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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE MARK

          

        

      

    

    
      ISLA

      

      Lisbon, 1943

      There’s a difference between a signature and a lie. One flows from the wrist and the other from the soul. I’ve studied both. Practiced both. Perfected both.

      The forged wax seal of Lucien Duret glows blood-red in the candlelight, still soft on the paper’s edge as I press the crest into it. It’s a coiled dragon framed by olive branches. His mark. His name. His power, stolen, and sizzling under my thumb.

      My pulse races as sharp as a hammer in my throat.

      This seal could buy me a new name, a new passport, and a new country… one I don’t have to crawl through like a dog in a bombed-out street… one that doesn’t look at me and see what I’ve done… what I’ve had to do… one where I don’t have to keep dying inside for men who never deserve my grief.

      Sliding the letter into the cream-colored envelope, I press it closed and lean forward, blowing out the candle on the desk. The little corner fills with sudden darkness. The kind of dark that presses.

      In the hallway outside this rented room, what I’m certain are polished shoes click against tile. The steps are precise…not hurried… not curious… just confident.

      Too confident.

      I freeze in terror as a quiet knock sounds against the door. Two solid taps, like someone testing the inside of a coffin lid.

      Moving quickly, I tuck the sealed letter into the lining of my coat. The envelope vanishes like a blade into silk, like it never existed. Crossing to the desk, I brush ash from my sleeve and open the drawer to conceal the forgery kit I always carry, but the door opens before I can reach it.

      My brow rises as I turn to face my… guest.

      A man steps inside, already closing the door behind him. He’s not holding a key. He’s not making a sound.

      I recognize him instantly, my head whirling. Lucien Duret. Not from photos, of course. There are none. Not from introduction as no one meets with him without being invited. But I know it’s him the same way I know how and when to lie.

      Instinctively.

      He’s tall with broad-shoulders and fills out a charcoal suit so pristinely it looks like he was carved from stone. His hair is as black as obsidian and immaculately slicked back, and his eyes… the golden color is almost unnatural. Ethereal… when he’s anything but.

      I don’t look too long. I can’t. Because his eyes are fixed on me like I’m the only flame in Lisbon and he’s been cold for years.

      Lucien Duret is danger personified.

      “Miss Devereaux,” he says softly.

      I don’t respond.

      There’s no need to.

      He steps farther into the room and the light from the streetlamp, outside of my small window, slides across his cheekbone, like the whisper of a blade. There’s nothing hurried in his posture. There’s no anger. Just a calm, uncanny stillness. The kind of stillness that comes after a scream.

      “I’m impressed,” he continues, his voice velvet-dark, and tinged with elegance and precision. “You’re quite good at what you do. You nearly got it… right.”

      Shit. He knows.

      My heart threatens to stop, then restarts somewhere in my spine. I quickly mask my fear, schooling my face into something indifferent. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”

      He smiles. Just slightly and it causes my pulse to race for entirely different reasons. It doesn’t soften him, but the curve of his full, perfect lips is enough to add to the danger… and his appeal. “Let me remind you then.” His eyes lock on mine. “You’ve been forging my seal. My name. My clearance code. And… you attempted to transport a letter through my personal courier line. Is your memory being refreshed?” My eyes remain locked on his, though everything within me is screaming to run. He takes one slow step forward, and I’m proud of myself for remaining perfectly still. “Do you know what happens to people who do that, Miss Devereaux?” His voice is calm and level, but the steel undertone is not disguised.

      I keep my chin high. “They vanish.” My voice is also calm, almost bored sounding.

      “Not quite. Their fingers vanish. Then, their tongues. Then, the parts they beg you to leave whole over hours… and hours… and… days.”

      He’s threatening to torture me, and he says it like its dinner conversation, like it’s already decided.

      He’s a madman.

      You knew this was dangerous, Isla.

      I swallow the rush of panic rising up my throat, and lift my chin higher, angling my head while I stare, unblinking.

      His lips curve, just slightly, again. “But,” he murmurs, stepping closer, “I don’t believe that will be your fate.”

      Wha—what?

      My breath stops, catching in my chest.

      He’s only inches away now, and his voice is warm enough to pass for kindness… if I were stupid enough to believe in kindness.

      I’m not. Not anymore.

      Especially not from men like him.

      “Do you know why?” he asks, his voice as smooth as silk.

      I say nothing as he reaches up, his gloved hand brushing along the curve of my jaw. His thumb slips beneath my chin and lifts it, gently, arching my neck until it’s almost painful. I refuse to look away from his gaze. My brown eyes meet his gold ones, like imperfections in amber.

      “Because I watched you forge it,” he whispers, and I swallow. “And it was beautiful, like art.”

      I can’t breathe… not because I’m frightened.

      I am. I should be. I’ve been caught mid-betrayal. I should be begging, bargaining, and pleading with him.

      But my heart isn’t breaking in fear for myself.

      It’s beating faster.

      The way he’s looking at me, the way his fingers press lightly against my throat, it’s not punishment.

      It’s possession.

      Leaning down from his formidable height, his breath curls against my mouth. It’s warm, measured, and smells slightly of cloves and mint. “You’re going to come with me,” he murmurs.

      I—what?

      “And if I don’t?” I retort.

      He half-smiles, again and my stomach clenches with desire as his gloved fingers trace over my lips. “Then, I’ll take you anyway.”
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      Lisbon, at night, is quiet in the way expensive clocks are quiet. Ticking, always ticking… every second sharp, expensive, and counted.

      Lucien’s car is a black Bentley that smells like crushed clove tobacco, rich leather, and buried secrets. He says nothing the entire drive, as I sit in the passenger seat with my hands folded neatly in my lap, trying not to show the way they tremble, and watch the city pass by from the window.

      We pass through the Praça do Comércio, where Allied spies pretend not to watch each other from behind newspapers. We ascend winding roads, lined with lemon trees and whitewashed villas until we stop in front of a grand iron gate. The house beyond it is all pale stone and arched windows, its windows shuttered against the night like closed eyes.

      His home.

      Not a flat. Not a safehouse.

      A fortress.

      Lucien parks in the half-moon drive, directly in front of the luxurious estate. Opening his door, he gets out. Rounding the front, he stalks to my door and opens it, holding it open, like we’re going out to dinner. His gloved hand extends down to me and he waits.

      When I don’t take it, his smile gets wider and my thighs clench. “Pride is a lovely trait,” he says. “But disobedience won’t serve you here. Take my hand, Miss Devereaux.” His tone brooks no argument.

      Reaching up, I place mine in it. The moment our palms touch, something ignites.
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      The front door closes behind us, locking us inside the home, and the air shifts.

      He removes his gloves slowly and precisely, like he’s unwrapping something sacred. I don’t know where to look. I want to look everywhere and nowhere at the same time. Everything inside gleams. The floors are dark walnut. Frames with golden, gilded edges hold maps, older than this country, adorn the walls.

      “You knew exactly who I was the second I walked into your room tonight, didn’t you?” He asks, though he doesn’t really want an answer, as he strolls toward a crystal decanter of something amber on a marble-topped table. “You thought you could mimic my signature and buy your way out of Lisbon.” His eyes meet mine. “Perhaps trade a little flirtation, should we come in contact, in exchange for a blind eye.” He pours a drink into a crystal glass without looking at it and somehow spills not one drop. “What you didn’t know is that I saw you… two weeks ago, in the Plaza. You were wearing a blue dress, that hugged your every curve, like a lover, and stealing glances at the Swiss consulate.”

      Shit! I was there and I did not see him.

      But… he definitely saw me.

      I say nothing. I can’t. My throat has gone completely dry.

      Crossing the room, he offers me the glass. With hands that somehow aren’t shaking, I take it and tip it to my lips. It burns them and my tongue. It’s aged Scotch… probably older than I am, but I toss the entire thing back, needing the liquid courage.

      Lucien watches me drink it, watches my lips part, and watches my tongue catch the rim of the glass, licking at the last drop of the fiery liquid. I watch him watch me.

      Taking the glass from me, he sets it aside. Then, he steps closer into my personal space.

      “So,” he says, voice like velvet against the blade of my fear. “If I were a man inclined to cruelty⁠—”

      “You are,” I interrupt him, smiling saucily.

      His smile sharpens and he replies, “Yes… I am.”

      Is this the part where he hurts me?

      My breath leaves me as he leans in, his bare fingers tracing the base of my throat again. This time… he doesn’t stop. He presses in. His hand circles my throat, lightly squeezing it, causing me to gasp as moisture coats the inside of my thighs. He slides it around to the back of my neck and he settles it there, at the base of my skull. His other hand skims down my side before curling around my waist.

      I want to step back.

      Lies… I don’t.

      I stay in his arms. I’ve lived through bombings, starved in cellars, and watched men die from gruesome injuries. I’ve listened as they begged for someone, anyone, to listen to their last breaths. But nothing, nothing, has ever terrified me like the way Lucien is looking down at me right now… like I’m his.

      “Lucien—” I whisper, my voice breathless and staggered.

      He silences me with a kiss. It’s not soft. It’s not questioning. His full lips close over mine, like he’s sealing a document in blood, like he’s writing his name across my body with his mouth.

      My lips part at the first touch of his mouth, and he takes full advantage. His tongue slips past mine and circles it before he licks my teeth. His hands anchor me against him, one curved around the back of my neck and the other spreading over my ass. His coat is still on, but mine is already falling off my shoulders. His mouth is ruthless, dragging moans out of me like confessions, and I hate him.

      Lies. Absolute lies.

      I hate him for making me want this.

      For making me burn.

      He deepens the kiss, causing my head to fall back and a moan to catch in my throat. It’s precise, a command rather than a question.

      Lucien Duret kisses like a man who’s decided I belong to him, and now he’s simply making it so. Every press of his mouth, every flick of his tongue, every sweep of his hand down my spine says, “Mine.”

      God help me, I let him conquer.

      Shrugging out of it, my coat hits the floor, a soft rustle of silk and wool. His hands slide up my back, fisting my blouse and yanking it free from my pencil skirt before sliding beneath the silk. He’s unhurried but confident, as if he already knows how I’m made and how to unravel me. I try to stay still, try to control the tremble in my limbs, but it’s impossible under the touch of his bare hands on my skin.

      My own hands weave around his shoulders before fisting his hair. Angling my head and standing on my tip-toes to reach him better, I arch into him. He palms my waist, tracing over my ribs, until his thumbs find the edge of my brassiere.

      Writhing against him, I yank at his hair. He moans low in his throat, and then, he stops and just holds me there as I burn. His mouth brushes along my jaw, causing a shiver to race down my spine and my nipples to tightly bead against the lace of my brassiere. His lips move to the shell of my ear and he licks it. “You’re wearing silk,” he murmurs. “English, by the feel of it.” I freeze as he breathes in slowly, inhaling my scent like a predator sensing blood. “Jasmine soap. No perfume. Clever girl. Only traitors wear French rose in Lisbon now.”

      My fingers curl into his lapels, my nails digging into the expensive fabric. “You’re wasting time,” I snap, shivering in want and frustration. It’s supposed to sound cold. It sounds… breathless.

      He laughs once, low, amused, and dark. “I don’t waste anything, Isla.” He says my name, like a possession, like he’s tried it before and just now decided it fits.

      Then, he moves. One sharp tug and my blouse is undone, the silk falls open under the brutality of his hands. He ripped it! My eyes are wide and locked on his as I breathe rapidly and my chest heaves. He peels the ruined silk away, inch by inch, brushing his knuckles against the lace of my brassiere, like he’s unwrapping a relic with reverence and intent.

      His gaze drops to my breasts, spilling out of my brassiere, and he pauses, just for a beat.

      Reaching around my back, he finds the clasp and undoes it in one movement. “Remove it,” he commands.

      I do, lowering my shoulders and letting the delicate lace slide down my bare arms. As it reaches my wrists, I fling them down and it falls to the floor. The cool air rushes across my aching breasts as Lucien looks at them. His golden eyes darken. The color intensifying so they look like Baltic Amber.

      Lowering his head, his tongue darts out and he licks my nipple. It’s a long, slow pass of his warm tongue and I shiver before he seals his mouth around the beaded tip and sucks, hard and deep. My hands curve around his head as I arch against him with a strangled sound I can’t stop. “Lucien…” His teeth graze, his tongue circles, and my body starts to tremble from the inside out.

      “So sensitive,” he murmurs, his mouth still on my heated skin. I bite back another moan, intent not to feed into his ego. Noticing, he smiles against me before switching to the other breast, giving it equal attention. He’s slow and methodical, devouring me like a connoisseur and I’m helpless to do anything other than hold onto him for support and try not to moan.

      Without warning, he lifts me. It’s effortless, like I weigh nothing.

      Letting out a gasp, I grab his shoulders as he carries me across the sleek floors, past dark windows with long velvet drapes, up grand stairs, and into a bedroom. Laying me down on a bed that smells like cedar and clean linen, he stands looming above me. Watching me.

      His eyes remain locked on mine as he unbuttons his suit jacket and shrugs it off. He follows with the buttons on his waistcoat, still not looking at anything but me. He undoes one silver cufflink at a time, setting them on the nightstand, before letting loose one button after the other and discarding his shirt as well.

      His chest is lean with carved, defined muscle. I can’t look away as it’s revealed in the dim light. He has the body of a man who’s survived things he’s never looked away from.

      A long scar slices from beneath his right pectoral down, over his ribs. I don’t ask how he got it because I know men like Lucien don’t survive stories… they bury them.

      Still staring at me, he kneels on the bed. His eyes travel down my naked chest and settle on my hips, still hidden by my skirt. I part my knees instinctively, and he moves between them. My skirt has buttons down the side and it’s constricting, very form-fitting. Leaning over me, he undoes them slowly, brushing each one with his knuckles as they give way, exposing more of my body.

      Parting the fabric, he stares down at me. Silk stockings held up by garters cover my legs and circle my waist, but I’m not wearing knickers. I watch him as he focuses on my light curls. Moisture floods and I clench my thighs together.

      His breath hitches softly. I hear it. “I wondered if you’d wear them,” he murmurs.

      Knickers?

      I lift my chin and ask, “Did you want me to?”

      He doesn’t answer. Instead, he slides a hand up my inner thigh, drifts his touch over my hip, and strokes the thin strip of the garter.

      “Open your legs, Isla,” he commands.

      My pulse crashes in my ears, but I swallow and… obey.

      Bending forward, he gets as close as he can to my mound, without actually touching me, and he inhales deeply. He murmurs, “So intoxicating,” and kisses the inside of my thigh. Then, he kisses the other. I jerk, and my back arches, parting my legs further as I moan. His tongue follows, hot and slow, drawing circles against my stockinged skin as his fingers slide between my legs and slowly stroke my seam, barely dipping inside.

      I jolt as he finds my slickness. I’m so wet already, completely drenched.

      He hums in approval. “Of course, you’re soaked, Isla.” His mouth moves up, hot and deliberate, until it’s hovering just above my sex. He doesn’t dive in. He watches and waits. His breath is wafting through my curls.

      What is he waiting for? Permission? For a reaction?

      Screw him. I won’t give him the satisfaction.

      He chuckles. “Your pussy is pulsing with want, Isla. You are so wet. Your entire body is strung tighter than a violin.” He strokes me again, this time, slightly deeper, his fingertip just barely entering inside. I moan without meaning to, and my hips arch, seeking a deeper touch. “Do you want my mouth on you, Isla?”

      Narrowing my eyes, on him, as he watches my pussy, I snap, “This is your plan? To torture me?”

      His head lifts, his eyes locking with mine and he licks me, slowly, deeply, and deliberately. His tongue slides through my seam, stopping only as he reaches my clit.

      My hips instinctually buck against him. Groaning against me, he does it again… and again. Adding his fingers, he pumps them into me with the same rhythm that he teases my clit with his mouth. The alternation between his fingers and his mouth has my head flailing from side to side and my fingers digging into the thick duvet.

      His tongue is devastating. He doesn’t tease. He consumes, pressing it flat against me before he inserts it inside of me, taut and firm, only to circle my clit, again. He drags it down to taste the slickness between my folds, before returning to my most sensitive little nub, over and over. As soon as I think I can’t take anymore of one, he switches it up to the other with no mercy and no rush, just pressure, rhythm, and determined focus.

      Gripping my thighs, he holds me still as I squirm, chasing my release, but it’s useless. I’m moaning and mewling, sharp little sounds that escape my lips without permission. My hands clutch the sheets, my back arches, and he just keeps licking, though he’s denying me an orgasm. I cry out, “Lucien, I need to come… stop… please stop torturing me… please.” Lifting his head, he stares at me as his mouth, cheeks, and chin glisten with my need.

      He smiles cruelly and says, “There you go, Isla. Now you can come.” Without warning, he sucks my clit into his mouth and suckles so hard I scream.

      His fingers curl inside of me and I cry out, “Ohhh. Ohhhh, shit… Lucien… Ohhhh… yes…” I come so hard my vision blacks out, but he doesn’t stop.

      His tongue works faster and deeper, as my body shakes and quivers. The orgasm rolls through me like a grenade, hot, vicious, and impossible. Writhing beneath him, as the pleasure shudders through my limbs, I try to pull away. I’m too sensitive, whimpering as he holds me down with an arm over my waist and his hand on my neck. He licks me long and possessively and I cry out, “Stop… I can’t… it’s too much…” My pussy continues to spasm until I fall weakly back into the duvet. Tears are racing down my face from the depth of the pleasure and the intensity of my orgasm.

      I’m limp against the bed as he rises like a dark lord. His mouth glistens. His hair is mussed from my hands and thighs. He looks feral.

      Standing beside the bed, his eyes locked on mine, he slips out of his trousers in one motion. I don’t look away. His cock is thick, long, and flushed dark with arousal. He strokes it once, never breaking eye contact with me. “I’m going to fuck you now, Isla, and you’re going to surrender,” he says, climbing over me. My eyes widen as they flick down to really see his length and girth, but I part my legs and nod. He grunts, “You want me to fuck you?”

      I nod again, gasping as he drags his bulbous tip along my slick folds, teasing my entrance, pressing forward, just slightly, but not entering. “No.”

      I blink at him as my mouth drops open. “Wh—what?”

      “Say it,” he demands, his voice low. “Say you want my cock inside of you.” I bite my lip in defiance and rage. He slides through my slit again. I whimper. “Say it,” he growls. “You will say that you want me to fill you… to fuck you… to ruin you.”

      Fuck you.

      He does it again and my hips arch as I snarl, “I want you,” I pant. “Inside me. Now.”

      I will never say the rest. Though, we both know I do.

      His nostrils flare as he slams into me in one thrust… all the way. I scream as he fills me and I stretch to try to fit him. He’s too big… too much, stretching me, burning me, stealing the air from my lungs. But he’s also exactly enough.

      I don’t care.

      The pain is as erotic as the pleasure.

      Exhaling as I wrap my legs around him, I lock them behind his back and pull him deeper. My eyes roll back in my head as Lucien thrusts again. He pulls out to the tip before slamming back into me, burying his cock in my pussy, hard and deep. He’s not gentle. Each thrust is a declaration, each one darker than the last.

      He fucks me as he snarls, “You’re mine.” I’m bouncing atop the bed as he fills me, over and over again. His mouth is at my throat. “Say it!”

      “Yes,” I gasp, relishing in being claimed.

      “You forge lies. I’ll fuck you into truth. Never lie to me, Isla. Never.” His words accompany his thrusts.

      I can’t think. Can’t breathe. All I know is him… his cock filling me, his hands bruising my hips, and his mouth biting my shoulder, claiming every part of me that’s ever been hidden.

      I come again without warning, “Lucien! Ohhh, Lucien… Yes… God, yes,” clenching around him as he groans and thrusts faster, chasing his own release. It’s rough now, raw and savage. We’re both slick with sweat and need.

      His back tightens as he comes with a hoarse growl, “Isla, you’re mine,” his hips driving deep as he fills me with his cum.

      Collapsing beside me with his chest heaving, neither of us speaks.

      The bedroom air smells like sex, sweat, and spent fury. It’s decadent.

      Curling my fingers against the sheets, I try to remember how to breathe without every molecule of my being yearning for Lucien.

      Fuck… I’m well and truly screwed.

      Lucien reaches for me, pulls me into his chest, and wraps his arms around me, muttering, “You belong to me now.”
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      LUCIEN

      

      Isla falls asleep against my chest with her mouth parted and her thighs still slick from me coming inside of her.

      That was not supposed to happen.

      I was always going to fuck her. To teach her a lesson.

      I wasn’t supposed to want… more.

      The sound of her breath, in the darkness of my bedroom, undoes me. It’s slow, soft, and relaxed in her sleep.

      Why is she breathing so calmly?

      She doesn’t trust me. I don’t trust her either.

      She let me fuck her, let me ruin her body with my mouth, my hands, my cock…

      I know it was a lot, maybe too much, and still, her spine didn’t melt. Her secrets didn’t spill.

      Good.

      I don’t want a soft woman.

      I want a smart one.

      One who knows how to bleed without dying. One who won’t break unless I make her.

      Isla is perfect.

      Well… almost.

      Removing a cigarette from the lacquered box on the nightstand. I light it. Smoke curls up toward the ceiling in soft, silver ribbons and the scent of clove cuts through the heady aftermath of sweat, silk… and submission.

      She moves slightly in her sleep, pressing her thigh over mine as though I’m not the only one making claims.

      I knew Isla Devereaux was dangerous…

      I just didn’t know how dangerous.

      So be it.

      She was beautiful tonight… not just naked… not just when she was thrashing and moaning while demanding even more. She’s sharp, coiled, and defiant even as she came… for me… from me.

      The first time, she tried to stay silent, to hold onto some semblance of control, but by the third time, she was screaming my name, both like a curse and a prayer.

      I allowed her to keep the illusion of choice, let her offer herself up like a thief bargaining for mercy, but Isla doesn’t realize yet… I’ve already decided. Before I even walked into her room tonight, I’d decided.

      She is mine.
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      I slide out of bed quietly.

      There’s a faint rustle as I retrieve my slacks from the floor, slipping them on before I cross the wide, spacious bedroom. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlook the city from a distance. You can see candlelit terraces, marble balconies, and church spires casting crooked shadows across orange tile rooftops from here.

      Lisbon is an elegant liar.

      So is Isla.

      And so am I.

      Walking down the hall to my office, I head to the built-in cabinet behind the bookshelf and press my finger to the hidden spot until I hear the click. The wooden panel gives way to a steel compartment lined with black velvet. Inside the safe are two pistols, a folder stamped with the British Foreign Office seal, and a silver cigarette case etched in Cyrillic script.

      Taking out the folder, I open it and look again at the photo I’ve been carrying since she arrived in the city four months ago. The photographer captured her beauty… and her deceit in black and white glory.

      
        
        
        Isla Devereaux. Age: Unknown. Allegiance: Undetermined.

      

      

      

      The picture is grainy, taken on the steps of the Biblioteca Nacional. Her profile is half-obscured by blonde curls and sunlight. But the tension in her jaw, the way she holds her bag to her chest too tightly, like a shield, it’s all there. Even then.

      Her intelligence file says she’s a courier. A forger. Possibly linked to the Resistance out of Lyon. No confirmed kills. No confirmed loyalties. But I knew the moment I saw her signature tonight that it was her.

      The Ghost.

      That’s what the Germans call her. Not that they know it’s her. Just a shadow who keeps falsifying transport manifests in southern France. Someone clever enough to slip people out before the Gestapo even knows they were on the list.

      Someone who forges names like lives depend on them.

      Because… they do.

      But the Germans think it’s a man. They always do.

      Fools.

      Taking a long drag from the cigarette, I blow the smoke toward the slightly opened window, where it twists into the darkness like a ribbon of war.

      She’s more than they think.

      More than she knows.

      That’s what makes her dangerous.

      And that’s why… I’m keeping her.

      I stare down at the photo again.
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      She’s awake when I return to the bedroom. She doesn’t move, but her eyes follow me. Quiet and shadowed, though she has no fear and no shame.

      She watches the smoke curl upward from the cigarette between my fingers as I sit on the edge of the mattress. I offer it to her. She takes it delicately, inhaling smooth and natural. Then, she hands it back. “You left me… alone in your bedroom.”

      I nod. “I did.”

      Her brow arches. “Why? You don’t trust me.”

      Smiling, I take a drag, holding the smoke in as I watch her before blowing it out. “Of course, I don’t trust you, Isla.”

      She laughs. It’s low, raspy from sex and sleep, and it curls down my spine like a knife dipped in honey. “Funny,” she says, “I was just thinking the same thing, Lucien.”

      Setting the cigarette in the tray beside the bed, I turn to face her fully. The sheet is draped around her waist, and her blonde hair is over one shoulder, covering one breast, while the other is bare and catches the silver moonlight through the window.

      I don’t touch her… not yet, but my eyes drift over her. “You’re clever,” I say. “Resourceful. You forged a perfect copy of my diplomatic letterhead. How long did it take you to create it?”

      She doesn’t answer. So, I lean forward, crowding her, pressing her a little. “How many hours did you spend studying my signature? Matching the sweep, the slant, and the pressure?” My voice drops. “Did you imagine my hand while you did it? Did you picture me holding the pen? Signing my name while you crawled into my skin and wore it like a second life?”

      Her nostrils flare slightly, and her pupils darken. “I did what I had to,” she replies.

      “To survive.” She lifts her chin and purses her lips. “And if I told you I forgave you?” I murmur, reaching out and gripping a blonde curl, letting it drift though my fingers. Her brow furrows. “What if I said I admire you for it? That it turned me on watching you commit treason in my name?” I lean closer, my breath wafting over her shoulder and neck. “Would you believe me?”

      She stares. Then, slowly, she sits up, the sheet falling further onto her hips. “I’d believe you,” she says, angling her head, “right up until you put a bullet in my throat.”

      I smile.

      God, she’s perfect.

      “Is that what you think I’ll do?” I ask.

      She swallows. “I think… you haven’t decided yet.”

      She’s not incorrect, but I want her for more than her body. I want her for her mind. Her instincts. And her precision.

      She’s not just useful…

      She’s invaluable.

      But she’s also dangerous.

      I know that… and I don’t care.

      “You’ll stay here. With me,” I say simply.

      She blinks and her jaw goes slack. “Excuse me?”

      “You will live here. You will work under me. You will forge only what I authorize. And in exchange, you will have protection. Clothing. More food than you can ever eat. No more running.”

      She laughs, short and sharp and her hands plant on her hips as she glares at me. “So, I’m your prisoner?”

      My prisoner…

      No, Isla.

      You’re not my prisoner.

      I smile and tug another curl before tucking it behind her ear and dragging my fingertips down her chin. “No, Isla. You’re my asset.”

      Her dark eyes narrow and she makes no move to cover her nudity. “And if I say no?” She asks.

      I lean over her, one hand braced beside her, on the pillow. Her neck arches and she looks up at me with smoke and silver in her eyes as my other hand settles on her ample hip. “I already told you,” I murmur, dragging my nose along her jaw, “I’ll keep you anyway.”

      She should be frightened. She isn’t.

      Locking her eyes on mine, she cups my face and she kisses me. It’s not sweet. It’s not shy. She drags her tongue along my lower lip, once, then again, like she’s daring me to devour her, again.

      I nearly do but I stop. This time, I want her to ache. I want her to want. I want her to remember how it felt to scream my name while her thighs shook against my face.

      Her breathing hitches and I smile. Then, I pull back, stand, and walk away. In the hall just outside the bedroom, I pause and I listen, waiting for the sound.

      The rustle of silk sheets fills my ears along with the sigh of frustration. And then, comes the furious, feral scream from the irresistible woman I’ve just made mine. She shifts in my bed like the fire I lit in her will burn straight through the mattress.

      Hearing it all, I smile, again, and head to my office.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      ISLA

      

      I wake in a bed I don’t belong in, wearing nothing but his scent.

      Sunlight slices across the room like a blade, revealing high ceilings, pale stone walls, and silk sheets the color of old parchment. A gilded mirror reflects my bare skin, the curve of my spine, and the bruises blooming along my hips… his marks.

      He left those on purpose, as a reminder. A signature of his own.

      My thighs are still sore. My throat is, too, from the pleasurable way I screamed. I hate the way my lips curve when I remember his voice in the dark. “Say it. You will say that you want me to fill you… to fuck you… to ruin you.”

      I did. God help me, I did.

      Sitting up slowly, I press the heel of my hand against my sternum. The ache isn’t just physical. It’s deeper and thicker. Something I can’t categorize. Something I can’t lock away.

      Damnit.

      I never should have kissed him back.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The estate is too quiet.

      Wrapping myself in one of his shirts, black, starched, and a little too clean, I walk barefoot down the hall, my steps silent. The place is cold and curated, like a museum of European wealth. Oil paintings. Crystal sconces. Persian rugs over Portuguese tile. It smells like tobacco and secrets.

      Heading downstairs, I pause at the closed study door. Reaching out, I test the knob. It’s closed but not locked. Pressing my ear to the wood, I listen.

      Nothing.

      It’s totally still inside.

      Do I go in?

      Of course, I do.

      Glancing once over my shoulder, I open the door, just enough, and slip inside.

      The study is darker than the rest of the house. Where the house is open, airy, and opulent, the study is dark, quiet, and heavy with the scent of old paper and typewriter ink. A desk sits in the center, carved mahogany, too large, too aggressive, for comfort. Though, everything on it is perfectly aligned and in order. A collection of fountain pens, a silver cigarette tray, a notebook bound in black leather, and a small stack of papers.

      My fingers twitch to snoop, but I ignore the desk. Too obvious. A simple cabinet is aligned against the far wall. Crossing over to it, I grip the handle and yank. It’s locked.

      I recognize the make. It’s German, older than I am, with internal tumblers. It’s not military-issued, but very close. Crouching beside it, I check the seal, and then, the hinges.

      I could crack it in ten minutes with the right tools, five if I had to, but it would be obvious.

      The faint click of the door closing echoes behind me. I freeze.

      Shit! I didn’t hear him open it.

      I don’t turn around… not yet. “You’re up early,” Lucien murmurs. His voice always sounds like that, clipped velvet over cold steel. It’s controlled but with an edge of something too sharp to touch.

      “I was looking for coffee,” I lie, without flinching.

      “You thought you’d find coffee locked in a diplomatic safe? Come now, Isla. Give me some credit.”

      Rising slowly, I turn to face him. He’s already dressed in navy slacks, and a crisp white shirt is unbuttoned at the throat with the sleeves rolled to his forearms. His hair is also still damp.

      He’s beautiful… informal… sexy… and dangerous.

      I want to hit him for it.

      He walks forward slowly, barefoot—ah, that’s why he was silent, too—as if he’s still in the bed with me. I take a single step back, without intending to.

      He smiles and unease mixed with desire settles in my stomach as he says, “You should have stayed in bed.”

      “Why? You left me there.”

      “I did,” he murmurs as he stares at me. “Did you want me to stay?”

      Screw you.

      My silence makes his smile deepen, and my breath catches. Closing the distance between us, he stops mere inches away. The heat between our bodies blooms instantly, and my already strained breath goes tight.

      “Why would I want you to stay in your own bedroom?” I snap.

      “True,” he says. “But it’s our bedroom. You will reside there with me, Isla.”

      He’s insane.

      My eyes narrow as his fingers lift to my throat again… he has a habit of doing that. He doesn’t always squeeze. He just touches and measures… sometimes.

      “You have a very still face,” he murmurs, his thumb brushing the hollow of my collarbone. “But your pulse betrays you, Isla.” He leans closer. “So does the way you bite your bottom lip when you lie.”

      I clamp my mouth shut, pressing my lips together… too late.

      He notices and smiles, again. Drifting his hand further down my throat, his hand slips over the buttons of his own shirt, which I’m wearing. His knuckles graze the inside curve of my breast, just enough.

      My breath catches within my throat and my back bows, arching further into his space, seeking more of his touch. I hate him all over again for it. “Why am I here?” I ask, my voice calmer than my pulse.

      His smile fades. “You’re here,” he says, “because I want you here.”

      “That’s not an answer.” I snap. “What the hell do you want from me, Lucien?”

      “It’s the only one that matters.” He says, ignoring my question. Stepping behind me, fast and silent, he slides his hands around my waist, pulling me back against him. My back settles against his chest and my ass rests over his groin… and his erection. His lips brush my ear, delicately, before his warm breath caresses my cheek. “You forged my name,” he says softly. “Now I’m going to teach you how to sign it properly.”
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