and offered her hand once again. “I’m sorry, Jude, but as you know, I have to be extremely circumspect when it comes to my personal life. My relationship with Mar is new enough that I don’t feel comfortable with either of us discussing details just yet.”

      As Mar slipped her fingers into Allé’s hand, Jude moved next to Noémi and spoke while they continued walking towards the ballroom. “No need to be sorry. I didn’t intend to pry into your personal life. I was only letting Mar know that she’s not the only one who’s new here and that I’m always available should she need a friendly face among the crowd.”

      Noémi slipped her hand through Jude’s arm. “Among the sharks, you mean.”

      With a chuckle, Jude patted her hand. “There is that.” She turned her attention to Mar, “But I have a sneaking suspicion that Mar can take care of herself. I recognize a force of nature when I see one, and I think her mother was prescient when she named her.”

      Mar chuckled at the surprised crease in Allé’s brow when she flicked a glance her way. She thought she’d fan the flames. “Yes, I find I quite often shock those who underestimate me.”

      With raised brows and a nod, Noémi had to agree. “Mar’s reputation is that of a professional woman who possesses a quick wit and an even quicker tongue. She’s an intelligent woman in a male-dominated field. When I’ve listened to replays of conferences where she’s been the keynote speaker, I’m often impressed with her sharp retorts whenever one of the men puffs up his chest and tries to diminish or even belittle her opinions or findings.”

      The far-off buzz of conversation rose as they approached the ballroom. Mar’s nerves increased exponentially the nearer they came to two ornately carved mahogany doors standing open to welcome those luminaries lucky enough to have been invited to Clara and Evelyn’s evening festivities. She prayed to every Goddess she could think of that Kelsey remembered the hand signs they’d developed as coeds, specifically the one signaling that their roommate needed to make themselves scarce because one or the other was taking a date back to the dorm room to “study.”

      When they stepped into the room, she quickly scanned the two to three hundred people standing around drinking, laughing, and generally having a good time. Good Lord, she hoped this many people wouldn’t be with them for the entire week.

      Kelsey, who was talking to a particularly buxom blonde, spotted her standing by the door, excused herself, and started forward, only to stutter step and stop completely when Mar pinched her right ear with the fingers of her left hand. Her friend’s mouth dropped open, and her eyes became giant saucers when Allé placed her hand on Mar’s back and gently tugged her to a table placed beneath an ornate crystal chandelier. Kelsey closed her mouth and nodded politely to Allé as they passed.

      Mar glanced at their table, only to see Ash watching the interaction with pointed interest. This wasn’t going to be easy. She touched Allé’s arm and whispered, “I need to powder my nose.”

      Nodding, Allé pointed to a group standing near a life-sized statue of the Goddess, Aphrodite. “And I wanted to speak to a business associate, but I’ll meet you at our seats when I’m through. The powder room is right through there.” She indicated a short hallway to the rear of the room.

      Without acknowledging her words, Mar whirled, hoping Kelsey hadn’t moved. Realizing her rattled nerves were making her movements jerky, and therefore too noticeable, she slowed, pulled in a breath, and found that her friend had resumed her place next to the blonde. Mar caught Kelsey’s eye and tipped her head toward the hallway. Fully expecting her friend to follow, she wended her way through the tables and guests, breathing a sigh of relief when she opened one of the bathroom doors and found the elegantly appointed powder room empty.

      Kelsey pushed her all the way inside and then turned and locked the door. She moved out of the seating alcove and into the stall area and quickly opened each door, confirming they were completely alone. She returned to the alcove and found Mar seated in one of two wingback chairs with her head in her hands. “Mar, what the fuck? What are you doing hanging out with La Vipera Nera?”

      As a historical archaeologist, Mar could read, write, and speak in several languages, including Italian. It was tempting to remain locked in the powder room for the rest of the evening, but pulling in a deep breath, she sat back and stared at her friend. “The Black Viper? Come on, who calls her that?”

      “Anyone and everyone who’s had business dealings with her, and probably a lot of the women she’s taken to her bed. I think it’s because she’s so…sensual, but so dark, distant, and in business circles, devastatingly ruinous if you cross her.”

      “Surely not, I mean, yeah, she’s like one of the hottest ice queens I’ve ever seen, but⁠—”

      Kelsey ran a worried hand up through her hair, “Oh, believe me, she’s earned the nickname many, many times over, and take my word for it, her bite is venomous. So what exactly do you think you’re doing?”

      Mar rubbed her eyes, unsure of how to best handle the situation. At times like this, her words took off at a gallop, and she was incapable of reining them in until she’d said all she needed to say. “Do you have any other friends who can be your plus one? I mean, we can still catch up this week, but Allé’s little asshole brother was being a shithead accusing her of never really having a plus one for the wedding like she told them she had and then she saw me in the hallway because I got lost looking for the ballroom and the next thing I knew I was agreeing to pretending to be her plus one because, well, did I mention her brother’s a shithead who treats her, and me, like dung beneath his feet, not to mention his wife who’s a living breathing Cruella de Vil if I’ve ever seen one.”

      When Mar took a breath, Kelsey shook her head. “I don’t believe this. I leave you for what…an hour…and you go off and pull a bone-headed stunt like this.”

      Mar sucked her lips into her mouth to keep from grinning because Kelsey was just as incorrigible as she was, if not more so. “But it’s gonna be a helluva week!”

      Laughter burst forth from Kelsey, and she pulled Mar out of the chair and dragged her into an enormous hug, spinning her in a circle as though she weighed no more than a large bag of cat food. “I should have known you’d turn a perfectly calm, tame week into a shitshow.” She set her back on her feet and held her at arm’s length. “I mean it, though, Mar. Be careful. That family has a reputation for being vicious in the business world. I don’t want to see you getting caught up in trouble I can’t get you out of.”

      Sobering, Mar sighed, “I feel bad to leave you without a plus one, though.”

      “Hey, I’ll tell Clara my date couldn’t make it. But don’t worry, there are some women here that I’ve met…” she paused to think of the right word, “…elsewhere who will make sure I’m not lonely at night.” She lifted her brows up and down. “If you know what I mean. I was worried about bringing them to our suite with you there, but now, the coast is clear. When are you going to get your stuff? I assume you’ll be staying in Alfieri’s rooms?”

      “Oh damn, I hadn’t thought of that. She did say no sex, though, so…I’m not sure.”

      “Well, she stays in the penthouse suite when she needs to be close to her offices. I’ve been in Phyla and Ash’s suites on the floor just below hers, and they have a master bedroom and two guest rooms, each with a private bath. I’m betting hers is even nicer than theirs, so you don’t have to worry about that.”

      “Really? I would have thought that McGuire and your boss would stay in the penthouse suite. Didn’t you tell me Ash is some billionaire and McGuire is some high-up muckety muck in the world of finance?”

      “Not when La Vipera Nera owns The Onyx Meridian.”

      Mar rocked back on her heels. “Excuse me?”

      “She owns it. That’s what I mean, Mar. You’re playing in some really deep waters here, and I don’t want you to drown. You can still back out, can’t you?”

      Mar would be lying if she said she hadn’t considered it, but then she remembered that hint of vulnerability Allé had let slip, and she shook her head. “I don’t intend to back out unless she does something to really piss me off. Then, all bets are off.”

      Someone politely knocked on the door. Kelsey stepped through an archway on her way to wash her hands in black granite sinks inlaid with brushed bronze.

      Mar rested her hand on the door’s lock. “Wow, I’m gonna have to come in and pee just to check out those sinks. Holy shit, they’re like works of art. Anyway, we’ll work it out, yeah? I’ll text you later.” They grinned like the fools they’d been in college as Mar opened the door and stepped into the hall.
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