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      She gave me the one thing I couldn’t take.

      

      Her heart.

      

      When the villains of our past threaten to destroy my pledge to Reagan, we have one narrow chance at saving our future.

      

      All the money and power in the world mean nothing without the woman I love.

      

      So I will fight to my last breath for her. For us.

      

      To glorious victory...

      

      Or beautiful ruin.

      

      BEAUTIFUL RUIN is the thrilling, explosive conclusion of Harrison and Raegan’s romance that begins in BEAUTIFUL ENEMY and continues in BEAUTIFUL SINS.
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        Eight months after the fire

      

      

      

      How do you know you’ve reached the end of a journey?

      Is it when the pressure eases enough that you can breathe? When you can sleep through a night without waking up sweaty, questioning the choices that got you there?

      I keep waiting for that feeling to kick in. The one that says, “I’ve made it.”

      I thought it would happen at Debajo. Or one of the half dozen premiere shows since. Maybe when the top one hundred DJs list came out.

      It hasn’t.

      Now, I’m backstage after playing Wild Fest on a cool night in Colorado.

      The Red Rocks Amphitheater is a natural wonder, and I rocked my set.

      Sweat rolls down my neck and between my shoulders, joins what’s already collected at my low back over the past ninety minutes. My outfit sticks to my body as a circle of guys look over from their booze-filled cups.

      “A girl made it to top twenty,” one DJ comments as I tug off my wig. “Can’t remember that happening.”

      “You beat Maxx,” another says. “Where is that fool?”

      “Who the fuck cares?” Eldon, a DJ in his late fifties with wrinkles around his eyes, lifts his cup at me.

      I nod in return before going in search of my gear bag backstage. Wig in one hand, I take off my headphones and wind the cord around my hand.

      In a dark corner, I bump into someone. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to—“

      Two guys look up. One has slumped posture and bleached blond hair buzzed short, and the other is Maxx, the DJ I beat out on this year’s list.

      Maxx tucks something into his pocket and shoves past me, and the other man follows, shooting me side-eye on the way.

      I grab my bag, tucking my wig and headphones inside. My attention lingers on the gems flickering stubbornly in the dark. The diamonds soak up every bit of light, as if they refuse to be ignored.

      Not unlike the man who gave them to me.

      For the past eight months, I’ve been to every corner of the globe, but I haven’t set foot in Ibiza or seen Harrison King. The man who made a stubborn, suspicious girl fall in love.

      The one who took it away because love wasn’t as important as his vendetta.

      For the first time in my life, I felt what love can do. How it changed me, made me feel alive.

      Until it didn’t.

      I’m not that girl anymore. I have a career I work my ass off for every day, music I love, fans who surprise me… even friends who have my back.

      I’m not missing anything.

      Say it often enough, you’ll start to believe it.

      I shut the bag, the tattoo on my wrist flashing.

      When I look up again, Maxx has rejoined the circle, settling onto a speaker and pulling a tiny, clear bag from his pocket.

      “You think you’re the shit?” He sneers. “You aren’t until you’ve played La Mer.”

      “I don’t have anything to prove,” I reply evenly.

      “Come on. Johnny?” He smirks at the stage manager, who looks away from the act on stage and crosses to the stairs. “You made it if you haven’t played La Mer?”

      “Fuck no.” The guy chuckles before returning to his work.

      A hand on my arm has me looking over. It’s Eldon.

      “Don’t listen to him,” he chides. “He’s jealous.”

      “Of my tits?” I demand, and Eldon laughs silently. “Because it’s not of my career. Asshole makes seven figures a gig.”

      He shrugs. “After a while, the gigs can blur together. It’s the curse of humanity. The price we pay for having the best fucking job in the world—after a while, it starts to feel like a job.”

      The words reverberate through me. I know what he means.

      I glance at Maxx, who’s cutting a line of the white powder he bought from the blond guy on the speaker in front of him.

      “I was glad to land higher up the list,” I admit under my breath. “But how do I even know if I’m better? I stay clean and work my ass off while some of these guys spend more on coke than I do on rent, and they still make a killing.”

      “You have some good gigs lined up this year.”

      I’ll be performing in LA, New York, London… Plus, I just squeezed in a month at new club in Ibiza called Bliss. “I saved some time for producing.”

      But I can’t kick that thought of La Mer, and Eldon sees the look in my eye.

      “If you go chasing after the next club high,” he warns, “you’re no different from him.”

      I shake my head, turning to face the older DJ. “Easy for you to say. You’ve played La Mer.”

      His lips twitch. “Once or twice.”

      I shove a hand through my hair to shake it out after hours beneath the wig. “When we’re even, then we’ll talk.”

      Tonight was good, but the high of a job well done is getting shallow and short-lived. Beneath it, I feel empty.

      I turn away, but he calls after me. “You ever even visited this Olympus of yours? How do you know La Mer’s all that?”

      Because I danced under the stars and fell in love with a man who would never stay mine—a man who smelled like the sea and tasted like desperation—and I wanted them both.

      “I just know,” I murmur.

      The man I hated held me as if I was the only thing he needed.

      The only thing better was having the man I loved hold me the same way.

      But that’s over and it’s never happening again.

      The phone ringing in my hip pocket jars me out of my head.

      When I see who it is, I nearly drop the phone.

      “Rae.” The familiar voice is flat, the British lilt making my gut tighten. “I didn’t know who else to call… I need you.”
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      The car pulls up to the London townhouse in the rain.

      I took a flight from Denver to New York, then New York to London. Now, I knock on the door, cold from the downpour. The wooden panel creaks open, and I hesitate before stepping inside.

      The front hall is narrow, the walls a crisp white with a huge mirror. Facing me is a set of steps leading to the top floor.

      Sebastian King sits partway up.

      “Nice house.” I drop my bag on the floor.

      “Bought it last year. Came with almost everything.” He shifts back onto his elbows. “Curtains are new,” he amends, nodding toward the room around the corner.

      I step inside, rounding the wall to see rich, green fabric artfully draped from the high ceilings in the living room around the corner. “Why did you ask how quickly I could get here?”

      “Because my season was shit and the year went downhill from there. I have a team awards dinner to attend this evening. And you owe me a date for bailing last year.”

      I stare him down. An awards dinner? Are you fucking kidding me?

      Before I can chew him out for dragging me across the ocean, he rises and pads down the stairs to the main floor.

      He’s pale, his mouth slack and shoulders slumped. He looks as if he’s lost weight.

      I know what self-destruction looks like. Right now, it wears his face.

      “It’s been a rough season,” he repeats.

      But there’s humor in his face when he eyes my bag, lifting a brow. “You have a dress in there, or do I need to make you a toga from the curtains?”
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      Central London is a dense orchestra of pedestrians, buses, cars, and buildings that seem elegant and old enough to have been built into the landscape.

      The event is at a venue on Northumberland Avenue, just off Trafalgar Square. When we arrive in a private car, we join the short line as Ash reaches for his phone to show his ID.

      If I’d thought it would be hard to find a dress on a few hours’ notice in London, I was wrong. Ash gave me the names of a few boutiques.

      Before heading out, I couldn’t miss the takeout boxes and clothing strewn around the beautiful townhouse.

      Between trying on dresses, I did a quick online search to try to find hints as to why Ash looks so strung out. There’s nothing, except confirmation in numerous sports publications and blogs that Ash’s season was subpar. I guess that much criticism would strain anyone, but that doesn’t explain the sudden emergency.

      Which means it’s up to me to find out.

      “You look good in a tux,” I inform him as we file into the line waiting to enter.

      And he does. Showered and dressed, clad in a custom waistcoat and jacket, Ash is every bit the young, gorgeous athlete.

      “Better than Harry?” His grin is almost as quick as usual.

      I huff out a breath as the line advances toward the door. “No one looks better in a tux than Harry.”

      Not that it matters. Harrison’s not here, and I can’t imagine being in the same place as him again.

      I came for Ash, a man I consider a friend. Especially given he called me last year, demanding to know what was going on after Harrison returned to the UK. My explanation was the best one my broken heart could give—we wanted different things.

      I wanted him.

      He wanted to end Mischa.

      Harrison’s love for me wasn’t enough to overcome his desire for retribution.

      It hurt like fuck. Still does some nights, when I’m lying awake and close my eyes and reach across the sheets as if I’ll feel his body next to me.

      Since then, Ash and I have talked a few times. Texted once a month or so. Now, as the door attendant reviews Ash’s credentials and lets us inside, I silently curse Harrison for not keeping tabs on his brother.

      Evidently Harrison’s too busy for me and for Ash.

      In a beautiful, wide hallway, round chandeliers dot the cavernous ceiling. My heels slip into the plush red carpet.

      Ash told me in the car that it’s a club event in recognition of the staff and players.

      With the cocktail reception before dinner, we grab drinks and he introduces me around. But when another player from his club approaches, arm in arm with his stunning girlfriend, Ash tenses next to me.

      “Gavin,” the man introduces himself to me with an easy smile, but when he claps Ash on the back, the hand lingers.

      “Another drink,” Ash mutters once they leave.

      “You haven’t finished that one.”

      He tosses it back in a single gulp.

      I drag Ash into a corner. “Who is he?”

      My date shrugs, smirking. “Defender. Not the best one either.”

      “Strange. You’re the one playing defense.”

      His smile fades.

      “Was he giving you shit for a bad season?” I ask.

      “On the contrary. He was the only one who didn’t.” Those blue eyes, so much like Harrison’s, streak with self-disgust, and his meaning sinks in.

      “Oh. Ohhh.” That was why I never saw Ash with a woman last summer. And explains why despite his cheeky charisma, he’s private about his personal life. “You were together.”

      “Shut up, Raegan,” he breathes. “Not here.”

      “Did you break up?” Presumably, given the other guy has a girlfriend and Ash invited me.

      “We couldn’t break up because, according to him, we never dated. We never did anything.”

      The words are low and bitter, and I connect the dots. “He’s not out.” I cock my head. “Are you?”

      “Not publicly,” Ash concedes. “But that man’s so deep in the closet it’s a fucking wonder he hasn’t emerged in Narnia.”

      Ash shoots me a wry look before grabbing another drink off a passing tray. A warning goes off in my gut as he drains his champagne, then exchanges it for another.

      I grab the full flute from his hand. “Think you’re good for now.” I square to face him. “Though I don’t think it was alcohol that had you sweating when I arrived.”

      His face falls. “Our season ended, and it was my fault. A play I’ve made a thousand times before. One I should’ve made again. I knew it, and they did too. I needed something to numb out.”

      “So you turned to drugs.”

      “They turned to me.” He grimaces.

      “How many times?”

      “A couple.”

      Concern has my hand clenching on his glass. “I’m telling you, it’s a bad idea.”

      A beat. “I know. I’m done with it. I need to figure this out and get back to my life.”

      “You couldn’t call Harrison?”

      Before the words are out, I know the answer.

      I can only imagine what Harrison would say. Given how their parents died, he’d be pissed if he found out what Ash had gotten into. This was the man who tossed my pills before finding out what they were, who insists on running a clean club in the capital of party drugs.

      “He’s not perfect, Sebastian.”

      “But he’s strong,” he bites out, frowning. “When our parents died. When his fucking building burned, he walked out. Harrison deals with his shit, and even when he does it badly, he does it.”

      I don’t know what to say to that. “All right. Lucky for you, I planned a week’s vacation after Red Rock. I’ll stick around a few days.”

      Relief has him sagging. “Thank you.”

      “But after that, I have business to take care of.”

      “Stateside?”

      I scan the room. “Ibiza.”

      I need to visit a man I never thought I’d see again. Not one I used to love, but one I used to fear.

      Ash’s eyebrows lift. He’s dying to pry more information from me, but before he can, photographers snap pictures, and we smile and pose.

      “This your new girlfriend, Sebastian?” one of them asks eagerly.

      The man we spoke to is across the room. His girlfriend’s turned to talk to someone else.

      Ash leans in to wrap an arm around my waist. “Isn’t she lovely?”

      I kick him in the calf, and he only bends closer to whisper in my ear, “You’ve got this down.”

      It probably looks as if he’s murmuring promises in my ear, or a filthy joke.

      “Not much to figure out,” he adds. “Turn the right angle. Smile the right smile. Pretend you’re not secretly hoping they’ll drop their camera in the street, where it’s run over by a double-decker bus.”

      I’ve gotten used to the media this past year as I climbed a ladder of my own, making it back up to the status I held before the confrontation with Harrison last spring, then I shot right on past it. Wild Fest was only the capstone of an incredible year by any standard. Somehow, my bank account is full enough the bank is sending my own money manager to my rental in LA.

      I could buy a condo in any of the cities I frequent, but I haven’t yet. Because I’m still adjusting to the new normal—and maybe a little because nowhere I go feels like home.

      Flashbulbs go off, and I try to shift away, but Ash slides a hand around to my ass. I’m about to remove it when his words make me stiffen.

      “He’d be proud of you.”

      Tingles start down my spine. As if the man in question is here, even though it’s impossible.

      I’ve been avoiding keeping an eye on the tabloids, but I gave in when I hopped on the flight over here. The publications spotted Harrison in New York this week. Regrettably striking in a dark suit and sunglasses. Thankfully alone.

      In the image of him crossing at an intersection, phone pressed to his ear, his hair ruffled lightly in the breeze—an inch longer than before, if I had to judge. But the square jaw was the same, the firm lips I’ve felt on every inch of me, the ones that have whispered comfort and torment in my ears.

      I might not be in love with him anymore, but that doesn’t mean I want to see some other woman draped all over him like he hung the sun, and the moon, and the sign at Tiffany’s while he was at it.

      I look at Ash. “When did you see him last?”

      “A few months. While he won’t give me details, I suspect he’s laying the groundwork to bring Mischa down. As you know, insurance concluded the fire at King’s was arson, and there wasn’t enough evidence to prove it wasn’t Harrison.”

      My gut twists with guilt. It wasn’t my fault, but the fact that the security cameras were off was my doing. All because I wanted to surprise him with the sign.

      “Is he happy?” I ask, hating that I want scraps of information about my ex.

      Ash sighs. “I’ve never seen him happy unless he was with you.”

      Thanks for the gut punch.

      Smoothing down my dress, I pretend the words don’t affect me. “I’m glad Harrison isn’t here now.”

      Curiosity has him narrowing his eyes at me. “Why’s that?”

      A knot of tension forms between my shoulders, and I straighten for the cameras. “I need to do something, and he wouldn’t want to see me do it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            HARRISON

          

        

      

    

    
      “The robots are suspended from the ceiling to do what—acrobatics?” I demand.

      Sawyer leans in, looking impatient. “They serve drinks, you pretentious asshole.”

      The trendy pub in Brooklyn gave us their prime seating—two low-profile couches and a glass coffee table. Tyler Adams’s security is positioned between this section and the rest of the room, dissuading anyone who thinks of coming over or taking a picture.

      Mostly, he’s watching three grown men have an argument.

      “They run on a track”—Sawyer gestures to the space over his head—“along the bar.”

      “I figured the only club robots were the kind that danced on stage,” Tyler comments.

      Sawyer shakes his head. “You can use robots for photography, AI for optimizing what’s captured. There’re clubs in London with interactive walls where you can create your own light displays.”

      The man across from me is Sawyer Redmond, cofounder of a major tech and industrial company. He’s one of a few men I’ve met who is taller than I am and wearing a Boss jacket and designer jeans like he doesn’t give a fuck. His long, unruly hair falls in his face every time he moves, making me itch to grab a fistful and saw it off with a butter knife so I can look him in the damned eyes.

      I’m here to see Sawyer about business, but when Tyler said he was in town, I suggested we meet. The only time he had free was now, so I figured I could see two friends at once.

      “Sawyer and I went to school together,” I inform Tyler. “He was this genius prodigy. Pulling straight As in senior engineering. Hope they kept you warm at night.”

      “You mean while you used your accent to fuck your way through the female population? You wind up with any souvenirs of that time in your life? I hear chlamydia’s a bitch to kick.”

      “Seems it worked out,” Tyler comments, slinging an arm over the back of the velvet couch.

      It did, on paper. Sawyer cofounded his company and is on the way to making himself a wealthy man. I have an empire. One my enemy wants to burn to the ground—starting with Kings last year.

      I told myself I could move on and have a future untainted by my past, but Ivanov seems determined to make sure that’s not true.

      The police weren’t able to find the man responsible. I know Mischa was behind it, but I can’t prove it.

      Since then, his reach has only expanded with new acquisitions fueled by drug money.

      I’ve used the time to regroup.

      I will get revenge.

      That’s the only thing that matters.

      Doesn’t hurt that you’ve lost everything else.

      A woman comes in the door with a stroller, drawing every eye in the room. She’s young and pretty, her red hair tucked up into a bun on her head. She could be a student.

      Tyler turns to look over his shoulder as if there’s an invisible cord between them.

      “He’s whipped,” he comments as her security guard offers to take the stroller and Annie waves him off. But the second her eyes land on her husband, a smile curving her lips, Tyler’s off the couch and at her side.

      Sawyer and I exchange a look. “Yeah. It’s security who’s whipped,” he comments. “Figured musicians were supposed to play the field.”

      Tyler bends to check in the stroller before straightening, pulling his wife against him for a hard kiss.

      “He doesn’t. They’re in love.” I refocus on my friend who’s still here, leaving Tyler to fawn over his wife.

      “You envy him,” Sawyer scoffs.

      “Love is an exquisite diversion from the more brutal parts of life.”

      Last year, I didn’t only let myself fall—I practically held the door for both myself and Raegan. At first, I thought I could handle it. Having her at my side felt natural.

      Somehow, when I wasn’t looking, it switched from natural to necessary. She claimed me, not the other way around. She brought out emotions I’d never felt before, hopes and ambitions I never expected.

      After Mischa burned down my property—the future Raegan and I were building together—I vowed I wouldn’t let him get away with it. But the farther away I put that in my rearview mirror, the harder it is to remember why I left the woman I love.

      I was the one who ended our relationship.

      I knew I’d miss her. I didn’t expect to lie awake until morning, wishing I knew what ceiling she was staring at.

      If she was alone like I was.

      If she was lonely like I was.

      But there’s no place for Raegan in my mission.

      In the last eight months, I’ve doubled down on growing my own business, plus invested in having Mischa and his operations surveilled. There’s been some sabotage back and forth, me trying to provoke him, but I want it to be done.

      What I never told her was that I hoped it would be over soon. That I could find my way back to her when it was done, that I could force my way back into her heart.

      It was harsh of me to leave her.

      It would have been cruel to promise to return with no guarantee I could.

      I force my attention back to the man sitting opposite me. “I‘ll take three of the bartender robots.”

      “They’re fucking expensive, Harry.”

      “And I’m fucking rich, Sawyer.”

      He grins. “Fine. But technology’s not your real problem.” He shoves his hair back.

      Sawyer has a way of seeing straight to the heart of a situation. It comes from his brutal upbringing—while mine was charmed, at least until I was a teenager, his was the opposite. He scraped by.

      He’d say he’s thriving, and few would argue with his track record and accomplishments. But every victory has a cost—a personal one, if not a public one.

      I shake my head. “The prick who was responsible for my parents’ deaths.”

      They might’ve been ruled overdoses, but it wasn’t their doing. No matter what other ills they were responsible for, they never touched drugs themselves and raised us the same way.

      “The police want to nail him for drug trafficking and a raft of other evils, but their timeline feels… infinite,” I go on.

      Sawyer’s eyes darken. “You trust a bunch of paper pushers, you’ll be the one bleeding out.”

      He’s speaking from experience. But before I can respond, Tyler and Annie and the stroller approach.

      “Congratulations,” I say, fixing on a smile.

      “Thanks, Harrison.” Annie’s tight-lipped. “You didn’t need to send the stroller, but it’s great. It does everything except handle my calendar.”

      My smirk fades when Tyler says, “Would you like to hold Rose?”

      “I don’t think—“

      Before I can protest, he presses the sleeping bundle into my arms.

      Christ. She’s all pink and soft, and as her weight settles in my arms, she’s not heavy, but precious. She twitches as she wakes, and eyes, dark brown, with little flecks of gold, blink trustingly up at me. Her tiny nose wrinkles, her mouth working. She has a full head of Annie’s red hair, and if she has an ounce of her father’s talent and her mother’s fearlessness, she’ll be a force.

      She’s innocent and loved. I hope it’s a long time before she sees the darker sides of the world.

      I clear my throat, glancing back up at my friends. “I can see you in her,” I tell Tyler.

      “Hopefully not for long,” he says dryly, tugging his wife against his side as I look back at the baby.

      A flash goes off.

      “For posterity,” Annie says, tucking the phone away as Sawyer and Tyler strike up a conversation.

      I’m not sure what she means. “You want a photo of your child with a villain?”

      “You’re not a villain. Or if you are, she didn’t call you one.”

      Annie holds out her arms. I hand the baby back.

      Rae’s probably told her I’m a massive prick for how we ended things.

      “What did she call me?” I can’t help asking.

      Annie’s gold eyes shine with emotions—a damn rainbow of them. I can see why she’s a capable actress. She hitches Rose higher in her arms. “Rae was at an event last night. In London.”

      It feels like a lifeline. “London? But Wild Fest just happened this past week.”

      “And you know her schedule.”

      I’m caught out. “I want to make sure she’s safe.”

      “I was rooting for you guys. Even though it sounds like she’s moved on.”

      With a furtive look toward the stroller, she hands the baby off to Tyler, then retrieves her phone again. She taps the screen a few times before holding it out.

      The social media account belongs to my brother’s football club, and the date stamp on the post says last night.

      The photo on the screen is a kick in the gut.

      The woman I love is stunning in a slinky black dress that skims the floor, plunging low between her breasts. She’s gorgeous, glamorous, and unlike the Raegan I met a year ago. Her skin glows in the light from the venue and the flashbulbs, her lips full and painted a dark plum. Her dark hair falls in waves around her shoulders, clinging to her perfect breasts.

      But it’s not her body that makes it impossible to look away.

      There’s a confidence she wears the fuck out of.

      I rip my gaze away from Raegan to take in her companion and get a kick in the gut for my efforts.

      Next to her is my brother. His hand rests on her ass and his lips are near her ear, her half smile an afterthought for the cameras given whatever he’s telling her.

      I clench the phone hard enough my forearm shakes.

      This whole time we’ve been apart, she was still mine from a distance.

      Mine when I got off to the memory of her.

      Mine when I went to bed questioning whether losing her was worth pursuing the one goal I’ve had since before I was a man.

      She doesn’t belong with Ash, not at his side or in his arms.

      “Harrison. Are you okay?”

      Annie’s voice is far away, and I shove the phone back at her.

      I’m halfway to the door when Sawyer calls after me, “Where should I send the robots?”
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      “What do you mean he’s not in London?” I growl over the phone. “Where is he?”

      After the short, tense conversation with one of my staff—whom I’d instructed to drop in on my brother when he wasn’t answering his phone—I determine Ash’s current location, along with the company he’s still keeping four days after the event.

      I’m checked out of my Manhattan hotel and on my way to the airport an hour after the close of the business day. The entire chartered flight over, I stew.

      When my plane arrives in Ibiza the next morning, I jump in a car, realizing I haven’t called Natalia or Toro to let them know I’m coming. An omission that catches me when I barge into my house.

      Natalia appears over the upstairs railing. “Dios mío! Señor King.”

      She gets over her surprise and runs down the stairs.

      “I’m fine,” I assure her.

      Her concern turns to scorn. “You didn’t call. Toro is out with Barney. I have been working on the gardens.”

      “I would very much like to see them. Later.” My jaw clenches. “I need to find my brother and Raegan. I thought they would be here.” I scan my memory for the hotel Ash stayed in last summer. “I’ll be back.”

      Halfway to the door, a voice stops me. “No, señor.”

      I do a double take because it’s the same tone she used to scold me for eating all the salami before my parents’ friends could arrive for brunch.

      I arch a brow at her glowering face and folded arms. “Toro will be back soon, and he will drive you. In the meantime, I will show you the garden.”
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      “I hope you will be… kind.” Toro’s gaze meets mine in the rearview mirror.

      “I have lots of things to discuss with my brother. None of them are kind.”

      Like where the hell he got off asking Raegan out, not to mention thinking he could touch her the way he did.

      I knew they were friends, but I always figured their common bond was me. I didn’t expect them to stay connected without me.

      I stare out the window, cracking my knuckles.

      “Would you like to hear the news of the island?” Toro asks as he deftly navigates the curving roads.

      “Fine.”

      “Your dog has learned to roll over on command. There is a new hotel in Ibiza Town.” He proceeds to regale me, and I half listen until he says, “Ivanov came to the island early for the season.”

      I straighten. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “You haven’t been around.”

      My teeth grind together. That feels like the damned refrain this week. I’m running a billion-dollar business. I can’t be everywhere at once.

      “I’m here now,” I mutter as the car pulls up outside the hotel. I leap out without waiting for my driver to hold the door.

      In the lobby, I tell the concierge, “My brother. Sebastian King.”

      His eyes widen with fear, and he names the room number. He doesn’t want to piss me off.

      I jab the button in the elevator, and when the doors open, I stalk down the hallway and bang on the door. Silence greets me.

      They’re probably out.

      Images of them strolling the boardwalks, eating ice cream, and other such nonsense fill my brain.

      Or they’re inside and the reason they’re not answering is that they’re otherwise occupied.

      I pound on the door again, hard enough it rattles in the frame.

      At last, footsteps sound on the other side.

      The hairs lift on my neck, and I brace myself for a fight. I’m expecting to see Raegan, but when the door cracks, it’s not her.

      “Hawhoh, brozuh.” Sebastian peers out from the gap in the frame, his mouth full of something, the chain lock still engaged.

      “Where is she?” I demand.

      “Who?”

      I slam a hand against the door, and he jumps.

      “Calm down, man.”

      “Sebastian, if you don’t open this door…”

      His gaze runs down my form. “You’re wrinkled, Harry. You blow in on a tornado?”

      I reach through the gap and grab his shirt. “Open. The damn. Door.”

      Eyes widening, he reaches for the chain and slides it open.

      I push the door in and step inside before he can think of getting me back out. My brother looks completely at ease, including the amusement in his expression. He’s wearing a T-shirt and boxers, eating…

      “What is that?”

      “Cinnamon Toast Crunch. Raegan brought it for me from America.” The sound of her name on his lips reminds me why I’m here, why my blood pressure feels dangerously high, before he grabs another bite. “This is good, Harry. They’ve been holding out on us.”

      I hit him, hard enough the blow or the surprise sends him to the carpet.

      The bowl falls from his hands, and cereal flies everywhere—his face, the carpet, the foyer.

      “Jesus,” he gasps, rubbing his jaw. “Did you have to do that? Waste a perfectly good bowl of the stuff? This was almost the last—“

      “What’s going on?”

      We both freeze as Raegan emerges from the hall in the suite. She’s wrapped in a white towel, her hair dark and dripping around her shoulders.

      When she spots me, her mouth falls open. She’s obviously stunned to see me, emotions chasing one another across her face. Disbelief. Anger.

      “What did you do?” she demands.

      It’s half her sudden appearance that slams into me and half how she looks.

      Fresh, wary, beautiful.

      The woman I spent months loving and even longer aching for is here, a few feet away.

      “Not nearly enough.”

      Before I can think twice, I step over my brother and cross the room, grab the back of Raegan’s neck, and drag her to me.

      I crush her lips beneath mine. She tastes like toothpaste and home, and I kiss her with desperation and anger and exhaustion.

      Every trip I’ve taken, every time I’ve reminded myself my decision to leave was for the best—it all took a toll on me. From the outside, I might look as powerful as ever. On the inside… my soul corrodes.

      I need her.

      My tongue slips between her lips, stroking and claiming as my fingers tighten in her damp hair. Her scent is floral from her shower, but beneath that, it’s all Raegan.

      A wet hand grabs my forearm and pushes me away.

      My heart hammers as I take in her swollen lips, her hazy eyes.

      Of all the decisions I’ve made in my life, I’d regretted exactly one—telling my parents to get out of the business and causing their deaths.

      Since I learned they weren’t trying to leave, that regret faded away, replaced with rage and confusion. The past year, I’ve been angry at them, and at Ivanov for killing them and setting me on a path that made me build a business that would redeem and honor them.

      But around the anguish, I’ve found a new regret: losing this woman.

      Because I can’t regret loving her, not when the feel of her under me is so jarringly exquisite.

      Before I can speak, her palm cracks across my face.

      Stars explode behind my eyes, a riot of white and black blossoming as pain radiates up my cheekbone and jaw.

      When I can see again, my neck is craned awkwardly and I’m staring at Sebastian reclined on the floor and chewing a piece of rescued cereal.

      “Fuck,” he declares. “I’ve never seen a woman hit you before.”

      But when I turn back to Rae, she looks surprised by her own reaction.

      “We need to talk,” I say. “In private.”

      “No.”

      Frustration rises up. “I’ll take you for dinner.”

      “I have a show tonight.”

      “It wasn’t on your schedule.”

      I catch my mistake at the same time she does.

      “A recent addition,” she says.

      She’s changed since I saw her last. Besides the quiet confidence that’s more than skin-deep, she has “recent additions” that come up, independent of me apparently.

      Her gaze narrows. “I need to get dressed.”

      “Need help choosing an outfit?” Sebastian offers from the floor. “The two you talked about on the plane sound good, but I’d like to see them in person.”

      I could hit him again.

      “Both of you stay out,” she tells my brother before turning that hot gaze on me again. “If someone so much as knocks on the door while I’m getting ready, I will tear them a new one.”

      She heads back down the hall, her hips swinging under the towel in a way that has me furious and horny at once.

      “If we’re done with the violence, you could buy me dinner,” Sebastian says, grimacing at the mushy cereal pieces on the carpet.

      When I came here, I thought I knew my intention—reminding my brother he has no business with this woman. But looking at her, sharing space with her, kissing her…

      I know it was a lie. I need Raegan Madani in my life again, and it can’t wait until my work is done.
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