
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            RULE CHANGER

            Sienna Snow

         

         
            [image: alt] 

            New York      Boston

         

      

   


   
      
         
            This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

            Copyright © 2017 by Sienna Snow

Excerpt from Rule Breaker copyright © 2016 by Sienna Snow

Cover design by Brian Lemus

Cover copyright © 2017 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Forever Yours

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10104
forever-romance.com
twitter.com/foreverromance

            First published as an ebook and print on demand edition: October 2017

            Forever Yours is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Forever Yours name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            ISBN 978-1-4555-6880-2 (ebook)

ISBN 978-1-4555-6881-9 (print on demand edition)

            E3-20170823-DA-PC

         

      

   


    Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	CHAPTER ONE

   	CHAPTER TWO

   	CHAPTER THREE

   	CHAPTER FOUR

   	CHAPTER FIVE

   	CHAPTER SIX

   	CHAPTER SEVEN

   	CHAPTER EIGHT

   	CHAPTER NINE

   	CHAPTER TEN

   	CHAPTER ELEVEN

   	CHAPTER TWELVE

   	CHAPTER THIRTEEN

   	CHAPTER FOURTEEN

   	CHAPTER FIFTEEN

   	CHAPTER SIXTEEN

   	CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

   	CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

   	CHAPTER NINETEEN

   	CHAPTER TWENTY

   	CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

   	CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

   	CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

   	CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

   	CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

   	CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

   	CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

   	CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

   	CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

   	CHAPTER THIRTY

   	CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

   	CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

   	EPILOGUE

   	An Excerpt from RULE BREAKER

   	About the Author

   	Also by Sienna Snow

   	You Might Also Like…

   	Newsletters




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Begin Reading
     
    

   	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    





   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

         

          

         Carmen, you have to tell him.”

         I shifted my phone on my ear and snipped a dying flower from a rosebush in the garden of my family estate in the Water Mill area of Long Island.

         For the past fifteen minutes, I’d avoided this conversation. Arya and I had talked about anything and everything inconsequential, but now it looked like she was tired of me dodging her subtle hints.

         “I will. I plan to.”

         “When? After the boys turn ten?”

         “Arya, this isn’t as easy as you think. I made the right call for my babies and me at the time.”

         “At least you aren’t across an ocean anymore. Now the next step is to return to New York, and not stay stowed away in the Hamptons.”

         I’d never intended to go into hiding. Well, maybe that wasn’t true. Once I couldn’t conceal my pregnancy anymore, I decided to escape to Italy, regroup, and regain my footing before I had to face life in New York with two young boys.

         Only a few people knew about my condition at the time; among them were my two best friends, Arya and Milla, and their husbands, one being my brother, Max.

         “Thomas deserves to know. The minute you landed in New York, the reporters were on you. He’s going to find out, if he hasn’t already.”

         I’d done my best to keep a low profile since returning to the states, but somehow a few pictures had made their way to some minor tabloids.

         Finding out about fatherhood through the media wasn’t how I wanted to tell him. Despite what Ari believed. I wasn’t going to keep my sons away from their father. I hoped that the news wouldn’t go public until I had a chance to meet with him.

         I closed my eyes for a second, inhaling deep. I wasn’t ready for the inevitable confrontation. The pain of our breakup still hadn’t fully healed, and I wasn’t sure it ever would.

         At least I learned a valuable lesson from my relationship with Thomas.

         I’ll never allow another man to put me second ever again.

         “Don’t ignore me.”

         “I’m not. I need a few more days. I left Italy less than two weeks ago. Give me a break.”

         “No. You’ve had long enough. He’s their father. It doesn’t matter what happened between the two of you. You have to tell him.”

         “Arya.” I allowed my voice to grow cool. It was that or start to cry. “Let it go.”

         “Don’t you dare take that Domme tone with me. I’m not one of your subs. I’m your best friend and sister.”

         “Then let me handle this.” I pushed back the tears and cocked a hand on my hip. “I have it under control.”

         It wasn’t as if I had a choice in the matter. It was either stay calm and stand by my decisions or fall apart, as I’d done for months after my delivery.

         “Liar. This is the one thing you can’t control. It’s only going to get worse the longer you wait.”

         “I know.” I sighed and threw my shears in the box of garden tools, shutting the lid hard, trying to push back the anxiety Arya’s words brought forth.

         Get it together, Carmen. You are a Mistress who’s always in control, not a weakling. What you gave Thomas will never happen again.

         “Ari, can we please talk about something else.”

         “Sure. So, when are you coming to see your nephews and me?”

         I cringed. I’d walked right into that. I hadn’t seen Ari, Max, or my twin nephews since they visited me in Italy for the birth of my boys. I missed them so much. My family, who’d support me through everything.

         “I promise. I’ll be there soon. I have to talk to you about something anyway.”

         A momentary dread swept over me. Once I told her what I’d discovered, she’d think keeping the boys from Thomas was small on the level of turmoil in my life.

         “What’s going on, Carm? Something changed in your voice.”

         “I can’t talk to you about it here. I need to make sure I’m on a secure line.”

         “Shit, are you in trouble?”

         I pulled off my gardening gloves, threw them over the shears, and paced. “I’m not sure. Ari, don’t say anything to Max. I’m still trying to figure it out.”

         “Well, I can’t say anything to him when I don’t know what’s going on. I need to talk to you about something I discovered, too.”

         My gut told me whatever Arya knew was related to the conversation I needed to have with her.

         “Carmen?”

         “Hold on. Nat’s here.” I turned toward Natalie, my assistant.

         “We have word from security that your brother is requesting permission to land.”

         I wiped the sweat from my brow. “When did he radio?”

         Natalie continued to scrutinize me and then seemed to let her concern go. “He contacted us about fifteen minutes ago. Should I approve the request?”

         “Of course. He owns half this estate. Let me clean up, and I’ll meet him at the helipad.”

         Natalie nodded and walked toward the house as she spoke into the portable communicator.

         “Hey. Why didn’t you tell me Max was coming?” I asked into the phone.

         “I didn’t know. He said he had a few meetings and had to take care of a few things before he got home.”

         “Well. I guess I’m part of the things to take care of. Let me call you back later on the secure line.”

         “Okay. Love you. Bye.”

         “Love you, too.” I ended the call and tucked the phone into the back pocket of my jeans.

         I glanced at my watch. Hopefully, Max would stay long enough to help entertain the two hellions about to wake from their naps so I could take a nice hot shower. I rushed inside, washed my hands, and headed out the front door and across the lawn.

         The hum of the propellers echoed in the distance, and a giddiness coursed through me. I hadn’t seen my older brother, by three minutes, in more than five months.

         Whose fault is that? He couldn’t stay in Italy forever.

         I ignored the thought and continued toward the landing pad.

         After the boys’ births, I needed to keep a low profile and avoid all speculation, questions, and media scrutiny about the missing daddy, so I decided to extend my time in Europe. If not for my two best friends, I would have lost all of my sanity. They helped me survive the high-risk delivery and the intense postpartum I suffered.

         I wasn’t going to fool myself into thinking my life would be easier by returning. In fact, I was expecting it to become much more complicated. All I could hope for was an amicable relationship with my ex for the sake of the boys.

         I approached my head of security, Richard, who met me halfway. “Ms. Dane.” He inclined his head. “Mr. Dane is approaching.”

         I nodded as he guided me to the waiting area. I covered my eyes from the sun’s glare and stared into the sky. As the helicopter came into view, my happiness to see my brother vanished. It wasn’t MCD’s corporate copter, but one belonging to Regala Enterprises.

         No, he wouldn’t. How could Max bring him here without warning me? I clenched my fists as my stomach knotted. Oh God, what was I going to do? The last time we were near each other, he couldn’t even look at me.

         Get your act together. You knew this day would come.

         Max was my brother; he wouldn’t blindside me. I pulled my phone from the back pocket of my jeans.

         “Shit,” I exclaimed. I’d missed six messages saying he was on his way and it was an extreme emergency.

         I should have known better than to ignore the text beeps coming in while I talked to Ari.

         My only excuse was that I’d worked all morning on upcoming projects and wanted a few minutes to enjoy my garden and have a conversation with my best friend.

         Now I regretted setting my phone to do not disturb.

         I inhaled deep and steadied my mind.

         The helicopter landed moments later, and the door opened.

         My breath hitched as the man I’d mistaken for the love of my life, Thomas Regala, stepped out of the passenger side, followed by my pissed-off-looking brother.

         Thomas adjusted his sunglasses and fixed his gaze on me. He strode straight in my direction, ignoring something Max called out to him.

         The last year and a half had done nothing to decrease his devil-may-care appeal. He wore his jet-black hair cut short, a remnant of his special operations days, and the tailored gray suit hugged his well-honed form, giving him an I’m a predator, and you are my prey aura. The only thing marring the perfection of his face was the shadow of a slight bruise on the left side of his jaw.

         I squared my shoulders and waited for his approach.

         Thomas stopped barely a foot from me. Without thinking, I swallowed and licked my parched lips, but thankfully, I kept my eyes directed at him. “What…what are you doing here?”

         He took off his sunglasses and peered at me.

         “I came for my sons.”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         What did you say?” My hand shook as I tucked a stray hair behind my ear.

         “You heard me. I want to see my boys.”

         The intensity of his golden eyes peering at me reminded me of the times we’d made love and he’d seen deep into the parts of me I kept hidden from the world.

         That is the past, remember? He didn’t want you.

         “Who told you?”

         His eyes glanced at my lips for a brief moment, making my heartbeat accelerate, before his amber gaze held mine again. “No one told me. I learned this on my own.”

         A wave of sadness washed over me. This wasn’t my lover standing before me but the father of my children and the man who’d thrown me away like so much garbage.

         Max approached from the side and took my hand. “Let’s go inside. This conversation should take place in private.”

         I snatched my hand out of his and glared toward Thomas. “He isn’t welcome in my home.” I stepped backward. “Why would he want to talk to a slut whose father embezzled from his family and caused his aunt’s death?”

         I tried to move further, but Thomas grasped my upper arm, stopping my retreat. “I have a right to see my sons.”

         I jerked my arm free and tried to hold back the tears clouding my vision.

         You will not cry, Carmen. Keep it together.

         He wasn’t here for me. No matter how much I’d wished for him to choose me, it never happened and it wouldn’t today, either. I had to remember that love was no longer an option, and the boys were the priority.

         I refused to let him see me fall apart. The days of trusting him were over. “What makes you think they’re yours? Especially since I’m not who I pretend to be. I’m a liar like my father, right?”

         He jaw clenched, but before he could respond, Max stepped between us.

         “We need to go inside, Carm. Please listen to what he has to say.”

         “The hell I will. He”—I gestured to Thomas—“made his opinion of me clear when he accused me of using him.” I turned, ready to leave, but then paused midstep. “Thomas, you have ten minutes to get off of my property, or I will have you escorted out. And my dear brother can leave, too.”

         I strode toward the house, keeping my shoulders from drooping and my tears at bay until I crossed the front door.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I made it inside and turned the lock before the first drops fell from my eyes. I wiped my face with the back of my hand, closed my eyes, and released a deep breath.

         At least no one saw me falling apart.

         I’d submitted to that man. Trusted him with the deepest part of me, a part I’d never shared before. A secret he’d made me believe wasn’t a weakness, but a gift. Then he took what I’d given him and threw it away, telling me my desires didn’t match his.

         I will never let myself fall into that position again.

         “Carmen, is everything okay? Is there anything I can do?”

         I opened my eyes to find Natalie’s worried face studying me. I stood up from against the door. “Give me a moment…I’m…”

         She placed a gentle hand on my arm. Even if she didn’t voice her opinion, one look from her spoke volumes. “Your wee ones are waking.” She handed me the baby monitor, and sweet chatter sounded through the speaker. “They prefer their mama after their naps over me.”

         I inclined my head and went to the nursery. Natalie knew me better than most people. She had been my primary caretaker after my mother’s death, and she never stopped watching out for me. She knew all of my family’s sordid secrets and remained loyal.

         Through her guidance, I learned all the methods and pretenses needed to navigate the ramifications of Dad’s embezzlement disaster and resulting murder. She taught me the most important lesson that helped me survive the fallout from the scandal.

         “Never let them see you sweat, Carmen. Stay calm, no matter what’s thrown your way. That is the best way to overcome your father’s careless actions. Women are judged harsher than men.”

         Natalie was the closest person I had to a mother.

         As I walked through the boys’ playroom and approached their nursery, I smiled. Their coos warmed my heart. The love I discovered for them was more than I ever imagined.

         I turned the knob to their bedroom. The moment I entered, Simon and Leo stopped their chatter and pulled themselves up against the crib rails.

         Two sets of almond-shaped eyes greeted me.

         “Hello, my handsome men. Did you have a nice nap?”

         Everything about the boys resembled their father, from the shape of their eyes and olive hue of their skin to their wicked devil-may-care smiles. Well, with one exception: They inherited my green eyes, but on them, they almost looked emerald.

         “Come here, big guy.” I picked up Simon, the bigger of my boys and nuzzled his neck, resulting in a squeal and laughter.

         “Maaa…” cried Leo, reaching his arms up in the air.

         “I didn’t forget you. Come to mama.” I gathered my verbose child and cuddled him, too.

         Taking them both to the floor, I sat down on the soft rug in the center of the room. For the next ten minutes, we played and giggled, letting the tension from moments earlier fade.

         “I will love you boys no matter what happens in life.”

         Tears prickled my eyes again. There was a time before the scandals and Mama’s death when joy and love were the center of my family. Back then, money never came before Max or me. I didn’t have to be in control all the time or project an image that deep down I knew was a lie.

         Everything came crashing down the day Mama lost her life in a car accident. Dad, so lost in grief, turned to a bottle instead of his children, then to every woman willing to spread her legs, and finally to making money. Which eventually led to his downfall. I still couldn’t believe he’d managed to steal over forty billion dollars in assets before anyone noticed and then manage to make it disappear.

         Unlike Dad, I will sacrifice my happiness to make sure my babies never know a day without love.

         I shook the melancholy thoughts from my mind as a knock rapped on the door.

         Natalie entered with two bottles and immediately closed the door.

         I frowned. She never closed the door.

         “Someone wishes to speak to you in the other room.”

         “Tell Max I’ll call him later when I’m not angry enough to punch him in the face.”

         “It isn’t Max.”

         My skin prickled.

         I’m going to kick Max’s ass!

         I stood up and let the boys continue their play.

         “We’re going to have to figure out how to tell Arya she is a widow because her husband is dead. I don’t care if he is my brother.”

         “I think she will agree that it was just cause.” Natalie winked.

         I bit my lip, inhaled deep, and opened the door, connecting the nursery to the playroom.

         “I thought I told you to leave.”

         He ignored my statement and stared at the pictures of the boys on the wall. He traced their faces with the tips of his fingers.

         “They look like me.” His voice filled with awe.

         I closed my eyes for a moment at the ache fisting my heart.

         “Were you ever going to tell me?” Thomas asked as he continued to stare at the pictures.

         “Natalie arranged a meeting at your Manhattan office in a few days.”

         He turned with an angry glare. “You planned on handling this as a business transaction?”

         “I thought it best, considering our history.”

         If I kept the discussion formal, then I could keep the anger and emotion of his betrayal out of his relationship with the boys. No matter what I felt, Thomas had a right to his children. Plus, anywhere else, I’d remember everything we’d been to each other and the pain left in its wake.

         “This isn’t about a contract, it’s about our boys. When it comes to them, I don’t care what you want. I won’t negotiate.”

         I bit the inside of my cheek as my temper flared, pushing all the heartache away. “I would never use them to get anything from you. You’ve accused me of too many things to make me believe you’d entertain anything but business from me. I wanted to meet to discuss our sharing custody.”

         “You make it sound so cold.”

         “What did you expect from me? I’m exactly what you accused me of. A cold, heartless, calculating Dane.”

         “I should never have said that. You aren’t cold.” He took a step toward me, then stopped when I retreated.

         Dammit, this was my house, and no matter how he made me feel, I had to stand my ground.

         “You don’t know me anymore. You never really knew me.”

         “I know you better than anyone else. Better than Andrew or your father or even Max.”

         Hearing Andrew, the name of my long-deceased fiancé, made me cringe inside. Although I’d loved him, he never understood who I was. He was happy in his role as my submissive, never knowing he couldn’t meet my needs.

         “Carm, you’re anything but cold.” He gazed at me in the way he’d done that weekend long ago, when we’d conceived our sons.

         For a brief second, I believed him.

         Thomas was the only person who’d ever seen past the image I projected to the vulnerable girl deep inside. To the woman who wanted someone else to hold the reins for a change.

         Then the memory of him tearing out my heart resurfaces, and I resign myself to the fact that it was all an illusion I’d created. The desire of someone who’d spent her life rejected by the men she loved.

         First Father, then Andrew, and ending with Thomas.

         “Look. I don’t want to fight.” I turned away from him and stared out the window overlooking my gardens. “I can admit now that keeping my pregnancy a secret was wrong, but at the time it was the best decision for me.”

         “Is there any way we can work this out?”

         I rubbed my arm. “I’m not going to keep them from you.”

         “That’s not what I meant. I want this to work.”

         I sighed. What did he want from me? My emotions were at war with my composure, and I was too exhausted to argue with him. I refused to cry in front of him and demand to know what made him believe I was such a horrible person.

         “Thomas, I don’t have time for riddles. Please. Can we just talk in a few days?”

         “Answer a question for me first.”

         What now?

         “Fine. Ask.”

         “Why haven’t you been to the club?”

         I jerked and faced him. That was not the question I expected. The stark change of subject surprised me but also helped recompose my shields. He was the only man who ever shook my defenses.

         “Thomas. I don’t have time for this.”

         “I tried to find you.” He stepped toward me, but I raised a hand to keep him away.

         This made no sense. Why would he look for me? I wasn’t his submissive, and he wasn’t mine.

         “As you can see, I’ve been too busy to visit the club.”

         “That isn’t what I meant.” He ran a hand through his hair. “You disappeared. I looked for you everywhere. After we rescued you and Milla, you all but vanished. I tried to use the tracking system Arya and I designed to trace operatives, but she changed the programming. She told me to get lost and not to bother calling Max.”

         I smiled. Ari would protect me even though she’d known Thomas longer. I guessed I could forgive her for marrying my shithead of a brother.

         Last year, I stupidly agreed to help my other best friend Milla Duncan stop a human trafficking ring, masterminded by Vladimir Christof, an international terrorist who’d plagued Arya, Milla, and me for the past ten years.

         The original plan was to find the building where the sales for the women and children took place, attach software to their server, and be home before evening. As with all great plans, ours went to hell in a handbasket. We were recognized and then held hostage. Thomas along with a group of federal agents rescued us.

         “Well, what did you expect? If I’m a liar and slut, what would that make her husband?” I folded my arms and leaned against the wall. “We Danes stick together, you know,” I said with as much coldness as I could muster. It was better to pretend I didn’t feel anything than let him see how much he hurt me.

         I hadn’t seen or spoken to him since that dreadful day almost a year ago. Arya had told me about Thomas’s attempts to contact me, but I was determined to move on with a life that didn’t include him.

         “Stop freezing me out, and listen to me for a second. I made a mistake. I…know I hurt you. Carm, I’m so sor…”

         The doorknob turned, and Max entered the room. “Regala, you’ve had your five minutes. I think the rest can wait.”

         “No. I have to say this.” He stared at me. “I’m sorry, Carmen. More than you can ever know. I want to try again. Not because of the boys, but for us.”

         I shook my head, refusing to listen. The patch I’d placed on my heart was tearing open, and I wasn’t sure if I could trust him again.

         “I don’t believe you. I’m not foolish enough to delude myself a second time. All I can offer you is a chance to get to know the boys, but nothing more.”

         He released a resigned sigh. “I’m not going to give up. I want the boys, but I want you, too.”

         I remained quiet as he exited the playroom. My mind reeled from Thomas’s last words.

         A few minutes later, I heard the rumble of the helicopter taking off.

         After a few more seconds, I turned, glaring. “How could you, Max?”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         

          

         I didn’t have a choice, Carm,” Max said as the rumble of Thomas’s helicopter grew fainter in the distance.

         “Of course you did. I just needed a few more days until I returned to Manhattan and met with him.”

         Natalie was personal assistant to both Max and me. She was a stickler for organization and would have told Max the reason I couldn’t make our normally scheduled strategy meeting.

         “This would have happened whether I brought him here or not. He saw the pictures in the tabloids and knew the rumors were true. Consider yourself lucky that he only found out now.” Max paced back and forth. “He’s their father. He had a right to know.” He ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “I couldn’t imagine missing six months of my sons’ lives.”

         My anger disappeared, and guilt replaced it. “What choice did I have? The Regalas made it clear what they thought of me. He…made it clear.” I held in a sob, but Max saw my reaction and approached me, gathering me in his arms. “He said he loved me and then threw me away.”

         Seeing Thomas released all the pain and emotions I’d spent the past year containing.

         “Shh.” Max stroked the back of my head. “I know he hurt you. I didn’t betray you. I punched him when he first came to my office.”

         I pulled back. “Really?” That explained the bruise on Thomas’s jaw.

         Max smiled. “No one messes with my baby sister and gets away with it.”

         “Why did you tell him where I was? Couldn’t you have waited a few more days until I was back in Manhattan?”

         “He runs all US-based security for our company. He knew where you were the second you arrived back in the country. Besides, he was going to see you whether I wanted him to or not. Coming with him was the best way to help you keep the upper hand in the situation. He’s the only man I’ve ever met who can rattle your unshakable control.”

         At that moment, laughter echoed from the other room.

         I sighed and then shook my head. “When I decided to come back, I knew I’d have to face Thomas and eventually his family. His grandfather hates me, and I made a promise to myself that I wouldn’t let him do to my boys what Dad did to us. I will protect my children.”

         “It’s Thomas’s job to protect Simon and Leo, too. He knows our history and won’t ever put the boys through the same thing. I don’t see him as the type of man who’d let anyone mistreat his children. Besides, you have bigger things to worry about. Like the fact…” Max released me, pinched the bridge of his nose, and walked toward the window.

         I finished the sentence he hesitated to complete. “Things have been too quiet since the incident with Christof’s brother, and Thomas has the means to protect me in case Christof decides to move against me.”

         Ten years ago, I helped Arya and Milla develop an intelligence software for MI6 through an MIT internship program. We never expected the agency to use our program in an actual operation, especially against Vladimir Christof. The agents used our software to freeze hundreds of millions of his assets and infiltrate his network. Which eventually led to the arrest of ten of his top men.

         To this day Christof was determined to recoup the losses he incurred because of us. He’d initially focused on Arya with her skills in computer engineering and her government software. When that failed he decided Milla was a better asset because of her shipping contacts. Which led to last year’s fiasco that resulted in Milla and me becoming hostages.

         Now it was my turn, and if what I discovered last night during my foundation audit was any indication, I was in deep trouble. The respite I thought I had from Christof was just another illusion I’d tried to make real.

         Max stared at me in surprise. “Yes, Thomas is the best person to protect you from Christof. Arya must have said something.”

         “I was talking to her a few minutes before you landed. She mentioned she was worried, but she never went into any detail. Tell me what’s going on.”

         “Arya put out feelers on the Dark Web about the three of you. She’s worried he might be getting ready to move against you. Christof isn’t one to wait, particularly when you’re on his shit list for the stunt you pulled last year.”

         “I wasn’t the mastermind of that adventure. Arya and Milla were the ones in charge.”

         God, I felt like I was a teenager trying to defend myself to my big brother. No matter how old we get, we seemed to fall into these roles. With all the chaos in my life, at least some things never change.

         Overall, I knew Max had a point. Every time I thought about what could have happened to Milla and me when Christof’s brother held us hostage, shivers went down my spine. Especially knowing I was carrying my sweet boys at the time.

         “Carm, there was chatter about your whereabouts, your finances, and the boys.”

         I crossed my arms around myself. “I guess it was too much to hope that he would forget about me?”

         “Carm, you’re a smart woman. I never mistook you for delusional.”

         “Thanks,” I muttered. If he only knew.

         “How many years did he hold a grudge against Arya for something she did in graduate school?” Max gripped the window ledge. “And after what happened with you and Milla this past year, we knew you’d be next on his list. He was just biding his time. And on top of everything else…”

         He didn’t have to finish. I knew the next part since I’d thought of it myself, a few moments ago.

         “I was involved in the capture of his brother and turning him into an informant against him.”

         The moment I’d met Christof’s brother, Abram, I knew he was a submissive who would do anything to please me. I’d used his desire to redirect his interest in Milla toward me, allowing the FBI enough time to rescue us.

         I never expected his need for my approval to extend beyond his loyalty to his brother. In an attempt to prove to me that he deserved me as his Mistress, he relayed as much information about Christof’s organization as he was privy to.

         “Christof has a long memory, and the three of you can’t seem to stay off his radar.”

         “He’s the one who won’t leave us alone. First, Arya for Arcane, a software that had nothing to do with him, then Milla for her shipping empire, and now me. Let me guess, for my work with the foundation.”

         “That, too, but you left something out.”

         I frowned. “What?”

         “Your access to Arcane.”

         “I’m not the computer nerd, plus the program is old news. We implemented the project nearly two years ago. I think you’re reaching.”

         “Don’t for one minute let your guard down. Arya and Milla aren’t such easy targets with Lex and me in the picture, but you’re vulnerable.”

         “I can protect myself,” I argued.

         “You’re doing a bang-up job. You’re on the verge of falling apart by spending a few minute in Thomas’s presence.”

         “Fuck you, Max!” I rubbed my temples. “The two situations have nothing to do with each other.”

         This was what I got for leaning on someone. They saw me as fragile.

         “I know, but accepting help doesn’t mean you aren’t strong.”

         My gaze jumped to his. I opened my mouth to argue but shut it instead.

         “You think allowing others to help will break the ‘unshakable Carmen Dane’ image you have the world believing. I know the real person underneath.”

         He has me there.

         “I can’t fall apart. I have those two boys to raise.”

         “Yes.” He walked over to me. “But you aren’t alone. Those boys have a father who runs one of the world’s top security and protection firms. He won’t let anything happen to any of you.”

         My shoulders dropped. “I guess you’re right. Thomas would protect anyone he cared for with his life. Just let me figure out how to talk to him about the boys before I spring this crap on him.”

         “Your relationship isn’t the only thing you need to figure out.”

         His change in tone had me turning to look at him.

         “Great. More bad news. What else could be wrong?”

         He pulled out his phone and handed it to me. “Read this.”

         I scanned the screen, and my stomach plummeted. There was page after page of transactions from our family’s South African education foundation to a private account held in my name. The sum totaled over thirty million dollars.

         Arya and Max had learned about the discrepancies I’d discovered before I could tell them. Hell, I only discovered them last night while I was reviewing all the foundation’s accounts for tax payments scheduled to go out.

         My gut screamed Christof was behind this somehow, but until I had proof, no one was going to believe that I wasn’t behind the siphoning of the charity’s assets.

         “Max, it wasn’t me. I didn’t do this.” My hands shook. “I don’t even have an account in that bank. Oh God, Max. After what Dad did, who’s going to believe me?”

         “I do, and so do Arya and Milla. Arya has started tracing where the funds are going, and Mil is scouring all the books to see who’s had access to any of the accounts.”

         “But if it becomes public, it will ruin me. Everyone will think I’m like Dad.”

         “No, they won’t. We will stand by you.”

         “Max, I lived through this once, and I can’t do it again. You never experienced the innuendos and gossip the way I did. No matter where I went, I was the daughter of the embezzler. If it weren’t for meeting Ari and Mil, I wouldn’t have had any friends at MIT. No one wanted to be associated with someone like me.”

         “I didn’t have it much easier. I just didn’t give a fuck what others said.”

         Etched forever in my memory was that fateful day during my last year of undergrad when the indictment came through. Agents had stormed our home searching for evidence and freezing all our accounts. They’d even searched my dorm room, essentially turning me into a leper at my over-the-top prestigious school.

         I couldn’t even buy a piece of gum without borrowing money from the handful of friends I had remaining. Thank God, it was proven that most of our fortune came from my mother’s side of the family and had been in conservatorship until Max and I turned twenty.

         Dad had hurt so many people and destroyed so many lives. I couldn’t blame the woman who ended up killing him and herself. She loved him, and he’d taken every cent of her inheritance.

         The craziest part of it all was that Dad’s lover turned out to be Thomas’s aunt.

         “You don’t understand. I deal with it to this day; you don’t. It is one of the reasons Thomas and I aren’t together anymore.”

         A chill crept up my body, making me shiver.

         “What am I going to do? I can’t leave this as a legacy for Leo and Simon.”

         “You are nothing like Dad. Neither of us is.” Max gently gripped my shoulders and stared into my eyes. “You aren’t doing this alone. You have us. Let us help you.”

         He was right. The only people I could rely on besides Max were Arya and Milla. They’d fight beside me no matter what the situation. Thank God I had one man in my life who’d never let me down.

         I nodded. “Okay.”

         Another helicopter echoed in the air.

         “I don’t want to leave you like this, but my ride is here.” Max kissed the top of my head. “You could always come with me.”

         “No, my home is in New York City. The only reason I ever come back to Boston is to visit you guys.”

         Max stepped back and moved toward the door. “The invitation is always open.” His phone beeped letting him know the crew was ready for him. “It’s time for me to go home to my wife and kids.”

         I gave him a halfhearted smile. “Give them my love. Tell Ari I’ll call her later today.”

         Max glanced at me as he crossed the threshold. “Think about what I said. We miss having you around, and Ari’s jealous that you got to spend time with Milla.”

         “It wasn’t like we saw each other every day. She only came to see me last month so she could leave Briana with me and go on her first vacation with Lex post-baby.”

         “That’s just technicalities with her.”

         I shook my head and sighed. “Poor Ari. Such a hard life. She had to spend weeks with her husband and boys at her private estate in Kauai.”

         He shrugged his shoulders. “I’m just the messenger. Love you, sis.”

         “Love you, too.”

         Max left the room, and I opened the door to where the boys played.

         Two sets of vivid green eyes peered at me.

         These babies were my life, and I refused to pass down the same legacy I’d inherited. As of tomorrow, I’d deal with Thomas, Christof, and whatever cards life threw at me. It was time to take back my power.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         Carmen?”

         I looked up at Natalie and set aside a prospectus I was reviewing on a new property that MCD was considering for purchase. We’d arrived in Manhattan early in the morning, and once the boys settled in at my penthouse, I’d thrown myself into work and all the projects needing my attention.

         “Yes.”

         “It is almost four thirty, and the boys have just woken from their naps.” She waited in the archway of the door. “This might be a good time to get them from the nursery.”

         I glanced at my watch.

         Shit. Natalie was right. I’d lost track of time.

         A twinge of guilt hit me as I realized I was so engrossed in work that I’d forgotten to check on the boys. From the moment of their births, I hadn’t left their side, but Natalie had insisted Simon and Leo were in good hands with Stacey, the nanny she’d hired.

         Before I had the boys, I only used the New York apartment as a place to sleep. I’d spend most of my days working. But now with Simon and Leo in the picture, it was time to look for a more permanent place, a home with a backyard and neighbors. Maybe even some land to raise horses, like the estate I’d grown up on, the one Max and Arya now shared.

         I sighed. “You’re right. Let me gather my things, and I’ll finish my work later this evening when the boys go down for the night.”

         I also needed to remember to get a status update from Arya on any news about Christof. Ever since Max told me about what Arya discovered, I was determined to make sure nothing would taint me in the eyes of my children.

         “I told Stacey to come back around eight.”

         I scrunched my brow but continued to collect my things. “Why?” I asked.

         “You have to attend the AlySas charity gala.”

         There goes my chance to do any extra work.

         The organization technically belonged to Arya and Milla. They’d created it in remembrance of the two daughters Arya had lost when she was younger. The foundation’s goal was to help women in developing nations learn skills to sustain the lives of their families.

         Annoyed, I put a hand on my hip. “Tell Arya to go. I’ve covered for her for the past year and a half.”

         Natalie raised a brow. “You need a night out. Leave after the kids fall asleep, but go out.”

         “The last thing I want to do is hobnob with a bunch of pretentious gala hoppers.”

         “They are your people. Remember?” Natalie said with a smirk.

         I frowned and shook my head. “Please don’t remind me.”

         The “New York elite,” as many liked to consider themselves, were from generationally wealthy families. Most could trace their heritage back to the Mayflower. My great-great-great-grandparents came over on a Dutch ship a few years after. They developed a fortune far greater than all the “elite” put together.

         “I’ve spent most of my life avoiding them, and I’d rather spend hours listening to someone recite the boring sections of the encyclopedia,” I mumbled as I picked up my coffee cup and drank the last of my brew.

         Natalie chuckled. “I wouldn’t know since I’m the ‘hired help.’” She quoted using her fingers and laughed again.

         “You know all their little secrets. I fear for them if they ever crossed you.”

         The lightened mood relaxed me. I set my mug down and packed the last of my papers in my bag.

         “Please,” I begged, “tell Arya to go. I just don’t have the energy to face the questions.”

         Natalie nodded. She understood my reservations. “You’re going to have to face them sooner or later. And I double-checked: Arya is going to come down from Boston when Max is out of the country on business.”

         “You could have told me that from the start.” I glared at her, and she returned my disgruntled gaze.

         “You need a night out, Carmen. I don’t like seeing you like this. There’s more to life than just work and the boys.”

         “An evening at a gala isn’t my idea of a fun night out.”

         God, how long had it been since I went out? The last time I remembered doing anything remotely fun was the night I helped Milla and Lex get back together after they’d separated.

         “Well, if the gala isn’t your cup of tea, then go to the club.”

         Club? Did I just hear her correctly? 

         Natalie knew little about my lifestyle, so I never expected her to tell me to visit the club. Well, we never discussed it before anyway.

         “I…um…Nat?”

         She lifted her hand to keep me from babbling in speech worse than my boys. “I raised you, Carmen. I may not understand your needs, but I’ve always known what you were into.”

         “Why didn’t you say anything before?”

         “Because sexuality is a private thing, and it wasn’t my place to tell you how to feel. You’d had enough people turn your world upside down. I wasn’t going to judge you for seeking out something that gave you a sense of control.”

         “Thank you, Nat.” I wasn’t sure what else to say. Until today, she’d never mentioned anything before, but her unconditional support meant so much to me.

         I’d kept the kink part of my world private for most of my life, especially from the societal elite. Only others in the community, which included my closest friends, knew about my preferences. It wasn’t until my first year of college that I discovered the kink community.

         It was a few months after Dad’s embezzlement had become public knowledge and my life felt out of control. The few friends I’d had, with the exception of a handful of people that included Milla, had all but disassociated themselves from me. No one wanted to be around the daughter of someone who swindled nearly forty billion in assets.

         One night Milla took it upon herself to show up at my apartment on campus to drag me out of my self-imposed isolation for a night out on the town.

         I expected her to take me to a dance club, but it turned out to be a fetish club.

         I still remembered Milla’s words as we walked into the building.

         “I’ve wanted to bring you here for years. I think tonight you may find a piece of yourself that you never knew lived inside you.”

         Initially, I was shocked. I’d never known this type of thing even existed. It fascinated me, from the very first scene I observed. I’d felt the pull the submissive had toward her Dom and loved seeing the control the dominant partner possessed. It was a melding of minds, with control being the gift given between them.

         I’d wanted that control and, from that day forward, spent all my free time learning from any Master or Mistress willing to teach me.

         “I mean it, Carmen. You should go to Dominion after the gala. It can be your reward for enduring the company of snobs.”

         “How do you know the name of my club?” I couldn’t hide the surprise from my voice.

         She lifted a brow as if I’d asked a stupid question. “I do read the documents I handle for you and Max. My skills aren’t solely utilized for filing. Who’s the one who made sure six of your establishments passed inspection while you were away?”

         “Sorry.” I winced. “I deserved that. My only excuse is that I just assumed you didn’t pay attention to that part of my and Max’s businesses.”

         Natalie cocked a hand on her hip. “Now, back to the subject at hand.”

         “I’m not sure if I’m ready.” I moved to the door.

         Natalie stepped in front of me. “Go have fun. Stop thinking for one night. There is nothing that says you can’t enjoy yourself even in the midst of chaos.”

         I nodded my agreement and walked toward the elevator leading to my penthouse. Natalie may have very limited knowledge about my lifestyle, but her stance on things and advice were better than a seasoned Mistress.

         I slowed for a second and covered the sudden ache deep in my stomach.

         What if I wasn’t who I thought I was? Especially after what happened between Thomas and me.

         I shook the thought from my mind. That was an experiment, which went horribly wrong, nothing more.

         I will never submit to any man again.

         Natalie was right.

         I needed an evening out. A night where a slave honored me with his submission would help me regain my bearings, while helping me lay to rest the submissive side of my desires only one man knew about.

         I pushed the access code for the elevator and smiled to myself.

         Mistress Carmen was back.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I peered out the floor-to-ceiling windows of the elegant ballroom of the Mandarin Oriental, New York, trying to ignore all the curious glances and speculations about why I was dateless and where I’d spent the last year.

         For the past three hours, I’d maintained my calm exterior even though inside I was ready to punch the next person who asked me about my personal life. No one straight out said anything offensive, but the questions about motherhood and family kept coming up.

         The one thing they wanted to know but were too polite to ask was who my boys’ father was. I carefully navigated those conversations to foundation business.

         I bet if I were a man, no one would dare ask me personal questions like those. Everything would revolve around the endeavors of the charity, nothing more.

         Being around this crowd makes you bitchy, Carmen.

         I shook my head and continued to gaze at the glow of the lights in Central Park. Hopefully, I’d get a few more minutes to myself before the gracious goodbyes started.

         “Ari, you owe me big-time,” I muttered to myself.

         No matter how much I begged, Arya refused to fly down for the charity gala. She ignored every plea I’d made about her being better at getting the big donors to loosen their purse strings. The girl had the magic touch of getting even the stodgiest and most miserly wallet to open for her causes.

         I couldn’t blame Arya for avoiding the event. She hated these things as much as I did, and public speaking nauseated her.

         I opened my clutch to check if any messages had come in while I was at dinner.

         There was a message from Caitlin, one of my dear childhood friends. She was the “it” designer everyone in the fashion world was raving about.

         Hey, woman. Heard through the grapevine that you’re heading to Dominion tonight after the charity thing. I’ll meet you there. I need a break and I also learned you’re taking a sub for a scene. Don’t you dare start anything until I get there and have a front-row seat. 

         Well, hell. No getting out of this now. Someone must have seen my name on the club roster and spread the news.

         I was relieved Caitlin would be there. My first public scene in three years would be easier knowing a person I respected was cheering me on. Plus, she had an uncanny ability to help me relax and become less stiff, as she liked to call it.

         But first I had to get through the formal farewells. If I were lucky, I’d get it over with in less than twenty minutes.

         I slipped my phone back in my purse, turned, and then came to an abrupt stop.

         “Hello, Ms. Dane. I hear you and your friend are looking for me,” a man with a heavy Russian accent said as he smiled at me.

         Christof!

         I stared into the ice-blue eyes of the one man I knew would think nothing of killing me in front of hundreds of people. He held the striking beauty of a fallen angel. Even though I knew he was in his midforties, he looked no older than someone in his early thirties.

         His eerie resemblance to Andrew disturbed me. I’d seen a handful of surveillance images over the last few years, but the impact of him in person made an indescribable fear encompass my body. Maybe it was the bone-deep evil I sensed under the polished façade.

         My hands shook as I tucked a stray hair behind my ear.

         “I’m sorry. I don’t believe we’ve met.”

         “Oh, come now, Ms. Dane. We may have never met in person, but you and your friends have played a heady game of chess with me for over ten years. Let’s do this formally, then.” He reached out and lifted my hand to his lips.

         The urge to snap my hand back tugged at me, but I remained calm.

         “I am Vladimir Christof. It is a pleasure to finally meet you in person.”

         “What…what do you want from me?”

         He gave me a calculating perusal, continuing to grip my hand, making it clear I wasn’t to pull away. “Oh, there are many things I want from you, but this is about what you can offer me.”

         “I have nothing to give you.”

         “I know your secrets, Ms. Dane. You’d do anything to keep the taint of your father’s crimes from affecting your life. What would you do to keep your children from living with the same shame? Would you sacrifice your safety and reputation for your sons?”

         At that moment, he’d all but confirmed my suspicions about the missing money from the foundation. My gut had been right. I really hoped the girls had pinpointed how to get the money back into the organization’s accounts.

         “Don’t you dare threaten my sons. I don’t care who you are.” I kept the fear out of my voice, keeping it cool. “Nothing you can do to me will make me sacrifice my children.”

         “Ah, there’s the passion I knew existed under that calm and collected veneer. I’m not threatening your boys. I’m making you aware of what’s at stake.”

         “I fail to see the difference. I have nothing to offer you. I would cut my losses, if I were you. I’m not one of your weak flunkies who do your bidding.”

         I couldn’t believe I’d just said that. Now if the fucker would let go of my hand.

         Christof laughed. “You are a worthy adversary, Ms. Dane. I believe I was mistaken to focus my attention on your sister-in-law. You are exactly the type of woman who would keep things interesting. I look forward to seeing it during more intimate circumstances.”

         “In your dreams. Now if you’ll excuse me.” I pulled my hand free and took a step to leave, but he caught my wrist, his gaze boring into mine.

         “Ms. Dane, your steel spine will only get you so far. You have the means to make restitution for the many losses I’ve incurred over the past few years, including the unfortunate circumstance with my brother.”

         “I’ve done nothing to you that wasn’t due to your obsession with us.” I gritted out my words. This man was crazy. “You need to let me go before I have you arrested.”

         “You came here without your security. By the time you contact them, I’ll be gone.”

         “You’re a bastard.”

         “Yes. Then again, so was your father. Remember the consequences of that. Expect instructions soon.”

         He released my wrist and strode into the crowd.
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