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        “Many a man has a wild beast within him.”
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      All around me, the party glitters. The ballroom is lit with tiny twinkle lights so that it looks as if the world has been drowned in magic. Outside the windows, Atlantic City gleams, and the froth from the ocean forty-seven floors below dances in the light of the moon.

      Serving stations in each corner offer appetizers created by the world-renowned chef of the Monarch Grand Casino, and the soft music from the orchestra underscores the babble of conversation.

      I take a glass of champagne from a waiter decked out in a perfectly fitted serving jacket, the silver MGC logo pin on his lapel gleaming in the soft lighting.

      This is the world in which I was raised. Isabella Hart—the Hart Industries heiress with her jet set life split between Manhattan and Atlantic City, with side trips to our other casino/hotels in Tahoe, Monte Carlo, Vienna, Singapore, and London. A world of power and money and beauty. Because as far as my father is concerned, I’m more showpiece than daughter. Especially tonight. I twist the simple gold band on my right hand—my mother’s ring, and the only piece of jewelry I’m wearing tonight that hasn’t been borrowed from the Hart collection for tonight’s performance.

      And what a performance.

      As I glance around the ballroom, it’s the beauty that captures me. Unlike most of the elegant aristocrats mingling nearby, power isn’t something I’ve ever craved, nor is money. Though I suppose I might feel different about the latter if I’d been born outside the trappings of wealth.

      Still, I know myself well enough to know that it isn’t what can be bought that entices me, but what can be seen. The red of a cardinal against the pale bark of a birch tree. The dappled sunlight thrown across a musty attic when the curtains are pulled aside. Even the mixture of colors without specific form, but with the power to create a feeling so deep and transcendent that it is almost religious.

      That’s how this ballroom seems tonight. Like a magical place you might stumble upon in a story from long ago.

      I freeze, the thought hitting me hard, and I have to blink rapidly, forcing back the threatening tears as I twist my mom’s ring.

      Stories.

      Fairy tales.

      Grimm.

      Gabe.

      It’s only with Gabriel Grimm that I ever truly felt that transcendence. Like I was part of something bigger than myself. Bigger even than the two of us.

      My vision goes blurry, and I hurry toward the restroom to gather myself. I should have known better than to let my mind wander.

      I should have known that—especially here—it’s Gabe who would be hiding in the dark corners of this trap disguised as a party.

      Gabe. The man I lost almost five years ago to fire and treachery and death.

      The man I loved.

      The only man I’ll ever love.

      I may be getting married in a month, but Gabriel Grimm will always live in my heart.

      I’m still blinking back tears when I step out of the Ladies’ Room, my mind lingering on the wedding I don’t want in payment for a deal that I do.

      A wave of sadness crashes over me as I watch bubbles rise in the champagne like tiny prayers that will never be answered. But melancholy is not allowed. Not tonight. So I force myself to plaster on a smile, then glance around, hoping no one has caught my mood.

      This is supposed to be a joyous occasion, after all. A party to celebrate my engagement to the more-than-suitable David Mercer, a slice of blond-haired, green-eyed eye candy who is also, thankfully, one of my closest friends. Not that my father cares about that. No, he arranged this medieval pairing because David is the heir to a smaller, yet similar kingdom of hotels and casinos across three continents, and neither my father nor David’s parents gives a flip about what he and I actually want.

      I sigh, then take another sip of champagne. Then another.

      And—just to take the edge off—I gulp down the last of it.

      It’s Cristal—one of the best my father’s money can buy. And yet it tastes bitter. Like broken promises and stolen dreams.

      Not that I let that show. As much as I miss Gabe, I know that he’s lost to me. Even if I had access to all of my father’s money, I couldn’t buy him back from death. So I smile and sip and pretend that being engaged to David is something more than a convenience for both of us—a business transaction wrapped in Vera Wang and diamond solitaires.

      A hand cups my waist, and I’m drawn back to the present as I realize that David’s come over from where he’d been holding court on the north side of the room. Now, he leans in, those deliciously sexy green eyes wasted on me. “Do you have a kiss for your adoring fiancé? Or,” he continues in a low whisper, “more accurately, do you have one for your father, my parents, and our more-than-tipsy guests?”

      “Always,” I say, then let him pull me in for a kiss that’s long and deep and makes a very good show even if it doesn’t make my toes tingle.

      But at least I know it looks real. Back when David and I were both thirteen, we decided that we needed to know how to kiss, then practiced on each other until we got it down. We’d planned to be each other’s firsts in bed, too, but Gabriel got that honor when I turned sixteen. He’d been eighteen, and we were desperately, wildly, in love.

      “Don’t you two make the most stunning couple?”

      I look up to see Mina, my father’s air-headed assistant and long-time sidepiece, smiling at me. The kind of smile that actually says fuck you.

      Considering my trust fund was established by my mother before she died—so it’s nothing Mina can get her hands on even if my father does deign to marry her—I assume her dislike for me today stems from the fact that my engagement/wedding present is this hotel/casino, whereas her last gift from Daddy Dearest was a simple necklace with only one rather small diamond on a pendant.

      “There’s the happy couple!” My father’s voice cuts through my thoughts and the room like a blade, and a second later, he materializes at my side, smiling in a way that somehow manages to be both charming and full of warning. To anyone watching, it probably looks affectionate. It’s not.

      It’s a reminder that even though this day is the first step in getting out from under my father’s thumb, he still has the power to screw up my life. So I better keep the Hart Industries Rules for Oppressed Daughters firmly in mind.

      Fortunately, this is a role I’ve been playing for all of my twenty-eight years, and so I flash a smile of delight and charm, then lean forward and kiss his cheek. “Daddy, the party is wonderful. David and I are humbled by how lovely it is.”

      I glance around, then fight a sigh of relief when I see that David hasn’t wandered away. On the contrary, he’s coming closer, and a moment later, his hand slides possessively around my waist. And why not? He knows the expected script as well as I do.

      “It really is an exceptional party,” David says. “Thank you, Sir.”

      “Only the best for my daughter and son-to-be.” His smile is camera-ready, perfectly calibrated so that the society photographers positioned strategically around us can capture this warm and lovely family moment.

      Yes, sarcasm is one of my many talents. Unfortunately, standing up to Father is not.

      “David,” Father says. “I believe your parents are looking for you.”

      David’s eyes meet mine in a glance so fleeting I’m positive Father didn’t even notice. And if he did, he certainly didn’t read the unspoken message—you okay if I leave?

      I give him a slight nod, and he leans close, then kisses me on the cheek. “Another for the Press,” he whispers. “And for good luck with whatever your old man has up his sleeve.”

      I just smile and squeeze his hand, then watch as he heads to his parents, leaving me with my father. In other words, lost and alone, despite this ballroom filled with over four hundred people.

      “You should be owning this room, Isabella,” Father says, his voice pitched low to avoid prying ears. “The press is here, along with our peers. Not to mention those who would like to see a Hart slip so that they can rise by climbing over our broken backs. This is a good marriage—but as for the consideration to which we agreed…”

      I stiffen. He’s talking about the hotel. As of tomorrow morning, I’m the new manager. And upon our actual marriage, I’ll become the fully-vested owner.

      It’s all on paper, documented and negotiated with at least as much fervor as the founders negotiated the Declaration of Independence.

      Too bad my father is far less trustworthy than those men, and I fear that if I do anything to make my father look askance, he’ll pull the Monarch Grand Casino right out from under me. All of it. Which would mean losing access to the hotel’s tenants as well. Specifically, the high-end shops and restaurants on the mezzanine.

      If that happens, I’ll lose La Galerie LaBete—and that’s something I don’t think I could survive. Gabriel and I started that business. A dream we shared. And just the thought of losing it brings tears to my eyes. I mean, sure, I could find another location. But that space is where we started. Where we spent hours painting the walls and putting in the flooring. Where we made love on the lumpy couch in the storage room, and where I’d often snuggle under a blanket, getting cozy as I watched him stand shirtless at an easel as he lost himself in his art.

      “— the crown jewel of the Hart empire.”

      I stiffen. “Pardon?”

      Father’s mouth curves into a frown. “I said that I expect you to make this hotel a shining jewel.”

      “Of course, I will, Father You trained me well.”

      He didn’t, of course. Not unless yelling and tearing down and criticizing without any constructive suggestions can be considered teaching.

      But operating this hotel/casino has been my goal since Gabriel died. That’s when I knew I had to grow up. When I understood that I both wanted and needed to succeed.

      All of which is why I’ve spent the last four and a half years working in various capacities throughout my father’s empire. But now school’s over.

      All that’s left is to marry my best guy friend, locking us both into a life we don’t actually want, but which wins us both some hefty benefits.

      “The admin team will want to meet soon to go over your management plan,” my father continues. “I expect you to be prepared. The transition needs to be seamless.”

      “Of course, Father. Anything else?”

      I keep my eyes on his as I wait for his next volley. Probably some sort of pop quiz about the laws governing gambling venues.

      It doesn’t come. Instead, he asks, “And the gallery?”

      My heart stutters, and I have to work to keep my expression flat. “What about it?”

      His jaw tightens. “We’ve talked about this, Isabella. You’ll need to scale back your involvement. Running a major casino property requires your full attention.”

      That’s my problem now.

      The words fly out of me—but sadly, only in my mind. What my mouth says is, “Of course, Father. That’s a given.” I keep my face bland and hope he can’t see the lie. “The gallery practically runs itself at this point. Chris manages the day-to-day operations, and he does an excellent job. I only need to be involved for major exhibitions and acquisitions.”

      All true. The gallery may have become world famous over the last few years for the LaBete originals and the other abstract pieces we curate, but Chris—my assistant manager and one of the few people in this world I trust completely—could run the place blindfolded.

      If I had to, I really could just walk away. But I never will. La Galerie LaBete is all I have left of Gabriel.

      That, however, is a Fun Little Factoid that Father really doesn’t need to know. So, I just look at my father, my expression bland, as if I’m finally, truly not giving a fuck about the gallery, and happy to let Chris step in.

      Father studies me for a long moment, and I hold my breath, waiting for him to push. Waiting for him to demand that I choose between the casino and the gallery. Between the future he’s planned for me and the past that I can’t let go.

      Finally, he nods. “Good. I’m glad you finally understand. The Monarch comes first, child. Always.”

      “Of course.”

      He releases my shoulder and moves away, but it’s not until he disappears into the crowd of Manhattan’s power players and Atlantic City’s high rollers that I can finally breathe again.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour and two glasses of champagne later, I scan the ballroom, looking for Harper Lang, my bestie. I catch sight of her near the terrace doors, partially hidden behind a massive floral arrangement, watching me with those pale gray eyes that see far too much.

      She tilts her head slightly— you okay?

      I lift my champagne flute in a small salute—I’m fine—because that’s the lie we both need right now.

      Harper and I met back when Gabriel was still alive. Back when I was young enough to believe that love could conquer anything and naive enough to think that my father’s approval was something I could eventually earn. She’d been best friends with Gabriel since childhood, with her, Gabriel, and his younger brother Elliott, making an unlikely trio that somehow worked. She’d loved Gabriel, too, in the same non-romantic way that I love David, and she’d been the one who held me when I got the news about the fire.

      And she’s the one who knows, without me ever having said it out loud, that I’m still in love with a dead man.

      She makes her way through the crowd toward me with the kind of easy confidence that comes from knowing how to work a room. A PR professional, Harper can charm a journalist, schmooze a critic, and manage a crisis all before lunch. She’s wearing red tonight, because why fall in line with black tie only if you can be Harper?

      “Your father’s in rare form tonight,” she murmurs when she reaches my side, pushing a fall of unruly ebony curls out of her eyes. With her mix of black, German, and Asian heritage, she’s got a style and beauty that rivals the models she often hires.

      Now, she hands me a fresh champagne flute.

      “He wants to make sure I don’t embarrass him. Like I’m going to jump up on a table and announce that I can’t possibly marry David.”

      “Probably true.” Harper’s tone is dry. She’s known me long enough to understand the complex dance I do with my father as I try to make myself believe that I’m a competent exec and not a pawn on Father’s chessboard.

      Except I am a pawn on Father’s chessboard. Reality, meet hope.

      She reaches out to squeeze my hand. “I wish I could make it all better.”

      “It’s as good as it can be, I guess.” I lift a shoulder. “I mean, at least I really love David. Just not, you know, that way.”

      Her eyes narrow.

      “What?”

      “There’s something else bothering you.”

      I grimace. “You really do know me too well.”

      “Let’s just say you should never go into espionage. Your face is easier to read than The Cat in the Hat. Now, spill.”

      “I can’t stop thinking about how much this sucks for David,” I say. “I’ve never wanted to be with anyone but Gabriel, and since that’s impossible, I’ll be fine living my life as David’s adoring little wifey. And I’ve got the gallery to fill the empty spaces, so I’ll be okay.”

      “I see where this is going,” she says.

      “Right? David’s way more screwed with this deal than I am. What if he meets someone? I mean, I’m fine with that, but if the tabloids think that Isabella Hart’s husband is cheating on her…” I trail off with a shudder. “I know we’re both getting something out of this deal from our parents, but I still think it sucks more for him than it does for me.”

      There’s an odd expression on her face as she nods, then squeezes my hand. “He has his own reasons, just like you do. You’ll both be fine.”

      “You will.”

      The words come from behind me, not from Harper, and I spin around, then find myself pulled into David’s outstretched arms. I hug him tight, my eyes squeezed shut as I try to draw in all his support and love.

      Then, with a sigh, I open my eyes to literally and metaphorically face reality.

      That’s when I see the man.

      He’s standing across the room in a shadow, so I can’t discern any details. Only that he’s tall and decked out in a suit that fits so perfectly that I’m guessing London bespoke. He has a full beard and mustache, and hair that’s pulled back from his face into a tail. His shoulders are broad, and there’s something about the way he holds himself that reminds me so much of Gabriel it makes my stomach do little flips.

      I pull out of David’s embrace. “Who is that?

      But the crowd has shifted, and Mr. Bespoke is nowhere to be found.

      “Sorry, who?” Harper says, sharing a confused look with David.

      “Nothing. I just thought I saw—never mind.”

      David holds out his hand, and I take it. “Come on, my beautiful bride.

      Our orders are to mingle our way over to the photo set-up. Apparently, people in the future will want photographic proof that we leapt into the fire.”

      I squeeze his hand, part of me terrified that this arrangement will screw up our friendship, another part of me so thrilled that he’s saving my ass that I can barely think straight.

      And then, of course, there’s the biggest part of all. The part that won’t stop worrying about what Father will do when he realizes that David and I used each other, making lemonade out of the loveless lemon of a deal our parents foisted on us. David, so he could get early access to his trust fund, and me so I could get the gallery. Not to mention the hotel that houses it.

      Most parents would lose their shit if they learned about such bold manipulation.

      But this is Sterling Hart we’re talking about. And maybe he’ll be impressed that his daughter is a full-on, sneaky, manipulative chip off the old block.
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      “We are just too pretty for our own good,” David says, scrolling through Harper’s phone to check out the snaps she took—and posted on social—while the official photographer did his thing. We make a damn fine couple.”

      I let out an exaggerated sigh. “If only either one of us had the slightest hint of lust mixed in with that love thing.”

      He’s quiet for a moment, then gives my shoulders a squeeze. “Plus, there’s that pesky problem of you not being attracted to nice guys.”

      I roll my eyes but don’t argue. He pulls me close, comforting me while the party guests glance over, thinking it’s just a warm moment between the happy couple.

      “Shall we make the circuit again, then escape to your suite?”

      And there it is—another life lesson about how things aren’t always what they seem.

      What I want is to escape right now, but if even one person misses that vision of happy, giddy Isabella Hart, I’ll never hear the end of it from Daddy Dearest.

      So we mingle for the next half hour. Thirty long minutes of accepting congratulations from people whose names I don’t remember, making small talk about wedding venues and honeymoon destinations, and playing the role of the radiant bride-to-be.

      When I can’t take it any longer, I pull David away, kiss his cheek, and tell him I need some space. Then I make him promise to tell anyone who asks that I went to the powder room.

      That, of course, isn’t where I’m going.

      The gallery is on the Monarch’s mezzanine level. In the weeks before he died, Gabe and I had finalized the paperwork to create an LLC for our new business as gallery owners. Then, after his death, I became the sole shareholder of the company we’d so goofily referred to as our baby.

      Now I pause in front of the glass door and soak in the familiar colors and lines. Since the gallery is closed, the only light comes from dim security spots that illuminate each piece.

      With a sigh, I key in my code—the date Gabriel and I first met, because I’m that pathetic—and slip inside, letting the door close behind me with a soft click.

      It’s quiet here. Peaceful. The only place in this entire building that truly feels like home—and that includes my permanent, humongous suite on the penthouse level.

      Originals hang on the walls, most with a price tag that would make even my father feel the pinch, but the art supports it, and we funnel most of the proceeds into the art community with scholarships and grants.

      I run my fingertips over the sleek workstation near the entrance—one Gabe designed himself. I’d found his furniture sketches in a notebook after he died and hired the best carpenters I could find to bring them to life.

      I can picture him watching those workmen, then hurling a measuring tape across the room if they didn’t get the cut just right.

      He could be so patient and sweet. So loving. So gentle.

      But he also had a temper, my Gabriel. How could he not, with so many ideas battling for attention in his head? And though I know he’d spent years verbally sparring with his father and brothers, he and I rarely argued. And when his temper flared, he was never violent toward me. His rages were always directed at himself, and usually inspired by some failure in translating his imagination to canvas.

      “I miss you,” I whisper. Then, with a sigh, I make my way across the main gallery, past the vibrant abstracts and moody landscapes that showcase LaBete’s range, past the smaller studies and experimental pieces from his early days. Still stunning, but only hinting at the genius everyone missed while he was alive.

      Only Leo and I know that the recently deceased international art sensation LaBete was none other than Gabriel Grimm, the golden heir of the Grimm empire, who painted in secret because his father would have seen it as a weakness. To Gabriel, every brushstroke was an act of rebellion, every canvas a middle finger to Elias Grimm’s expectations of what his eldest son should be.

      I’ve kept his secret for years. Guarded it jealously, fiercely, like the last precious piece of him.

      You’re stronger than you think.

      Gabe’s words seem to curl around me.

      Don’t let your father shape you. Only you. You decide who you are, Izzy. No one else.

      I smile at the memory. And at the nickname. No one in my life except Gabe has ever called me Izzy.

      “You’re an Izzy,” he’d said after our first kiss. “You’re soft like a Bella, but you have sharp edges, too. That’s good,” he’d added, tapping my lip with his fingertip when I scowled. “But it’s only for me and for you, okay? For now, at least. Izzy needs to get a little stronger before she shows herself to her father.”

      I’d laughed, then bopped him on the head with the pillow beside me.

      “I mean it,” he’d said. “When you need help pulling out your power, just remember who you really are—you’re Izzy.” Then he’d kissed me, and all my thoughts about Izzy or Bella or Isabella vanished. But he’d given me one hell of a gift that night.

      Thinking of that kiss makes me think of another gift he gave me, and I slip into the back showroom to stand in front of the piece that mixes both abstract design and brutal realism. “I needed both reality and non-reality,” he’d said after I’d pulled down the sheet covering the image I’d posed for. “Truth and fiction. Hope and despair.” And then, brushing a soft kiss over my temple, he’d added, “Love.”

      Now the painting hangs on the back wall, spot lit like the treasure it is, with the title etched on a bronze plaque: Caged.

      It depicts a woman behind bars of her own making, reaching toward light she can’t quite touch. The colors are gorgeous—deep blues and purples for the shadows, gold and amber for the unreachable light—but it’s the expression on the woman’s face that makes this painting extraordinary.

      Longing. Resignation.

      A kind of beautiful despair.

      He’d painted it back when we were still planning this gallery. Back when I thought we had forever.

      “Is that how you see me?” I’d asked. “Trapped?”

      His expression hadn’t changed as he met my eyes. “No, my love. It’s how you see yourself.”

      I’d taken a step back, shaking my head. “No.”

      “Everyone starts in a cage, Izzy. The question is, can you get free?”

      The question haunts me. Can I?

      I didn’t know then. I don’t know now.

      But as I look at my left hand and the engagement ring that marks the farce that is my life, I can’t help but think that Gabe would be disappointed in me.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “But it’s so hard without you.”

      Once upon a time, I’d believed we’d be together forever. How could we not? I’d loved him desperately, with the kind of all-consuming passion that makes you believe you can survive anything as long as you’re together.

      Turns out you can’t survive a fire that burns hot enough to melt gold.

      Now, all I have left of him is his art. The two that hang in my bedroom at home, and the rest that live here, a tribute to the man who painted them. The man I once loved with all my heart and soul.

      Whom I still love, even though he’s gone forever.
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      After quite a bit of mental urging, I draw in a shaky breath, then force myself to step back from Caged. I can’t stay here all night, no matter how much I want to. There’s a party upstairs full of people expecting to see the radiant bride-to-be. There’s a father with a large stick up his ass who will notice my absence and make me pay for it. There’s a semi-fake fiancé/best friend who deserves better than a woman who keeps sneaking away to commune with a dead man’s paintings.

      Time to put the mask back on.

      I slip out of the gallery and make my way to the elevator, the click of my heels echoing in the silence. Then I gather myself as the car rises, and by the time the doors glide open and the hum of the party washes over me, my society armor is back in place.

      The buzz of voices. The clink of glasses. It’s the sound of celebration, and most of the guests are truly happy for me and David, with no clue that they’re raising their glasses in honor of a marriage that will be nothing but a business transaction dressed up in white lace.

      I’ve known that forever, of course, but it truly hits me now. I should run. But I can’t leave the gallery—can’t walk away from Gabe’s memory. And my father would find me anyway.

      I draw in a breath and step back through the doors of the ballroom like a mouse skittering into a maze.

      Across the crowd, I can see my father holding court near the ice sculpture. He’s laughing at something one of the investors said, his hand resting possessively on Mina’s shoulder, the picture of charm and success—the benevolent patriarch celebrating his daughter’s happiness—with his younger-than-me girlfriend on his arm.

      I shudder.

      Nope, this was a mistake. I can’t do this. Not tonight. Not after standing in front of Caged, soaking in those brush strokes and colors, and feeling Gabe’s absence like a physical wound.

      I make one circle, being seen but avoiding conversation, then I slip back out the way I came in. I take a deep breath of freedom, then hurry to my penthouse suite. Just one little perk of being a Hart heiress. One of the few I truly enjoy.

      It’s quiet when I slip inside—blissfully, mercifully empty.

      David is staying with me, of course. Just another hat tip to how very, very in love we are. And no, as we’ve told everyone, of course, we don’t have separate rooms. That would be far too hard on our hearts.

      Yeah, right.

      I kick off my heels and leave them where they fall, then pad across the plush carpet to the balcony door. The Atlantic City skyline glitters below me. Somewhere out there, people are winning fortunes and losing everything. But in the end, of course, the house always wins. I press my forehead against the cool glass and close my eyes. That’s when I hear the click of the door.

      I whirl around, then immediately relax. David.

      “Hey,” he says as he tosses his jacket over the back of the sofa. “You okay?”

      I should tell him I’m fine, that I just need some sleep, that I’ll be back to performing tomorrow.

      Instead, I say, “Not really.”

      He tilts his head, studying me. “You went down to the gallery.”

      I nod, and he comes to me, then pulls me into a hug. This is why I love David. He knows me. He gets me. We just don’t love each other that way. Which is good. If I did, that would mean I’d let Gabriel go.

      And I’m not ready for that goodbye.

      “All this bullshit with our wedding,” he says quietly. “I get it. It should have been him. A real wedding instead of this corporate merger our parents concocted.”

      “We agreed,” I say with a shrug.

      He grimaces. “We didn’t really have a choice.”

      He holds me tighter, then releases me, stepping back and casting an assessing look over me. “You could use some wine.”

      I almost laugh. “Yeah. I really could.”

      David nods, flashing a grin that’s almost devious. Then he moves to the kitchen and returns far too quickly with a tray holding two glasses of red wine and a bag of chocolate chip cookies.

      “What on earth?” I look up at him, not sure if the pressure in my chest is delight or a knot of tears.

      “So here are your options,” he says. “You can cry, and I’ll hold you and make sympathetic noises and pretend I know what to say. Or we can put on something funny and pretend the world doesn’t suck for a couple hours.”

      Despite everything, I can’t hold back my smile. “What are our movie options?”

      “I may have bookmarked a few things.” He grabs the remote. “Princess Bride, Buffy, or stand-up comedy?”

      “I can’t believe you planned this.”

      “I planned for the possibility that my fake fiancée might bail early from her own engagement party and need a distraction.” He shrugs. “I know you, Bella.”

      He does. That’s the thing. After twenty-plus years of friendship—summer camps and charity galas and school and all the glittering prison cells where children of dynasties are stored—David Mercer knows me better than almost anyone.

      “The Princess Bride,” I decide. “I need Westley telling me that death cannot stop true love.”

      Something flickers in David’s expression, but he nods and queues up the movie.

      I change out of my gown in my bedroom, trading silk and diamonds for yoga pants and an oversized sweater. When I emerge, David has transformed the living room into a proper movie-watching nest—lights dimmed, cookies on a platter within reach, a soft blanket draped over the back of the couch.

      “This is perfect,” I say.

      He pats the cushion beside him. “Come on. Buttercup’s about to make some questionable life choices, and I need someone to mock her with me.”

      I settle onto the couch, tucking my feet beneath me the way I’ve done a thousand times before. David spreads the small blanket over both of us, and I scoot closer to him so that I’m fully under the soft material. It’s warm and comfy, even though I can’t hide how many cookies I’m snarfing since our shoulders brush every time we reach for one.

      Halfway through the movie, the cookies are gone. David sets the platter aside on the coffee table, and when he settles back, his arm comes around my shoulders, just as we’ve sat a million times before.

      I lean into him, letting my head rest against his chest. His heartbeat is steady beneath my ear, slow and calm and comforting.

      “Thank you,” I murmur. “For this.”

      “That’s what friends are for.” His hand strokes my shoulder-length hair. “Whatever you need.”

      On screen, Westley and Buttercup are navigating the Lightning Sand. I’m only half watching. The other half of me is marveling at how nice it feels to just be.

      The movie plays on. Miracle Max. The storming of the castle. True love’s kiss.

      “As you wish,” Westley says, and something in my chest cracks.

      Gabriel used to say that to me. It was our silly little nod to this movie that morphed into our thing. As you wish, Izzy. However you need me. I’m yours.

      Except it was a lie. Because how I need him is here and alive. But he’s not. And I’m in another man’s arms, wearing another man’s ring, preparing to spend the rest of my life with a friend I love. But it’s the wrong kind of love, even if he’s the right kind of friend.

      David must sense the shift in my mood, because his hand stills in my hair. “You okay?”

      “No.” The word comes out before I can stop it. “I’m not okay. I haven’t been okay in almost five years, and I don’t know if I ever will be again. I’m sorry. I hate dumping this on you, but—I’m just sorry.”

      He doesn’t say anything. Just holds me tighter, his chin resting on the top of my head.

      “I keep waiting for it to fade.” My voice is barely above a whisper. “Everyone says time heals everything. But it doesn’t feel like healing. It feels like...learning to live with a piece of yourself missing. Like you just get better at ignoring the empty space where something vital used to be.”

      “Maybe that’s what healing looks like. Not forgetting. Not moving on. Just learning that you can carry it and still have space for something new.”

      I shrug. I don’t really want to be mollified. I want Gabriel. I always will. And right now, he doesn’t just take up space in my heart, he fills the space, leaving only corners and crannies that maybe—maybe—someone else could someday fill.

      “It hurts,” I whisper. “But I don’t want to spend my life alone with his ghost.”

      “He wouldn’t want you to. He’d want you to move on. And you can, you know.”

      I want to believe him. God, I want to believe that there’s more to my future than this endless ache.

      But I don’t.

      I tilt my head back to look at him. The movie’s credits are rolling now, casting shifting patterns of light across his face. He’s handsome. Not in the sharp, dangerous way Gabriel was handsome—all edges and intensity, strength and power—but in a softer way. Warm. Safe.

      He’s the brother I never had—hell, he even looks the part with our similar pale skin and light brown hair that looks golden under the sun. Even our eyes support the illusion, with his emerald green eyes matching my left eye, and my right sky-blue eye left out of the party.

      “You are earning so many friend points,” I tell him. “I mean, you must have a zillion stacked up. And I know it must be a downer for me to keep moaning about Gabe every time you turn around.”

      “The man you loved died horribly, and now you’re being trotted around as the glowing bride. I think some melancholy is allowed.”

      “Yeah, well, I still appreciate it.”

      “All part of the David Mercer Best Friend Kit. You need me, I’m there for you.”

      “Even if what I need is to marry you while I’m still in love with someone else?” I wince. Tears and wine are a bad combination. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to toss our parents’ bullshit arrangement back in both our faces. Honestly, if we have to play the medieval sell-the-bride thing, then I’m glad I’m being pawned off on you.”

      “Pawned off,” he repeats. “I promise you, Bella, that’s not how I feel. I mean, come on. You and Harper are my two best friends.”

      “That works out well, then, because you two are my besties.”

      He nods at the television, now scrolling credits. “Another movie?”

      I shrug. “Honestly, right now I just want more cookies, but I’m going to force myself not to have any.”

      He laughs as I shift on the couch to face him more directly. “Remember Lori?” he asks.

      “Sure. That’s been a while. What’s she up to?”

      “No idea. It’s just that was the last time I…you know.”

      I grimace. “Yeah, I have you beat by what? A year and a half?

      “Fair enough. The thing is, I have a weird confession.”

      I shift to sit up straighter. “Yeah? What?”

      He shifts away. “Actually, never mind.”

      “Oh, no, no, no. You started this.”

      “It’s—well, okay. Do you ever miss it? Not Gabriel. Sex.”

      My cheeks heat. “Awkward, much?”

      “Oh, come on. It’s us,” he says. Then he catches my eye, and we both start laughing. Not because it’s funny, but because this conversation is just too weird.

      “You, my friend, are drunk.”

      He nods. “I have definitely slid over into tipsy. But I’m serious. “Do you ever think about it? Us. Taking the edge off?”

      “Not unless ever includes forty seconds ago.”

      He drags his fingers through his hair. “Why is the idea so verboten? I mean, Friends With Benefits, right?” Emphasis on the friends. I mean, it’s a thing.”

      I laugh. We both do. Because—O.M.G.

      But also weirdly tempting. Being held. Being touched. The release. Letting the crap of the day fall away under the force of pure pleasure.

      Maybe it’s not such a freakish idea…

      I hug a throw pillow to my chest, then shake my head to clear it. “This is one of our more bizarre conversations.”

      “In other words, you’re not into it.”

      I shrug. “Honestly?” I say to the flooring. “Yeah, sex would be nice.” I hug myself, glance at him, then glance away again. “I cannot believe we are actually having this conversation.”

      “All part of the best friend package. You were about to say something else.”

      “Was I?” I guess, just I don’t want to screw up our friendship.” I knock back some wine from the glass he must have magically topped off.

      “Impossible,” he says. “You’re like a sister.”

      I almost spit out my wine even as he barks out a laugh. “Right,” he says. “That came out wrong.” He cocks his head. “So bad idea?”

      “Not bad,” I say. “But maybe not the right idea.”

      He nods. “Fair enough. I don’t want to risk messing up what we’ve got.”

      “Me neither,” I say, meaning it with all my heart. “You going to crash? Or do you want to watch something else?”

      “Stand-up?” he suggests, nodding at the wine bottle with maybe enough for one glass left in it. “Split it?”

      I nod, then slide closer to him, purposefully leaning against him as we share the blanket to prove to both of us that the conversation wasn’t the weirdest and most awkward in the history of time.

      David empties the bottle into our glasses, and we drink as we scroll through some of the best—and worst—comedians of the last few decades. By the time we turn off the TV, I’m giggling at pretty much anything. “Bed,” I say, wobbling my way to standing. “Time for sleep.”

      “Definitely, he agrees, taking my hand for balance as he stands, too, then stumbles back, landing with a plop on the couch—and pulling me down with him.

      The next thing I know, his mouth is on mine, and he’s kissing me. And I’m kissing him back. Then I realize what we’re doing and pull away. He looks at me, his expression is more than a little broken. “I’m so sorry,” he says. “I know we said—but then you—and I—and, wine, and oh, hell, Bella, I’m sorry.”

      I draw in a deep breath, every molecule in my body wishing that Gabe were alive. That I was in his arms. But he’s not. And I need to move on. And David—just a friend—is a safe way to take that first step.

      My voice shakes as I say, “Just friends with benefits, right? And if this destroys our friendship, I will hunt you down and kill you as painfully as possible in cold blood.”

      “Understood,” he says. And then, when I whisper, “Okay,” he pulls me close and kisses me. And damned if I don’t learn something new about the guy I’ve known my whole life. For one thing, I wasn’t imagining it before—he is a really good kisser.

      For another, that’s not all he’s good at.

      A few very lovely orgasms later, and I’m curled against him, thinking that this was a good idea. I mean, it would be sad for us to be married and never have sex or kids or any of that. And we’re good enough friends that we’ll be able to talk through any weirdness. So, who knew? Guess I’m a fan of the FWB arrangement after all.

      I’m about to share that revelation with David when my phone chimes. And since my DND setting only has five people who can break through, and I’m in bed with one of them, I’m pretty sure it’s my dad calling.

      “Ignore it,” David mumbles against my hair. “It’s the middle of the night. Whatever it is can wait.”

      He’s right. But twenty-plus years of conditioning are hard to override. When Sterling Hart summons, his daughter jumps.

      With a groan of frustration, I slide out of David’s arms and reach for the phone. Then my heart stops.

      Because the text isn’t from my father.

      It’s from Leo Grimm.

      Five words. Just five words, and my entire world falls off its axis.

      He called me. Gabriel’s alive!!!

      The phone slips from my fingers.

      He’s alive.

      Gabriel. Is. Alive.

      I’m out of bed before I’ve even made a conscious decision, my body shaking so hard I can barely stand.

      “Bella?” David bolts up. “What’s wrong?”

      I can’t answer. Can’t form words. Can barely breathe.

      I grab my clothes off the floor and pull them on with trembling fingers.

      “Bella, talk to me. What happened between us, are you⁠—?”

      “We’re good,” I snap. “Really. We’re fine. But I have to go.” My voice sounds strange. Distant. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, David. I have to⁠—”

      I don’t finish the sentence.

      I just run.
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      Leo’s text is burned like a brand into my mind.

      He called me. Gabriel’s alive!!!

      Another text arrives.

      He says he’s coming! The GT penthouse.

      It’s all I can see, all I can think about. Just getting to Grimm Tower Atlantic City.

      Getting to Gabriel.

      I have never appreciated a VIP access elevator more in my life. I use my keycard, and even though it probably takes less than three minutes, I bounce on the balls of my feet until those doors slide open and I leap inside, then keep bouncing as I use my key to shift the elevator to express mode. I try to hold myself together as I text down my order for a Town Car to be pulled around. Then I try to will the damn elevator car to move even faster as it drops the forty-plus stories to the subterranean valet level.

      When the doors finally open, I burst out, racing across the sub-3 lobby, my untied sneakers slapping against the marble tile. I probably look like a crazy person fleeing the scene of a crime. I don’t care. I can’t care about anything except the two words still burning on my phone screen.

      Gabriel’s alive.

      The words keep looping through my head, a drumbeat drowning out everything else. Every step I take pounds out the rhythm. Gabriel. Is. Alive. Gabriel. Is. Alive.

      And right now, all I want in the world is to get to Grimm Tower and throw my arms around my beloved.

      Five years of grief. Five years of lighting candles on his birthday. Five years of visiting the gallery like it was his grave and my only solace. Five years pressing my hand against his paintings as if I could somehow reach through the canvas and touch him.

      He’s been alive this whole time.

      And he’s on his way to Grimm Tower!

      Gabe and I used to crash regularly at the Grimm’s residential penthouse. No one actually lives there. It’s just available to the family as needed. Just like the ones in Houston, Los Angeles, Chicago, Paris, Rome, Sydney, and at least a dozen other places.

      And how wonderful that he’s here now when he could be at any other Grimm Tower around the globe. Or even back at their home in Connecticut.

      Once I’m released from the elevator, I burst through the glass doors to the VIP car service area, startling a couple in evening wear who give me the kind of look you’d give a woman who just escaped from a psychiatric facility. I ignore them.

      I don’t ignore the on-duty valet. Him, I practically interrogate, and am assured that a car will be arriving for me at any moment.

      As he scurries off to get the elderly couple’s car, I rock from one foot to the other, twisting Mom’s ring and realizing suddenly how much better I’m breathing. It’s as if a ton of cement has been lifted off my chest.

      He’s alive…

      Dammit. Where is the second valet? Do we really only have one working?

      As I mentally add an audit of the valet service to my list of things to monitor and upgrade, it occurs to me that David has a car here. Maybe I could go get his keys and⁠—

      David.

      All my breath leaves my lungs as I think of the man I left naked and confused in my bed. David, whose hands were on my body less than an hour ago.

      A wave of nausea crashes through me. I slept with David while Gabriel was out there somewhere, alive, breathing, existing in a world I thought he’d left forever.

      David must think I’ve completely freaked out, and the guilt is like a knife in my heart—toward him and toward Gabriel.

      But I can’t deal with that right now. I can’t deal with anything except getting to Leo and actually seeing with my own eyes that my love is back from the dead.

      A solid three minutes pass, and I’m about to fire the entire car department when—finally—a sleek Town Car pulls up. The driver’s window is already down, and he steps out, then opens the back door for me. I tell him to take me to Grimm Tower, then slide in, noticing first that the overhead light didn’t come on. Yet another thing to put in my report about this department.

      Then, just as the attendant shuts my door, the door on the other side opens, and a man slides in beside me, though I can’t see him properly in the dark. He shuts the door, and as the car pulls out, I hear the click of the locks.

      I’m about to tell the driver to stop and let this apparently confused passenger out, but that’s when we glide past one of the garage’s interior lamps, and the light erases the shadows from the passenger’s face.

      For one disorienting moment, I don’t process what I’m seeing. I can tell that he’s tall, with a moustache and beard, along with broad shoulders and a familiar, commanding presence that I don’t need to see because I can feel it.

      That’s when I recognize him—the man in the bespoke suit from the party. “Who—” I begin, and that’s when he tilts his head, and I finally get a good look at his face.

      His eyes.

      My hand flies to my mouth in both delight and terror as I look into the eyes of a dead man.

      A dangerous man.

      Gabriel.

      And yet not.

      The Gabe I love was intense. Dangerous in a way that thrilled me instead of frightening me. His smile was rare, but when it came, it was like watching lightning crack across a dark sky—sudden and wild and impossible to look away from. And his eyes—those pale blue eyes that always reminded me of storms rolling in over the ocean. Those eyes always softened when they landed on me. Like I was something precious. Something worth protecting.

      They’re not soft now.

      Nothing about him is soft. All that has been stripped away. He’s leaner now, his face carved into sharp angles and cold planes. A scar I’ve never seen before runs along his cheek, partially hidden by the full beard. His hair is longer, and right now it’s pulled back from a face that holds no warmth at all.

      Instead, those beautiful eyes are looking at me like I’m the enemy.

      “Gabe.” His name comes out broken. A whisper. A prayer. “Oh my god. Gabe.”

      I reach for him without thinking, just as I have so many times in my dreams.

      But unlike my dreams, he doesn’t reach back. Instead, he catches my wrist before I can touch his face, his grip so tight it’s almost painful.

      “Don’t.”

      One word, as cold as a blade. I yank my hand back, then cradle it against my chest like he’s burned me.

      I swallow, then whisper, “What happened to you?”

      “Don’t you dare play that game with me, you little bitch.”

      The word stings like a slap, and I recoil, trying to disappear into the leather seats. To get away from the accusation in his voice.

      A wave of nausea crests over me, and I have to fight not to vomit. To not let him—whoever the hell he is now—win.

      When I’m certain I can keep the bile down, I try again, as if I’m going to somehow find the magical combination of words that bring my Gabriel back to me. “Please,” I say, hating that my voice is close to a whimper, but not able to manage any more force. “I’ve missed you so much. Please, please tell me why you’re acting like this.”

      His eyes narrow. “Missed me? Next, you’re going to say that you loved me.”

      “I did,” I whisper. “I do,” I add, then cry out and recoil when he cups my chin and yanks me to him.

      “Don’t you fucking lie.” His voice is hard and rough and low, and I see hate in his eyes before he pushes me away. “I’ve had enough of your lies to last a lifetime.”

      I hear myself whimper, and tears are streaming freely now. I curl into a ball again and sob silently against my knees, my shoulders shaking. I don’t know everything that’s in his head—hell, I don’t know anything. Nothing except that he truly believes I had something to do with leaving him for dead.

      How?

      How could he possibly think that?

      For a moment, I consider jumping from the car at the next traffic light, but I can’t convince myself that’s a good idea, especially when we’re heading into a dicey neighborhood and not toward Grimm Tower.

      More importantly, I need answers. And to get them, I have to stay the course.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      I don’t expect him to answer, so I’m unsurprised when he stays silent, watching me with eyes so cold, I’m terrified that the Gabe I loved doesn’t exist anymore. That whatever horrors he’s faced over these past years have broken him completely.

      I tremble slightly, not sure if my heart can handle knowing that.

      After a moment, I draw new breath, then try again. “Gabriel,” please talk to me.” I hate how desperate I sound. Hate that I’m already begging. But I can’t help it. I’ve spent what feels like a lifetime dreaming about seeing him again, and now he’s here—alive, real, close enough to touch—and he’s looking at me like I’m nothing. Like I’m less than nothing.

      Like I’m someone he hates.

      “At least tell me what’s happening.” I try to keep my voice level, try to exorcise all hints of begging or pleading.

      “I thought you were dead,” I continue when he stays stubbornly silent. “I thought you died in the fire.” Tears well, and my voice cracks. “I mourned you. I’m still mourning you. And now you’re here, and you won’t even look at me like...like…

      “Like what?” Not words. A growl, low and harsh and dangerous.

      “Like you even remember loving me.” I blurt the words out, ahead of the rush of tears that follow. And maybe it’s an illusion from those tears, but I think I see something flicker in his expression. There and gone, too fast to identify. Pain, maybe. Or anger. Or just contempt. I don’t know. All I can tell is it’s bad.

      “We’ll talk,” he says. “But not here.” His voice is still harsh, but at least we’re moving toward answers, and I nod eagerly, clinging to his words like a dog with a bone. “Then where? And when? Can we go now? Please, Gabe. Can we just go now?”

      I start to say more, but swallow my words because there’s no way to express the chasm that looms between the reunion I imagined and this cold, hostile silence.

      In my dreams, he was always so happy to see me. Always reaching for me the way I reached for him.

      This Gabriel doesn’t even answer me. Just turns to stare out the window at the passing lights of this illuminated city. The neon glow paints his profile in shifting colors—red, green, gold—and I study the new lines of his face like I’m trying to memorize a stranger.

      The scar on his cheek. The beard and mustache. The hard set of his mouth. The tension in his shoulders, like he’s holding himself back from something. Violence, maybe?

      Or perhaps he’s holding out on telling me the truth.

      All I know is that he doesn’t say another word for the rest of the drive.
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