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DANI


“THIS IS THE last time.”


I can feel his chuckle against my throat, the scrape of his teeth following after just before he soothes the mark with his tongue. “You said that last time.”


The warm press of his chest covers the length of my spine as he curls over me, and I grit my teeth when I feel his hands sliding around my hips, his fingers digging into my skin as I arch beneath him.


I don’t give him the satisfaction of a response—it only makes him more intolerable—instead giving him a silent urge to keep going as I push back against the hot length of his cock, which slots between my legs. I should make it less easy, I know that; there is nothing I hate more than knowing it’s so easy for him to make me fall apart—but that’s a conundrum I haven’t been able to figure out in the months we’ve been doing this. Hell, Ezra Hart might as well be a fucking glitch in the Matrix for how much I don’t understand about his infuriating appeal. My lips part when I feel him nudge against me, the thick head easing against my core in a slow, frustrating tease.


And Ezra, being the absolute dick that he is, immediately catches on to my impatience.


“You in a hurry, Dani?”


“You’re a fucking asshole.”


Another soft laugh caught in the bend of my neck as his nose traces back and forth there. “Tell me something I don’t know.”


“Stop fucking teasing me,” I huff.


He feathers a barely there kiss against my shoulder, and I can practically feel him grinning, the bastard. “Just savoring. Might be the last time, right?”


“Will be the last time,” I grind out.


“Mm. Sure.”


I open my mouth to tell him where he can shove his perfect dick—other than in me, of course—but then I feel the slow, maddening stretch of him as he eases inside. My angry words come out as more of a whimper, and I hate that too. Hate that I’m here, giving in to this for the umpteenth time, that I’m giving him one more encounter to gloat about when I see him in the light of day.


“I think we both know it won’t be the last time,” he breathes, tightening his grip on my hips.


I hate that he’s probably right.









One
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DANI


“OBJECTION. LEADING THE witness.”


I bite my tongue, quietly seething as I resist the urge to look back at the owner of the deep, honeyed voice calling out in a bored tone.


“Let me rephrase,” I say as evenly as I can manage, keeping my attention on the man in front of me. “You said in your statement that you would often see a visitor coming to the house while Mrs. Johanson was home alone. Is that correct, Mr. Crane?”


The man nods, peeking warily at the woman in question. “That’s correct.”


“And during those visits, where was Mr. Johanson?” “He was usually at work, ma’am.”


“And this visitor, was it a man or a woman?”


“It was a man.”


I bite back a grin. “I see. How long would this man stay?”


Mr. Crane reaches to scratch at his thinning hair, shifting in his seat. It had taken me a hell of a lot to get him on the stand; in the end it was only because of Mr. Johanson’s promise that he would keep his gardening job regardless of the outcome of this trial that he finally agreed.


“It varied,” Mr. Crane said. “Sometimes an hour. Sometimes more.”


“So it’s safe to assume that Mrs. Johanson knew this man . . . well, correct?”


“Objection.” I hear a sigh behind me. “Speculation.” “Rephrase,” I say tightly, still refusing to look at him. It’s clear he’s only objecting to trip me up at this point, since the basis is ridiculous. “Did you ever see Mrs. Johanson and the man interacting when he would visit, Mr. Crane?”


Mr. Crane shakes his head. “No, ma’am. He always went straight inside the house.”


“But it was always the same man?”


“Yes, ma’am. As far as I could tell.”


I know any other attempts to steer this conversation to the obvious truth of Mrs. Johanson’s infidelity will only result in more bullshit objections from my opposing counsel.


“Thank you, Mr. Crane.” I give my attention to Judge Hoffstein. “No further questions, Your Honor.”


I try not to look at him when I return to my table, I really do—but that pull is there, the one I so desperately wish didn’t plague me anytime we’re in the same room together. I can feel his eyes linger on me when I’m finally able to avert my gaze, feel them like the weight of his fingers along my skin as I retake my seat.


He stands slowly, one hand reaching to fasten the button of his suit—a deft, practiced motion that makes the tendons in his too-large hands flex—and I can’t help the way my eyes are drawn there, remembering the warmth of them on my body hardly even a week ago. I catch a hint of a smirk when I turn my face to meet his eyes, feeling warmth creep up my neck as I clench my teeth.


Fucking Ezra Hart.


I train my eyes forward, keeping them on the nervous older man on the stand, in quiet support.


“Mr. Crane,” Ezra starts. “Did you know Mrs. Johanson’s visitor?” “No, sir,” Mr. Crane answers. “I was told that—”


“That’s hearsay,” Ezra cuts him off. “What you heard is irrelevant.” He shoves his hands in his pockets, strolling casually to the side and flicking his gaze to mine for the briefest of moments. “I’m asking if you ever actually met Mrs. Johanson’s visitor.”


Mr. Crane’s eyes dart to mine, looking unsure. “Well, no, I didn’t.”


“So there’s no possible way for you to know the purpose of that man’s visits. Correct?”


Mr. Crane is quiet for a moment, and my heart thuds in my ribs. There’s no way that Ezra can possibly suggest—


“No, sir,” Mr. Crane answers. “I could not.”


“I see.” Ezra’s mouth turns up in the ghost of a smile. “Just as you couldn’t know of Mrs. Johanson’s recent interests in spiritual direction?”


“I . . .” Mr. Crane blinks with confusion, and I can feel the same emotion playing on Mr. Johanson’s and my faces. “No? I didn’t know that.”


“Of course you didn’t,” Ezra practically coos. “It’s not something she advertised. The only people who knew this were her close friends. Well, and her husband, of course.” Ezra looks back at our table. “Although I very much doubt Mr. Johanson would recall this, given that he rarely took note of Mrs. Johanson’s interests.”


“Objection,” I call. “Speculation.”


“Withdrawn,” Ezra says with a grin. “Mr. Crane, did you know that the man you saw coming in and out of Mrs. Johanson’s house was her spiritual advisor?”


Oh, what a load of horseshit.


“Objection, Your Honor.” I almost laugh. “This is irrelevant.” Ezra directs his attention to the judge. “This is completely relevant, Your Honor, I assure you.”


Judge Hoffstein nods minutely. “Overruled.”


“Thank you.” Ezra inclines his head. “You see, Mrs. Johanson’s visitor, a Mr. Jacobs, had been contacted several weeks prior by Mrs. Johanson to oversee her spiritual direction. There was nothing nefarious about their encounters. If you’ll be so kind as to take a look at Exhibit 13, which was already admitted into evidence—you’ll note the credentials I’ve provided to prove Mr. Jacobs’s involvement with the local church.”


Son of a bitch. How did we miss that?


Ezra looks smug as the judge peruses the bit of evidence in question; to an outsider, Ezra would simply look contemplative, but I’ve seen that look on his face too many times. In and out of the courtroom.


“Mrs. Johanson was simply exploring her new faith,” Ezra continues. “There is no evidence to suggest that she and Mr. Jacobs were meeting under false pretenses, and she paid him for his time. Therefore this line of questioning isn’t relevant to this alimony hearing.”


Ezra waits until the exhibit has been passed to the bailiff before he turns back to the witness. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Crane.” He looks to the judge. “No further questions, Your Honor.”


Ezra takes his seat on his side of the courtroom, a small smile on his lips, practically laughing at the way I’m nearly incandescent with rage right now. I feel Mr. Johanson lean into me, whispering, “She can’t seriously pull this shit, can she?”


I want to tell him no, that cheating spouses get what they deserve—that doesn’t include an overly fat alimony check—but I know that without any concrete evidence of infidelity, which we haven’t been able to unearth no matter how hard we’ve looked, it’s likely Mrs. Johanson will be milking her soon-to-be-ex-husband dry for years to come.


Fucking Ezra Hart.


I PINCH THE bridge of my nose as I wait for the elevator to open, trying to stave off the headache forming behind my eyes. It had taken weeks to find out about Mrs. Johanson’s little spiritual advisor who came twice a week like clockwork, unbeknownst to her husband while he was at work, and it had felt like an ace in the hole. Until Ezra swooped in and plugged it right up, that is.


I’ve heard him called “the Heartbreak Prince” at several legal mixers I’ve attended, and even in a city as weird as Austin, I find it a stupid fucking moniker. One that he absolutely eats up, I’m sure. His win record is astounding, and every time I have to be in the same courtroom with him, I know I’m in for a world of bullshit. Not to say I haven’t won against him, because I have—but not nearly as much as I’d like, today included.


The elevator dings, and I climb inside, grateful to find it empty as I settle against the back wall to let my head thunk against the cool metal. I close my eyes as I wait for the doors to close, only snapping them back open when I hear something nudging between them to force them apart.


“Room for one more?”


I narrow my eyes at him. “You could always take the stairs. Get a workout in.”


Ezra laughs as he strolls into the elevator, leaning against the bar at the back wall as I scoot away from him. “You’ve never had any complaints about my body.”


I glare up at him as the elevator doors slide closed, trapping us inside. He always knows exactly what to say to push my buttons, just like he knows that his stupid face and body are lethal distractions when it comes to remembering how much I dislike him. It’s not the dark blond hair that always looks like someone just ran their fingers through it, not the full mouth or the piercing green eyes or the amazing bone structure that makes his face look carved—it’s all of it, really. The broad shoulders that fill out his tailored suits a little too well, his long fingers that stir up wicked memories, even his stupid cologne makes you want to lean in closer to get a better whiff.


At least he only has four to five inches on me—I’ve always been on the taller side, and not having to crane my neck up to his six foot three from my five foot nine gives me an ounce of satisfaction. Especially in my heels.


“Yeah, well, that’s just about the only good thing you have going for you,” I mumble back, facing forward to watch the numbers tick by and mentally urging them to go faster.


There’s a contrast between us in the reflection of the shiny metal doors—my inky black hair to his golden brown, my pale skin to his bronzed, his brawn to my lithe figure—looking at us side by side, one would never think to put us together.


Which we aren’t, I mentally correct. Together. Because we aren’t.


Except . . .


“Really?” He inches a little closer. “I’m told I’m pretty charming.”


“Are those people on your payroll?”


“I can think of a few times when you’ve found me charming, Dani.”


I roll my eyes. I’m used to people calling me Dani; when you have a name like Danica, I guess it’s easy to jump to the nickname—but something about the way Ezra says it always makes my stomach do something funny. I’m sure I’m not the only one Ezra amuses himself with. There’s no doubt in my mind that Ezra’s easy playboy act comes from vast amounts of real-life experience—but I can’t help but wonder if anyone else in what is surely a very wide net of his sexual conquests succumbs to his annoyingly effective charms quite as often (albeit begrudgingly) as I do.


“I can assure you I have never found you charming,” I toss back dryly. “Maybe mildly amusing. Your dick, at least.”


He clutches his hand to his chest, and I try not to notice how large it looks against his tie. “Only mildly? That isn’t what you said when you were screaming my—”


The elevator doors slide open as we come to a halt, and I immediately bolt out of it, trying to put distance between Ezra and me before he notices how flushed my neck most likely is. Not that he lets me escape that easily, since I hear his footsteps, heavy and quick as he catches up to me.


“I’m free tonight, you know,” he says casually.


I keep my expression blank, hoping the people milling around in the lobby don’t notice how close he’s walking beside me. “Good for you. Sounds like an excellent time to take up a hobby.”


“Oh, but I would much rather enjoy the one I’ve already got.” I glance at him from the side, frowning. “What’s that?”


“See, there’s this certain opposing counsel that makes the most delicious noises when my fingers are—”


I spin on my heel, hissing under my breath as we come to a stop in front of the large glass doors that lead outside the courthouse. “I told you,” I grit out. “Last time was the last time.”


“Right.” He flashes me his perfect white teeth—stark against the deep pink of his lips—and I have to force myself to keep my eyes on his. “But you said that the time before that.” He leans in a little closer, practically looming over me as he lowers his voice. “And the time before that . . . and the time before that . . .”


“I mean it this time,” I argue, trying to convince him or me, I’m not sure. “It was stupid to begin with. You’re an asshole, and I was . . .” Hard up? Horny? Out of my mind? “It was a lapse of judgment on my part.”


“Eight lapses of judgment,” Ezra says with a low whistle. “I think they call that a bad habit, Dani. Maybe you need a hobby. You know, besides me.”


I clench my fists at my sides; I know he’s teasing me, but it hits a little too close to home. Especially because I know that constantly sleeping with Ezra—someone I barely tolerate outside of what we do behind closed doors—is the stupidest thing I’ve ever done. After everything with Grant . . . you’d think I would make smarter decisions when it comes to the opposite sex.


It’s just sex, I soothe myself. Just scratching an itch.


Even if I’ve scratched this particular itch more times than I’d like.


I make a frustrated sound, shoving him away and pushing through the doors as I stalk off quickly. He doesn’t follow me this time, but I can hear his stupid laugh even from halfway down the steps.


Fucking. Ezra. Hart.


I FEEL A little less out of sorts when I’m back at the firm; I’m not thrilled to tell my boss how miserably today went with the Johansons, but at least here I can put the headache of Ezra’s and my antagonistic . . . whatever we have . . . at the back of my mind for a little bit. I drop my case files in my oﬃce, noticing on my way out that Nate’s and Vera’s are empty; I guess they’ve already headed home for the day.


The door to Manuel’s oﬃce is cracked at the other end of the hall, however, and I step toward it to update him on everything before I finish up for the day myself. I find him sitting behind his desk poring over a stack of papers, his neat, salt-and-pepper hair swept into his usual perfect style. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Manuel Moreno with a single hair out of place.


“Danica,” he greets as I knock lightly against the open door. “Come in, come in. How did it go today?”


I purse my lips. “Not as well as I would have liked. The guy she was seeing was apparently her ‘spiritual advisor.’”


The deep wrinkle that lives permanently between Manuel’s brow worsens. “That’s the horseshit they’re spinning?”


“Well, horseshit does happen to be a specialty of Ezra’s.” “I want to hate the bastard,” Manuel snorts. “But he’s damn good.”


I refuse to even acknowledge how “good” Ezra is.


“I’ve got a lead on a housekeeper that quit a couple of months ago,” I tell him. “I’m trying to get in touch with her. Maybe she saw something between them of a more physical nature. Thankfully I mentioned her as a potential witness in the pretrial order.”


“Great. Let me know.”


I’m about to return to my desk when he stops me. “I actually wanted to talk to you,” he calls.


I turn back. “Yes?”


“We had a potential client call today. A Mrs. Casiraghi.” I frown. “Why does that sound familiar?”


“Her husband owns Casiraghi Development.”


“Shit.” My mouth parts in surprise. “The real estate mogul?” “He owns half the city, practically. God knows how many others.”


“They’re divorcing?”


“It appears so. A friend of mine recommended us.”


“That’s great.” I wince. “Well, not for her, but . . .”


“I was thinking that you should take it.”


I blink back at him. “What?”


“You’ve been here for six years now. You mentioned last year that you were interested in a junior partner position, and with Hinata retiring . . .”


“Wait, are you saying . . . ?”


“I’m saying that Mrs. Casiraghi stands to make this firm an enormous amount of money if she comes out on top of her divorce. She claims to have all sorts of evidence of his infidelity.”


“Holy shit.”


“But there’s a catch.” “There always is.”


“She signed a prenup.”


I groan. “Of course she did. How solid is her evidence?” “I guess that’s for you to find out.”


“Not making this easy for me, huh?”


“High risk, high reward,” he chuckles before his expression turns serious. “I think winning this case would be the perfect thing to bring to the other partners and prove you’re ready to step up.”


“You’d be willing to go to bat for me?”


Manuel rolls his eyes. “I’ve known you since you were seven.


As many T-ball games as I went to with you and your parents, I have ‘gone to bat’ for you plenty of times in your life.”


“That’s corny, but I’ll take it,” I laugh. “I just . . . You already stuck your neck out giving me this job, and I don’t want anyone to think I’m getting special treatment just because you and Dad are old friends.”


“You graduated top of your class. It was hardly a burden to offer you a position here. Just like it won’t be when you win this case, and I show the other partners what an asset you are.”


“I . . . Wow. Yes. Of course. This is . . . Wow.”


“You have a meeting with Mrs. Casiraghi at the end of the week,” he informs me. “She’s a character, but I think you can handle her.”


I nod aimlessly. “Yes. I . . . Thank you, Manny.”


“Don’t mention it.” He waves me off. “Feel free to loop Nate and Vera in. I’m sure they’ll be foaming at the mouth to be a part of it regardless.”


I grin. He isn’t wrong about that. This is one of the biggest cases we’ve had since I started. I can already hear Nate squealing. “I will.”


“Don’t stay up at your desk all night,” he chides. “You have to sleep sometime.”


I roll my eyes. “Yeah, yeah.”


He gives me a dismissive gesture as he returns his attention to his paperwork, and I leave his oﬃce with a wide smile on my face and a fluttering in my stomach. I’ve been waiting for this opportunity for the last year or more, and now, with it so close, I can feel a bubbling excitement humming under my skin.


A buzzing in the pocket of my slacks distracts me as I walk back to my desk, and all the elated feelings simmer out into annoyance as I take note of the message from “Asshole.”




Asshole: I’ll be home all night if
you change your mind about . . . 
coming.





I grimace. That was terrible, even for him. Which makes the little flicker of warmth in my gut all the more infuriating. Sleeping with Ezra Hart had been a bad idea the first time it happened, something I blame on temporary insanity and thinking with my vagina—and the next seven times definitely didn’t help things.


If only he wasn’t so good at it. Bastard.


I tap out a quick response, shoving down the urges that pop up in spite of his stupid fucking text.




Me: Sorry. Better things to do.





I feel smug for about three seconds before my phone pings again.




Asshole: I highly doubt there’s
better than me, but keep telling
yourself that.[image: ]





I scowl, shoving my phone in my pocket.


Fucking Ezra Hart.









Two
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DANI


“DO YOU HAVE those files on the Preston case?”


I glance up from my desk to where Nate is lingering in the doorway. He’s older than me at thirty-five, but his cornsilk-blond hair and bright blue eyes give him a boyish sort of look that makes you want to baby him. It’s something he capitalizes on frequently. The man has dimples, for Christ’s sake.


I jerk my head toward the top of the filing cabinet. “There are copies there.”


“Cramming for your Italian madame?”


“Basically.” I shake my head as I continue reading through the article I found online. “Did you know she comes from her own money? Her family are the Loredans.” When Nate gives me a blank look, I add, “As in Loredan Jewelry.”


“Yeah, I don’t follow.”


“This is why you don’t have a girlfriend,” Vera snorts as she pops up in my doorway. “They’re like the Italian Cartier.”


Vera regards Nate with the same level of barely checked impatience that stems from his constantly badgering her, and like clockwork, I watch his gaze flicker over her face, lingering on her dark eyes and her warm brown skin with an interest I’m fairly certain she’s oblivious to. Or maybe she’s aware and just isn’t interested. Vera’s an absolute vault unless she feels like sharing; she has been since we graduated from law school together.


Nate’s mouth quirks. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”


“Wow, seriously,” Vera tuts. “It’s truly a wonder that you’re single.”


Nate makes a kissy face. “Just saving myself for you.”


“Guys.” I rub my temples. “Can we all pretend that this is the biggest case of my career for five seconds?”


“So if she’s rich . . .” Nate leans against the filing cabinet, crossing his arms. “Why is she pushing to fight the prenup? Why not just ditch the bastard and snag herself a pretty boy toy?”


“Really?” Vera cuts him a look. “If the prick really did cheat on her, he’s lucky she isn’t taking his balls.”


Nate’s eyebrows shoot up. “Tell me again how you’re single?” “Saving myself for you,” Vera echoes blandly. She looks at me then. “I came to tell you that she’s here, by the way.”


I shoot up from my desk so fast that my knee knocks against the underside. “Fuck,” I mutter, rubbing the sore spot. “Why didn’t you lead with that?”


“I got her some coffee and set her up in the conference room. I figured you’d need a second to do some Lamaze or something before you go in there. You’ve been running around like a wild ferret all week.”


“That’s sweet of you,” I deadpan.


Vera shrugs. “That is what people say about me.”


“Lamaze is for pregnant women,” Nate points out.


Vera arches a brow in his direction. “How do you know that but not about Cartier?”


“I don’t have those answers for you,” Nate tosses back.


I blow out a steady breath, ignoring my coworkers and their back-and-forth. Usually, I’m more than happy to sit back and watch their weird mating ritual, but today I’m all nerves, which isn’t me.


“Okay,” I say, interrupting some argument about meditative breathing. “I’m going in.”


Nate shoots me a thumbs-up. “Good luck. Tell her I’m available if she comes around to the boy toy idea.”


“I doubt she has enough room to house your big head,” Vera scoffs.


Nate grins. “How many square feet is your place again?” I grab my portfolio and my notes before I leave them behind in my oﬃce to make quick steps down the hallway, my heart thudding in perfect time with each click of my heels against the sleek black tile. The conference room door is closed as I approach, and I linger outside of it for a moment, smoothing my hands over my gray pencil skirt and straightening my red silk blouse as I take another fortifying breath.


“You’ve got this, Dani,” I mutter, reaching for the brass handle. Mrs. Casiraghi sits on the opposite side of the long conference table in the center of the room, her back straight in the leather chair as she gingerly sips her coffee. Her graying hair is pulled back in a sleek bun, her clothes neat and pressed and screaming subtle wealth. She turns to look at me when I enter, her lips pressing into a faint line and her brow arching.


“Mrs. Casiraghi,” I greet her as I close the door behind me. “Sorry to keep you waiting.” I move to settle in a chair opposite her. “I’m Dani.” I reach across the table to offer her my hand. “Dani Pierce.”


Her steely blue eyes assess me, traveling down the front of me before climbing back to my face. “You don’t look like a Dani.”


“I’m sorry?”


“Dani is a child’s name,” she goes on, her accent giving her voice a slight edge. “Are you a child?”


“I . . .” Part of me is bristling, but another part notices that she doesn’t look as if she’s mocking me when she says this. It’s more like she’s sizing me up. “My full name is Danica.”


Her red lips part in a smile, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “Ah, yes. Much better. Danica sounds like a powerful woman.” She takes another sip of her coffee. “I like powerful women.”


This entire exchange is bizarre, but my mouth is still turning up at the corners. I decide, for whatever reason, I like Mrs. Casiraghi. “You strike me as someone who knows how to spot one from experience.”


“I used to think I was a powerful woman,” she muses quietly. “These days . . . I’m not so sure.”


“That’s where I come in,” I tell her with confidence. “Manuel told me a little about your situation, and of course I’ve had time this week to research you, but I was hoping to hear things straight from you, if I can.”


“Well, that is why I’m here,” she says. She eyes me again. “Are you married, Danica?”


I shake my head. “No, ma’am. Never took the plunge.” “Pity.” She nods idly. “You are a pretty young woman.” “And powerful,” I say with a grin.


Her lips twitch. “Yes, and that.”


I doubt that Mrs. Casiraghi has any interest in hearing all the things that ensure I will most likely never take the plunge—my parents’ farce of a marriage, Grant walking out of my life, my cynicism of the construct in general—so I keep the conversation focused on her.


“I’m surprised you would think it is a pity, given your situation,” I offer. “No offense intended.”


She waves me off. “No offense. It is not marriage I am angry at. Marriage is beautiful. It is my husband that betrayed me.”


“Of course.” I flip open my portfolio to the legal pad inside, grabbing a pen and unclicking it. “Can you tell me more about it?”


“There is another woman,” she tells me.


“I’m very sorry to hear that.”


“It is Lorenzo who will be sorry.”


My lips twitch. I might really like Mrs. Casiraghi.


“That’s the idea,” I tell her. “Manuel says you have proof of his infidelity?”


“He has been calling her,” she answers coldly. “I have records that I pulled. There are emails also. My husband is surprisingly crass with his mistress. I can’t imagine why woman would want to be wooed with talk of his cock.” She clicks her tongue. “It hardly works anymore.”


I have to bite my lower lip to hold back a laugh as I make notes. “You have copies of these exchanges?”


“Of course. His assistant is as spineless as he is.” She reaches down to a clasped leather bag and starts pulling out manila folders. “The little man was shaking when I made him let me into Lorenzo’s oﬃce.”


I take the folders from her, flipping through them. “I have to warn you that even with evidence like this, the defense is going to say that it’s circumstantial. They’ll claim he was hacked, or that someone else was using his computer, or any number of things.”


“I am aware that Lorenzo will try to slither his way out of his own mess,” she says. “But as you say. This is where you come in, yes?”


A slow smile creeps onto my face. “Right. That’s where I come in.”


“Good. Then we understand each other.”


“I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure your husband pays for his indiscretions, Mrs. Casiraghi.”


She tilts her chin, looking me in the eye. “Call me Bianca.” “Bianca.” I nod back at her. “Another name for a powerful woman.”


Her answering smile is cool, almost predatory. “Let us hope so, Danica.”


“HOW DID IT go?”


I run my fingers through my hair, noticing Manuel in my doorway. “I think it went well. I gave her a list of all the information I need on her finances, and we went over what she can expect going forward.”


“And? What are your thoughts about her chances?” “The evidence she mentioned is mostly just phone records and email printouts. Nothing concrete, unfortunately, but she seems to think that some digging will reveal more.” I smile, remembering. “Her exact words were ‘my husband is not as brilliant as he thinks himself to be.’”


“I got the impression that Mrs. Casiraghi is not a woman to be fucked with,” Manuel chuckles.


“So did I. Nate and Vera both agreed to help with discovery. I imagine there will be a lot of records to dig through.”


“Good,” he tells me. “We need all hands on deck with this one.” “I think our chances are good, considering. I’m optimistic.” “Well, one of us has to be.”


I snort. “And we both know that isn’t going to be you.” “It isn’t one of my strong suits. Have you told your parents yet?” I frown. “Not yet. I wanted to wait until after I’d actually spoken to Bianca.”


“I’m sure they’ll want to celebrate.”


“That’s what I’m afraid of.”


“It’s not the most terrible thing in the world that your parents are such good friends, Dani.”


I scowl at him, hating that he can read me so well. “It might be when they’ve been divorced for fourteen years.”


“In our line of work, we call that the perfect divorce.”


I don’t respond to that, just shake my head. Manny and I have a different opinion on my parents’ “perfect divorce.” He knows I don’t think such a thing really exists. If there aren’t any perfect marriages—and I’ve long decided there aren’t, since the one I held to the highest standard was never real—then it stands to reason that there can’t be a perfect version on the opposite end of the spectrum. Once you find out the life you knew was a lie, you stop believing in a lot of things.


“I’ll call them tonight,” I tell him instead.


“Good. Your dad and I are golfing Sunday, and you know I hate lying to him.”


“I’m aware. It’s annoying, really.”


He gives me a small smile. “Make sure to keep me updated on things with the Casiraghi case.”


“Your oﬃce is thirty feet from mine. I can just shout when I have news.”


He rolls his eyes. “Whatever works.”


He pushes away from the doorframe as if he’s moving to leave, and I stop him.


“Do we know who the husband has hired yet?” I notice Manuel wince, and a foreboding feeling creeps through my limbs when he turns back to give me a withered look. “No.”


“I’m told Mr. Casiraghi called Hart and Associates last Wednesday.”


“Goddamn it,” I huff. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


“I didn’t want you to get any more stressed out about your meeting with Bianca. I know how weird you get where Ezra Hart is concerned.”


A flush creeps up my neck, and with my pale complexion, I know it will be noticeable. “I do not get weird,” I bite out. “I just hate the guy.”


When I’m not fucking him, that is.


“He’s not my favorite person,” Manuel offers, “and it’s going to make winning that much harder, but you’ve beaten him before.”


Not as many times as I’d like, I think bitterly.


“I’m sure he’s already crafting some bullshit defense about how the woman Lorenzo has been emailing is his personal trainer, and that’s why she’s so interested in his body.”


Manuel laughs. “Most likely. You’ll just have to find something Ezra can’t twist. You can’t skirt around solid evidence.”


“Right.” I nod, mostly to myself. “Right. I’m going to kick his ass.” Manuel winks as he turns to go. “I have no doubt, kid.”


I sit at my desk and fume for a few more minutes, thinking about the stupid texts Ezra has sent this week where he conveniently left out that he’d be my opposing counsel. I sure as hell hadn’t waited more than a day before bragging about possibly representing Bianca. Did he know then? My earlier smugness now makes me feel a little embarrassed. God, he was probably laughing at me the entire time.


I snatch my phone from the corner of my desk, opening our text thread and furiously shooting one off.




Me: How long have you known
you were representing


Lorenzo Casiraghi?





I watch the dots appear with narrowed eyes, waiting for his response.




Asshole: At least a few days
before your charming text. Did you
end up landing the missus?


Me: You’re the literal worst
person I know.


Asshole: Aw. I miss you too.





He sends me a GIF of Paul Rudd on the Hot Ones show saying “Look at us. Who would have thought?” and I roll my eyes.




Me: You know you won’t be able to
bullshit your way through this one.


Mr. Casiraghi doesn’t seem the
type to have “spiritual advisors.”


Asshole: Are you implying
something about my
methods, Dani?


Me: That they’re bullshit. Yes.


Asshole: I’m wounded. Are we
fighting? I hate it when we fight.
Maybe you should come over so
we can talk about it.


Me: You’d like that wouldn’t you?





His reply takes a bit longer than his previous ones, and I don’t notice my teeth pressing against my bottom lip until it pops up on the screen.




Asshole: I promise you, Dani. We’d
both like it if you came.





I shift in my desk chair, remembering the last time I’d been to his place. Heat courses through me, the memory of his tongue on me and his body against mine leaving me disgusted with myself but still entirely horny. I hate that he always seems to catch me when I’m at my most stressed, that he knows orgasms are my weakness when I’m wound this tightly.


I can’t go to his place again. I know I will regret it tomorrow. I know.


I hear a ping as another text comes through.




Asshole: I’ve been thinking about
touching you all week.





I grit my teeth, closing my eyes as a shudder passes through me. I am not going to his place.


I’m not.









Three
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EZRA


I SMILE AGAIN at Dani’s short response of “Fine.” Then I check the time, thinking she should be here soon. I’ve been waiting patiently to see if Dani would end up as my opposing counsel on the Casiraghi case, hoping for it, actually, knowing she’d be prickly and sour about it. It shouldn’t be so appealing when she puffs up like my cat’s tail, but something about it really inspires the need to rile her up even more when it happens. Touching her is always that much sweeter when I have to work for it.


The aforementioned feline rubs against my ankle then, and I reach to scratch behind Purrgood Marshall’s ears.


“She likes you, at least,” I tell him.


Purrgood arches his fluffy gray body, flicking his tail as he stares up at me, looking bored. He scampers away after another quick rake of my nails against his spine, and I move across the apartment to the wet bar to make myself a drink. Two fingers of scotch usually helps prepare me to handle Dani’s verbal assault, which she insists on before she defrosts. A good therapist might suggest there is something seriously wrong with me if they knew how much I enjoy our strange dynamic.


Dani has no qualms with making it immensely clear what she thinks of me as a person, and for the life of me, I can’t even begin to explain why that makes her inability to stop coming to me to fuck her stress away all the more appealing. Touching Dani is like scooping the honey out of the hive after the beesting. Totally worth the pain.


I’m sipping my drink and looking out the wide wall of windows on the other side of the large leather sectional in the living room when I hear three sharp knocks from the front door across the room, and my skin hums with anticipation as I set my scotch glass on an end table and practically jog to answer the door.


Her perfectly arched dark brows are pulled together over her stormy gray eyes when I open the door, her pink mouth pursed as she taps one heeled foot. I smile at her arms crossed tightly over her chest; she always looks like someone forced to solicit for community service when she comes over.


“Hi, honey,” I say sweetly. “How was your day?”


She rolls her eyes as she pushes past me. “I can’t believe you let me brag about the Casiraghi account knowing you were opposing counsel.”


“Don’t be cross, dear,” I coo. “You’re just so cute when you’re excited.”


She narrows her eyes at me. “You’re such an asshole.”


“So I’ve been told.”


Purrgood trots out from wherever he’s been hiding to rub against Dani’s leg, and for a moment, I’m almost jealous of the way her expression changes, the way her mouth twists in a small smile as she crouches to pet him.


“You’re making me envious of the cat,” I tell her.


Her smile dissipates as she shoots me a look. “He’s the only non-asshole in this apartment, so.”


“Ah. So I’m sure it’s just Purrgood you came over to see, right?” I step around her to lean against the back of the couch. “Should I leave you two alone?”


“I don’t even know what I’m doing here,” she grumbles as she straightens.


My eyes move over her rounded hips, which look soft even in her tight pencil skirt, my fingers twitching at the memory of how they feel underneath. “You know exactly what you’re doing here.”


“I don’t,” she huffs, crossing her arms again. “It’s such a bad idea.”


She doesn’t even realize, I think, the way she’s gravitating closer—like her brain and her body aren’t on the same wavelength when it comes to me. She’s near enough now that it makes it easy to reach out and graze my fingertips against the material stretched over the outside of her thigh, feeling her shiver under my touch.


“Sometimes the worst ideas feel best,” I murmur.


It’s almost imperceptible, the shift in her attitude—but I notice her shoulders relaxing, and the tight lines on her brow begin to smooth as her lips part. Her throat moves with a swallow as I let my palm rest against her hip, coaxing her closer. This is the part that makes all her barbs worth it. When she forgets she hates me and gives in to the electric pull that lingers between us.


“I said I wouldn’t do this again,” she says.


I can feel the tops of her thighs brush against mine; she’s so close now that I could lean forward just a little and press my mouth to hers. “And yet here you are.”


“I really fucking hate you, Ezra.”


It really does have to be some sort of psychosis, the way that makes me smile. “I know, Dani.”


My lips ghost against hers, and the spark between us lights up like a match—her hands shoving into my hair and her body pressing into mine as she tugs me impossibly closer. Everything between us is always rough and rushed, but I like that too. I like knowing I can ruﬄe Danica Pierce’s feathers, this prickly woman who takes no shit.


But she’s far from prickly when she’s with me like this.


I let my hand slide up her spine until I can cup the back of her neck, tilting my head to sweep my tongue into her mouth as she lets out a soft sound that makes my cock ache. Her long black hair is silky as I plunge my fingers into it, and I close my fist to muss it, the need to mess up her perfect poise like a drug in my veins.


“Couch,” she breathes into my mouth.


I duck my head to swirl my tongue over the pulse at her throat.


“I could do so much more to you in my bed.”


“That’s not what we do,” she huffs.


Which is true, since she refuses to let me have her anywhere that might suggest this is anything more than it is, but you can’t blame a guy for trying. The thought of her naked in my sheets is a tempting one.


She’s unbuttoning her blouse as I lead her around the couch, her mouth never leaving mine as I fumble with the zipper of her skirt to shove it over her hips. She drops to the couch cushions when I give her a gentle shove, roughly popping open the button of my jeans as she watches. She won’t look me in the eye; she never does when we’re together like this. Almost like she can convince herself she’s here with someone else and not the person she decided was a pretentious asshole within five seconds of meeting him. Not that I can blame her, since it’s true, but still.


My cock is already hard and straining against my black boxer briefs as I shove at my jeans, watching her fingers slide over the thin material of her white lace bra, which is sheer enough to give me a peek at her nipples. My mouth waters as I kick my jeans off, because I know exactly what they taste like.


“Take your bra off,” I grate out, palming my cock through my underwear to give myself a second of relief before reaching for the hem of my shirt to pull it up and over my head.


Dani’s eyes are still trained between my legs, scowling now. “Don’t tell me what to do.”


“Should I ask nicely?” I drop to my knees, running my hands up the insides of her thighs. She watches the path they take, her chest rising and falling more roughly now. “Or do you just like it better when I do it for you?”


“Fuck you,” she mumbles.


So prickly. I grin anyway. “I plan to.”


Her head falls back when my hand splays wide over her hip, my thumb dipping between her legs to tease her through the thin fabric of her underwear. Part of me wants to gloat when I find it already wet; she can pretend she hates me all she wants, but she loves this.


“Maybe I should start here instead,” I drawl. “You’re always more agreeable after you’ve come on my tongue.”


I see her teeth sink into the soft flesh of her lower lip, and I keep my eyes on what I can still see of her face as I lean in to press my tongue where my thumb just was, tasting her through the material.


“Ah.”


My fingers curl under the waistband of her underwear, slowly tugging them down. Her legs part wider, and I think to myself that she and I would be much better friends if she would just let me fuck her with my tongue every day.


“Be honest,” I murmur as I lean in. “You’ve been thinking about my mouth all week.”


“Of course I have,” she gasps as I slide my tongue up the crease of her. That’s new. It gives me pause. But then her lips curl as she adds: “Hard not to, with the bullshit always spewing out of it.”


I snort. That’s more like it. “Is that all?” She squirms as I slide my tongue through her folds again, teasing the little bud hiding at the top. “Surely this is a better use of your thoughts.”


“It’s the only time your mouth ever does anything good,” she practically hums.


I give her clit one long suck that makes her cry out, releasing her with a wet pop as I laugh quietly. “I can live with that.”


I wrap my hands around her thighs and pull them over my shoulders, diving between her legs so I can rob her of any more coherent thought. She can’t berate me if she’s dizzy with pleasure—it’s something I learned early on. I only linger briefly near her entrance, licking a hot stripe between her legs before focusing my attention solely on her clit. Dani doesn’t like teasing, doesn’t want me to be gentle and sweet with her. No, Dani comes to me for release, and if that’s all she wants from me, I am more than happy to give it.


“Oh. Oh.”


I would smile if I could, relishing the sensation of her fingers winding in my hair as she tugs the strands so hard it stings. I keep my lips firmly attached to her clit, sucking her as hard as I possibly can as I press two fingers at her entrance to slip them inside.


“Fuck,” she rasps.


I’m still watching her as I work her over, enjoying the pink flush that spreads all over her pale skin as she holds my face exactly where she wants it. I pump my fingers in and out of her, dragging them along the front of her inner walls to drive her wild. I flick my tongue against her clit even as I continue to pull at it with my lips, feeling her thighs quivering on my shoulders and her pussy growing more and more slick as I push my fingers deep to keep her full like I know she likes when she comes.


“Damn it, Ezra. Fuck.”


It’s not exactly shouting my name in bliss, but I’ll take what I can get.


I keep my fingers inside even as I pull my mouth away, watching her tremble as her pussy flutters and clenches with her orgasm. There is a small part of me that wishes she’d just fucking look at me when she comes, so that she can see exactly who’s doing this to her, but I don’t know why. Maybe it’s because I know it would be even more fun to tease her later if I knew she couldn’t deny that I make her come harder than she ever has.


She’s never said that, but I am happy to assume. Since I am pretty pretentious, after all.


She’s panting on the couch when I let my fingers slip away, her eyes glassy and wide as she stares up at the ceiling. I can’t help the urge to try to get a better look at her, climbing up onto the couch and curling my body so I can press a kiss to the corner of her mouth.


“See? Much more agreeable.”


“Fuck you,” she says again, but it sounds less threatening in the breathy way she says it.


“Happy to,” I mutter, letting my lips slide against the skin under her jaw. “On your knees. Grab the couch.”


“Stop fucking telling me what to do.”


Again, much less threatening since she’s already complying. Her body is lithe and lean, her spine a pretty curve as she arches back toward me, most likely without realizing she’s doing it. I shove my underwear down and off before grabbing the condom I stashed on the end table earlier and rolling it on. I grip her hips, the softness there a stark contrast to the hardness of her demeanor. For a moment I’m content to just look at her as I let my cock graze between the curves of her ass, her fair complexion glowing and bright against mine.


I curl my body until my tongue can trace the lone freckle at her shoulder blade, the one I noticed the first time we were together and that I have been obsessed with ever since, hearing her suck in a breath as I pull back to let my cock press against her. I don’t move for a bit, just holding still against the heat of her, smiling into her skin when she starts to squirm.


“I don’t have all night,” she huffs.


So fucking prickly.


I push inside slowly, wanting to draw this out a bit since I know she’ll be out the door seconds after it’s over—and that feels as foreign as the desire to have her look at me when we do this. Maybe it’s my ego that feels bruised. Maybe it’s that I don’t like not having the upper hand. I try not to examine it too closely.


“Fuck, you feel good,” I sigh against her neck. “So damned hot inside you.”


“Move,” she demands, pushing back against me.


My teeth graze her throat. “Say please.”


“Please move, asshole,” she says through gritted teeth.


“Well, since you asked nicely . . .”


I rear back just to roll back inside, my mouth going slack against her skin as that familiar rush courses down my spine. Dani isn’t my first hookup, but she’s by far the best. Everything about her has me constantly seconds away from losing it—from the slick heat of her cunt to the rough spew of her words. Maybe I really am losing it.


Her head lolls forward as I do it again, and I let my hand slide up her back to curl over her shoulder, holding her steady as I start to pound a steady rhythm. There’s a sharp slap of skin that rings out in my apartment with every thrust, a staccato beat that plays in time to her gasps and her low moans. I let the palm of my free hand rub over the swell of her ass, biting my lip as I give it one sharp smack that makes her tense up around me. Not enough to bruise, just enough to make her shudder.


“Bastard,” she hisses.


I do it again, my eyes nearly rolling back with the way she clenches around me. “Stop pretending you don’t like it. We both know you do.”


Not that she’ll ever admit it. The first time had been an instinctual accident, one I had expected to have her pulling off me and storming out of my apartment—so it had been a surprise when a heavy moan had fallen out of her mouth instead, her entire body shivering. I haven’t forgotten. Doubt I ever will.


“That’s it,” I rasp as I slam back inside, letting another light crack of my palm fall against her ass. Her pale skin turns pink quickly, and I like knowing she might wear my handprint around for a few hours after this. “You can be a good girl when you want to be, Dani.”


“Hate you so much,” she slurs as both of my hands move to her hips to grip her tight.


“Maybe.” I can feel that familiar pressure building, feel the allover rush that tells me this won’t last much longer. “But you’re still going to come on my cock.”


I let one hand slide over her hip to press between her legs, finding that swollen bundle of nerves and circling it with a steady pressure from my fingers as I move in and out of her again and again. My head falls forward and my eyes drift closed, focusing on the way she feels, on the sounds she’s making, letting them pull me closer to the edge.


“I’m—shit, I’m—”


I let out a string of curses as I feel her trembling around me, her entire body quaking as she pushes back against my still-thrusting cock as I move faster than before to chase my own release. It hits me just as hard as it always does with her, drawing a shout from my lips as I stay flush against her ass while I pulse inside the condom. Not for the first time, my hazy thoughts wonder what she would feel like without one, not that it would ever happen.


She’s boneless beneath me as I catch my breath, but even in her languid state, I can sense her closing herself back off. I let my head drop to her shoulder just for a moment so I can savor the orgasm for a second more before she runs off, breathing out a sigh before I pull out of her with a wince.


Dani is all business as I fall back naked against my couch, and I watch her lazily as she quickly grabs for her clothing and starts to button herself back up as if she didn’t just take me on my couch while moaning my name.


Okay, so she didn’t do all of that exactly, but it’s nice to pretend. “What,” I call as she pulls her skirt back over her thighs. “No dinner?”


She rolls her eyes. “Hardly.”


“Fine.” I make a show of letting my fingers rub across my mouth when her eyes slide over to meet mine. “I already ate anyway.”


She wrinkles her nose, and for a second I think she might laugh, but she schools her expression quickly to the more usual annoyed look she reserves for me. “We have to stop doing this.”


“Sure,” I laugh, since arguing will do no good. We both know she’ll be back.


I haven’t really let myself consider the possibility that she won’t. “I mean it,” she stresses. “No more.”


“Of course,” I answer with a lazy grin. “Whatever you say, Dani.”


She blows out a breath as she buttons the last button of her blouse. “Asshole.”


She bends to pet Purrgood once more near the door, but I don’t get so much as a goodbye—just the soft clicking of her heels across my wood flooring before my apartment door slams shut behind her. I let my head fall back against the couch, sighing and wondering not for the first time what it is I’m doing with Danica Pierce.


AFTER A QUICK dinner (sans Dani, unfortunately) followed by a shower and feeding my cat, I’m more than ready to crash into bed; I always sleep better after Dani leaves, if for no other reason than she always seems to wear me out in the best way. So I’m annoyed when my cell phone starts to vibrate on the side table just after I’ve plugged it in to charge for the night, frowning as I reach to click on the lamp and feeling it turn into a scowl when I notice the name.


“Hello?”


“Took you long enough to answer.”


I purse my lips. “Hello, Alexander. Good to talk to you too.” “Cut the shit, Ezra,” he huffs. “Did you go over Lorenzo’s financial records yet?”


“I’ve been going over them all week. You already know this.” “I heard Bianca hired Danica Pierce.”


“Yes, I’ve heard.”


Then I heard Dani moaning on my couch, I don’t say.


“Best news we’ve got this week,” my father chortles. “She’ll make it an easy win.”


I bristle at that. “Don’t be too sure. She’s won against me before.”


“Only because you got sloppy.”


I feel hot anger bloom in my chest, but I tamp it down. I learned early in life that you don’t talk back to Alexander Hart.


“Is there any other reason you called so late?”


“We’re holding mediation next week,” he tells me.


“Does Dani—” I hesitate, correcting myself from calling her so casually. “Has Danica’s firm cleared this?”


“No, but you’re going to make sure they do. Lorenzo wants this taken care of quickly. He’s already got a settlement plan laid out that you can offer Bianca. She’s got her own money. She shouldn’t put up much of a fight.”


She might since her husband is a cheating bastard, I don’t say.


“I’ll reach out to their oﬃce and set a meeting on Monday.” “Good.” I can hear my father settling into the large leather wingback in his study, hear the strike of a match as he most likely lights up a cigar. “You know how important it is that we take care of this for Lorenzo. He’s an old friend of mine.”


Like I care.


“I don’t need the reminder,” I scoff. “I can handle it.”


“Don’t get smart. I can still give the case to your brother. At least I know he won’t fuck anything up.”


My teeth grind together at the thought of Eli, my older brother and Alexander’s perfect, asshole firstborn, in the courtroom with Dani.


“I said I’ll handle it,” I answer tightly.


“See that you do. Don’t get sloppy.” There’s a brief pause before he continues. “Your mother wants you to come to dinner this week.”


I grip the phone a little tighter, the mention of my mother always setting off waves of sadness that I can barely swallow. “I’ll try to come by.”


He hangs up without so much as a goodbye, and I angrily toss my phone back on the side table as I fall back against the pillows. I tell myself that at least I’ll get to annoy Dani first thing Monday morning.


It’s that thought that has me smiling as I drift off to sleep.
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