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      I creep along the alleyway, my high heels echoing against the stones. It’s the wrong outfit for stalking, my toes pinched, the chilled air whipping my skirt up around my thighs.

      The air is thicker back behind the main strip, the hissing September breeze full of some strange acridity, almost metallic. But I can’t tell for certain. My airway is a bit too thin for assessment; my heart is lodged in my throat.

      No streetlights reach back here between the tall buildings. It makes me more conscious of where I put my feet, the cobbles treacherous in the dark. If the moon had chosen to hide herself behind the clouds, I’d have lost him already. As it is, I can barely make out the sheen of his black hair. Hopefully, I can find my way back out.

      What are you doing, Olivia? I mean, I know. He walked out of that restaurant, left me with the tab. Sure, he hadn’t eaten yet, but my crab claw appetizer and drinks were pricy enough.

      It’s not about the money, though—no one walks away from Olivia Montague. I’m not someone you can discard. At the very least, I’m going to make him pay me back for those damn mojitos.

      I squint down the alley after him; farther away now. The distance between us is widening. I pick up my pace. If I’m that angry, why am I not yelling his name, making him turn around and confront me? Why am I following him home through these darkened alleys? What am I expecting to happen?

      And why can’t I stop thinking about his eyes?

      The mojitos, maybe. I’m not drunk, didn’t have enough cocktails to be drunk, but it would explain my behavior. Then again, he is gorgeous. I’m not sure any red-blooded woman would need an excuse. Broad shoulders, square jaw, bright blue eyes, and creamy skin without a hint of stubble, hands that looked strong. His eyes were dark, liquid pools, and I was lost in them before he said a single word. The melodic tone of his voice melted the hardness around my heart.

      Crazy. That never happens to me.

      I walked into that restaurant fully prepared to fake a phone call emergency—fully prepared to call it quits. My ex, Johnny, had called it quits, left me high and dry last month. I’m not upset about it—I was ready to leave him—but he still owes me two months’ rent, and he wasn’t terrible in the sack.

      The end of the alley approaches, hazy with the subtle glow of moonlight. Simon hooks a right around the corner.

      I sigh, I hustle, my heels frantically tap-tap-tapping over the stones, suddenly irritated, both with him and with myself. I feel tricked. Tricked by the way he cocked his head when I was talking, tricked by the way he stared into my eyes—I felt his gaze down into the roots of my teeth, into my toes. And he just walked away.

      And now I’m following him down an alley in near-pitch blackness, barely making my way around dumpsters and boxes and who knew what else? And for what? Thirty bucks and an apology that might not ever come?

      I make it to the end of the alley and skid to a stop, nearly stumbling over my own shoes. I poke my head around the corner. The moonlight is foggy here, brighter than in the alley, but still deeply shadowed.

      Simon is gone.

      My lungs clamp down. I can’t believe I lost him. We’re eight blocks from the restaurant, and I made it here without him seeing me, and now⁠—

      Wait. Ah, there he is, ducking through a door beyond a dumpster. I might not have noticed at all if not for the doorjamb’s metal edge, glinting in the moonlight.

      I wait for him to disappear through the opening, then hustle down the alley fast enough to catch the handle before it locks me out. I stand on the street, holding the door just shy of closing, waiting for him to walk up the hallway a bit, suddenly unsure about my choices. Is this his apartment building? Am I ready to break into his place over a few bucks?

      What do you really think is going to happen here, Olivia?

      It’s not the first time I’ve asked myself that question, but being here physically, at his home, makes the answer more clear, doesn’t it? What kind of woman follows a man to his house, thinking the whole time about how damn sexy his eyes are? Certainly not a woman who wants her mojito payment in the form of cash.

      Heat rises in my chest. It might be excitement. It might be shame. And the fact that I can’t tell which makes me hesitate, my gaze on the alley at my back—on my way home.

      But when I raise my eyes to the building itself, I feel more resolute. The structure is sandwiched between two high rises—exceedingly narrow, likely no more than a single room on each floor. Not a window on the entire facade. No one would live in a windowless building. Maybe a factory of some kind.

      That impression fades when I tug the door open. Music throbs low and steady from somewhere within. Not a factory, not a warehouse. My blood boils. He left our date to come to a club?

      What an asshole.

      I duck inside after him, fists clenched. The hallway is long and dark, and Simon isn’t in the aisle, but I can see light flickering from a single door at the far end. I follow the music. Not loud, more like a low throbbing pulse that reminds you that your heart is beating. And it is. The mojitos are quickening my blood. Not enough to make me drunk, but certainly enough to make me brave.

      I step through the door. Into another world.

      At first I’m not sure exactly what I’m seeing. Despite the low throb of music, this is not a dance club. I see no couples, not a single person dancing, no other women at all. As anticipated, there are no windows, but nor are there overhead light fixtures.

      The room is lit by fire.

      Candles dance at either end of a long bar to my left and cast lacework patterns on the floor from a ledge that runs around the other three walls. Each red candle appears to be floating in space. The flames cast their flickering light on me, too, undulating against my flesh in a way that is undeniably sexual. It’s a crazy thought, and I know it, yet I can’t get it out of my head.

      Three pairs of eyes turn to me as I stand frozen in the doorway. Simon himself is not among them, but the men sitting along the bar are just as pretty as Simon, with porcelain features so smooth they look glassy in the candlelight. One of them has dark hair, giant broad shoulders, and thick arms, much like Simon. The two blond men are smaller, but still in amazing shape. Chiseled. All of them so strong.

      All of them stronger than me.

      But where is the man I came here to see? No, chew out—I’m here to yell at him, right?

      I scan the rest of the room, ignoring the voice in my head now screaming at me that this was a mistake, that I should cut and run while I can. A strange set of pulleys is positioned on one side of the room, chains dangling from the ceiling about five feet apart and ending in some kind of black straps, but I can’t fathom what they might be for. On the other side of the room looms a tall wooden armoire.

      Then I see him. Simon approaches from around the cabinet. My blood freezes in my veins. Those eyes, his eyes… are they glowing? No, that’s impossible. It makes no sense, but it feels true—looks true. In fact, all the men have those same glorious blue eyes. Are they related? Maybe. They do feel… close somehow. They share some similar trait outside of their eye color, I just can’t put my finger on what.

      “You came,” Simon says.

      Why doesn’t he sound surprised? I square my shoulders and step toward him, ignoring the men at the bar. “Yeah, I followed you. You stuck me with the bill and just left me there, like an asshole.”

      He pauses halfway across the room, cocks his head, and laughs. The others chuckle too. I glance their way, glaring. Their eyes are more like Simon’s than I realized. Not the glowing part, but the part I felt in the restaurant. The part that feels like they’re peeling back layers of who I am, like they’re looking into my very soul every time I meet their gazes.

      But the laughter. It ratchets my heart into overdrive, sends heat into my face. “You’re a real dick, you know that?” I spit out the words. What was I thinking? I still want an apology, would settle for wiping that smirk off his pretty face, but I’m not dumb enough to punch a man, not when I’m so clearly outnumbered.

      Outnumbered. That’s the word that sticks in my head. That’s the word that makes gooseflesh pop up along my back. I turn on my heel. That’s what you get for stalking a man—outnumbered, outnumbered, outnumbered.

      Simon grabs my arm. “Olivia, wait… please.”

      I turn back, staring at his fingers, closed around my wrist. How did he cross the room so quickly? It was almost instantaneous—inhumanly quick. But he’s here now, his other his hand against my lower back, pulling me to him. So near that I can feel his breath against my hair, breath as chilly as the September breeze.

      I stare. His breath can’t be cold. It has to be me—I’ve felt strange all night. And just being here in the presence of these men is intensifying that strangeness, a feral and bizarre sensation in the back of my brain—a hissed whisper of wrongness.

      I want to yank my wrist from his grasp, want to pull away and punch him, but I don’t. I’m frozen to the floor. His eyes are mesmerizing, pulsing with the electric energy of a thunderstorm. I feel the storm, too, raging in my belly, slinging molten steel through my veins.

      Maybe he really did drug me. But drugging is a form of chemical coercion. Why complete that task and leave the restaurant before getting what he wanted?

      I swallow hard; my tongue is dry. “I didn’t come here to be made fun of,” I hiss. “I just wanted to tell you that you’re an asshole, and I hope you burn in hell.”
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