

[image: ]



 


Copyright © 2021 by Sybil Bartel

 

Cover art by: CT Cover Creations

 

Cover Photo by: Wander Aguiar

 

Cover Model: Andrew Biernat

 

Edited by: Hot Tree Editing

 

Formatting by: Champagne Book Design

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

 

All characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the author and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the author, and all incidents are pure invention.

 

Warning: This book contains offensive language, alpha males and sexual situations. Mature audiences only. 18+


BOOKS BY SYBIL BARTEL

The Alpha Elite Series

SEAL

ALPHA

VICTOR

ROMEO

ZULU

NOVEMBER

ECHO

 

The Alpha Bodyguard Series

SCANDALOUS

MERCILESS

RECKLESS

RUTHLESS

FEARLESS

CALLOUS

RELENTLESS

SHAMELESS

HEARTLESS

 

The Uncompromising Series

TALON

NEIL

ANDRÉ

BENNETT

CALLAN

 

The Alpha Antihero Series

HARD LIMIT

HARD JUSTICE

HARD SIN

HARD TRUTH

THE ALPHA ANTIHERO SERIES: BOOKS 1-2

 

The Alpha Escort Series

THRUST

ROUGH

GRIND

 

The Unchecked Series

IMPOSSIBLE PROMISE

IMPOSSIBLE CHOICE

IMPOSSIBLE END

 

The Rock Harder Series

NO APOLOGIES

 

 

Join Sybil Bartel’s Mailing List to get the news first on her upcoming releases, giveaways and exclusive excerpts! You’ll also get a FREE book for joining!


VICTOR

 

Philanderer.

 

Mercenary.

 

Marine.

 

I didn’t join the Marines because I was honorable. There wasn’t one scrupulous thing about me. If I saw an advantage, I took it. But serving my country turned out to be the best decision I ever made. It led me to Alpha Elite Security.

 

AES was the most sought-after security contractor in the world. Our reputation unmatched, we got the job done—by any means necessary. Which is where I came in. I handled AES’s difficult clients, the ones no one wanted to touch. My success rate flawless, I thought I was invincible.

 

Then my boss sent me a cryptic text. New client. Sensitive matter. Corporate Espionage. Except he failed to mention the suspected spy was a terrified brunette. And the client? Her husband. Now I had one objective.

 

Code name: Victor.

Mission: Infiltrate.


 

For my only child, my beloved son, Oliver.

You are, and will always be my entire world.

I love you, Sweet Boy, and I miss you beyond measure.

 

Oliver Shane Bartel 2004-2020
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For my readers, thank you for being there for me. I could not have traveled this road without all of you. I am forever grateful. XOXO
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Seventeen Years Ago.

 

“We shouldn’t do this.” Her anguished voice carried over the howling wind for a split second before being swept out to sea.

“He hit you, Annabeth.” I was right there, hiding in her closet because he’d come home early, but not even that turned out to be close enough. “You can’t deny it this time. I saw him do it.” Mean and drunk, he’d burst into her room, yelling shit about her books being left out. Before I could shove open the closet door, he’d delivered three hard blows and she was on the floor.

I should’ve done more than level him. I should’ve fucking killed him.

“He didn’t know what he was doing,” she argued without any force. “You shouldn’t have hit him. It’ll only make him angrier when he wakes up.”

Enraged, I threw the second to last tie-down line back onto the dock. “Don’t you dare try to defend him! Not this time.” I hoped the asshole never woke up, but then we’d have a different problem. “He’s escalating, and it’s getting worse.” Her entire right side was already bruised, and if she would’ve let me take her to the ER, I’d bet every cent I had that at least one of her ribs was cracked.

Her breaths short, holding her side where she’d been punched, she shook her head. “He’s my father. He didn’t mean to hurt me. He never means to. You don’t understand.”

I stopped untying the boat and yelled at her like this was her fault. “You think I don’t understand?” I was so damn mad I couldn’t see straight. “I may only be seventeen, but I understand exactly what’s going on. He’s beating you like he used to beat your mother before she disappeared.” The incoming storm threw the boat against the mooring, and I slipped, but I still kept yelling. “He’s never going to stop, Annabeth. Never. He’s going to keep hurting you because he can!” He was goddamn Parker Stephens, famous criminal attorney. “No one is going to believe your word against his. How many times are you going to let this happen before it’s too late? How many?” I demanded as a squall of rain broadsided us.

Huddled in her raincoat, she shivered. “You just shouldn’t have hit him. He’ll take that out on you now.”

My shirt plastered to my chest, I swiped the water off my face. “I don’t care what he tries to do to me.” Fuck him. “I’m tired of all the shoulds, Annabeth. It’s what got us here in the first place, because I should’ve done something a long time ago. Don’t you see he’s going to keep doing this? Eventually, he’ll blame me or one of those criminals he defends or, hell, the gardener or pool guy or anyone at school who talks to you. Or worse, he’ll blame you.” He already had. He’d blamed her for her mother leaving and left bruises that time too. “Don’t you see his pattern?”

“He’s my father.” Her hoarse voice mingled with the wind.

My anger hit a new high. “I don’t care if he’s the goddamn second coming, I’m not going to let him hit you ever again!”

She flinched, the boat rocked and we both almost lost our footing.

Grabbing her by the shoulders so she didn’t fall, trying to be careful of her ribs, I fought to rein in my temper. “Look, we’re leaving, just like we talked about. You said you wanted this.” I grasped the side of her face. “You promised, Annabeth. You promised me. You said last week would be the last time, but here we are again, except now you’re hurt a lot worse, and I can’t stand by and watch this happen anymore.”

Tears fell down her cheeks. “I’m sorry.”

Fuck. “I don’t want you sorry. I want you to understand what’s happening.” I wanted her to see where this was going. “How many more last times before it’s too late?” She’d wanted to leave. She’d told me, over and over. She was terrified of him. So I’d said we’d leave, and I’d been scraping every last cent together since. Needing quick money, I’d gotten involved in some shady shit with gunrunners, but none of that mattered now. My wallet was full, and I’d be gone before they needed someone to make another delivery. “It’s time, Annabeth.”

“You’re right.” She nodded like she had to convince herself.

“Then why are we arguing? Let’s get out of here.” The weather was coming in fast, we needed to cast off.

“But the storm.” She grabbed onto the stern line with the arm that wasn’t holding her ribs as the boat rocked. “Can’t we just wait a little bit? Hide in the cabin? Or the car?”

The anger at her father, at this whole situation that I’d been trying to hold in, came back full force. “Wait?” I asked incredulously as another sheet of wind-driven rain hit us. “We talked about this. Your father can trace your car. He’ll call the cops the second he realizes you’re not in the house. We wouldn’t even make it out of the county.” Her father had the cops in his pocket. He’d either spin it that I kidnapped her or that I was the one who hit her. Either way, I wasn’t going to be holed up in the cabin of his boat or hiding out in her car when the police came looking.

“I don’t have a car. The boat’s the only way out.” I grabbed a life vest and fitted it over her head. “He won’t notice it’s missing until we’re already in the Bahamas, and we can go from there.” Hell, we could fish and live off the boat until we were eighteen. I didn’t care. But I couldn’t live another second letting her get hurt every time her father decided he needed to hit something.

She gingerly threaded one arm through the life vest as her teeth started to chatter. “D-d-do you think he’ll find us?”

“No.” Yes. Eventually. But I hoped to have another plan by then. We just needed to leave now and worry about that shit later.

She glanced back up at the marina like I’d already done a hundred times. “Are you sure?”

“I knocked out the camera as we came in, your car’s at the bus station and no one followed us here. Everyone’s staying home because of the storm. This is the perfect time to leave.” And the absolute worst. I’d only driven the boat once before, and it was calm seas. The engines were big though. I figured I could handle it or at least get us out of Miami. “But we have to go now.”

The boat swayed, and thunder cracked as lightning lit up the sky.

She looked back at me. “I’m scared, Vance.”

I wanted to get away from the marina. I wanted us out on open waters. I wanted us miles and miles offshore before her piece-of-shit father realized his punching bag was missing. But every single reason why I was doing this, why I was willing to leave my entire life behind, was looking at me with fear in her eyes, and I couldn’t take it.

I couldn’t breathe when I saw her fear.

That was why I was doing this.

All I wanted was to make it stop, and this was the only way I knew how. But if she wasn’t sure, if she wasn’t one hundred percent okay with this, I knew I wouldn’t start those engines. It’d make me just like him if I forced her to do something she didn’t want to do, and I’d never be like that son of a bitch.

Bracing my legs on the rocking boat, I cupped her face and made her a promise. “I won’t let anything bad happen to you ever again. If that means I fire up this boat and we leave, then we go. No regrets. I won’t look back. I already told you this.” I wanted to leave it at that, but I couldn’t. I had to do the right thing, even if it meant throwing myself in the line of fire. I had to give her the choice—the least feasible, least plausible, worst outcome of a choice for me. “But if you want to stay and fight, then we stay. I’ll take you to the police station right now. You know I will. This is your choice. I love you, Annabeth.”

Her lips trembling, her eyes filled with tears, she wrapped her small hand around my wrist. “Always?” she asked.

“Always and forever,” I answered, giving her the pledge we’d made to each other months ago after we’d been dating in secret because her father didn’t let her go out. Even if he had, he’d never let her date a guy like me who came from nothing.

“You swear?” With pain in her voice, she stared up at me with her pretty green eyes.

Making a fist, I held out my smallest finger.

Strands of her long, dark hair escaped her hood and whipped around her face in the wind as she caught her pinky around mine.

“I swear,” I promised.

The girl I loved more than life itself nodded once. “Okay, let’s go.”
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Vance

Present Day

 

My head snapped left, and pain exploded in my jaw.

Blood filled my mouth.

No defensive stance, I winked. “That’s the best you’ve got, mate? A cheap shot to the jaw?” No one touched my face. Any other part of my body? Fair game. But my face? Fuck no. This asshole was going down—when I was ready.

He came at me again with a jab followed by a cross. My ribs took the hit, and air left my lungs. No denying it, the steroid prick was packing some force behind his punches.

Wheezing, I smiled. “My grandmother hit harder than you.” Watching his shoulders, his hands, his face, I counted every fucking tell. “And for the record, by hit, I mean slap.”

I let him come at me with first a left, then a right uppercut, repeating both. The fucking prick smiled around his mouth guard as he delivered the four blows, thinking he had me dead to rights.

Then he made his first and last mistake. He came at me with a textbook hook.

Leading with his right, not covering his left, he raised his arm in an arc and swung toward my temple.

I would’ve smiled if this wasn’t so disappointingly easy. Instead, I blocked his move with my left arm as my right hand shot out.

The palm strike hit him dead center.

His head snapped back, his face exploded with blood and he hit the mat.

TKO.

“Right.” I cracked my neck and rolled my shoulder, refraining from the unsportsmanlike move of spitting on his unconscious ass. “Apologies, I forgot. No face shots.”

Ignoring the staring pricks at the private, exclusive gym that was nothing more than an excuse to beat the shit out of strangers, I left my useless opponent lying prone, maneuvered under the ropes and stepped down from the ring.

“Hey,” one of the managers called. “You can’t just leave him there.”

“He’s still breathing.”

Looking like a steroid twin of the guy on the mat, the manager shook his head. “Not the point.”

“Then tell me, what is? He signed the waiver, same as anyone else here.” And paid a hefty sum when he did.

Frowning, the manager looked at the guy as he groaned and came to.

“Right. Good luck with that.” I turned toward the locker room.

Two small hands landed on my chest as a made-up blonde planted herself in front of me and smiled. “That was impressive.”

Never having seen her before, not that I kept track of the ring bunnies who liked to fuck the alpha dogs, I winked. “Love, you don’t know the half of it.”

“Oooh,” she flirted, winking right back. “You’re good with your hands and you’re British.”

Wrong. “Caught me.” Literally. “Give me a chance to shower and I’ll show you what else I can do with my hands.”

Not half as dumb as she was acting, she tried to play me. “Over dinner? Le Saison?”

French, expensive as fuck, and impossible to get a reservation at—the little minx thought she was testing me.

Smirking, I walked into the locker room and fished my cell out of my bag. Dialing a number I knew by memory, I held the phone to my ear as the blonde strode into the locker room after me like she was staking a claim.

“Le Saison,” a breathy voice answered in an accent that I knew for a fact, unlike mine, was actually real.

“Darling, it’s me. How are you?”

“Vance,” Christiane cooed. “I miss you. Are you coming in to see me tonight?”

“Of course. Table for two? Twenty minutes?”

“Ah, I hope she is beautiful.” Her laugh was practiced and sultry. “Or he?”

“She, darling.” I glanced at the ring bunny. “Blonde, petite.” Young as hell. I’d share her.

“You always do know how to please me. And of course, come in. I’ll have your table ready.”

I gave her a practiced chuckle. The leggy redhead had had more than a table ready for me once upon a time. “Thank you, and what can I say? I live to please.” When it got me something I wanted.

“Precisely the beauty and curse of you, Monsieur Conlon. I will see you soon.”

“Right,” I replied to Christiane as I eyed the blonde who’d moved closer to put her hands back on my chest. “Looking forward to it, pet.”

“Oh you dirty, delicious man. Do not call me names that make me wet before you get here.” Christiane gave me her sultry laugh again. “You know how I get.”

I played her game. “I’m afraid I’ve forgotten.” I hadn’t. Christiane was insatiable, indiscriminate and loved pretty new toys of either sex. “Why don’t you tell me.”

“Hungry,” she purred right before she hung up.

Tossing my cell back in my bag, I winked at the blonde. “After I clean up, you have ten minutes to make me a happy man.”

The ring bunny dragged a painted nail down my abs. “Because?”

“I’m taking you to dinner, and our table’s waiting.” I had no shame. She was going to work for it. Nothing was free in this world.

Her hands already drifting toward my cock, she smiled. “Le Saison?”

With practiced arrogance, I lifted an eyebrow. “Is that not what you asked for?”

Fake eyelashes and all, she fluttered like a show pony. “Why, yes it is.”

I grabbed her wrist before she grabbed my dick. “Excellent. Gratitude looks good on you, pet. Remember that while I jump in the shower.”

Twisting out of my grasp, she fisted the waistband of my shorts. “No need.” My cock already in her hands, the ring bunny dropped to her knees in the middle of the locker room. “I’ll remember it right now.”
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Vance

 

“Take my hand!” I reached out further as another giant wave slammed into the boat.

A deluge of water hit my back, the boat rocked steeply starboard and her hand disappeared.

“Annabeth!” Through driving rain and treacherous waves, I blindly reached over the side.

The boat pitched and rolled, and her head surfaced.

Coughing up water, she reached up with one hand.

I caught and grasped her thin wrist. “I got you! I got you!”

In a panic, her fingers grasped at me. “H-help.”

“I’m pulling you up,” I yelled over the crashing storm as I got my second hand on her arm. Drenched, no purchase on the deck, I yanked with all my strength.

My feet slipped, my head smashed against something and I fell to my back a split second before she landed on top of me.

Another wave crashed into the hull, and the boat pitched portside.

We slid across the deck, my head swam and she screamed.

Lacing my fingers with hers, I wrapped an arm around her waist. “It’s okay. I got you.”

“The bow!” she cried, but it was already too late.

A twenty-foot swell lifted the front of the boat, and we were suddenly vertical. Then everything went slow motion just long enough for green eyes filled with terror to lock on mine and plead for help.

“Vance, save us.”

The slow-motion reel disappeared in a blink, and the force of the capsizing boat slammed us into the angry ocean.

My lungs filled with water, her hand slipped from mine and blinding pain lanced across my back as my flesh shredded.

My mouth opened to call her name, but the sea swallowed my tormented cry.

I jolted awake.

Panting, sweating, fear lodged in my throat as if I were drowning all over again, I sat up as the memory played on repeat in a cycle I couldn’t break.

Impotence coursing through my veins, I scrubbed a hand over my face in a useless attempt to dislodge the mental image, but I was already there.

Triggered.

In my fucking sleep.

But now I was awake in my own well-deserved nightmare. Green eyes desperately pleading, drilling into the embedded guilt I never escaped, I mentally rewatched the biggest mistake of my life as her haunted cries played on an eternal repeat.

“Vance, save us.”

Refusing to admit to myself that the nightmares had been increasing in frequency, I moved to get up.

A small hand landed on my shoulder, just above my scars. “You’re up early.”

Shaking away the hand, I stood and turned, feeling every hit from the steroid prick last night as the ring bunny looked up at me with a smile.

Her voice turned to a contrived shade of shyness. “Hi.”

Taking in the half dozen used condoms on the floor, refusing to admit this was getting old, my forced smile was as practiced as it was contrived. “Time to leave.” I threw on last night’s pants.

Fake hurt crossed her features. “I thought you said you liked me.”

Not hiding my smirk, I lied. “I do, pet. You’re gorgeous and it’s been entertaining, to say the least.” Her dress around her waist and her legs spread for Christiane in the lady’s lounge at Le Saison last night had painted quite the picture, but I had my rules. Metaphorically speaking, I didn’t dip in the same pool twice and last night was a distant memory. “Now it’s time for you to go.” I fished a few hundreds out of my wallet and dropped them on the nightstand. “Grab yourself a cab, darling. I have to work.”

Getting out of bed, she palmed the money and counted it. “Will I see you again?” Not taking offense at the offered cash, she slipped the bills into the lace bra I’d never bothered taking off her. Grabbing her dress from the floor and shaking it out, she stepped into it sans underwear without an ounce of the innocence she’d conveyed when Christiane asked for a taste of her cunt. “I think I at least deserve your number.”

And there it was.

The clinginess I headed off and avoided at all cost hit me in the face just like the steroid prick last night had.

Maybe I deserved this. Or maybe I was simply losing my touch.

Either way, hard pass.

“We never get what we deserve, now do we, pet?” The sooner she learned that, the better. “Let yourself out.”

Heading into the bathroom and locking the door behind me, I showered and shaved. Ten minutes later, I opened the door to a thankfully empty penthouse. Crossing the bedroom to the walk-in, I bypassed tailored suits and custom-made dress shirts in favor of jeans and a T-shirt.

Picking my phone up, I glanced at the time.

Almost sunrise.

Too damn early, but I needed to break shit.
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Sabine

 

A noise sounded and I jolted awake in the predawn light.

My heart racing, the urge to get up and run overwhelming, I glanced at my door to make sure it was still closed.

The noise sounded again.

A grunt followed by a feminine cry of pain.

Pulling the covers higher, I burrowed down and held them to my chin as if I were a frightened child.

Two more grunts preceded another cry.

I pulled the covers higher.

The telltale muffled banging of a headboard meeting a wall began to echo both in the hallway and my memory.

Willing the memory to disappear, I rubbed my thumb over my ring finger.

The banging accelerated from a steady drone to a frantic pace.

Bile rose.

Grunting.

Pleading.

“Joseph, no.”

A slap sounded.

I rolled to my side.

The banging escalated.

Staring out at the sparkling predawn cityscape, I selfishly did nothing.

The banging hit a crescendo.

His groan filled me with hate.

I watched the awakening sun begin to paint the world in bright pink, red and orange hues as if everything was beautiful.

“Leave.” His muffled but not muted order carried under my door. “I have a phone call to make.”

A door opened, then closed.

Quiet sobs and bare feet padded down the hallway.

I silently prayed for a different life.
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Vance

 

Ignoring my ribs, I swung the heavy sledgehammer, and three wooden shelves splintered. Another swing, and the satisfying crack of destruction filled my headspace.

My twin brother walked down the three steps into his den with a scowl on his face. “It’s early.” Ronan picked up his own sledgehammer.

Translation—too fucking early. Yeah, I knew. Raising the hammer, I swung again. “It’s always a good time to destroy other people’s property.” It’s what I did best. I destroyed pretty things.

“Not when my wife is sleeping.” Stepping up next to me, he yielded his hammer against an unsuspecting cabinet.

“When you ask for free help remodeling, you get what you get.” I decimated another shelf.

Ronan swung again. “I didn’t ask.”

Laughing, my ribs killing me, I had to set the sledgehammer down. “What were you going to do? Remodel a ten-thousand-square-foot house by yourself?” Fucking Christ. “Hire a contractor. Hell, hire Christensen.” The Danish former Special Forces Jægerkorpset had a dozen crews working for him. “Neil would have this place demo’d in a day.” Ignoring the pain, I picked the sledgehammer up and took out another shelf. “A week after that, you’d be done with this shit.”

“No one comes in the house,” my brother ground out.

“Right,” I scoffed. “Because a couple of contractors are going to what? Look at your wife?” My twin was a jealous fuck. Always had been. Not that he didn’t have every reason to be. His wife was spectacular.

“No,” he drew out with forced patience before telling me shit I already knew. “Because my wife is the largest female recording artist in history, and I’m not subjecting her to fucking contractors.” He swung hard, and an entire section of cabinets ripped from the wall as the crash echoed through the den.

I waited until the dust settled. Then I shook my head at his idiocy. I couldn’t blame him for his reasoning, but his process? “You do realize most normal people remodel their entire house before they move in?”

My brother swung again. “It’s not the entire house.”

“Right.” Not thinking, I used the hem of my T-shirt to wipe the sweat from my face.

My twin brother’s gaze immediately cut to my ribs before he glanced at my jaw and scowled.

“What?” I challenged, because that’s how it’d always been between us. Contentious on my part, condemnatory on his.

Not saying a damn word, he aimed for another cabinet.

Fucking exhausted, I followed suit and swung my sledgehammer.

For the next hour, me and my identical twin broke shit and made a mess. I’d say it was our specialty, but he’d pulled his life together.

I was another story.

Not that I gave a single fuck. I didn’t deserve what he had.

After the remainder of the built-ins were a pile of destruction in the middle of the room, Ronan paused and glanced from the concrete floor to the pile of carpet outside the sliders. “You took the carpet out this morning.”

I picked up a bottle of water I’d taken from his kitchen before I’d come in the den. “Needed to be done.”

“Did you sleep last night?”

Taken off guard, I avoided eye contact and drained the bottle of water before evading the question. “Who the fuck doesn’t sleep?”

“You don’t.”

I chuckled and tossed the plastic bottle on top of the mess we’d already made. “Right. Because you keep an eye on me every night, baby brother.”

Ronan kept fucking talking. “I’m seconds younger, and I don’t have to keep an eye on you to know what I’m seeing. You look like you haven’t slept a full night’s sleep since high school. And before you give some bullshit excuse, remember that we both served. We both know the signs.”

This time I looked him square in the eye. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

“Junior year, last week of school before summer break,” he stated, like he knew my fucking secrets.

Rage, impotence and guilt I’d spent my entire adult life trying to control crawled up my back, and I did the one thing I never fucking did anymore.

I lost control.

Stepping into the personal space of the only living person I gave a damn about, I leveled him with a lethal look. “I said,” I enunciated slowly, “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

Identical eyes staring at me, Ronan didn’t back down. “What happened on the boat that weekend?”

Wanting to destroy everything within a ten-foot radius, my brother included, I choked down self-hatred and forced a monotone reply. “What boat?”

Sanaa appeared in the doorway. “Are you two at it again?”

Searching my face like he knew my fucking life, Ronan tipped his chin as if to say this conversation wasn’t over.

I snorted. “Of course not.” Glancing at a woman I’d seen naked, my guilt compounded. “You’re looking beautiful as always, love.” I forced a wide smile.

Breezing barefoot into the construction mess in a slip of a dress, my brother’s wife made a dismissive sound as she waved her hand through the air. “Stop being a flirt.” Briefly holding my sweaty shoulders, she air-kissed me on each cheek before demanding, “And stop stirring the pot.” Her face lit up as she passed me and kissed my brother on the lips. “Good morning.”

His gaze still on me, Ronan gave me a look that said he knew I was full of shit before dismissing me and grabbing his wife around the waist. Lifting her off her feet as he thoroughly kissed the fuck out of her, he set her back down a meter away from the debris.

“Good morning.” Quietly speaking in a tone he only ever used on her, Ronan touched his lips to his wife’s forehead once. “Sorry we woke you.”

Sanaa flushed like a woman in love. “Nonsense. The sun is awake, I am awake. I will make you two some breakfast.” Her smile lighting up her face, she turned toward the steps.

His expression hardened, and my brother threw me a warning glance as he spoke to his wife. “Vance isn’t staying.”

Without looking back, Sanaa waved her hand over her shoulder. “Of course he is. I am making eggs.”

“With peppers and onions?” I asked.

She made a derisive sound. “Is there any other way?”

“Then it’s decided.” I gave my brother his warning look right fucking back because I was an asshole. “The lady of the house has spoken.”

Ronan waited until she was out of earshot, then he lowered his voice. “I can guess what happened that weekend, and I see what you’re doing now.”

Every muscle went stiff, but I chuckled. “I can’t remember who I fucked last night, but you remember a weekend almost two decades ago?”

“I remember when you became secretive junior year before a girl we went to high school with died in a boating accident. Then you showed up two days later with a blood-soaked T-shirt stuck to your back.”

I opened my mouth to deny everything, but Ronan held a hand up.

“We never spoke about it, and frankly, I don’t want to. You have your life, I have mine, and we both have a past. But since we’ve been back in Miami, I’m seeing the signs. We’re not ever going to be close because I don’t fucking trust you, but you’re still my brother, and I know what I’m looking at.”

Ignoring the hit about trust that I deserved, I smirked. “Yeah, what’s that? An exact replica, except better looking?”

Dead serious, his expression remained locked. “I see guilt, but I’m not talking about the shit you pulled with Sanaa. I saw this before then.” Gaze unwavering, he threw down his final accusation. “It’s gotten worse.”

Defensive, I aimed it back on him. “You can forgive her but not your own blood?”

“She’s my wife.”

“She wasn’t when I kissed her over a goddamn decade ago, and I’ve apologized.” A hundred fucking times.

His jaw locked, his nostrils flared and he leaned toward me as his voice went lethally quiet. “I’m not rehashing the intent behind you letting her believe you were me, nor am I having this conversation—now or ever. Do not mistake my civility for anything other than what it is.”

My cell rang, but I ignored it.

Staring at me a beat longer, Ronan tipped his chin toward my ribs. “Handle your shit. My house isn’t your personal therapy playground.” Dropping his sledgehammer, he walked out of the den.

My phone stopped ringing, but then a second later pinged with a new text.

Pulling it out of my pocket, I glanced at the screen.

Alpha: New client. Sensitive matter. Corporate Espionage.
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Locking down all the shit in my head, I dialed my cell as I walked out of my brother’s house.

Trefor picked up on the first ring. “Good, you’re up.”

Chuckling like I didn’t have a fucking care in the world, I stole my brother’s wife’s sentiment. “Is the sun up?”

Adam “Alpha” Trefor, former Navy SEAL, owner of Alpha Elite Security, and my boss, ignored my bullshit. “We’ve got a potential new client, but this isn’t the usual circles we travel in.”

“When is anything I handle usual?” Trefor didn’t hire me to be a sand-trap jockey, humping full combat loadouts as the government’s off-the-books, black-ops trigger finger when they were too much of a pussy to do the job themselves. I wasn’t a pay-to-play mercenary like the others at AES.

I was the last resort.

I was the guy you called when you were desperate. Or fucking stupid.

Unusual was my middle name.

“What circles are we talking about?” I didn’t give a damn what it was. I already knew I’d take the assignment because Ronan’s warning was pissing me off, and I needed a change of scenery.

Adam exhaled like it was the end of a shit week instead of oh seven hundred on a Wednesday. “What do you know about art?”

Fucking hell. “If you’re about to upsell some bullshit assignment like Gagosian has a pretentious intern taking art home in his messenger bag, I’m out.” There was the unusual, and then there was shit that was just insulting. “This is a waste of my time.” I got behind the wheel of a company Range Rover.

“I’m not talking about art galleries. But the fact that you name-dropped Gagosian now has me curious.”

I didn’t bother telling him that all my properties had pieces from them hanging on the walls. “Spit it out, Alpha.”

“Auctions.”

Turning the engine over, I cranked the AC. “What about them?”

“Harrington’s.”

My hand on the gearshift, I paused. “The Harrington’s?” The biggest, most exclusive auction house in the world was having corporate espionage issues?

“The one and only.”

“What kind of trouble can an auction house get involved in besides stolen shit?”

“Unclear.”

“Hazard a guess.” I threw the SUV in drive.

“I don’t have to. You’re meeting with Joseph Bertrand at Harrington’s corporate offices in New York at twelve hundred.”

“You know I’m here in Miami.” I glanced at my watch. “And who the hell is Joseph Bertrand?”

“One of the Gulfstreams is fueled up and ready to go. Zulu’s waiting for you at the Executive Airport. Emailing what November pulled together on Bertrand now, but he’s the last living Harrington behind Harrington’s. It was his mother’s maiden name.”

“Right.” Fucking great. “A meet and greet with a paranoid Harrington, and I don’t even get to fly myself to this dick-stroke meeting?”

Trefor ignored my first comment. “Get certified, and you can fly whatever company jet you want.”

What the hell did I need a certification for? “I fly helicopters without a pilot’s license.” Arbitrary rules never stopped me.

“I don’t own any helicopters,” Alpha countered.

“You own this Range Rover I’m driving. What’s the difference?”

Trefor lost his unflappable edge. “Fucking hell, Conlon, you don’t have a driver’s license?”

“Not an American one.” Not one in my real name anyway. “Probably not a current one either.” The longest I’d stayed put anywhere was London, but I hadn’t been stationary for seventeen years. The past few months helping Alpha transition the headquarters for AES from our New York offices to a new Miami Beach location was the longest stretch of consecutive nights I’d slept anywhere since being in the Marines.

Trefor swore again before issuing an order. “When you get back from this assignment, handle your shit and get legal.”

I chuckled. “Legally what?”

“Conlon,” he warned.

“Right,” I placated. “Driver’s license.” I’d get right on that. “Copy that.”

There was a pause, then Trefor let out an audible exhale. “Christ, Conlon. I’m fucking serious. We’ve been here months. Hell, you bought a place. Get a driver’s license, then get your pilot’s license. Zulu or I will do the flight hours with you. I need you above board on this.”

I was never above board. “I buy a lot of places.” The penthouse here was the sixth property I’d added to my portfolio of real estate I didn’t give a damn about. “Doesn’t mean I establish residency at any of them.”

“Why not?” Trefor demanded.

Because I was still pointlessly looking for a place I could actually sleep in? Because home was a bullshit string of four letters? Because I was more fucked than he or anyone else at AES could possibly imagine? Who fucking knew? “Maybe November’s rubbing off on me.” I half laughed like none of this bothered me. “Living off the grid’s the new cool.”

Trefor didn’t say shit for a full beat, then he took on a tone I rarely heard from him. “Vance,” he stated quietly.

“Right,” I said, stopping him before he took that train of thought any further. “Driver’s license. Got it.” I pulled into the underground parking garage of my oceanfront penthouse. “Let Zulu know I’m grabbing a shower and I’ll be at the Executive Airport in thirty minutes.”
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Walking up the airstairs of the Gulfstream, I glanced in the cockpit at Zulu. “Lucky you. Shuttle service today.”

Former Navy SEAL, Zane “Zulu” Silas, smiled at me with his aviators on like he was living his best life. “Nothing better than getting paid to fly sixty-million-dollar jets.” He smirked. “Unless I get to also shoot shit.”

“Last I checked, you don’t need your M16 in the wonderful world of art auctions.”

Zulu dropped the smile and shook his head as if in disgust. “Yeah, heard about that. Some Harrington’s exec wants a babysitter.” He flipped a few switches and adjusted the mic on his headphones. “Luck’s all yours today, Conlon.”

“Right.” Luck wasn’t in my vocabulary. “Close the hatch?” I glanced down the aisle at the empty seats in the main cabin and my mood lifted marginally. “Am I second chair?”

Zulu barked out a half laugh. “Nice try. Alpha already told me not to let you fly.”

Fucking pussy. “Trefor needs to lighten up, and this plane needs a second pilot.”

“Pilot being the operative word.” He tipped his head toward the aft cabin. “November’s flying second. He’s stowing his shit in the cargo area. Echo’s back there somewhere as well.”

Christ. “November gets second chair? He’s been flying for a fucking minute.”

Lowering his aviators, Zulu raised an eyebrow at me. “November got his pilot’s license. Legally,” he added sarcastically.

What fucking bullshit. “You know I’m a better pilot than him.” November’s instincts were buried in a keyboard. Mine were rooted in survival.

“I’m not getting into a whose-dick-is-bigger pissing contest. Facts are facts. He has a piece of paper, you don’t.”

“I can get a piece of paper.” I could hack the FAA.

“Don’t even think about it,” Zulu warned. “I said legally.”

“I make no promises.” Not anymore. But next time I couldn’t sleep, I was hacking my way into both a driver’s license and pilot’s license. “Why’s Echo here?” I glanced behind me. “And where the hell is he?” I closed the hatch.

“No clue. He and Blade are like chameleons. Those motherfuckers blend into the woodwork on their worst days and are downright invisible the rest of the time.”

Except when Echo was at the private gym we both belonged to, then he was a goddamn beast. If you weren’t terrified of him in that world, then you had zero self-preservation. Which I didn’t, and hadn’t on too many occasions to count. None of which I mentioned to Zulu, or anyone else for that matter. I didn’t give a shit about my own mortality, but what can I say, I was a vain fucker. I didn’t want my face pounded in by an unleashed Echo… again.

“I’ll tell November to get his ass up here.” I glanced at my watch. “I’ve got a meeting at twelve hundred. We need to be wheels up.”

“Copy that.” Zulu went back to his preflight checks.

I passed the plush leather seats I would’ve given my right arm to sit in as a kid, and made my way to the back of the plane.

Echo was stretched out on one of the divans in the sleeping cabin. His gaze cut to the door of the cargo hold as November ducked his head and came out.

Lifting my chin at Echo, I sat opposite of him before glancing at November. “Zulu needs you in the cockpit.”

“Copy.” Nodding once, his ever-present laptop tucked under his arm, November hunched slightly to accommodate his height as he made his way to the forward cabin. He looked more like a model with his sun-bleached hair and the silver rings he wore than former Air Force with a preternatural genius for anything IT related.

I watched November take second chair. “If I hadn’t seen him in action, I’d bet my bank account that pretty-boy genius couldn’t fly this bird, let alone know what to do with an M4. He looks like we should drop him off in Ibiza for a month-long rager.” I half laughed. “On second thought, maybe we should. Might make him crack a smile.”

Echo, the cagey fuck, looked out the window but didn’t comment.

“What about you? You along for the ride, or is something waiting in New York?” I didn’t bother keeping up on the other AES assignments unless Alpha called me in for backup.

Echo’s hardened gaze cut to me. “You took a beating last night.” He glanced at my ribs like he could see through my custom Brioni suit before looking back at me accusingly. “On purpose.”

Hiding my shock that he’d been there last night, I chuckled again even though every time I did, I felt the exact ribs in question that he’d just pointedly looked at. “I don’t know about you, mate, but I can assure you that I never purposely aim to take a beating.”

That’s exactly what I did.

Every damn time.

Because then, for two fucking minutes, I could breathe without guilt.

Echo stared at me as the Gulfstream’s engines came to life. Then he sat up and said the last thing I was expecting. “Who was she?”

I forced a smirk as we started to taxi. “If I remembered the name of every woman I’ve fucked, I’d have no memory left.”

“Cut the bullshit accent. You know damn well I’m not talking about last night.”

With a locked expression so I didn’t show the pain, I stretched my arm out along the back of the divan. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Trying to intimidate me, Echo stared me down. Then he leaned forward. “I’m watching you, Conlon. Don’t fucking compromise my shit because you can’t keep yours together.” He stood and turned toward the front of the cabin.

Too late, my instincts kicked in and I silently cursed. “You’re here, why?”

Fifty pounds of muscle on me, the former Navy SEAL looked over his shoulder. “I’m your backup.”
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“What are you wearing today?” he demanded.

Startled, I flinched and looked up.

In a three-piece custom suit, his height and stature taking up the doorway, Joseph caught my gaze in the mirror. “I asked you a question.”

Anxiety threaded through my nerves like caffeine, and I pulled my robe closer around me. “Good morning.” There was nothing good about it. “I’ve laid a dress out on the bed.”

With a single curt nod, he disappeared from the bathroom doorway.

Exhaling slowly, I braced because Joseph never did this. Not for a long time. He controlled every breath of my life, but in the morning, before we had to be in the office, he never checked on me anymore. Especially if he’d been previously… engaged. He expected his breakfast and me to be ready before him and waiting. Unless he had meetings outside the office, his driver took us both to work.

Work.

I would appreciate the irony of the simple word if it were not so absurd. A poor French girl who came from nothing, now living in an eight-thousand-square-foot Manhattan penthouse, wearing Dior dresses and Manolo Blahnik heels while being chauffeured to and from her own office at the most famous auction house in the world—but I did not work.

I dressed nicely, smiled when spoken to and accompanied the man who ran it all, including my life, to whatever meeting, event, party, charity, soiree, restaurant or anything else he told me to attend with him. Always by his side, always perfectly put together and always decorous. Even when he brutally fucked one of the house staff before dawn just steps away in his master suite, which I had slept in exactly once in seven years.

When I was not pretending my life was a fairy tale, I pretended to manage the house staff and social calendar, but in truth, I had no control over any of it. Joseph ruled all of it, including me.

Glancing down, I stared at the diamond ring weighing heavily on my left ring finger that was both my most cherished possession and a cruel reminder of why I was here. It was also a risk to wear it, but I never took it off. I could not afford to.

“You’re not wearing that,” Joseph barked, suddenly reappearing.

I flinched but then quickly shifted on my velvet-padded seat in front of my vanity. I had learned long ago that nervous tics, bad habits or unsightly behavior of any kind weren’t tolerated. Hiding my reaction so as not to anger the very man who both made me enraged and afraid, I looked up with a steady gaze. “I’m sorry?”

Anger etched the already deep lines across his forehead. “Stop being sorry and start being appropriate. I shouldn’t have to remind you what it means to be respectful and appreciative. I didn’t have to take you and your problems in when you had nothing. And I sure as hell don’t buy you expensive outfits to decorate the damn closet,” he chastised. “Wear what I set out, put your hair down and be ready in five minutes. This is the final time I’m going to warn you today—watch your attitude.”

My ever-present anxiety bled into fear because I knew this tone. Conditioned, I started to apologize. “I’m sor—” Catching myself, I stopped. “Yes, of course.”

Joseph had not laid a hand on me in months, and I knew why, but that did not mean he wouldn’t at any time for any provocation. I had heard too many late nights and early mornings like today to count, and God forgive me, I’d never done anything to intervene. Not only would his attention return to me much sooner than when he eventually tired of whichever house staff was his flavor du jour before firing them, but worse, he would turn on me and our deal. The latter was what I feared most. Which was why I did not dare say anything more while he still stood, blocking the doorway.

I waited for him to retreat.

Except he didn’t.

The manipulative, controlling man who’d expertly played on my naïveté and desperation seven years ago stared at my reflection in the mirror.

My heart rate accelerating, my chest tightening to the point of pain, I held my breath.

His stare castigating, he wielded his silence like a sword. A sword he knew I would fall on because he had meticulously trained me to.

Unable to stand the punishingly thick dead air that filled what should’ve been a safe space, I stupidly opened my mouth and spoke. “Did you need anything else?”

Staring at my reflection for two calculated breaths, he played his one-sided game of manipulation. Then, intent on shattering the already fragile morning and my very being, he dropped words as if dropping a bomb.

“Take that black eyeliner off, you look like a whore.”

I waited until his back was turned and his expensive cologne was trailing behind him before I looked at my reflection in the mirror. But I did not exhale until my bedroom door was shut with purposeful force.

Studying the reflection of a woman I did not know, I pulled a tissue from a gold-plated box and gently wiped under my eyes. When most of my makeup was a memory, I removed the small clip holding my hair back and stood, but suddenly I felt more naked than when Joseph was staring me down, trying to break me.

I could not walk into the busy corporate offices of Harrington’s headquarters without a shield. Men, women, Joseph himself, the sea of offices and cubicles—all of it was a battleground, and I could not defend my position without the armor of perception. In that world, an unmade-up woman was a weak woman. I needed strength. I needed ammunition. I needed a defensive position that would keep it all at bay.

Glancing at my makeup like it was my last bastion of hope, I settled on both a win and a loss.

Picking up a lip liner and matching lipstick in a nude shade, I outlined my full lips in a color intended to cover my natural pink. Then I carefully swept the lipstick across my top and bottom lips.

Allowing myself one more glance in the mirror, I still did not recognize the woman staring back. But her makeup was in place, and while subtle enough that the enemy would not take notice, she had her armor.

Slipping my robe off, I walked into the bedroom to put on an outfit I had not chosen.
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No way in hell was I dealing with Echo on this assignment. Or anyone else for that matter.

“I work alone,” I warned Echo.

Turning to face me in a textbook intimidation tactic, Echo leveled me with a look that said I wasn’t a SEAL, and he had no fucking respect for me or my process. “Not on this one you don’t.”

Irrationally pissed, but not letting him see it, I stood. “Let me repeat myself in case you didn’t hear me the first time.” Like a pretentious fuck, I straightened the cuffs of my dress shirt. “I’m flying solo on this assignment.”

Echo pulled his one and only trump card. “Alpha’s orders. I’m backup.”

Fucking Trefor. “Right.” I chuckled to cover the fact that for the second time today, Echo had taken me off guard. “Because you know so much about art?”

“Because I know how to cover your psychotic ass even when I don’t want to, and trust me, I’d rather take any other assignment, so don’t fucking piss me off, Conlon.”

“Who’s pissing who off, Marino?” Fucking dick.

“Nice try. You wish you knew my last name, and just to be clear, I don’t give a damn if you are pissed. Alpha says your sorry ass needs a babysitter—congratulations, you got one. Keep getting your ass kicked at the gym, fuck with your pussy shirt some more. Hell, throw a goddamn temper tantrum for all I care. It’s not going to change the fact that I’m your shadow on this assignment. And for the record, just like last night, you won’t know I’m there.” He glanced at my ribs in disgust. “Until you fuck shit up. Then you’ll goddamn know.”

Fucker pivoted and walked toward the forward cabin.

I had no one to blame but myself, but I was still livid. Trefor was getting a call, but before I did that, I needed to know one thing. “Why were you at the Annex last night?” I hadn’t seen Echo, and while he was a chameleon when he wanted to be, he was hard to fucking miss at the gym, even if you had your eyes closed. That meant he’d purposely been trying to evade me. “You taking notes for Trefor now?”

Sparing me one of his trademark disdainful glances, Echo didn’t answer. He walked toward the cockpit.

I pulled my cell out and dialed, making a mental note to hack the fuck out of Echo’s records again to find out what his real name was.

Trefor answered on the first ring. “You spoke with Echo.”

Barely keeping my tone civil, I laid it out. “I had one condition when I took this job. One. I work alone. That means, unless circumstances warrant it, I don’t need backup. I also don’t need a babysitter or a goddamn shadow at the gym.” In this line of work, one day, I’d eventually take a fatal bullet. I didn’t give a fuck. But I gave a fuck about pretending to play nice on the playground with their Teams-mantra bullshit. I didn’t do group sports. I didn’t do team anything. I worked alone, lived alone, existed alone. That was my goddamn cross, and not Trefor or anyone else was going to fuck with that.

“Did you read the file yet?” he calmly asked.

“I’m wheels up with an Echo albatross thirty minutes after you gave me the assignment. No, I haven’t read the goddamn file yet.”

“You done?” Trefor asked noncommittally.

“No.” Motherfucker. “Call off Echo. I don’t need backup to meet with some art auction prick.”

Offhand as hell, Trefor threw down a loaded question. “How many times were you at the Annex this week?”

My muscles stilled, but my free hand fisted. Then the British accent I unconsciously hid behind came out like a fucking neon tell. “I’ve no idea what you’re getting at.”

“Three times,” Trefor answered before his tenor turned to steel. “Echo stays. Read the file.” He hung up.
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I stared at the Roland Mouret off-white, high-necked midi dress that was too fitted and the wrong color to wear to the office if I wanted to be taken seriously. Disdain for Joseph polluting my mind, I directed misplaced resentment at the designer as I tugged the dress on in haste, hating it even though it was a beautiful cut.

Stepping into Gianvito Rossi heels, still feeling naked in my own skin, I walked into my dressing room and grabbed the ivory Alexander McQueen wool trench that was the same length as my dress.

Even though Joseph hadn’t approved the addition, I slipped my arms into the soft material and glanced in the full-length mirror.

A seven-carat diamond on my finger, Boucheron around my neck, my dark, almost black hair I had inherited from my mother in loose waves around my shoulders before falling down my back, I looked expensive.

Bought and paid-for expensive.

Breathing deep breaths past the accelerated beat of my heart that felt ever-present these days, I grabbed my Hermès Bolide handbag and went downstairs.

Rosaline, our live-in chef and head housekeeper, stood waiting at the bottom of the stairs with a look of concern I had trained myself to ignore. “Good morning, Sabine.”

“Good morning, Rosaline.” I purposely did not glance around to see if the young housekeeper that Joseph had hired a few months ago was in sight.

“He’s already waiting in the car.” Rosaline, who was Joseph’s age but looked much older, held out an insulated thermos. “I thought you would like to take your coffee with you. It has a lid on it.” She lowered her voice. “He is not pleased this morning.”

When was he ever? “Thank you, but no thank you on the coffee.” Joseph didn’t allow eating or drinking in any of the vehicles. He said it was unsightly. “I will get something at the office.” It was a lie, one of many minor lies that had become part of my daily routine. Ones I told myself made my life easier, but the irony was not lost on me that easier would be not having to lie at all. But there were too many Joseph rules to follow, and no one won when Joseph was not pleased. Which he would not be if he caught me fetching anything from the staff break room. That, he considered beyond the pale. Which was why we took lunch every workday at one of the many expensive Manhattan restaurants in what I secretly referred to as the double intent parade. The price tag of said lunches told everyone he could afford it, and the contrived devotion to the time he carved out of his busy daily routine to take me out told everyone how pious he was.

I hated the lunches.

But on the occasions that he had an actual business lunch to attend, it was bittersweet. I would have an hour reprieve from him, but I also would go without lunch. I was not allowed to dine alone. Nor was I allowed to leave the office without one of the drivers.

Rosaline held out a small, linen-wrapped bundle. “Please, take this. You have not eaten, and this is small, it will fit.” She nodded toward my purse and lowered her voice to a whisper again. “You can eat when he goes into his office.”

Torn between taking the risk and offending her twice in one morning, not to mention the low rumbling in my stomach I’d grown accustomed to because Joseph liked thin women, I forced a smile. “Thank you, Rosaline.” Taking the small bundle, I immediately felt the warmth of one of her fresh-baked breakfast muffins. “Blueberry?”

She smiled. “Lemon.”

Bitter. Like my life. “Even better.” I tucked the muffin carefully into my handbag.

Rosaline quickly scrambled in front of me and pressed the call button for the private elevator before I could do it for myself. “Have a good day.”

“You don’t need to get the elevator for me,” I gently chided.

“I like to, and I know Joseph said you won’t be home for dinner tonight, but if you need anything, come let me know. I’ll be in my room.” She smiled in sympathy.

Suddenly I understood. She had heard it this morning too. But the last part of what she had said worried me more than her pity for me. “Pardon?”

Joseph hadn’t mentioned anything about tonight, nor put anything on my calendar. We had the big auction this weekend, and preview parties were happening every night this week around the globe where the auctions would be held, but Joseph hadn’t said we were attending any of them. Which, now that I thought about it, I should have realized was unusual.

Joseph always took me to at least one of the preview parties. I knew we were going to Vienna for the main event tomorrow, but he had said nothing about tonight, and Joseph did not forget things. Ever.

Nodding, Rosaline looked concerned again. “Yes, he said you will not be dining at home this evening.”

I forced a smile as another lie rolled past my lips. “Of course, our dinner plans. I had simply forgotten.”

The concern in her eyes eased somewhat, and she gave a small smile back that was as practiced as mine. “It’s all right. We’re all so busy. I won’t keep you any longer. Hurry, he is waiting.”

“Thank you, Rosaline. Have a good day.” I stepped into the waiting lift and went downstairs.

The doorman met me as the elevator opened to the lobby. “Good morning, Mrs. Bertrand. Mr. Bertrand is already waiting.” A step ahead of me, he held the lobby door, then opened the rear passenger door of an idling Bentley.

“Thank you,” I murmured as I slid onto the soft leather seat.

The door closed, the driver pulled into early morning Manhattan traffic and Joseph set his paper down.

Turning in his seat, he looked pointedly at first my eyes and hair and then at my coat. “I did not lay that out.”

Summer was over. “There’s been a chill in the mornings.” Instead of defending my choice, I smiled. “I hope you like it?”

Tall, stately, and in shape from his weekly sessions with a personal trainer, Joseph was a man of stature and wealth. He dressed impeccably, had piercing blue eyes, salt-and-pepper hair and a defined jawline, but he would never be attractive. Not to me.

Giving me a dismissive nod, he picked his paper back up.

Ignorantly emboldened, I opened my mouth. “Rosaline said we are not dining at home tonight, but I did not see anything on our calendar.”

“Our calendar?” he challenged, looking for a fight. “I have a calendar. You have a calendar.” He looked over his paper at me. “Tell me, Sabine, if you are too ignorant to keep up with the simple task of tracking a calendar, let alone during one of the busiest seasons Harrington’s has ever had, what are you good for?”

Dropping my gaze, I pulled my handbag closer to me like armor.

It was the wrong move.

Like a burst of air freshener, an invisible scented cloud of lemon filled the car as I inadvertently squeezed my handbag.

Joseph sniffed the air in disgust. “What is that god-awful scent? It smells like cleaning supplies.”

Anxiety rippled across my nerve endings like a sudden blast of winter chill. “Pardon?” Oh God, the muffin.

His entire countenance stilled.

Then, focusing his glare on me, he pressed the button that raised the privacy screen between us and the driver. “You heard me.”

Alarm shot through my veins and my instincts were screaming at me to flee, but I did not have that option. I never had that option. So I did the only thing I could do. I lied. “I do not smell anything.”

“It’s something on you,” he accused, deliberately folding his paper in a slow, calculated maneuver I recognized.

Fear raised the hair on the back of my neck. “I am sure I do not know what you are talking about.”

His voice turned lethally quiet. “Give me your purse, Sabine.”

“Joseph—”

“Now,” he barked.

I handed over my Hermès.

With a single glance, Joseph found and fished out the linen-wrapped offense. His face creasing with ugly rage, he leaned toward me, and his voice turned to a steely calm that terrified me more than when he yelled.

“Breakfast?” Crushing the muffin in his hand, he threw it on the floor. “You’re disrespectful, insubordinate, ignorant and late, and you think you deserve to eat?” He grabbed my wrist in a punishing grip. “In the Bentley?”

Tears sprung and pain radiated. His hand crushing my small bones, I was sure he would break my wrist. “Joseph, please,” I begged.

“Please what?” he demanded.

Refusing to implicate Rosaline, knowing how much worse this could get, I did what he told me not to do. I apologized. “I am sorry.”
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