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      There’s a beast inside all of us. Most people never know it’s there. It lies dormant, buried deep in the cavern of the psyche.

      They are the lucky ones.

      But some are born with the beast unfettered, and there’s no chaining or muzzling its slathering, snapping jaws.

      In them, it reigns.

      My once quiet beast has emerged.

      It wants blood, desires destruction and vengeance.

      For me, there’s no going back.
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      The hostess looked up from her computer screen, glossy blond hair styled in a trendy side bun I never could’ve pulled off. The svelte woman looked me over in that quick way that told me she was judging everything about me, but her smile was polite.

      I knew she wouldn’t find fault in my appearance. My auburn hair fell in lush waves down past my shoulders, and I’d even worn contact lenses instead of my usual tortoiseshell glasses. My black pumps were three inches high, and though my onyx-colored dress was simple, it hugged my form in all the right places.

      “May I help you?” she asked with just a hint of snootiness, which was inherently part of the Upper East Side.

      “Has Andrew Schaefer checked in yet?” I asked.

      “Yes, he checked in fifteen minutes ago. He’s already at the table.”

      I trailed after her, maneuvering through the dimly lit French restaurant, noticing the pristine white tablecloths ironed to perfection, topped with delicate china and flanked by elegant silverware. The quiet hum of conversations was steady, but trailed off as we arrived to a more secluded area in the back of the restaurant. She pointed to my brother who sat at a table in the corner and then left.

      Andrew stood as soon as he saw me, face devoid of emotion. I’d learned long ago not to expect any compliments from him.

      My brother could be considered handsome; he was average height with a decent build, brown hair, and dark brown eyes. His overall personality left a lot to be desired. It apparently worked for him since he was a trader on Wall Street.

      “You’re late,” he said, not bothering to pull out my chair for me.

      “Department meeting ran long.”

      “I guess I should be glad you managed to change before dinner instead of coming here in work attire.”

      I let his acerbic, critical tone brush past me. We rarely saw one another despite the fact that we lived in the same city. We had separate lives, and I preferred it that way. So did he.

      Usually.

      He reached for his cocktail and took a healthy swallow, and before he even finished his drink, he snapped his fingers to gain the waiter’s attention. When the server arrived, I shot him an apologetic look, but he was clearly used to attending to all sorts of people because he didn’t even appear annoyed.

      “I’ll have another,” Andrew said rudely, lifting his near-empty rocks glass.

      “Absolutely,” the veteran waiter replied. He glanced at me. “And for you, ma’am?”

      “Water’s fine, thanks.”

      “Get a drink,” Andrew commanded.

      Andrew was in a mood, so I asked for a glass of house red. Alcohol might grease the tension between us. It couldn’t hurt.

      After the server disappeared, I turned to my brother. “Should we just get on with it? You clearly don’t want to be here, and I don’t want to be here. Pull out the papers and I’ll sign them.”

      “That’s not why I wanted to have dinner.”

      I frowned. “But the only reason we ever see each other is because of⁠—”

      “I know that,” Andrew snapped. “But if I told you the real reason why I wanted you here, you wouldn’t have come.”

      He was correct—preservation of my self-esteem was important, so I went out of my way to avoid Andrew. I hated that he’d manipulated me. “So why am I here?”

      “Business dinner with a potential client.”

      “Oh, let me guess; a fat, old Southern gentleman who likes young, pretty things. Which is why you were glad I changed before I came.”

      “Not Southern. Scottish. Flynn Campbell.”

      “Great, so now you want me to charm some gruff old Scotsman. I’ve had a long day, Andrew. I don’t have the energy to be charming. So, if you’ll excuse me⁠—”

      “You can’t leave,” Andrew said, standing. “Campbell’s here.”

      I held in an annoyed sigh as I rose and turned my attention to the man striding toward us.

      He wasn’t old. Not in the least. Mid-thirties, if I had to guess. And unlike anyone I’d ever seen.

      Flynn Campbell wasn’t just tall—he was massive. He made the grown men he was walking past look small. He strode with purpose and confidence. The three-piece charcoal gray bespoke suit molded perfectly to his large form—it was nothing more than a polished veneer, like he deigned to wear it to appease society. His face wasn’t classically handsome, but rugged, like the wild beauty of the craggy Highlands. Blue eyes a unique shade of cobalt sat above a sharp nose. His dark hair, almost a bit too long, was styled with product and swept off his face.

      I’d never seen a man like him before. He was out of place and time. He would’ve fit in with the stars from the Golden Age of Hollywood. Flynn Campbell could’ve held his own against a young Sean Connery or Clint Eastwood.

      Campbell’s gaze found and dismissed Andrew all in the span of a moment. When Campbell looked at me, my breath caught in my throat and my vision narrowed, shutting out everything except him and his beguiling blue eyes. Andrew introduced me, but it sounded like he was speaking from very far away. Flynn Campbell took my hand in his. He didn’t bring it to his mouth, nor did he shake it while continuing to survey me. He just held it in his strong, warm grip.

      “Ms. Schaefer.” The man’s voice rumbled. He had a low, intoxicating brogue, which I found pleasing to the ear.

      “Please, call me Barrett, Mr. Campbell.”

      “Flynn,” he corrected.

      “Flynn,” I said, trying out his name. I liked the feel of it on my tongue, like heady scotch.

      The return of the waiter with our drinks forced me to break my gaze from Flynn’s. I suddenly needed to inhale a deep breath, take a minute, and regain my wits. Flynn helped me with my chair and then took the seat next to me, so I was barricaded on both sides.

      “Sir, may I get you a drink?” the waiter asked Flynn.

      Without taking his eyes off me, Flynn answered, “Balvenie DoubleWood 17 year. Neat. Thank you.”

      I smiled without thought.

      Flynn’s cobalt-blue eyes gleamed. “My drink order amuses you?”

      “No. I’m wishing I ordered that instead.” My own glass of red wine sat untouched, and I didn’t want it anymore. I wanted potent.

      “You can share mine,” Flynn said, his voice deep and sensual.

      The waiter returned almost immediately and set down Flynn’s glass of scotch in front of him. Flynn lifted the glass in his large hand, bringing it to his mouth. He savored it a moment before holding the glass out to me. Our fingers brushed as I took it from him. Smooth, elegant flavors lingered on my tongue. I swallowed.

      Andrew cleared his throat as if to remind us he was there. It was necessary. I hadn’t been able to focus on anything since Flynn Campbell had approached the table. I never believed in instant chemical attraction.

      Until now.

      My skin felt warm all over, like I was baking from the inside out.

      “Your brother told me you’re a Scottish historian,” Flynn said.

      I nodded. “Sixteenth century. Mary Queen of Scots specifically.”

      “My sister can tell you anything you want to know about Mary’s ladies-in-waiting,” Andrew interjected.

      Flynn shot Andrew a look, and my brother nearly quivered. I frowned.

      Was my brother afraid of Flynn?

      Giving the Scotsman back his glass, I pushed away from the table. In a show of old-world gentlemanly manners, Flynn stood when I did.

      “If you’ll excuse me for a moment. I need to find the ladies’ room.”

      I didn’t have to use the restroom, but I wanted a moment to get myself together. Thankfully, the bathroom was empty, and I was grateful for the privacy. Setting my clutch down on the counter, I forced myself to look in the mirror. My cheeks were flushed, and my heart was thundering in my chest like a herd of wild horses. I washed my clammy hands and dried them before leaving the safety of the bathroom.

      As I made my way back to the table, I heard Flynn and Andrew speaking in low voices. Something about their conversation made me pause, so I hid behind a massive potted plant, shamelessly eavesdropping.

      “She can help you track your ancestry,” Andrew volunteered.

      “I already know my ancestry.”

      “You can find a use for her.”

      There was a pause. “You didn’t mention she was beautiful,” Flynn said.

      “Does that mean you’re willing to⁠—”

      “She has no idea why she’s here, does she?”

      “No, she doesn’t. Does that change anything?”

      “No. It doesn’t,” Flynn replied.

      “So, do we have a deal?” Andrew asked impatiently.

      “Aye. We have a deal.”
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      I frowned, not understanding the nature of their conversation. Knowing I couldn’t keep hiding behind the potted plant, I made my presence known by returning to the table. I looked at my brother whose face was flushed, a picture of guilt.

      “What’s going on?” I ventured to ask.

      “You should sit,” Andrew said.

      His tone and command made me balk. “What am I really doing here, Andrew? This isn’t about helping you woo a new client, is it?”

      Andrew’s gaze dropped to the white tablecloth, but he wouldn’t answer me, so I looked at Flynn Campbell. For some reason, I trusted him to give me an honest answer. His stare was unwavering.

      I slowly sank down into my chair. And waited.

      Flynn looked at Andrew in disgust. “I’m not doing this with you here. She deserves more. More from you.”

      Andrew tossed back the last of his drink and stood from the table. “I’m sorry, Barrett,” he muttered before he left me alone with Flynn.

      “What’s going on?” I repeated.

      Flynn’s face was hard, unyielding. “We’re getting out of here.” Standing up, he reached into his trouser pocket for his wallet. He threw down some bills, more than enough to cover the drinks, grabbed my hand, and tugged me out of my seat. He barreled through the restaurant, servers jumping out of his way since it didn’t appear as if he was going to stop. I could barely keep up with his long strides, but something told me not to ask him to slow down.

      When we got out of the restaurant, Flynn ushered me toward an idling black Rolls-Royce. I swallowed nervously, suddenly aware that Flynn possessed an obscene amount of wealth.

      “Get in,” he commanded, opening the passenger door for me.

      Despite our palpable chemistry, Flynn was a stranger. And I hesitated.

      “Barrett,” he rumbled.

      “I don’t even know you,” I hissed, mindful of the many pedestrians on the sidewalk. But this was New York, and even if I screamed, I doubted anyone would come to my aid.

      Flynn reached up to cup the back of my neck, getting low and close to my face. “Get in,” he said again. It was still a command, but his voice had softened, and it made me shiver despite the warmth of the summer night.

      I climbed inside the luxurious car and Flynn followed, scooting close, so his trouser-clad leg brushed my black dress. He shut the door and said to the driver, “To The Rex.”

      “The hotel?” I asked.

      Flynn nodded.

      “Is that where you’re staying while you’re in town?”

      A glimmer of amusement flashed in his eyes. “I own The Rex.”

      My head spun with the knowledge that Flynn Campbell owned one of the most elite and expensive hotels in the city.

      “You’re not a businessman in from Scotland?” I asked with a frown.

      “Is that what your brother told you?”

      “Well, no. But he let me think you were a potential new client. He asked me to come along because⁠—”

      “You’re beautiful and you know your Scottish history. He thought that would mean something to me.”

      I nodded and Flynn barked out a laugh. “Ah, hen, your brother is a manipulative bastard.”

      Ignoring his statement, I turned my head to look out the window. Manhattan sped by, but I saw none of the glittering excitement that belonged to the city.

      “You don’t get along with your brother, do you?” he asked.

      I shook my head but still refused to look at him.

      “Then why did you come to dinner tonight? Why do him such a favor?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “I do.”

      I didn’t want to tell Flynn I’d fallen for my brother’s calculating tricks. “It’s none of your business,” I bristled.

      Another crack of laughter, but he said nothing, and we fell into silence.

      The Rex Hotel was on 79th and 5th across from Central Park. Because we were already on the Upper East Side and traffic was surprisingly minimal, it took almost no time to get there.

      The car pulled up to the curb and Flynn got out first, offering me a hand. I hesitated only a moment, knowing there was no way out of whatever I had landed in.

      Flynn escorted me into his hotel. When we were inside, he pulled me closer, his palm riding the small of my back. I felt the warmth of him through my dress and had to stop myself from moving closer. As we walked through the lobby, my breath caught in the back of my throat. The decor was all dark wood, brass accents, and sensual lighting. Very old world. I was hit with a wave of nostalgia for a time I’d never known.

      “Oh.” I let out a breath. I looked around before my gaze landed on Flynn.

      He stared down at me and waited, his blue eyes intense.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said.

      “You’ve never been here before?”

      I shook my head. We passed by the row of elevators, and I almost asked where we were going when Flynn rounded the corner.

      “Private elevator,” he explained.

      The elevator was similar in decor to the lobby, but the floor was a plush red brocade carpet instead of white marble. It should’ve been cheesy, but it wasn’t. Instead, it reeked of class and money. Flynn inserted his key and pushed the PH button. He didn’t reach for my hand again, but he stood close enough that his suit jacket brushed my arm.

      The doors opened, revealing a vast suite with large glass windows and white walls. The sitting room was complete with a bar and an expensive gray L-shaped couch facing the dark-wood entertainment center, and the kitchen was outfitted with all the newest stainless-steel appliances.

      I marveled at the decadence. “Do you live here?”

      He nodded, walking toward the bar. Without looking at me, he asked, “Drink?”

      “Will I need it?”

      “Aye.”

      Instead of being afraid of the truth, I was suddenly grateful for Flynn’s candor.

      “Scotch.”

      I watched a smile flit across his face as he fixed us two glasses of scotch. He stalked toward me like a sleek predator, handing me my drink. We clinked our glasses together.

      “Slàinte mhath,” I murmured and took a healthy swallow.

      Flynn’s eyes gleamed with something I couldn’t discern. Approval, maybe?

      He gestured to the couch, and I took a seat. Flynn sat in the chair that faced me. Leaning forward, he stared into his drink and then finally lifted his gaze to meet mine.

      “Your brother has gotten himself into some trouble,” he began.

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “Three hundred thousand dollars’ worth of trouble.”

      I inhaled sharply. “He owes you money?” I guessed.

      “Aye.”

      “How? Were you in business together?”

      “No.”

      “Then I don’t understand. How can he owe you so much money?”

      “It’s not important.”

      “It’s not? It’s not like you guys had a friendly bet on a football game. That is some serious cash.”

      He sighed. “Finish your drink.”

      “But I don’t want⁠—”

      “Finish it,” he commanded, his voice low.

      I did as bid, setting the empty glass down on the table. We’d never gotten around to dinner, and a warm ball of liquor resided deep in my belly.

      “Your brother made me an offer,” Flynn said. “Your services in lieu of the debt.”

      I blinked. “Sorry. The scotch must be doing something to my brain. Services?”

      His jaw clenched and he nodded.

      “What kind of services?” I demanded, suddenly understanding what I’d overheard at the restaurant. “You’re not interested in my history knowledge, are you?”

      I stood up and began to pace across the living room floor. I whirled on Flynn, who had stood too, but was watching me with an indiscernible look on his face.

      “You agreed,” I said in realization. “At the restaurant. Andrew asked if you guys had a deal.” My eyes narrowed. “What kind of man agrees to that sort of thing?”

      In two quick strides, Flynn was in front of me, looming and fierce. “You don’t know anything about me.”

      “So what is this? I work off my brother’s debt in the bedroom? Is that what you were hoping? Keep me chained and bound and⁠—”

      Flynn gripped my upper arms, dragging me close to him so we were nearly nose-to-nose despite the fact that he was several inches taller than me. “If I wanted a woman, I wouldn’t have to pay for it.”

      “Then what could you possibly want me for?” I asked, still in shock.

      Flynn released me, setting me back down on the floor. I nearly stumbled in my heels, but I caught myself.

      He gestured to the couch. “Sit down. And I’ll explain.”
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      Flynn went to the bar to refill my glass.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I need food if we’re going to keep drinking this way.”

      “What do you want?” Flynn asked, setting my glass down on the coffee table before picking up the receiver of the hotel phone.

      “Red meat. Medium rare, please.”

      A small smile appeared on Flynn’s generous lips. He ordered two steaks and baked potatoes. I should’ve known he was a meat and potatoes guy.

      He settled back down in his chair and looked at me. “Tell me about your relationship with your brother. Clearly there’s no love lost between you two.”

      I stiffened. It still burned—Andrew had bartered me like I was an animal to be sold. “Andrew’s my half-brother,” I said, not bothering to disguise the bitterness I felt. “Same father, different mother. He’s a decade older and he was never nice to me. Ever. Even when I was little. Then my parents died in a car accident, and Andrew became my guardian.”

      “Why?” he asked. “Was there no one else you could’ve lived with?”

      “No one else,” I said with a nod. “There was also a stipulation in Dad’s will. Andrew had to take care of me, or he wouldn’t get his inheritance. Dad’s idea of trying to keep the family together. There was money for me to go to college and higher education, so I never really understood why Andrew resented me so much. It’s not like he wanted for anything either.”

      “Why did you come to dinner tonight?” he asked.

      “He told me there were some papers I had to sign. Family estate stuff. I wouldn’t have come otherwise, and he knew it.”

      “Family is not always made by blood,” Flynn said. “As far as I can tell, that’s all you and your brother share.”

      I took another long drink of the potent amber liquid, wanting it to wash away my anger at Andrew. It was one thing to get himself into trouble—but to barter me? What a selfish prick.

      “So,” I said, “now you know all about me.”

      “Hardly,” Flynn replied. “But I know enough.”

      “Will you explain to me what role I have in all of this—if not to be your…what? Sex slave? Mistress?” I laughed. “Mistress. Are they still called that?”

      His lips quirked in amusement. “You wouldn’t want to be my mistress?”

      Tipsy on scotch, I felt bold as I replied, “The idea doesn’t repulse me, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

      “Then why the big show of being offended by the prospect?”

      “Because no one asked me.”

      “Barrett, do you want to be my mistress?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t even know you.”

      “So you need to know me before you sleep with me?”

      “No,” I huffed in annoyance. “I’m not a commodity to be traded.”

      “That was your brother’s doing. Not mine.”

      “Still—”

      “I’m not going to argue semantics with you. Nor am I going to coerce you into something you don’t want to do.”

      The elevator doors dinged and opened. Our dinner arrived on a cart, pushed by a male hotel attendant. He quickly set the table in the kitchen and then left.

      My stomach rumbled in anticipation, and then I got a whiff of the delicious scent of cooked meat. Flynn helped me with my chair, the heat of him at my back. I had the insane urge to press myself against the wall of his chest and let his hands slide over me.

      I set the glass of scotch aside.

      Flynn took his seat across the table and placed his white linen napkin in his lap. I picked up my silverware and cut into the steak. It nearly slid apart of its own free will, and I closed my eyes while I savored it.

      “Good?” Flynn asked, his voice gruff.

      My eyes flew open. He watched me with an unnatural stillness, a look of sheer intensity on his angular face. He was as old-world as his hotel, I realized. A man who didn’t belong in the time period he’d been born.

      “Good,” I rasped.

      We ate a few moments in silence but Flynn finally spoke, bringing us back to the matter at hand. “You wanted to know why you’re here.”

      I nodded for him to continue.

      “What I’m about to say has to stay between us. Understand?”

      I nodded again.

      “There’s a burlesque club attached to The Rex. Did you know that?”

      “No.”

      “Someone is selling drugs in the club. I know it’s an employee, but I haven’t been able to discover who.”

      “Okay, but I don’t under⁠—”

      “I want you to work in my club.”

      “As what?” I demanded. “I’m not a dancer.”

      “Cocktail waitress. It’s a simple proposition, Barrett. Help me find out who’s selling drugs, your brother’s debt is cleared, and then you can go back to your life.”

      “But I have a job!”

      “You’ll have to take a leave of absence.” He spoke like working for him was already a foregone conclusion.

      I sputtered, but he paid no attention as he continued talking.

      “Terms are as follows: you work for me for a year or until you find out. Whatever comes first.”

      “A year! How am I supposed to pay rent, bills?”

      Flynn leaned back in his chair and smiled. “Do you know how much my cocktail waitresses make on any given night?”

      I shook my head.

      “On average, they pull in five hundred dollars.”

      My head spun. “Five hundred dollars?”

      “Aye.” He leaned forward. “I need someone undercover more than I need a bed partner, but I intend to make back the money I lost, Barrett. It’s your choice how I get it.”
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      “You got me drunk,” I murmured, my eyes drooping closed. I tried to keep them open, but they were adamant about shutting.

      “Aye,” he said, sounding amused.

      “Why?”

      “Because you looked like you needed it.”

      “Oh,” I breathed, falling onto my side on the expensive, plush, very comfortable couch. “Are my shoes still on my feet?” He laughed softly, and I felt my heels being pulled off.

      “I should go home,” I said even as I snuggled into the couch pillow.

      Flynn tossed a blanket over me, and then his hand stroked my hair. “We’re not done talking, Barrett.”

      “Not tonight, honey. I have a headache,” I said and then passed out.

      I woke up when light crept through the drapes of the living room windows, my face pressed into a couch pillow, and just a tad hungover. The night before came flooding back, and I remembered I wasn’t in my own apartment. My eyes were gritty which meant I had fallen asleep with my contacts in. I had a feeling that last night’s makeup was smudged and smeared all over my face and—yep—all over Flynn Campbell’s gray couch pillow.

      I grimaced, throwing off the blanket and looking around. Flynn was nowhere to be seen, and I wondered if I could sneak out without him knowing. I knew it was childish, but I needed time to think. I’d passed out in my boss’s penthouse suite. I shook my head, trying to clear all the confusion—and anger. He wasn’t my boss. Was he?

      Damn scotch-head.

      I stood up and picked up my heels, not even attempting to shove my feet into the tight leather. Before I could make the decision to leave, the bedroom door opened, and Flynn strolled out, his dark hair damp from a shower. He looked perfect and sexy in a pair of black slacks and a blue button-down—and he didn’t look hungover at all.

      “Good morning,” he greeted, his voice low and raspy. Alert.

      “Morning,” I muttered, suddenly aware that I didn’t look my best.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Parched,” I admitted.

      He smiled, and it did something to me. Maybe it was the scotch hangover. I hoped.

      Flynn went to the refrigerator, pulled out a bottle of water, and brought it to me. “Breakfast is on the way.”

      “Oh, thanks but I⁠—”

      “We’ll have some breakfast.” His tone left no room for an argument.

      “Okay,” I answered weakly. “Mind if I freshen up?”

      “Sure. There’s a spare toothbrush by the sink.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Do this a lot, do you?”

      He merely smiled. “I live in a hotel. Spares are easy to come by.”

      Holding in my grumbling, I set my heels down by the couch and went to Flynn’s bedroom. The bed was king-sized with red sheets and charcoal accents. It was all dark-wood furniture and utterly masculine. The bathroom had a glass shower, big enough for two, and a separate tub. I glanced at myself in the mirror and nearly blanched. My mascara had painted rings around my bloodshot hazel eyes, and my auburn hair was a tangled mess.

      God, I looked awful.

      By the time I washed my face, brushed my teeth, and managed to tame my hair, I was feeling a bit better, but I needed coffee. Breakfast had arrived and Flynn was sitting at the kitchen table, reading the paper and sipping on a glass of orange juice.

      “Hi,” I said.

      He turned his head and smiled. “What would you like? Pancakes? Eggs? I ordered it all.”

      “I think a waffle—and some coffee, please.”

      “Have a seat,” he said and got up to fix me a plate.

      I sank into a chair. Feeling bold and in desperate need of caffeine, I reached across the table and grabbed Flynn’s mug. I was sipping on it when Flynn came back with a plate stacked with two waffles.

      “Is that my cup?” he asked in amusement.

      “It is. Me without coffee is like the world without the sun.”

      “By all means, then,” Flynn said, taking his seat.

      We were silent as we ate. It was shockingly comfortable, despite all that I’d learned the night before. In the light of day, my anger at my brother came rushing back.

      “Feeling better?” Flynn asked when I pushed away my empty plate.

      “I’ll live,” I replied.

      “Glad to hear it. You ready to discuss your job—more in depth?”

      “What if I say no,” I said. “What if I want nothing to do with this and leave it between you and Andrew?”

      “Forget your brother for a moment. Forget he had anything to do with this. I’m asking you for your help. Plain and simple.”

      “Why can’t you hire someone to go undercover for you?”

      “Do you ever get a feeling about certain people?” he asked, leaning back in his chair.

      “I guess.”

      “Well, then, believe me when I say I have a feeling about you. It’s not just about hiring someone—it’s about that someone being able to get close to people. I think you can do it.”

      What could I say? Flynn believed in me and for some reason, I wanted to help him. But that would mean taking a leave of absence from a job I loved—and there was no guarantee that it would be waiting for me when this mess was figured out. And what if I couldn’t find the person selling drugs?

      My brother’s actions had brought me here. I’d been sucker punched. He wouldn’t ever love me the way a brother was supposed to. Flynn had it right when it came to family. Blood didn’t make family. Loyalty did, and Andrew had shown me none of that.

      Flynn reached for my hand that rested on the table and held it. To my consternation, tears pricked my eyes. Flynn Campbell had shown me nothing but kindness and understanding. Whatever else brewed between us, I needed to remember this moment.

      Once my emotions were under control, Flynn released my hand and asked, “Well? What do you say? Will you help me?”

      I nodded. Flynn smiled, a look of relief washing over his face, and then he got down to the business of discussing the intricacies of the job.

      “You’ll have to come to the club one night this week so you can get a sense of it, the attire, how things work.”

      “The attire?”

      He smiled. “The club is modeled after an old speakeasy. Very 1920s.”

      I leaned back in my chair. “I get to wear a costume?”

      “Excited?”

      “I am.”

      “You sound like you almost want to work in my club,” he teased.

      Rolling my eyes at him, I smiled. “I wouldn’t go that far. So, you’ll show me around the club and⁠—”

      “Actually, my manager, Lacey, will show you around the club.”

      I frowned. “Why can’t you do it?”

      “Because no one, aside from Lacey, can know of our history or why you’re working for me. If people see us conversing and acting friendly, they won’t trust you.”

      “Ah, I get it. So in public we have to pretend not to know each other.”

      “Correct. We’ll meet once a week for updates, but it will be discreet and off the premises.”

      “I feel like I’m in a spy movie.”

      “This is serious, Barrett.”

      “I know,” I said, sobering.

      “A lot is at stake,” he said, his voice hardening. “Don’t let me down.”
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      The history department chair—and my boss—had been surprisingly understanding of my vague reasons for leaving. He told me to take all the time I needed and that my research job would be waiting for me whenever I decided to come back. It took me all of five seconds to realize that Flynn had made a call on my behalf. The man had some serious power.

      It was difficult to remember he was no hero—he had agreed to take me in form of monetary payment. But when he did things like cover me with a blanket, let me sleep on his couch, assured the job I loved would be waiting for me, it made me want to see the softer side of him more often.

      The chemistry between us was insane and unlike anything I’d ever experienced. By unspoken agreement, we hadn’t discussed it. I couldn’t sleep with him. It would confuse the hell out of me, and I had enough to focus on. I needed to find out who was bringing drugs into Flynn’s club and then I could get back to my life.

      On the night I was shadowing a cocktail waitress, I entered the burlesque club through the street entrance. All the lights were on and I walked through the room, past the long wood bar and stools, toward the back where I was told the dressing room would be. Old-style gas lanterns lined the walls and were casting a bright glow. The tables by the stage were bare, devoid of tablecloths and candles. The club clearly wasn’t set up for the night yet.

      The dressing room was a large rectangle with full-length mirrors on one wall, opposite the hanging racks of costumes. There were six vanity mirrors, all well-lit with bright, big bulbs and taped names on the glass designating them to the dancers.

      “Hello?” I called out.

      A twiggy brunette somewhere in her mid to late thirties popped out from behind the clothes. She was already dressed for the evening in a black flapper style gown complete with fringe and headband, her makeup dramatic and flawless.

      “Hi,” she greeted, holding out her hand. “Barrett? I’m Lacey.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      She studied me for a brief moment before she began riffling through the costumes until she found what she was looking for.

      “Here,” she said, pulling out a costume. It was all one piece. The top was strapless and red with a sweetheart neckline, a short flouncy black skirt, and the entire ensemble was sequined and sparkly. Matching black elbow length gloves and a small black hat completed the outfit.

      “This is gorgeous,” I said, taking the hanger from her.

      “It is,” Lacey said. “Try it on. If it doesn’t fit, we’ll get it altered. What size shoe do you wear?”

      “Seven.”

      Lacey went to the rack of shoes next to the costumes and found my size. “The heel isn’t too high, so they should be comfortable to work in. Comfortable-ish, anyway.”

      “Thanks.” I hid behind the rack of costumes and changed, putting on the stockings and garter belt. Everything seemed to fit, and I stepped out so Lacey could judge me.

      “Turn,” she said.

      I did.

      She fiddled with some of the fabric around my middle, tugging here and there, but she nodded. “Looks good. Let’s do your hair and makeup, and then you can see the final effect. I’ll show you how to do it so you can manage on your own next time.”

      An hour later, I had on more makeup than I’d ever worn in my life, and my long hair was sleek and tamed into waves and curls, the hat perched at an angle on my head.

      “You’ll do,” Lacey said with a grin.

      “I look like a cigar girl.” I marveled at my reflection, turning my head from side to side so I could take it all in. My hazel eyes looked big and more green than brown due to the shade of eyeshadow. I blinked, loving that my lacquered lashes wouldn’t hit glasses—I’d worn contacts. A smiling red, sinful mouth finished the picture.

      “Follow me,” Lacey said with a knowing grin of her own. “Let me show you around the club.”

      We left the changing room and went out onto the floor. The orchestra pit was directly in front of the stage and looked like it could hold at least a fifteen-piece band.

      “The Rex has live music every night,” she explained. “But we keep it small unless there’s a special occasion. A four-piece jazz band is usual, but sometimes we add a piano player to round it out.”

      The bare tables were set up around the dance floor, ready and waiting for the evening’s guests. Three C-shaped booths were directly across from the bar and were farther away from the stage.

      “The middle booth is Mr. Campbell’s,” she explained. “It remains empty unless he visits the club. He comes in a few nights a week to keep an eye on things. His drink is Balvenie DoubleWood 17 year, neat. If you work his section, and he sits in his booth, you bring him a drink without asking. You call him Mr. Campbell, and you don’t flirt with him.”

      “Is that a general rule?” I ventured to ask. “No flirting with the boss?”

      The two-inch heels I wore put me at five foot seven, but Lacey was a graceful tower looming over me. All good humor was gone from her face.

      “I’m aware of your situation because Mr. Campbell confides in me. I have his trust. You don’t. Not yet. You prove to him that you can play the part of a cocktail waitress, befriend the staff, and find out what’s going on, you’ll have his trust. We all play our parts here, Barrett. Can you play yours?”

      I inhaled a shaky breath and nodded.

      “Good. I’m about to unload a lot of information on you, so try to keep up.”
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        * * *

      

      “Repeat them back to me,” Jake, the hot bartender said. He was dressed in a red vest, skinny black tie, and a white button-down, and his face had a few days’ worth of stubble. His dark hair was artfully mussed—the whole package worked for him.

      Dutifully, I recited the list of wines on the menu, wondering how I was going to do this job. Historical facts stuck in my brain with ease. But this? I was out of my element.

      “You’re gonna be fine,” Jake assured me.

      “How do you know?”

      Jake leaned over the service station where he’d later set the fancy cocktails the club served. “This is the kind of place where a smile and a little flirting go a long way.”

      “Are old men going to grope me?” I demanded. “Because I will not work in a place where⁠—”

      “No. That’s not what I meant. I’m just saying, the people that come here, they come here for a good time. A show, live music, to eat and drink. It’s pure entertainment, that’s what we sell.”

      “How long have you worked here?” I asked.

      “Five years.”

      “Long time.”

      “It’s a good place. Mr. Campbell’s a good boss. Have you met Mr. Campbell yet?”

      I shook my head, feeling a twinge of guilt for lying. “Lacey hired me. What’s Mr. Campbell like?” It was easy to pretend I was curious about him because I was curious.

      “Intense. Sees everything. Fair. Pays well. Popular with the ladies.”

      I rolled my eyes. “What about you? Are you popular with the ladies?”

      “Is that your way of asking me out?”

      “Are coworkers even allowed to date or is there a no fraternization policy?” I should’ve asked Lacey, but I hadn’t been thinking about it. Jake might be a way in, but could I really sleep with someone for an exchange of information over pillow talk?

      I needed to lay off the mob shows.

      Jake grinned. “I’m engaged.”

      “So this conversation is a moot point, huh?”

      “Guess so.”

      “Well, I hope I get to meet your fiancée.”

      “Let me introduce her,” he said. “Alia!”

      I looked to the entrance and watched a tall gorgeous woman of Asian descent stroll toward us. She leaned across the bar and pecked Jake on the lips and then gazed at me.

      “This is Barrett. She’s the new waitress. Barrett, my fiancée and the best burlesque dancer at The Rex, Alia.”

      “You’re biased,” Alia said. “But he’s right. I am the best.”

      I laughed. “Nice to meet you.”

      “And you. First night, huh?”

      “Yeah, I’m just getting the lay of the land.”

      “Well, you already look the part. Why don’t you come hang out with us in the changing room? Meet some of the others that are working tonight.”

      My smile was genuine. “I’d like that.”
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        * * *

      

      “Here’s your drink, Mr. Campbell,” Chelsea simpered with an obscene amount of respect.

      It took all of my willpower not to roll my eyes. I’d been following Chelsea all evening, learning the flow of the club. She was sweet, young, and a flirt. It worked for her since she’d already made a little over two hundred dollars, and it wasn’t even close to midnight yet.

      “Thank you, Chelsea,” Flynn said, his brogue downright sinful. Maybe it was the atmosphere, maybe it was just him. Either way, it sent a delightful shiver up and down my spine.

      Flynn looked at me. “Ah, you must be the new waitress.”

      “Barrett,” I introduced, offering my hand, feeling stupid that we had to pretend not to know one another.

      He shook my hand and dropped it far too quickly. “Welcome to The Rex.” He turned his attention back to the stage, clearly dismissing us.

      For some reason it irked. But there was no time to worry about it because Chelsea was moving away toward another table, and I had to go with her. I forced myself not to look behind me to see if he stared after me. I shouldn’t care. But I’d seen the raw hunger on his face when we’d met. I’d take it any day over the mask of indifference—even if it scared the hell out of me.

      “See? Not much to it,” Chelsea said, a little after midnight as she counted her tips. Because she was the early shift, she got to leave sooner. The others would have to stay closer to two.

      “How many nights a week do you work?” I asked her.

      “Three. Sometimes four.”

      “You must pull in a good amount,” I said.

      She nodded. “I would work more, but I’m also taking a full class load.”

      “How do you stay awake?” I wondered.

      “Coffee,” she said with a smile. “Lots and lots of coffee.”

      “Is the staff close?” Though I’d hung out in the dressing room and met people, it seemed the dancers stuck with the dancers and the cocktail waitresses stuck with the cocktail waitresses.

      “Close enough.”

      “Hmmm. Do the cocktail waitresses ever dance?”

      “Nope. Cocktail waitresses bring the drinks. The dancers dance.”

      “Shame. I think it would be fun. To dance.”

      “Eh, it is the way it is,” Chelsea said, completely disregarding me. “See ya tomorrow.”
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      My cell phone rang, jarring me out of a sound sleep. Grumbling, I rolled over, trying to find the odious device. Barely cracking my eyelids, I answered the phone and growled, “Hello?”

      “Were you asleep?” came Flynn’s deep voice.

      “Yes.”

      “It’s noon.”

      All week my hours at the club had been closing shifts, meaning I didn’t get home until close to three a.m. I wasn’t used to being on my feet, in heels, and my body was taking a severe beating.

      “Today is my day off. Why are you bugging me?” I demanded. The man had been into the club a handful of times while I’d been working and had ignored me except for a few polite hellos.

      Flynn let out a soft chuckle. “I wanted to buy you lunch.”

      “I’m busy.”

      “I also wanted to hear about your first week of work.”

      “I’m still busy.”

      He chuckled again. “I’m downstairs.”

      “Are you sitting in your car?”

      “No, I’m waiting to be buzzed in.”

      “You’re not going to give up, are you?”

      “No.”

      I hung up on him. Sighing, I stumbled to the buzzer. I looked around my prewar apartment and realized there was no hope for it. It was cluttered and a bit messy. Clothes littered the short hallway, the sink was full of dishes, and there were far too many Chinese takeout containers in the garbage.

      The aroma of warm coffee swirled in the air as a knock sounded at my door.

      “Who is it?” I asked.

      “Sean Connery.”

      I smiled at Flynn’s flirty, teasing mood. I opened the door and gestured for him to come in, trying to be inconspicuous about checking him out. Jeans and a plain white T-shirt—though knowing Flynn—the tee was probably custom made and very expensive.

      “You’re looking casual,” I said by way of greeting.

      “So are you.” His eyes drifted down my body, heating with each inch.

      Whoops.

      I was in a gray V-neck that barely covered the tops of my thighs. No pants.

      “Help yourself to some coffee,” I muttered, feeling my face heat as I staggered in the direction of my bedroom. After I pulled on a pair of pajama shorts, I came back to the kitchen. Flynn had made himself comfortable at the tiny table that sat only two, a cup of coffee in front of him.

      “I like how you look in the morning,” he said with a smile.

      “What? Glasses, tangled hair, and morning breath?”

      “I meant you in a threadbare shirt and no bra.”

      I poured myself a cup of black coffee, sat down across from him, and purposefully crossed my arms over my chest. “A boss shouldn’t mention his employee’s lack of bra.”

      “I’m not your boss.”

      “What are you?”

      “I’m not sure there’s a word for it.” He took a sip of coffee. “This is terrible.”

      “Well, you don’t have to drink it,” I pointed out. “And I like it. Besides, you’re spoiled—living in a hotel.”

      He shrugged and looked around. “My suite is larger than your apartment.”

      “Thanks for the judgment,” I snapped.

      “No judgment. Just an observation.”

      We sat in silence for a moment while I managed to chug down some coffee. Then he said, “Are you happy? Here?”

      “Yeah, I’m happy here.”

      He nodded thoughtfully.

      “What’s it like living in a hotel?” I asked.

      “You feel like you’re always traveling. But at least my sheets are ironed.” He smiled, but it looked a little sad.

      “Why don’t you get an apartment?”

      “I spend so much time at the hotel it doesn’t make sense. Are you hungry? I wasn’t lying about taking you to lunch.”

      When was the last time this man had had a home-cooked meal? I stood up. “If we go out, there’s a chance someone from The Rex will see us. Let’s stay here and I’ll cook.”

      “You cook?”

      I smiled at him on my way to the refrigerator. “You like ham?”
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        * * *

      

      Flynn polished off the last bite of his Croque Monsieur and grinned, looking boyish. I was becoming acquainted with his smiles, and this was a new one.

      I liked it.

      “Happy?” I asked with a smile of my own.

      “Happy.” He wiped his mouth with a paper napkin. “Ready to talk business?”

      “Yeah. Did you know there’s a huge divide between the dancers and the cocktail waitresses?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Huge divide?”

      I nodded. “Not that they don’t get along, but they don’t hang out with each other. Each group kind of keeps to themselves.”

      “That’s a problem because…”

      “Because it means as a cocktail waitress, I won’t have the friendship of the dancers. Which in turn means⁠—”

      “They won’t be open or confide in you.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And you noticed this after only a week of work?”

      “I’m an outsider,” I said. “I came into a situation not knowing what to expect. I paid attention.”

      “Aye, you did. Any ideas on how to bridge the gap?”

      “I think the burlesque dancers should teach the cocktail waitresses how to dance. And if you can involve alcohol, well, I think some girl bonding just might happen.”

      He laughed. “Not a bad idea. Only, if all of you are drunk and dancing together, who will be working in the club?”

      I shook my head and grinned ruefully. “Point taken. Okay, maybe instead, one night after work we could have a giant slumber party in one of The Rex’s hotel suites—complete with alcohol I was talking about. And then in the morning we order room service.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Is that your way of saying you’ll arrange it?”

      “It means I want some time to think about it.”

      “No Lacey.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you can’t loosen up around your boss. She has to stay far away from girl bonding.”

      “I like the idea,” he admitted. “But I want to give it a few weeks. Maybe even a month.”

      “Why? Bonding should happen as soon as possible.”

      “You’re still new. That’s enough of a change for the moment. Once they’re used to you, we’ll probably go ahead with it.”

      “I’ll start researching trust exercises,” I quipped.

      “It’s not so bad, is it?”

      “What?”

      “Working for me.”

      I frowned in thought. “What would have happened? If I’d refused to help, and you were left with a monstrous debt?”

      “What would’ve happened to you—or Andrew?”

      “Me.”

      “Nothing.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Nothing? Really? So I could’ve said no to you?”

      “Of course.”

      Before I could feel relief unfurl in my belly, his next words shattered any illusions I had about him being soft and gentle.

      “Andrew would’ve paid. One way or another, but not through you. He incurred the debt, I would’ve settled it with him. But you working for me, helping me, is a much better option, don’t you think?”

      I dropped my gaze to the table, not wanting to see the steely reserve in his eyes. “Yeah, I think so. You would’ve hurt him, wouldn’t you?”

      “Barrett, look at me. If you’re going to ask me a question like that, look at me so you can see my answer.”

      Sighing, I managed to lift my gaze to his.

      “With me, debts always get settled.”

      I nodded in understanding.

      “I’ve got a question for you. Why did you take on your brother’s debt?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      I hated that he wouldn’t let me get away without answering him. I blew out a breath of air. “Misplaced loyalty, I guess.”

      “It goes deeper.”

      “Does nothing get by you?” I demanded.

      He didn’t smile, only waited.

      “I decided that if I did this for Andrew, I wouldn’t feel guilty about cutting ties. Forever.”

      “I thought you were going to say something completely different.”

      I cocked my head to the side. “What? You thought that if I did this for Andrew, all his resentment would suddenly disappear, and we could have the relationship I’d always hoped to have with my brother?”

      “Maybe. People have a hard time cutting off their family—even if they’re toxic.”

      “Are you close to your family?”

      I’d seen the blank cold mask on Flynn’s face before. But nothing could’ve prepared me for the bitterness in his eyes and voice when he said, “I don’t talk about my family.”
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        * * *

      

      I woke up early the next morning, since I’d gone to bed at a reasonable hour the night before. As I was about to make coffee, my door buzzer sounded. A few minutes later, I was opening a box of gourmet coffee. Shaking my head, I let out a sigh.

      I brewed a pot and then took a selfie with my cup and sent it to Flynn.

      Over the next few weeks, my life seemed to iron out into a routine. I worked four nights a week at the club. Mornings after my shifts were lazy, but on my days off, I went for jogs in Central Park. Summer was bountiful and bustling, and I tried to get outside as much as possible before the weather turned. The exercise cleared my head, but Flynn was rarely far from my thoughts.

      Flynn came to my apartment on Fridays at noon, and while I gave him a rundown of his club, I cooked for him. The conversation always stepped away from business, but I tried to keep our time together light. I didn’t ask him in-depth questions about his life, but the same couldn’t be said for him. He wanted to know everything and anything about me.

      It was almost like we were dating. Only we weren’t, because while he was getting to know me, he only revealed slivers of himself. And he never tried to kiss me or touch me when he came over to my apartment. He’d drawn the line and was very adamant about not stepping over it. It was driving me insane. I’d never wanted a man more, and I was sure the bastard knew it. The sexual tension between us was on a simmer, and I wondered what it would take to bring it to a boil.

      Saturday nights at the club were always busy, but tonight was a different beast. Tension thrummed along my skin, so thick it was palpable. I moved slowly through the crowd. The four businessmen at a table in my section were growing rowdier by the second, impatiently snapping their fingers to get my attention

      “How we doin’, gents?” I asked with a wide insincere smile. “Ready for another round?”

      “Yeah, another round,” the ringleader said. He was middle-aged but still had all his hair. Apparently that made him fearless. “And I wouldn’t say no to your phone number.”

      His friends laughed like baboons. My smile remained in place, but it tightened. “I’m flattered,” I lied. “But I’ve got a boyfriend.”

      “Come on, sugar,” he nearly whined. “He doesn’t have to know. I can show you a good time.”

      And then his hand settled on my ass. His friends continued to laugh. Before I even had a chance to move, Flynn was next to me, removing the man’s hand for him. Only he didn’t drop it. Instead, he bent the man’s fingers back, making him yelp in surprised pain.

      “The Rex isn’t that kind of place.” Flynn growled, looming like a dark avenging shadow. His face was menacing with rage, and I was glad it wasn’t directed at me.

      The man’s friends had gone silent, their glassy eyes clearing just a bit.

      “Apologize to the lady,” Flynn commanded. The man paused, causing Flynn to yank back his fingers. “Apologize. Or I start breaking things.”

      My heart began to hammer in my ears, and I waited.

      “I’m sorry,” the man wheezed out. “I’m sorry I put my hands on you.”

      Flynn tightened his grip one final time before releasing the inebriated guest. “Get out. You and your friends.”

      The group of men didn’t argue and all but scurried from the busy club. Flynn’s gaze followed them until he was sure they were gone.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, voice trembling with ire.

      “Fine. Thank you.”

      With a clipped nod, he turned and strode away from me.

      “What the hell was that about?” Chelsea demanded, coming to my side, carrying an empty tray.

      “You saw that?”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “A guest touched my ass. Mr. Campbell was…handling it.”

      Chelsea looked at me, brown eyes speculative. “The last guest to touch my ass was thrown out by security.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that Mr. Campbell usually lets his security team handle issues. He doesn’t get involved. Until now.”

      “Huh,” I said, finally turning away so she wouldn’t see my cheeks blush despite the dim lighting.

      “Huh, indeed. Bossman has the hots for you.”

      “No,” I vehemently denied.

      “And you clearly have the hots for him, too.”

      “Chelsea,” I hissed.

      She smiled, sauntering away.

      Damn it.
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      I finished my shift and then left. Or tried to. When I was near the exit, a brutish man in a suit resembling an aging linebacker caught my elbow and said, “Mr. Campbell would like to see you.”

      Nodding, I let the man lead me into the lobby of The Rex to the private elevator. “Brad Shapiro,” he said, holding out his hand. “Head of security.”

      “Barrett Schaefer.” I dropped my hand, and the elevator began its ascent.

      “I know,” came Brad’s reply.

      “Oh, right. Head of security thing.”

      He didn’t reply, but he shot me a smile that rearranged the features of his face and made him seem approachable and less scary.

      The doors of the elevator opened, and I stepped out into Flynn’s penthouse living room. He was standing by the open drapes, staring at the tree-lined park. He didn’t acknowledge I was there, so I was able to take a moment and study him. The elevator doors chimed, signaling that Brad had left.

      When we stood in silence with no hint that Flynn was going to speak, I ventured out, “You wanted to see me?”

      Flynn turned. I hadn’t known what to expect—anger, coldness. Not hunger. Raw, naked, unabashed hunger. He stalked toward me and cradled my face in his large hands.

      I looked up at him and my purse slipped from my finger to hit the floor with a gentle thud. My eyes widened, and a slight sound escaped me—nothing more than a quick inhalation.

      His gaze searched my face, and then his lips met mine.

      Possessive. Heat.

      His tongue invaded my mouth. I opened to him, and his hands dropped from my face and slid down the length of my body, pulling me into him. I was pressed up against the wall of his chest, my stomach fluttery.

      Abruptly, he tore his lips from mine and took a step back. We both were breathing hard, and the last thing I wanted was distance. I tried to go to him, but he held up a hand.

      “I’m sorry,” he rasped.

      “For what?”

      “For kissing you. That’s not why I called you up here.”

      My thoughts pinged around in my head as I tried to clear the wave of lust still surging through my veins. I attempted to focus on his face, but my eyes dipped to his taut body. What would it feel like to have my hands on the bare skin of his back while he moved inside me?

      I swallowed.

      “So why did you call me up here?” I demanded.

      “I don’t remember anymore.”

      “What are we doing?” I whispered.

      “I lost my head. In the club.” His jaw clenched. “I saw a man put his hand on you, and before I knew it, I was out of the booth and⁠—”

      “And ready to break a few fingers?”

      “Did that scare you? Did I scare you?”

      I thought for a moment before shaking my head. “No, I don’t think so. I was scared—for that guy. You would’ve hurt him. For me.”

      “Aye.”

      The finality of that word had me sucking in a breath. “Chelsea saw and said that when stuff like this happens, it’s usually security that escorts them out, not the owner of the club.”

      “I was closer.”

      “Flynn,” I murmured.

      “Don’t,” he said harshly. “Don’t say my name. And don’t say it in that breathy voice or look at me with those doe eyes.”

      “Why?” I asked, taking a small step closer to him like I would toward a frightened, feral animal. The similarities weren’t lost on me. Flynn looked cagey, wary.

      “You know why,” he stated.

      “No. I don’t.”

      “I want you when we’re free and clear of this.”

      “Why? Why wait? If I’m offering⁠—”

      “You’re not offering. You think you are, but what happens after we sleep together? Tell me you won’t find a way to blame me for what happens between us.”

      I frowned. “I wouldn’t do that.”

      Would I?

      “I want you. You know I do. But not like this. Not because your brother originally brought us together.” His eyes went hard with lust. “I want you when it’s just us and none of this club business is in the way.”

      At a loss for words, I picked up my bag. Trying to regain as much dignity as I could, I haughtily tossed my hair over my shoulder. “Guess I’ll be going then.”

      Without a backward glance, I left Flynn in his penthouse suite.
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        * * *

      

      On Sunday, I sat in my apartment, brooding about Flynn, our kiss, and the fact that I wanted more. I wanted more with a man whom I really didn’t know. He had nearly broken a man’s fingers just for touching me.

      Over the top? Definitely. Did I find it hot? Definitely.

      Flynn claimed. In everything he did.

      Worst of all, he knew me because everything he had said was true. I would’ve found a way to blame him after I slept with him. How did he do it? How did he know me, but I didn’t know him?

      I was such a stupid fool.

      While I was lamenting the state of my mind—and my life—my cell phone rang. I smiled when I saw the name across the screen. “Does this mean what I think it means?”

      “I’m back in New York,” my best friend confirmed.

      “When do I get to see you?”

      “What are you doing right now?”

      “Stewing.”

      “Stewing? Like you’re making stew?”

      I snorted. “No, like, I’m overthinking.”

      “Why are you overthinking?”

      “Can we do this in person?” I asked.

      “Hell yes. You wanna come here?”

      “Is John there? I don’t want to put him out if he is,” I said, mentioning Ash’s fiancé.

      There was a pause. “We have a lot to talk about.”

      I glanced at the clock. It was just past two. “How many bottles of wine do we need?”

      “I have one here. Grab another. Just in case.”

      Ashby Rhodes lived on Park and 88th in a building that had been in her family for two generations. Ash came from old money. We met freshman year at Columbia and despite our differences in backgrounds, we’d been best friends ever since.

      After stopping off at a liquor store, I arrived at her place.
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