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​BLURB – GAMBLER
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MOONRISE KEY. Playground of the rich and famous.

As the owner of a successful security firm, Jack Landry has a reputation for being ruthless and coldly efficient. He’s never backed down from a dangerous situation. And nothing is more dangerous than his mission to infiltrate the elite inner circle of one of Moonrise Key’s power players. To get closer to his target Jack gets in on an illegal poker game, but his plans are quickly thwarted. Despite his addiction to danger, nothing could have prepared him for winning the ultimate prize: a billionaire’s daughter.   

When heiress Cassandra Monahan discovers that her father lost her in a card game, she’s furious. Worst of all, instead of being repulsed by the man who’s won her she discovers an undeniable attraction. Cassandra finds herself drawn to Jack Landry’s smoldering intensity. Scarred and tattooed, Jack is nothing like the trust fund playboys she’s dated.

Jack has lived his life fearing nothing except getting attached. Cassandra stands to inherit a vast fortune, so a fling with a mysterious stranger just isn’t in the cards. But when Jack has to choose between his secret mission and the woman he’s won, how much of his heart is he willing to gamble?  
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​Chapter 1
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Jack Landry descended the stairs into the illicit gambling den underneath the Nightclub Tropicale. There had to be at least fifty gamblers sitting at the card tables and roulette tables. Twenty more hangers-on and the usual assortment of wives, girlfriends, mistresses, and escorts. Staff numbered at fifteen—twenty-five if Jack was counting the security. Every last one of them stopped to glance his way.

The men sized him up. Normal. Especially in his line of work. The filthy rich types that his security firm handled spent a lot of their time sizing up potential rivals and straight-up threats. And while Jack might have gotten rich from the firm and rubbed elbows with the world’s elite, he wasn’t one of them. They had made that clear. Plus, he kept a professional distance. A distance he’d have to remember to keep now even though he was only pretending to be off the clock.

Scanning the room for anything out of the ordinary, Jack maneuvered his way to the center table. The crowd was starting to lose interest in his arrival and get back to playing, but he caught several of the women staring at him with blatant appreciation. Also normal. Though he was now head of his own security firm, he’d spent years turning his body into a lethal machine. Thank the army, thank the gym, thank the business. He did a quick survey of the room again. If he was being honest with himself half of the young women here were with men three times their age, while the older women were with dead-eyed pretty boys who probably couldn’t even grow any facial hair even if they wanted to.

“Landry, you made it. Just in time for the game.” A gray haired man in a fedora smiled and pulled out a chair. “Fellas, this is my old pal, Jack Landry.” 

The gamblers at the center table greeted him and Jack sat down. I wouldn’t say old. We may go back, but I’m not the old one here. 

“Good to see you again, Sidney,” Jack said to the man in the fedora. 

Sidney tipped the brim of his hat. The older man was tanned, and his casual Hawaiian shirt clashed with the designer suits most of the other guys in the underground casino were wearing. Though Sidney didn’t look it, he was one of the richest men in the world. Jack had helped secure one of his properties years ago, and that job had opened doors for him and his firm.

Which was why Jack felt uneasy about betraying his friend like this.

Being in the security business meant Jack rarely chanced going to illegal gambling dens, even if it gave one hell of a networking opportunity. He was in the security business, which meant he did everything by the book. No cutting corners. No pushing boundaries. Straight and correct. No mistakes.

Except now he had obligations outside of his job. Obligations beyond providing top of the line digital security and the best bodyguards money could buy. He wasn’t proud of it. A slightly younger version of himself would have hated him for what he was doing right now, but he was a year shy of thirty now. Things weren’t so black and white anymore. If he had to scope out an illegal casino to find his quarry, then that was the price he was going to have to pay. It was just too bad he had to betray a friend to do it. But there was more at stake than a simple friendship here.

Sidney waved one of the waiters over. “Drinks are on me, Landry. What’ll it be?”

He preferred to stay sober while he was doing any kind of reconnaissance, but one drink would help him to blend in with this crowd. At the very least it would put them at ease enough to maybe start talking. The more these rich men talked, the better it was for him.

“The usual. Bourbon,” Jack replied. “On the rocks.” 

Sidney clapped him on the back. “Not my kind of drink, but I appreciate a man who knows what he wants.”

As cards and chips were dealt Jack’s way, Sidney leaned forward.

“Remember what I told you about the rules, right?” Sidney asked, lowering his voice.

How could he forget? With the three-hundred-thousand-dollar entry fee into the exclusive Gentleman’s Club, the rules of the place had practically burned into Jack’s brain. The most important rule being that talking to non-members about the club was strictly forbidden. The only reason Jack had even gotten wind of the existence of the Gentleman’s Club had been because Sidney was a senior VIP member, and as such had the right to recruit new members. 

“I remember. No talking about the club beyond these walls,” Jack returned. “You know I won’t.”

“I know. But I still have to remind you. Good. Rule one sorted. Rule two—you can bet anything,” Sidney said. “Money, Jimi Hendrix’s guitar, a private jet, a trip to Bali...whatever you want, whatever you’re willing to lose.”

“I’ll stick to money,” Jack said. He might not be as rich as the guys in this place, but he could afford to lose a million dollars tonight without any pain. Not that he had any intention of losing. Though he hadn’t come down here out of any kind of love for gambling, Jack Landry didn’t lose. Ever. 

“Not very exciting, but suit yourself,” Sidney said with a shrug. “You come enough you’ll learn the risk is the thrill, not the win.”

A shot of bourbon and a pina colada arrived a minute later, and Sidney grabbed the pina colada. 

As the poker game started, Jack took the opportunity to subtly give the players at the table the once-over. All men. No wives or girlfriends with them. None of them were professional poker players. Sometimes rich guys let the professionals in to keep things interesting, but that hadn’t happened at this particular table. Judging from the Italian suits on show this evening, these guys were here to show off their wealth rather than spend it.

From the wise-cracks and conversation that began, Jack could tell that they knew each other pretty well. He couldn’t figure out if that made his job harder or easier tonight. They might loosen up and reveal a few secrets if they were in company they trusted. Or they might focus on the sole outsider at the table and stay tight-lipped.

Shit, he hoped he wasn’t going to have to endure a tedious night hearing about stocks and bonds. Or worse, golf. That kind of mind-numbing conversation would make the night drag on and on.

The sixty-something man sitting opposite him looked up from his cards and glanced in Jack’s direction. “Landry, is it? What business are you in?”

Jack looked directly into the man’s grey eyes. Though he was dressed in a designer suit, the man wasn’t like the others. For one thing his suit was pure white, while all the other suits were black. He was chomping on a cigar and his nose was crooked, as if it had been broken before. Several times in fact. 

Beyond the nose, there was an air around him that Jack had learned to detect from years of training. This man was not the laid back old billionaire who ambled down sandy Florida beaches. He wasn’t the cutthroat suit-and-tie type that ran Wall Street either. When this man fought, he didn’t do it metaphorically in board rooms. He fought. The same way that Jack used to. With his fists. 

“Security,” Jack responded after a beat. “Don’t think I caught your name.”

Surprise flashed in the man’s grey eyes. He probably wasn’t used to being challenged in front of an audience, not even subtly. “Leo Monahan.”

Jack’s eyebrow lifted at the familiarity of the name. “You’re in shipping.”

Though Monahan was exceedingly wealthy, he wasn’t the kind of billionaire who was a household name. But anyone who ran in elite circles knew who he was and what he was about. Cutthroat. Ruthless. Came from nothing and ended up building a shipping empire. Rumor had it that Monahan had started his career as a low-level gangster. More of a mob enforcer than anything else. That might explain the broken nose, but Jack knew that rumors didn’t always add up.

Still, it couldn’t hurt to know someone of Monahan’s caliber while he was on this clandestine side mission. 

Monahan nodded, giving the barest hint of a smile. “You’ve done your homework.”

“Your reputation precedes you,” Jack said coolly.

“Funny, I’ve never heard of you,” Monahan said. 

The chatter at the table died down as the rest of the players stopped to watch their exchange. No doubt they wanted to see who would win this round of dick-measuring. It was mostly alpha bullshit, but Monahan was the one man in the room Jack considered a worthy opponent, so he actually had to go along.

“You won’t forget me after I beat you,” Jack said, meeting the man’s gaze and not wavering.

Surprise from the table. Hoots, laughter. 

Jack’s bravado seemed to have won the table over. That would come in handy if he was going to get any useful information out of them. 

Monahan’s smile widened, his teeth gleaming. “We’ll see about that.”

The dealer set out the cards and all talk diminished as the game started and played out. One by one the players started to bow out, leaving Jack, Sidney, and Monahan left to up the stakes. 

“So Landry, bring anybody special with you?” Monahan asked, keeping his face expressionless as he looked down at the cards in his hand.

Monahan had a good poker face, but Jack wasn’t fooled. The older man had asked the question to throw him off. It was obvious Monahan was trying to find a weak spot. A chink in his armor.

You’re not going to find it.

Years in security had taught Jack that every man had a weakness, no matter how strong they were. Too bad for Monahan; women were not Jack’s weakness.

Jack hadn’t had a girlfriend in over a year. He didn’t do relationships. Dates here and there. Sex with old flames. But he rarely did long term. There wasn’t any point to it. Not when he’d only end up exactly where he started. Alone. Lonely. A bit more broken around the edges than before. Every ending just served as a reminder of how destructive his presence was in other people’s lives. It couldn’t be helped. He’d learned long ago that the only way to keep people safe was to keep an emotional distance.

Fuck. Monahan was good.

Guess he’d found a weakness after all.

“Nobody special,” Jack said, keeping his voice steady. 

“No wife and kid at home?” Monahan’s tone was casual. Too casual. Like he was making every effort to seem as relaxed as possible.

“I’m gonna raise.” Jack pushed a stack of chips forward.

“Dammit. I knew I shouldn’t have invited you, kid,” Sidney muttered, throwing his cards down in defeat. “I’m folding.”

“Just me and you, kid,” Monahan said to him.

“If you can keep up, old man,” Jack fired back.

The game continued, the stakes rising as Jack ended up with a pretty good hand. Good enough for him to look across the table and notice the small bead of sweat forming on Monahan’s brow. Unsurprisingly, his weathered face gave nothing away, but Jack detected the undercurrent of panic. Felt the tension hanging over the table. Ten years of martial arts and military training had sharpened his senses.

He knew when a fight was about to be lost.

“Call,” Jack murmured.

Monahan swallowed. Shook his head and glanced over at Sidney.

“Cards on the table,” Sidney instructed.

Without another word Monahan laid his cards down and Jack did the same.

“Fuck me.” Sidney looked at Jack and grinned. “Congratulations, Landry.”

Jack nodded in acknowledgement, then glanced over at Monahan. “That’s ten million dollars in chips. Am I looking at cash here or a prize?”

Monahan’s jaw clenched. The veneer was cracking. So was the overconfidence. For a split second Jack expected the man to lose his cool. But he didn’t. Or at least he reined it in long enough to put his cigar out in a nearby ashtray and flash a smile that didn’t reach his flinty eyes.

“Not cash,” Monahan said.

Jack’s eyebrow lifted in mild curiosity. “What then?”

Monahan paused to look at the players around the table. “You’ve won my daughter.”

What the hell? In the stunned silence that followed, Jack would swear he could have heard a pin drop. The players glanced at each other uneasily.

Sidney threw his head back and let out a loud laugh. “You almost had me going, Leo.” 

The rest of the players joined in and started laughing, but Jack’s gaze slid back to Monahan. The old man wasn’t laughing. In fact, he looked deadly serious. His mouth formed a grim line and the cold gaze in his eyes had turned calculated. 

“Do I look like I’m joking, Sidney?” Monahan asked in a low tone. “I’m offering my daughter for a year.”

Most of the laughter died except for Sidney’s. He chuckled and said, “Okay, I’ll humor you. Let’s pretend you’re being serious. Buddy, you can’t exchange your daughter for million-dollar chips.”

“I can if Mr. Landry accepts,” Monahan said. “The rules state you can bet anything.”

“Anything you own,” Sidney reminded him.

“She’s my daughter, is she not?” 

There was no way Leo Monahan was dead set on handing his daughter over. It had to be a bluff. Some rich guy’s prank in the wake of losing so handedly to the newcomer who didn’t belong. 

“I’ll take her,” Jack said, deciding to play along. If Monahan wanted to play some kind of prank, he wouldn’t give the old man the satisfaction of losing his temper on his first night at the Gentleman’s Club. He’d play things cool. Stay above it all while Monahan let himself look like an ass.

“You see? Landry is accepting his winnings,” Monahan said, the smile returning to his face.

“So what are you going to do now? Deliver her in a gift wrapped box?” Sidney laughed again and shook his head. “Come on, Leo, stop messing around. Give the kid a real prize. This is his first game and you’re treating it like a joke.”

Monahan paused to think for a moment. “I’ll throw in a penthouse. It’s right by the beach, you’ll love it.”

A penthouse? On the beach. Here? That was fair so Jack gave a nod. Obviously the joke about his daughter had gone far enough. “Deal.”

“You gents have to shake on it,” Sidney said. “All the paperwork can be certified later, but in this club a handshake is as good as paper. That’s the way we do things.”

“Fine. I’m finished for the night. I’ll hand the penthouse keys over to you, Mr. Landry.” Monahan stood and moved around the table, approaching Jack. He reached into his inside jacket pocket. 

Jack paused a second as he stood—gun or keys? He gripped the arms of the chair, ready to throw if need be. Monahan might have other ideas, and you never knew with a group like this. Silver appeared and a second later the keys were held out toward him. Jack straightened and swallowed. “You have an address for this place?”

“I’ll text it to Sidney,” Monahan said, handing the keys over. “As a matter of fact, why don’t you let Sidney take you down there sometime this week so that you can have a look at the place? I’ll let security know that they can expect you.” 

Jack looked at Sidney and then back at Monahan. “As much as I’d like to trust you, I don’t know you. I’ll be by tomorrow.”

Sidney shook his head in warning.

“We wouldn’t want a change of mind. Either that, or I take the cash.” 

“You drive a hard bargain. But fair is fair and I lost.” 

Jack said as he held out his hand. “It was nice meeting you, Mr. Monahan. Good game.”

“Likewise.” Monahan reached over to shake Jack’s hand in a crushing, vise-like grip. 

Jack resisted the urge to grimace, and let the pain shoot up his arm without giving anything away. He was used to pain. Sometimes he even welcomed it. 

Monahan leaned forward and dropped his voice, lowering it to a sinister register that only Jack could hear. “If you hurt my daughter, Mr. Landry, I will torture you slowly and then kill you. Understood?”

The man was nuts. Sometimes the uber rich took a sharp left turn from eccentric and went into plain delusional. For all he knew, Monahan didn’t even have a daughter. And if he did, she was probably as nutty as her father. Since Jack had no intention of hurting the man’s daughter or any other woman. Plus, he was getting the penthouse worth more than the money won. He didn’t need the girl. “Understood, sir.”

“Do you agree to your winnings, then?” Monahan asked.

“I agree,” Jack responded.

With that Monahan gave a nod and swept out of the room

“Interesting man,” Sidney said, getting to his feet.

“He’s crazy as fuck,” Jack said.

“Maybe, but you’ve got a new penthouse. Not bad for your first night?” Sidney asked with a grin. “Why don’t we go celebrate your win? There’s a bar in town you’ll love. Drinks are on me.” 

Jack hesitated. One drink while he was this mission seemed like more than enough. Besides, he was staring to doubt that Sidney knew anything useful. He seemed like an old rich guy enjoying semi-retirement, not the type to be involved in an international conspiracy. “I don’t want to put you out, Sidney—”

“You won’t,” Sidney said with a wave of his hand. “Come on, kid. Let me and the guys get you some drinks. Chance to get to know you. And you can get to know them as well.”

“The whole table’s going?” Jack asked. If the rest of the players were going, then that changed things. They might have information he could use, and if they were going to be drinking that would loosen them up. Plus, he could always press them for details about Monahan. As crazy as he was, Jack suspected he’d be useful to his investigation in some capacity. “Sure, let’s go.”

Three hours later, Jack stumbled out of Sidney’s luxury car. Boozing with rich poker players had been a bad idea. He was drunk off his ass, and hadn’t learned anything useful. Even if he had, he’d had to down so many shots to keep up the pretense that his brain was currently in no state to remember much.

He glanced up and whistled. Sidney had insisted he head to his new pad. Check it out and wake up to a view of the ocean.

With the penthouse keys in his hand, Jack managed to flash his ID to the security guard at the front desk and then dragged himself to the penthouse. How he managed to find the bed he would never know, but he crashed down onto it and passed out instantly.

He woke the next morning with the hangover to end all hangovers. Groaning, he scrubbed at his eyes and waited for them to adjust to the bright sunlight streaming in through the window. He’d have to skip work this morning. Maybe the whole day altogether. He had no idea of the time. 

His vision was still blurry, and it took a second to remember why the room didn’t look familiar. Then another second to try to take in his surroundings to make sense of them. Gambling. Card game. Monahan. Ten- million-dollar win. And no more bloody alcohol ever again. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. He’d won the penthouse. His eyes slowly opened again. Time to check out his prize. He slowly took in the room.

When his gaze landed on the space beside him, he froze.

There was a woman sleeping in the bed beside him. She was covered in diamond jewelry, a shimmering evening gown hugging the curves of her body. Her silky blond hair cascaded in waves around her. There was an arch to her eyebrows; haughty, even arrogant. A proud upturn to her delicate nose. And that mouth. Full and generous, curved up ever so slightly in a knowing smile, as if she was used to getting her way.

For a long moment, Jack ached to know what it would be like to run his fingers through that luxurious golden hair. But his touch might wake her, and this situation was way too damn awkward for him to want to do anything other than get the hell out of here immediately. 

She stirred, her full, sensuous lips parting as she moved. It was then that Jack realized that, when she woke, he would have no idea what to say to the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. 

He swallowed, suddenly wide awake and his heart racing at an unfamiliar pace.
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“You will do as you are told and that’s final,” her father commanded.

Cassandra Monahan lifted her gaze to meet her father’s angry grey eyes. It would have been easy to pout the way she used to when she was a child. After all, her father continued to treat her like a little girl despite being twenty-five years old. But acting like a kid now would only make him think that his commanding her was justified.

She crossed her arms. “I don’t want to go.”

Her father crossed the penthouse living room and scowled. “Someone from the family has to make an appearance in my absence tonight.”

“Why do you even have to be absent?” she asked. 

“Never mind that,” he said darkly. 

Unease settled over her. She knew what it meant when her father evaded questions. Whenever he refused to give details it was business-related. The shadier side of his shipping empire. Though her father had never said it outright, Cassandra knew that legitimacy had only taken him so far. Her father had started out as a gangster’s errand boy. Not a secret to her family, and the rest of the world whispered about it all the time. Now he owned one of the largest corporations in the world. That path hadn’t always been straight and honest.

“I don’t know these people,” she said. 

What you really mean is, you don’t trust these people, she thought to herself. 

“Tonight’s fundraiser is the perfect way to get to know them,” he pointed out. “We agreed that you’d take on more responsibilities, Cassandra. Networking on behalf of the company is one of those responsibilities.”

She hated how quickly her father found ways to control and manipulate any given situation. He had always been shrewd. Cunning. Sometimes even cold and callous. Obstacles were meaningless to him. Whatever he wanted, he got. 

Cassandra wasn’t like that. Oh, she might project a chilly confidence. In her family’s social circles everyone knew her for her ice-cold demeanor. They all thought she was strong, but she wasn’t. She knew she was weak. It was all an act. She didn’t have her father’s thirst for winning at all costs. 

“This isn’t what I had in mind when we discussed responsibilities,” she said, at a loss for how to stand up to him. Cassandra had managed to maneuver her way into helping with the marketing department’s graphic design. Something more hands-off. Mingling with potential clients was far more substantial, and that made her uneasy. 

How could she tell her father that even though she had no proof, she suspected that his shipping empire was built on lies? On worse than lies? It had been easy to look away when she was a child. To cling to her naiveté about what her father did and how he did it. But she wasn’t a child anymore, and deep down she sensed things weren’t on the up and up. There was too much secrecy around it all. 

“It’s what every girl wants,” her father said dismissively. “To wear jewels and an expensive gown. To be the center of attention. Instead of coming into work this morning, you can spend the day getting ready.”

“But—”

“The event’s hosts are important, Cassandra. They’re not major players yet, but they’re a foothold into a market that could change everything.” Her father placed his hands on her shoulders. In that way he did when he was trying wear her down by gently cajoling her. It often worked because, in spite of her misgivings, part of her just wanted her father to be proud of her. “Meeting me is nothing to them, they can do that any time they come down to my office. But meeting my charming, beautiful daughter? The glamorous heir to my kingdom? That will make them happy.”

“They only want to meet me because of my connections.” Cassandra couldn’t remember the last time anyone wanted to meet her just for her. In her world, everything was transactional. A pang of loneliness stabbed her heart. She knew that she’d be surrounded by revelers at the fundraiser and she would still be devastatingly lonely. 

“If you won’t do it for the company, then do this for me,” he said.

“For you...” She pulled away from him as she felt her courage waver. His approval still meant something.

All high society luncheons and parties and fundraisers had been difficult enough when they had just been social gatherings. But this was business-related, and her conscience was protesting the very idea of mingling with anyone linked to her father’s business. There was a chance that the hosts were just as shady as her father. Even if they weren’t shady, her father was now using her to make himself look legitimate. Like a harmless family man when really, no matter how much he loved her, she knew he loved winning more. 

“Look Dad, this is hard for me, okay?” She sighed heavily. “I just want a life of my own sometimes—” 

“What life?” her father demanded. “The life I gave you? Paid for? The clothes on your back? Your education? This penthouse? You have nothing without me.”

Each word was like an arrow straight to her heart. That was all she was to him. Another investment. Nothing more. “What if I took some time off from the business?”

“You wouldn’t dare.” He narrowed his grey eyes. “I have no sons. You’re the only heir I’ve got. I’ve been grooming you all your life to take over the business. This is the role I’ve built for you and, damn it, you’re going to step up.”

“Maybe I don’t want this role. Maybe I want something else,” she said. Deep down, she wanted something more. Something that was real. That was hers. All her life she had danced to her father’s tune, and she had never been free to make her own choices or her own mistakes. She barely felt like a person at all. Instead, Cassandra felt like a shadow. A poor imitation of someone far more real and capable.

“We had a deal. So you had better remember that if you try to break that deal, I won’t hesitate to cut you off,” he said. “You’ll have no money. No friends. And you’ll never amount to anything with an art history degree.”

Her education had been the one thing that was hers. She had only been able to focus on her passion for art because she had promised her father that instead of going to business school like he wanted, she’d learn everything about business from him. The problem was that when she had made that bargain at just seventeen years old, she hadn’t suspected that her father’s business dealings were unethical.

Tears stung the back of her eyes and she turned away from him. “And if I don’t go?”

“Monahans are strong. We shy away from nothing,” her father said, contempt in his voice. “I never thought I would end up raising a weakling, but I’ve been wrong before.”

There it was. He knew the exact knife to plunge into her heart.

“Fine,” she managed to force out. “You win, Dad. I’ll go.”

Her father turned away and headed for the front door. With his hand on the doorknob, he paused to look back at her. His grey eyes were cold. “Oh, and Cassandra? Think twice the next time you try to defy my orders.” 

He left her in the deafening quiet of the penthouse.

Too hurt to be angry, Cassandra headed into her room to start looking for a dress for the fundraiser. She had no choice now but to get this ordeal over with.

That evening she left the penthouse with her bodyguard in tow. She danced and drank the night away, numbing herself to it all. When the smile she had plastered on her face all night was starting to hurt she made her way back home.

Her bodyguard opened the door for her and she didn’t even bother turning the light on as she made her way to her room. She was too tired to think about changing out of her evening gown. 

Once she kicked her heels off, she crawled into bed and sighed as she sank into the mattress. She had done her duty. Hopefully her father would approve for long enough to get off her back about her business obligations. She might even have a respite for several weeks, and get to fade into the background in the marketing department.

Cassandra shut her eyes and fell asleep almost instantly.

When she woke up the next morning, golden sunlight was streaming in through the window. It was hard to be in low spirits when the weather was as beautiful as it was in Moonrise Key. Out of all the islands in the Florida Keys, she had always been convinced that Moonrise was the most beautiful. 

She yawned, stretched, and then froze.

The most remarkable pair of blue eyes was staring back at her. What the hell? She wasn’t alone. There was a man in her bed. A damn sexy one.

~*~
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CASSANDRA BOLTED OUT of the bed and flew across the room. When she crashed against the wall, the air was knocked out of her lungs and she struggled to inhale. She only had seconds to get away from the burglar so she opened her mouth, ready to scream. 

The man in her bed raised his hand. “Please don’t. Don’t scream.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” she forced out. “For me to stay quiet while you break into my apartment.”

“No. I want you to be quiet because I have a headache the size of Texas,” he responded evenly. “This hangover is killing me.”

That was the absolute last thing she had expected the man to say. She was so stunned that she forgot to even bother with a retort. “Hangover?”

“I went bar-crawling last night,” he muttered. “Bad idea. Very bad idea, because I let that jackass Sidney drop me off here instead of my own apartment.”

“What the hell are you doing in my bedroom?” she demanded, eyeing him suspiciously.

The man rubbed his temples and grimaced. As scared as she was, Cassandra still noticed how devilishly handsome he was. Eyes so piercingly blue that she was certain she glimpsed a world-weariness behind the blandly irritated arrogance in his gaze. A square jaw with a dusting of dark stubble. Wavy brown hair that must have been blond at some point in his life was now rakishly disheveled. Most terrifying of all was the faint scar that ran down the left side of his face. It looked as if he’d been attacked with a knife once, long ago. The imperfection made him look more handsome, not to mention very dangerous. Untamed even. And his mouth—so cruel and wondrously full. Just looking at him made her throb in places that hadn’t been satisfied in a very long time.

The tattoo on his right shoulder peeked through the unbuttoned part of his shirt. She wondered if it went across his chest or ran down his arm. Maybe both. She considered for a moment if the skin under it would be warm if she traced her fingers over it. She swallowed, trying to push the thought out of her head. 

“Your bedroom?” He laughed humorlessly, the mocking sound ringing in her ears. “This is my place.”

“No, you broke into my apartment,” she said, raising her chin defiantly. 

“Sweetheart, this is my penthouse,” he shot back. “You’re the intruder here. Not me.”

“I’m no such thing.” The absolute nerve of him made her bristle. Who did this man think he was? Her father had gifted her the penthouse over two years ago. “I might have been wrong about you breaking in, but I’m not wrong about this being my apartment.”

She was starting to guess that he was one of her neighbors who had accidentally ended up in the wrong apartment. Maybe she had forgotten to lock her door properly and he had wandered in, thinking the place was his. Based on his disheveled hair and rumpled shirt, that would definitely explain why he had slept in her bed.

The thought of sleeping so close to such a gorgeous specimen of a man sent bands of heat across her skin. Even with all his clothes on, Cassandra knew that he was muscular. No amount of clothing could hide the hardness of his chest or the width of his shoulders. The sleeves of his shirt could barely contain his muscular forearms. Not to mention that tanned skin that contrasted deliciously against his light blue eyes.

“I have the keys.” He dug into his pocket and retrieved a set of keys, holding them up as if that was proof enough. “This place is mine.”

“You opened the door with those keys?” she asked in surprise.

“I did.” 

“But...” She frowned and shook her head. “This is definitely my apartment. That’s my perfume on the nightstand.”

He looked down at the small gold bottle then looked back up at her. A strange familiarity flashed in his eyes. “That son of a bitch. He played me.”

The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Whatever was going on, she sensed that it wasn’t good. She might have been wrong about this man being a burglar, but she hadn’t been wrong about him being dangerous. He couldn’t be trusted.

“Son of a bitch.” She narrowed her eyes. “Who are you?”

“Jack Landry.”

That name didn’t ring any bells for her at all. 

“Am I supposed to know you?” she asked.

“I know Leo Monahan,” he replied. “This is—”

“Of course you do.” She should have known that something like this would lead back to her father. This was no doubt more shadiness, and she knew immediately that she wanted nothing to do with whatever this was. “Did my father let you crash here for the night without telling me? Or telling you I was here? Is that it?” 

“Your father.” He didn’t speak as if he was surprised. On the contrary, Jack sounded like he had expected the new information. “You’re Leo’s daughter.”

A chill ran down her spine as suspicion flooded her again. This wasn’t right. Everything felt...off. She started to edge towards the door. She had given this man too much information. Cassandra had been so surprised by what he’d told her that she had let her guard down. Her bodyguard was right outside. He’d be here in seconds to protect her from an attack.

Her shaking hand found the doorknob and she turned it. “You’re not supposed to be here,” she said, fighting to keep her voice from trembling with fear. No matter how scared she was, she refused to let anyone see it. Especially this arrogant stranger. “I don’t know what my father told you, but you need to leave.”

“Now, sweetheart—”

“I’m not asking you again.” She let the door swing open.

Jack held up his hands. “This place is mine. I promise you. Your father gave it to me last night. Won it in a game of—”

“Your lies aren’t going to save you.” She kept her eyes on him as she started to call for her bodyguard. “Bruce, get in here now. There’s an intruder in the apartment.” 

Immediately she heard her bodyguard’s loud footsteps, and within seconds he muscled his way into the room, his hands balled up into fists, murder in his eyes.
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​Chapter 3
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Jack stood with a groan. 

Under normal circumstances he’d be able to take on the hulking bodyguard, but these were not normal circumstances. It felt like a jackhammer was trying to get through his skull, and the combination of a massive hangover and grogginess from lack of sleep the past few days put him at a distinct disadvantage. On top of that, the bodyguard looked huge. Jack guessed three hundred pounds at least. All of it muscle. His only hope was to put the guy down quickly and get the hell out of the penthouse. He wasn’t in any state to do more than that.

He’d talk to Monahan later. And Sidney. He was going to tear a strip out of him as well.

His body tensed as he prepared to either talk the bodyguard down or fight him off. “Bruce, is it? This isn’t what it looks like. Mr. Monahan gave me the keys to this place.”

Bruce took a step towards him. “Name?” he growled.

Jack stared at the bodyguard, bewildered. He hadn’t seen that reaction coming. At all. “Landry. Jack Landry.”

“I’m going to need to see some ID,” Bruce said, arms crossed and veins bulging.

“What? Why do you need my ID?” Jack asked, still stunned. Half of him glad he didn’t have to fight yet, the other half begging to disappear back into the bed to wake up and have this nightmare over.

“Mr. Monahan called me earlier,” Bruce replied. “Said the penthouse belongs to Mr. Landry. Just want to verify you are who you say you are.”

“What?” The blonde beauty glared. “This is my penthouse. Bruce, throw him out.”

The bodyguard shook his head. “No can do, Ms. Monahan. Your father gave strict instructions.”

“You work for me,” she snapped, fury blazing in her dazzling green eyes.

Bruce shrugged, but had the decency to look ashamed. “Your father pays my bills.” 

Clearly Monahan’s daughter was a spoiled little princess. This was probably the first time in her life she’d ever had to deal with any discomfort. If not for the headache Jack might have found it all mildly amusing, but he was too run down to care about a spoiled brat.

Quickly Jack retrieved his wallet, pulled out his ID, and handed it over to Bruce.

The bodyguard checked it over carefully, the ID cartoonishly small in his huge hands. Finally Bruce nodded in approval, and returned the card. 

“Nice meeting you,” Bruce said before turning to walk out of the bedroom.

Jack followed him, walking past the irate blonde who glared at him with narrowed eyes.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she demanded as she marched after him.

“I need something for the hangover,” he barked as he turned back to her.

She flinched for a moment and he instantly regretted the tone he’d taken. It wasn’t her fault her father hadn’t warned her about any of this. Headache or no, he had to figure out a way to sort this out. Preferably before she found a way to send her bodyguard after him again.

“Sorry,” he said quickly. “Didn’t mean for it to come out that way.”

“Wait here,” she ordered in a sharp tone. She disappeared into one of the adjacent rooms.

Jack rubbed his temples and took in his surroundings. It was a force of habit from his job. No matter where he was, he always assessed the exits. The objects that could be used as weapons. The spaces that a shooter might hide. He was always on the alert. Had been since he was a boy.

Now that they were out of her bedroom, the main room of the penthouse was a luxurious open-concept layout. Off to one side was an expansive living room, sunlight pouring in through the floor-to-ceiling windows that gave a breathtaking view of the waterfront and the prime Moonrise Key real estate below. Though the windows might look like a security risk because of privacy issues, he knew they were bullet proof. The windows started in the living room, then extended to the elegant dining area next to the living room. Not only could he see the waterfront from this vantage point, but he could see the terrace and pristine swimming pool as well. The pool wasn’t a shared one either. He could tell it was private just for this penthouse. 

The blonde stepped back out with a glass in one hand. “Here,” she said, handing over the glass and a couple of pills. 

He raised a quizzical eyebrow. 

“For your headache,” she said simply.

That hadn’t been the reason for his question. What surprised him was that she hadn’t relied on a maid to go get the painkillers. Even more surprising was that she had gotten them without any prompting from him. He hadn’t expected that. Certainly not from a snooty society type like her. So the blonde was full of surprises. He’d mark that down mentally for later.

“Thanks,” he said before knocking back the painkillers.

“You really need to be going now.” With a graceful maneuver, she took the glass back from him and sashayed into the living room. The sequins of her gown shimmered in the early morning light as she sat down on the plush sofa.

“Your father said—”

“My father said that the penthouse was yours. Yes, I heard that.” She tossed her head back, signaling a seemingly untamable defiance. “Apparently he didn’t know it wasn’t for sale.” 

Jack weighed his options. The Gentleman’s Club was supposed to be a secret. Talking about it with non-members could lead to some serious consequences. And though he wasn’t completely sure if Monahan’s daughter was a member, observation was important in his line of work. Judging from the refined elegance she exuded, there was a chance that a woman like her would have found the club distasteful no matter how wealthy the clientele. 

He paused. “Apologies, but I don’t know your name.”

“Cassandra Monahan,” she said, meeting his gaze. Her green eyes were magnificent. Haunting. Even from across the room he could see the near emerald shade of them. Framed by long lashes, her cat-like eyes were wide. Intensely curious. Like him, Jack suspected that Cassandra Monahan missed very little.

He turned the sound of her name over in his mind. As refined as she was, hard as cut glass, but with an underlying femininity. If he hadn’t gotten mixed up with her father, he might have actually risked taking her out. A night with her would be spectacular. There had to be a passion beneath her frosty exterior. “That’s a beautiful name,” he observed.

“I’m ecstatic that my name meets with your approval,” she said, her tone chilly.

This was an ice queen, this one. Cold and stoic. Strong. With a spine of steel. Not prone to flattery. He could respect that. Admire it even. Still, she was a spoiled rich girl. Of that he was certain. He’d met her type before. Coldly beautiful, decadently idle, every one of her whims catered to.

“Are you going to explain what’s going on or not?” 

Lying wasn’t going to cut it with her at this moment. Cassandra was watching him like a hawk, and she’d surely see right through it. Best to tell the truth since, after all, this concerned her. 

“I won the penthouse,” he said.

“You what?” she asked with a soft gasp.

“In a card game against your father,” he said.

“He bet the penthouse? He bet my penthouse?”

“The penthouse isn’t the only thing that he bet,” he told her, realizing the entire part of the deal hadn’t been a joke. There was no gentle way to tell the woman in front of him. “In addition to the penthouse, your father also bet you. You’re part of my winnings, Cassandra.”

~*~
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CASSANDRA LAUGHED. Maybe it wasn’t the appropriate response, but how else was she supposed to react to something so absurd?

“I thought he was joking, too,” Jack said as he took a seat on the sofa opposite her.

She frowned, hating that he sat down without asking or waiting to be offered a seat. He was acting like he owned the place. Which, apparently, he technically did now. Anger at her father’s foolish choices made her laughter died in her throat.

“Well, it has to be a joke,” she said. “Betting the penthouse was bad enough, but it must have been some twisted sort of prank for him to bet me. He wouldn’t do that.” She considered the fact that Jack was hungover. Had her father been drinking as well? 

“That’s the thing, Cassandra; I no longer think he was joking,” he said quietly.

“You can’t be serious,” she said.

“Look, in my line of work you learn to assess people. Figure out their limitations. What makes them tick,” he said. “You also work out what they’re capable of. Last night it seemed like a prank, but after hearing he called your bodyguard about the penthouse and not you...let’s just say I now know the kind of man I’m dealing with.”

“Your line of work?” She raised an eyebrow. “What are you? A cop?”

“No. Definitely not a cop. They don’t let cops into those types of poker games,” he said with a shake of his head. But he also averted his gaze as he said the words, and her unease returned.

It didn’t matter how handsome Jack was, she had to be careful. If he had actually started to take her father seriously, that meant that he thought winning her against her knowledge in a card game was acceptable. Not only did she not really know him, but he could have run some kind of scam on her father. Money attracted the worst kinds of people sometimes, and she was determined to be on her guard. Just because her bodyguard was under strict orders didn’t mean she wasn’t going to protect herself and what was hers.

She leaned forward, scrutinizing him. Searching for any tell-tale sign that might give him away. “So, what do you do, Mr. Landry?”

“Call me Jack. Please.” His blue eyes were back on her, and though his gaze was almost inscrutable she saw an intensity burning. The way he spoke made her whole body flush with heat. He wasn’t making a suggestion. It was a command. As if he was used to being obeyed.

She regarded him coolly, refusing to reveal the effect he had on her. “Fine then. Jack.”

“I’m the CEO of Jet Security,” he said.

He must have seen the recognition on her face because he added, “You’ve probably heard of it.”

“Yes, I have. My father doesn’t use your company for security, but a lot of my neighbors do.” She knew Jet Security had an excellent reputation. The company typically catered to more high end clients, and their personnel were definitely not mall security guards. They were supposedly highly trained, and Jet provided clients with everything from top of the line cyber security to guard dogs.

“Then I should feel right at home in this building.”

Her eyes narrowed. Jack was way too arrogant for her liking. Worse, he wasn’t arrogant like the corporate tycoons her family rubbed elbows with. He was much earthier. That suit he’d fallen asleep in didn’t hide the very potent, almost animalistic, savagery she sensed lurked right beneath the civilized façade he put on. He was not all bark and no bite. He didn’t get things done because he threw his money at problems. This man accomplished things by getting his hands dirty, and that should have horrified her but it didn’t. To her utter dismay, it fascinated her. 

“This is my home,” she hissed.

“If I were you, I’d be more concerned about the second part of the bet your father made,” he said, his tone gruff.

“You really think my father was being serious?”

“Does it even matter at this point?” he asked.

“Well—”

“Answer this truthfully, Cassandra. What kind of man bets his own daughter as a joke?” he demanded. “Who makes a joke at his own child’s expense to a table of strange men?”

Her stomach turned. From the way Jack spoke, it sounded as if her father had tried to humiliate her at that card game. Her father couldn’t be that cruel, could he? “Maybe you misunderstood.”

“Nope. I heard your father loud and clear. The whole table did. He was either joking, or he was being completely serious,” he said. “Neither of those options is good. Playing that kind of prank with his own daughter is nuts. And if he was being serious, he sees you as nothing more than a literal bargaining chip.” 

“I’m not property,” she said sharply. “You can’t just win and use people.”

“I agree,” he said. “Which is why that part of the bet is null and void in my opinion.”

“You wouldn’t go along with it?” Surprising that, despite his near gloating over winning the penthouse, Jack had some morals.

“Hell no.” Complete disgust flashed in his eyes. “What kind of man would go along with something like that? Human trafficking? Not my thing.”

“My father apparently doesn’t seem to mind.” Tears stung her eyes and she blinked them away. Cassandra refused to show weakness to a stranger. “Why the hell would he do this?” 

“I don’t know your old man, but when he handed the keys over to me he seemed pretty protective of you,” Jack responded. “In spite of that, I have to ask: has he hurt you? Threatened you?”

“Why do you care?”

“I’m in security, Cassandra,” he said. “It’s my job to care.”

“I haven’t hired you.” She blew out a frustrated breath. “So my safety is not your concern.”

“It is while you’re under my roof,” he said.

Her frustration turned to anger. The nerve of him. Out of all the men in the world for her father to lose to, he had to lose to the cockiest one of them all. “Do you usually frequent poker games with such asinine stakes?” she asked bluntly. 

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” He ran his fingers through his hair and she had the sudden urge to reach out and fix it. She clenched her hands into fists instead. He huffed. “Honestly, I shouldn’t have even told you about the game,” he said. “I’ve broken at least three rules just telling you.”

The poker game was proof that her instincts were correct. Her father was shadier than he let on. She crossed her arms over her chest. “So, it obviously wasn’t legal gambling. That doesn’t sound good for your security business. Why would you of all people take that kind of risk?”

He averted his gaze again and cleared his throat. “I provide security to important clients. I can’t always control where they want to go. You didn’t answer my question. Has your father hurt you?”

She swallowed hard. Her father would never hurt her. Physically. Never ever. But he wasn’t above making threats. Wasn’t above trying to intimidate not only her but everyone in his path. “No. My father hasn’t hurt me.”

“And yet he bartered you at a poker table,” Jack said darkly.

“My father is more likely to hurt you than he is to hurt me,” she said. 

Jack didn’t seem at all fazed by her revelation. “Crossing him sounds like a dangerous prospect.”

Cassandra didn’t need to rely on her instincts to know that. Her father’s past running errands for gangsters was an open secret. “It is. That’s why I’m going to be the one to call this off.” She rose.

“You are?”

She gave a determined nod. “Damn right. I’m going to find out what the hell my father was thinking.” Defying her father again so soon after displeasing him made her stomach twist, but there was no other way. Cassandra had to confront him.
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​Chapter 4
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Cassandra locked the bathroom door firmly behind her. Taking a shower while there was a strange man in her living room felt strange. Actually, it was closer to exhilarating than strange. As she got out of her evening gown, it was way too easy imagining Jack’s hands skimming across her bare flesh. The fantasy intensified as she stepped under the blast of hot water and started lathering up. From her brief interaction with him, he had seemed totally unflappable. What was he like in the intimate moments that demanded a certain loss of control? Or was he in control in the bedroom as well?

Heat flushed her skin, and it wasn’t just from the hot water. 

This is no time for fantasizing, she scolded herself. She was in a world of trouble because of her father, and it was his fault she had to deal with Jack Landry in the first place. Even if she gave in to her fantasies, Jack wasn’t the kind of man her father would approve of. 

She hadn’t been in a serious relationship in a while. Oh, who was she kidding? She hadn’t had sex in a while either. Almost a year. It wasn’t that she didn’t have any admirers, because she’d had quite a few over the years. But between college, the many social events she had been expected to attend, and now immersing herself in the family business, there didn’t seem to be much time for a satisfying love life. Or rather there didn’t seem to be anyone worth making the time for. Most of the men in her social circle were bland, vapid, cardboard cutouts of each other. Rich dullards who talked about stocks, bonds, and being seen at all the right places. 

Head still swimming with thoughts, Cassandra got out of the shower and toweled off. Then she walked back into her room, opened her closet, and picked out a sensible pantsuit. Nothing flashy. If she was going to confront her father, she had to look mature. As responsible as possible. It was the only way to get him to take her seriously.

Satisfied with how she looked in the full-length mirror, she grabbed her handbag and headed out of the room. 

“I’m on my way out,” she said to Jack pointedly as she rounded the living room for the front door. “I’m sure you’ll be gone by the time I get back.”

“And how will you get my contact details if I’m not here to give them to you?” Jack asked.

She stopped in her tracks to look at him. He was sitting smugly on the sofa, a bowl of cereal in his hands.

“Where did you get that?” she demanded.

“From the kitchen.” He took a huge bite of cereal. 

“That’s my food,” she said in irritation. “You can’t just raid my refrigerator without asking.” 

“You know, I’m more of an egg whites and protein kind of guy myself, but I could get used to eating cereal,” he said, seemingly ignoring her.

“Funny, I thought you’d be the type to be into bacon grease,” she snapped.

“Nope. I’ve got a body to maintain,” he said smoothly. “Which is why I’m going to go for a swim in that pool pretty soon.”

“A swim? Don’t you have a hangover?” 

“The painkillers you gave me worked wonders. Thanks a lot, by the way. I appreciate it.” Jack sounded so earnestly grateful that it was driving her crazy. Driving her even crazier was the fact that he wanted to use her swimming pool. 

Cassandra was starting to wonder whether she liked him better when he was being earnest or being an arrogant jerk. At least when he acted like a jerk she felt far less guilty about arguing with him.

“I don’t want to see you when I get back,” she warned.

“Nobody has ever said no to you, have they?”

She blinked in surprise. “Excuse me?”

“You usually just throw a tantrum and then get your way, right?”

“You know nothing about me,” she said sharply.

“Well, since we’re in the ‘get to know each other’ phase, why don’t you answer the question?”

“I don’t always get my way,” she said through gritted teeth. She sighed, walked into the living room, and sank down into an empty armchair. “Definitely not when my father is involved.”

“Why is that?” he asked, his brow furrowing with genuine interest.

“Why do you even want to know?” she asked. Her cheeks flushed as she realized that part of her actually wanted him to be interested. It had been a long time since she’d had a genuine listening ear, and even though she barely knew him she was drawn to him in a way that made her want to drop her defenses. Being around him made her want to confess, for some strange reason. 

Jack shrugged. “Call it curiosity.” 

She frowned. “The only people who are curious about me are the tabloid journalists at the local rag.”

“I had no idea you were so famous, Cassandra.” His tone was more amused than mocking, so it didn’t get under her skin as much as some of his other blunt remarks.

“I’m not,” she said with a wave of her hand. “It’s just that lifestyles of the rich and not so famous holds slightly more interest around here than slow-moving local politics.”

“You don’t like the attention,” he observed.

“No, I don’t. I know you think I’m some spoiled debutante, but you’re only half right.” She allowed herself a smile at the slight self-deprecation. “Though I’m a spoiled rich girl, I don’t like attention. I don’t like being gossiped about, or going to events that are crawling with photographers.”

He studied her for a long moment before setting the bowl of cereal down. “So why go to them? Your father is a billionaire—I’m sure that gives you the freedom to find more worthwhile ways to spend your time.” 

“I go to those types of events because my father is a billionaire.” She chewed her lower lip. Talking about money in such stark terms was considered vulgar in her world. People talked about the money they wanted to make, not the wealth they had already accumulated. Making even more piles of money was like a game. The most high stakes game there was. “I’m expected to go to certain social events to keep up appearances. If I don’t show up, people talk, and my dad doesn’t like the kind of gossip and rumor he can’t control.”

“He’s controlling?” Jack asked, bringing the conversation back to the original topic of her father.

Cassandra hesitated. She rarely talked about behind-the-scenes family drama to anyone. Least of all to strangers. For all she knew, Jack was trying to get information out of her for some reason. With a frown, she folded her arms and narrowed her eyes at him. “What’s your angle here, Jack? This is about way more than just curiosity, isn’t it? Why don’t you stop playing these games and tell me the truth?”

~*~
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THE TRUTH COULD GET them both killed. There was way too much riding on Jack’s clandestine mission staying a secret. Not even his own employees knew that he was up to extra-curricular activities outside of work. If Cassandra Monahan discovered why he wanted to know more about Moonrise Key’s high rollers, the consequences would be dire. 

Most important to completing his task was getting information out of the movers and shakers on the island. Not losing valuable time with their beautiful daughters.

“What makes you think I’m hiding anything?” he asked evenly. No need to let her see that she was inching dangerously close to the truth. 

She rolled her eyes. “Nobody is that curious about my life. You’re not the only observant one here, you know.” 

That was where Cassandra was totally wrong. Because Jack was curious about her. Downright intrigued. His burgeoning fascination with the heiress went beyond his mission, though Jack hated to admit that. But the truth was, while they had only just met, he couldn’t get enough of her.

There was more to her than that chilly exterior. Usually when he assessed people, he had them figured out within minutes. Even seconds. It was the complete opposite with Cassandra. The more he learned about her, the more of a mystery she became. He hadn’t been this captivated by a woman in ages, and if his mission wasn’t so important he might spend a few weeks trying to wine, dine, and bed her before the inevitable fizzling out.

“Okay, fine. You caught me,” he said, emphasizing his point with an exaggeratedly heavy sigh. “The truth is, I’m interested in your father’s business. Getting a security contract with Monahan Shipping would be lucrative for us. That’s why I wanted in on that card game. I saw it as a networking opportunity.”

The corners of her lush mouth curved up into a sly, knowing sort of smile. As if Cassandra was glad to have guessed right. But as his gaze lifted to her eyes, he saw a lingering disappointment flash in them. That struck him as strange. There was no way Cassandra Monahan was unhappy that he was seemingly disinterested in her life. She had said herself that she wasn’t the attention-seeking sort, so why would she care about his lack of interest? 

Unless...

She wanted him to take a genuine interest in her. 

Jack mulled that possibility over in his mind. If that were the case, then she wanted connection more than mere attention. From the way she had dismissed the social engagements expected of her, she probably didn’t have close relationships. She definitely didn’t seem to have a good relationship with her father. So she was either looking for a friend or...something more. 

Neither were things that Jack could provide. He’d been a loner for most of his adult life. A pair of bewitching green eyes wasn’t going to change that.

“I figured you had an ulterior motive. Now that I know the truth, it’s time for me to leave.” She reached into her bag, dug out a pair of fashionable sunglasses and put them on. Then she stood up, all elegance and cool sophistication. “I’ll leave you to your swimming then, Mr. Landry. Make sure you lock the door when you head out.”

“You’re pissed. I get that,” Jack said. “But this is just how business is done. It’s not personal. Your dad would probably admire my strategy.”

“I have no time for anyone or anything my father would admire,” she said. She clicked her tongue. “And it is personal. We’re talking about me as a bargaining tool.”

Her tone was so cold that Jack felt the chill even with the distance between them. There was something more here than just a family squabble. When he’d asked if her father was controlling, Cassandra had quickly brushed that question aside and completely changed the topic. Now she seemed irritated with his lie about wanting to get a contract with her father’s company. There was way more to this situation than met the eye.

“If that’s the way you want to leave it—”

“It is,” she said, abruptly cutting him off. “Like I said before, don’t be here when I get back.” 

He knew he wouldn’t be. There was too much intrigue surrounding the Monahans for Jack to let things go now, and that meant it was time for him to look into the family. Not that he was going to tell Cassandra any of that. But walking away from the poker win? That wasn’t something he could do—yet. 

“I can’t make that kind of promise, Cassandra.” He knew it was a dick move on his part, but verbally sparring with her was kind of a turn-on.

“Be smug all you like,” she returned. “Just remember that I’m on my way to meet my father to undo the damage both of you have caused.” 

With that she was gone, leaving Jack alone in the penthouse he’d owned for less than a day.
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​Chapter 5
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One crosstown drive later, a maid was letting Cassandra into her father’s beachfront villa. As she followed the maid to the study, Cassandra kept a wary eye out for her stepmother. The last thing she needed was to add more family members into the mix. She wanted this problem handled without drama.

The maid opened the door and silently slipped away, leaving Cassandra to step inside the study. She found her father on the phone, speaking in hushed tones. He looked up at her, mumbled something into the phone, and then set the phone aside. Obviously that had been a conversation he hadn’t wanted her to hear.

Suspicion made her frown. Whatever her father was up to, he likely had no intention of ever telling her. 

“Cassandra. What an unexpected surprise,” her father said as she approached his desk.

He was sitting in the huge chair at his desk, looking anything but surprised. On the contrary, there was a satisfied smile on his face. Like he had been expecting her despite his odd phone call.

“Your assistant didn’t call you?” she asked with a frown. “I called company headquarters, but she told me you were working from home this afternoon. She assured me that she would let you know I was coming over.”

“You know how hard it is to find good help. Assistants aren’t what they used to be,” he said dismissively as he shut his laptop. “Why don’t you sit down? What can I have the maid get you while we talk shop? Coffee? Tea? Something stronger?”

She hated it when her father treated their relationship like some kind of business meeting. There was something so painfully formal about the way he treated her that just drove home her loneliness even more intensely. 

“Nothing for me, thank you.” She sank down into a chair, her resolve already wavering under the slightest pressure.

“So,” he began, rubbing his hands together, “what’s the reason for this impromptu meeting?” 

Her father dominated everyone by treating every interaction like a business deal. If she was going to stop being so weak and prove she was made of stronger stuff, she had to find a way to face whatever he threw at her. His losing a card game to Jack Landry had seriously upended her life, and it wasn’t fair that she had to pay the price for her father’s mistakes. 

Clearing her throat nervously, Cassandra forced herself to sit up straighter. “It’s come to my attention that you gave away the ownership of my penthouse—”

“Ah. That.” Her father held up silencing hand and then opened one of his desk drawers to retrieve a humidor. He opened the humidor and pulled out a pair of cigars. “Smoke?”

Annoyance flooded her. He knew perfectly well that she hated those things. He was just making a big show of offering a cigar to remind her how out of place she was. How out of her depth she was in the male-dominated boy’s club he thought she didn’t have the spine for. Cassandra didn’t know which was worse: the fact that her father expected her to take over his empire, or the fact that he didn’t think she was tough enough to handle it.

“No thanks.” She sighed. This confrontation was going to be even harder than she had expected. “Listen Dad, I woke to a man in my penthouse this morning. According to him, he had every right to be there.”

Her father lit his cigar and took a puff. “He was correct. I gave him a set of keys myself.” 

“Really? I had to wake up to a strange man in my bed and—”

“What? That cocky son of a bitch put his hands on you?” Her father’s face turned red with rage. “I’ll kill him myself.”

“Jack didn’t touch me,” she said firmly. Though she didn’t trust Jack, she was already certain that he would never try to harm her. After all, he had been disgusted with her father treating her like property. “I was already asleep when he apparently passed out drunk in my room. I think he was just as shocked to see me as I was to see him. Why the hell didn’t you tell me what you’d done?”

“I had more pressing matters last night,” her father said, seeming to calm down somewhat. “For shit’s sake, Cassandra, how was I know that Landry would end up in your bedroom in the middle of the night? I gave him the keys thinking he’d show up today or tomorrow. At a reasonable hour. It was when front desk security got in touch with me this morning that I gave Bruce a phone call.”

You called your bodyguard before you called your own daughter? She inhaled a deep breath and let it out slowly, counting to ten. Anger wouldn’t work with her father. At least not from her. “Even if you didn’t expect this, you also didn’t tell Jack that I already lived in the penthouse. And you didn’t bother to call me to let me know what had happened. You called my bodyguard to tell him, but not me.” She crossed her arms, trying desperately to keep her fury under control.

“Landry is responsible for his own screw-ups,” her father muttered.

“Well, he’s not the only one who has responsibilities,” she said. “How could you make that kind of bet? I’ve heard about people being financially ruined because of illegal card games, and—”

“Landry isn’t supposed to talk about that card game,” her father said indignantly. “That’s against the rules.”

“Are you kidding me right now? That’s the part you’re hung up on?” She shook her head in total disbelief. Her father had always been controlling, but she had never seen him this unreasonable before. It was like he refused to accept that he had made a terrible decision. Refused to acknowledge a mistake and accept blame for his part in all of it. “Dammit, Dad! You bet my penthouse!” 

“Except it’s not your penthouse.” He leaned back in his leather chair, projecting a relaxed ease that Cassandra knew from experience was forced. It was a deceptive maneuver he pulled to lull his opponents into a false sense of security. “That penthouse is mine. Or it was mine until last night.”

“But you gave me that penthouse—”

“No, Cassandra. I let you live in that penthouse,” her father corrected. The easygoing pretense of his manner evaporated as his grey eyes narrowed. “That property is mine. As the owner, living there rent-free was a luxury I provided you. I let you live there out of the goodness of my own heart.”

“You wanted me to live there to be closer to the Florida office,” she reminded him, struggling to control her anger. “I was more than happy to live in New York or near one of our West Coast offices, but you wanted me close to headquarters.” 

“I didn’t know I raised you to whine and complain like a child,” he said, rebuking her harshly. “Maybe those gossip rags are right to call you spoiled. I’ve gone way too easy on you. Letting you live in luxury has made you soft. If you’d had the same hard upbringing I did you wouldn’t have turned out this way.”

Her anger turned to hurt and shame. He was right. Those tabloids had treated her like nothing more than a spoiled rich girl. And hadn’t Jack practically said as much earlier? The whole world saw that she was weak and foolish. She inhaled sharply, fighting the urge to retort in defense. If she lost her temper right now her father would just see her as weak. The weaker he thought someone was, the more ruthless he was in his treatment. Somehow Cassandra needed to get control of the situation and show that she could be tough.

“This isn’t just about the penthouse,” she said carefully. 

He let out an exasperated breath. “So what is this little tantrum about then, Cassandra? I’m a very busy man, with things to do.”

The anger returned tenfold. Though he might have been right about the penthouse, Cassandra wasn’t going to let her father brush this aside like it was nothing. He had humiliated her at that card game. “You want to talk about property, Dad? Fine. That penthouse might be your property, but I definitely am not. You don’t get to bet me in a card game and think I’ll let it slide.”

His expression turned sheepish. “It wasn’t part of the original plan. I didn’t think I’d lose that badly to some newcomer. The game went by so fast, and every hand I got was...look, the guy beat me. I didn’t have that kind of cash with me, and I can’t wire that amount of money without raising red flags.”

“Wait...did you bet me before or after you bet the penthouse?”

“Cassandra—”

“Answer me, Dad. Right now,” she demanded.

“Before. I was struggling to think of something to make good on a ten-million-dollar bet,” her father said desperately. “At least now you know that you’re worth millions to me. What daughter can say that?”

“What they—? You’re putting a price tag on me?” She rose to her feet, too outraged to sit still any longer. “You think that makes what you did sound better? That it should make me feel better?”

“You don’t understand how this club operates,” he said, putting his cigar out. “Members can’t renege on a deal at places like that. If you lose and don’t pay up, bad things happen. Really bad things.”

“I don’t want to hear it,” she said, in spite of the chill crawling down her spine. “What on earth were you thinking?”

“You want to know what I was thinking?” he forced out angrily. “I was thinking that my only daughter was a spoiled, ungrateful brat who needed to be taught a lesson. All I wanted was for you to show up to a fundraiser. Do your duty to this family. But you had to defy me. Everything you have is because of me. Your life is mine. So if I want to bet it in some card game, then I will. What the hell are you going to do about it?”

The sheer horror of what he was saying started to sink in. Her father could be demanding. Harsh sometimes. But her defiance had pushed him over the edge. He was totally unrepentant. A lump formed in her throat at the realization that she didn’t know her father as well as she thought she did. Never had she felt more alone.

“So you’re just going to hand me over to this man,” she said, her lower lip trembling. “What’s the expectation here?” 

“That man is not to put one hand on you. If he so much as looks at you inappropriately, I want to hear about it so that he can be dealt with,” he said roughly. “That said, the agreement is that you’d be his for a year.”

She gasped. “A year?” 

“Now that you’re here we can hammer out the details,” he rushed on. “Landry and I didn’t discuss the specifics of this arrangement, but I’ve got an idea.”

“I don’t want to hear anything about your ideas,” she said firmly. “I’m not accepting this. You don’t get to use me like this.”

“There’s very little choice,” he said darkly. “Mr. Landry and I agreed to the deal in front of several witnesses. The rules of the Gentleman’s Club are clear. Once winnings are agreed to, they must be handed over.”

So he could share about the secret club, but Jack was an ass for explaining his side? Damn, her father was ridiculous. “I don’t care what about some stupid club rules—”

“If Mr. Landry goes back on the agreement that we both made, the consequences are dire.” His eyes narrowed dangerously as he leaned forward. “That club is owned by people who have no problem skirting the law.”

“So...shady people.” Her blood ran cold. The illegality of the card game had tipped her off, but hearing it in such stark terms still scared her. If her father was cautioning her, then that meant even he was scared of going back on his word. “Jack doesn’t want this, you know.” 

“These people will throw Jack Landry off the roof of the penthouse if he goes back on his word,” her father said. 

Despite her distrust of him, she didn’t want any harm to come to Jack because of her. If he was hurt, she’d never forgive herself. Still, she didn’t like her hand being forced like this. She had been powerless enough all her life. Cassandra was determined to get back some measure of control. 

“And if I decide that I don’t want this?” she asked. 

“Well...” Her father paused. “There might be a loophole. There’s nothing that explicitly says you can’t refuse. Though, if you do refuse, you’ll be on the hook to give Mr. Landry a prize he’s willing to accept in exchange. You can’t just walk away without paying up. Based on the price of the penthouse, you’d probably owe him around five million dollars.”

She tilted her head as she started to think. “But there is a way out? I can forfeit this somehow?”

“I suppose you could,” he said. “But you have no say over what happens with the penthouse. It was never yours, which means you’ll be coming back to live here with me and your stepmother.”

Anxiety took hold. Her stomach twisted. Moving back home with her father was her worst nightmare. He would have more opportunities to try to control her. The penthouse had given her some level of independence, and now that was gone. If she came back to the villa she’d be in the belly of the beast. At the mercy of her father’s controlling ways, and closer to what she suspected was the shadier side of Monahan Shipping.

The choices before her were stark. On one hand was Jack Landry. Sexy as sin, powerful, infuriatingly arrogant. Not to mention dangerous. There was something untamed about the man, and she knew he was up to no good. She’d practically had to drag out his motivation for getting close to her father, and she suspected he hadn’t told her the whole truth. That made him totally untrustworthy. Possibly as shady as her father.

But on the other hand was her father. Moving back in with him after years of slight independence would crush her. She’d never be free of her father at that rate. And though she was an heiress, it was her father who controlled the purse strings. Cassandra only got her share of a regular allowance once her father approved all the spending she detailed out in paperwork. The money she got paid for her work with Monahan Shipping’s marketing department wouldn’t be a drop in the bucket when it came time to pay Jack Landry if she reneged on the bet. In fact, now that she thought of it, maneuvering her way out of the bet would keep her even more solidly under her father’s control. Because the only way to pay it off would be through her father.

Cassandra’s mouth went dry at the thought of relinquishing the remainder of what little control she had over her own life to her father. “The idea you had about this one-year arrangement with Jack,” she began, “what is it?”

“I figure this can be closer to a business arrangement,” he said evenly, as if he hadn’t just spent the last several minutes springing the most shocking turn of events on her. “I looked into Landry earlier this morning. Based on what I’ve learned so far, he runs a very successful security business. The guy is a shrewd businessman. Tough. Not afraid of a fight. He’s got qualities you need if you have any hope of being my successor.”

She tried not to flinch as he spoke. The implication of her father’s words were that Jack Landry was everything she was not. It all circled back to her father thinking she was weak. Not strong enough to handle the empire she didn’t even really want. “So a mentor of sorts.” 

Her father nodded. “Right. Only you’ll be shadowing him as much as possible. Learning what you can. Doing whatever professional favors he asks of you no matter the time of day. All without pay.”

“Basically the internship from hell,” she said. An entire year with the most unreasonably handsome man she had ever met. The smart decision would be to get as far away from Jack Landry as possible. Not get closer to a man who would be increasingly difficult to resist. 

“So it would seem,” her father said, with the faintest smile of satisfaction. “There’s paperwork that Mr. Landry will have to sign. The contract will be sent over to him in a matter of days. The verbal agreement last night sealed the deal, but his signature will serve as assurance. Think of it as a binding agreement between gentlemen.”

Oh, he had planned this perfectly. Handing her over to Jack Landry was just another form of manipulation. A way to keep her under his thumb. 

Cassandra squared her shoulders and approached his desk. “If there’s one thing I know it’s that Jack Landry is no gentleman.” 

“Cassandra—”

“Goodbye, Daddy.” She spun on her heel and headed for the door. “I’ll show myself out.” 

Trying to appeal to her father’s better nature wasn’t going to work. Neither was trusting Jack. Cassandra had to rely on her own wits if she wanted to take back control of her own life. She was now facing an uncertain future, yet she refused to put up with it quietly like a good little girl. Jack and her father might have started this game without her, but she had cards of her own to play now. And she was playing to win.
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​Chapter 6
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Jack scribbled out a note along with his contact details for Cassandra before he headed out of the penthouse. What he needed was time away from the madness of the past twenty-four hours. Time to rest up, focus on work, and then make arrangements for his new place. 

As he stepped into his apartment overlooking the marina, he suspected that last part wasn’t going to be easy at all. Cassandra Monahan was no rich bimbo, but neither was she an unfairly maligned doe-eyed innocent. There was more to her than he had seen, which meant getting his hands on the penthouse wasn’t going to go as smoothly as he had anticipated last night.

The next day, after he had taken time to recuperate from his hangover, he drove down to the penthouse. He didn’t have any morning meetings scheduled, so he could afford to take a detour before stopping by the regional office.

When he got to the front door, Jack retrieved the keys and then paused. The penthouse was rightfully his, but Cassandra might still be staying there. After she had left yesterday to confront her father, he’d heard nothing from her despite leaving his contact information. She might be inside right now, and opening the door without warning might scare her. He’d scared her enough as it was when he had crashed into her bed.

Another thought occurred to him, making him go hot under the collar. Cassandra might not be dressed. Walking in on her without prior warning might end up in an embarrassing situation for them both. Just imagining the gorgeous blonde in a state of undress was already sending his temperature soaring. Accidentally seeing her would push him over the edge. Best to ring the doorbell.

“Oh. It’s you.” Cassandra greeted him with a disapproving look when she opened the door. “Your note said you’d be stopping by in the morning, though you didn’t give a time.” 

Jack was doing his best not to gawk like an asshole. Dressed in a white tennis dress, she was wielding a racket in one hand. Her skin was glowing with a sheen of perspiration, her cheeks flushed a lovely shade of pink, her golden hair mussed and fanning her heart-shaped face. Most tantalizing of all was the very short hemline of the dress that hugged her curves, her shapely legs on display.

“Hope I’m not interrupting,” he finally forced out as he stepped inside.

“I just got back from a practice session,” she said, motioning to her distractingly sexy attire. “You can wait in the living room while I freshen up.”

He was about to remind her that he wasn’t the guest in this situation and absolutely did not need to wait to move around his own property, but she cast him a meaningful glance that made him pause.

“I’m not trying to waste your time,” she said. “We need to talk.”

We need to talk. The four most terrifying words in the English language. Usually said right before he planned his getaway from any relationship that threatened to tie him down. Only he wasn’t in a relationship with Cassandra, and that look in her eyes wasn’t pleading in the least. Those four words weren’t a plea or a suggestion. It was the command of an heiress who expected to get her way.

That should have pissed him off, and deep down it did, but the unyielding strength in her called to him. He had never been attracted to doormats, and Cassandra Monahan was definitely no pushover. Verbally sparring with her the day before had been strangely invigorating. Thrilling, if Jack was being honest. Because she was the sort of woman who kept him on his toes. And not knowing where he was going to land was its own kind of rush. Too bad a rush was all this could ever be.

Without bothering to wait for his response, she tossed her golden mane and left him alone in the living room. 

Making him wait was a power move if ever he saw one. She’d probably learned a few tricks like that from her father. In spite of her hint at an adversarial relationship, Jack had learned enough in life that children weren’t all that different from their parents. Apples did not fall that far from their trees, and he needed to remember that if he wanted to get close to Leo Monahan. Though the man’s daughter might be a heady diversion Jack had a mission, and that made her a danger. She was already suspicious of him based on her demand for the truth yesterday. The brief time he’d spent with her showed him that she was quick, clever, and keenly aware of people—even if they were strangers. That was a real asset in the security business, but right now her observation skills were a real headache. The only way to remove the threat that was Cassandra Monahan was to get her out of the penthouse—and out of his life—immediately. 

Instead of sitting down, he took the time to look around the living room. His habit of taking in his surroundings and making quick observations was basically ingrained at this point. The living room was elegant, but that wasn’t what struck him this time around. It was the art on display that caught his eye. There were not only paintings on the walls but also small sculptures, ceramics, and art installations that seemed to blend in with the décor. Whoever had chosen the pieces had a taste for art. An appreciation that went beyond a wealthy person throwing money around for appearances. 

“Are you an art collector, Jack?” 

He turned at the sound of her husky voice and found her crossing the room to him. Somehow in a short amount of time she had managed to look like she had just stepped out of a magazine photo shoot. Her distractingly short tennis dress had been replaced by a white silk blouse and black pants. Not one hair was out of place as waves of gold cascaded down her shoulders, and her generous mouth was a glossy pink. To top it all off she was wearing genuine pearls. Cassandra had probably never been truly casually dressed a day in her life. 

“Can’t say that I am,” he said, answering her question. “I take it you chose all the art in the penthouse yourself?” 

She nodded. “Yes.”

“The piece with the gold paint looks familiar to me for some reason,” he said.

“It’s a Strobl,” she informed him.

Jack suspected that she thought of him as something closer to a mindless brute than her social equal, but he recognized the artist’s name at least. “It looks expensive.”

“It’s priceless,” she said. “Strobl came right after the Impressionists. I went to Vienna a few summers ago to help restore some paintings, and Strobl’s granddaughter gave me one of the paintings as a thank-you.”

His eyebrows shot up. “You restored this painting?”

“I did. All by myself, too,” she said. “You seem surprised.”

“I’m impressed.”

She rewarded him with the faintest of smiles. Probably the first smile he had ever seen from her. It was mesmerizing. The subtle change in her expression seemed to soften her features, banishing the self-possessed cool and replacing it with a warmth that dazzled. She seemed to glow from within at his compliment, and to his shock Jack realized that he enjoyed being the reason for her smile. Seeing the light dance in her green eyes nearly knocked the wind out of him.

There was more than chilly sex appeal here, and it was going to take monumental strength to resist her charms. 

As if sensing his response to her, Cassandra leaned closer. So close that the exotic fragrance of her perfume suddenly filled the air. It was feminine, and utterly seductive. 

Heaven help him.

“Why don’t you sit while I get us a drink,” she said.

He frowned. “You still believe that I’m the guest here and you’re the host.” 
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