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            Chapter One

         

         Our father is back in Houston.”

         “That’s hilarious. You should be a comedian.” Journey King sat down in the chair across from her brother’s massive desk and waited for him to laugh. But the devastating sympathy in Anderson’s blue eyes told her that he wasn’t joking. She cleared her throat, trying to speak past the sensation of it closing off her ability to take in air. “Oh God. No, he can’t do this.” She shivered, then cursed herself for showing even that much reaction.

         “I’m sorry, Jo. I would’ve told you sooner, but I just found out thirty minutes ago he’s on his way here.”

         Journey had always felt safe in the Kingdom Corp offices, totally in control, knowing she had her family at her back. But recent events had turned their world topsy-turvy and shaken some of that innate trust. With so many skeletons dancing in their closets, she should have expected her own personal one to come calling at the first available opportunity.

         He’s just a man.

         The lie was as substantial as smoke. Elliott Bancroft charmed everyone he met, masking the truth until up was down and down was up.

         The silence threatened to suck her under. No. “No.” She spoke aloud, trying to break the spell already weaving around her. “I will not let him win.”

         That battle was fought a long time ago. He won. You lost. You all lost.

         Stop it.

         Anderson rounded the desk as she shoved to her feet. “Jo…” He grabbed her hands, easily encompassing them in his own.

         There wouldn’t be time to run. Running and hiding had never worked with Elliott Bancroft anyway. She sank back into the chair, her body a marionette whose strings had been cut. “I’m okay.” She wasn’t, but if their father was on his way, Anderson needed to be focusing on the coming confrontation and not on her. She lifted her chin. “I’m okay. You should sit behind your desk. Start this off from the right position.” The posturing wouldn’t work, but it was something.

         The door to Anderson’s office swung open, and she tensed at the familiar footsteps even as she forced herself to twist and face him.

         Elliott. Father. Monster.

         Journey folded her hands in her lap. Breathe. Just breathe. Do not react. If he knows you’re afraid, it will make him happy. “Elliott.”

         It had been…five years? Five years since she’d seen her father last, though she would have happily gone fifty more. He’d aged in that time, his skin darkened from too many hours in the sun, his dark hair shot through with silver. The blue eyes were the same, warm as a summer day…if one didn’t know what lurked beneath. He’d turn more than a few heads in any room he walked into.

         Except this one.

         His smile widened when he caught sight of her. “Since you stopped taking my calls, sweetheart, I thought it was time to come to you.” He spread his arms wide to encompass both Journey and Anderson. “Things are changing here at Kingdom Corp.”

         Journey forced her hands to relax. It didn’t matter what he said or her reaction to it—the only thing that mattered was the truth, and the truth was that her mother would throw herself on a literal sword before she let her estranged husband anywhere near her company. He was bluffing. He had to be. “You don’t have a say when it comes to Kingdom Corp. It’s our mother’s company.” Or it had been. It belonged to Journey and Anderson and their other two siblings now. “She gave it to us when she left town.” The paperwork still hadn’t been completed because of all the red tape, but that didn’t change anything.

         It shouldn’t change anything.

         Elliott smiled. “Actually, the company isn’t hers to give.”

         Her stomach twisted in knots, the knots growing thorns when Anderson didn’t immediately jump in to contradict their father. The walls inched closer, the large room morphing into something too tight and close and cramped to fit three people. Not enough air. I can’t get enough air. She lost the battle for calm and clenched the armrests of the chair.

         Anderson shifted, drawing her attention to him like a drowning victim seeking a life preserver. His blue eyes, so similar and yet so different from their father’s, held rage and regret. “Unfortunately, he’s telling the truth. It appears the Bancroft family helped fund the initial seed money that got Kingdom Corp off the ground. Elliott stood as silent partner while our mother ran the company, but he’s technically in possession of twenty percent of the company shares.”

         Quadruple what she and her three other siblings held individually. Journey gripped the chair tighter, digging her nails into the wood to keep herself from bolting. Damn you, Anderson, you had to know this before today. Why didn’t you tell me? “Mother signed over her shares to you. That should put you firmly as the main shareholder with twenty-five percent.”

         If anything, Elliott’s smile widened. “Her shares have to, by contract, be divided equally among our children. That puts each of you at ten percent—and leaves me as main shareholder. No, sweetheart, you won’t get rid of me that easily. I’m here to stay.” He shifted ever so slightly, and Journey flinched. Elliott chuckled and crossed over to sink gracefully into the unoccupied chair next to Journey. “Like I said, there are going to be some major changes happening here at Kingdom Corp now that I’m in charge.”

         I know what happens when he’s in charge.

         The pressure cooker inside her exploded, forcing her into motion.

         She had to get out of there. Out of the office, out of the building. Getting out of Houston itself sounded even better, but that wasn’t an option. Kingdom Corp needed her—and needed her more now than it ever had. The company was theirs, by right and by blood. She hadn’t worked her ass off and bent over backward to meet her mother’s every demand just to hand over the reins to Elliott fucking Bancroft.

         “I’ll talk to you later,” she told her brother as she leapt from her chair and strode out of the room as quickly as she could in her heels.

         Journey passed her office and took the elevator down to the ground floor. If she could just get to her apartment, everything would be okay. She’d cook some extravagant recipe that required intense concentration and blocked out all the jumbled thoughts kicking around in her head. She’d even work remotely so it wasn’t a wasted evening. At some point, Anderson would come over and he’d anchor her until she was strong enough to face the world again.

         If she went home and hid, he won.

         Journey stopped on the sidewalk outside Kingdom Corp. Turn left, walk home, go through the same series of events she enacted every time her past showed up to slap her down.

         Or turn right, and try something new. She didn’t have to go home yet. She could walk for a while. Go get a drink. Dance a little. Live. Do something—anything—to prove to herself that she wasn’t still that broken little girl.

         Even if it was a lie.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Frank Evans kept one eye on the monitors as he went over the financial reports a third time. He’d purchased Cocoa’s with the sole goal of getting access to Houston’s elite who frequented the club, and several months in, it had already paid for itself several times over. Deals were made and broken within these walls. Now Frank didn’t need an extensive network of people reporting information to him—he just needed the VIP section of Cocoa’s.

         It didn’t hurt that the club made money hand over fist, either.

         A stir on the cameras had him leaning closer with narrowed eyes. He knew who it was the second she strode into the VIP section simply by the way the men’s body language shifted. They turned to Journey King like flowers seeking the sun. Even the women weren’t immune, though most of their attention wasn’t sexual in nature.

         Frank could hardly blame them. He’d spent far too much time watching Journey since they met. She presented a puzzle box he couldn’t unlock. The woman had more personas than he’d ever seen, and even with his substantial resources, he couldn’t nail down which was the real woman and which was pretend. Party girl. COO of Kingdom Corp. Loyal daughter. Shunned almost royalty. Friend.

         It didn’t help that she was gorgeous and confident and showed every evidence of being a decent person despite having a harpy for a mother and working for company he disliked on principle. Her mother trying to have Frank’s best friend murdered should have cooled his interest.

         It hadn’t.

         He studied her as she cut around the dance floor and made a beeline for the velvet rope dividing the VIP section from the rest of the club. It created the effect of putting the rich and powerful on display for those drawn to that sort of thing, which should have been enough to dissuade said rich and powerful from showing up, but people with money were never logical when it came to soaking up attention from what they considered the rabble. Frank banked on it.

         Even obviously distracted, Journey moved with the confidence of a woman who’d never once questioned her role in the world. And why should she? The King family was a staple in Houston since Journey’s great-grandfather settled there and invested in the oil business. Though many of the families who’d done the same thing had fallen off in the intervening years, the King fortune and influence only grew.

         Even splitting the family down the middle thirty years ago hadn’t been enough to lessen that influence.

         He expected Journey to take up residence on her favorite spot—the oversized throne that could have easily fit five people—but she strode to the small bar available only to the VIPs. She held up two fingers, and the bartender obediently lined up two shot glasses and filled them to the brim with top-shelf whiskey.

         What the fuck?

         Journey drank—all the Kings seemed to—but in the time he’d been watching her, moving just out of her sphere, Frank had never seen her drink destructively. She was now.

         He should just leave her to it.

         It wasn’t his business.

         He had a small empire to run and bigger fish to fry than Journey King. If she was in the middle of some kind of crisis, it sure as fuck wasn’t Frank’s problem.

         Except…

         He watched her down both shots in quick succession and hold up her fingers for two more. She’s running from something. Why she’d chosen to run to his club and make it his business was beyond him, but he couldn’t sit there and allow it to happen. Not on his watch. Three guys had moved to the bar just down from Journey’s stool, and he didn’t like the way they eyed her. Predators scenting weakness. “Goddamn it.” It wasn’t his business. He had people depending on him that actually needed and wanted his help. Journey King could take care of herself.

         The trio of men had shifted closer, two on the left side of Journey and one on the right. She made all appearances of continuing to ignore them, but the tense line of her shoulders and the way she kept her gaze pinned on the bartender spoke volumes. He watched a few seconds more, gripping his pen tightly as the nearest man leaned over and spoke directly into her ear. Here’s where you tell him to fuck off.

         But she didn’t.

         Her shoulders bunched and she shifted slightly away from him—which put her up against the other two. Instead of coming back swinging like he’d seen in the past when someone stepped out of line, she shrank in on herself.

         Something’s seriously wrong.

         Frank picked up his phone. “Dylan, I need you to send someone to collect Journey King and bring her to my office. Be subtle if you can, but get her the fuck out of there now.” He hung up without waiting for a response. Dylan had been with his company, Evans, Inc, for years, and right now he served as the manager for Cocoa’s while they cemented the changeover. He was a jack-of-all-trades, but over the last month, he’d done an excellent job of managing the club, so Frank intended to keep him in that position for the time being.

         On the screen, a woman approached Journey, inserting herself between her and the pair of men at her elbow. Smart of Dylan to send her instead of a man.

         Journey shifted and seemed to shrug off her fear for a few seconds. She pinned the camera with a smirk, a single eyebrow lifted, every line of her body conveying belligerence instead of the fear of expecting to be kicked at any moment. She flipped the camera the finger but didn’t make a scene otherwise as she followed the woman out of the VIP section and toward the stairs that would lead up to his office.

         To him.

         Frank turned to face the door and braced himself. The few seconds of preparation didn’t make a damn bit of difference when Journey marched in like she owned the place and flung herself into the chair across from his desk. The security cameras hadn’t done her justice. They never did. Her little sister was the model, but Journey had the cutting kind of beauty that would have made a killing on the runway. Her long blond hair, big hazel eyes, and strong brows drew him in despite himself. After half a dozen business meetings, he should have been immune to her beauty. It was only a gift of genetics, after all.

         “You summoned me?” She arched one dark eyebrow, though the earlier flash of attitude didn’t quite hold. Something lurked in her eyes, in the tense way she held herself as if prepared to flee at a harsh word. Once again, he couldn’t shake the feeling she was running from something.

         But what?

         Frank propped his elbows on his desk and studied her. She’d always been lean, but she’d lost weight in the months since he saw her last, and dark smudges beneath her eyes hinted at sleepless nights or stress—probably both. This will require careful handling. “I’m calling a cab and sending your ass home before you embarrass yourself and your family.” He gave his voice a bit of a lash, needing her to fight back, to regain her equilibrium. To get back to being the woman he’d come to expect.

         Journey’s mouth dropped open, which only prompted him to notice she’d painted her lips a bright pink. Yeah, ’cause I definitely didn’t notice before now. She shoved her hair back. “You’re out of your damn mind. You don’t give a fuck about my family. Why should my embarrassing myself and them matter?”

         “Because my best friend is your cousin and, like it or not, what you do reflects back on him.” It wasn’t, strictly speaking, the truth, but Frank wasn’t all that interested in the truth. He was interested in getting Journey King the fuck out of his club before he did something unforgivable like involve himself in her problems. He knew better. Picking up strays might be a weakness he had, but he’d turned it into a strength and built an empire as a result.

         Journey wasn’t a stray. She was a fucking King.

         She sat back, putting herself on display whether she meant to or not. Her dress was perfectly professional—hitting a reasonable two inches above her knees and with just enough give to the fit that it showed off her body without being actively provocative—but that didn’t stop his gaze from catching on the slope of her small breasts, the curve of her waist, the long lines of her bare legs.

         Trouble.

         “I’ll leave, Frank. No problem.” She grinned, though it didn’t reach her hazel eyes. “If you give me the building I’ve spent the last six months trying to buy from your contrary ass.”

         He stared. Of all the reactions he’d expected of her, tossing their thwarted business deal in his face wasn’t one of them. He’d never had any intention of selling that damn building to Kingdom Corp, and Journey had to know it. “No.”

         She shrugged a single shoulder, her smile falling away. “Then I guess you’re not getting me out of your club without causing a scene. The media loves to hate me, you know. I make excellent headlines. How much profit do you think you’ll lose if it comes out that you blacklisted Lydia King’s daughter?”

         “Slow your roll, Duchess.”

         She straightened, eyes flashing. “For the last goddamn time—do not call me that.”

         Frank was supposed to be above petty bullshit. He’d worked damn hard to elevate himself over the mistakes his parents had made and the consequences those same mistakes generated. If he wanted to take someone down, then he took them down piece by piece. Methodically. Ensuring that, when he walked away, they wouldn’t have the energy or the willpower to hold a knife to his back. All being petty did was create unnecessary enemies.

         He didn’t need help in that department. Frank made enemies simply by being what he was—a powerful black man moving among Houston’s elite.

         He couldn’t seem to resist needling this woman, though. He raked his gaze over her, forcing his expression to be impassive. “You can’t bring up the media without mentioning the nickname they coined for you. They still use it. Might as well get used to it. You were the one who tried to marry into royalty.”

         Her pink lips thinned. “You are such a dick.”

         No point in denying it—it was the truth, after all. He reached for his phone. “I’m calling you a cab and you’re going to get your ass into it, even if it takes me hauling you over my shoulder to make it happen.”

         She narrowed her eyes. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Journey pushed out of her chair and took two large steps to put herself right up against the desk. She planted her hands on the dark wood and leaned over, looking down her nose at him. “Get off your fucking power trip, Frank. You’re nothing. You’re less than nothing.”

         He sat back in his chair. Journey might be impulsive and speak before thinking when she was in social situations, but she was a damn professional the rest of the time. She wasn’t like so many of the others of her kind. No matter what she thought of him, she wouldn’t give it voice under normal circumstances. Trying to ice Frank out would only result in Kingdom Corp suffering the consequences when he blocked any future real estate deals they sought. She knew that, and if there was one god Journey King worshipped, it was Kingdom Corp. She’d never let something as mundane as personal opinion negatively affect her company.

         He stood, using his size to push her back.

         Except she didn’t back up. She glared at him from the other side of the desk as if whatever had crawled up her ass was his fault. He braced his hands a bare inch from hers, leaning down to get right in her face. “Watch your tone, Duchess. The rest of the world might line up to blow smoke up your ass, but I don’t play that game. Words and actions have consequences. You want to play in the big leagues? You better damn well act like it.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Journey could barely speak past the tangled mess of emotions inside her. Frank Evans was such a smug bastard, so damn sure he knew everything there was to know about everyone around him. It didn’t help that he was absolutely gorgeous, a warrior in a three-piece suit. His dark brown skin gleamed in the low light of the office, his eyes seeming to swallow up the shadows. Everything about him was downright overwhelming, from his linebacker shoulders, to the well-defined chest that even his custom suits couldn’t hide, to his sensual lips that never seemed to smile.

         She straightened slowly. Not retreating. Restrategizing.

         Journey held no illusions. Frank didn’t give two fucks about her. He did care about her cousin, which was most likely the source of this little powwow. She lifted her chin. “You’re not shuttling me out of here like some kind of dirty secret.” If she left Cocoa’s, there was nothing to do but go home. To think. To let the knowledge sink in regarding just how fucked her life was right now. Frank thinks I can’t roll in the big leagues.

         He had no idea just how big the leagues were that she played in right now. For Frank, it was all money and business and whatever real estate moguls did between buying up property after property.

         For Journey, the stakes were so much higher.

         “You’re not a dirty secret, Duchess. You’re a fucking mess.” Each word cut through her, a knife to the chest, the stomach, the neck.

         The fact that they were true only made it hurt worse.

         She took a careful step back and then another. This was a mistake. This whole thing was a mistake. I should have gone with my first instinct and run home. Trying to prove something is only going to result in my looking like a damn fool. She couldn’t say it aloud. There were only two people Journey trusted in this world, and Frank fucking Evans didn’t make the list. She spun for the door. “Have a nice night, jackass.”

         Damn it. What was she doing? She’d just called Frank a jackass. Worse, she’d told him he was nothing—less than nothing. Journey closed her eyes and wrapped her arms around herself. If she needed an indicator of just how screwed up today had gotten, the poisonous words erupting from her mouth more than confirmed it.

         Frank wasn’t some stranger she’d never see again after acting like a jerk. He owned half of Houston, which meant Kingdom Corp—and Journey—came into contact with him professionally time and time again. He was also good friends with Journey’s cousin, and he’d won over her best friend as well. Journey would have to deal with him outside of the professional sphere, too. Oh, what a tangled web we weave.

         Damn it, I have to apologize.

         “Frank.” She spoke without opening her eyes. Just get the words out and then you can leave. Just fix this. “I was out of line. I’m sorry. You don’t have to babysit me and I won’t make a scene. I’ll grab a cab right now and get out of your hair.”

         “Duchess.” Instead of coming from behind her, his voice sounded in front of her. Directly in front of her.

         She opened her eyes and bit down a yelp. Frank stood a few inches away. Even though she wore heels, Frank towered over her. He stared at her like he believed that if he focused hard enough, he could pull her thoughts from her head. Trust me, Frank, neither of us wants that. Finally, he frowned. “What’s wrong? I thought it was just a bad day, but it’s more than that, isn’t it?”

         The temptation rose to confess everything and throw herself on his mercy. He might not have a nurturing bone in his body, but he was all warrior. She’d bet her last dollar that he would have a problem with her father on sheer principle. Nothing personal, of course. Just taking care of business and cleaning up the trash. Everyone in Houston knew how that ended. People in Frank Evans’s way didn’t last long. She gave herself several seconds to picture her father’s downfall, to luxuriate in the image of him broken and losing what little he cared about in the world. It would be glorious.

         She couldn’t do it.

         To admit the truth was to open Pandora’s box. Some things couldn’t be unsaid, and while Frank might look at her like she was an idiot sometimes, he still saw her as a strong woman. Not a victim.

         “Journey.”

         The shock of hearing her actual name from his lips propelled her into motion. If he kept talking in that deep, steady voice, she’d compromise what little strength she had left. She’d spent too much of her life weak and depending on others to shield her. Doing it now, with a man who was barely more than a stranger? Out of the question. She had to leave and she had to leave now.

         But when she moved, it was to sway toward him. Frank caught her hips, his big hands easily holding her in place. This was where he’d set her away from him and say something cutting to slam her back into reality.

         Except he didn’t say anything at all.

         Frank’s gaze went hot and his fingers pulsed on her hips, the slightest of movements that had her forgetting what little common sense she had left and tilting her face up to his. Their lips touched, and the world around them held its breath. Another mistake in a long list of mistakes. There was no backing down. No turning back time to pretend none of this ever happened. She shifted closer and pressed herself against his solid body. The man didn’t seem to have a soft spot on him. Good. Journey ran her hands up his chest and nipped his bottom lip. Hard.

         Just like that, the world sprang into motion again. Frank moved. One second Journey was wondering how far to take this, and the next he’d spun them around and pinned her against the door. He ran his rough hands down her sides, over her ass. Touching her everywhere. Anywhere. Yes, yes, yes.

         He tore his mouth from hers and yanked her dress strap down to bite her shoulder. “You want a distraction, Duchess.” He soothed the spot with his tongue and kissed her collarbone, the soft scrape of his teeth against her skin making her shiver. “I’ll give it to you. On one condition.”

         She could barely think past his hands on her thighs, banding around them hard enough to bruise. Each touch. Each bite. Each rough kiss. It all towed her inch by inch back to earth, back to the person Journey King really was.

         At least the person she was when her personal demons didn’t show up to rub her face in the past.

         No. No thinking. There’s only Frank.

         She arched against him, but he held her immobile. Journey cursed. “What condition?”

         “After this, you tell me what’s going on.” He sucked hard on her neck, and her knees buckled. Frank spoke against her skin. “The truth, Duchess.”

         “Okay.” She lied through her teeth. Anything to keep this going, to ground herself, to banish the fears nipping at her heels for a few minutes.

         He lifted her and moved between her thighs, pinning her more effectively. It should have made her feel trapped, but she couldn’t think about being held in place with Frank’s tongue and teeth working her neck. He licked the pulse point in the hollow of her throat. “I’m not going to be gentle.”

         This is what I need.

         She let her head drop back against the door, baring her throat to him completely. “I don’t want you to be.”

         He leaned back enough to look at her—really look at her. “You just had two shots. If you’re drunk—”

         A laugh slipped free, a breath of fresh air clearing away some of the taint that had crept into her heart in the last hour. “Honey, it would take more than two to get me there. I’m no lightweight.” Escaping her past would be so much easier if she could drown it out with only a few shots. Unfortunately, her entire family had too high of a tolerance for alcohol to make drinking her problems away an easy thing to accomplish.

         He let go of one of her thighs and gripped her chin, his fingers little pinpricks of pain that had her hips moving restlessly against his. Frank met her gaze. “We all have demons, Duchess.”

         Not like me.

         She couldn’t handle kindness. It was too close to pity for the throbbing nerve she’d become in the months since the last phone call with her father. Having his barely veiled poison dripping in her ear was like standing on the tracks and feeling the first vibrations of an oncoming train. She’d instinctively known that call wouldn’t be the end of it, that he’d play out one of his little games the way he had when his children were at his mercy—the kind of game that ended in blood and broken bones and psychological damage that a lifetime of therapy couldn’t quite banish.

         But instead of facing the ugly truth, she’d wrapped herself in comforting lies. He’s gone. He’ll never come back. We’ll never be at his mercy again.

         Look where that got her. Throwing herself at one of the few people in Houston who actually had the means to bring down Kingdom Corp—and would do it without a second thought if she gave him an in. Awesome job, Jo. Way to make good life choices.

         Pressure clamped her throat, a curious burning rising with each ragged inhale. Oh God, I’m going to cry. Journey pushed on Frank’s shoulders. “This was a mistake.”

         He hesitated but finally released her and stepped back, keeping one hand on her hip as if to ensure she didn’t crumple at his feet. Since her knees were a little wonky, it was a good call. Her lips felt bruised and swollen, her neck tingling from his rough five-o’clock shadow, her thighs quivering from the feeling of him gripping her there.

         She turned and grabbed the door handle. Frank was still too close, too big, too overwhelming. She could feel his gaze on her back. Waiting.

         All she had to do was turn the doorknob and walk out of the room and he’d let her go. He’d given her a taste of what it would be like to take him to bed, and she didn’t know if she’d survive it. Frank had all the markings of a control freak with a short leash, but there was no leash in evidence with his mouth against hers.

         Which is the real Frank?

         Does it matter?

         She opened the door and looked into the hall. Half a dozen steps to the stairs leading down to the club where the pulsing beat of the music called.

         Freedom. Or another kind of cage.

         In the end, it didn’t matter.

         She shut the door and very deliberately locked it. I choose this. If I choose nothing else, I choose this, right here, right now. Journey unzipped the side of her dress as she turned to face Frank. He stood in the exact same place, watching her the way a hunting dog watched a wounded bird fall from the sky.

         She slid her dress off her shoulders and down her body to step out of it, leaving her in only a black satin thong. She hooked her thumbs in the band, but Frank gave a sharp shake of his head. “Leave them on.”

         He crossed the distance between them in a single step, planting one hand against the door next to her ear. He didn’t touch her, but his heat seemed to wrap around her, negating the chill of the air-conditioning. “Say no at any point, and this stops. No questions asked. I’ll get you in that cab and make sure you get home safely. End of story.”

         She could have laughed. Who would have expected Frank Evans to have anything resembling an honorable streak, let alone with her? Journey reached up and very deliberately unbuttoned the front of his shirt. “Yes, Frank. I say yes.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Frank should have backed off the second he realized Journey was walking wounded. He should have done exactly what he’d originally planned and sent someone to escort her home to ensure she didn’t do something she’d regret in the morning. He should have done a lot of things.

         None of that mattered with Journey’s French-tipped nails unbuttoning his shirt in a frenzy, as if she couldn’t bear another second without their being skin to skin. She needed something, and he was in a position to give it to her.

         What happens in the morning?

         He kissed her to silence the voice of reason. There were a thousand better ways tonight should end, but Frank didn’t give a fuck. She’d given him a taste and then had the audacity to look up at him with shadows in her eyes and say yes. He was a bastard and a half, but he intended to give her everything she asked for and more.

         She shoved his shirt down his shoulders, bringing them chest to chest. If clothed Journey King was a source of temptation he’d never been able to combat, seeing her standing in his office wearing a little tease of a black thong…

         No words.

         Frank took two steps forward, bringing them solidly back against the door again. The rough contact seemed to center something in her, and her hesitance vanished. She arched against him, tilting her head back to offer her mouth. He bypassed her lips and dragged his mouth along her jaw to her ear. “I won’t mark you anywhere that can’t be covered.”

         “I don’t care.” She went for the front of his slacks, expertly undoing the hook and pulling down the zipper. “I don’t want to think for a little while. Just keep touching me.”

         She’s using me.

         Another signal he should stop this. He was many things, but a sex toy didn’t make the list. Neither did being a weapon a woman used in her quest for self-destruction, if that was tonight’s goal. He gripped her hips, forcing her still. “Journey—”

         She hooked her arms around his neck, dipping down so she met his gaze. “Just tonight, Frank. Shelve the questions for tonight.” She bit her bottom lip and then seemed to force the rest of her words out. “I…need this. I need you.”

         The words hooked in his chest, threatening to override what little control he had left. Still, he held back. Fucking her tonight would be something she’d regret, no matter what she told herself now. But there were other options. He could grant her a reprieve—just enough to take the edge off before he sent her on her way.

         You’re just looking for an excuse.

         Damn straight.

         He shifted his grip to run his thumbs under the thin band of her thong, tracing her hip bones. “Tell me what you need.”

         A hint of vulnerability glimmered in her hazel eyes. “Don’t be gentle with me.”

         Deep down, a brutal part of him that he kept firmly leashed crowed in victory. He tried to drown it out with reason, but there was no place for reason with Journey slipping a hand into his pants and squeezing his cock in a grip that was just shy of vicious. He knocked her hand away and kissed her hard. Instead of melting against him, she met him thrust for thrust, tongue and teeth, with a frenzy that matched the beast rushing to the surface.

         More. He needed more of this woman.

         Frank lifted her and tumbled them to the floor, barely catching himself before his full weight hit her. Journey didn’t miss a beat. She wrapped her legs around his waist and nipped his bottom lip again. Each move conveyed a desire no longer in check, an all-encompassing need only he could fulfill.

         Do not fuck Journey King on the floor of your office.

         He caught her hands and shifted to pin them beneath the small of her back. The only hope he had of keeping some measure of control was ensuring she didn’t touch him. He shifted over her body, trailing kisses over each of her tight pink nipples and down her stomach to her silk panties. Make her feel good. Make her forget whatever it is that’s chasing her. “Spread for me, Duchess.” When she didn’t move fast enough, he bit her thigh.

         Instead of obeying, she clamped her thighs around his head. “More.”

         He did it again, working his way down one inner thigh and back up the other. Marking her. Frank dragged his mouth over her panties, and he couldn’t contain a groan when he found her soaked. The scent of her need was more intoxicating than any whiskey he’d ever consumed. Consuming her sounded better and better. He licked down one side of the soft fabric and then closed his mouth over her completely.

         Journey keened, her back bowing, her thighs shaking, her hips bucking against his mouth. Beneath the carefully cultivated exterior, she was a wild thing that had its wings clipped somewhere along the way. No one possessed that many restraints unless they were hiding something—or hiding from something. He sucked her clit through the silk, tonguing her even as he denied himself the removal of that last barrier. He could taste her, and it drove him mad. Frank released her wrists and gripped her thighs, forcing them wide so he had better access to her. More. She’s almost there.

         His cock was so fucking hard, he had to fight to keep from taking her right there on the floor. He fucked her with his tongue as well as he could without removing the panties. He growled, and her cry rose in perfect counterpoint. “Frank, please!”

         No more playing around.

         He sucked her clit hard, using his lips and tongue and teeth to work her until he had to pin her in place. Her legs started shaking and her cries rose, and still he didn’t back off. Her entire body went tight as her orgasm rolled over her, the tension in her muscles turning her into a statue for one eternal second before she exhaled in a rush and went slack.

         That’s enough.

         He rested his forehead against her lower stomach and closed his eyes. Stop now. You gave her what she needed. If you keep going, you’re taking advantage of a woman who wouldn’t choose this otherwise. He inhaled, but it only made things worse. He could smell her. It would be the easiest thing in the world to tug her panties to the side and lick her without any barriers in place. To tongue her pussy until she was back on the edge, begging him to make her come again and again.

         Until they both lost control and he had her riding his cock.

         Frank knelt between Journey’s spread thighs and drank in the picture she made, her pale skin flushed with pleasure he’d given her, her eyes dazed and a small smile tugging at the edges of her lips. She lifted her head and looked down her body. “You didn’t even take my thong off.”

         The fabric was wet from his mouth—from her desire. It felt as if another man had taken control of his body as Frank reached down and hooked two fingers around the soaked silk. He had to close his eyes as his knuckles brushed her clit, her wet pussy that was more than ready for his cock, and he pulled her panties off. He tucked them into his pocket as she watched. “I’ll call you a cab.”

         Journey sat up, some of the pleasure leaving her face. “What?” Hurt lingered at the edge of her expression, and he could no more leave it unanswered than he could let her walk out of his office fifteen minutes ago.

         He leaned forward and gripped the back of her neck, bringing her up to press her forehead against his. “If you fuck me tonight, you’ll regret it, Duchess. You’d wake up in the morning and let shame override how good everything I’d do to you felt.”

         “I’m not saying you’re right.” She took a shuddering breath. “But I’m not saying you’re wrong, either.”

         He didn’t release her, couldn’t force himself to let go quite yet. “Have dinner with me tomorrow.”

         “What?”

         Even though he knew better, words spilled out. “You have a problem, Journey. Don’t insult my intelligence by lying to me. We both know something drove you here tonight, and we both know that orgasm barely took the edge off of your fear.” He released her neck and smoothed a hand over her hair before he could stop himself.

         She reacted like he’d hooked her up to a live wire. Journey shot back until she hit the wall, her eyes too wide. “No.”

         He froze. Why not? Frank didn’t let the question escape. He’d told her at the beginning of this that all she had to say was no to end things. She’d just called his fucking bluff. He let his hand drop and sat back on his heels. “I’ll call you a cab,” he repeated.

         “That’s for the best.” She snatched her dress and pulled it on while he watched. Through it all, she didn’t make direct eye contact again. Journey reached for the door and paused. “Frank…” She seemed to brace herself. “I appreciate the offer—I appreciate tonight, too—but…” She shook her head. “Good night, Frank.”

         He waited for the door to close to call down and ensure that Dylan had a cab waiting for her, and then he pulled his shirt back on. Frank stared at the door a long time, considering what Journey had—and hadn’t—said. Given what he knew of Kingdom Corp and her family, the threat came either from her father’s side or from within the company. Lydia King might be ruthlessly ambitious, but her one redeeming quality was that she seemed to love her children. She’d never do something to put that haunted look in her older daughter’s eyes.

         He should leave it alone.

         He had enough bullshit to deal with without borrowing trouble.

         If Journey couldn’t handle whatever issues arose, then her older brother was more than capable. It was none of Frank’s damn business, and they wouldn’t welcome any assistance he offered.

         Journey was not a fucking stray he could scoop up and incorporate into his business because she had nowhere else to go. She was a King. Bad for business and potentially bad for his friendship with one of the few people he cared about in this life—Beckett. If there was a woman in Houston completely off-limits to Frank, it was Journey goddamn King.

         None of that stopped him from calling his second-in-command, Mateo. The man had barely picked up the phone when Frank said, “I need everything you can find out about changes that have happened at Kingdom Corp in the last twenty-four hours, and I need it by tomorrow.”

         “Sure thing, boss.”

         He hung up and sat back. It was just information. It didn’t mean he had to do anything about it. Entirely possible that the issue was some internal conflict with employees of Kingdom Corp and that Journey had simply needed to blow off some steam. Simple. Nothing to concern himself with.

         But every instinct he’d spent years honing shouted that Journey was in trouble—in danger—and he wouldn’t be able to focus on anything else until he had an answer. Once he did…

         Well, he’d decide his next move then.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Since avoiding Kingdom Corp wasn’t an option, Journey put her sleepless night to work and went in before the sun had fully risen. Anything to keep herself occupied and not focus too hard on the thoughts chasing themselves round and round in her head.

         I hooked up with Frank Evans.

         She leaned back in her office chair and crossed her legs, her breath catching in her throat at the dull throbbing in her thighs from his bites. Journey closed her eyes. She shouldn’t have kissed him. Or let him kiss her. Or whatever had happened that resulted in her mouth on his.

         It didn’t matter if he’d expressed interest a few months ago, or that she’d been drowning—was still drowning—and he’d represented a life preserver, if only for a little while. He obviously hadn’t signed up for fucking her problems away. She shouldn’t have even asked.

         Shouldn’t, wouldn’t, couldn’t ask.

         Journey opened her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. Frank had allowed her a breath of fresh air last night, but it was over now. Time to slink back into the muck and figure out a way through their current mess. She grabbed her cell and dialed her older brother. Anderson would know what to do. He always did.

         He answered on the first ring. “You’re up early.”

         “I couldn’t sleep. I tried, but…” The brief new memories Frank had given her weren’t enough to stand against the cascade of poison hovering at the edge of her mind even on the best days. The last twenty-four hours hardly qualified as a best day.

         “It’s going to get worse before it gets better, Jo.” He sighed, sounding just as tired and beat down as she felt. Here, on the phone, they didn’t have to try to be strong or worry about the mask cracking and the wrong person seeing the truth. Journey and Anderson didn’t play pretend for each other—they never had.

         “I can handle it.” It wasn’t quite a lie. “It won’t be forever, right? Elliott has never taken an interest in anything resembling work. Why should this time be any different?” She just had to hold on to what was left of her sanity until he left again. Is this what my life is going to look like? Acting normal and well-adjusted in between tailspins every time he comes back to town?

         Her mother might have been a different kind of monster, but at least she kept the larger threats at bay with her presence. Journey gave herself a sharp shake. She couldn’t afford to think like that. “He’ll leave,” she repeated.

         “I’m not so sure, Jo. He’s different this time. Focused. I don’t like it.”

         “Me, either.” She grabbed her favorite pen and tapped it against the desk. “When will you be in?”

         He chuckled. “I’m here now.” Footsteps sounded down the hall, and then her office door opened to reveal her older brother. Anderson hung up and stepped into the room.

         He looked so much like their father, it made her heart stop for several eternal seconds, but just like she had every time before, she focused on the differences. Anderson and Journey had their mother’s mouth—generous but far quicker to frown than to smile in genuine warmth. Journey fought against the inclination, but Anderson had never bothered. He was taller than their father, too, and broader. Both her brothers leaned more King than Bancroft when it came to how deceptively large they were. Anderson hid it with expensive suits cut to minimize his sheer size. Bellamy didn’t bother.

         He shut the door carefully and took her in. She could actually feel him categorize the darker shadows beneath her eyes, the way her hand shook—just a little—and how lackluster her hair was after skipping her routine yet again. “You look like shit, Jo.”

         And he looked like he normally did—cool and in control. Anderson had always hidden his fear better than she had. Or maybe he truly didn’t fear Elliott anymore. Maybe she was the only one who did. Aren’t you a little ray of sunshine this morning? She cleared her throat. “Wow, thanks. I’ll make sure to remember your supportive words when I shop for your Christmas gift.”

         He raised his eyebrows. “It’s February.”

         “You don’t say.” She gave a mock gasp. “Only ten months to go. Anderson, I’d be really careful about playing your cards right or it’s going to be 2007 all over again.”

         His lips quirked at the reference to the year she’d bought him a pony and then badgered him until he took a picture riding it—which amounted to him standing over the tiny beast with a put-upon expression. It was one of her favorite pictures of her brother, one of the few times he wasn’t perfectly put together.

         He bypassed the chairs opposite her desk and rounded them to pull her into his arms. “I’ll find us a way through this, Jo. I promise.”

         She closed her eyes and inhaled her brother’s expensive cologne—the same stuff he’d used for damn near fifteen years. Here in the safety of his embrace she could almost believe that Anderson would take care of everything. Again. Journey allowed herself one last deep inhale, and then she took a step back. “Maybe we need to look at the possibility that there isn’t a convenient way through this. What if he was just waiting for something to take out Mom so he could step in?” The thought raised the small hairs on the back of her neck.

         She’d never put much consideration into her father’s intelligence—he didn’t need to be smart to destroy lives—and her mother didn’t have much respect for him. When Journey was ten, Lydia had come home unexpectedly from a work trip and found her four children in the midst of one of Elliott’s more creative punishments. He had them running around the house under the hot August sun for hours. By the time Lydia showed up, Eliza had fainted from heatstroke, and Anderson was carrying her as best he could.

         Elliott never spent another night in that house.

         Journey still didn’t know what Lydia had done to run him out of Houston so effectively. Her mother didn’t talk about it, and they were hardly going to bring it up. The end result was the only thing that mattered—he was gone and they were safe.

         Until they weren’t.

         Her phone pinged, and then Anderson’s did the same. The sound snapped her back to the present. She couldn’t afford to let in the ghosts of their past. Her brother needed her focused and standing at his side instead of cowering behind him. Journey turned to grab hers, forcing a laugh. “You still have that same notification for emails? Anderson, we talked about this. It sounds like freaking dial-up internet.”

         “It’s nostalgic.” He tapped out the pass code for his phone.

         “It’s enough to give me anxiety just hearing it.” She opened her email and stopped short. “What the hell?”

         “That fucking bastard.”

         She ignored her brother, scrolling through the extensive email as she read. She went back to the top and read it again, part of her not quite believing this professional cutting down had been delivered by her father. “He…What? He’s vetting the board? We are the board.” When Lydia was still in Houston, the three of them had effectively run the company, hauling the board in to vote only when strictly necessary. The members of the board were figureheads at best, which was the way everyone preferred it. Why the hell did they need to be vetted?

         Her phone rang, and she stared at it like it was a live snake. “He’s calling.”

         “Answer and put it on speaker.” Anderson moved to her back. He didn’t touch her, but he silently offered his support by sheer proximity.

         She obeyed. Journey forced her spine straight. It’s just a phone call. He’s not here…except he is here. We’re not safe anymore. We never really were. “Early morning for you, considering your drinking problem, Elliott.”

         “That’s a rich accusation considering what I know of your extracurricular activities.” He sounded so satisfied, her stomach dropped and then rose at lightning speed, leaving her dizzy. Elliott continued, practically purring. “Rough night, sweetheart?”

         Don’t call me that. She bit down the response. He already knew far too many of her buttons—he was far too many of her buttons. Giving him more ammunition was out of the question. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about. I’m in the office and you aren’t, so…Who really had the rough night?”

         He laughed, the sound so familiar, she sank into her chair and crossed her legs—hard—using the ache from Frank’s bite marks to steady herself. I’m not a child anymore. I’m a fucking adult and he can’t hurt me. She took a shallow breath. “Is there something you needed, or were you trying to ruin my morning coffee?”

         Just like that, the charming daddy mask disappeared, replaced by the cold thing that dwelled beneath. “Going forward, anyone who serves on the board of directors will need to be approved. What happened with your mother was incredibly unfortunate and could have been avoided with a proper vetting process—one I fully intend to implement.”

         Dread weighted down her limbs. “Who’s handling this vetting process—aside from you?”

         “There are a handful of investors who haven’t been pleased with the direction Kingdom Corp is going and who are eager to take a more hands-on role.” She could practically hear his grin. “The vetting process begins this week. If anyone is found to be…unfit…they will be removed from their position within the board—and potentially removed from the company as well. We can’t have unfit individuals in charge of any kind of operation. Wouldn’t you agree, sweetheart?”

         Me. He means me. I’m the weak link.

         Anderson’s hand closed around her shoulder, making her jump. He squeezed, his fingers digging in just enough that she managed to exhale the breath she’d been holding. “I’m not convinced a board you’ve helped bankroll is the most unbiased method of deciding if someone is unfit.”

         “You don’t have to be convinced. This is happening. The board will make a decision based on the information given to them. I’m bringing in a psychologist to analyze every member and give the thumbs-up or thumbs-down.”

         “That’s hardly legal.”

         His low laugh rolled down the line, making her stomach twist painfully. Elliott could be vicious, but he’d always been his scariest when he laughed. It was often the only warning they got before one of his creative games. The kind that ended in visits from the doctor the family had on retainer.

         “Check your contract. You’ll find it’s perfectly legal.” He paused meaningfully. “I’m sure you have nothing to worry about. It’s not as if you’re damaged goods and in danger of snapping under pressure. What could a shrink possibly find that would make them declare you unfit?”

         Her mouth worked, but no words emerged.

         Elliott didn’t seem to need an answer. “I look forward to seeing your report on internal operations by Friday.” He hung up.

         She turned to Anderson. “He’s going to try to oust us.”

         “It’s looking like that.” He took out his phone and started scrolling.

         “What are you doing?”

         He met her gaze. “We might not individually hold the majority of shares in the company, but if all of us stand against him, we might be able to at least slow this down until we think of a more permanent plan.”

         Journey pressed a hand to her chest. It took everything she had to force out the next words. “If we told…If we told the truth, they would declare him unfit.”

         “Jo, no.” Anderson crouched in front of her and took her hands. He waited for her to look directly at him to keep speaking. “We have no evidence. No hospital records. No witnesses. Even if we could prove that he’s a sadistic monster, the statute of limitations comes into play. It’s been damn near twenty years. All telling the truth would do is reopen old wounds for the sake of his amusement. We’ll find another way. I’ll fucking kill him before I let him make victims of us again.” His steady tone gave lie to any fiction she might spin about him bluffing.

         Anderson never bluffed.

         She gripped his hands tightly. “Don’t you dare. You promised me you wouldn’t.”

         “Fuck, Jo, I was nine. Of course I promised you then.”

         Anderson might cover up his scars better than she did, but times like these put them on full display. The wildness in his blue eyes was a look she hadn’t seen in decades, the one that told her he didn’t see a way out of this. She couldn’t let him kill Elliott. Their father liked to use Journey to control Anderson, and time apparently hadn’t changed that particular playbook of his.

         As much as she hated dancing to her father’s tune, she wouldn’t let her brother throw away his life. Not now, when they’d worked so hard to do more than survive. She squeezed his hands harder. “You. Promised.”

         He hesitated for a long moment and finally exhaled, his shoulders dropping an inch in defeat. “Jo—”

         “If you go after him, you’re playing right into his hands. Think, Anderson. You know he has some kind of contingency plan ready in case you try to hurt him.”

         He released her and stood. “We’ll fight this, Jo. We’ll win.”

         She wished she believed that. Journey watched her brother walk out of her office and then sat there for a long time, thinking. Anderson would fight until his dying breath to ensure their father didn’t win. If things started looking dire, he might do something he couldn’t take back, promise or no. He’d throw away everything he’d worked so hard for. For her. For Bellamy. For Eliza.

         She couldn’t let him.

         She stared at her phone. She’d been the victim, the helpless little sister, the one in need of being protected, for as long as she could remember. Journey had never been strong enough to fight her own battles. She wasn’t sure she was strong enough now.

         But she couldn’t sit back and do nothing while Anderson went to war for them yet again, taking all the risks so no one else had to shoulder that burden. Elliott was focusing on her because she was the weak link, but the second he decided Anderson was more trouble than he was worth, he’d cut her brother’s legs out from underneath him.
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