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Chapter One
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Evander

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing—who I was seeing. 

Gemma Parks. 

The woman I’d loved. The one and same woman who’d broken my heart and was now laughing and talking animatedly to a man and two women as they waited for their morning coffees in front of a mobile coffee van. 

My jaw clenched. These were the type of people she hung out with now? They looked about as exciting as straw-stuffed scarecrows in a field. Do-gooders dressed in ill-fitting, cheap knockoff dresses and a suit. Wannabes who’d likely never make their mark on the world.

The gray, overcast morning suddenly cleared, a beam of sunlight shining down, haloing Gemma like a beacon to entice me closer. 

Bitterness clogged my throat while the love-sick madness I’d managed to keep under wraps all too quickly unraveled within. I had to remind myself she’d betrayed me. That she’d walked out on me—on us—for this life.

I lowered my binoculars and leaned back against the luxurious leather seat of my town car as anger surged. My teeth clenched together as I tried, and failed, to make sense of it all.

We’d been happy together, ecstatic. But it’d all crashed and burned the moment she’d found out I was an Agostino. Our relationship had then well and truly turned to ashes when she’d disappeared without a trace.

That she was an only child, raised by a single mother in a tiny apartment trying to make ends meet, should have made her want me twice as hard. Instead, she’d pushed me away like yesterday’s garbage, as though the wealth I made was nothing more than paper money.

How would she feel if she knew I was now the Agostino underboss? That I was second-in-charge to the don, the boss?

I blew out a harsh breath. She’d probably be nauseated, her insides twisted with disgust. That most women threw themselves at me—at any of the Agostino men—for being a mobster only added insult to injury. Now finally seeing her in person was akin to picking a scab off a deep wound and making it bleed again.

I swallowed down bile and restrained my snapping and snarling inner beast by taking deep, slow breaths. It still took every ounce of my willpower not to explode from my car and grab her, then forcibly bring her with me. Instead I concentrated on calming my adrenaline and slowing my pulse.

Had she really presumed I’d just let her go? Had she seriously hoped I’d give up on her?

Not. A. Fucking. Chance. 

She’d known me well enough to realize I’d never allow that to happen.

I closed my eyes and used every one of my five senses to recollect everything about her. 

Her lush coconut and vanilla scent. The soft, silky strands of her caramel colored hair that brushed my arms when I held her. Her sensual and soft lips made for kissing. Her glowing, sun-kissed skin and the smattering of freckles across her nose. The rich, clear sound of her laugh, and the taste of her as she screamed with pleasure while I licked and sucked her clit.

A flashback filled my mind, and I squirmed at the image of our sweaty bodies and tangled limbs as we made mad, passionate love. She gasped and moaned, then cried out as she came, our hearts beating furiously together even before I roared my own rapturous release. Warmth and adoration filled me, emotions mirrored in her beautiful aqua green eyes as I stared down at her staring up at me. 

The memory fell away as I reopened my eyes. I blinked, disorientated, before I focused on Gemma as she accepted her coffee. The man next to her placed a proprietary arm around her waist. It didn’t matter that she stepped out of his clasp. All that mattered was the stab of jealousy plunging into my heart, the violent urge to kill the motherfucker who’d dared to touch my woman.

My breathing slowed as a smile spread across my face. It was too bad she’d run, because I really didn’t take rejection lightly. I also didn’t do rivalry. What was mine was mine. 

I raised my binoculars to continue closely watching her, like a voyeur staring at his woman in a bedroom. My dick twitched as she stepped toward me, a breeze fluttering her yellow silk dress that was belted around her waist. It was so obviously an upmarket gown, one made especially for her. 

Did she even realize she made the other two women look dowdy? No, she’d always been clueless about her looks, her natural beauty and style. Despite the fact her dress had been part of the wardrobe I’d bought her; she’d instinctively known which fabrics and colors suited her best.

That she hadn’t completely let me go was evident by the clothes she still wore that I’d gifted her, clothes she still apparently loved.

The man fell into step beside Gemma, brushing back his receding blond hair as he chatted to her, leaving the other two women frowning as they followed. It was apparent I wasn’t the only one pissed by the man’s blatant interest.

My stomach contracted as I watched them head toward the gallery. Gemma had been a talented artist, her landscapes nothing short of spectacular. And now? Now she wasted her life running a gallery that showcased other artists’ creations.

It sickened me knowing she’d given up on her dreams, her ambitions just to keep her identity hidden. 

Just to keep me from finding her.

Warmth radiated through me. How would she feel when she finally glimpsed the unmistakable sign that I’d found her? 

My tinted windows concealed me well enough as she clicked past in the heeled yellow shoes I’d also bought her, cheap-suit man sticking like a bur to her side. I watched her retreat in my side-mirror, my chest burning.

Her plan to disappear had worked for a while. But I’d found her now, and I wouldn’t let her out of my sight again.

She took the dozen long steps leading up to the art gallery, then disappeared from my sight.

My gut clenched, the powerful need to run after her and keep her close almost overwhelming. Instead I pushed my seat back and got comfortable. Patience was a virtue and I was feeling extremely virtuous after my tireless pursuit.

I exhaled long and deep. It’d been two years, seven months and five days since I’d last seen her.

Not that I was counting.

My muscles twitched and I sat up again. Fuck it. I’d waited long enough.

I pushed open my door. Staying here wasn’t achieving anything. 

One way or the other, she’d be mine.
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Chapter Two
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Gemma

I clutched my coffee tightly and shivered with distaste as I stepped away from Gregory, though I couldn’t solely blame him for the fear skittering up and down my spine.

Something felt...off. Either that or I was being paranoid.

I exhaled roughly. What was wrong with me? I’d been living my own life, accepting of my fate, my future without the man in it I’d loved with every scrap of my existence. I mightn’t ever be carefree, might not ever be completely, utterly happy, but I’d been safe. I’d moved on...sort of.

Gregory stepped beside me as we headed toward the gallery. He glanced my way with a knitted brow. “Is everything okay, Fi?”

I grimaced at the nickname he’d given me from a name that wasn’t even my own. Fiona. It was so...uninspired. What I’d give right now to be Gemma once again, and to hear Evander calling me by my real name.

I shook my head. I must be going mad, my anxiety catching up on me. I forced a smile as we climbed the steps toward the brick and steel building that had housed so many beautiful works of art. “I’m fine,” I said brightly. “Why do you ask?”

We stepped inside the gallery, my heels clacking across the brightly patterned mosaic tiles, which were a work of art in themselves. My stare swept across the artwork, which featured an up and coming artist who was fast becoming a star in the art world. Chase Holland. I knew the name well enough, many people did now, but I didn’t know his face. He was a recluse, a hermit who didn’t like to mix with other people.

I’d thought he might be a little bit crazy. Art buyers loved to interact with the creators of their favorite pieces. Now I was beginning to think he was clever. He was the great unknown and everyone was intrigued. 

I had no doubt our gallery would be packed later today. He was becoming an obsession, an icon.

That could have been me.

I pushed the envious thought away. I wasn’t that type of person. I’d made peace with my circumstances, accepted I couldn’t have what or who I wanted. 

I’d moved on.

Or so I’d thought.

Gregory shrugged awkwardly, bringing me back to the present, one he seemed to want to feature in. Fat chance. I had zero chemistry with the man, and therefore, zero interest in him. He cleared his throat. “I don’t know, you just seemed...edgy.” He flushed. “I think I know you well enough now to sense when you’re not yourself.” His flush deepened. “I-I care about you, Fi.”

I inhaled sharply even as our work colleagues hurried past and headed to their respective jobs. Shit. Had they overheard? The last thing I wanted was work gossip to ruin my fledgling career. I’d already become aware of the rumors circulating about us, insinuating I’d gotten my managerial position by sleeping with Gregory, the owner of the gallery.

In reality, I’d gotten it thanks to my hard work and knowledge of art, not to mention my eye for detail. I had a knack for knowing where single pieces and groupings would look best and be most appreciated. 

Still, I had to tread carefully. I didn’t want to lose everything I’d built since my world had crumbled apart. I looked up at Gregory, at his dull blue eyes that scrutinized me like I was one of his cherished pieces of art. “You’re a wonderful man, Gregory, and a good friend. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

He pushed a hand through his thinning, dirty blond hair, his suit jacket flopping open to reveal his scrawny body. “I was hoping you might think of me as more than a friend by now.”

My stomach dropped. “I’m not planning on being anything but single anytime soon.” I reached out and touched his arm, the sleeve of his suit coarse under my palm, so unlike Evander’s luxurious designer suits. I shook off the comparison. I had to stop thinking about Evander and finding other men lacking! “I hope you understand,” I added.

His face tightened. “What’s to understand? I’m offering you a good life.” He put his hand over mind, and I tried not to notice his clammy touch. “I’d do anything for you, Fi. Anything.”

I resisted taking a step back, though nothing could stop a distasteful shiver rolling through me. I didn’t want a good life, not after experiencing an incomparably perfect life. Evander really would have done anything for me—killed for me, even—had I asked. Gregory would equate putting the dishes away for me as his anything. 

His hand tightened on mine. “What aren’t you understanding, Fi? I want—“

His voice broke off even as we turned simultaneously, sensing someone behind us. A figure in a black suit stood framed in the wide doorway, the sun behind him making him blurry and indistinguishable.

So why did I suddenly feel faint, my heart pumping hard and my insides rolling? Then the figure stepped away and the momentary lapse of fear that froze me in place as quickly faded.

I pulled my hand free, Gregory’s clasp falling away.

He cleared his throat, his voice thready. “We’ll talk more about this...later.”

I barely nodded. Though I was no longer distressed, I was still unsettled. My senses stayed in hyper-drive as a thousand emotions churned through me. Was it seriously possible the man who’d appeared so briefly in the doorway had been Evander?

No. I was being paranoid. Gregory’s revelation had unnerved me, pushed me into fight or flight mode, triggering my past traumas along with my overactive imagination.

Except, Gregory had seen the man too and had seemed just as anxious. I turned to him, only to realize he’d gone, leaving me standing alone in the gallery’s space.

I glanced at the wall to my left, at the portrait of an old man. He stared down at me with cynical boredom, though his dark eyes showcased a keen intelligence that was offset by shadowy darkness. A cigar was perched between his lips, its tip glowing and creating a waft of smoke that gave the entire painting an eerie quality, like the man was half-hidden behind a murky fog that embodied his mind.

My arms prickled. The man had the look of a mafia kingpin. Not just because of his quality suit, but his air of arrogance and self-importance, his soulless eyes that seemed to look right through me.

I snorted. I’d really allowed my mind to run rampant. Add in Gregory’s infatuation and I’d let myself be disturbed on a level I’d thought had been buried from the moment I’d started my new life.

A shiver slithered down my spine, my eyes prickling with sudden tears. I sucked in a steadying breath. I refused to allow myself to think about anything else I’d had to bury.

Ming, our security guard, approached me. His brow was furrowed under his cap, his wide shoulders stiff under his navy-colored shirt. “Is everything okay, Fiona?”

I nodded before I managed a weak smile. “Never better, Ming.”

A crowd was already gathering at the front of the gallery when the last painting was brought in. It was a huge canvas, which had been covered to protect it. I guessed this was the pièce de résistance of the artist’s collection. I had no doubt it was also the artist’s drawcard, the special piece that would get the art enthusiasts and critics talking.

It’d been my biggest accomplishment to date enticing the reclusive artist to Gregory’s boutique gallery. That he’d declined major gallery offers hadn’t escaped me. Though I’d done all my sweet talking to Chase via emails, it’d been enough to secure his latest works for public viewing. 

A pity I didn’t have time to view it or appreciate his biggest painting. I needed to help manage the crowd. After directing the two men to a far wall, which was hidden behind some temporary partitions that showcased Chase’s other portraits, I hurried to the front of the gallery.

It was opening time. 
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Chapter Three
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Gemma

Shadows were beginning to creep into the gallery when the last of the visitors exited the building. I’d been kept busy with the many pieces that had sold for a very good profit. 

The buyers had been beyond enthusiastic.

I only wished I could afford one of the pieces myself. I’d fallen in love with many of them when I’d had the chance to take a look at them as I’d written down the names of each piece and their corresponding code so that each one would be shipped off to their respective new owners.

That I hadn’t seen Gregory all day was beyond odd. He’d seemingly hidden in his office, away from the eager art crowd. So unlike him. I’d been expecting him to preen over our up-and-coming artist’s works, his face beaming as he welcomed in all the prospective buyers.

I shut and locked the doors, then sagged a little, just as I heard the heavy, familiar tread of Gregory from behind me. I turned, a smile on my face. “Well, I’d say that was a rousing—”

I didn’t finish my sentence. I blinked at Gregory’s sullen glare, his rigid spine offset by his slumped shoulders. “What’s wrong?”

“You didn’t think to tell me that you knew the artist personally?” 

I frowned. “What? I don’t know him. I only know his name and the contact email I was given from an associate of his.”

“Is that right?” Gregory gritted out, “because he sure as shit seems to know you.”

My frown deepened, along with barely stifled irritation. “What do you mean? What is this all about?”

He pushed a hand over his face. “Allow me to show you something.”

I nodded, then followed him past the portraits, whose lifelike eyes seemed to follow us as we went. I repressed a little chill even before we stopped in front of the extra-large portrait with a red, Not for Sale sticker emblazoned across the bottom corner of the gold frame.

I blinked, then blinked again, my breath stalling in my lungs while my mouth went bone dry. The portrait was like peering into a mirror. It showcased my face, my bared shoulders and breasts, though my nipples were barely noticeable thanks to the shadow that shrouded me from behind.

A shadow that was clearly a man. 

Though his features were blurry and indistinct I knew exactly who he was.

Evander.

I took a step back, the room doing a slow spin around me.

I had no idea how much the artist had been paid to paint me and the shadowy silhouette of Evander behind me, but it must have cost a small fortune. That it showcased us as lovers was more than evident by the feral lust glittering in my eyes, my head that was titled back and my partly-opened mouth as I succumbed to the mastery of my lover behind me.

Little wonder Gregory had stayed cooped up in his office. Though he’d decided I was his, this one artwork negated his belief in just a few profound strokes of the brush. The painting was undeniably seductive and beautiful all at the same time, capturing the essence of my and Evander’s earth-shattering passion to perfection.

“Well?” Gregory asked bitterly. “What do you have to say?”

It took a moment for me to speak, a moment to think beyond my dazed confrontation of a past I’d been trying so hard to forget. A past that had featured Evander in it. The fact the painting had turned up in the gallery I ran told me everything I needed to know.

He’d damn well found me!

I managed to shrug, though my entire being felt strung out and on edge. “What can I say? Clearly Chase Holland was commissioned to paint me and a man I used to see.”

“A m-man you used t-to see?” Gregory spluttered. “Who exactly was that man?”

I frowned, overwhelmed by the emotions that spun out-of-control inside me. “Why does that matter? He’s in my past now and I fail to see why you’d need to know.”

Gregory crossed his arms, his lips thinning. “I never would have exhibited Chase Holland if I’d known one of his paintings showcased such a provocative piece of one of my workers.”

I pushed back a sudden burst of anger. He would have cared less had it featured any one of his other workers. He only cared that it’d been me. “I worked my ass off for this exhibition, and you’ve made stellar commissions of the artworks, all of which have sold.”

“All except for the one centerpiece featuring you,” he said scathingly.

“I should be the one who is angry, not you! But since our elusive Chase Holland isn’t here to question how he got a picture of me to paint, I’m not going to dwell on it. He is renowned for being reclusive almost as much as he is renowned for his stunning portraits. We were extremely lucky he chose this boutique gallery to feature his latest works.”
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