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      This dark romance contains elements that may disturb some readers, including:

      
        
          	
        Possessive, morally gray hero
      

      	
        Captivity themes and unequal power dynamics
      

      	
        Explicit sexual content, including bondage and dominance
      

      	
        Dubious consent (past and present)
      

      	
        Non-consensual drugging and stalking
      

      	
        Sexual coercion and manipulation
      

      	
        Threats of violence and psychological intimidation
      

      	
        Past trauma and emotional abuse
      

      	
        Revenge themes and morally ambiguous choices
      

      

      

      For readers who crave an intense, emotional journey with a dangerous hero who walks the line between protection and possession, this second-chance romance delivers a raw, unfiltered experience. The darkness is real—but so is the redemption.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “She had met the wolf, and he had said “good morning” to her, but with such a wicked look in his eyes that if they had not been on the public road, she was certain he would have eaten her up.”

      

      

      
        
        —The Brothers Grimm

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            INTO THE WOODS

          

        

      

    

    
      The kitchen smells like heaven—brown butter and cinnamon from Granny’s apple strudel mingling with coffee brewing in the ancient percolator she refuses to replace.

      Copper pots hang from wrought iron hooks, and morning sunlight streams through curtains that Granny embroidered decades ago, casting everything in a warm, golden glow.

      I’m curled in the window seat with my third cup of coffee, watching steam rise from the surface while Sasha demolishes her second slice of strudel, as if she’s making up for the years she’d been forced to work as a model.

      It’s warm and wonderful, and I sigh as I take another sip. This cozy kitchen—this entire Connecticut cottage—is mine now, ever since I signed the deed just over a year ago.

      But it’s not just my home. It’s become a sanctuary, so different from the sterile perfection of Reed Tower, where Granny and I lived for most of my life.

      Here, scarred wooden counters tell centuries-old stories, and the mismatched chairs around the farmhouse table are like monuments to all the new memories I’m making here.

      When Sasha suggested that Granny and I move to the Connecticut countryside to be closer to her and Liam, I thought Granny would balk at leaving the only home she’d known for decades. In fact, she’d packed her bags only minutes after I told her I’d made an offer. Not only because we’d both fallen in love with the country charm, but because she was just as eager to escape Reed Tower as I’d been.

      “You’re going to make yourself sick,” I tell Sasha, as she reaches for another slice. But I’m only teasing. It’s good to see her eat without counting calories or worrying about what her now-dead asshole of a father would say.

      She grins, licking cinnamon sugar off her fingers with zero shame, then tucking a shoulder-length lock of blonde hair behind her ear. “If I do, it’ll be worth it.”

      “You eat up,” Granny says from the stove, where she’s starting lunch prep despite it being barely past nine. My grandmother never sits still—her hands are always busy, folding dough, stirring soup, making all sorts of delicious things. “A woman needs curves,” she adds with a wink toward Sasha. “Liam will appreciate my strudel.”

      Sasha laughs. “In that case, I’ll take two more slices.”

      “You, too, Liebling?” Granny asks, her German accent still thick even after more than four decades in New York.

      I glance down at my jeans, which I’ve had to belt lately to keep from sliding down my hips. “Why not? I’ve been so busy at work that I keep forgetting to eat. Busy in a good way,” I add, then turn to Granny. “Don’t want to offend the boss,” I say in a fake whisper.

      Sasha’s expression shifts to concern. “You do realize that work isn’t supposed to be your entire life? Even when you’re working for your genuinely amazing and extremely awesome best friend.”

      “Really?” I pretend to be shocked. “I never got that memo.”

      She rolls her eyes. “When’s the last time you did something just for you? Something that had nothing to do with Lydia Cosmetics?”

      “I do things for me.”

      “Reading industry reports doesn’t count.” She leans forward, that knowing look in her eyes—the one that says she sees through my bullshit and always has. “Come on, Ruby. You need to start dating.”

      Heat creeps up my neck. “I date.”

      “A long line of first dates over the course of years doesn’t count.” She settles back in her chair with the satisfied air of someone who’s about to dissect my love life. “When’s the last time you made it to a second date? Or better yet, when’s the last time you wanted to?”

      I force myself to meet her too-knowing eyes. “I have a third date tonight,” I say smugly. “I’m going to his place and making him dinner.”

      She and Granny both stare at me like I’ve announced I’m joining the circus.

      “Marcus?” Sasha asks, referring to the owner of a posh men’s store whom I met through a client. “I had no idea you’d even had date number two,” she says off my nod. “I’m feeling seriously gossip-deprived.”

      I fidget with my now-empty coffee mug, a solid anchor in a conversation I don’t want to have. “My boss has been keeping me too busy to gossip,” I tease, flashing a smirk her way. “But I like him. He’s nice. Reliable and sweet.”

      It’s not a lie. Marcus is kind and funny and polite. Everything all those magazines say a woman should want. And everything my first—and only—serious boyfriend wasn’t.

      “Nice,” Sasha repeats, her voice as flat as week-old champagne. “Nice is what you say about oatmeal.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with oatmeal.”

      “Hello? You hate oatmeal.”

      Damn. She’s right. “Oatmeal isn’t the point,” I say as Granny wipes flour-dusted hands on her apron, then slides into the chair across from my window seat. Her eyes are bright with curiosity—the same shade of blue as mine, though hers hold decades more wisdom and mischief.

      “Tell us about this Marcus,” she says. “What does he do?”

      I give her the run-down of the store, then add, “He’s very successful, and Janae speaks highly of him.” I say the last to Sasha. Janae is one of our distribution partners who also does business with his stores. Which makes her a perfect character witness for Marcus.

      Sasha just meets my gaze mildly.

      I clear my throat. “He’s dedicated to his work. Ambitious. And we talk all the time,” I add, though that one’s not entirely accurate. The truth is, he texts me all the time, and I invariably get drawn into a conversation that happens in a half-focused state, with me clearing out old emails while I wait for him to finish typing out a message.

      None of which Granny and Sasha need to know.

      “He’s stable,” I blurt, knowing I sound more defensive than engaged. Which isn’t what I want to convey at all, because Marcus is a genuinely nice guy who’s fun to go out with and who doesn’t hide the fact that he likes me. Isn’t that what every woman wants?

      But I don’t say any of that. Instead, I blurt, “He’s very together. Responsible. He even has a five-year plan for moving forward in his business and his life. And he’s nice,” I add. “Believe me—nice is good.”

      “Oh, honey.” Sasha puts down another forkful of strudel, actual pity in her voice. The kind you’d use for someone who’s trying to convince themselves that sawdust tastes like chocolate.

      “What’s wrong with being nice and responsible?” I almost point out the crazy courtship she’d had with Liam—the opposite of nice and responsible. Try wild and controlling and dangerous.

      But since they’re wildly, madly, deeply in love, that really wouldn’t help my argument.

      Instead, I cross my arms and sit back against the glass. “What’s wrong with having his shit together?” I demand. “The man’s focused. He knows what he wants. He plans for it. He goes after it. That’s a good thing.”

      “Of course it is,” Sasha says, the words like a placating pat on my head. “Planning is important.”

      I grimace. The truth is, she’s not bullshitting. I know her well enough to know that she means it. But I also know her well enough to see the humor dancing in her eyes.

      I cross my arms. “Well?”

      “Well, what?” she asks, her tone as innocent as an infant.

      I try to stare her down but fail. I sigh, giving in. “Just say it.”

      “No, it’s nothing. Really. Planning is good.”

      I see the tug of laughter at the corner of her mouth and consider trading her in for a new bestie.

      I narrow my eyes. “But?”

      “But what’s his plan for getting you naked?” she blurts, the hint of a laugh blooming into a wide, teasing grin as Granny guffaws.

      Heat floods my face, and I shoot a glance at Granny, feeling all of fourteen instead of twenty-eight. “Really?” I snap, my attention back to Sasha. “Really?”

      Granny laughs, the sound rich and delighted. “Please, Liebling, I wasn’t born yesterday. The girl has a point—if a man doesn’t make you think about sex, you should scurry away fast.”

      I want to crawl under the table and die. “Can we please change the subject?”

      “Fine.” Sasha pulls out her phone, scrolling through what’s probably the endless stream of emails that never stops flowing through Lydia Cosmetics. “Speaking of naked—metaphorically—I need to find someone to handle the Maison Rouge meeting this evening. Sucks that it’s a Saturday, but the buyer’s only in town tonight and wants to discuss the spring campaign over drinks. Liam and I have plans we can’t break.”

      “I’ll do it,” I say, grateful for the chance to talk about something other than my sex life. Or non-sex life, as the case may be. “Marcus will understand. I mean, meetings like this are literally my job.”

      “Nope.” Sasha doesn’t even look up from her phone, dismissing me with the casual authority of someone who’s not only found her power, but learned how to wield it. “As your boss, I’m officially ordering you to prioritize your sex life over spreadsheets.”

      My face is on fire. “Really, Sasha? Really?”

      “I’m serious. When’s the last time you got properly laid? I know you and Marcus haven’t yet.”

      “Oh my God.” I cover my face with my hands while Granny laughs so hard the sound echoes off the copper pots hanging over the stove. “How could you possibly know that?”

      “Duh. I’m your best friend. You would’ve told me.”

      She’s got me there.

      “So? How long has it been? A year? Five years? Seven years?” she adds with deliberate emphasis.

      My stomach twists, but I tilt my head and stare her down. “Do I need to call Darla in HR? This is like total harassment.”

      She just rolls her eyes and continues scrolling.

      “The girl speaks truth,” Granny says to me, her tone as serious as when she lectured me for sneaking a cigarette when I was twelve. “You need passion. Fire. A man who makes your blood sing.”

      I bang my head on the window, but not in exasperation—though I’m totally exasperated by both of them. No. I need a moment to get past the memory that has hit me like a punch to the chest. A memory of laughing green eyes that saw everything, hands that knew how to make me beg, and a voice that could make me wet just by saying my name.

      Leo Grimm had been fire and darkness and everything I thought I wanted.

      Until he showed me what I meant to him.

      Nothing.

      That’s when those eyes stopped laughing for me. That’s when they became a snake about to strike.

      The fact that he’s now my best friend’s brother-in-law should make things awkward, but I’ve gotten good at strategic avoidance. Still, I dread the day when I can’t dodge him anymore.

      I shake off the thoughts, forcing a bright smile that feels like it might crack my face. “Marcus is very…attentive.”

      “Attentive like a golden retriever,” Sasha mutters into her mug.

      “There’s nothing wrong with golden retrievers.”

      “No. But you don’t want to fuck one.”

      “Sasha!” I’m pretty sure my face is glowing now, radiating heat like a space heater. Considering she grew up as the most sheltered person on the planet, my bestie has a wild side. Then again, she’d spent much of her youth escaping her palatial prison by hiding in a virtual world she’d built—and it wasn’t filled with unicorns and puppies. More like sexy princes.

      “Look,” she says. “I’m sorry. Really. I know everything you went through back then, and you know I understand. But that was one man. One fucked-up guy who we all agree needs to stay away from you. I mean, Liam and I manage pretty well not having you two cross paths, so you know I get it. But just because Leo Grimm was a bomb who exploded all over you doesn’t mean that you don’t deserve a nice, stable guy⁠—”

      “Marcus is stable.”

      “—with more passion than a slug,” she finishes with a glare that could freeze Hawaii.

      “Marcus has passion,” I mumble. He must. Everyone has some passion. And his kisses really are sweet, even if they don’t make my toes curl. Besides, it’s not like there’s anything wrong with a slow build. After all, instant, explosive, fiery passion didn’t win me any prizes back in college.

      I think Sasha’s about to call me out on the Marcus/passion thing, but all she does is glance at her phone again, then nod. “I’ll have Melissa handle the meeting tonight. You’re spending the evening with Mr. Five-To-Ten-Year-Plan and seeing where it goes. End of discussion.”

      I slump, defeated. The truth is, I should be excited about tonight. Marcus is everything I should want—stable and kind and smart. Maybe he doesn’t make my pulse race, but I know how life with a man like that can turn out, and I do not want to go there. Not ever again. A relationship on an even keel would be like a dream.

      And even though I’ve never really thought of Marcus as the man of my dreams, he fits all my criteria. He’s gentle and sweet and stable and dotes on me.

      So what if he never looks like he wants to devour me whole, to consume me from the inside out until there’s nothing left but need and surrender?

      That’s a good thing.

      Just like it’s good that he doesn’t send that thrill of excitement coursing through me.

      All that means is that Marcus is safe.

      So, no, he’s not like Liam, Sasha’s husband, who’s danger personified, just like all the Grimm brothers. Leo, whom I know better than to get close to again. Elliott. Alexander. And definitely Gabriel. Because surely it was that innate darkness that got the eldest brother killed.

      I draw a breath. I love Sasha, and she’s part of that family now, and that’s fine for her. Liam’s only half-a-Grimm, after all.

      But me?

      I’m staying far, far away.

      Safe isn’t settling. It’s survival.

      I know that better than anyone.

      Movement outside the window catches my eye, and I glance up to see a figure in the tree line. Dark hair on a body that’s tall and lean and—Oh, shit.

      I look away, my pulse pounding in my throat. It takes me only a moment to draw in a breath and force myself to look again. But when I do, he’s gone. I frown, peering out the window, my heart still pounding as my eyes search the area.

      No one.

      Just shadows and morning light that must have been playing tricks on my eyes, filtering through leaves that are starting to turn gold and magenta with the promise of autumn.

      It wasn’t him. It couldn’t be him. Leo Grimm has better things to do than lurk in the woods outside my house.

      “Ruby?” Sasha’s voice pulls me back from the window, back from the sudden chill that has nothing to do with the change of seasons. “Something wrong?”

      “Nothing. Just a deer.” I drain my coffee cup and stand, needing movement, needing something to do with my hands. “I should head to the market. I want to get a few things for tonight.”

      “What are you making him?” Granny asks, undoubtedly considering which of her pots and pans I’ll need to borrow.

      “I haven’t decided. Maybe that chicken dish you taught me.” I glance at Sasha, who shrugs. Apparently, she’s through trying to convince me that Marcus isn’t the man of my dreams. For now, anyway.

      I grab my jacket and canvas bag, then bid them both goodbye, adding a kiss for Granny. I head out through the kitchen’s back door, then onto the brick path that cuts across my property. At the edge of my acreage, it connects to a county-maintained trail that weaves through the countryside, marking the route to the town square and the weekly farmers market.

      The trail is popular with bikers, runners, and walkers, but this morning it’s quiet and empty, and I’m grateful for the solitude as I put in my earbuds and listen to my favorite musical, Into the Woods, because what better soundtrack could I have for this walk? Then I let my mind drift as the familiar score fills my ears.

      This trail is my favorite thing about my new home. Sure, I’d fallen in love with the cottage the moment I’d walked through the door, but it had been the discovery of the trail that had sealed the deal.

      Now, this familiar route is where I come when I need to think, to breathe, to simply be.

      The branches of ancient oaks and maples twine above, making the sunlight that filters through dance upon the ground. It’s both beautiful and slightly eerie, like an enchanted forest that belongs in a fairy tale.

      The path winds deeper into the woods, and I pause my music so that I can enjoy the way the creek babbles over the smooth stones worn down by decades of flowing water. Songbirds talk among themselves, and somewhere overhead, a hawk cries, the sound echoing off the trees before fading into a silence that’s broken by the harsh buzz of my phone.

      I sigh, then pause beside an oak tree as I pull my phone from my back pocket. I expect a text from Sasha with a last-minute work crisis or from Granny with some staple she needs from the market. Instead, it’s Marcus.

      Hey beautiful. Rain check on tonight? Stomach bug. Next week?

      I stare at the message, waiting for disappointment to hit. Waiting for the frustration of wasted time walking to get supplies at the market and the sting of a ruined evening.

      It doesn’t come.

      What hits instead is…indifference.

      What the hell?

      I like Marcus. I do. And I had fun on both our dates, and our phone calls always leave me laughing. But right here and right now, I don’t care that he’s canceling.

      And the reason why? Because Leo fucking Grimm has gotten into my head. And it’s a gift—a stupid, annoying, screwed up gift—that Marcus is canceling. Because Leo Grimm is like poison, and now I don’t want to be around any guy. Even one as sweet as Marcus.

      Right as that thought hits me, Little Red Riding Hood starts to sing through my earpods, her voice clear and crisp as she sings about how the wolf made her feel. Excited. Scared.

      Yeah. I know the feeling.

      That’s how I felt about Leo once. I’d craved that intensity, that fire that nearly consumed me before it burned me to ash.

      I’d wanted it. Needed it.

      And like Little Red Riding Hood, the wolf I’d craved had swallowed me whole.

      I draw a deep breath and try to get control of my thoughts as the forest seems to press closer, shadows deepening as clouds pass over the sun. A breeze stirs the leaves overhead, creating patterns of light and dark that shift and dance like living things. Somewhere in the distance, a branch snaps—probably just a squirrel, but the sound makes me jumpy in a way that has nothing to do with wildlife.

      I’m typing back a response to Marcus when a shadow falls across the path. Not the dappled shadow of leaves, but something solid. Human. A runner, probably, and I look up, grateful for the distraction from my roiling thoughts.

      A man steps out of the trees directly in front of me, materializing from the gloom like he’s part of the forest itself.

      Leo Grimm.

      Tall and lean, with that deceptively lazy grace that always made me think of a cowboy who’d traded his horse for a motorcycle. Dark jeans and a button-down shirt that’s rolled up at the sleeves, as if he’s been working with his hands instead of lurking in boardrooms or at a computer keyboard.

      His hair is dark and tousled, just long enough to show the natural curl he’s always fought, as if he’s run his fingers through it while waiting for me to appear.

      But it’s his eyes that stop my breath—green as bottle-glass, bright with that perpetual amusement that used to make my heart race and my good sense evaporate. Eyes that have haunted my dreams for years.

      He’s standing just three feet away, hands shoved in his pockets like he’s been waiting. Like he’s been hunting.

      My phone slips from my hand, hitting the ground with a crack that echoes off the trees.

      “Hey, Ruby,” Leo says, as if there’s nothing dark between us. As if he hadn’t destroyed me. “We need to talk.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            EXCITED & SCARED

          

        

      

    

    
      The world tilts sideways. Like totally sideways. As if someone has reached into my chest and squeezed until there’s nothing left but silence and terror.

      Leo Grimm.

      Here. In my woods. In my sanctuary. After so many years of careful distance. Of fleeting glimpses at charity galas. Of tense moments at events, where he’d orbit me like a wary planet. Of harsh smackdowns from my circle of friends when he got too close or tried to talk to me.

      Year after year of determinedly keeping my distance. Trying to forget him.

      Reminding myself how much I hate him.

      And now here he is, appearing out of nowhere like he just stepped out of one of his ancestors’ fairy tales.

      God help me, he’s still the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.

      I haven’t allowed myself to look too closely at him over the last few years, but now—with my tongue tied and my mind muddled—I take a moment.

      The years have been kind to him. More than kind. The sharp angles of his face have mellowed slightly, making him look less like a fallen angel and more like a fallen god.

      His hair is still raven black, the dappled light revealing just a few hidden strands of red, as if stating that in all ways, he’s the family rebel.

      His clothes are casual, but from the way he carries his body, he might as well be in a tailored suit. He looks like a man who’s in control of himself and his environment.

      And who wants to be in control of me.

      I lift my chin in defense against the thought and see the flicker of humor in his eyes. Those wildly familiar eyes. Emerald green and intense and the same as they were when he used to look down at me—sprawled naked in his bed—on so many glorious nights.

      But that had all shattered on the worst day of my life—a day when I’d needed him desperately. And instead of being there to hold and help me, he’d broken up with me through a fucking note, as if all of our sweet talks and all of our wicked nights had meant nothing to him at all.

      “Ruby?” His voice is low. That same rough velvet that had once made me wet simply from the way he said my name.

      The spell breaks, and I draw in a breath, as if I’m sucking in courage. I’m eerily calm, standing tall and straight as I face him dead on. “Get the hell away from me.”

      His mouth curves in what might have been a smile had it reached his eyes. “You look good. Stronger. You’re kicking ass as an exec these days.”

      “Yours is the only ass I want to kick,” I snap. “And don’t stand there and act like you have the right to comment on anything about me. You lost that right when you ripped my heart out. And now?” I look him up and down, hoping my expression shows nothing but contempt. “Now you don’t know me at all.”

      “Don’t I?” He takes a step closer, then reaches for a strand of my shoulder-length red hair. I lurch back, breaking the contact, but as I do, I catch his scent—something woodsy and male that makes my body respond despite every rational thought in my head.

      “Dammit, Leo. I told you to get away from me.”

      He steps even closer. “I can’t do that.”

      I lurch back, only to find myself pressed against a massive tree trunk. “You can,” I say, forcing the words out, my nerves jangling as I realize I’m trapped on a secluded forest trail with this man who once destroyed me. Who could so easily destroy me again.

      “You can,” I repeat, rolling my shoulders the way I do to settle my nerves before I have to speak to investors or potential clients of Lydia Cosmetics. “It’s easy. Just go. We both know you’ve done it before.”

      His face turns to stone, as if he wants to counter my verbal lashes but is forcing himself to hold back.

      “Now,” I snap. “You know damn well I have zero interest in seeing you, talking to you, or even acknowledging that you exist on this planet.”

      “I know,” he says. “You want me gone. You want me to leave you the fuck alone.”

      “Smart boy.”

      “Not happening. Not this time.”

      He takes a step closer, so close we’re breathing the same air, and my pulse kicks up. From fear. Only from fear.

      “Just go.” I want the words to hit him like a gut punch. Instead, they sound soft. Broken. Just like he’d once broken me. “Please. Just leave me alone.”

      He doesn’t. He inches even closer—so close we’re almost defying physics and occupying the same space.

      Frustration curls through me. I need him gone. This is the man who destroyed me. Who had me sobbing for weeks, then on and off for the next year whenever something reminded me of him.

      This is the man who’d used me. Who’d thrown me away like garbage.

      The man I’d once loved but quickly learned to hate.

      The man whose proximity has launched a slide show of every naughty, wicked, wonderful thing we’d ever done together. Things I’d thought meant love and a future. But I’d been so damn wrong.

      One tear snakes down my cheek, and he wipes it away. “Don’t,” I snarl. “Don’t you dare touch me.”

      His brow rises as he comes closer. My heart pounds, but the rest of me…

      Oh, dear god, the rest of me is all too aware of him. And in that moment, I think I hate myself as much as I hate him. “Dammit, Leo. Get away from me.”

      “I can’t,” he says.

      “The hell you can’t.” I snap the words out, but all he does is lean in more, until no air exists between us that hasn’t touched him first.

      “You’re in danger, Rue. Real danger.”

      A laugh escapes me. “That’s rich coming from you. My parents died and you⁠—”

      “Would you shut up and listen? It’s a legitimate threat.”

      I shake my head, his words landing on me like Latin, entirely incomprehensible. “What does that even mean?”

      “It means that this isn’t some scam I’ve put together to piss you off or torment you or whatever you’re thinking right now. I came here to warn you and protect you.”

      I let his words wash over me, even as I slowly shake my head. “You don’t have any conscience at all, do you? A threat? Because women who work in the cosmetics industry are so prone to danger? You honestly think I don’t see through your bullshit? That I don’t know that you’re the only threat in my life right now, just like you’ve always been.”

      “Dammit, Ruby, you have to trust me.”

      “I really don’t. You burned that bridge a long, long time ago.”

      Something flickers in his eyes—hurt, maybe, or regret. But it’s gone so fast I might have imagined it.

      He leans in.

      “Don’t.” I hold up a hand, surprised by how steady it is when everything inside me is shaking.

      He’s lying, of course. There’s no real threat against me. Even if I thought he cared enough about me to try and protect me—and I know better—he wouldn’t come himself. He’d tell Sasha. Or Liam. He knows I don’t trust him. And I know that this is some sort of sick, fucked-up trap.

      Still, I’ll ask Liam to double-check. I’m certain Leo’s a shit who doesn’t give a damn about me, but that doesn’t necessarily mean he’s lying about a threat. I can’t imagine who would have it in for me, but better safe than sorry.

      I lift my chin, confident in my plan and my decision. “Get the hell away from me.” My voice is colder than I can ever remember.

      He goes still in that way snakes do before they strike. It should terrify me. In a way, it does. But at the same time, it sends a dark thrill through my body.

      I draw in a breath. Game on, you bastard.

      “Dammit, Ruby. Would you just fucking listen to me?” His voice is level but hard. “Someone wants to hurt you.”

      “So you said.” I bend down to retrieve my phone, grateful that the screen didn’t completely shatter despite the fall. Anything to avoid looking at him, to keep from drowning in those green eyes that once saw every part of me. “Let me guess—only you can protect me. Only you can keep me safe. How convenient.”

      “This isn’t a game.”

      “Bullshit.” I lift my chin, then press my palm to his chest and shove him back a step. “This is your kind of game. Come at me when I’m at my happiest, then cut me down.”

      His hands clench at his sides. Hands I remember only too well. What they could do. How they felt on my skin. On my lips.

      Inside me.

      Once upon a time, I’d wanted him. Hell, I’d belonged to him.

      But he won’t ever own me again.

      “For fuck’s sake, Ruby.”

      “What’s the threat, Leo?” I cross my arms and force myself to meet those eyes I used to drown in. “Who’s after me? What do they want? Give me specifics. Prove to me this isn’t just one more of your sick games. Like the ones we used to play. The innocent girl tied up by the evil prince who forced her to give in to every one of his decadent whims.”

      Heat tightens at my core as I remember our scenes. The way my skin felt like lightning was sizzling over it. My breasts so sensitive that a mere brush of a nipple brought me to orgasm. My core so wet and⁠—

      Stop it.

      “Tell me the damn threat, Leo,” I say, both to break the silence and to quiet my thoughts. “Because as far as I’m concerned, you’re the only dangerous thing in my life. And you’re smarter than to think I’d trust you after everything you put me through. If there was a threat, you would have told Liam or Sasha, and they would have told me. I see through you now, Leo. I see you for the user you are. Cruel and⁠—”

      “Dammit, Ruby.” He snaps the words out so hard I jump.

      “You want to keep me safe? Stay the fuck away or tell me what the threat is.”

      He doesn’t answer, and the quiet lingers until I start to think he never will. When he finally does, his voice is careful, controlled. “I can’t tell you everything. Not yet.”

      Of course, he can’t. Because there is no threat. There’s just Leo Grimm trying to manipulate me back into his orbit.

      I take another step toward him. “This is just more of your bullshit,” I say, the word tasting like freedom on my tongue. “You’re the one who destroyed my life, remember? You used me, then discarded me like trash, and made it clear that I’d never meant anything to you. And for the last seven years, you’ve watched me like some perv from a distance, knowing that you were making me uncomfortable every time our paths crossed at some stupid party or benefit.”

      I can see him searching for words, but I don’t give him time to find them. “You liked it, didn’t you? Liked making me squirm? You’re a sick fuck, Leopold Grimm. And I know that better than anyone.”

      His face goes still, like a mask sliding into place. “Just let me—” he begins, but I’m already pushing past him, already running down the trail. Not the graceful, controlled exit I’d prefer, but the desperate flight of prey that’s spotted a predator closing in.

      He calls my name once more, but I don’t look back. I can’t. Because if I look back—if I see whatever expression is on his face right now—I might stop running.

      I bolt through the dappled forest, my feet pounding against the path that had once been a sanctuary.

      He’s tainted even this. Branches catch at my jacket, and my breath comes in sharp gasps that have nothing to do with exertion and everything to do with the panic clawing at my throat.

      Seven years. Seven years of working hard to trust my judgment again. To build a life that doesn’t revolve around a man who saw me as nothing more than a convenient body to use when he was bored.

      And he thinks he can just step out of the trees and back into my life like nothing happened?

      Like he didn’t break me so completely it took years to find all the pieces?

      By the time I reach the edge of the farmers market, my lungs are burning and my hands are shaking. I pause at the tree line, looking over my shoulder at the path that disappears into shadows.

      He’s not following me.

      I exhale slowly, tension leaving my chest in waves.

      But I honestly can’t tell if what I’m experiencing is relief or disappointment.
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      I try to lose myself in the familiar sights and sounds of the market—vendors calling out their specials, the sweet scent of fresh-baked bread, the laughter of children on the nearby playscape as their parents browse fresh produce. But it all feels surreal after my run-in with Leo.

      I pause at the apple stand, staring at the neat rows of red and green without really seeing them. My mind keeps replaying his voice. The way his emerald eyes had looked at me, like he could see straight through to my soul. A look that had once melted me. Now, it scares me.

      Now, he scares me.

      Someone wants to hurt you.

      I shiver at the memory of those words. Ironic, coming from him. After all, I doubt there’s anyone on this planet who could cut me more deeply than he once did.

      Except that’s not true.

      Leo hurt me, yes.

      But he also opened my eyes. Hell, maybe he even did me a favor, because now I know how cruel people can be. How hard they can twist the knife.

      I still have the scars from Leo, after all. And god knows, I saw a new level of brutality in the way Victor Reed tortured Sasha.

      Someone wants to hurt you.

      The words are still bouncing around my head like a horrible echo, and I wrap my arms around myself despite the warm afternoon sun. I know I should dismiss it as another one of Leo’s manipulations, but I can’t seem to do that. There’d been something in his voice. An urgency that felt real.

      So maybe Leo⁠—

      “Ruby!”

      I jump, my heart pounding, then immediately relax as I recognize the voice. I turn to see Sasha hurrying over from the herb vendor’s table, a small paper bag in her hand and concern etched across features made famous from years of being the face of the now-defunct Reed Cosmetics.

      She’s traded her battered sweatpants for designer jeans, a silk top, and a pale blue cashmere sweater. She could just as easily be shopping on Fifth Avenue as at this market.

      I meet her halfway, some of the tension draining out of me at the sight of my bestie showing up like a port in a storm. “What on earth are you doing here?”

      “Basil,” she says, holding up the bag with a slightly sheepish expression. “I was answering emails, and then I was thinking about spaghetti sauce. You know—that recipe I found in my mom’s things last year?”

      “That sauce is amazing.”

      “Right? But it has to simmer for at least five hours, so I blew off a meeting and hurried here.”

      My brows rise. “Who are you and what have you done with my best friend?”

      She rolls her eyes. “What can I say? I’m the boss.” A smile tugs at her mouth. “Honestly, once the idea got in my head, it was all I could think of. I rescheduled the meeting. So not flaking off at all.” She tilts her head. “Well, maybe a little. But the prize is a spaghetti dinner with Mom’s sauce.”

      “At least you crave stuff that’s healthy. The ones that stick in my head are usually of the candy variety. Like Tootsie Rolls.” I sigh, then shoot her a look. “Great. Now I’ve got a craving, too.”

      “It’s a good thing foods aren’t sentient,” Sasha said. “They would totally be our evil overlords.”

      “True that.”

      “Speaking of food, why aren’t you holding any? Did you get lost on the way?”

      I glance down at the packed dirt that defines the market’s space. “No, just…” I trail off with a shrug and force myself to fight a shiver.

      She leans in, her eye narrowing. “What the hell, Rue? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “It’s nothing,” I say, but I’m sure even the apple vendor can hear the lie.

      “Have you met me?” she asks, leading me away from the table so we can talk without being overheard. “Best friend. Knows you better than anyone. Have confided all my crazy secrets to you since forever. And knows you too damn well to believe your bullshit. So tell me what’s wrong.”

      I want to stay silent. Hell, I want to run from the truth. But I don’t. This is Sasha, after all. “I saw Leo.”

      I’d barely managed to whisper the words, but from the way Sasha goes completely still, it’s obvious she heard me. “What? Here? At the market? Maybe he was headed to my place and stopped to buy some wine or cheese or something.”

      There’s a hint of hope in her voice. Leo is the only brother of the four—well, three surviving— brothers with whom Liam is close. Which means Sasha is very invested in Leo not once again becoming a major ass vis-à-vis me.

      “Not here,” I say. “On the trail. Just a few minutes ago.” I gesture vaguely in that direction. “He just stepped out of the trees like he’d been waiting for me.”

      “Oh, Ruby. Dammit. I wish I’d thought to walk here with you.”

      I shrug. “I can’t call you for Leo-duty every time I go outside. Besides, the last time I saw him was over four months ago when I showed up at your house without calling first. He’s not on my radar anymore.”

      Except he is.

      Because even though I may not see him every day—and even though I hate the man with every tiny cell in my body—my sick, pathetic truth is that not a day has gone by in seven years when I haven’t thought of him.

      “So what happened?” Sasha spins her hand, urging me to get on with the story. “What did he want? You’re sure he was waiting for you? He wasn’t walking to our house?”

      “He came for me,” I say flatly. Then I tell her everything—Leo’s appearance, his warning about danger, the way he’d admitted to watching me.

      She listens without interruption, her expression growing more troubled with each detail.

      “He said someone wants to hurt me,” I finish. “But when I asked for specifics, he said he couldn’t tell me everything. Not yet. Honestly, I call bullshit. He’s the only one who’s ever wanted to hurt me. And for some reason, I’m back on his radar.”

      “Shit.” The word is almost a whisper, but still as hard as a rock. “That’s so fucked up.”

      “Well, yeah. I noticed.”

      “No, I mean…” She trails off, biting her lower lip, then draws in a breath. “Look, I know how deeply Leo hurt you. What he put you through. But I’ve gotten to know him pretty well, and he wouldn’t lie about something like that.”

      “Color me unconvinced.”

      “But why would he? Where’s the profit in scaring you?”

      I study her face, seeing something that looks like genuine fear in her eyes. “You really think he’s telling the truth? But that’s crazy. I mean, why would someone want to hurt me? Maybe a year ago, I could see your dad hurting me to hurt you. But that’s all over. We’re safe.”

      “On my side, maybe,” she says. “And, yes, you’re my sister in everything but blood, so that applies to you, too.”

      “That’s what I’m saying. It’s just Leo wanting to get a rise out of me.”

      “But what if it’s not my side that’s coming after you?”

      I frown. “What are you talking about?”

      “The Grimm family has enemies. Real ones. People who would hurt you to get to Leo, or Liam, or me. And they’d do it just because they can.” She runs a hand through her hair. “You know I’m right.”

      A chill runs down my spine at the conviction in her voice. “Not Leo. He couldn’t give a fuck about anyone hurting me. Himself included.” I shrug, as if I don’t care at all anymore. Which I don’t. Not even a little bit.

      “But I guess you have a point about you and Liam,” I add before she can try and convince me that Leo gives the smallest of fucks about me. “Except why? Is there something going on with the family? Did Alexander screw a competitor over?”

      The eldest living brother, Alexander Grimm, has taken charge of the family’s massive, octopus-like business ever since his father fell ill and ended up in a coma. And from what I’ve heard, Alex has done a spectacular job emulating his father’s brutal and frequently dishonest method of keeping the Grimm family businesses chugging along.

      Sasha shrugs. “Knowing Alex, he probably did screw a competitor. But tying that back to a threat to you…”

      I sigh. “Bottom line—neither one of us has an inkling of a clue why anyone would be after me.”

      “Not even an inkling of an inkling,” she agrees, then cocks her head and gives me that look. “But it sounds like Leo might.”

      I want to tell her she’s wrong, but I know she might be right. So I pull up my big girl panties, draw a breath, and say, “Will you ask Liam to find out what’s up? The threat, I mean. If Leo won’t give me details, maybe Liam can find out.”

      “Hell yeah, I will. He called before I left to say he was stepping into a meeting, but I’ll catch him as soon as he’s free.”

      “He probably doesn’t know anything.”

      “Probably not, or he would have told you. But he has resources, connections. If there’s a legitimate threat, he’ll find out.”

      “And if there isn’t?” I ask. “If this is just Leo playing some twisted game?”

      “Then we’ll know that too.” She reaches out to squeeze my arm. “Ruby, I get why you don’t trust him. After what he did to you… But I also know that Liam trusts Leo completely. And Liam doesn’t trust easily.”

      I nod, understanding the weight of that statement. Liam Grimm is not a man who gives his trust lightly, especially after what his father put him through. If he trusts Leo, there has to be a reason. But Liam trusting his mercurial little brother is a lot different than me trusting the man who destroyed me.

      I meet Sasha’s eyes. “I don’t want to be one of those too-stupid-to-live girls like in a horror movie,” I say. “So I’ll pay attention to whatever Liam learns. But no way will I let Leo Grimm close to me again.”

      “Believe me,” she says, “I get it. So, we get more information. Then we decide what to do next.” Sasha’s voice carries the authority of someone who’s learned to separate emotion from survival. And because she did survive, I know she understands. And because she’s been my bestie since forever, I believe her.

      “Right. Okay.” I nod. “We have a plan. Sort of.”

      We share an ironic grin.

      “Can I drive you home? I don’t like the idea of you walking that trail alone if there really is a threat.”

      I should jump all over that offer. I don’t. Because it’s sparked something rebellious in my chest. “I want to walk.”

      “Ruby…”

      I lift my chin and square my shoulders. “I need to prove to myself that I’m not going to let Leo Grimm scare me into changing my life. I’ve walked that trail a hundred times, and I’m not going to stop because my ex-boyfriend thinks there might be a boogeyman in the woods.”

      “Except there really might be a boogeyman in the woods.”

      “Maybe,” I admit. “But do you really believe Leo walked away when I told him to get lost?”

      She meets my eyes. She and I both know that if there truly is a threat out there—and if Leo did come to warn me of it—then just because I sent him away doesn’t mean that he’s gone. And it sure as hell doesn’t mean that I’ll see him on the way home.

      All it means is that I’ll get home safely.

      I may not trust Leo with my heart anymore. But I know that much.

      After a moment, her shoulders relax, and she nods. “Okay. But call me when you get home?”

      “I will.”

      We shop a bit longer, then part ways, Sasha heading to her car while I turn back toward the wooded trail. The sun has disappeared behind several large clouds that threaten rain, making the path seem dark and gloomy, and every creak of a branch or rustle of an animal seems to ring out and startle me.

      Even so, I force myself to walk at a normal pace.

      I’m not afraid of Leo Grimm. I’m not afraid of whatever threat he thinks is out there.

      But as I listen to the sound of the forest, I can’t deny that some tiny part of me hopes I’ll see him again. That he’ll step out of the shadows and demand to walk me home.

      The thought stops me cold.

      No.

      We’re over. We’ve been over for ages.

      And that’s how we’re going to stay.

      Some cuts are just too deep to heal. Some betrayals too fundamental to forgive. Leo Grimm showed me exactly what I meant to him all those years ago, and I’d be an idiot to forget that lesson now.

      I know that. I believe it. Hell, I cling like grim death to the truth of it. But even so, my traitorous heart speeds up every time a branch rustles, every time a shadow moves in my peripheral vision. So that by the time I reach home, I’m wound tight with a tension that has nothing to do with fear and everything to do with disappointed anticipation.

      He’s not coming back.

      And that, I tell myself firmly, is a very good thing.

      The house is quiet when I let myself in through the kitchen door. I drop my one bag on the counter—I’d barely bought anything at the market, my conversation with Sasha having distracted me from my original mission. Not that I need anything now. I won’t be cooking for Marcus tonight.

      “Granny,” I call softly, but there’s no answer.

      When I see that her bedroom door is closed, I assume she’s napping, and I leave her to rest and head upstairs to my room.

      I need a shower. I need to wash the scent of him off my skin, the memory of his touch out of my head.

      In my bedroom, I strip off my clothes and catch a glimpse of myself in the full-length mirror. The woman looking back at me is different from the girl Leo knew seven years ago—stronger, more confident, with the kind of poise that comes from rebuilding yourself from the ground up.

      But my body remembers him anyway. The way my pulse quickened when he stepped close. The way my skin heated when he held me tight. When he bound me. When he touched me in ways that should make me ashamed, but the memory only makes me wet.

      Pathetic. I tell myself, turning away from the mirror and hurrying toward the bathroom and the promise of that cleansing spray I so desperately need.

      I turn the water as hot as I can stand and step under the spray. The heat feels good against my tense muscles, washing away the stress of the day. I close my eyes and let myself relax for the first time since Leo appeared on that trail.

      But relaxing is a mistake because that’s when the memories creep in.

      Memories of Leo’s hands sliding soap down my back, his body pressed against mine under the spray of his magnificent shower. The way he whispered my name against my ear, his voice rough with want. How he’d made me come apart with just his fingers while the water cascaded over us both.

      “That’s it, Red,” he’d murmured, his mouth hot against my throat. “Let go for me.”

      And I had. God help me, I’d let go completely, surrendering to him in ways I’d never imagined possible. Trusting him with my body, my heart, my everything.

      The memory hits me so hard I have to brace myself against the shower wall. Even after all these years, I can still feel the phantom touch of his hands on my skin, still hear the way he’d said my name like it was a prayer.

      I grab the soap with shaking hands, trying not to think about the way Leo used to soap me up. How he’d take his time, mapping every inch of my body like he was memorizing it. The reverent way he’d touch me, like I was something precious instead of just another conquest.

      Stop it. I stiffen in defense against the flood of memories. Of want. Of need.

      Most of all, of fury and hate and heartbreak.

      None of the moments I’d cherished had been real. He’d only been playing a game. And I was the naive little girl, too enchanted by the handsome prince to see it.

      He’d hurt me, and I don’t want him in my head now. I don’t want to think about his touch. About how he felt inside me.

      And yet that’s all I can think about. All I can feel. My body doesn’t care about logic. My body doesn’t shy from betrayal. My body simply wants to feel like that again. My nipples tight. That glorious ache between my thighs. A desperate need sizzling over me like electricity.

      And his hands moving over all my secret places, hard and soft and demanding all at once.

      Dammit, stop!

      This time, the plea reaches the functioning part of my brain. I finish washing, angrily scrubbing away any trace of the encounter in the woods. When I step out of the shower, my skin is pink from the heat and the loofah.

      I wrap myself in a towel and move back into my bedroom, feeling more clearheaded. The shower helped, even if it brought up memories I’d rather leave buried. I’m stronger now than I was at twenty-one. I won’t let Leo Grimm get under my skin again.

      But when I enter my bedroom, the clearheaded feeling evaporates instantly, replaced by confusion.

      My laptop is open on my bed, but I’m sure I left it on my desk. And I always keep it shut and the screen locked.

      Right now, something is playing on the screen. I can’t see it from this angle, but I can see the light it’s emitting dancing in the dim room.

      What the fuck?

      I clutch the towel at my chest, my heart hammering as I approach it slowly, like someone nearing an injured animal. I round the edge of the bed, and as I do, I can see what’s playing. And my blood turns to ice.

      A video.

      Of me.

      Seven years younger, naked, my hands bound above my head with silk scarves. My face is turned toward the camera, eyes closed in pleasure as Leo’s hands move over my body. I recognize the moment—one of our long nights of sensual play in his suite at Grimm Tower, back when I’d trusted him completely. Body and soul.

      He never told me he was recording us.

      My stomach roils, and my knees go weak. I bend over, my hand on the mattress as I slide to the floor, as lost and weak as if I’d been drugged.

      But somehow, I can’t look away. It’s vile. It’s unforgivable. And yet, a shameful thrill settles low in my belly as I watch him take me like I was his to keep.

      Then reality slaps me hard in the face, and I recoil, bile rising in my throat.

      Someone was in my house. Someone not only logged into my laptop, but they also loaded this horror and left it for me to find.

      Leo? Or someone else?

      Even as the question taunts me, text begins to scroll across the bottom of the video— You’re beautiful when you surrender. Soon, you’ll be on your knees, my cock in your mouth. Exactly where you belong, doing exactly what you’re good for…

      I stare at the screen in horror as the video continues to play a loop of my younger self lost in pleasure and trust, unaware that the man I loved was documenting my vulnerability for future use.

      This is why he came to me today.

      Not because someone else wants to hurt me, but because he wants to remind me what he’s capable of. That he can destroy me anytime he wants. That he has all the power.

      And he does, too. He has this tape. A tape that would have only tweaked my life when I was younger, but now that I’m a VP at the fastest-growing woman-owned cosmetics company in history—now that I strategize about how to grow our market, regularly go on news programs, and give talks all over the country about women’s empowerment and how Lydia Cosmetics fits in—that tape could not only hurt me, it could completely eviscerate both me and the career I love.

      And the most devastating, horrific part? Despite the violation, despite the fury and humiliation burning in my chest, watching that video brings back every erotic sensation from that day and so many others. The way he’d made me feel. The ecstasy of his body filling mine. Of his lips teasing me, his teeth biting me. His palm spanking my ass as he led me down a path to heights of pleasure I’d never experienced before. And have only ever experienced with him.

      “Bastard.” I slam the laptop shut, my hands shaking with rage and something else I don’t want to name.

      Leo Grimm just reminded me exactly why I ran seven years ago.

      And exactly why I need to run now.

    

  


OEBPS/images/templatetitlepage.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/the-wolf-1.jpg
<
BILLIONAIRE
BROTHERS
GRIMM

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

J. KENNER








