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I was raised on the streets, so I know things are rarely as simple as they
appear—especially this rich girl showing up at my pawnshop demanding a
job.

She’s the most tempting thing I’ve ever seen, and I’ll be damned if I can
make her leave.

Shit just got complicated  … but when it comes to her, I want
complicated.

We’re both fighting our own demons, and our only chance at a future is
to let go of the past.

But will we be strong enough to break free from beneath these chains?

Beneath These Chains is the third book in the Beneath series, but may be
read as a standalone. However, if you prefer, it may be best enjoyed
following Beneath This Mask (Beneath  #1) and Beneath This Ink
(Beneath #2).

http://amzn.to/1M9Q1jD
http://amzn.to/1zQQCNf
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I fucking hated people who stole from me. Which was ironic, considering
the only thing that had kept me from starving as a kid had been picking
pockets and snatching purses. I dropped my elbows to the desk and rubbed
a hand over my buzzed head.

“Goddamn, karma’s a bitch.”
“She the bitch you fucked last night, bro?” The leather of my office

couch creaked as Mathieu sank his tall, lanky frame into it.
“How many times do I have to tell you not to call women ‘bitches,’

boy?”
My words were met with a long sigh from Mathieu. Ever since he’d

walked into Chains and tried to grab a guitar and run back out the door—
only to be tackled to the ground by yours truly—he’d been a fixture in my
life. To be fair, his choices had been to work off the price of what he’d
attempted to steal, or go directly to the nearest cop shop. The entire
situation had been such a blast from the past, I’d caught myself smiling
when I should’ve been glaring and scaring the piss out of the kid. But
apparently I’d done an okay job of it because he’d decided starting a rap
sheet at seventeen wasn’t a good plan. Thank fuck. Almost two years later,
the kid was my right hand.

And now that Chains was mine, someone was stealing from me—but
not just someone. An employee. Someone I should’ve been able to trust.
The cameras I had installed on her day off had already paid for themselves.

I rolled my head from side to side, cracking my neck. I hated firing
people. It never got easier. And this time? This time it was going to be even



worse … because there would be tears. And quite possibly claws.
Pushing up from the chair, I strode to the door without looking at

Mathieu. Over my shoulder, I tossed, “You might want to stay here;
Brianna’s ass is about to get canned.”

“For real?” His words followed me out, but I didn’t bother to reply.
Every time I stepped foot onto the shop floor, a feeling of pride surged

through me—pride that I’d helped build this business into one that was not
only honest, but profitable. At least, it was profitable when one of my
employees wasn’t skimming off the till and messing with my bank deposits.

Finger twirling in her long, dark extensions and gum snapping between
her teeth, Brianna flipped the pages of a magazine with a giant black
Sharpie in one hand, circling shit. Probably shit she wanted to buy with the
money she’d been stealing from me. The store was empty, which made
what I was about to do a little easier.

“Bree, need a few minutes.”
Her head popped up, lips pursing as she took me in. “You can have all

the time you need, boss.” Her gaudy fake eyelashes batted at me in what I
assumed was supposed to be a sexy move. I stowed the urge to tell her to
save it for someone whose dick got hard at the sight of her … but since I
was about to fire her, why add insult to injury? The woman had been
unsuccessfully trying to add her notch to my bedpost since I’d hired her.
Bringing her on had been a mistake, and I’d known it from the minute she’d
walked in the door, but a friend had called in a favor.

“Boss? You had something to say?” she prompted.
I watched her, not speaking.
She stopped the hair twirling and capped the Sharpie, resituating herself

on the stool and folding her hands in her lap.
“Lord?”
“You’re done.”
Bree’s dark eyes flew wide. “Done? You mean done for the day?”
“Done. For good. Get your shit and get out.”
Bree lost the innocent pose as she crossed her arms and stared me down.

“Not until you tell me why.”
In two long strides, I closed the distance between the register and me

and pressed my hands to the counter.



“I gave you a job. Gave you a paycheck you didn’t have to suck a dick
to get. But that wasn’t enough for you. You had to have more, and instead
of coming to me and asking for a raise, you decided to make it happen
yourself.”

The color faded from her face, leaving her mocha-colored skin sallow.
“Wh-what?”

“Get your shit.”
“I swear, I didn’t—”
“Don’t fucking lie to me. I can show you the tape if you want to see

what I saw.”
Her lower lip started to wobble. It wasn’t going to work. I’d given her

the benefit of the doubt, hoped I was wrong or it was just a one-time thing.
But she’d gotten too bold.

“But I need this—”
I cut her off. She wasn’t even going to deny it. Not that she could. We

both knew she’d done it, and I wasn’t in the mood to listen to her beg or
justify her actions. Even though she didn’t know it, I’d already given her a
second chance. And all that had done was cost me even more than I could
afford to lose. “I needed someone to work the shop—someone who wasn’t
going to fuck me over and steal from me. You weren’t capable of that, so
you’re out. Now get your shit.”

“But—”
“Save your breath, Bree. I ain’t listening unless you’re here to tell me

you’ve got all the money you’ve taken, and you’re putting it right back
where it belongs.”

Her face twisted into an angry glare even as the tears started falling.
“You … you don’t understand.”

“No, I really don’t understand.” I crossed my arms and waited her out.
When she realized the water works weren’t changing my decision, she spun
off the stool, grabbed her giant purple purse from behind the counter, and
stalked toward the door.

“You get all self-righteous with me about a little cash while you
basically steal from people? Giving ’em twenty dollars for their shit? Like
you’re one to judge.”

A little cash? She’d skimmed enough to buy a nice used car, and I’d
been too trusting to even realize it until the numbers hadn’t added up in a



big way.
She slowed near the guitars at the front of the store and malicious glee

lit her eyes.
She wouldn’t.
Oh, but she did.
Bree grabbed a guitar and swung it toward the rack as the chimes above

the front door jangled. Wood crashed against wood, and two female
screeches erupted.

Shit … if she injured a customer…
I charged Bree and ripped the guitar from her hands before she could

swing again. A swirl of red hair caught my attention as the other woman
dodged out of the strike zone.

Bree struggled against my hold, and I wondered if I was going to end up
with a face full of the acrylic claws tearing at my arms. “Let go of me, you
asshole!”

“Whoa, boss. Getting the door for ya.” Mathieu bolted across the shop
and yanked the door open again. I hustled Bree out and set her free on the
sidewalk.

She spun to face Mathieu and me. “You’re gonna regret this,” she
hissed. “I swear, you will.”

A soft laugh came from the open door. “From what I’ve seen, I highly
doubt it.”

Bree opened her mouth to spew something else, but I shut her down.
“Get gone. I don’t ever wanna see you near my shop again.”

Bree’s flinty eyes narrowed as she shouldered her purse. “Fuck you,
Lord. You think you’re better than me? Not a chance. You’re just thievin’
street scum. Fuck you.”

“And now she’s getting repetitious,” the husky female voice commented
from behind me.

Lip curling in disgust, Bree turned and marched toward the corner,
never looking back.

“Her exit could totally use some work, but all-in-all, that was one hell of
a welcome.”

I turned to survey the woman standing in the doorway of Chains. Even
without a photographic memory, I didn’t think I’d ever forget this particular
pose: one arm braced on the doorframe and the other propped on her hip, a



green dress hugging curves that had my entire body sitting up and taking
notice. Matched with her long, curling red hair, she was a goddamn
knockout. What the hell is she doing here?

“You lost, sweet thing?”
She stepped onto the sidewalk and tore the HELP WANTED sign off the

bottom corner of the front window. Holding it between two fingers, she
smiled. “Nope. I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be. I’m your newest
employee.”

The sign had been there since long before my brother bought Chains
over two years ago, and it was faded to the point where you could barely
make out the words. But still, I had to admit her move was slick.

“You’re in the wrong neighborhood to be looking for a job. I suggest
you take your cute little ass over to Magazine and apply at one of those
fancy shops. I’ve got nothing for you here.”

She flicked her wrist a few times, snapping the sign.
“It says ‘help wanted.’ I’m help, therefore I’m wanted.”
I opened my mouth to tell her no way in hell, but she spun on her blood-

red, four-inch heels, grabbed the door handle, and let herself back inside.
Well, hell.
“She for real, boss?” Mathieu asked.
Through the barred windows, I watched as she studied the interior of the

store, running her hand over the rack of guitars before stepping to the row
of glass cases where the expensive shit lay—except the most expensive
thing in the whole place was wearing a hot-as-fuck green dress and miles
away from where she belonged.

Elle Snyder. Best friend to my brother’s girlfriend and born with a gold-
plated spoon in her mouth—because silver probably wasn’t rich enough for
her blood. Skip gold-plated, and make that solid gold. Some of us weren’t
even born with a spoon. We’d had to claw our way to a meal and grab onto
it with both hands before it could be ripped away.

There was no way she was actually here for a job. She had to be fucking
with me. Might as well go in there, figure out what she wanted, and escort
her fine ass right back out the door—all while keeping my hands to myself.
I wasn’t about to go there, regardless of how sexy she was. She was in the



no-go zone. You didn’t screw around with a girl who your family
considered family.

“Boss?” Mathieu prompted.
“I don’t know what the hell she’s doing here, but I’m about to find out.”

And that conversation didn’t need an audience. I pulled out my wallet and
flipped off a couple bills. “How about you go grab us some food while I
sort this out?”

“You just want to be alone with the rich bitch.” Mathieu winked and
reached out to grab the money, but I yanked it back.

“What did I say about calling women—?”
He held up both hands in surrender. “I know, I know. Sorry. Chill out,

man.”
I held out the cash again. “Just go get us some damn food.”
Snatching the bills and pocketing them, Mathieu asked, “How long do

you want me to take? You going for a quickie or a long ride?”
“Go,” I growled.
Mathieu turned and strode off down the sidewalk, whistling as he went.

“Little punk,” I muttered under my breath as I pulled open the door.
My annoyance bled away at the sight that greeted me: Elle leaned over

the countertop, her dress clinging to her perfect peach of an ass. My cock
twitched in my jeans, but I forced the reaction down. No. Ain’t happenin’,
buddy.

“We both know you’re not here for a job. So if you’re lookin’ to pawn
or buy something, you might as well get to it.” Even the thought of her
pawning something was ridiculous, because, from what I’d heard, the
woman was flush with cash.

She turned to face me, and the chain handles on her big, white purse
jangled when she moved. “Do I look like I’m here to pawn something?”

My eyes dropped to her red-polished toes and skimmed up long, tan
legs, the green dress, her ripe tits, and finally her face. She was sexy as fuck
and screamed high class from every angle. And off limits, I reminded
myself. Wasn’t that a shame?

“Sweet thing, you look like you’re here for a whole hell of a lot more
than a job.” My natural instinct to flirt slipped out, and I beat it back.

The smile that spread across her face and curled up the edges of her lips
was pure temptation. “You’re lucky I’m not the kind of employee who has



problems with sexual harassment from my new boss.”
She couldn’t be serious. Whatever wild hair she was on needed to end

right now.
“I’m not hiring you. I don’t care who you are.”
Her eyebrow lifted. “So you do know who I am.”
“You’re hard to miss, Elle.”
I’d seen her first at a boxing tourney about a month ago. She’d sat next

to Vanessa—my brother’s girlfriend—and cheered for the boys Con and I
trained at the gym with the help of an old boxing legend. It was nearly
impossible not to notice Elle, even from my position as a cornerman. Con
had laughed at the way the women had cheered enthusiastically, but I’d
focused my attention on the bouts and our boys. I didn’t need the distraction
then … or now.

“Then you know I should get the friends and family hiring perks.”
“I don’t think so. That’s bad business,” I replied, shaking my head.
Elle stepped toward me, all swinging hips and sassy smirk. “Come on,

Lord. I’m out of a job. Help a friend out.”
I thought of Bree and the shitstorm she’d just witnessed. “You saw the

she-monster I just fired? She was my last favor for a friend.”
Elle’s lips turned down into a frown that would probably qualify as a

pout. “Come on … at least you know I’m not going to steal from you. I’m
going out on a limb here, but that is why you fired her, right? Or do you
toss all your employees out on the sidewalk on their last day?”

I had no interest in talking about how badly Bree had fucked with
Chains. “You’re a rich girl looking for some kind of weird kick by taking a
trip to the pawnshop on the rough side of town. You don’t need a job any
more than I need another bullet hole in my body. So how about we cut
through the bullshit, and you tell me why you’re really here.”

She crossed her arms, and my eyes dropped to the cleavage bared by the
neckline of her dress. When I finally dragged my attention back up to her
face, her mouth was set in a straight line—the most serious expression I’d
seen on Elle yet.

“I want a job, and you’re going to give me one. That’s it. End of story.”
“The answer is still no. Now take your hot little ass out to your car and

head back to your side of town.”



The tap-tap-tap of her sandal on the industrial linoleum floor was the
only sound in the room.

“You standing there looking fine as hell isn’t going to change my
mind.”

“I—” she started.
“Anything else you say is gonna be a waste of breath.”
“Would you just let me say one damn thing?”
“Fine. But I’m telling you it ain’t gonna change my mind.”
“I’m not leaving without the job.”
“Why?”
She didn’t reply; her expression only turned more determined.
I scrubbed my hand over my face. It’d been a long, shit day, and I was

ready for it to be over. “You don’t want to tell me? That’s fine. Because
there’s no earthly reason why you’d want this job, and I’m not up for
humoring your rich girl rebellion today. Fresh out of patience.”

“You’re underpricing several of the items in the case behind me. Do you
know which ones? Because I do.”

“Then why don’t you share. Tell me what I’m missing.” The idea that
my prices were too low bugged the shit out of me.

She pursed her lips. “Just for starters—there’s a Jaeger-LeCoultre diving
watch in there that’s worth at least three grand more than you’ve got it
listed. Oh, and the enameled flower brooch? It’s antique Tiffany. You’re
leaving at least a thousand bucks on the table with your price. Not to
mention the Swarovski figurines—” she gestured to the shelf behind the
case, “—and the Waterford decanters, oh, and that silver pitcher? It looks a
lot like a Gorham, and if I’m right, it’s worth a hell of a lot more than
you’re selling it for.” Elle propped her hands on her hips. “If you’re a smart
businessman, you’ll recognize that I’ve got a skill set you obviously don’t,
and I’m here to let you take advantage of it.”

Her words carried a thread of innuendo, and my body responded
instantly. Bad idea. But … if she was right—even about just one piece in
the list she’d just rattled off—then maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea… My
bottom line was looking pretty damn ugly right now. I was dangerously
close to running in the red after Bree’s bullshit. But would a few bucks
really be worth the trouble? My gut said anything was worth the trouble to



make sure I didn’t let Chains fail only a few months after I’d signed the
papers to make it mine.

She had to have a motive though. There was no way she’d just waltz in
here and ask for a job without one. And I didn’t like anyone walking around
in my territory without knowing what the hell had brought them to my door.
“There’s got to be more to it than that.”

She shrugged. “Like you said—rich girl rebellion. Looking for a new
way to piss off my mom and step-daddy.”

I sized her up. “Aren’t you a little old for rebellion at this point?”
Elle’s eyes narrowed, and I realized I’d stepped onto some dangerous

ground. “Don’t you know how to accept help when it’s offered and call it a
day?”

“There’s no way I can pay you enough to even put gas in your fancy car.
That would put me in the red for sure.”

Elle dropped her arms and cocked a hip. “Then I guess it’s lucky I
didn’t drive.”

“How the hell did you get here?” I snapped. Just the idea of this woman
walking through the rough neighborhoods and pockets of gang activity had
my protective instincts roaring to the forefront.

“Took the streetcar, walked the rest of the way.”
I stalked closer to her. “Are you an idiot?”
She lifted her chin and reached into her bag. “No. What I am is well-

armed.” The small silver pistol she produced did not give me any comfort.
Staring up at the ceiling, I muttered, “You’ve got to be kidding me.

Woman, put it away.”
By the time I dropped my gaze back to her, the gun had disappeared into

her purse.
“You even know how to use that thing?”
Her cocky posture turned defensive. “I may not have been a soldier, but

I can damn sure use a gun.”
The front door chimed as Mathieu retuned with a bag of takeout. His

eyes widened, presumably because he didn’t expect Elle to still be here. I
lifted my chin.

“You good to hold down the fort for a piece? I gotta make a run.”
Mathieu looked at Elle, and an approving smile curved his lips.

“Whatever you need to do, man. Whatever you need to do.”



I’d set him straight again later, but for now, I needed to get this girl out
of Chains before I did exactly what he thought I was about to do: take her
somewhere without an audience and wrinkle the hell out of that pretty green
dress while I fucked her senseless. My dick jerked at the thought, but I
ignored it. It didn’t matter how fine her tits and ass looked in that dress—
she was not on the Lord Robichaux menu. I’d spent too much of my life
watching out for Con to step into something that might fuck up his new
relationship with Vanessa. I could just imagine the holy terror she’d rain
down if I screwed around with her best friend and things went south.

I turned and headed for the back door. “Come on, sweet thing, I ain’t
got all day.”

I didn’t wait to hear her heels clicking and following me down the hall,
but within a few paces, I knew she was behind me. How? Because she was
spittin’ fire. “Sweet thing? Really? Did you already forget my name?”

I stopped abruptly and turned. She ran smack into my chest. I lowered a
hand to her hip to steady her. “I didn’t forget your name, Elle.”

“Then the nickname is unnecessary, isn’t it? I don’t know what it is with
you and your brother and nicknames, anyway. I mean, Lord? What kind of
nickname is that?”

It wasn’t the first time I’d gotten the question, and I was sure it
wouldn’t be the last. “Not a nickname … you can check my birth certificate
if you want.”

Her mouth dropped open just the slightest bit, and I fought to keep my
mind from going to all the things I could do with and to that mouth.

“No way.”
“I’ll give you the rundown on the ride. Let’s move.” I dropped my hand

from her hip and headed for the back door. The clicking followed
immediately this time. Outside, evening was descending, and a pink and
orange sunset blazed over the rooftops of the rundown buildings across the
alley. I cringed to think of her walking alone through this neighborhood in
even a hint of darkness. Not fucking happening again.

I crossed to the service entrance of the big brick building covered in
graffiti. Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out my ring of keys and flipped
through until I found the one I wanted and unlocked the bars shielding the
door and then the double dead bolt.



“Jeez, what are you hiding in there? Fort Knox’s gold?” I glanced over
my shoulder to see Elle watching closely. Instead of answering, I pushed
open the door, entered the alarm code on the panel on the wall, and flipped
the light switch. Elle followed as the old sodium tube lights came to life.
Slowly, the darkness revealed the other piece of the equation that had
Chains running so close to the red. A few big purchases, and then Bree’s
stealing, and I was dangerously close to having to sell off what I’d just
bought, and not nearly at the profit I knew I could make.

“Whoa. Not what I expected in the creepy, graffiti warehouse.”
I shut the doors before doing up all the deadbolts, but Elle wasted no

time closing in on the gleaming black Hemi ’Cuda, skimming her hand
along the hood.

“Now that is a sexy car.”
The fact that she went to the ’Cuda first—restored over the last two

years by my own hands—boosted my ego. Out of the four classic cars
parked in this garage—and the half dozen bikes and choppers—that was the
only one it would absolutely gut me to sell. I grabbed the metal box hanging
from a ceiling cable and pressed the red button to lift the door as Elle strode
to the next car. Eleanor. A 1967 Shelby Mustang GT500.

“Damn, I didn’t know cars could be so mean and pretty at the same
time.” She was right, but I snapped myself out of enjoying watching her
excitement. Off limits, I repeated to myself.

“Come on, let’s go.” I pulled open the passenger side door of the ’Cuda
before returning to the driver’s side and climbing in. I waited for damn near
an entire minute before Elle slid into the black leather bucket seat. The flash
of her thighs where her dress rode up—and the slow and sexy way she
smoothed it back down—was not helping. I’d get her home and out of my
car. End of story.

I fired up the engine and let the rumble run through me. Never failed to
calm me down. You want to soothe a big, tatted-up motherfucker like me?
Put his hands on the wheel of a muscle car with 425 horses under the hood.
Worked every time.

“Buckle up,” I said, my eyes cutting to Elle. But she was already belted
in. Shifting into first, I pulled out of the garage, reaching up to hit the
remote to lower the overhead door. I slowed in the alley to make sure it
closed all the way before punching the gas again.



“So, you were going to tell me how the hell you ended up with a name
like Lord?” Elle asked.

I kept my eyes on the road, sliding into the flow of traffic.
“You tell me where you live first.”
“The Quarter. You ever heard of a vintage clothing store called Dirty

Dog?”
“Yeah.”
“I live right above it.”
Like most any real estate in the Quarter, it wasn’t cheap. I slowed to a

stop at the light.
“So … Lord? Not a nickname?”
She was like a dog with a bone. It wasn’t a story I particularly liked

telling, but then again, I didn’t particularly like sharing anything about my
past or myself. But on the scale of shit I didn’t want to share, this fell on the
mostly harmless side.

“My mom was a junkie; she ran off when Con and I were kids. I was
six, and he was three. Con doesn’t remember her at all, but I do. Pop told
me a few months later she OD’d in a gutter.” At six, it was the stuff of
nightmares—and I still vividly remembered mine about walking home from
school and finding my ma’s bones in a gutter.

“Oh.” The sound was more of an exhale than an actual word.
I accelerated when the light turned green and headed for the Quarter.

Even though it was only a couple miles away, it was a completely different
world from the one I’d made my home. I continued, “And if that’s the truth,
then she OD’d just like her idol—Janis Joplin.”

“Janis Joplin?”
“Yeah, Ma came from Texas, and Janis was the girl who’d made it big.

To hear her tell it, she’d listened to that song ‘Mercedes Benz’ over and
over while she was pregnant. She named me Lord because she wanted me
to grow up and buy her one someday.” I huffed out a humorless chuckle.
“Just one reason you’ll never see me drive or buy anything but American
muscle.”

“You made that story up, right?” Elle asked. “That can’t be true.”
I changed lanes and glanced over at her. “You really think I’d go to the

trouble of making that up? I could just as easily have given you some



bullshit excuse about her thinking I was going to be a prophet. Probably
would’ve sounded better.”

I slowed to dodge the people already clogging the streets near the
Quarter.

“It’s not a bad story … just surprising, is all.”
We finished the rest of the ride in silence, and I parked in front of Dirty

Dog. A few mannequins—one with jeans and a ripped T-shirt and one with
a funky dress—stood in the front window. “Charlie used to work here,
didn’t she?” I asked, remembering the tatted-up badass of a girl who’d
worked for Con at Voodoo Ink.

“Yeah, but not anymore. So, I’ll see you Monday?” Elle said as she
pushed open the door.

“What the hell are you talking about?”
She climbed out of the car and ducked her head back in. “For my first

shift. At Chains. I told you I wasn’t leaving without a job—and you’re
giving me one.”

“We’re not open Monday.” It wasn’t an invite, but apparently she didn’t
get that.

“See you Tuesday, then.” Elle shut the door without waiting for an
answer, and I was left staring after the sway of her hips and that goddamn
green dress.

Shit.
I thought about jumping out of the car and chasing her down to make

her understand—in no uncertain terms—that she did not have a job. But
something kept me in my seat. She won’t show, I told myself. Don’t even
waste the headspace thinking about it.

I checked my mirrors and pulled away.
What the hell would I do if she did show up?



On Tuesday morning, I got called out to look at a bike someone wanted to
sell and completely lost track of time. I’d put the odds of Elle actually
showing up at Chains between slim and none. Which was why, when I
walked in the back door of the shop, I didn’t expect to hear Adele pumping
on the sound system, and I sure didn’t expect to see a fine as hell ass bent
over and wiping down one of the glass display cases.

I stopped in the middle of the shop because—first, I had to appreciate
the view, and second, I needed to decide how I was going to handle this.

“You do realize you can’t just decide you work somewhere and show
up, right?”

Dark red hair swung as she looked over her shoulder.
“You do realize that’s how I got my last three jobs? I don’t exactly go

through the whole interview and offer process.”
“You’re not normal, you know that?”
Her bright smile hit me in the gut … and lower. “At least you didn’t call

me an entitled rich bitch, so I’ll take not normal as a win.”
I looked at the coffee filter in her hand. “I don’t know many entitled

rich chicks who’d come in and start cleaning my display cases with coffee
filters. Did we run out of paper towel?”

“They were spotty. I couldn’t see the sparkle, and if I couldn’t see it,
customers couldn’t see it. You’ve got beautiful stuff, but it’s all about
presentation. Besides, my mother’s housekeeper always told me cleaning
with coffee filters would leave fewer streaks than paper towel. For the
record—she was always right.”



I was pretty sure I’d entered an alternate reality. “You’re really gonna
keep showing up, regardless of how many times I haul your ass home?” A
thought struck me. “You drove today, right? You didn’t walk again.”

“Yes, I’m going to keep showing up, so you’re just going to be wasting
your gas by taking me home every time and expecting me to stay there.
Besides, I thought we covered the part where I actually have something to
offer you in the way of skills. I mean, I was good at the Bennett Foundation
because I had connections and excelled at playing on people’s philanthropic
sensibilities, but I think I’m going to be even better at this whole pawn
business thing. I’ve already sold two watches this morning for twenty-five
percent more than you had them priced. If you think my case cleaning skills
are good, then you should see me haggle.”

I strode closer, because Elle had conveniently—and noticeably—
avoided answering my second question.

“Did you drive?”
Her chin lifted. “I took the streetcar and walked.”
“I told you—”
“And I told you—”
I backed her into the case and pressed a hand to the glass on either side

of her hips. “You want to work here? You don’t walk. That’s my rule. You
can’t handle that, then you don’t work here. End of story.”

Her lips pressed into a thin, disapproving line. “You realize you just put
handprints on my clean glass, right?”

I squeezed my eyes shut for a second before opening them and fixing
my gaze on her face. From the challenge in her golden brown eyes to the
determined set of her tempting mouth, she was absolutely stunning. But I
would not let that distract me from the point at hand.

“Are we on the same page, Elle? Or am I taking you home for the last
time?”

Her eyes dropped from mine. “I don’t drive,” she admitted. “So that’s
kind of a problem.”

My confusion mounted. I lifted a hand and tilted her chin back up. I
liked her eyes on me—probably too much.

“What do you mean you don’t drive?”
Her forehead creased. “I mean I don’t drive. It’s a pretty simple concept,

and I’m not really sure how else to explain it.”



Just because it was a simple concept didn’t mean it made any damn
sense. “You don’t have a license?”

Her teeth closed over her bottom lip, and it took everything in me to not
sweep my thumb over it and tug it free.

“I have a license. I just choose not to use it.”
She still wasn’t making any sense.
“So you don’t drive at all?” I asked.
“Right. Good, glad you’ve finally grasped the concept.”
Something just didn’t add up here. This wasn’t New York or Chicago

where you could easily get away without having a car. “How do you get
around then?”

“I walk, or I take the streetcar, or I get rides with friends. If I really need
to get somewhere and don’t have any other alternative, then I call my
mother’s driver or get a cab.”

God save me from rich chicks and their weird ways. “Your ma doesn’t
drive either? Is this a family thing?”

She shrugged. “Can we move on to the part where I say I’ll probably
keep walking because I’m not planning on calling her driver or a cab on a
regular basis to get here, and the walk from the streetcar really isn’t bad?
No one is going to bother me.”

And that was where we were going to have a problem. I dropped my
hand from her chin and stepped back. “You don’t know this neighborhood
—I do. And you stand out way too much to be walking these streets and
stay in one piece. No fucking way, Elle. I’d say you’re fired, but since I
never actually hired you, let’s just call it a day, and I’ll thank you for
cleaning my cases and making a few sales.”

She crossed her arms, her expression turning mulish. “I don’t think you
understand how stubborn I am. I’ll literally just keep showing up every day
until you lock me out.”

I released a long breath and laughed. This was getting ridiculous.
“Why? Why the hell do you want to work here so bad? It makes no
goddamn sense.”

I wasn’t sure what I was expecting in the way of an answer, but it
wasn’t her quiet, “I’ve got my reasons, and it’s just icing on the cake that
everyone I know will think I’m being ridiculous again and wasting my
time.”



My momentary humor fled. “And that’s supposed to convince me to let
you stay? You insulting my shop?”

“I’m not insulting it; I’m just saying what they’ll say to me. It’s nothing
against you. And quite frankly, I’m already hooked on the idea of working
here, so if you really try to make me leave, we’re going to have issues.”

It was official: I would never get women. Arguing with Elle was
absolutely pointless. I didn’t understand her reasoning, her logic, or any
other damn thing about her—except that she’d impressed the hell out of me
on Saturday when she’d rattled off all the items I’d been underpricing. I’d
spent a few hours combing the internet, and she’d been right. I couldn’t
help but wonder what else I was missing. I’d accumulated a lot of
knowledge in the last two years about the stuff that came in and out of this
place, but I couldn’t know it all, and I didn’t always have time to research
every single piece. She was right about one thing, though; she had skills,
and they’d be welcome. So I did something I rarely ever did, and I gave in.

“We open at ten, which means I’ll be by to pick you up at nine-thirty.
It’s out of my way, but if that doesn’t work for you, you’ll need to adjust
your schedule. We’re open Tuesday through Saturday, and I’ll run you
home after we close at seven. Mathieu covers the store when I’m out on
calls to take a look at bigger stuff people want to sell, so you’ll need to
make sure you get along with him. If you’ve got suggestions for price
increases or anything else, we discuss them first. I don’t gouge customers—
I make the fair deal.”

Elle’s red lips curved into a smile. If that was the look of victory on her
face, something told me I’d give in more than once just to see it again. The
thought flashed through my brain before I could shut it down. This was
dangerous. This whole fucking thing was dangerous.

Elle straightened her shoulders, all business. She slipped around to the
back of the display case and unlocked it—with keys she must have gotten
from Mathieu. He and I were gonna have to have a chat. “Perfect. Then let’s
talk now. I’d re-price almost all of this entire case…” She slid open the
mirrored back and pulled out watches and jewelry and went over point-by-
point why each was priced too low, how to increase the margin, how she
would respond to customer inquiries about the higher prices. She didn’t stop
for at least twenty minutes. I stood, watching and listening. And trying to
control my growing fascination with this woman. She didn’t belong here.



Didn’t belong in my world at all. But damned if I didn’t like the way her
cut-through-the-bullshit attitude livened up the place already.

She’s not for you.
I waited until she was done with her spiel before speaking. “Do it. All

of it. And make sure you fill out your paperwork before we leave today.
You’re not getting paid under the table.”

I couldn’t believe I was saying the words. She was going to complicate
the shit out of everything.

I turned and headed for my office, just to get a break from the intensity
that was Elle. Mathieu was in my chair, tapping away at some computer
game.

I lowered myself onto the couch, dropped my head back, and closed my
eyes. “You gonna work today, kid?”

Mathieu burst out laughing. “I’ll work, but I didn’t want to interrupt
your one-on-one session out there. Can’t believe we’re adding a rich girl to
the family.”

I snapped open my eyes. “Adding her to the payroll. That’s it.”
“Whatever you say, man. Whatever you say. I recognize a keeper when

I see one.”
I refused to acknowledge that keeping Elle might be the only way I

could have her without causing a shitstorm. If I wasn’t just looking for a
quick fuck … if I was looking to start something with her for real, Vanessa
might not freak out. But to Mathieu, all I said was, “You’re nineteen. You
recognize tits and ass and call it a day.”

“Well, someone’s gotta recognize. You’ve been going through a dry
spell lately. You need to get some—”

“My personal life is not up for debate.”
“Well, shit, man. How long’s it been? A few months? Don’t think I

haven’t noticed that the parade of cars parked in front of your house
stopped and hasn’t started again. I keep an eye out from my side of the
street, you know.”

For fuck’s sake. Why did I help the kid get an apartment across the
street from me? Oh yeah, because I wanted to keep an eye on him. I just
hadn’t considered he’d be keeping an eye on me.

Mathieu kept at it. “You know I’m just watchin’ out for you. I think if
you maybe got some—”



A noise in the hallway caught my attention, along with a flash of red
hair. I held up a hand to silence Mathieu and called, “Might as well come
in, sweet thing, since you’re eavesdropping anyway.”

“I wasn’t eavesdropping. I was going to ask you a question about that
Cartier bracelet.”

“Yes, it’s real. Yes, it’s been vetted to see if it was stolen. Everything we
buy that’s high end is vetted for that purpose.”

“Oh, good. Do I get an employee discount?”
Mathieu’s quick laughter filled the office. “She’s a chick, man, what did

you expect?”



In general, I’m easily amused, so I expected to be entertained by the
pawnshop—at least for a while. But I hadn’t expected to be completely
fascinated. I’d been a shopkeeper part-time at Dirty Dog, but this was an
altogether different kind of commerce. There was an utterly unique slice of
life walking through these doors, and the stories I heard would never leave
me. A drumhead signed by Dave Grohl that a sixteen-year-old was selling
to help buy his first car. A Bronze Star Medal from World War II that a man
had found when his great uncle passed away. A wedding band a woman
wanted to pawn in order to buy a prescription for a sick baby—except I
wouldn’t let her and instead slipped her some of my own money while Lord
wasn’t looking. And then the people who came in to buy—they expected to
haggle, and they loved it. The thrill of the bargain and feeling like we’d
both won something was energizing. One guy came back several times to
go head-to-head with me. After almost five days, I was feeling like I’d
finally found a place that fit me—at least for now.

And Lord. Lord oh Lord. It had become my go-to internal chant. The
man could melt the panties off damn near any woman. Me included. I
realized now that the speech he’d given me the day he’d ‘hired’ me was
probably the longest set of words he’d ever strung together. He didn’t use
two words when one would do. Which meant I got a lot of—“Yes,” “No,”
and “Good”—in response to my comments and questions. The men who ran
in my circle were usually entirely too happy to talk about themselves. Ask
one question and a guy could go on and on about his hobbies or job for an
hour. After four and a half days, I still knew almost nothing about Lord that



had come from the man himself. I picked up bits and pieces from Mathieu,
but what I learned through that avenue only made me more curious. I also
knew a little from Vanessa, but again, that just added to my growing list of
questions.

For example, I knew that Lord and Con had been separated as kids and
hadn’t been reunited until they’d enlisted in the Army. He was three years
older than Con, which put him at thirty-four. Vanessa had told me that
Con’s early life in foster care hadn’t been the best, and something made me
think that Lord’s had been even less of a fairy tale. I wanted answers, but it
wasn’t like these were questions I could come out and ask, no matter how
badly I wanted to. So I took a page out of Lord’s book and listened and
watched and waited. It was a process that required patience, which wasn’t
something I could generally claim as a strength. But every time I danced
back to the office to crow over a big sale and he’d crack a smile at my
excitement, I felt like I’d won a minor victory—even though my attempts to
flirt had gone completely unnoticed.

I wasn’t giving up though. All I had to do was look at the guy, and I had
a hundred ideas of how we could break in the couch in his office. He was at
least six foot six, with shoulders like a linebacker. I’d caught him changing
his T-shirt in the office after he’d come back from tinkering with the cars
out in the warehouse. His abs? Holy motherfucking hell. Eight pack, ladies.
Eight pack. And that V that disappeared into his worn jeans? I wanted to
drop to my knees and trace it with my tongue. I had to back away before I
mauled the man. And don’t get me started on the ink… I’d understood
Vanessa’s fascination with her boyfriend’s tattoos on a surface level. They
were edgy and dangerous and definitely sexy. But on Lord? Cue wet panties
and sleepless nights. Every time his arms flexed I wanted to tell him to hold
still so I could study the designs and maybe pet them. If one was even
allowed to pet the sexy, blue-eyed man beast. I shivered just thinking about
him. And to cap off his insane body and artwork, he had this hot, blond
buzz cut that I wanted to scrape my nails through and an elusive smile I’d
made it my mission to see as often as possible.

The front chime sounded, and I shook off the thoughts of my too-hot-
for-his-own-good boss.

But apparently today was Tempt Elle with Drop Dead Sexy Men day.



A big man, with light caramel-colored skin, a shadow of dark hair, and
piercing silver eyes stepped into the shop. I did a double take because the
guy was a dead ringer for Shemar Moore from Criminal Minds—one of my
all-time favorite TV shows.

Hello, hot stuff.
He stood just inside the doorway, and his presence filled the room. He

exuded power—a lot like the intensity that hovered around Lord, but darker.
More menacing. My hot stuff thought morphed into dangerously hot. The
kind of hot you wouldn’t go out of your way to tangle with because who
knew if you’d survive it. And, working in this part of town, my survival
instincts were improving rapidly.

Those unusual silver eyes pinned me where I stood. I wanted to glance
back toward the office in hopes that Mathieu would have heard the chime
and would be poking his head out right now, but I couldn’t look away, and
Mathieu didn’t magically appear beside me.

He lifted his chin at me, and a devastating smile spread across his face.
“So now I see what my boys are all talking about.”

Say what now?
“Excuse me?” I asked, careful to keep my voice steady.
“You might be a little thing, but you’ve made a big impression on my

boys. I had to come see the sexy-as-hell redhead they’re all talking about.”
I frowned. First, I wasn’t little. I was five foot seven with kickin’

curves. Tits and ass, thy name is Elle. It just seemed that all the guys who
came in here were freaking giants. Second—and more importantly—I
didn’t know who this guy was or why he had boys, but I knew I didn’t like
the fact that I was being talked about.

He held out a hand. “I’m Rix. Nice to finally meet you, Elle.”
A ripple of unease slid through me. He knew my name. And apparently

I had some kind of reputation. Nope. I didn’t like this at all. Red flags
waved in my brain wildly.

But his eyes were mesmerizing, and I couldn’t stop myself from
reaching out to shake his hand.

“So, you’re Lord’s new girl.”
“Ummm … I’m his new employee,” I replied.
Rix tilted his head to the left a fraction of an inch and studied me. “So

you’re not his girl.” The man didn’t ask questions; he made statements. I



was also pretty sure I was screwing something up here.
I was saved from answering by the squeak of the back door hinges and

heavy booted footsteps walking toward us.
Lord’s presence filled the shop just as effectively as Rix’s, and a battle

for dominance waged in the air. I tugged my hand out of Rix’s grip.
“Are you here to see Lord?” I asked, attempting nonchalance, and

becoming bolder now that I knew I had back up coming my way.
Rix never took his eyes off me. “No. I came here to see you, Elle.”
That ripple of unease? It was growing exponentially.
Lord dropped a takeout bag on the far end of the counter as he came

around to stand behind me. The heat of his body radiated through the thin
cotton of my dress.

“Rix,” Lord said, finally drawing the man’s attention off my face. I
almost sagged into him with relief.

“Lord,” the other man replied.
“You need something?” Lord’s tone sharpened with an unmistakable

edge of challenge.
Rix shook his head. “Just came to see what all the fuss was over this

new woman you got. I expected another like Bree—wasn’t expecting high
class. Your taste is improving.”

Okay. Now, I really didn’t appreciate being discussed as though I wasn’t
present. Not a damn bit.

“I’m—”
“She’s too busy working and keeping me satisfied to have any time to

chat with you, Rix,” Lord interrupted. “If you’re not here to buy or pawn
something, I suggest you move along.”

“You sure about that, Lord?” Rix did that head-tilting thing again, and
his eyes raked us both. “You’re looking a little tense, man. A woman this
fine should have you relaxed and taken care of.”

Lord’s big hand wrapped around my hip and drew me flush against him.
What the—? My internal question cut off as I realized what was

happening here: He was marking his territory. Which was crazy,
considering Mr. One-Word-Wonder had practically avoided me all week.
Besides, I was nobody’s territory. I didn’t get a chance to think about it for
too long, because Lord’s chest vibrated behind me. Did he just growl?



“Don’t you worry about my woman taking care of me. As a matter of
fact, don’t you worry about a goddamn thing when it comes to my woman.”

His woman?
Apparently Lord was a mortal man. A little competition, and I was back

in the game. But we’d be talking about this his woman thing later.



Elle stiffened, and I tightened my grip on her hip and kept her pinned to
me. A few seconds passed before she relaxed into my chest. Good. She’d
have to be completely clueless to not pick up the vibes Rix was throwing
down. He was here to scope her out and decide whether or not he wanted
her for himself. And the look on his face said he absolutely wanted her. I
couldn’t blame the guy. I’d been fighting it for days, and it was a losing
battle. Those dresses, that hair, those tits, that ass. Not to mention her crazy,
peppy personality. She was constantly upbeat, bringing life into the shop
that had never been there as long as I’d been running the place. I constantly
found myself fighting the urge to go hang out on the sales floor—which I
generally did several hours a day—but with Elle there, I didn’t think I could
handle the temptation. She was cutting through my restraint one thread at a
time. I’d been holding firm to my do not touch decision, even as my
willpower faded more every day. But that was before.

Watching Rix study her curves with an eye toward ownership flipped
every possessive switch I had. There was no way in fuck I’d let him swoop
in and take her because I’d never fucking see her again. Not because Rix
would break her or kill her, but because the motherfucker barely let another
man near the women he claimed. He owned them. There was no way in hell
I was letting him add Elle to his numbers.

“You sure she’s your woman? She didn’t sound so sure, Lord. In fact,
she looked pretty fucking surprised.”

I had no doubt she did. There wasn’t a damn thing I could do about that.
Fuck, I’d probably give the girl whiplash if she knew what was happening



right now. “If there’s any surprise on her face, it’s because she can feel the
giant hard-on she’s giving me just being pressed up against her.”

My words might have been crude, but they were also true. My dick had
sprung a life of its own the second her body had come into contact with
mine.

“Is that so?” Rix was laying down the challenge, and there was nothing
I wanted to do more than put his interest to rest once and for all. He wasn’t
buying the act, and I couldn’t let him leave while he had any doubt about
Elle being unavailable to him. My brain kicked into gear, but Elle was
quicker. She turned her head, and her body followed. She wrapped around
me like a vine, hand trailing up my chest and shoulder until it curved
around my neck. Her green eyes were sparkling with amusement as she
pulled my head down to her level. She was going for it.

Well fuck, if we were going to do this, we were gonna sell it. And I was
going to get the taste of her I’d been denying myself since the first time I’d
seen her. I reached down and cupped her ass with both hands and lifted her
onto the countertop next to the cash register.

Her sharp little inhale was one of the sexiest sounds I’d ever heard, and
she didn’t miss a beat. She gripped my shoulder with her other hand and
held on while I lowered my head to take that luscious mouth. The moment
my lips touched hers, I knew I’d made a big fucking mistake: one taste
would never be enough.

Her fingernails dug into the muscles of my shoulder as she opened for
me, and my tongue dove inside. Cinnamon and woman. That was Elle.
Spicy and sweet. I slid one hand up her back, burying it in her hair so I
could tilt her head for better access. My dick, which had already been hard,
pulsed against my zipper.

I’d never been so turned on by a fucking kiss.
Never.
I was so goddamn screwed.
But I didn’t stop. Couldn’t stop.
Elle gripped me tighter, and neither of us did anything but breathe in the

other until the sound of the door chime pierced our bubble.
My head jerked up, not sure who else was catching our show. But I saw

no one. Just an empty shop, and out the window, Rix climbed into a



blacked-out Caddy. I dropped my eyes to Elle; her pupils were huge, her
chest rising and falling on each breath.

“Is he gone—” she started to ask.
But fuck it, I needed another taste of her. I lowered my lips to hers again

and devoured.



Who the hell was this guy kissing the living daylights out of me? Was this
Lord—the silent, brooding guy who’d basically avoided me? I mean, I
knew I was the one who decided to make this a real show for that guy, Rix,
but now he was gone.

And yet Lord was still kissing me.
And it was the best kiss of my life. Hands down. Bar none. Without a

doubt.
It went on and on … until someone cleared a throat.
“Umm … you two might need to get a room.”
Mathieu.
Lord lifted his face again, and it was everything I could do not to drag

his lips back down to mine for a third round. With the kid as an audience.
Yep. I was officially shameless. I unlocked my hands from around his neck
and slid off the counter.

Which meant I slid along the front of Lord’s rock hard chest, chiseled
abs, and the huge bulge in his jeans. I forced myself to squeeze out from
between him and the counter.

It was either get away from him or grab on tight and beg him to take me
for a ride right out in the open in front of God and everyone.

I was making my subtle escape when Lord reached out and grabbed my
hand. I froze when his callused fingers wrapped around mine.

“You need something, Mathieu?”
The kid choked out a laugh. “Just came to grab my dinner.”



“No one’s stopping you. In fact, eat it out here. Elle and I need to have a
chat in the office.”

That choking laugh from Mathieu? It turned into an all-out chuckle. “Is
that what the old folks are calling it these days?”

“Zip it, kid.” Lord grabbed one of the takeout bags as we walked by,
and I glued my eyes to the floor. I didn’t need to see Mathieu’s grin to know
that my hair was a mess and my cheeks were probably bright red. Nope, I
could picture exactly how I looked. Instead, I focused on the heels of the
black motorcycle boots leading me toward the office.

Lord tugged me inside and shut the door before setting our dinner on the
desk. He nodded at the couch, and I took that as my cue to sit down.

“You have any idea what the hell just happened out there?”
“I kissed you.”
One side of his mouth quirked up before it dropped back in to a flat line.

“It was a hell of a lot more than that. I just marked you as mine.”
My hand lifted of its own accord to my mouth, wondering if he’d given

me a hickey.
Lord’s smile broke free again. “Not like that. I marked you in a way that

sent a very clear message to Rix that you belong to me, and if he knows
what’s good for him, and his continued ability to breathe, he’ll stay the fuck
away from you.”

Ummm … okay. I knew there’d been some male posturing going on out
there but…

“What does that even mean?” I asked.
“Men like Rix don’t operate in any kind of P.C. way. They see women

as something to be taken and owned. If someone doesn’t own you, then
you’re available. I just told him you’re not available.” Lord rubbed a hand
over his face. “And if he sees you do something that contradicts what I just
said—like you with another guy—you’re gonna be fucking us both over.”

“Guess it’s a good thing I don’t date then,” I said.
Lord’s eyes narrowed on me. “What the hell do you mean you don’t

date? You’ve been flirting your ass off for days. If that ain’t the move of a
woman looking for a date, then I don’t understand a goddamn thing about
women.”

I guess my flirting hadn’t gone unnoticed.



My lips tugged in a smile. “I’m sure you understand women just fine …
but I wasn’t looking for a date.”

That narrowed gaze? It turned to ice.
“Just looking for a quick fuck with the boss?”
His judgmental tone had me instantly on the defensive. I shot up from

my seat on the couch and paced the room as I unloaded my tirade. “Like
you haven’t been in my shoes before? So what if I’m just looking to take
care of myself? Because I’m female I have to want a relationship with my
sex? I can’t just have fun and call it a night? Since we’re going with full-
blown stereotypes, shouldn’t you be thrilled that I want that and nothing
more? Isn’t that every guy’s dream?”

I paused, spun, and headed the other direction, but a big body stepped
into my path. I threw my hands up to avoid having my face connect with his
throat. Even so, I was still close enough to catch a hint of his soap and
shaving cream.

Hell. Now I wanted to lick him—and then he spoke and all thoughts of
licking fell away.

“You think I should be glad you want a quick fuck? Have you even
thought about the kind of shit you’d be throwing down between my brother
and me? You’re his girl’s best friend, and I ain’t about to go there for a one-
night stand. You might not care, but I’ve got too much respect for them to
do that.”

He was so emphatic, it was clear this decision was not made on the spur
of the moment.

So much for checking him off my to-do list. I wasn’t playing coy when
I said I didn’t date. And let any man own a piece of me? Hell no. I thought
of my mother and my tyrant of a stepfather. She couldn’t make a move
without his approval, and there was no way in hell I’d ever put myself on
the path to ending up like that.



The muscle in my jaw ticked. I swore this woman knew exactly how to
push all my buttons and was doing it on purpose.

She wanted me—and God knew I fucking wanted her. I’d meant what
I’d said—I didn’t want to fuck things up for Con over a one-night stand.
He’d fought hard to get where he was with Vanessa, and they’d both been
through too much shit for me to want to cause problems there. And
apparently Elle was shutting down any other option—which was bullshit as
far as I was concerned. The idea of her moving on to another guy to get
what she wanted for one night was unacceptable. She was the kind of
woman a man was meant to savor, not rush through. Whatever reservations
she had about dating could be overcome.

Wait—was I really considering this?
I thought of her spicy sweet flavor and the way she’d wrapped herself

around me without a care for who was watching.
She was wild—uninhibited—and I wanted that wildness and lack of

inhibition in my bed. One night wouldn’t be enough.
If I was actually up for trying something real with Elle and not just

fucking and ducking, I didn’t think Con and Vanessa would be pissed. Yeah,
if things went sideways, it might be weird for a while, but we were adults.

I needed to make up my mind and construct my tactical plan. But first,
recon.

“You want me. Deny it.”
Elle’s eyes widened, as if she wasn’t expecting me to take the direct

route. Good. But she recovered from her shock just as quickly.



“I think I made that pretty clear.”
“And if I told you I was open to exploring shit between us—not just one

night, but something real—even though I knew it was a bad idea, you’d
shoot me down cold?”

“Why do I feel like this is a fucked up reenactment of a scene from
Pride and Prejudice? It’s like Darcy telling Elizabeth he likes her against
his better judgment. And guess what? She didn’t go for it, and neither am
I.”

“What the hell are you talking about, woman?”
Elle’s expression took on the same stubborn quality I’d seen when I’d

told her I wouldn’t hire her. “I’m sure you can figure it out yourself. Watch
the damn movie if you don’t want to read the book. If we’re done with this
conversation, I think I’ll be going.”

Elle took off toward the door, her heels clicking on my linoleum floor in
that sexy way that never failed to get my blood pumping south. Like
Pavlov’s fucking dog. But she wasn’t going anywhere.

I took two steps and blocked her. “You forget, you’ve got no wheels,
sweet thing.”

“Did you forget I’ve got two working legs, pawn star?”
“And you’re not walking out of this shop on them.”
Elle crossed her arms, and, for a moment, her tits distracted me from

what I was about to say.
“Because some scary guy decided he thinks I’m hot? What is he going

to do? Kidnap me? I don’t think so. And you know what else?” She
dropped her arms and poked her finger into my chest. “I’m really not
impressed with the fact that you only decided you wanted me because some
random guy showed interest.”

I glanced down to the finger jammed between my pecs and back up at
her face. Elle’s golden brown eyes practically shot fire with the annoyance
burning there. The feisty redhead temper was alive and well in her.

“You are so far off base with the shit you’re spouting right now, I barely
know where to start. So how about this? First, Rix is not just a random guy.
He’s the top dog of one of the most ruthless gangs in this city—and he eats
women like you for breakfast. You might be classier than his normal piece,
but it was pretty fucking clear he was digging the class even more than his
normal. If you think you can handle tangling with that, then you’ve lost



your mind. I’ll take you back to the Quarter and make sure you never set
foot on this side of town again before I’ll let him have a shot at you.”

“And second?” she snapped.
Fuck, I was going to kiss that sassy mouth as soon as I finished getting

out what I needed to say.
“And second, I didn’t keep kissing you after he walked out of this shop

for any reason other than you’re the sweetest fucking thing I’ve tasted in as
long as I can remember. He ain’t getting his hands on you because it would
mean I don’t have my hands on you—and that won’t work for me.”

Elle’s chin lifted. “I just told you how you could put your hands on me.
One night. None of this dating bullshit.”

A harsh noise came out of my throat, because the woman could be
infuriating. I’d never thrown out an offer like this and having it pitched
back in my face sucked ass. “Tell me why. What’s your hang up, woman? I
get that I’m fucked up in a helluva lot of ways, but I’m not a bad guy. I
don’t even deserve a shot?”

The ice in her expression melted a degree. “It’s not you—”
My laugh was gravelly. “Let me guess, it’s you?”
That ice? It was back, in spades. She pivoted for the door, but I moved

faster. I trapped her against it, a hand pressed to the wood on either side of
her fiery red hair.

“You’re going to tell me why before you leave this room.”
“You’re not a bad guy? Just the kind that traps women against their will

in a room they want to leave?”
I smiled. “Not women—just you.”
This time it was Elle who growled. She shoved against my chest, but I

was an immovable rock where she was concerned. I didn’t budge. “You’re a
caveman too, just like your brother, aren’t you? I’ve heard the stories. Is
this a genetic issue?”

I didn’t respond to her taunt. I was waiting her out. “Got all day. Take
your time.”

“Fine! Because there’s no way in hell I’d ever answer to a guy.
Therefore, relationships are out. And since I don’t want anything serious,
why date? Most guys are happy to have no-strings sex. It’s a bonus. You’re
the only whack job who won’t take the bait.”

“I don’t like hearing about you and other guys.”



“Get over it, pawn star, since I’ll be getting under one now that you’re
out of the question.”

My temper flared. “No fucking way. Shit just changed. You want to get
under someone, you’re getting under me.” My words were emphatic, and
not just because I wasn’t going to let Rix see her with another guy. She
wanted me. That was fucking clear, so there was no way she was going
elsewhere to get what she needed. Con and Vanessa would just have to
understand.

“Umm, that’s not your call. I can do whatever and whoever I want. And
this is a prime example of why I won’t be doing you. No one tells me what I
can or can’t do. I don’t check in. I don’t ask for permission. I don’t—”

“Have any common courtesy,” I interrupted her. “Because that’s what
this is about, right? You doing whatever you wanna do without considering
anyone else in the process?”

Her mouth snapped shut, and her eyes squeezed closed. “It’s not about
that,” she said quietly. “And don’t make me sound like a bitch just because I
don’t want someone telling me what to do every second of every day.”

That’s when the light bulb turned on. Whatever issue Elle had with
relationships wasn’t something simple. “What does that have to do with
dating?” My mind immediately went to some bastard who’d tried to control
her in the past. I fought the urge to demand a name.

“I’m done with this conversation. If you’ll get out of my way, I’ll call a
ride.”

I didn’t move. “You quittin’ on me, Elle?”
Her lips pressed into a flat line. “No. I’m not quitting. I’ll be back

tomorrow.”
I didn’t know what kept bringing her back, but there was something in

this shop she wanted more than she wanted me—that was for damn sure. So
I decided to lay down an ultimatum. “You leave right now, and you’re
fired.”

Elle’s mouth dropped open. “What! Because I won’t date you? You’re a
piece of work.”

“It’s called quid pro quo. Not to mention I’m protecting your ass by
standing between you and Rix.”

“You’re insane. Seriously crazy. I don’t get you.”



“You don’t have to. You aren’t from this world, you don’t understand
the consequences, and I’m not about to let you learn the hard way when I
can prevent it. On top of that—you’ve been trying to get my attention all
week. So now you’ve got it. You just happened to get it my way.”

Elle looked to the side, as though bored with the entire conversation, but
I recognized embarrassment when I saw it. She tried to cover it, but it still
came through loud and clear in the pink blush staining her cheeks.

“And now that we’ve finished stroking your ego, I think we’re done
here,” she said. Her words were quiet, and I didn’t like seeing her bold
sassiness muted.

I decided to throw myself out there too. Fuck, I hoped I knew what I
was doing. “I didn’t say I didn’t like you trying to get my attention. Do you
have any idea how hard I’ve been fighting to stay away from you? Jesus,
woman, you’re the sexiest fucking thing to set foot in this place. My dick
has become way too well-acquainted with my zipper—and a fuck ton more
acquainted with my hand since you started.”



I was glad I couldn’t see a mirror, because I was pretty sure my eyes were
bugging out of my head. Which was a great look when paired with my
burning cheeks.

But his bold declaration—and the thought of Lord getting himself off
while thinking about me—stripped away my embarrassment.

My nipples puckered against my thin bra, and I bet if I were to look
down, I’d see both headlights on high beams. My eyes dropped
unintentionally. And so did Lord’s.

That sexy smirk … it got sexier, if that were even possible.
“Seems that even if that sassy mouth of yours has a problem with me,

that hot-as-hell body doesn’t.”
I glared. Or tried to. Who knew if I was actually successful, considering

how distracted I was by the heat of his body. I found my voice.
“Unfortunately the sassy mouth and hot-as-hell body come in the same

package, and that package doesn’t date. And you can’t make me.” I sounded
like a little kid who didn’t want to eat her peas, and I wondered how long I
was going to be able to hold out against him. Good Lord—pun totally
intended—the man’s intensity was searing. This was a prime reason why he
was the absolute worst person to break the dating rule with. He wouldn’t
just be demanding—he’d want everything. And I didn’t have it in me to
give. So we were at an impasse.

“I’m taking you out. You’ll get over it.”
I opened my mouth to deliver a resounding no way in hell, but banging

on the other side of the door had me snapping it shut.



“What, Mathieu?” Lord called.
“You nekkid?” Mathieu asked.
“Fucking kid,” Lord breathed, sidestepping us both away from the door

and releasing me. “Come on in.”
Mathieu pushed it open, and in one hand he was holding a bottle of

wine and, in the other, a small, square piece of paper.
Lord grabbed both the bottle and the paper.
“Mother. Fucker,” Lord growled, reading whatever it said.
I got a look at the label. Dom Perignon. A shiver of disgust worked

through me. That was what I’d drunk one night over eight years ago and
gotten so obliterated I could’ve killed someone and not even remembered it.
The last night I’d had a drop of alcohol.

Keep it away. Keep it far, far away.
Lord walked over to me and held out the bottle. I made no move to take

it. Mathieu must have sensed the impending explosion because he backed
out of the room and closed the door.

“You see this? This is not how Rix usually operates. This is what he
breaks out for a classy broad. Not even fifteen minutes, and he’s trying to
stake his claim. It’s an insult to me, because he’s saying loud and clear
either he doesn’t believe you’re really taken, or he thinks you’re worth
going head-to-head with me to win.”

“It—it’s not like I asked for it,” I stuttered. “I don’t—”
“Doesn’t matter. He’s thrown down. He’s watching. Waiting. And that’s

just too fucking bad.”
I’d lost complete control of the situation—that was clear. I’d just

wanted to work at Chains to find something precious to me on the long shot
that someone might pawn or sell it here. That’s it. That’s all. The sexy
scenery provided by Lord’s presence—and the potential for a wild night
with him—had been a bonus. I certainly wasn’t looking to become the prize
in some street throw down that I couldn’t even begin to understand. This
was bad. Very bad. My eyes darted to the bottle of Dom. I didn’t use booze
to calm the shitstorms in my life anymore, and I wasn’t about to start again
over something I didn’t even truly understand.

“I’m really going home now,” I said, reaching for the door handle.
Lord studied me. “You looking to run away, Elle? I can’t promise I’m

not gonna chase.”



“Seriously? Who are you? Did you have a personality transplant?” I
turned my back on him and began rambling to myself. “The man barely
speaks to me and now he’s saying he’s going to chase me? Oh, and he
wants to date me? Seriously? And now some gangster is sending Dom? I
need to go home. I need a weekend and a do-over.” I closed my fingers over
the doorknob and twisted, but a big hand on my elbow stopped me from
pulling it open.

It took every ounce of my willpower to not look over my shoulder or
down at the hand on my arm.

Lord’s voice was low. “This isn’t me having a personality transplant.
This is about me protecting you from someone you don’t even have the
good sense to be afraid of and going after what I want. If you weren’t so
fucking sexy and sweet and quirky, maybe both Rix and I would have a shot
at resisting you.”

I felt my resolve start to crumble. I was going to be in so much trouble.
I had my rules for a reason. And it was clear that if I gave in to Lord, I’d
lose the independence I was so fiercely protective of. I couldn’t sacrifice
that piece of myself. I didn’t trust him—or anyone—enough to give them
that kind of chance. But how was I supposed to fight this? I wanted him.

“I’m calling a time out,” I said.
“This is the game of life, sweet thing. No time outs until you’re done

breathin’.” And with that, he spun me and tugged my body against his. My
hands pressed flat against rock hard slabs of muscle. “And besides, a time
out means I don’t get to kiss you, and I haven’t done nearly enough of that
yet.”

Lord slowly slid his hand up my arm, as if waiting for me to bolt, but
instead I stood mesmerized by him. His words. His touch. His blazingly
blue eyes. He skimmed his thumb up my throat, and tilted my chin even
higher as he bent toward me. I closed my eyes just as his lips brushed mine.
Light, lazy touches. And then, in an instant, he cradled my jaw and … took.
There was no other word for it. His tongue delved inside my mouth, dueling
with mine, drawing me into the kiss against my better judgment. I knew I
should be backing away, but I was rushing forward. I didn’t remember
moving them, but my hands were gripping his shirt, clutching at him to
keep him close.

This is bad, I told myself. But it’s so damn good.



Lord finally pulled away, steadying me, his hand lowering to my hip as
I fell forward into him.

“Whoa. You okay?”
I didn’t know what I was, but I strongly suspected I wasn’t okay. In fact,

I strongly suspected I might have just left okay behind and headed straight
into this man is more dangerous than the one he’s set on protecting me from
territory.

I nodded anyway. “I’m fine.” Because I was always fine. Even when I
wasn’t.

“We’ll eat our supper, and then I’ll run you home. You can take your
weekend and figure out whether you can handle what’s going on here.”

“And if I decide I can’t? Then what? It’s done?”
Lord’s dark gaze grew sharp. “Then I get to change your mind. Clothes

optional.”
I shoved at his chest. “You’re such a guy.”
He grabbed his crotch. “And thank God for that.”
“Classy, Lord. Real classy.”
His smile was wide and the most open I’d ever seen it. “You’re the

classy one here. We both know that. Now sit. I’ll get your food.” I had no
idea how we’d gone from stand-off to laughing, but here we were. I’d been
wound up, ready to run, and now I was sitting down and reaching for my
po’ boy. It was like the man had defused a bomb and lived to tell about it.

What the hell was I going to do now?
That was a question for which I had no answer, so I just sat, and we ate

in surprisingly companionable silence while I ignored the Dom on the desk.
When we’d finished, we headed back out into the shop … smack dab

into the cops.



It’d been a lot of years since I’d been in handcuffs, and the way Hennessy
was studying me told me I was narrowly avoiding being in them right now.

“When? And how?” I demanded.
“Two rounds to the back. Brianna Sanchez’s time of death is estimated

to be approximately one o’clock this morning. Her body was found by
sanitation department workers two blocks off Bourbon around seven A.M.”

“Holy shit. Bree?” Mathieu breathed. “No fucking way. She was just
here on Saturday.”

Hennessy glanced to Mathieu and looked back to me. “And I
understand from her mother that you fired her on Saturday. Accused her of
stealing?”

That look he was giving me? That was the ‘did you fucking kill her, you
motherfucker’ look. Except because Hennessy was a good detective, he
didn’t actually have to say it out loud to let me know he was thinking it.

“You here to take me in?” I asked. I wasn’t beating around the bush on
this one. If he wanted me to come to the station to be questioned, then he
could take me in. “Because if you are, I’ll be calling my lawyer.”

“You got something to hide, Lord? Is that why you need a lawyer?”
Typical cop. Always assuming that someone who wanted a lawyer was

guilty instead of smart. “Just protecting myself.”
“The crazy girl with the bad extensions? The one who used to work

here? She’s dead?” All the color had drained out of Elle’s face.
Hennessy’s attention cut to her. “Yes. And you are?”
“Elle Snyder.”



“Are you a customer or an employee?” he asked.
“Umm … I started this week.”
Hennessy’s eyebrow went up as he looked at me. “And you knew Ms.

Sanchez?”
“I didn’t know her … I just … saw her that one day when she decided to

pretend she was a rock star and smash a guitar.”
I cut in. “Back off, Hennessy. Elle didn’t even know her. They barely

crossed paths while I was firing Bree.”
He held up both hands. “I’m just trying to get all the facts, Lord. No

need to get defensive.”
“Where off Bourbon did they find her? Like which end?” Elle asked,

drawing the attention back to her.
Hennessy told her, and she reached a hand out to steady herself on the

glass case behind her.
I could’ve muzzled her when she said, “Oh. Wow. That’s only a couple

blocks from my place.”
Hennessy’s interest in Elle jumped about twenty notches. “Where were

you at one o’clock this morning?”
Oh fuck no. “Elle, don’t say a damn thing. If Hennessy wants answers

out of you, he’ll get them through your lawyer.”
“I don’t have a lawyer anymore.”
It was the anymore part that caught my attention—and Hennessy’s.

“Did you need a lawyer before, Ms. Snyder?”
Elle’s face grew even paler, and she lifted a hand to smooth her hair. It

was a nervous tell if I’d ever seen one. “No—I mean… No.” Finally, she
shook her head and seemed to snap out of it. “I just never really thought of
where I live as being that dangerous. Sure, pickpockets and purse-snatchers.
Maybe a drunken fistfight occasionally. But murder? What the hell?”

Considering I’d been a pickpocket, a purse-snatcher, and a drunken fist-
fighter, I tried not to wince. But going from that to murder was big leap.

“You find the murder weapon?” That’s the reason Hennessy usually
stopped in here—not to question me, but to see if we’d gotten any guns in
that might match cold cases or ongoing investigations. My range in the
basement was set up for basic firearms identification. Nothing like what the
cops had, but I gave it my amateur best. It was the whole reason Con had
bought Chains in the first place and asked me to run it—to try to find the



gun that had been used in the murder of his adoptive parents. We’d found it
—against all odds. So what were the odds that we’d find the one that had
killed Bree? My heart squeezed at the thought. Why the fuck did death keep
touching us? Couldn’t it keep its dark and destructive fingers out of our
fucking lives until we were all old and gray? We didn’t survive a war and
expect to come home to more violence.

“No murder weapon was found at the scene. No casings either. So it was
either a revolver or someone policed their brass.”

“Caliber? What do I need to be looking for?”
Hennessy didn’t answer right away, and it hit me that this time he might

not share any information.
“Look, if I had killed her, would I offer to help you find the fucking

gun?”
The tilt of Hennessy’s head pissed me off even more. “Wouldn’t you,

though? You’ve helped with every other case when I’ve asked. If you
refused to help on this one, wouldn’t that just look suspicious as all hell,
Lord?”

“Fuck you, Hennessy. I didn’t have jack shit to do with it, and if you
were any kind of detective at all, you’d already know that.”

He shrugged. “How about you just keep turning over rounds from every
gun you get in the door.”

“Fine. Whatever you want. You’ve got everything we had up until
today. I took one more in on pawn this afternoon. I’ll test fire it in the
morning and you can pick up the bullet and casing whenever you get
around to it. I know NOLA’s finest are keeping busy schedules these days.”

“You do that. I’ll be back tomorrow.” He tipped his head to Elle. “A
pleasure, Ms. Snyder.”

Elle’s muttered I’m sure it was all yours under her breath was the only
thing that could have possibly made me smile.

I led Elle across the alley to the warehouse where the ’Cuda was parked,
my protective instincts rising and my brain spinning.

Fuck.
What the hell had Bree gotten herself into?



Yes, she’d stolen from me, but I sure hadn’t wanted her dead. And two
shots in the back? Jesus.

No one deserved that. I couldn’t help but wonder if she’d still be
breathing if I hadn’t fired her. Had she been in the Quarter at a new job?
Why hadn’t I asked for more details?

Oh yeah, that’s right—because he was looking at me like a suspect and
not a guy who’d helped him close more than a few cases because of the
guns I’d bought and tested. No, I hadn’t been doing it out of the goodness
of my heart before, but I could’ve stopped any time after we’d closed out
Con’s case. And it looked like my assistance might be drawing to a close if
Hennessy really thought I had jack shit to do with this. Yeah, I had a
watered-down motive, but there was no way in hell I’d ever go after a
woman.

I unlocked the door and deactivated the alarm, and Elle followed me
inside. It was a routine we’d established over the last week; I’d gotten used
to seeing her in the front seat of my ’Cuda. And now that I’d had a taste of
her spicy sweetness, I should’ve been thinking about how I was going to
convince her to take a chance with me and how I was going to make sure I
had Con and Vanessa’s blessing.

But everything was now overshadowed by the ugliness of death. I didn’t
like where my thoughts were going, so I revved the engine and peeled out.
Elle scrambled for her seatbelt, but I kept my eyes on the road. She wasn’t
going to like what I had to say, but I would do whatever was necessary to
protect her.

I bided my time, the entire ride passing in silence before I parked in
front of Dirty Dog. I gripped the steering wheel with both hands, and she
tentatively reached for the door handle.

“Well, I guess I’ll see you—”
“You’re fired, Elle.”
She swiveled around to face me. “What? Are you serious?”
I cut my eyes to her. “Yes. You’re done. Don’t come back. It was a bad

idea to begin with, and it’s an even worse idea now.”
She crossed her arms, and lifted her chin. “Because of the date or Rix or

Bree?”
I squeezed the steering wheel with my left hand until my knuckles

turned white.



“Take a guess.”
“And if I keep showing up?”
I released my grip and turned toward her. “What is your goddamn

obsession with working there?”
Her lips flattened and a deep V formed between her brows.
“I’ve got my reasons.”
“Then how about you share them with me so I understand what they

are?”
“You wouldn’t understand.”
“There’s a whole lot of shit I don’t understand, but if you don’t tell me,

I can’t even try.”
Elle shoved open the door to the ’Cuda, grabbed her purse from the

floor, and climbed out. Instead of a response, I got a slammed door.
“Oh hell no,” I said to my empty car. “She is not walking away like that.

No goddamn way.”
Within seconds, I was following her through a door on the side of the

building housing Dirty Dog.
When I got inside the small lobby space, she was unlocking a metal gate

that led to a set of stairs.
“Wouldn’t have expected someone as determined as you are to run.”
She threw a pissed-off-woman look over her shoulder. “I’m not running.

I’m regrouping before I give in to the urge to scratch your pretty car.”
I lifted my hands in a gesture of surrender. “No need to threaten the car,

Elle. That’s uncalled for.”
She yanked the gate open and slipped behind it, fully intending to slam

it shut before I could get to her. Elle kept underestimating me, and that was
totally fine.

I grabbed the wrought iron and tugged it from her grip.
“What are you doing? You got me here, so just go,” she ordered.
“Not until you tell me why you’re so dead set on working in my

pawnshop.”
Elle ignored me and stalked up the stairs.
I kept following.
Finally, over her shoulder, she tossed, “None of your damn business.”
“It’s my pawnshop, so it sure as hell is my business. And you’re not

setting foot in it again unless you give me a good reason.”



She reached the door to what I assumed was her apartment and jammed
her key in the lock. She wasn’t even attempting to keep me out anymore.
Probably because she was too busy cursing me out under her breath.

“And people say I’m stubborn? He’s ridiculous. I’m fired, and then he’s
after me for a reason why I shouldn’t be? Seriously? Arrogant asshat,” she
muttered.

I trailed her into her apartment, shocked to realize I was smiling. What
was it about this woman and her ability to make me smile in almost any
situation?

Elle’s apartment was not what I expected. There was nothing pink or
frilly or girly in sight. It was bare. No pictures. No knickknacks. None of
the stuff I would’ve expected from her.

“Did you just move in?”
Elle whipped around to look at me. “Until you unfire me, I think you’re

going to find that my answers to your questions will be given solely in four
letter words.”

The sass from this woman hit all my buttons exactly the right way.
“Come on, Elle.”

Her hands landed on her hips, and the pose did nothing but push her tits
out. “Am I still fired?”

“Yes—until you give me a reason that would make me think keeping
you around would be worth the risk to you.”

She spun and headed for the kitchen. The apartment, while bare, wasn’t
small. Just the portion I could see had to be over a thousand square feet.
Mostly open, clearly renovated in the last decade if the polished, wide-
planked wood floors, granite countertops, and stainless steel appliances
were any indication. I thought of my small house about a half-mile away
from Chains. It was new, post-Katrina, and sat up high, with a white,
covered front porch, blue siding, and clean white trim. It was the first place
I’d lived that had ever been my own. It was nothing compared to the thick
molding and modern furniture in this place. But at least my house looked
like it had some life to it.

Elle returned with two bottles of water. For some reason, I’d expected
booze, but she’d surprised me once again. Her expression gave nothing
away. She held out the bottle, and I took it. It was fancy—a glass cylinder



that probably cost more than a pack of smokes or a lot of the liquor I’d
drunk in my day.

I raised an eyebrow. “I can drink tap water.”
“Then help yourself. This is all I’m getting for you.”
She stood, arms crossed, her bottle clutched in one hand.
“What’s your deal with Chains, Elle?”
No response.
“I’m not leaving until you tell me.”
She shook her head. “You barely speak for a week, and now I can’t get

you to stop.”
I took two steps toward her and set the bottle on the counter. “And you

don’t stop chattering for a week, and now I can hardly get a word out of
you.” Her eyes dropped to the ground, which just gave me another clue that
whatever she was hiding, I wanted to know. My gut told me my curiosity
was warranted, and listening to my gut had saved my ass more than once.

“Look at me.”
She didn’t.
“Elle, look at me,” I repeated. “I ain’t leaving until you spill.”
Her eyes darted up. “Why do you care?”
“Because I let it go for a week, and I can’t let it go any longer.”
She squeezed her lids shut for a beat and turned away from me to start

pacing the room. It was another of her tells.
“Fine. You win. I’ll tell you if you really want to know.”
At my nod, she continued.
“Vanessa told me about the gun you found. The one that Con was

looking for. That it came in on pawn and you identified it as the murder
weapon.”

She’s looking for a gun? That was the last thing I’d expected to hear.
But Elle continued, laying my question to rest. “Well, I’m looking for

something too. Something my mother gave away that belonged to me. I
know it’s ridiculous and a long shot, but I thought maybe I’d hang out for a
while at Chains and see if it ever came in.” She laughed, but there wasn’t a
trace of humor in the sound. “I mean, it’ll probably never show up, but
Chains has a reputation as being the place to sell expensive stuff—which
this would be. Add on the fact that I needed a new job, and this one had the



dual purpose of not only pissing off my mother and stepfather, but giving
me a small chance of finding what I’m looking for.”

“What is it?”
Silence hung between us before she replied, “My daddy’s watch. An

antique Patek Philippe, engraved with To T.S. with love on the back. It was a
gift from my great-grandmother to my great-grandfather and was handed
down through the family. It would’ve gone to a son if my dad had had one,
but he didn’t; he just had me. It was the only thing of his my mother held on
to after he died. She got rid of every other damn thing. Every time I asked
about it, she put me off, telling me she didn’t have time to get it out of the
safe deposit box  … and then I found out last week she gave it to my
stepbrother for his 25th birthday, and the dumb fuck sold it to buy an eight-
ball of coke to celebrate.” Elle hugged her arms around her body. “I ripped
him a new one, and the only thing he’d tell me was it was long gone. He
doesn’t even remember which pawnshop he took it to because he was so
fucked up at the time. So feel free to laugh at my ridiculous reason, but
there it is.”

Her reason might seem ridiculous to her, but if I’d had a father who’d
given a shit about me, I would’ve held on to everything of his. And
knowing it was the only thing left and then losing it … her determination
made sense. The part about pissing off her ma and stepdad also started to
make sense.

“You’re unfired.”
Elle’s eyes snapped to mine. “Are you serious? You actually believe

me?”
Her question struck me as strange. “Why wouldn’t I believe you?”
“Because it’s insane. A crazy long shot.”
“And Con bought the place because of a crazy long shot. Chains might

as well have some voodoo magic sprinkled on its doorstep, because
apparently it specializes in delivering on crazy long shots. Besides,” I
paused, “if you’re there, I won’t have to waste my time worrying about Rix
tracking you down or getting a visit from Hennessy saying something
happened to you. This is just as much for my peace of mind as it is for
you.”



“And it has nothing to do with the fact that if I stay you’re pretty sure
I’m going to cave and agree to your proposition?”

A laugh broke free from my throat. “When it comes to you, I’m not
counting on anything. You’re one curveball after another.”

Her lips twitched into a ghost of a smile. “Good. Maybe it’ll make you
less cocky.”

It wouldn’t, but she had finally unwound, and I wasn’t about to get her
all pissed off at me again. I studied her for a beat and glanced at the clock,
deciding that retreating was the best choice at the moment. “I better get
going. I’ll see you on Tuesday morning. If you see anything or hear
anything that rubs you the wrong way—or if you catch sight of Rix—you
call me. Don’t think twice, just call.”

“Okay. I guess I’ll see you Tuesday then.”
I reached out with both hands and wrapped them around her hips before

pulling her close. “I’m not leaving without another taste of you,” I said,
lowering my lips to hers.

Elle’s hands landed on my chest, pulling me closer, and there was no
hesitation when her mouth met mine. I palmed her lush ass with one hand,
buried the other in her hair, and kissed the ever-loving hell out of her—
because who knew if it would be my last opportunity. She could easily
decide over the weekend that what I’d put on the table wasn’t worth it,
especially with the risk involved. It took everything I had to pull away.

I steadied her and strode for the door.
“Text or call me if you see anything that makes you worry. I don’t care

what it is.”
“Okay,” she whispered, bringing a hand to her mouth.
“Tuesday, Elle. We’re going to figure shit out on Tuesday.”



I bobbed and weaved, ducking the right hook coming my way.
“Tell me you’re fucking with me,” Con grunted as I landed a punch to

his ribs.
“Not fucking with you,” I said, keeping my voice low and shaking off

the sweat that threatened to drip into my eyes from beneath my headgear.
“I’m serious, man. I need you to be cool with this.”

He came at me again. Fuck, Con hit harder than he normally did during
our sparring “demonstration” sessions. Probably because I’d just laid it out:
I wanted Elle. I was going to have her. I just wanted to make sure Con had a
heads-up.

“You think Van’s gonna be cool with you fucking her best friend?”
“I’m not fucking her—at least not yet. Wouldn’t do that without your

blessing.”
Just the thought of how good it would be when I finally did had my dick

jumping in my shorts. Not the time or place, buddy. The moment of
distraction was all it took for Con to land a shot to my jaw. My head flew
sideways, and I stumbled back into the ropes.

“That’s what you want? My blessing?” He was breathing hard, and I
couldn’t tell if it was rage or adrenaline spurring him on. His hands were
raised, but he didn’t strike again.

“Yeah. Your blessing. I respect what you’ve got with Van too much to
cause you problems by screwing around with her best friend. Wouldn’t do
that behind your back.”

Con dropped his hands for a beat, so I followed suit.



It was a mistake.
Quicker than I could react, his glove flashed upward and connected with

my chin.
My head snapped back, and I bounced off the ropes again.
Raising my hands, I settled back into my defensive stance as I

recovered.
“And that’s why you don’t drop your hands, boys¸” Con yelled to the

kids on the far side of the ring. “There’s always someone looking to take
advantage of your weak spot. So don’t have one.”

“You need to go another round to settle this shit?” Reggie’s rough voice
asked from the corner of the ring. “Or can I get some of the kids in there so
they can work on their skills?” Our head trainer wasn’t impressed with our
demonstration.

I looked to Con.
He shook his head. “We’re good.” His eyes flicked back to me. “But

this definitely needs discussing over a beer when we’re done here.”



Having two days in row with absolutely no plans seemed like an invitation
for trouble to me, so I popped down to Dirty Dog on Sunday afternoon to
see if Yve, the shop manager, could put me to work.

“Go get us some coffee, and then we’ll talk,” was her response. I’d done
as I was told and crossed the street to hit the corner coffee shop. Returning
with two steaming cups of her favorite chicory coffee, I’d set one on the
counter and made myself useful, untangling a giant knot of vintage jewelry
Yve had gotten at an estate sale for dirt cheap.

“What did this person do? Try to fuck this up beyond belief? Jeez.” The
intricate tangle of chains took my mind off the night before.

“No idea, but see that pink pendant dangling there? It was too good to
pass up, even though it’s going to be a nightmare to get to it.”

“I hope you’re right.” It was a cool looking piece of vintage costume
jewelry, but I wasn’t sold on it being worth this giant pain in the ass.

“So, how’s Con’s brother treating you at the pawnshop?”
“Fine,” I mumbled, running into yet another snarl.
“You just can’t get enough of selling other people’s old shit, I guess,”

Yve said, leaning against the counter and staring at the ball of jewelry.
“I guess you could say that.”
“You know it’s a long shot, right? Finding what you’re looking for?”
Yve was one of the few people who knew about my recent and

obsessive search for the watch Dipshit had sold. She’d checked with dozens
of her contacts to see if it had shown up in their recent buys, but she’d
struck out so far.



“I know … but that place seems to have some luck, and it’s not like I
could work here forever. How many times did you threaten to fire me?”

“Only because you’re a pain in my ass when it comes to rearranging all
my favorite displays. If you’d just leave my shit the way I like it, we
wouldn’t have a problem.”

I looked up from my task. “Awe, I love you, too, Yvie.”
“Don’t call me that,” Yve snapped. It was not her normal teasing tone; it

was the harsh, serious one I didn’t hear out of her very often. And then I
remembered. Shit.

“Sorry. I didn’t—”
“Don’t worry about it.”
We had enough issues between us to keep a dozen shrinks busy for a

lifetime.
“If you still really need my help, I could talk to Lord about working

only part-time at Chains,” I offered, feeling like I’d left Yve in a lurch.
She shook her head and used a pen to stab through the tape of another

box of stuff from the estate sale. “It’s fine. I actually just hired a new kid.
He’s cute as can be. Total hipster. Even his car is hipster-chic. A Karmann
Ghia. I gotta figure the kid comes from money because most broke-ass
college kids aren’t rolling up in a mint condition ’50s Volkswagen. So at
least I know he won’t be stealing from me.”

Yve’s mention of stealing reminded me of Bree. “You heard about the
girl they found? Just around the corner?”

The triumphant look on her face about finding a new ace employee died
abruptly. “Yeah. I heard. Damn shame. Reminds you that no place is safe in
this city. Makes me glad that you talked me into carrying.”

“I met her,” I blurted.
Yve’s eyes snapped up to mine. “Where the hell did you meet her?”
“She worked at Chains. She got fired, and that was part of the reason I

got hired.”
“Convenient. Fucked up, but convenient.”
I tugged at another knot. “I guess. But still. Crazy, right?”
Yve yanked the cardboard flaps of the box open. One edge of the tape

still held them together, and she jabbed the pen through it like she was
stabbing a body.

Morbid, Elle. Really effing morbid.



“Let’s talk about something else,” she gritted when she finally got the
box open.

My mind scattered, trying to come up with another topic. Before I’d
settled on one, my phone buzzed from its place on the counter. A text.

Lord? I wondered.
I grabbed it, nervous energy thrumming through me—until I saw the

screen said Mother. She was lucky it didn’t say Queen Bitch of the Bottle.
The text was succinct: I expect you at Sunday dinner.
The day my mother learned to text was not a good one. Before, she’d

just call, and I could ignore it and not listen to the voicemail. But with her
damn texts, I couldn’t avoid reading whatever normally angry message she
sent. I’m sure that was part of her plan.

I thought about replying, but didn’t. Apparently she knew what I was
thinking without me tapping in out on the screen.

He’s out of town. You have no excuse not to be on time.
The he in question was my stepfather.
I never went to the house if I knew he was going to be there. Everything

about the man rubbed me the wrong way. From the way he cut my mother
down to the way she hit the bottle even harder when he was around, and
then there was the way he still tried to control me, even after I’d made it
perfectly clear I was outside of his influence. Just knowing how much he
disapproved of my “disgracefully ambitionless lifestyle” made me more
determined to piss him off.

“You gonna stare at your phone or finish untangling that jewelry?” Yve
drawled, picking up the ball of chain.

I flipped my phone over on the counter and met her eyes. “Hand me that
clusterfuck. At least that’s one thing I can attack and destroy.”

Dinner was just as miserable as I’d expected it to be. Miserable, as in, if my
stepbrother, DJ, made one more not-even-trying-to-pretend-not-to-be-a-dick
comment, I was going to use my butter knife to commit murder. He opened
his mouth, and I mentally promised myself he’d never make it to his
twenty-sixth birthday without at least losing a limb.



Being in my mother and stepfather’s home made me stabby—and that
was putting it nicely. But considering the alternative was to take a cue from
my mother, grab a bottle, and find the bottom as quickly as possible, I’d
take the slightly homicidal tendencies.

My mother had married Denton obscenely fast after my father had
passed away. Why? Because she’d gone from being a high society wife to
dead broke in the time span of a heart attack. No death of a loved one could
be well timed, but my father’s was particularly bad. He traded stocks
heavily, on margin, which could be great if you knew what you were doing,
but if you happened to die just before the stock market tanked and the
margin calls came in and no one knew how to respond, it was the set up for
a perfect storm. It took me years to understand how millions could
disappear so fast. With no one responding to the margin calls, his broker
started selling off the stocks in his account to increase the equity … but my
dad had favored tech stocks, and they were all in the toilet. It quickly
became a vicious cycle: stock was sold at a loss, the proceeds didn’t cover
the margin call, and so the broker kept selling.

If my dad had been alive, he would’ve just thrown more cash in the
account to stop the hemorrhaging. That would’ve at least given the
investments a chance to bounce back … but once they were sold, there was
no way to recover.

Within weeks, my mother went from being a wealthy widow to unable
to make the mortgage payment without asking for loans from friends. The
only money that could have been helpful was what my father had left to me
—but it was trapped by the terms of a trust until I was twenty-one, and my
mother had no way to circumvent the ironclad restrictions to give her free
access.

And then she met Denton. Two months. It’d been eight weeks since my
father had passed away, and she’d had a ring on her finger and a healthy
new bank account.

I’d wanted to vomit at how quickly she’d moved on, but I guess
desperation made people do things they’d never expect. Denton had been
her way out of a situation she hadn’t been equipped to deal with. Part of me
felt guilty that maybe the money in my trust fund could have saved her, but
there’d been nothing I could do. It’d kept me in college, and that was about
it.



“You know, Elle, I’m sure I could put a good word in for you at the
firm. Maybe they’d take you on as a file clerk,” DJ said, standing and
crossing the room to refill his tumbler with his daddy’s booze. My
stepbrother was only dumb when it came to common sense and controlling
his drug habit. Because apparently you could do coke and still remain
gainfully employed as a smarmy lawyer. He’d been licensed for all of a few
months, and yet from the way he talked, you’d think the dick had his name
on the building or something. Oh wait—he did. Except the Fredericks on
the building belonged to Denton Sr., not little DJ. And that good word he
could put in for me? I’d rather he choke on it. The day I put myself under
Denton’s control was the day I turned in my self-respect—because the man
sure as hell didn’t respect anyone but himself.

“Not necessary. I’m quite happy where I am.”
“Working a street corner might be the oldest profession, but that doesn’t

mean it’s a real profession, Eleanor.”
He called me by my full name and called me a whore in one sentence.

Does that earn you bonus points, asshole?
“Actually, I’m fucking for free these days, Denty Junior. I’m working at

a pawnshop though. Maybe it’s one you’ve heard of, since you’ve been
frequenting them to pay for your coke habit? I hope Mother Dearest has the
silver locked up, or we’ll be eating with our fingers soon, won’t we?”

DJ bared his teeth, and my mother lifted her head and stared. “A
pawnshop? Really, Eleanor? It’s time to grow up and do something with
your life.”

Like she was?
I didn’t reply, just stabbed into my poached salmon.
The table went blissfully silent for a moment—until DJ opened his

mouth again.
“Yeah, Eleanor, aren’t you a little old—”
I cut him off. “Aren’t you a little old to still be living at home, DJ? How

about you worry about you, and I’ll worry about me.”
“Enough,” Mother snapped, reaching for the bottle of wine near her

glass. “We’re going to enjoy this meal without any further bickering from
you two.”

Enjoy the meal? That was a joke.



I was only here because of good old Catholic guilt that I’d had a hand in
my mother marrying an asshole and becoming a raging alcoholic. And even
so, she was still my mother.

One night, I can get through this, I told myself. And then I heard his
voice.

“Yes, listen to Virginia. Even I’ve had enough of your bickering, and
I’ve been in the room for all of ten seconds.” Denton stepped toward the
table, his hands wrapping around the back of my mother’s chair. He
overshadowed her in every way.

His cutting tone sent fingers of fury trailing down my spine.
I had to get out of here before I let him get to me. I turned to my mother.

She was staring at the bottom of her glass, and any animation on her face
from only moments ago was completely dead.

I wondered if she’d known he was coming home and the whole “out of
town” line had been bullshit. More likely, he told her what he wanted her to
know and came back early to surprise her in some twisted game of control.
I lowered my fork and fished my phone out of my pocket. I couldn’t stay
here. I officially needed a rescue.

My fingers flew across the screen, tapping out a text, only stumbling
when Denton’s cutting tone jarred my concentration.

“Really, Eleanor. One would think you could manage to put your phone
away for one dinner. We’ll have to start confiscating them at the door.”

Which he’d probably try. But I was one person who wouldn’t bend to
his whims. It infuriated him, and I reveled in it.

“Dad, you’ll never guess where Elle is working these days.”
Denton’s eyes landed on me, piercing and hard. “You’ve moved on from

that little trashy tourist trap?”
I bristled at his description of Dirty Dog, but said nothing. One

would’ve thought that DJ would have kept his mouth shut because the
whole reason I was at the pawnshop was due to his drug habit, but I could
take a picture of him snorting coke and show it to Denton, and it wouldn’t
matter. Denton was the epitome of a parent who raised a piece of shit kid,
knew it, and did nothing about it as long as his kid didn’t embarrass him
publicly and bowed to his dictates in all things. Other than that, DJ could
run amok and still indefinitely ride the gravy train.

I met my stepfather’s cold stare. “Yes.”



“And where are you working now?”
The question was a dare.
“A pawnshop.” I kept my answers short. I wasn’t giving him anything

more.
His face twisted into a mask of disgust. “Of all the stupid and rebellious

jobs you’ve had, this is by far the least acceptable. You will quit
immediately. Report to the firm tomorrow morning at eight o’clock, and I’ll
find a use for you.”

This wasn’t the first time I’d gotten an order like that.
“I already told her she could be a file clerk,” DJ offered.
Denton didn’t even look at him. “Shut up. When I want to hear you

speak, I’ll ask you to.” His eyes bore into me. “Do you understand me,
Eleanor?”

“I understand you perfectly, and there’s no fucking way it’s going to
happen. You can take your use for me and shove it up—”

“Eleanor—” my mother interrupted.
“Virginia.”
He only had to say her name—that was all it took to have her shrinking

into her chair.
I stood and tossed my napkin onto my plate. “I think I’ll take a rain

check on dessert. I just remembered something I need to do.”
“I’m not finished speaking with you, Eleanor.”
“Well it’s a good thing one of us knows when a conversation is

pointless.”
“If this gets out, and you embarrass this family, the consequences will

not be pleasant for you. And if I don’t hear from HR on Monday that
you’ve contacted them for a job, those consequences will be even less
pleasant.”

There was nothing he could hold over me—and no way in hell would I
be contacting his firm for a damn job.

I gave him my politest go fuck yourself smile and turned on my heel and
walked out.



“You boys need anything else, you just let me know,” our waitress said as
she set frosted mugs of Abita down in front of me and Con. The dimly lit
bar was surprisingly busy for a Sunday night. The crack of pool balls and
shouts sounded from across the room. Con studied me and picked up his
beer.

“You gonna say something?” I asked.
This was a position that neither of us had been in before. We’d spent the

last decade or so counting on each other, but never before had I asked my
little brother for his blessing.

Con lifted his beer and swigged. “Fuck, that’s good.”
I did the same.
After I set my mug back on the table, I shifted my jaw from side to side.
“Shouldn’t have dropped your hands,” Con commented, with a lifted

eyebrow.
“True. But you’re a tricky fucker, and you would’ve found a way to get

a shot in.”
He shrugged. “So, tell me how the hell you got hung up on Elle. She’s

not the kind of woman you can pin down for long.”
And don’t I know it. She was constant movement—never still. If she

wasn’t selling something to a customer, she was rearranging the displays, or
trying to get me to spring for a website with an online store to increase our
reach. Whatever it was, she threw her entire self into it. And that went the
same for every damn time I’d kissed her.



One thing was for sure: I’d never be bored with Elle. If I ever figured
her out, she’d change five minutes later, and I’d be back to square one.

I glanced up from my beer to find Con staring, and realized I’d
answered his question with silence.

“She works for me. Does a damn good job.”
“And?”
“And I’m ready to give having something real a shot.” I lifted my mug

and gestured at him. “You can’t argue with that. Not with how fucking
happy you’ve been.”

Con’s expression didn’t change. Always studying. Working the angles.
Finally, he took another swig of his beer. “You’re both adults. Fuck, it’s not
like you need my permission.”

“Not looking for permission. I just want to make sure I’m not going to
fuck up the good stuff you’ve got going on by pissing off Vanessa.”

At her name, a smile crossed his face. Fuck, it was good to see him
happy.

I want that. It wasn’t something I’d ever really thought about before, but
now it was on my mind, and I really fucking wanted that.

“Vanessa has known Elle nearly all her life. I’ve only been around her
for a few months, but even I know she’s unpredictable. You think she’s
going to do one thing, and she does something totally different. She’s not
your typical trust fund kid. She’s  … I’m not really sure what kind of
demons she’s running from, but she seems to cover it up well by employing
her own special brand of shock and awe.”

He was right. Elle wasn’t a typical rich girl, as much as she seemed to
come off that way. But it was the last part of his comment that caught my
attention.

“Shock and awe?”
“She says and does things that shock people, surprise them. Maybe

she’s just random, but I think there’s more to it.”
“You a psychologist now?”
“Not even close. But if you want my blessing, you don’t even have to

ask for it. Van isn’t going to hold anything against you, and neither am I. If
anyone knows about taking a shot at being happy, it’s us.”

It was as simple as that with Con. I nodded. He nodded. And the
conversation moved on to something else. Something I didn’t really want to



talk about right now.
“How’s business?”
My beer sloshed in my stomach. Con had bought Chains, brought me on

to manage it, and I’d cleaned the place up and gotten it to the point where it
turned a healthy profit. Within only a few months of me owning it, that
healthy profit had evaporated. Between Bree—who I couldn’t even be
pissed at because of what had happened to her—and my grand idea to
expand into vintage cars, shit was not where it’d been when Con had owned
the place.

“Business is good.”
He raised an eyebrow. “You wouldn’t tell me if it wasn’t.”
It wasn’t a question. “I got it covered.”
“You ever need to back off on a payment, all you have to do is say so.”
Con had tried to give me Chains outright, but my pride wouldn’t let me

take it for free. “I’m good.”
“Anything changes, you let me know.”
“Sure.”
We both knew I wouldn’t.
We finished our beers and shot the shit, talking about the boys, boxing,

and the upcoming tourney until my phone buzzed. I pulled it out and looked
down.

Elle.

You busy?

I immediately texted her back.

No. What’s up?

Elle’s response came within moments.

Need a ride. Can you come get me? Like … now?

I glanced back at Con. “Gotta run.”
He paused, beer almost to his mouth. “That her?”
“I’ll see you around,” I replied.
I stood, pulled out my wallet, and dropped a few bills on the table. “On

me.”



I headed for the door, texting as I went.

On my way. Tell me where I’m going.



I didn’t know how long it would take Lord to get to my mother’s house, so
I decided to seek refuge in the kitchen with Margaux, my mother’s cook
and housekeeper.

She hummed as she washed a big roasting pan in the sink.
I pulled out a stool at the center island and made myself at home.
Margaux glanced over her shoulder at me and smiled. “Elle, child, don’t

you look beautiful.”
I dropped my eyes to survey the dress I was wearing. Another summery

number. This one had come from Dirty Dog—a royal blue A-line with
white flowers and boat neck. Yve had picked it up on eBay, and I’d nabbed
it before she could even get it steamed and hung up on the shop floor. She
knew better than to buy cute stuff in my size and expect that she’d get to
sell it. And the best part? It had pockets.

“Thank you. And thank you for dinner; it was delicious, as usual.”
Margaux’s smile was wide and genuine. Probably the most genuine

emotion shown in this house except for my disdain for Denton and DJ. I
didn’t bother to hide that.

“Why thank you. It’s good to see your face around here again.”
If I were sitting in front of anyone but Margaux, I would’ve wanted to

say something like don’t get used to it, but Margaux was good people, and
how she’d stayed so sweet despite the iron fist Denton hammered on
everyone in this house was a testament to her character.

“It’s good to see you too.”



She patted her hands dry on the towel tucked into the pocket of her
apron. “So, you hidin’ out or did ya just come in here to see my smilin’
face?”

“Your smiling face, obviously,” I said.
“Why don’t I believe that for a minute?”
My lips twitched. Margaux didn’t miss much. “Because you know damn

well I’m hiding.”
“You got a mode of escape planned, or do you need me to call Arnie?”
Arnie was my mother’s driver.
“I’ve got a ride coming.”
“One of these days you should pick up the keys and start drivin’

yourself around again, child.”
This wasn’t something I hadn’t told myself a bunch of times. And yet I

still wasn’t enticed. “I’m good.”
“Mmmmhmmm,” was all she said to that.
I changed the subject to talk about her grandkids—something I knew

could keep Margaux chatting for hours. But this time, we only got about
fifteen minutes on the topic before the rumble of Detroit’s finest muscle
came pulling up the drive.

He might not be a knight on a white horse, but I’d take a tatted-up bad
boy in a muscle car over that cliché any day of the week.

Margaux’s eyes shot to the window that gave us a perfect view of the
driveway.

“That your ride?”
I grinned at her surprise. “Sure is.” I hopped off my stool, made my way

over to her, and kissed her cheek. “I’d say I’ll see you soon, but I don’t
know when I’ll be back. Take care of yourself and those grandbabies,
Margaux.”

I expected to see her attention on me when I pulled away, but it was
glued to the window. I followed her gaze.

“Oh my lord,” she breathed.
Oh Lord was right. When I looked at him, I put myself in Margaux’s

shoes. A six and a half foot, solidly muscled man, with a swirl of tattoos
running up and down his exposed arms, dressed in ripped jeans and a black
T-shirt. I thought of what he’d said about giving me until Tuesday to make
up my mind.



I pressed another quick kiss to her cheek and grabbed my purse off the
island. “See you later.”

I headed out the kitchen door to the driveway.
“Hey, thanks. I appreciate you dropping everything and coming to get

me.”
Lord was eying the house. A big, white, antebellum monstrosity Denton

had moved my mother to as soon as they’d said ‘I do.’ My childhood home
was sold and everything in it that had belonged to my father had been
disposed of before I’d even realized what was happening. I wasn’t even
sure that Denton had known that my mother had held on to the watch. If he
had known, it was surprising to me that he didn’t sell that too. He’d been
systematic in removing every trace of my father’s existence from our lives.

“Nice digs.”
“Looks pretty on the outside, at least.”
Lord’s eyebrows went up. “You hiding a house of horrors in there?”
“Not exactly, but it’s surely not the happiest place on earth.”
“You ready to get out of here, then?”
“I was ready before I even got here.”
Lord’s forehead creased, but it wasn’t in confusion over my words. No,

it was over the man who’d just stepped out of the front door.
“Really, Elle? A pawnshop and now a biker?”
I looked at Lord’s car. Ummm … biker? Not exactly.
“That the stepdad?”
“The one and only.”
“Looks like a dick.”
“If you only knew.”
Rebellion, the kind I should’ve gotten out of my system years ago,

flooded me.
I didn’t waste another glance on Denton. I didn’t care what he was

thinking at this moment. I just knew my urge to piss him off was going
strong. You can’t control me.

“Kiss me,” I said to Lord.
His blue eyes dropped to me.
“Come again?”
“Kiss me. Right here, right now.”
“You looking to piss him off?”



I didn’t bother to dissemble. “Call it rich girl rebellion.”
“I’m starting to become rather partial to rich girl rebellion,” he said,

eyes flaring with heat. Wrapping an arm around my waist, Lord yanked me
against him. “And fuck if I’ll ever turn down a chance to kiss you,
regardless of the reason.”

I clutched his T-shirt with one hand as he lowered his mouth to mine.
Lord’s other hand slid in my hair as he tilted my head. Our lips collided,

and I completely forgot about the audience we had. Hell, I think I forgot
how to breathe. I forgot everything except for Lord and his lips and hands.
And his tongue. Damn, the man could kiss.

Blood rushed in my ears, drowning out everything else. My heart
pounded against Lord’s chest, and I wondered if he could feel the erratic
rhythm. He had to know what he did to me every time he kissed me.

When he finally pulled back, he said, “Here he comes.”
Who? And the only person I care about coming is me.
Then I realized he meant Denton.
“Disgraceful. Not that I’m surprised. Anything you can do to piss me

off, isn’t that right, Elle? You’ll never grow up. You’re always going to be
as rebellious and childish as you were at eighteen.”

“Don’t talk to her like that,” Lord barked.
Lord tucked me between his back and the car. Oh shit. I wondered if I

was about to watch Denton get pounded into the pavement. Not that I
would have a serious issue with that, or really, any issue at all.

“If you wanted to piss me off, you didn’t have to go find someone fresh
out of prison, Elle. Just an average low-life would do.”

“Back off, man.” Lord’s words were wrapped in menace that even
Denton wouldn’t be able to miss.

I peeked around Lord’s body to see my stepfather, hands on his hips and
face turning a shade of red I’d never seen on him before. He wasn’t used to
being challenged.

“You know she’s just using you right? Once she’s satisfied that she’s
riled me up, she’ll drop you and move on. Well, maybe she’ll fuck you first,
so at least you’ll get that out of her.”

That motherfucker.
“I suggest you turn around and go back in the house,” Lord said. His

tone was pure don’t fuck with me.



“I suggest you get the hell out of my driveway,” Denton shot back.
Lord’s body tensed. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get the

fuck back in that house while I’m still willing to walk away.” Lord turned
and grabbed my hand. “I think we’re done here.”

“I’m more than good with that.”
Lord led me around the front of the car and opened the passenger door

for me.
I slid into the seat and buckled the belt while Lord rounded the hood

and faced off against Denton again. I couldn’t hear their words, but
whatever was said, it was quick. Lord yanked open the door, climbed in,
and turned the key. The engine roared to life, and Lord didn’t spare a single
glance at Denton as he threw the car into reverse and hauled ass out of the
driveway. He didn’t speak for a mile or so.

“What’s your deal with your stepdad?”
“He’s a dick.”
“There’s gotta be more to it than that.”
I kept it simple. “He wants to control everyone and everything, and I

have a problem with that.”
“And why does it matter what he wants?”
“It doesn’t. But I hate how he treats my mother. She can’t breathe

without his say-so, and yet she puts up with it.”
Lord’s hands gripped the steering wheel so tightly I thought his

knuckles would pop.
I continued, “She used to be … happy. And now she doesn’t go a day

without finding the bottom of a bottle.”
“You ever think about trying to get her some help?”
I looked out the window at the passing houses. “Isn’t the first step in

that process the person admitting they need help? She’d probably give me
the look that said I was spouting nonsense and take another drink.”

“Sometimes you gotta help people find their way with that kind of
thing. It’s what we do for the people we love, if we can.” His words were so
solemn, and it took me a minute to put it together. He’d been so young
when his mom had left, and his dad had callously told him about her OD. It
sent a shameful swirl of guilt through me that I was old enough to help my
mother, and he hadn’t been.



It was something I was going to have to think about—when I was alone
later. Like a coward, I changed the subject.

“I really do appreciate you coming to get me. I’m sure you had better
things to do than drop everything and come running at my text.”

“Wouldn’t have mattered what I was doing. You need me, I’ll be there.”
You need me, I’ll be there.
I hadn’t had that kind of devotion in my life from a man since my

daddy. A pang of sorrow hit me just as hard as the realization that what
Lord was offering up was scary as hell. I wasn’t ready to commit to
something that big and give up a piece of myself, nor the control I’d fought
so hard to maintain over my life. But I also didn’t feel the urge to push him
away like I had only a day ago.

One step at a time. And right now I needed some space to get my head
on straight.

“Thank you,” I whispered.
Lord didn’t push, and for that I was incredibly grateful.



We lapsed into silence for the rest of the drive. When I pulled up in front of
Dirty Dog, Elle looked at me for only a beat before saying, “Thanks again
for the rescue. I’ll see you Tuesday.” She hopped out of the car and closed
the door quietly.

What the fuck?
Thanks for the rescue and then she bolts?
I pushed my door open and climbed out. This shit was not ending this

way. I caught Elle right in front of the car, trapping her against the hood.
“If this is you running again, you gotta know it’s just going to make me

chase. Is that what you’re really after? The chase?”
Elle’s chin shot up. “Trust me, I’m not looking for anyone to chase me.

In fact, the chase is decidedly unwelcome.” She jerked her head to the side,
flipping a lock of that sexy-as-fuck red hair out of her face. “I’m the kind of
girl who does the chasing herself. I see what I want, and I get it.”

She tried to duck out from under my arm, but I lowered it, blocking her
escape.

Elle’s eyes darted up to mine. “If you didn’t realize it, I’m trying to get
out of your way. I think I’ve already taken up enough of your time tonight.
I’ll let you get going now.”

I dropped my hand to her hip. It was becoming my favorite place to
grab hold of her—well, except for that sweet curve of her ass.

I didn’t care that she was trying to get away. Not right now. I was
starting to understand why she was so skittish about getting pinned down by
a guy, so I needed her to hear me, and hear me good. “What happens



between us is only about you and me. Leave all of the bullshit out of it. I
ain’t your stepdad. I ain’t looking to fence you in or hold you down. But I
do refuse to settle for scraps from you. If we’re doing this, we’re doing it
for real. That’s my one condition.”

She looked up at me, eyes big and lost. But I wasn’t backing down. This
woman was worth it. Worth fighting for, even if I was fighting her.

“I wasn’t lying when I said any time you need me, all you have to do is
call. I may not be anyone’s version of a white knight, but I’ll still be
coming.”

Something flickered across her expression, but it was gone before I
could identify it. She crossed her arms over her chest—a position I was
becoming very familiar with. I wondered if she’d close down again, but she
didn’t.

“I’m not the kind of girl who needs a white knight. They’re boring
anyway,” she said.

“Then to make sure you’re not getting bored, I want my payment before
you go runnin’ off.”

Her eyebrows shot up, and she cocked a hip, a pretty smile settling over
her face. “Payment, huh? That’s not a surprise coming from the guy buying
and selling stuff all day.”

I let my own smile loose before I lowered my head another couple
inches and paused, my lips millimeters from hers. “Fucking meet me the
rest of the way, woman. Show me you want this,” I ordered. I wondered
how long she’d hesitate, but Elle didn’t disappoint; she closed the last gap
between us and gave me exactly what I wanted.

Just like the kiss out in front of her stepdad’s place, this one threatened
to rage out of control. If my brain were still functioning, I might start
wondering why kissing this woman was better than sex with any other.

But my brain wasn’t running on all cylinders; I was charging forward on
pure lust and instinct. Sliding a hand into that silky red hair, I took and took
until my dick decided to get involved, and I remembered where we were—
standing on the street. I pulled back but didn’t release her.

“You and me. We’re going out, and we’re gonna see where this takes
us.”

Elle blinked several times before focusing on my face. “What? No, I
didn’t agree—”



“You and me. A date. It’s happening.”
“But—”
“Tuesday. Be ready.” I released her so she could make a run for it.
She strutted away, all sexy attitude.
“We’ll see, pawn star. We’ll see.”
I watched until she disappeared inside.
Can’t fucking wait for Tuesday.



I was grinning. The silly, stupid little grin of a woman who’d had the hell
kissed out of her—again—by a guy who proved over and over that he
really knew how to kiss.

But Lord was not following the rules I’d laid out when he’d piqued my
interest. He was supposed to be dumbfounded by my sexiness—which
arguably he was—but then he was supposed to take what I was offering,
bang the hell out of me until I couldn’t remember my own name, and then
he was supposed to move on. That was it. Game. Set. Match. End of story.

I should’ve guessed a guy who grew up on the streets—and became the
sexiest man I’d ever laid eyes on—wouldn’t fall neatly into the program I’d
outlined. This was a problem. And the even bigger problem? Those kisses
were tempting me to deviate from the goddamn plan.

No, Elle. Bad, Elle. There’s a reason you don’t date—because that
means giving up the independence you’ve busted your ass to maintain—and
you’re not about to lose it now.

My mental pep talk stuttered to a jarring stop when I stepped inside. In
front of my gate was a bottle. Of champagne.

Dom. With a slip of paper tucked behind the corner of the label.
Holy. Shit.
I crouched down, my hands shaking as I reached for the paper. I hadn’t

gotten a good look at the note that had accompanied the other bottle, but it
didn’t take a Nobel Prize Laureate to guess who sent this.

Wanted to make sure you got this bottle. Be waiting on you, Red.



A shiver ripped through me. It was almost eighty degrees in the non-air
conditioned lobby, and yet all the blood in my body was freezing.

Holy fucking shit.
I jammed my hand into my purse, pulled out my keys, and stabbed one

into the lock on the gate. The bottle slid across the tile floor as I pulled the
gate just wide enough for me to slip inside before slamming it shut. I left it
there—on the floor—as I ran up the stairs two at a time and let myself into
my apartment.

Holy fucking shit.
Rix knew where I lived.
And he hadn’t given up.
This was not good. This was really not good. And now I was flipping

the fuck out, and there was a bottle of Dom at the base of the stairway that
could de-stress me like a champ. It was practically calling my name.

No. Not going there.
I looked down at my purse. The note stuck to the purple lining, and my

phone was tucked in the pocket next to it.
All I had to do was grab it and call the number I’d texted earlier tonight.

Lord would be at my gate in minutes. And then what? He’d go hunting
down Rix?

Shit.
The idea of him going after a guy like Rix scared me just as much as

knowing that Rix knew where I lived. Yes, Lord could handle himself, I
was sure of that. He was the most capable guy I’d ever met … but what if
Lord hurt him and the gang came after him? Lord might be fierce against
one guy, but a whole crew? I wasn’t betting against Lord, but I couldn’t put
him in that kind of position. Because I cared too much about what happened
to him.

Shit. I’m already getting in deep.
I couldn’t make the call. At least not tonight. I needed to woman up and

face my problems.
I reached into my purse, bypassing my phone, and grabbed something

else entirely: my gun.
I cleared every room of my apartment like I’d seen on those TV cop

shows before double-checking the deadbolts and the windows. Finally, I
washed my face and curled up in the corner of my bed and tried to sleep.



The blue numbers on the face of my alarm clock mocked me as every
hour passed.



“Thanks for the ride, babe,” I said as I slid into Vanessa’s Mercedes and
shut the door.

My best friend’s smile was wide and genuine. It chased away some of
the bad feelings still stalking me. After my sleepless night on Sunday, I’d
dragged ass all day Monday. Oh, and I’d been too paranoid to leave my
house. So much for facing my problems. But … when I’d gotten a text from
Lord this morning saying he couldn’t give me a ride, and he added that I
“damn well better not walk,” I didn’t quibble. I called Vanessa. Sometimes I
wondered how I got so lucky that she put up with my special brand of
crazy.

Vanessa shifted the car into drive before saying, “You know I’m here for
you any time. I miss our drives to and from work.”

Her smile dimmed a few watts, and I knew it was because she was
thinking about the reason we no longer worked together. Words fell from
my mouth without thought as I grasped for a change of subject.

“So do you think Con has a bigger dick than Lord? Or do you think
Lord’s dick is bigger, because he’s the older brother?”

I didn’t say it was a good subject change. It was just a change.
Vanessa slammed on the brakes. We were at an intersection, so this was

as the law demanded … but the force with which she hit them might have
been a little more intense than necessary.

She snapped her head sideways to look at me. “Seriously? Are you
seriously asking me if I’ve seen my boyfriend’s brother’s penis? And—just



to be sure I’m clear—you want to know if maybe when I saw it, I got out a
ruler and measured to compare?”

We were both silent for a moment—staring hard at each other—before
we erupted into laughter.

That was all it took for the shadow to be eradicated and Vanessa’s light
to shine brightly again.

“You’re insane. You know that, right? And even if I did know—which I
don’t—I would never admit it,” she said.

“So basically I can’t trust that you’re telling me the truth?”
Vanessa flipped her blinker on and changed lanes.
“More importantly, do you have any idea what you’re doing? With

Lord, I mean?
I directed my eyes forward and away from Vanessa’s sideways gaze.

“Nope. Not a damn clue.”
She slowed at another stop and stared at me.
“He’s not your normal party guy looking for a good time, Elle. I don’t

know him as well as I’d like to, but that’s because he doesn’t really let
anyone get close. He won’t even let Con tell people they’re related. And
he’s got this intensity that outdoes even Con’s. Then there’s you—you
might as well tattoo don’t even freaking think about it on your forehead with
how much you keep guys at a distance. I’m just not sure how I see this
working out.”

I crossed my legs, my hands fidgeting in my lap. “I know. I’m kind of
freaking out.”

“But you’re not shutting him down?”
I shrugged and bit my lip. “He said we’re going on a date tonight … I

don’t think I’m going to say no.”
“That’s not a bad start. If you were going to break your rules for

anyone, he’s a great choice. And I know he’s really into you.”
My eyes cut to her. “What have you heard?”
“He laid it out for Con that he was going for it with you, and it wasn’t

going to be a one night thing.”
No he did not.
“Seriously?”
“Yep. Wanted to make sure it wasn’t going to be an issue for us if you

guys were … whatever it is you’re doing.”



“I can’t believe he did that.” Although, I guess I shouldn’t have been
shocked—he’d said he didn’t want to stir up shit with Con by one-nighting
me.

Van glanced at me for a beat before her eyes went back to the road. “He
and Con are really close, probably closer than they would have been if they
hadn’t been separated. It doesn’t surprise me at all that they’d discuss it.”

But still, the fact that he’d actually talked to Con about it and made sure
it wasn’t a problem? That meant he really was serious. I was venturing into
new territory here, and I was fumbling my way through it.

Vanessa slowed as we neared Chains and cursed when she realized she
was going to have to parallel park halfway up the street.

“You can just let me out here. You don’t need to park.”
“Shush. We’re not done with this conversation. Besides, I’m fully

capable of parallel parking.”
I bit my lip and said nothing as Vanessa attempted the parking job three

times. On the fourth try, she finally slid into the spot. She didn’t waste a
second before putting the car in park and turning to me. “So you’re not
sleeping with him yet? It’s been over a day since he and Con had the talk,
and he doesn’t seem like the kind of guy to waste time. I call bullshit.”

Oh hell. Bulldog Vanessa is coming out to play, and I’m the target.
“I’m going to be late for work. I should go.” I reached for the door

handle, but Vanessa slapped her hand over the lock button. I tugged on the
latch and hit my own lock button. Nothing.

I jerked around to look at her.
“Seriously? Child locks?”
She raised a blond eyebrow in response. It clearly communicated one

word: spill.
I sighed. “No. I’m not sleeping with him. Or fucking him in the

stockroom. Or getting off in any way except self-help. Happy?”
“Are you going to?”
I thought about how drop dead sexy the man was. Did I want to? Hell

yes. But things would get exponentially more complicated after. And still…
“Of course. How could I say no to that?”
Vanessa smiled, and then it slipped away. “Just be careful, okay? You’re

both important to me. No matter what happens or doesn’t, I’m going to love
you both, but  … just be careful.” Vanessa’s words were sincere, and it



reminded me once again why I was so lucky to have her in my life. For
some people, it was the family they’d been born into who looked out for
them and hit the child lock button when a come-to-Jesus talk was in order.
For others, it was the family they’d chosen themselves.

“I will, I promise. Love you too, Van.”
“You’ll call me if you need me?”
“You know I will, babe.” I grabbed the door handle again. “Now I really

am going to be late for work.”
Vanessa laughed and hit the button, granting me freedom.
I climbed out of the car, shut the door, and waved as she pulled away.

Turning, I began walking the hundred or so feet to the door of Chains. I
only had about ten yards to go when a sharp voice stopped me.

“Dayum, baby. I can see why Rix wants you so fuckin’ bad. Those
curves could stop traffic. Makes me wanna peel that dress off you and see
’em for myself.”

I froze, even though instinct told me to keep walking toward the door.
My feet were riveted to the sidewalk at the sight of the man stepping out
from between the buildings. His jeans hung low, and his grayish-white wife
beater had seen better days. Black ink circled the dark skin of his bicep and
snaked down his arm, ending in what looked like the head of a cobra.

Why was I noticing his tat? I should be running for the safety of the
shop. I gripped my purse tight to my chest and stepped forward. But he
sidestepped, and his arm shot out.

“Where ya going, baby? Leaving so soon? I just wanna talk wit’ ya. See
what has Rix so fucked up over ya.”

“Please move out of my way. I need to get to work.” I kept my tone
serious, assertive. I was not backing down.

The smile on his face faded into a harsh flat line—and just like that, his
attitude flipped. “You can go when I say you can go, bitch.”

“Charming,” I mumbled.
“’scuse me? You say somethin’?”
I bit my tongue. Literally—and hard. The tang of copper filled my

mouth. But even that didn’t stop my ill-advised words. “I said that’s just
charming. If this is your way of—” The mini tirade that was brewing and
boiling over out of me cut off prematurely when the ’Cuda slammed to a



stop—double parked and facing the wrong direction—a few feet to my
right.

The door flew open, and Lord was out and on the sidewalk before I
could completely comprehend what was happening.

“Get inside the store, Elle,” he said. His eyes—blazing blue and flaring
with anger—landed on me for only a fraction of a second before spearing
the man with the cobra tattoo. I decided not arguing was in my best interest.

I tried to go around the guy, but he sidestepped with me again and
continued to block my way.

“Back off, man. Right the fuck now.” Lord’s voice had dropped to a
growl, and the man’s attention jumped from me to Lord. I took the
opportunity to dodge around him and race for the door. Part of me wanted
to stay on the sidewalk, listening in on what was sure to be an enlightening
ass-ripping, but I was too shaken to enjoy it.

Their voices were raised, and expletives flew back and forth as I
reached Chains. Mathieu was already pushing the door open, probably
wanting to know what was going on.

“Dude, Jiminy hassling you?”
Jiminy? Is he a fucking cricket handing out advice? Because he looked

like a gangbanger with a gun shoved in the back of his boxers—which were
riding much higher than his sagging jeans.

“Omigod. He’s got a gun,” I whispered to Mathieu.
The boy snorted. “Like Lord don’t? He can take care of himself. Fuck,

he don’t need a gun to take Jiminy out. He could kill him a dozen different
ways with his bare hands. Spec Ops, you know? That ain’t for pussies.”
Mathieu’s words were all colored with undeniable pride. His chest puffed
up, and he added, “Plus, I’ve always got his back.”

For a moment I’d forgotten how capable Lord was. He was trained to
kill. Had killed. That didn’t scare me. Actually, it was kind of  …
comforting.

Mathieu swore, and I focused my attention again on what was playing
out on the sidewalk.

Jiminy was reaching for his gun. Lord grabbed the gun and his arm,
whipped him around, and pinned him face first on the sidewalk before even
a whisper of the scream building in my lungs could escape my lips. Lord
crouched low, his face close to the man’s—which was pressed to the broken



concrete. Neither of us could make out what he was saying, but I could see
twisted anger on Jiminy’s smashed face. And then in a blink, Lord dragged
him up to his feet by the scruff of his neck, as though he weighed nothing.
Jiminy’s lips started to move, but Lord tossed him against the side of a beat-
up Tahoe parked at the curb and turned toward the shop. He never looked
back.

Lord was only a half dozen feet away when he said, “Told you to go
inside, Elle. You’d best do that now.”

I looked over Lord’s shoulder to where Jiminy stood, still leaning
against the Tahoe, one hand on the back of his neck, rubbing it, and the
other hand poised in the shape of a gun. He glared at us and cocked his
thumb.

I turned, not wanting to see anymore, and led the way inside.
For the second time in recent memory, chills rippled through me despite

the Louisiana heat.



I followed Elle inside, slammed the door, and flipped the sign to closed.
What needed to be said didn’t require an audience.

“Mathieu, look sharp.” He spun toward me just as I tossed the keys to
the ’Cuda at him. In any other mood, I would’ve told him not to scratch it,
but right now, I had a hell of a lot more important things on my mind.

“Go park it in the warehouse. Don’t hurry back.”
Elle turned toward me, and we both watched as Mathieu high-tailed it

out of the shop, the chimes on the door jangling as he shut it. I stalked over
and locked it.

“What the hell was that?” I asked. I fought to keep the rage out of my
voice.

She crossed her arms and glared. “I get stopped on the street by some
guy, and it’s my fault? I was just trying to get to work.”

“Did I, or did I not, tell you not to walk?” I asked, taking three steps to
put me toe-to-toe with her.

“Do not speak to me like that. And for your information, I didn’t walk. I
got a ride. A ride that dropped me off on the sidewalk—and this still isn’t
my fault.”

“You’re too fucking beautiful for your own good.”
Elle’s mouth dropped open.
“Still not my fault.”
I dropped my eyes to her feet and dragged them up her body. “Those

legs, that ass, and those tits? Not your fault. That sexy yellow dress and



those pouty red lips that make every man think about how good they’d feel
wrapped around his dick? That’s all you, sweet thing.”

The lips I’d just called out snapped shut—but only for a moment.
“You seriously did not say that.”
“Damn straight I did.”
“You’re unbelievable. I can’t even—”
“We’re not talking about me. We’re talking about you, and the fact that

unless I’m with you, you’re not in this neighborhood. Now that Rix has the
spotlight on you, every gangbanger is gonna try to get a look. If they’re
from his crew, they’ll look, but won’t touch. If they’re venturing out, then
there’s no telling what they might do.”

“And who was this guy? Was he one of Rix’s crew?”
I shook my head. That wasn’t the point. “Does it matter? To you, none

of them are good news. You see someone, you call me. Right then.”
“And what if they come in the store? Am I supposed to tuck tail and

hide in the back room? How is that going to work?”
I reached up and wrapped my fingers around the base of my neck. Fuck.

This was just one more reason she didn’t belong here. I should fire her for
real. And if I did that, I’d never fucking see her again.

Rock? Meet hard place. My rationalizations started filtering in at Mach
One. If I kept her close, always brought her to and from work myself—and
worked all the same shifts—then there was no way in hell they’d get to her.
I was her best defense against the position I put her in by letting her work
here in the first place. Wasn’t it my responsibility to stand firm in that
defense? Did it really matter what my motivations were as long as I made
sure that her safety came first?

I dropped my hand. “We work together. We come and go together. If I
can’t be here, you aren’t here. If I go out to look at something, you go with
me.”

“Is that really necessary?”
I jerked my head toward the now-empty sidewalk. “What do you think

he would’ve done if I hadn’t been here?”
Elle straightened and propped her hands on her hips. “Mathieu is here,

and he seems pretty capable. Otherwise, he would’ve gotten acquainted up-
close-and-personal-like with my gun. That’s what he would’ve done.”



Jesus. “I don’t think jail would suit you too well. Even if you’d get out
eventually on self-defense.”

“It’s not like I haven’t been there before,” she snapped. Her eyes went
wide just before she lifted a hand to her horrified face.

I couldn’t have heard that right. No way in hell had Elle Snyder spent a
single second in jail. “Come again?”

She stood, completely frozen, and I closed the remaining distance
between us. Reaching out to take her hand, I pulled it away from her face.
“Tell me.”

Elle shook her head. “No. It’s not—”
“I went to jail on conspiracy charges. They got dropped when I agreed

to enlist,” I said.
Elle’s voice shook when she said, “A DUI. But I didn’t even drive. I

swear—I didn’t. I just … I woke up to the cop pounding on the window. I
was in the driver’s seat. I don’t even remember—shit. That just makes it
worse. What am I saying? It’s already worse. I can’t—” All my anger
melted away as she stuttered out her explanation.

“Whoa. Calm down, sweet thing. No one’s judging you here.” I
skimmed my thumb along the back of her hand.

It wasn’t anything to be proud of, but neither was my past. We all made
mistakes.

“How long ago?” I asked. It wasn’t because I was judging; I was just
curious.

“I was in college. A senior. The night before graduation. I didn’t walk.”
“Partied a little too hard?”
Her expression turned unreadable. “Something like that. I don’t drink

now. At all. And I also don’t drive.”
“That’s why you don’t drive?”
“Yeah. So there’s no possibility it could happen again.”
It was the last thing I’d expected her to say, but I had to admire the

conviction behind her words, even as my chest panged with her fear.
My thumb was still rubbing back and forth across Elle’s hand, and I

didn’t want to let her go. And because I’m a pushy son of a bitch, I pulled
her closer instead. Not anticipating my move, she stumbled into me. I
steadied her by wrapping my other arm around her. A change of subject was
in order.



“You ready for tonight?”
Elle blinked twice, and I decided right then that keeping her off balance

was the best thing I could do. Anything else, and she’d always have her
defenses up. This way she’d be too busy trying to keep up to remember to
shut me out. She opened her mouth, but closed it before answering.

“You got an answer for me?”
She bit her lip, which just made me want to duck lower and use my

teeth to tug it free. But Elle got with the program and answered before I
could give in to my urge.

“On one condition.” Her reply shocked me. I thought for sure she’d be
trying to turn me down, and I’d have to haul out the charm I saved for
important situations.

“What’s that, babe?”
A small ‘v’ formed between her eyebrows. “First, don’t call me babe.

But that’s not my condition. My condition is that you don’t expect a damn
thing. I’ll agree to go out, but I’m not agreeing to anything beyond that.”
Her tone was adamant.

I didn’t mind not calling her ‘babe,’ but I found it telling that she’d
never shut me down when I called her ‘sweet thing.’ Noted.

And no expectations. I could do that—because there was no way she’d
end the night not wanting more. I’d make sure of it.

Instinctively, my fingers curled around her hip. “Done, but I have one
condition of my own.”

“What’s that?” The words were laced with skepticism.
“No expectations, but also no bullshit. I don’t want you lying to me—or

yourself. You don’t want anything from me because you’re not feeling this,
then we deal with it. But I ain’t about to let you sell us both short because
you’re scared.”

“No expectations and no bullshit,” she repeated. She sucked a deep
breath and exhaled slowly. “I can do that.”

“Good. We’re leaving at five. Get ready for a helluva night.”



“Ummm. This was not what I expected when you told me to get ready for a
helluva night.” I surveyed the rickety dock with warring uncertainty.

“Do you trust me?” Lord asked.
It was a loaded question if I’d ever heard one. Did I really, truly trust

anyone? Other than Vanessa, of course. It was something I didn’t feel like
pondering right now. Lord looked over his shoulder at me, nearing the
covered mooring. He was waiting for an answer.

“Are you planning to murder me and dispose of my body in the
swamp?” I asked. The dock we were standing on floated on the edge of the
bayou near Lake Salvador. And it didn’t take a genius or a swamp expert to
recognize that tied to the dock, under the camo canvas, was an airboat.

“Would I have bought you dinner first if I planned to do that?” Lord’s
mouth tugged upward in a half smile. It was a really good look on him.
Hell, if he were a serial killer, at least my last vision would be a sexy one.

“I suppose not. But I’m totally taking a picture of this boat and sending
it to Vanessa just in case.” I didn’t really intend to, but I reached into my
purse just for show.

“So I’ll take that as a no on the trust factor then. And by the way, it’s
Con’s boat.”

“I guess I trust you enough to skip the picture then. After all, you did
feed me the best ham sandwich on the planet.” Lord had taken me to the
famous Mother’s Restaurant, and we’d gorged on ham and biscuits.
Surprisingly, I’d lived in NOLA all my life, except for college, and I’d yet
to ever eat there. I’d been missing out.



Lord gave me a chin jerk and reached for the canvas covering the boat.
He unrolled it expertly before folding and tucking it into a wooden box on
the end of the dock.

Another thing I’d never done: ride on an airboat. It was very Swamp
People, and not something I’d ever expected to do, but when Lord took my
hand and helped me aboard, I settled onto the bench seat next to the driver.
It felt a little like what I imagined it would to sit in the middle of a pickup
truck bench seat. Intimate. The thought struck me, and I started to slide
over. The boat rocked as Lord stepped in, and he caught my movement. His
hand landed on my arm, stilling me.

“I like you close.”
He was pushing things, and we both knew it. The decision crystallized

before me. Slide across the bench and put the space between us that I
wanted to keep to protect myself, or stay in the middle, and be open to the
possibility of more.

I was still deciding—debating and rationalizing—when Lord held ear
protectors out and over my head. He didn’t close them over my ears, just
held them—waiting.

“You make your decision, Elle?”
The man wasn’t in my head, but he could read me so easily.
“I’m good,” I said, telling myself silently, I can always change my mind

later…
He nodded and settled the ear protectors into place. Lord didn’t waste

any time firing up the engine. A few moments later, he’d tossed off the lines
holding us to the dock and pushed the boat away.

We idled through the swamp, and Lord pointed at something and his
lips moved, but I couldn’t hear him through my ear muff thingies.

“What?” I yelled.
His smile widened. He pointed to his ears, and yelled, “You can take

them off for a minute. You really only need them when we get cruising.”
I looked at him in confusion as I pulled them down around my neck.

“Then why did you put them on me right away?”
“Because I knew you’d look too fucking cute with them on.”
I laughed, still slightly confused. “You’re a weird one, you know that,

right?”



He shrugged and pointed to the bank. “See the gator tucked up near that
log?”

“Holy shit,” I breathed. “I’ve never seen one so close.”
“Then you’re in for an experience.”
Lord maneuvered even closer to the bank and shut off the engine.
We floated toward the log, and I expected the gator to sink beneath the

surface, but it didn’t. It clearly didn’t care that we were encroaching on its
space.

“He ain’t real old. Maybe three or four years, at most.”
I shook my head. “How do you know that?”
“Spent a lot of time in the swamp in my day.”
“When?”
“When I needed a break from watching my back twenty-four/seven or I

was just plain sick of living on the streets. This was where I came to get my
shit straight and lay low when things got too hot.”

By too hot I assumed he meant the cops or gangs. I didn’t ask for
clarification, and Lord continued, “If I’d only had me to worry about, I
would’ve stayed out here for good, but I wasn’t about to give up keeping
tabs on Con. So it was only a week or so at a time, but I’d hitch a ride from
the city, steal a pirogue, and just explore. Once I got lost for three days.
Luckily it was during gator season, so a couple guys found me. By that
time, I’d figured out how to catch rabbits and roast ’em over a campfire. It
was some of the best eatin’ I’d had in years—that I didn’t have to steal. I’d
snatched a book from the library—My Side of the Mountain—and that kid
made all sorts of cool shit while he was living in a tree. I didn’t make acorn
pancakes, because I didn’t have the right stuff, but I sure as shit appreciated
the fact that I wasn’t up in the Catskills where it was cold.”

“You’re kidding.”
“Nope. True story.”
The gator finally disappeared beneath the surface, and Lord grinned at

me as he pushed off the log and turned the boat in the direction we’d
previously been heading. “You ready to fly?”

I was still absorbing what he’d told me, but I nodded anyway.
“Ear muffs on,” he ordered.
I complied, and he fired up the boat again. This time, we didn’t go slow

—we flew.



Lord handled the boat expertly, but I still squealed and grabbed his arm
as we skidded around turn after turn. He treated the swamp like his own
personal racecourse. It was amazing.

My squeals turned into laughter, and even though I was no longer
freaked out, I still held on. Lord’s thick bicep flexed beneath my hands, and
I guessed that he liked being my anchor. I’d not had one of those in my life
in a long time.

A glance up at him revealed his small smile, and he manipulated the
controls to turn us sharply again so I was squished even closer against his
side. I knew in that moment that he was doing it deliberately. And I didn’t
care. I loved it.

I lost track of time as we coasted through the bayou and out into open
water. Ahead of us, a gorgeous sunset was just beginning to paint the sky
with pinks and oranges. Lord finally slowed and killed the engine. He lifted
his ear protection, and I did the same.

I was laughing when I asked, “Is this where I need to start worrying?”
His smile grew from a small one into the grin I was becoming familiar

with. “Only if you’re worried about how bad you’re gonna want me after I
kiss the hell out of you while the sun goes down.”

I stopped laughing.
“I’ve been watching that perfect mouth of yours smile for the last half

hour—which means we’re damn lucky I didn’t run us straight into a tree—
and I’m gettin’ a taste of it.”

I bit my lip. “When you put it like that…”
He reached out and tucked some of my windblown hair behind my ear.

“You look good like this,” he murmured.
“Like what?”
“Happy.”
I stilled. Happy? I didn’t think of my life in terms of happy or unhappy.

I just was. But he was right. Right now, this moment, I had no cares. I was
living in the now and enjoying it—because of him.

“Kiss me,” he said.
I didn’t balk at the order. I reached out and trailed a finger over his lips.

The bottom one was fuller than the top, and he caught my fingertip between
his teeth and nipped. I pulled my hand back, dropping it to his thigh. The
muscle tightened under my touch, and I reveled in the power of being able



to affect him. This man was wild, untamed—seemingly fearless—and yet
his body jumped when I touched him. That was insanely seductive.

I half-stood and twisted, planting one knee between his legs on the
bench seat and settling myself on top of his thigh.

Lord’s groan unleashed something in me. Yes, he’d given the order, but
he’d handed control to me. I was in charge—and I wanted to make him
burn. I rested one hand on his shoulder, and wrapped the other around the
base of his neck.

“You sure you can handle me?” I asked.
“If your lips aren’t on mine in less than two seconds, I’m going to be

taking the reins here.” His hands settled on my hips and squeezed. The
movement rocked me back and forth on his thigh, and my clit lit up with the
sensation. My floaty skirt was completely inappropriate for swamp-boating,
but it meant that there wasn’t much between us. I glanced down to see the
huge bulge in his pants.

Lord followed the direction of my gaze. He gripped my hips tighter and
began to lift me.

“Spread for me. I want you straddling my lap.”
I lowered my head and whispered into his ear as I complied, “You’re

lucky that’s exactly where I want to be.”
My lips hit Lord’s as his eyes lit with something that looked a whole lot

like satisfaction. I closed mine and threw myself into the kiss, opening my
mouth and tasting him.

This could become addictive.
His hands curved around my ass, and he pulled me closer. I might have

been on top, but I was no longer in control—and I was totally fine with that.
I wanted him. Under me. Over me. Behind me. Whichever way I could

have him. I put every bit of my longing into the kiss as I rocked against
him.

Lord pulled back first. “Fuck, woman. You can’t kiss me like that here
—not unless you want me to lay you out and take you on the seat of this
goddamn boat.”

“I—I’m not saying no to that.” My body clenched with need.
“Not the first time.”
“Even if I ask nicely and say ‘pretty please’?”



One moment I was straddling him, and in the next I was on my back on
the seat, and his mouth was on mine again. My lips. My jaw. My neck.

Thought disintegrated when his teeth dragged down my earlobe and
nipped.

“Please,” I whispered.
My nipples, which were already hard and aching, puckered further at

the rumble of Lord’s deep voice in my ear. “I love the word please on your
lips. I can’t wait to hear it while I’m deep inside you, and you’re moaning
my name.”

Moaning his name? I was about to do that right now.
“Is that a yes?” I asked, my words breathy, and if I’d cared at all, I

might have been embarrassed to hear myself sound so desperate.
“When I get you under me again, we’re going to need a helluva lot more

space and helluva lot more time.”



It took everything I had to pull back and smooth Elle’s skirt down her legs.
She stared up at me, the need in her eyes clear and sexy as hell. But I didn’t
bring her here to fuck her in the middle of a swamp. I might not be a classy
kind of guy, but she deserved better. That didn’t mean I wouldn’t fuck her
in the middle of the swamp eventually, but not this time. I wasn’t lying
when I said I wanted more time and more space. I ran my palms up her
sides and dragged my thumbs over the nipples taunting me beneath her
shirt.

She shivered at the contact, and my dick jumped again. I didn’t think I
could get any harder without busting through my jeans.

“This right here is a rain check. This is happening, Elle. You and me.”
She opened her mouth to protest, but I continued, “We’ll stick with the

no expectations and no bullshit, but that doesn’t change the fact that this is
happening. We won’t put a label on it if that’s gonna scare you off, but you
need to know I’m staking my claim. You’re mine.”

“I—I didn’t agree to—” She cut off her own words, and I swore I heard
her brain kick into overdrive. If she overthought this, I could lose my shot.
That wasn’t fucking happening.

“Elle, stop.”
Her forehead creased as she met my eyes. “Stop what?”
“Overthinking this.”
“But—”
“But nothing. It’s happening. And you’re going to enjoy the hell out of

it, and me.” I flicked her nipples again, and her eyes clouded.



I don’t know what tipped the scales in my favor, and right now, I didn’t
care. The only thing that mattered to me was the shape of her mouth as she
said, “Okay.”

After I dropped off Elle, I was too keyed up to head home. It’d taken every
ounce of my control to watch her walk up the stairs alone. But this—what
we were starting—was worth taking slow.

I headed to the gym instead. It was late, so I was surprised to see
Reggie’s old truck still in the parking lot when I pulled in.

I let myself in the back door, and was greeted by the quick, rhythmic
smack and bounce of someone hitting the speed bag. Reggie’s smooth
movements hadn’t lost any impact over the years. He paused and stretched
his shoulders, and I crossed the floor toward him.

“Still looking good, old man.”
He swung his head around.
“Hey, Lord. Whatcha doing here so late?”
“Thought I’d hit a bag for a while. Haven’t gotten a workout in today.”
“Why don’t you go get changed, and I’ll get in the ring with some mitts

so you can get a good one in.”
“You sure?”
“I ain’t got anything better to do tonight.”
I headed for the locker room and changed into shorts. Reggie was

waiting for me in the ring, and I ducked between the ropes and bounced on
the balls of my feet and stretched.

I started to punch, and he started to talk.
“Surprised you ain’t out living it up. You’re here with an old man

instead.”
“I had a date tonight. So don’t worry about my social calendar.”
“A date,” he said, tilting his right hand for my uppercut. “Thought that

was ancient history.”
I laughed. “It’s sure been awhile since I’ve had a proper one.”
“And yet you’re not in her bed.”
I punched harder into the mitts. “It was a first date.”
“And you’re being a gentleman?”



“More like trying to make sure she agrees to a second one.”
Reggie’s chuckle boomed across the quiet gym. “She’s playing hard to

get so you’re turning it around on her?”
We circled as I continued to bounce and strike. “Just trying to do it

right.”
“She must be a special girl.”
“She is.”
“Then you better bring her ’round so I can get a look at her sometime. I

gave Con’s girl my stamp of approval on the first day. Gotta make sure
yours is a keeper too.”

Reggie’s concern warmed me more than the sweat I was breaking. Con
may be the only biological family I had, but the one we’d built was a
helluva lot better than the one we’d started with.

“I’ll do that.”
I kept punching and circling until my shoulders and arms were too tired

to move. I’d be sore tomorrow, but at least tonight I’d be out when my head
hit the pillow.

And yet, I still dreamt of Elle.



Anticipation. That was the feeling buzzing through every muscle of my
body. After I’d agreed to Lord’s proposition, I couldn’t stop my mind from
going to all the places it had already gone, but in more detail. Anyone who
said that women didn’t think about sex was full of shit. After our date, I’d
gotten a little hands-on and given myself the release that had been burning
low in my belly since he’d touched me. If you forced me to admit it, I’d
probably tell you that Lord’s name echoed off the walls of my bedroom
when I came. When he’d picked me up for work the next morning, I’d felt
like what I’d done the night before was stamped on my forehead. Instead of
a scarlet letter, I had an invisible tattoo that said: I scream your name when I
masturbate. Knowing Lord, he’d probably be totally cool with that. Didn’t
mean I was going to offer up the information.

Work had been business as usual  … for the most part. Except now,
instead of holing up in the office, Lord hung out up front with me. I think
there might have been twenty minutes out of the entire day when he wasn’t
touching me or close enough for me to feel his presence.

With anyone else, I would’ve felt claustrophobic, but with Lord, I could
barely curtail the urge to rub up against him like a cat in heat. What was I
saying? I took every opportunity to do just that. I “squeezed” by him to
clean the top of the glass case for the fifth time today.

“Woman,” he growled. “You rub that tight little ass of yours up against
my dick again, and I’m going to bend you over, flip that sexy skirt up, and
take you right here.”

I turned on my sassy smile. “You like it … don’t deny it.”



His hands landed on my hips, and he dragged me back against him. The
ridge of his cock pressed against the seam of my ass.

Cue another shiver.
“You’re teasing the fuck out of me, and making it impossible for me to

think. I gotta run some numbers in the back just to get my dick to calm the
hell down so I don’t scar my customers for life.”

“More like give them a hell of a show…” I said.
His breath hit my neck before his teeth dragged down the tendon.
This man was lethal.
He turned me in his arms, his eyes dropping to my chest. Luckily, today

I was wearing a bra that was lined, or otherwise I would’ve been the one
providing a show.

“I need you in my bed, Elle. Ain’t fucking around any more. I need to
be inside you.”

I bit my lip to hold in the moan. What I didn’t hold in was the
whispered, “Okay.”

Lord released me and stepped back. “Good. Now get back to work. I
gotta do some shit in the back. You need me, just holler.” He walked away,
leaving me all hot and bothered and frustrated. I watched him. Well, I
watched how his worn jeans perfectly cupped his ass. He looked over his
shoulder and caught me staring. His wink was just as sexy as the rest of
him. I winked right back.

The next couple of hours passed quickly—one customer after another
buying stuff that I’d raised the prices on. A pair of diamond studs, an
enameled locket, and a pair of sterling cufflinks engraved with a lion’s
head. The last customer had just walked out, and I’d hauled out my coffee
filters and homemade glass cleaner to wipe the fronts and tops of the cases
down again. People just couldn’t keep their fingerprints to themselves.

I was bent over, scrubbing at a particularly stubborn smudge when a
hand landed on my ass and squeezed.

A frisson of arousal skipped through me, and I backed up into the wide
grip.

“Fuck. That ass.”
The voice? It wasn’t Lord’s.
I shot up to a standing position and spun around.
Rix.



“Umm… That—That didn’t happen. Rewind. So sorry.” The words
tumbled out in an awkward babble.

“You just made my day, sweet thing. Don’t fucking apologize.”
The endearment sounded so wrong coming from anyone but Lord. That

was what he called me. No one else.
I slipped around the edge of the case, putting some much needed

distance between us before I snapped, “Don’t call me that. And don’t get
any ideas. I thought—”

“I know exactly what you thought, sweet thing. Don’t mean I’m gonna
forget how fucking lush that ass felt in my hand. Ever.” His smug smile
faded fast. “You let too many men put their hands on you, though. Don’t
fucking like that one bit.”

What the hell is he talking about?
“I don’t—”
“Did you let Jiminy put his hands on you or not? Because as much as it

pisses me the fuck off, that has to really fucking piss off your man. If he
really is your man.”

“He’s—”
“He’s right here, and can speak for himself,” Lord said. The low growl

would’ve had a sane person running—but it didn’t work with Rix. “I took
care of that shit with Jiminy. You don’t need to be worrying about Elle.
She’s got all the man she can handle. In fact, I’d prefer you forget she
fucking exists.” Lord’s body pressed up against mine, and I leaned into him.

Rix’s smile turned even smugger, and I couldn’t figure out why. Lord
had just laid down the law, and I was good with the law he’d laid down. I
didn’t want another repeat of the bottle incident. Fuck. The bottle. My eyes
darted to Rix, and he smiled at me. I could’ve sworn the man was reading
my mind.

“You need some more Dom, baby, you just yell. I’ve got you covered.
You already know I’ll deliver it right to your door. Anything else you need,
too.” Lord’s hand clamped down on me as Rix gave both of us—or maybe
just me—a chin jerk and headed for the door.

The chime was still ringing when I turned around—not of my own
volition—and faced Lord.

“What the hell was he talking about? Delivered to your door? Is there
something you forgot to share?”



Lord’s eyebrows were drawn together, his blue eyes hard. He looked
pissed.

I swallowed. “Well … umm…”
“Spit it out, sweet thing—before I lose my patience and jump to my

own conclusions.”
“He knows where I live.”
Lord’s expression darkened further. “And you know this how?”
“Because, like he said … Rix—or someone from his crew—left a bottle

of champagne against my gate. You know, the one that leads up to my
stairs.”

The muscle in his jaw ticked. “I’m getting that. And you didn’t think
this was worth mentioning? That he knows where you live and clearly
hasn’t lost interest?”

“It was Sunday—when you came and picked me up. I didn’t want to
call you and ask you to come back and rescue me again. I’m a big girl. I’ve
got it covered. I can handle myself.”

“She can handle it herself,” was all he said before those angry blue eyes
locked on mine again. “You think you can handle Rix yourself? Really,
Elle?” My name cracked like a whip from his lips, and I decided I never
wanted to hear him say it like that again.

“I just—”
“You listen to me, Elle, and you listen close,” Lord started, before

cupping my jaw. “This is not shit you try to handle by yourself. And if Rix
ever pulls another stunt like that—and there’s a good chance that he might
—I better be the first call you make. Immediately. Not three minutes later,
and sure as shit not three days later. I can’t keep you safe unless I know
what’s going on.”

“It’s not your job to keep me safe.”
“I beg to fucking differ. You stepped into my world, and your safety

absolutely became my job.” His thumb skimmed my cheek and his voice
gentled. “Are you going to cooperate, or am I going to have to help you get
there?”

I didn’t know if it was the fact that he was touching me, or the low,
husky tone of his voice, or the fact that he wanted to take care of me, but
something inside me screamed no, I don’t need you to help me get there,



because I’m already putting myself in your hands. Which is why I
whispered, “I’m there.”

The muscle in Lord’s jaw relaxed further. “Good. Then you won’t argue
when I tell you that we’re stopping at your place to get your shit, and you’re
coming home with me.”

He was right; for once, I wasn’t going to argue.

I should’ve felt jumpy with the still-not-totally-unpissed waves rolling off
Lord as we pulled away from Chains, but something about it actually
energized me. He was this worked up over me because of his concern for
my safety. I’d had disinterest, annoyance, and downright disapproval from
people in the recent past, but it had been a long, long time since I’d seen
genuine concern. It was … different. And the warmth that bloomed inside
me didn’t stop in the vicinity of my chest—it carried all the way through to
other parts of me.

I chanced a glance at Lord as he navigated us through the streets of
NOLA in the big, bad Hemi ’Cuda. God, I loved this car. It made me wish I
hadn’t laid down the law for myself that I’d never drive again. I could only
imagine feeling the power beneath my hands as I gripped the steering
wheel. I shoved the thought away—because it was just getting me even
more worked up. I wasn’t sure what Lord’s plans were for the night, but
mine were swiftly shaping up to be as naughty as I could possibly make
them. The man beside me was solid, strong, and undeniably sexy. I wasn’t
ashamed to admit that I’d been envious of Vanessa when she’d started
things up with Con. But now I was riding beside the older—and to my
mind, hotter—version of him. I glanced out the window and up toward the
sky. Thank you, whoever is up there, I said silently. I promise I’m not going
to waste this opportunity. Because I knew—even if Lord wasn’t ready to
admit it—whatever might happen between us was sure to be temporary in
nature. I was too jaded to consider long-term commitment.

“You bring stuff just for tonight?” Lord’s deep voice carried over the
low rumble of the car.

I wasn’t sure where he was going with his question, so I jokingly asked,
“Why, are you expecting me to move in with you?”



His eyes left the road for a second to flick to me. “Come again?”
“Just wondering what you’re getting at with your question.”
“I’m seeing what we’re working with here.” He turned a corner and

slowed in front of a house built on stilts with a set of freshly painted white
stairs leading to a covered front porch. It was bright blue with white
shutters and was neat and clean. New, post-Katrina, was my guess.

“This is your place?”
Lord pulled up the two gravel tracks alongside the house.
Guess that answers my question.
“Yeah. All mine.”
“It’s cute.”
I wasn’t sure what I expected from him in response, but the crooked

smile I got and the quick, “Thanks,” worked just fine.
Lord put the car in park and climbed out. I gathered up my purse and

bag and grabbed my door handle, but he was already pulling it open from
the outside and reaching in to take my stuff.

Okay, then.
I followed him up the stairs and waited while he unlocked the double

deadbolts. Apparently this wasn’t the safest neighborhood either. But
looking around, I wasn’t surprised. It still wasn’t fully revived following the
hurricane. There were a few houses in varying states of decay, a few new
ones, and a decent multi-family unit across the street. Lord’s was, by far, the
nicest. Sort of the opposite real estate tactic I’d always heard—buy the
crappiest house in the nicest neighborhood … but something told me that
Lord wasn’t worried about resale value.

I quickly catalogued again what I knew about him—he’d been booted
from foster care early on, ended up in the military, and had moved back to
town after he’d been honorably discharged. His life had been constantly in
flux, and this place could possibly be his first real home.

“Here you go—tour takes about sixty seconds because it ain’t big. Two
bedrooms, a bath and a half, living room, kitchen, laundry, and storage.”

The house was clearly a bachelor pad. A wide, gray couch and a black
coffee table sat with a darker gray rug beneath them. A flat screen TV was
mounted to the wall across from it, above a black entertainment unit.

The floors were a paler shade of laminate wood, and from what I could
see, the rest of the living area was sparsely furnished. A small table and



four chairs sat in the tiny breakfast nook just off the kitchen. A narrow
hallway ran toward the back of the house, and I counted three doors.
Probably the two bedrooms and the bathroom. A few bar stools were pulled
up to a black and silver swirled countertop.

Lord dropped my bags on the end of the couch. “You wan—” His
question cut off mid-word, and I knew he’d been about to offer me a drink.

“I’m good,” I said, replying without elaborating.
“Water?”
“Is this really what we’re doing here, Lord?” I asked, short-circuiting

the conversation.
His blue eyes locked on me, and for a moment we just stared at each

other.
“What do you think we’re doing here?”
“I think we both know how this is gonna go down. And I’m perfectly

fine with that.”



There she went again, charging after things before I’d decided how I was
going to play the situation. No one could say that Elle was timid or unsure.
She was bold and in-your-face. I guess it was lucky I wasn’t the kind of
man who had a problem with that. No—it just turned me on even more.
Shit, there wasn’t anything about her that turned me off.

“You in some kind of hurry?” I asked.
“No, just want to make sure we’re on the same page with how tonight is

going to go.”
She wanted to lay it out? We’d lay it out.
“I didn’t bring you home just to fuck you, Elle.”
Her perfect red lips dropped open and her eyes widened. “But I thought

—”
“That me taking care of you means that we’re fucking? Not

necessarily.” Her forehead wrinkled in confusion, and it fit with my
thoughts from a few days ago about keeping her off balance. Shit, I’d been
off balance since she’d walked into my life and thrown my world into
chaos.

“But what if I want it to mean that?” Elle said, chin up and lips parted.
The woman was sexy as fuck, and how could I hold out against that?
“I guess I might accommodate you this time. Because right now, I’m

dying to know how sweet that pussy of yours tastes.”
If I expected my words to throw her off balance again, I would’ve been

wrong. Elle strutted across the room to the back of the couch and hopped up



on the top. She spread her legs, and braced her arms on either side. Her skirt
rode up her thighs.

“I thought you’d never ask.”
All the blood in my body rushed to my dick when she wiggled so her

skirt slid up even higher and I caught a glimpse of her bare pussy.
“Fuck me, I can’t wait to eat that sweet little cunt.”
If my crude words bothered her, she made no mention of it. Just the

opposite—her smile widened.
“All talk, so far … sure hope your skills are up to par, pawn star.”
Every word out of her mouth was a dare, and it was time for me to show

her how things were going to be. I stalked to the couch, shoved an arm
beneath each of her spread thighs, and lifted her into the air. She yelped as I
balanced her against my chest and strode down the hallway to my bedroom.
I wanted her in my bed.

When I reached my bedroom, I dropped to my knees and her ass hit the
comforter.

“Jesus, you scared—”
“Hush. I’m busy,” I interrupted, pulling my arms out from under her

thighs, dragging my thumb up the seam of her pussy.
Her words trailed off into a moan.
“That’s right. All I want to hear from you are things like more, right

fucking there, and holy shit, I’m coming again. Everything else can wait
until I’ve had my taste of you.”

A shiver worked through her body, and I lowered my head, tongue
darting out to taste. This time it was my groan that filled the room.

“So fucking sweet.” I spread her open and wrapped my lips around her
clit before flicking it with my tongue. Elle’s fingers clutched at my head,
pulling my face in closer.

Not a problem, sweet thing. I’m going to get as close as I possibly can.
Her flavor was sweet and spicy, just like Elle. I breathed it in as I

devoured her pussy, circling her clit and teasing her entrance with two
fingers. The urge to plunge them inside her was strong, but I wanted to
draw it out. I wanted her to remember the first time I made her come. I
planned to give this woman so many orgasms that this first one needed to be
epic in order to stand out.



I worked her all the way to the edge, and her moans and orders to ‘let
me come, goddammit’ bounced off the walls. When I slowed my pace, her
scream of frustration told me I was close.

I slid both fingers inside her and found her G-spot. The quiver of her
inner muscles signaled that I didn’t have long before she’d detonate. I toyed
with her clit before tugging with my teeth and sucking hard.

Elle shattered with a scream.
Mission. Accomplished.
But I wasn’t quite done yet.



Another man might take issue with the fact that he’d just given his woman
three orgasms and she’d promptly passed out, but I didn’t have a problem
with it. Actually, it made me want to pound my chest like King-fucking-
Kong. Elle was in my bed, and she was comfortable enough to let go
completely. That was a victory in itself. I carefully eased her up to the
pillows, pulled off her skirt, and debated whether to try to get her shirt and
bra off without waking her up.

Her eyes flicked open.
“Shit,” she mumbled. “It’s your turn. I suck.”
Her choice of words made me laugh. “I think we can save your turn and

any sucking for later. You want to sleep in your clothes or mine?”
She didn’t respond, just tugged her blouse over her head, reached

around to unsnap her bra, and shoved off her skirt. Her brain wasn’t firing
on all cylinders, because as soon as her clothes hit the floor, she curled up
into my pillow and closed her eyes.

“Elle?”
“Tired.” Her voice was a whisper. “Haven’t been sleeping much.” That

last part came out on a yawn.
In that moment, I wanted to tear Rix to shreds. I swore to myself he

wouldn’t cost her another moment of sleep.
“Then you sleep. I’m watching over you tonight. You’ve got nothing to

worry about.”
“I know.”
And then she was out.



If I could keep Elle in my life for half as long as the sight of her thick,
red hair spilling across my pillow would be embedded in my memory, I’d
be one lucky man.

When I woke, it was to an empty bed. I did not fucking like that. I sat up
and scrubbed my face with one hand.

My first thought was: Did she bolt?
And then the faint scent of cinnamon hit my nose, and the sound of

running water came from the kitchen.
What the hell?
I swung my legs around and climbed out of bed. When I reached the

end of the hallway, I witnessed the sexiest sight to grace my kitchen: Elle,
dressed only in one of my T-shirts, reaching up to pull a plate down from
the cupboard. The shirt rode up, exposing the bottom of the curve of her
ass, and my morning wood turned into a monster hard-on.

I said nothing, just enjoyed the view, scratched my stomach, and
resisted the urge to grip my dick and stroke.

Fuck. The woman was so goddamn gorgeous—messy hair and bare legs
—it would only take a few pulls for me to be coming where I stood.

Elle set the plate on the counter and turned to face the bar … and me.
My waffle iron sat on the counter, which explained the good smell. I must
have made a sound, because her eyes shot to mine—and a smile crossed her
face.

“Hey there, pawn star. You hungry?”
As soon as her words were out, her eyes dropped to the tent in my

boxers.
“For food, I mean,” she clarified.
“What if I want more than food?” I asked.
Her mouth twitched into a saucy grin. “Everything else will have to wait

for dessert. Waffles first.”
My eyebrows lifted. “Did I even have waffle mix?”
“Nope. I made them from scratch. Hope you like cinnamon … because I

started shaking, and the lid fell off into the batter. I scooped out as much
extra as I could, but you’re getting a mostly cinnamon waffle this morning.”



I grinned. “Fine by me. Haven’t had a homemade waffle in … ever … I
don’t think.”

“Then I’m doubly glad I made them, because that just isn’t right.”
She lifted the top of the waffle iron and cinnamon-scented steam wafted

out.
“Smells good.”
Elle grabbed a fork and lifted the waffle out onto a plate before pouring

more batter in its place.
“I may be a mostly crappy cook, but one thing I can do right is

cinnamon vanilla waffles.”
“Vanilla, too? Shit. Almost worth waking up to an empty bed.” I came

around behind her and dropped a hand on the counter on either side of her.
Lowering my head, I spoke into her ear. “Next time, wake me, and I’ll
help.”

She didn’t respond, just leaned back against me. I counted it as a good
sign that she didn’t stiffen and tell me there wouldn’t be a next time.
Because there’d be a next time even if I had to tie the woman to my bed.

“You better eat before it gets cold. Mine will be done in a minute.”
“Your turn first.”
“But—”
“No buts. I’m not going to watch you cook and then eat before you. I

might not have been raised with much in the way of manners, but even I
know that’s a dick move.” I pushed away from the counter, intending to
grab silverware, but at the word dick, her eyes dropped to that very level. It
might have distracted me from my task.

“Speaking of dicks…”
Mine pulsed. Obviously.
“Go sit your cute little ass down and eat your waffle before neither of us

gets any breakfast.”
She bit her lip, took the plate, and moved around to sit at the bar.
I groaned.
“What?” Elle asked.
“Your naked ass is sitting on my barstool, isn’t it?”
Her shoulders shook with laughter. “Yep. Totally. Want to hand me a

fork?”



“Shit, woman. I’m never going to be able to look at that barstool the
same way again, and you’re over there asking me for a fork?”

“You’re the one who told me to eat first.”
“I did.” By the time I’d set it in front of her, Elle was pointing at the

waffle iron.
“Yours should be done.” I lifted it and the waffle was perfectly golden

brown. I spun to grab another plate, and this time it was Elle groaning.
“Damn, you could totally bounce a quarter off your ass.”
I looked over my shoulder, happier to see the smile on her face than I

was to know she was checking out my ass with as much enthusiasm as I’d
checked out hers. I was in trouble with this woman.



I pulled a napkin out of the holder on the bar and dabbed at my mouth
daintily. Lord’s brow furrowed.

“I might have drooled a little,” I explained, shrugging. “I mean … that
ass of yours is epic.”

His chuckle filled the kitchen. “Same goes, sweet thing. Same goes.”
His eyes lowered to my plate. “Now eat before it gets cold. We’ve gotta
make a stop before we head into the shop. There’s a guy with a unique
collection he thinks I’d be interested in.”

I dug into my waffle. “What kind of collection?”
Lord’s smile was sly. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”
Cryptic.
The man, with that damn Mona Lisa smile, slid his plate next to mine

and joined me at the bar.
We ate in companionable silence for a few minutes before Lord said, “I

like this. Having you here.”
“It’s certainly domestic.”
“I’ve never had domestic, so if that’s what this is, then I guess I like

domestic.”
His words burrowed into me and took up residence with the warmth

growing in my chest.
“I’ve never really had domestic, either,” I admitted. “I guess I never

really wanted it.”
The clink of silverware against the plates quieted as we both stilled our

movements.



“Is that something you’re ever gonna want?”
I forced a smile and met his intense blue gaze. “Way to put a girl on the

spot.”
“It’s not a tough question, Elle.”
I looked back at my waffle and resumed cutting it into precise little

squares following the lines of the waffle iron. I speared a piece with my
fork and nabbed it off the tines. Chewing was good. Chewing meant I had a
reasonable excuse not to respond to his comment. Not a tough question, my
ass. I needed to lighten the mood. I wasn’t prepared to deal with heavy stuff
this morning. I chewed slower and thought faster. Swallowing, I slid my
eyes to Lord. He still hadn’t moved and was studying me. “If domestic
includes falling asleep because I’ve practically blacked out from coming,
and waking up filled with you, then I might consider it.” I lifted my
eyebrows. “But since I haven’t experienced the second, I’m unable to make
a definitive judgment.”

His gaze heated. “You want my dick that bad? Need to ride it before you
buy it?”

Buy it? Well, that was a little extreme. But ride it? Ummm … yep. That
sounded grand.

“Do you expect me to say no? Pretend I haven’t been thinking about
this since the first time I saw you?”

His lips curled up. “You’re tempting as fuck, you know that?”
Gratification flared to life within me. I was going to get what I wanted. His
next words doused it. “But we’ve got somewhere to be this morning. Don’t
want to be rushing shit when I finally get inside you.”

I wanted to growl in frustration. “Seriously? You make me wait any
longer, and I’m gonna have to take care of business another way.”

Lord’s expression darkened. His fork clattered to the plate, and he
shoved it aside.

Whoa. What did he think I meant? I started to replay my words in my
head, but got sidetracked when Lord slid off his stool and pulled mine away
from the bar.

“Those are fightin’ words, and I think we’re going to be a little late to
our appointment, because I’m about to show you what you’ll get from me
that you can’t get anywhere else.”

Wait, what? Did he think…?



“I didn’t mean I’d—”
“Too late now.”
I swallowed back a lump in my throat, but it wasn’t fear, it was  …

anticipation—because this little miscommunication might actually be
working in my favor. Lord pulled me forward before tossing me over his
shoulder. I expected him to head for the bedroom, but he didn’t waste that
many steps. I bounced as I landed on the couch.

“Good thing you didn’t bother with panties because I would’ve just
shredded them.” My inner muscles quivered at his growled declaration.
“Shirt off. I want you naked when you’re begging for me.”

Quivered? Try spasmed.
That much intensity, that much leashed power, staring down at me

turned my limbs to goo.
“I said shirt off, Elle.”
I should be arguing, telling him not to tell me what to do, but goddamn

if his orders didn’t make this so much hotter. At this point, I was ready to do
anything he told me. Like drop to my knees and worship the hard-on
bulging beneath his shorts. My mouth watered at the thought. I needed to
get my hands—and mouth—on that monster.

I grabbed the hem of the T-shirt as I plotted how to get him just as
naked as I was about to be. I tugged it over my head and tossed it to the
cushion beside me.

Lord bent again, picking up the coffee table and setting it a good three
feet away. The muscles in his arms, chest, and shoulders flexed and
bunched. And good God … the man should not be allowed to look that sexy.
It wasn’t fair. I was so, so screwed.

He hit his knees, and his hands landed on my legs.
And Houston, we have contact. Lord’s callused palms coasted up my

thighs as he eased my legs open.
“Fuck, you’re already soaked.”
True story. And I was probably going to leave a wet spot on the couch.

Good thing it was leather. Easy clean up and all.
He lowered his chin, and the morning scruff on his jaw scraped the

inside of my knee. Goose bumps covered my skin.
“I get to eat this pussy two days in a row. You know what that makes

me?”



I shook my head.
“A damn lucky man.”
And then there were no more words because Lord gripped my thighs,

lowered his mouth to my pussy, and feasted.
He didn’t stop until I came twice.
And I screamed his name both times.



So fucking responsive.
Elle was a goddamn miracle, and I hadn’t been lying when I’d said I

was a lucky man.
I’d planned to make her wait. Cement things with a few dates before I

gave her what she’d claimed to want from the beginning, but now, seeing
her so open and needy in her pleasure, my plan fell to shit.

I was done waiting.
I had to have her.
Even through the haze of lust, I knew it was the right call. Dragging it

out, using sex as the carrot to get what I wanted … wasn’t that just another
form of control that would make Elle more likely to bolt? The thought
hadn’t occurred to me until just now.

Her eyes fluttered open, out of focus until they locked on me. My
expression must have been a fuck ton more serious than I’d intended,
because her brow wrinkled, and some of that easiness I loved drained away.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.
I didn’t want her thinking anything was wrong, not when everything

between us was so fucking right.
“Not a damn thing. Change of plans … we’re going to be very late to

that appointment.”
Elle blinked, not getting what I was saying for a few seconds. And

then … realization. “Wait, you mean…?”
“Done fucking around. I want you. You want me. No more wasting

time.”



She swallowed and nodded.
I didn’t wait for any other sign that she was down with this plan. I

leaned forward, slipped my arms under her legs, and lifted her up. I carried
her the same way I had to the couch, except this time we were headed to my
room. I lowered her onto the mattress and she scooted up to the pillows,
laid out in the center of my bed. Naked.

All the things I’d done in my life had led me to this moment, and I
couldn’t regret a single one because they’d gotten me to Elle.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand.
Shit timing. I almost ignored it, but I needed to tell Mathieu to

reschedule this morning’s appointment for later—much later. Reaching into
my pocket, I pulled it out.

A text from Mathieu.
Dude is wondering where da fuck u at. What do I tell him?
I glanced at Elle, who was studying me expectantly.
“That better be important.”
Spitfire. God, I couldn’t wait to get inside her.
“Buying us a whole free morning.”
She raised an eyebrow, then nodded in what I assumed was approval.
I tapped out a reply.
Reschedule for lunch.
I dropped my phone on the floor, not bothering to wait for Mathieu’s

response. If it pissed off the guy or he couldn’t reschedule, it didn’t matter.
There was nothing more important than what I was doing right now. The
world could burn for all I cared. Nothing was stopping me now that I’d
made my decision.

Elle continued to watch me. Waiting.
The wait was over.
I tugged my boxers off my hips and dropped them to the floor.
“Thank the Lord,” she whispered, a smile playing on her lips even as

her eyes widened.
“That is my name.”
“And so fitting … because Lord oh Lord.”
A grin tugged at the corner of my mouth. Only Elle.
She reached her hand up to her throat and trailed it down between her

lush tits, across the curve of her belly, and then lower. She dragged her



fingers back and forth above her pussy—as if my attention hadn’t already
been on it.

“You don’t even have to try to tempt me. All you have to do is breathe,
and I’m dying for you.”

She dipped a finger lower, sweeping across her clit, and her hips
bucked.

The woman was taunting me. I came around the side of the bed and
pulled open the nightstand drawer to grab a strip of condoms and tossed
them on the bed.

“That looks ambitious.”
“When it comes to you, I’m feeling really fucking ambitious.”
Within seconds, I was kneeling over her. We weren’t touching an inch

of skin yet, and already my dick throbbed and demanded to be inside her.
One of my very favorite things about Elle was the fact that she wasn’t

shy or hesitant. She lifted her hand from where she’d been teasing us both
and went straight for my balls.

The woman was one of a kind.
“Jesus, Elle,” I groaned as she cupped them. My cock was already rock

hard, but now my balls were following suit as they rose toward the base of
my dick.

“I even think your balls are sexy. That can’t be normal.”
With Elle, there would never be a dull moment.
“I ain’t complaining. But my cock is feeling lonely.”
I reached down and covered her hand with mine, unwrapping her

fingers and sliding her palm up the length of my dick. Her fingers closed
around me, and I’d found paradise.

Only two strokes and I had to pull her hand away.
“I wanted this to last. Take my time with you. But you’re blowing my

plans straight out of the water.”
“I’m not complaining,” she breathed, a smile curving her face.
“I’m guessing you’re not, considering the way you just went for it.

Hope you know what you’ve unleashed.”
“Bring it, pawn star.”
I’d never had a woman challenge me in bed—beg me or tease me? Sure.

But challenge and taunt until all my alpha instincts were poised to break
free and charge? Never.



From Elle, I fucking loved it.
She spurred me on, pushed my arousal to the next level.
I grabbed a condom and tore it open with my teeth.



I didn’t like giving up control in the bedroom, but when Lord stared down
at me, blue eyes blazing as he slid the condom down over his cock, I
decided that whatever he wanted to do with me, I’d be more than on board.

He had this intensity, this single-minded focus, this … everything.
I waited, not sure if he was just going to spread my legs and slam

home … or if he was going to tease the ever-loving hell out of me for a bit
longer before I finally got to experience that monster of a cock.

Thick and perfectly veined—it was the biggest I’d ever seen. And then
there was the matter of the two silver balls winking at me from just above
the base.

“I can’t believe you’re pierced.”
His smile was slow and lazy. “You’ll like it.”
“Pierced and tatted … and sexy as hell.”
The smile turned up a notch. “And you’re neither and still the most

gorgeous thing I’ve ever seen.”
“I’ve thought about it … just never could decide.”
Lord’s hand landed on my hip and climbed up my ribcage to cup my

breast. His thumb swept over the nipple, and it puckered even harder.
I arched into his hand as he plucked and tugged.
“You ever decide, you let me know. Can’t improve on perfection, but

these would look fucking hot pierced.”
It was something I’d considered, but right now I just wanted his other

hand on my nipple and that piercing of his teasing my clit.
“Okay.”



He must have sensed my need—maybe it was the fact that I was
writhing on the bed beneath him? Because he pulled back and gripped the
base of his cock, giving it a hard tug.

“I gotta be inside you.” My head bobbed in agreement as he fit the head
to my entrance, and thrust home.

Everything in my world contracted to shades of Lord.
My body tensed at the sudden invasion—he was so damn big—but

miracle of miracles, since I was so wet from my orgasms earlier, he slid
deep with no resistance.

“Omigod,” I breathed.
“Fucking hell, you’re so goddamn tight.” He threw his head back, and

his Adam’s apple worked along his strong throat as he froze above me.
“Jesus.” Dropping his head forward, he met my eyes. “This is gonna be a
helluva ride.”

I nodded, I think. Maybe? I lost track of everything when he started to
thrust. Streaks of pleasure zipped through me, and I wondered if I could
spontaneously combust from orgasm. Every move sent me higher, and the
piercing ground against my clit on the down strokes, sending fireworks of
sensation bursting out and shimmering through every nerve ending.

“Wrap your legs around my hips.”
I didn’t bristle at the order. Hell no. Because whatever he wanted from

me, as long as I kept feeling like this, I’d do it in an instant.
In the new position, my pelvis tilted up, and Lord drove deeper, harder,

and faster. Pleasure coiled and tightened in me until it was poised to snap.
“Touch yourself. I want to see those fingers on that sweet little clit of

yours.”
Again, I followed orders, gladly. Within seconds, I was unraveling.
“Fuuuck,” Lord groaned. “You’re gonna take me there before I’m

ready.”
When he stilled, I whimpered. “Don’t stop. Please. I don’t care. I just

want more.”
Lord’s lips found my neck, nipping, sucking, and biting his way up my

jaw, to my lips. His tongue slipped into my mouth, his hips pulled back, and
he fucked me with the same intensity that he kissed me.

All the sensations collided harder and faster. The feel of his cock,
pistoning away. The added perfection of the piercing. His hands—one



gripping my ass and the other buried my hair. And then his growled words.
“So fucking perfect. I’ll never get enough.”
I shattered.
Lord’s shout matched mine, and he thrust once, twice, and a final time

before stilling above me, pulsing his release inside me.
Wrecked.
I was wrecked.
Lord pulled out, climbed off the bed to dispose of the condom, and then

slid back in beside me and wrapped me in his arms.
“We’re gonna be really fucking late, because I’m not leaving until I get

a repeat performance,” he said, his breath tickling my ear.
I twisted in his arms so I was facing him, my head resting on his thickly

muscled chest.
“Mmkay.”

After round two—Lord was a cuddler, who knew—he lifted my limp body
off the bed and carried me to the bathroom. “Come on, we need to clean up,
and then we gotta go.”

When he set me down, my legs barely worked. I was pretty sure my
bones were some kind of liquid now. I was going to have to work on my
stamina to be up to the test of this relationship.

My knees wobbled. Relationship?
Lord studied me as he reached into the shower and turned on the water.

“Everything good?”
I nodded, my head bobbing like a moron.
“You sure?”
Apparently my amazing bobblehead action didn’t look too convincing.
“Just fine. Still recovering.” From whatever spell you’ve worked over

me. But am I really recovering or slipping deeper? And then the man turned
and stepped into the tub.

Fuck me.
That ass? It was sublime now that I had it up close and personal and in

the light. I couldn’t stop my questing fingers from reaching out and cupping
it.



Go ahead and laugh, but you would’ve done the same damn thing if you
were faced with this kind of perfection.

Lord stilled, and he was probably staring down at my trespassing hand,
but I didn’t even care.

He twisted toward me, and all of a sudden my hand wasn’t cupping his
ass; it was connecting with his once-again hard, and still very perfect, cock.

“You’re killing me.”
Lord’s booming laughter filled the small bathroom. To the room in

general he said, “You’d think she didn’t just have a handful of orgasms.” He
grabbed my hand and tugged. “Come on, you’re getting in the shower.”

“But—”
“My dick ain’t going anywhere,” he said. “Hell, with as much as I want

to fuck you, you’ll probably be sick of the thing in a few days.”
I climbed into the shower, mumbling, “Unlikely,” as the steam hit my

face and the water sluiced off my skin and hair. “I can’t help it that your
body is ridiculous. It’s not even fair.”

Lord’s hands slid up my hips. “If it works for you, I’m sure not
complaining.” He lowered his head and his lips—and then his teeth—
skimmed along my ear lobe.

As he’d just said, it was like I hadn’t just had a handful of orgasms. My
nipples puckered, and Lord didn’t miss them. His hands cupped my breasts
and his thumbs flicked my nipples before pinching and rolling them
between his fingers.

A shameless moan broke free from my lips. I had no defenses against
him. He was going to own my body, and from there it was only a short hop,
skip, and a jump to more guarded parts.

When he released me, I slid to my knees, my hands gripping his thickly
muscled thighs.

“You shouldn’t be going to your knees for me, woman. You shouldn’t
be going to your knees for any man.”

His words threw me, but not before his hands gripped under my armpits
and pulled me up. “But—”

“You want to suck my dick, you do it while you’re kneeling above me. I
don’t ever want to see you on the ground on your knees.”

“But you did it for me,” I protested.
“Because you deserve to be worshipped.”



I released a harsh breath as tears sprang to my eyes. I blinked them
back, still staring up at him.

Speechless. That’s what I was. Speechless.
“I don’t know why it surprises you so damn much. That’s your due. It’s

what you deserve, and I’m sure as fuck gonna give it to you.”
I failed at blinking back the tears, because one tipped over the edge onto

my cheek. I couldn’t even claim it was the water from the shower, because
it beat against my back.

Lord lifted a hand, and caught it on his thumb. “I don’t like tears, and I
really hate them on you. You’ve got nothing to cry about, sweet thing.”

I reached up and dashed away any remaining stragglers. “Sorry. I don’t
know what that was. I just—” I sucked in a breath as I seemed to be running
out of both air and words. “I just.”

“Hush, woman. No apologies. Let’s get you cleaned up. If you still want
to suck my cock by the time we’re out of the shower, we’ll see about it
then.”

My mouth instantly watered, and heat and moisture flooded between my
legs.

“Hurry up,” was all I could think to say.



I wanted to kiss the cute little pout off her face. I couldn’t help it.
“I’ve never met a woman so put out that she didn’t get to suck dick. If I

didn’t already want to tie you to my bed and never let you leave, you’d be
straight fucked right now.”

She threw an angry glance at me from the passenger side of the ’Cuda
where she had her arms crossed and pushing up those perfect tits. “What
kind of guy doesn’t want a blow job? Seriously?”

“You ever heard anticipation makes things sweeter? I’ve already gotten
so much fucking sweetness from you this morning, I want to save a little for
later.”

Elle huffed and it just made me smile wider. We were headed to the
appointment I had scheduled with a guy who had a collection of antiques I
couldn’t pass up the chance to see. Might make me a pervert, but in this
town, what he wanted to sell could actually turn a nice profit.

“For the record, if you tried to make me wait for oral sex, I’d be
tempted to kill someone.”

“Then it’s a good thing you got yours.”
Her pout turned to a mischievous grin. “You’re just waiting to get head

at work, aren’t you?”
The vision of lying back on the couch in my office while Elle knelt

above me and took my cock deep in her throat sounded like a damn good
plan. My dick jumped to salute the idea.

I turned into the parking lot of the condo complex where the
appointment was set, and thought about something else so I didn’t meet a



potential seller with a raging hard-on.
“You want to come up or wait in the car?”
Elle’s eyes cut to mine. “After your cryptic comments about what this

guy has? You think I’m really going to sit here and wonder what you’re
looking at?”

“Then come on.” I pushed open my door and climbed out. I grabbed
Elle’s hand when she shut her door and led her up the exterior stairs to 3A. I
knocked on the door and we waited for a minute or so until Barry Schmidt
answered.

“Good. Good. Glad you’re here. Did you have any trouble finding the
place?” the rotund man with a shiny bald head asked.

“I’m pretty sure there’s not a place in this town I couldn’t find.”
“Good. Good. Come in. Let’s have you get a look at my collection.”
“Lead the way.”
Elle glanced at me before we headed inside. What the hell is it? she

mouthed.
Curious little cat would just have to wait.
“I bought the entire lot when the museum was going under, and I always

intended to do something with them, but never got around to it.” Barry led
the way to a large library and waved his arm at the ten-foot high shelves
lining the walls. “So here it is.”

Elle’s brow wrinkled in confusion. That didn’t surprise me. It wouldn’t
be immediately apparent that she was standing in what Barry claimed was
the world’s largest collection of antique books on sex.

Several of the bookshelves were fronted by glass, and spotlights lit the
covers of dozens of different versions of the Kama Sutra. Barry also
claimed that many of them were first editions worth thousands. Which
probably put the collection out of my reach at the moment. He’d have to be
willing to cut me a hell of a deal. Even then, I didn’t think I’d be able to sell
the books at Chains, but I had a couple private collectors in mind. My shop
might’ve been located in a shitty part of town, but we were known for
quality and unique pieces. At least one of my regulars would snap some of
these up.

Barry’s phone rang. “I need to get that. I’ve been waiting for my lawyer
to call,” he said. “I swear I talk to him more than I ever talked to my soon-
to-be ex-wife.”



And there it was. That was why the collection was going. Or maybe the
collection was the reason for the divorce. Who the hell knew? He left the
room, and Elle crossed to one of the lit and glass-fronted shelves.

“What is this?” she asked.
“Supposed to be the world’s largest antique collection of books on sex.”
She laid a hand on the wood paneling separating the panes of glass. “No

freaking way.”
“I can’t make this shit up.”
“So not only are you holding out on me, but now you’re bombarding me

with books on sex? You’re a complete sadist. I’m sure there’s a book in here
that would back me up on that.”

“You’ll live. Now, do you know anything about antique books?”
Elle slowly circled the room, staring at the spines of the books.
“Not nearly enough to give you an idea of what these would sell for.”
“Guess we’ll have to see what he wants for them, and then go back and

do our research.”
We both surveyed the contents, and the more I looked, the more I grew

apprehensive at laying out cold, hard cash for these. The spines of the
majority looked tattered, and several shelves of books looked like they were
on the verge of crumbling.

“I don’t know. They seem to be in a lot rougher shape than you’d want.”
“Yeah, that’s what I’m getting, too. This might’ve been a wasted trip.”
Barry finally rejoined us in the library. “So, whatdaya think? You want

to make me an offer?”
Elle hit him with rapid-fire questions. “Have these been properly stored

and cared for? They look like they’re falling apart. And the cases with the
lights and the books on stands—that seems like a poor way to showcase
your most valuable pieces.” She never ceased to amaze me, and watching
her take the lead was sexy as hell.

Barry’s mouth dropped open, and he began to sputter. “I don’t know
who you think you are, you little—”

“Whoa. Whatever you’re about to say, you can stop right the fuck there.
We’re done here,” I said, cutting him off.

“But—”
“No thank you, sir. We’ll be moving along. Good luck with the divorce

and the collection.”



“All over this little bitch?” Barry snapped, his face contorting with rage.
I crossed the room and towered over Barry. “I said we’re done here. I’d

advise you to keep any further thoughts to yourself until we’re gone.”
I held out a hand to Elle, and her fingers closed around mine. We left a

sputtering Barry alone in the library with his books as we let ourselves out
of the condo.

Neither of us spoke until we were down the stairs, and I was pulling
open the door to the ’Cuda for Elle. “Seriously, there is no mystery why that
guy is getting divorced.”

“I’m with you there; let’s get out of here. I’m sorry for dragging you
into that. I thought maybe there’d be a couple pieces I could pick up and
flip to some collectors quick, but there’s no price low enough to tempt me
to give that man money.”

Elle settled into the car, and I rounded the front to climb in.
“Don’t worry about it. I know his type. I’m just happy for his wife that

she’s getting out. Some women don’t have the guts. They crumble when
faced with that special brand of asshole. I hope she takes him for all he’s
worth.”

Her comment sparked my curiosity. “How long has your mom been
married to your stepdad?”

Elle reached for the radio dial and twisted it to a ’70s station. Music
filled the car before she answered, “My dad died at the beginning of my
freshman year of college. My mom got remarried pretty much right away.”

“And you mentioned a stepbrother?”
“Yeah, the prick who sold the watch. Like father, like son. Both pieces

of work.”
“Sounds like your ma can’t be too happy. Why doesn’t she leave him?”
Elle stared out the window. “She’s scared, I think. No way to provide

for herself—and that was if she were sober. No one would hire her the way
she drinks.”

“She wasn’t always like that though, right?”
“A drunk? No. That was a new development after she got remarried, but

it escalated really freaking fast. She can’t control it. It’s part of the reason I
don’t trust myself to stop.”

“You aren’t your ma, Elle. Not even close.”
She didn’t reply.



We drove the rest of the way to Chains with the only sound in the car
the Rolling Stones. I didn’t have anything against the Stones, but I didn’t
like the way Elle had drawn into herself.

“You’re awfully quiet.”
“Just thinking about that douche and his crazy collection. How many

Kama Sutras does one guy really need?”
I forced a laugh, because she was changing the subject on purpose. I

decided to let her. “Good point.”
“You know he had to be compensating for having a tiny penis. That’s

the only explanation I could honestly come up with. Which means you were
basically preempted from being able to buy it, because you do not have a
tiny penis.”

I resisted the urge to grab my dick. It was a guy thing; don’t ask me
why.

“Then I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t get the chance to bid. I’d hate to
have to prove my manhood to you.”

“I guess I should’ve let you buy it so you would’ve been forced to.
Regularly and enthusiastically. Damn. What was I thinking?” Elle joked.

I was going to have to work harder to fuck the sass right out of the
woman—that was clear. But goddamn if we weren’t going to enjoy the hell
out of it.



Multiple orgasms were a fantastic way to start the day, but unfortunately
the happy buzz drained out of me as soon as the chauffer-driven Mercedes
pulled up in front of Chains. Arnie, my mother’s driver, came around to
open the back door, and I wasn’t entirely sure, but I thought he shot a look
of sympathy toward the window.

Shit.
My mother swooped out of the car, luckily on Tory Burch flats and not

heels, because I could tell from the slight wobble to her walk she’d already
had a few.

Lord had headed back to the office to take a call, but Mathieu was
dusting the rack of guitars by the front door.

I really don’t want an audience for this.
“Mathieu, why don’t you—”
The chime above the door cut off my words.
“You’ve got to be joking. This cannot be the right place. There’s no way

that Eleanor would lower herself to work in this dump.”
I hated when she called me Eleanor. Hated it.
Mathieu’s head snapped up. “Can I help you, ma’am?”
My mother’s nose wrinkled like she smelled something rotten. “I

sincerely doubt it.” Her eyes scanned the shop and zeroed in on me.
“Really, Eleanor. This cannot possibly be where you’ve been spending your
time. That dirty little place in the Vieux Carré was bad enough, but this—
are you out of your mind?”



Her shrill voice carried enough to have Lord coming up from the back
hall into the main shop.

His presence produced another nose wrinkle and a sharp glance at me.
“Don’t tell me that this is the proprietor.”

“Can we help you with something, ma’am?”
It was nearly the same question Mathieu had just asked, but with this

one my mother decided to get creative in her answer. “Yes, please fire
Eleanor so I can collect her and her belongings and get out of this
disgusting place.”

A muscle ticked in Lord’s jaw, but he kept his words light “You didn’t
tell me your name was Eleanor, sweet thing. That’s First Lady material right
there.”

The disgusted sound that came out of my mother’s mouth was truly
unladylike. “He calls you a pet name? Please tell me you’re not sleeping
with the man. That’d be just—”

“Ma’am, I’d suggest you stop right there.” All the easiness had left his
tone.

“Mathieu, could you give us a minute?” I asked.
He nodded and walked toward the back room. Twenty bucks said he’d

be listening anyway, but at least I didn’t have to see the respect fade from
his eyes when my mother unloaded whatever tirade she was about to
unleash.

Lord wasn’t waiting for that to happen. He stalked to the door of the
shop and opened it. “Hey, sir. I think it’s time you collect your passenger
and take her home. She’s overstayed her welcome—if she ever had one.”

Through the barred glass window, I saw Arnie’s head jerk up and the
look of shock bloom on his face. Apparently he hadn’t been ready for
Lord’s brand of honesty. I was assuming my mother wasn’t ready for it
either.

“And I’ll be taking my daughter with me.”
“No way in hell,” I snapped.
She tossed her hair. “Charming language, Eleanor. I guess that’s what

you get for sleeping with the lowest common denominator.”
Her attacks on Lord continued to stoke my rage. I fisted my hands at my

side, trying to hold back. Fuck it—



But Lord intervened again. “Go sleep it off, lady. You’re not impressing
anyone here.”

Thankfully, my mother huffed out the door. “You’re just hurting
yourself. Don’t think he won’t—”

Lord slammed the door. I didn’t need to hear her finish; I knew what her
warning was. Denton wouldn’t let this stand. I shoved it away. Denton
couldn’t do a damn thing to me.

“You okay, sweet thing?”
I looked up at Lord’s quiet words. I decided to go the route of perfect

honesty. “I think so. At least she wasn’t slurring and stumbling. She’s not
all the way through her first bottle, if I had to guess, which makes today my
lucky day?” I couldn’t help making that last bit a question.

“Your ma’s a real piece of work.”
“That’s putting it lightly.”
“Whatever issues she’s carrying, they’re hers to deal with, not yours.”
“I don’t know about that. Since I can’t pretend she doesn’t exist, pretty

much all of her issues bleed over onto me eventually.”
“No more. She doesn’t touch you. Ever. None of her bitterness touches

you again. I’m not having it.”
“You can’t just wave a magic wand and make my mother disappear.

Besides,” I added quietly, “she’s not the one I’d make disappear if I had my
choice.”

Crossing to stand in front of me, Lord took my hand. His thumb rubbed
over the back of it, and I appreciated both the soothing gesture and the
connection between us.

“Your stepdad is the one you’d want gone.”
“Got it in one.”
“He fucks with you, he’ll find an early and uncomfortable end.”



The last person you want walking in on a threat to end someone is a cop.
Especially the cop you once considered a friend but had already dragged
you down to the station for questioning about one murder—which was
where I’d been the morning Jiminy had crossed the line to fuck with Elle. I
was still thankful Hennessy had wrapped up his questions as quickly as he
had or I might not have been back in time to show Jiminy his interest was
wholly unwelcome.

“Lord.”
“Hennessy.”
“You want to elaborate on what you were just saying?”
“Figure of speech.”
The detective’s eyes narrowed on me. “That ain’t making me feel a hell

of a lot better, because I’ve got some more questions for you.”
“Told you everything I knew about Bree,” I said.
“Ain’t here about Bree.”
Then what the hell? “No new guns in on pawn the last couple days, so

what do you need?”
“You know a guy who went by the name Jiminy?”
My hand, still closed around Elle’s, tensed at the use of the word went.
“He’s one of Rix’s guys. Low level gangbanger.”
Hennessy pulled a small pad out of his inside front pocket. “He was one

of Rix’s guys. And I’m going to need your alibi for seven AM, two days
ago.”

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”



Elle sucked in a breath. “Holy shit.”
Hennessy’s eyes darted to her. “You knew him too.”
“She don’t know jack shit, man.”
“I wasn’t asking you, Lord. I think the lady can speak for herself.”
“She didn’t know him. I’m the one who tossed his ass on the ground

when he tried hassling her. You want someone with a motive, you talk to
me.”

“H—How did he die?” Elle asked.
Shit, it was a question I really didn’t want to discuss in front of her. She

didn’t need to be part of this. Didn’t need to be exposed to this side of life.
Hennessy only paused for a beat before answering.

“Same way as Bree. Shot in the back. Same caliber. Lab is analyzing the
bullet now, but since I’ve been doing this job for a while, I’m going out on
a limb to guess that it was the same gun.” Hennessy looked at me. “Which
is why I’m here. Because it seems like you’ve got a connection to both.”

Years of creeping behind enemy lines helped me keep my cool. “You
bringing me in?”

He slapped his notebook against his other palm. “Should I be?”
Fuck. It wasn’t like I had any confidence or faith in the justice system.

Innocent people went to prison all the damn time.
As the thought flipped through my brain, Hennessy studied my every

move. If he was so fucking good at his job, he’d realize he was barking up
the wrong tree. But even I knew that this looked bad.

“If I tell you you’re looking the wrong way, aren’t I going to look more
like a suspect?” I asked.

Elle sucked in a breath, and her nails dug into my hand. I was pretty
sure it was the sound and gesture for shut the fuck up.

Hennessy spoke, and I got the impression he was choosing his words
carefully, “I think it’d be in your best interest to call your lawyer before you
come down to the station for more questions.”

Lead settled in my gut. The man had known me for a couple years, and
he had suspicions. Didn’t look good.

“I’ll do that.”
“I’ll be in touch. Tomorrow. Consider this a courtesy. But don’t leave

town.”



Courtesy, my ass. He just wanted to see my face when I heard about
Jiminy.

I dropped my eyes to Elle’s pale face, and thought about how to
reassure her. But my phone buzzed in my jeans, interrupting any attempt.

I pulled it out and looked. Con. Normally he texted. Only rarely did he
call—my radar went up instantly.

I looked at Elle as I answered, “What’s going on?”
“We got a problem. I need you to get to Tulane Medical Center ASAP.”
I went deadly calm and still. “What the fuck the happened?”
“Damien caught a drive-by bullet. Not fatal, but not good. I’m two

hours away, but heading back.”
“I’ll be there in ten,” I replied, already turning for the door.
“There’s more,” Con said. “They’re saying it was Cantrell’s older

brother. He’s one of Rix’s guys. We got a powder keg, and the boys are
choosing sides.”

“Fuck me. I’ll be there in five.”



Waiting was endless. I didn’t know nearly enough about the boys from the
gym to put a face on the one who was right now lying in the hospital, but I
did know that a bullet from a drive-by was all-too-often fatal. Apparently
Con had said it wasn’t, but still … who knew with a gunshot wound, right?

I had nothing to distract me from thinking about it, and an untamed
imagination was a dangerous thing.

In Lord’s hurry to leave, he’d tried to talk me into going back to his
place, but Mathieu and I had convinced him I was safer here. So I helped
customer after customer as they came in to the store. Luckily, no Rix—and
my mother didn’t make another appearance either. Mathieu never left my
side.

“So what’s your story, kid?” I asked as the door shut behind the last
customer. As much as I’d worked with him, we really hadn’t chatted much.
He was an odd duck. Loud and mouthy around Lord, but quiet and reserved
around me.

“Don’t have much of a story. At least not one worth talkin’ ’bout.”
“Come on, everyone’s got a story.”
He grunted, and I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to interpret that. “My

mom was a crack addict, so Gran raised me. She died when I was twelve,
and I ended up in shit foster home after shit foster home. Ran when I was
sixteen. Started stealing so I could eat. That’s how I met Lord. I’d been
getting by, but I needed bigger shit. So I tried to rip off a guitar. He gave me
a choice—cops or work. I ain’t stupid, despite the fact that I was stealing.
So I picked work. Lived with him for a while before I started rentin’ a place



across the street. Would definitely be dead or in prison if he hadn’t helped
me out. Owe him everything. He’s the only family I got. We take care of
each other.”

Wow. The matter-of-fact recital hit me like darts to the heart—especially
because it was so close to Lord’s story. No wonder he’d taken the kid in and
given him a choice and a place to live. Lord probably identified with
everything Mathieu had been through.

The boy turned and left the main section of the shop before I could
think up an appropriate response, and the click of the office door shutting
followed.

I guess that meant I’d be hanging out by myself this afternoon…
The door chimed, and I looked up.
Rix.
Of course. His timing was—as ever—impeccable.
“The cop been here?”
He didn’t have to elaborate for me to know exactly what he was talking

about.
“Yeah. He was here. But I don’t think Lord will be pleased that you’re

here.”
Something I wasn’t even sure could be called a smile crossed his face.

“You’re the only woman I’ve met who has no problem giving me lip. Most
won’t even look me in the eye.”

“Maybe if you weren’t such a scary motherfucker, you wouldn’t have
such a hard time getting a lady.”

His mouth curved into a more definite imitation of a smile, and he
shook his head. “Lord still claiming you?”

I straightened, throwing my shoulders back and chin up. Rix’s gaze
dropped to my chest. Oops. Didn’t mean to call attention to the boobs.

“Eyes up here, man,” I snapped.
His narrowed. “Tell me you’re ready for a real man, and I promise I’ll

tame that sassy mouth of yours.”
“I’ve got a real man, thanks. One who actually appreciates my sassy

mouth.”
“You tempt the fuck out of me, woman. If I didn’t know he’d take my

head, I’d take you home.”



The take my head comment was a little unnerving, but I supposed it
made me feel better to know that Rix wasn’t a threat to me because he did
fear Lord’s retaliation. Jesus, this law of the streets thing was really
freaking confusing.

The smile faded from his face. “What’d the cop say?”
“Not much.”
“Your man going downtown to answer questions?”
I really didn’t feel like it was my place to offer up details. Whatever

Lord was or wasn’t doing was his business.
“I don’t know.” The answer was arguably honest, because I really didn’t

know.
Rix leaned over the counter, and his voice dropped to low and

dangerous levels. “I can tell you this—when I figure out who did in my boy,
shit will get bloody.”

A cold shiver snaked down my spine. “That’s not something you should
be telling me, just FYI.” I fought hard to keep my voice from shaking, and I
succeeded  … mostly. “Besides, I hear your boys are out spraying bullets
around innocent kids. Like the one in the hospital right now.”

Rix’s expression darkened. “The fuck you talking about?”
Uh oh. Maybe I should’ve kept my mouth shut.
“That’s a serious fucking accusation. You better have some back up for

it.”
I became acutely aware of how empty my hands were and how far away

I was from any kind of protection. I needed to acquire a filter so I wouldn’t
get myself into these kinds of situations. This wasn’t my issue. Why did I
decide to make it my issue?

I had to say something. His crazy silver eyes were boring holes in me.
“Uhh … Lord’s at the ER with one of his boxing kids. They said he caught
a bullet in a drive-by. One that some other kid’s brother was a part of. And
maybe he was one of your guys?”

“Give me a fucking name.”
I swallowed, feeling like I’d be signing someone’s death warrant if I

gave him a name.
“I don’t know anything else.”
“You’re lying.”
“I’m not just giving you a name. I don’t know what you’ll—”



“That’s right. You don’t fucking know what I’ll do.” His eyebrows
angled into furious slashes. “Give me a fucking name.”

I shook my head. “I think you should leave now.”
Rix took a step closer to the case. “You’re lucky I like you, Red.

Anyone else, I’d be getting the information I needed the hard way.”
He pushed off the counter, and strode to the door without another word.
Cold invaded my chest and spread through my limbs.
This time, Rix scared the ever-loving hell out of me.
I needed to tell Lord he’d been here, but I didn’t want to distract him.
Mathieu came out from the back room, stomping toward me. “Was that

Rix? Again? Lord’s gonna be fucking pissed I wasn’t out here. Shit.”
“It’s okay. It’s fine. Everything’s fine.”
Mathieu studied me. “Fuck, what’d he say? You’re whiter than you

normally are.”
I shook my head. “He didn’t say much. But  … I  … uh  … might’ve

mentioned that we think one of his guys shot one of Lord and Con’s boys in
a drive-by.”

Mathieu stilled. “You fucking didn’t.”
“I … ummm … did.”
“You accused one of his guys?”
“I said it was what I’d heard. That’s all.”
“He threaten you?”
I wrapped my arms around myself. “Not really. I don’t think so.”
“You don’t think so?”
“Let’s just say I’m in no hurry to be alone with Rix again.”
“Fuck. Lord’s gonna kick my ass.”
I didn’t respond—just reached for the coffee filters. I needed to clean

the glass. The repetitive, thoughtless task would settle my nerves.
I hoped.



It’d been a long day, but Damien was going home with only stitches and a
really sore shoulder. It was a reminder that the streets of NOLA were not a
forgiving place.

I hadn’t gotten my first bullet graze in the military.
No, that had come courtesy of a similar drive-by that I hadn’t been

smart enough to avoid. I’d been lucky I hadn’t died from the infection and
had been smart enough to get my ass to a clinic after the fact. They hadn’t
believed my I scraped my arm on a rusty piece of fence story, but they also
hadn’t called the cops to report it.

I rubbed the scar and looked to Elle. After the fucking craziness of the
day, I wanted nothing more than to kick back with her and relax. She was
wound tight, too, and I chalked it up to the same reason I was so beat. We
could both use an easy night—a distraction. She and Mathieu had held
down the fort all day, and it was closing time.

“I’m taking you on a date tonight,” I said.
“Another airboat ride?”
“Nah, something else. Got a friend playing at The Little Gem.”
However I expected her to answer, it wasn’t by blurting: “Rix was in

here earlier, wanting to know what you told the cops, and I told him about
the drive-by.”

I zeroed in on Elle. “Why weren’t those the first words out of your
mouth when I walked in?”

“Because I wanted to know how Damien—”
Of course she did. But still, fuck.



I whipped around to look at Mathieu. “And you didn’t toss him out?”
“I was in the back, didn’t come up until he was leaving.”
“You swore you’d stick to her side.” I shifted my eyes to Elle. “And you

didn’t even think to go get him?”
“It’s not like I had time. It happened so fast. He was here, and then…”

she trailed off.
“Sorry, man,” Mathieu added.
I never should’ve left her here. I hadn’t known what I’d be walking into

at the hospital, but I shouldn’t have left her here. Shit was closing in from
all sides. Rix, whoever offed Bree and now Jiminy, and Elle’s family. Yeah,
we really needed to get away from it all for a while. Hell, if I could, I’d get
Elle away from it permanently. I’d tried that before, and she’d only out-
stubborned me. But I wouldn’t be leaving her unprotected again.

I pointed at Mathieu. “You’re handling closing. We’re out of here.” I
grabbed Elle’s hand. “Let’s go.”



A wide array of emotions vibrated from Lord. Annoyance, anger,
frustration, possessiveness, and who knew what else. But above all, I got
the feeling that things were about to take an irrevocable turn for us. Good or
bad, I wasn’t quite sure, but I’d wait and see. The urge to bolt back to the
safety of my own world was bubbling up inside me, but a much bigger part
of me wanted to stay firmly in his. I was learning that there was a line
between protective and possessive, and an even wider gulf between
possessive and controlling. Lord was protective to be sure, possessive when
it came to brushes with Rix, but not in the least bit controlling. I thought I
could live with that—protective and even possessive could be sexy as hell
when it was coming from him.

We rode in silence to his place, and I wondered if he’d already forgotten
about his plan to go out tonight. “If we’re going out tonight, then I need to
get a dress from my house.”

Lord didn’t take his eyes off the windshield. “Change of plans. I need
you in my bed, under me, and I need to know that you’re right there with
me.”

Hello.
All my girl parts sat up and took notice. “What brought this on?”
“Does it matter?”
I contemplated that for a bit. “I guess not.” But I knew it was a primal

instinct springing from his concern for my safety after everything that had
happened today.



Lord’s gaze raked me as he pulled into the gravel two-track drive. The
intensity in it told me what kind of night I was in for. Within minutes, we
were in the house, and he was skimming his hand over my shoulder, sliding
off the cardigan I’d worn over my sundress. He set it aside before returning
to stripping me. Rough thumbs slipped under the straps, and goose bumps
lit up my skin.

He wasn’t wasting time, and I wasn’t about to slow him down.
“So fucking soft. Shouldn’t even be allowed to touch you.”
“Don’t you dare stop.”
“Not a chance.”
The straps fell down my shoulders, and his big hand reached around to

find the zipper and tug it down.
The dress floated to the floor, and I stepped out of it. My heart thudded

against my ribcage. This felt so much bigger—like what was happening
here was going to overflow the room and flood the entire neighborhood.

Lord made quick work of my bra, and it dropped onto my dress. I stood
before him in nothing more than my underwear, and I was pretty sure my
emotions were transparent. I’d never trusted any man this much. Had never
felt this much for any man. The danger sirens should’ve been going off in
my head, but all I could focus on was him.

He lowered his mouth, brushing his lips over mine before his tongue
slipped inside. His hand dropped from my chin and coasted down my arms
before cupping my ass. Tucking a thumb into either side of my panties, he
tugged them down until I was completely naked, but he was still completely
clothed. The disparity of the situation just made it all that much hotter.

When he finally pulled back, it was to guide me into a seated position
on the bed.

My hands immediately went to his belt. I unbuckled it and pulled down
the zipper. “I’m not kneeling now,” I said.

My eyes darted up to Lord’s face, and his blue eyes had turned molten.
“No, you’re not.”

I palmed the bulge springing from beneath his boxer briefs and
squeezed.

“Can’t believe you made me wait so damn long for this.”
“Good things are worth waiting for. I would’ve waited a hell of a lot

longer.”



“Guess it’s lucky the wait is over.”
I tugged his boxers down and ran a thumb up the underside.
Lord stroked my cheek with his thumb as I lowered my head.
I dragged my tongue along the shaft, from the base to the crown, and

closed my mouth over the tip.
The hand that had been caressing my face speared into my hair, pulling

it back and up into a rough ponytail. “Fuck, Elle.” He groaned when I
pulled his cock away from his body, wrapping my fist around it, and took
him deeper. “Goddamn that feels good.”

With most guys, I didn’t suck dick. It was a personal preference. Why?
Because I always felt cheap and used by the end. It didn’t matter how polite
or sweet the guy was—although I rarely went for polite or sweet—but the
end result left me feeling like shit. But with his one statement—I don’t ever
want to see you on your knees—Lord had torn away the shame that I
usually felt. This act now filled me with power and fulfillment.

Lord’s groan once again broke through the silence, and his knees
buckled.

It was a heady feeling—knowing I had the power to make a strong
man’s knees weak with pleasure. But it was a good kind of power. The kind
that I’d give right back to him when he blew my mind with orgasms in only
minutes. It was the give and take with Lord that made it all work so well. It
was the push and pull and ebb and flow. The natural rhythm of things that
made being with him as easy as breathing.

I stroked my hand up and down his length, jacking him off slowly
before I took him as deep as I could. When his cock hit the back of my
throat, Lord eased away slightly and said, “I don’t want to come in your
mouth. I want to come in that tight little pussy of yours.”

I released the head of his cock with a pop of my lips. “Are you sure
about that? Because I don’t think it’s an either-or decision. I’m pretty sure
we could make both of those happen.” I was feeling like a seductress.
Amazing what the sight of weak knees could do to a girl. Hell, amazing
what any sight of Lord Robichaux could do to a girl.

The fist gripping my hair tightened and my head tilted up. “You’re a
fucking goddess. Which means I’m going to take you up on your offer—
next time. Next time, after I fuck you, you’re going to suck my cock until I
come down your perfect little throat. But tonight, I’m going to fuck you



until you come so hard you’ve used up every bit of energy just trying to
stay with me, and you’re going to pass out from exhaustion.”

Ummm … Okay then. I’m good with that program.
“Okay.”
He released his grip on my hair, and lifted me toward the head of the

bed. Lord stepped back and stripped off his remaining clothes.
Personal strip tease courtesy of the sexiest man I’d ever seen? Hell. Yes.
He shoved his jeans and boxer briefs the rest of the way down his hips,

and they crumpled on the floor. Grabbing his shirt by the back, he tugged it
over his head and tossed it aside. I loved the efficient way he rid himself of
everything that remained between us. In only moments, he was as naked as
I was. His cock bobbed, and I still wished I had my mouth wrapped around
it.

Maybe I could talk him in to letting me…
“Can’t wait to be buried inside you,” he said.
Well, that worked too.
“What are you waiting for?” I asked, my words husky.
His hand wrapped around my ankle. I expected him to spread my legs

and climb between them, but he didn’t. He dipped at the waist and lowered
his lips to the inside of my anklebone and pressed a kiss to it.

“I told you that you were meant to be worshipped; that’s what I’m
waiting for. Now let me get to it.”

The remnants of the walls I’d built between us crumbled. With only his
words and a single touch of his lips, he decimated me.

Lord’s lips trailed up the inside of my legs, trading between one and
then the other. He growled things like “softest skin,” “so goddamn smooth,”
and “perfection,” and I just laid there and soaked it in.

He finally hit my center and once again, my expectations built. But I
was wrong again. He dipped his tongue between my lips and pressed a kiss
to my clit before moving north again. Another kiss to my belly button, my
ribs, the skin beneath my breasts. I was so caught up in what his mouth was
doing I forgot the man’s clever, clever fingers.

They toyed with my entrance, one sliding in, filling me. My body—
thrilled for the invasion—clamped down on him.

“Fuck, you burn me alive. Every goddamn time.” He pumped his finger,
and a moan spilled from my lips.



“Please. Let’s get to the burning.”
Lord’s dark chuckle pushed my need to the next level.
“I want to savor you this time.”
He slipped a second finger inside, and I curled my nails into the hard

muscles of his shoulders.
He pressed his thumb to my clit, and the orgasm gathering low in my

belly reached the tipping point. “Omigod. I’m going to—”
Pleasure buzzed through me, rippling out through every limb. Lord’s

fingers left me; his mouth closed over my left nipple, sucking hard and
tugging at it with his teeth before coasting over to the right for the same
attention. I was still recovering from the shock-n-orgasm when he ran his
teeth up the tendons of my neck, puckering my nipples for a whole different
reason. When he spoke, he made sure the words were breathed directly into
my ear.

“I want my cock inside you.”
“No objections here,” I moaned.
Lord nipped my ear. “You take it, you tell me you’re taking all of me.

No more walls between us.”
Smart man; negotiate while I was not only floating on an orgasm, but

desperate for what he had to offer. Except he didn’t realize he’d already
crushed the last of my reservations.

My surrender was immediate and genuine.
“Okay.” I nodded.
“I want the words, sweet thing. All the words.”
“I’m taking all of you.” Lord was strong, but not overpowering. He’d

lead, but not force. He was the kind of man I hadn’t even known existed,
and one I couldn’t imagine not having.

“Good girl.”
And he was just dominating enough to keep me sassy. I nipped his

earlobe. “I’m no girl—I’m all woman.”
“Don’t I know it.” He rolled to his back and pulled me over top of him

so I was straddling his lap—and his huge erection. He reached out to the
nightstand and grabbed a strip of condoms from the top and tore one off.
Ripping it open with his teeth, he shifted me down so he could make quick
work of sliding it on. Once he’d finished, he settled me back into place.
How could he make such a mundane chore look so sexy? I was so caught



up in the watching that his words jerked me back to reality—the best kind
of reality.

“You’re gonna ride me. You decide how much, how fast, and how hard,
until I decide how we finish.”

Every word made me more determined to take this man on a ride he’d
never forget.

“Then let’s do this.”
I slid back and forth on his cock, my own wetness soaking him, before

gripping the shaft and fitting the head against my entrance.
“Surprised a guy like you wants to be taken instead of doing the

taking,” I said.
“Sweet thing, you took me from day one. Why should this be any

different?” he replied.
Warmth flooded me, and I’d never been so full of feelings during sex. It

would’ve been unnerving if I weren’t so hung up on the man beneath me.
Everything moved quickly from that moment on. I lifted and sank down,
taking him, inch by inch, into my body. I gave myself only seconds to
adjust before Lord’s big hands landed on my hips. His eyes closed for a
beat, and then riveted on me as he helped guide my movements as I rode
him. In and out, he filled me. I laced my fingers with his, and kept going,
working his cock until I knew he’d reach the point where he’d flip me and
take me. I loved being on top, having the control, and somehow Lord knew
I needed that from him. I needed to not feel conquered every time we had
sex. I didn’t know how he knew that … but he did. Now that I’d ridden him
like a cowgirl, wild and proud, I was ready to be taken. I slowed my
movements, and he picked up the change in my mood instantly.

“My turn,” he said. Hands once again gripping my hips, he rolled,
bracing himself on one arm so I didn’t take all his weight. “You ready for
more?”

“Yes.”
“Everything I can give you?”
“Yes!” I cried. “Hurry.”
“Guess I better not keep the lady waiting.”
And he shifted, slipping one hand beneath my ass and canting it upward

for the perfect angle to meet his thrust. And then holy hell.



Being beneath all that power was … intoxicating. Stroke after stroke, he
hit the perfect spot, and the tension that had been building inside me
stretched tight, poised to snap.

“Omigod,” I mumbled. “I’m gonna—”
“Fuck yeah, you’re gonna. Until you can’t keep your eyes open. That’s

my promise to you.”
Another thrust and my body unleashed pleasure through every nerve

ending, and I screamed his name. “Lord!”
He slowed his thrusts, allowing me to ride it out, but never stopped.
“That’s right. More where that came from.”
The second orgasm came on the heels of the first. I lost track after

number three.
It could’ve been minutes or hours later, but my eyes slid shut as Lord

roared my name and emptied himself inside me.
My last thought: I’m in so much trouble.



I woke to a warm body curled up beside me. Elle’s cheek pillowed on my
chest, and her red hair tickled my face and chin. My arm tingled, but I had
no intention of moving. Instead, I watched her sleep.

Last night she’d told me she was taking all of me, and I was holding her
to that. But Elle wasn’t the kind of woman you fenced in and expected her
not to bolt. My words had been a calculated risk during the heat of the
moment. I wasn’t a stupid man; I knew getting that kind of declaration out
of her during the light of day was something I’d have to handle carefully,
but I would get it out of her eventually. I pressed a kiss to her hair, and her
eyes flicked open.

“Good morning,” I said.
Her lips curled into a smile. “Good morning yourself.”
“I like waking up with you,” I said, knowing I was pushing too hard.
I tucked Elle’s hair away from my face, and she pulled back. “I like it

too … but we probably should talk about me going home sometime soon. I
don’t think Rix is going to hurt me. He scares the ever-lovin’ hell out of me,
but I don’t think he’s going to hurt me.”

I gritted my teeth. So much for an easy morning. “Can we talk about
him when we’re not naked?”

“I’m just saying I don’t think he’s a threat; he’s not looking to do me
harm.”

“Then let’s talk about the fact that Jiminy’s dead, just like Bree.” Elle
shrank away from my harsh tone, and I could’ve slapped myself for being
so blunt, but I didn’t know how else to get across that this was serious



fucking business, and I wasn’t taking a chance with her safety. I didn’t like
that she seemed to have placed Rix in the “harmless even though he’s really
dangerous as fuck” category and completely written off the fact that
someone had killed two people and we still didn’t know who or why.

“I don’t understand how I could be a target.” Elle’s voice was small.
“Yeah, well, I don’t understand how you don’t think you could be at

risk. I’m not willing to take the chance, and even if you think Rix is
harmless, whoever else is out there shooting people in the back isn’t getting
their hands on you.” Quietly, I added, “Doesn’t make any fucking sense.
First Bree, and then Jiminy. Think I’m being framed. Nothing else makes
sense.”

And nothing else did make sense. There had been a time in my life
when I’d had nothing to lose and what was happening now would’ve just
had me packing my shit up and truckin’ out of town for a while. But now …
now I had everything to lose, and I would fight tooth and nail to keep it.
Whoever was setting me up was going to find their own bullet buried in
their back, and that swamp boat was going to come in handy.

“But that doesn’t make sense either. A frame job? By who?” Elle
whispered. It was clear my words had shoved a wedge between us because
she rolled away and stood. But then she reached out and grabbed my hand,
laced her fingers with mine, and tugged. “Come on. There’s nothing you’re
going to figure out in the next twenty minutes, so you might as well come
shower with me. Wouldn’t want to waste water.”

The impish curve of her lips—and the absolutely knockout body she
wasn’t attempting to cover—pushed all other thoughts from my mind.
When a naked woman who looked like Elle took your hand and asked you
to follow her, you didn’t think twice about that shit. You went.

“Conserving water is the responsible thing to do … but I have a feeling
if I get you in that shower, it’s going to last a lot longer than if I were in
there by myself.” My feet hit the floor, and I rose from the bed.

We were late to work. But luckily, I knew the boss, so it wasn’t that big of
a deal. And the fact that I was walking in the back door of Chains holding
Elle’s hand like some throwback to a high school date I never got to have



was pretty fucking sweet. The woman herself was sweet. She might put up
a thorny, hard to get to know exterior, but beneath it was the creampuff
center I’d suspected was there all along.

It became even clearer when Mathieu surveyed us.
“So it’s really like that, huh?”
I waited for Elle to respond, curious what she’d say. “Yep, it’s really

like that,” was her answer. It wasn’t a declaration by any means, but it
wasn’t a denial. I’d take what I could get at this point.

“Good. You’ll keep her out of trouble the next time she decides to do
something crazy like go work at a fuckin’ pawnshop, and you’ll keep him
smiling and laughing like he has been. Not a bad birthday present.”

“Birthday?”
Oh shit. I’d totally forgotten with all the crap going on. And because I

was a guy and birthdays didn’t always stick with me.
“Yeah, nineteen. Never actually thought I’d live that long. It’s feeling

pretty damn good though.”
Elle’s head swiveled toward me, and her elbow caught me in the side.

“Lord, can we talk for a second?”
I let her drag me down the hall to the office and slam the door shut. “I

can’t believe you didn’t tell me it was his birthday!” She paced from the
door to the end of the couch and turned on me. “So not cool!”

“I totally forgot—we’ve been juggling a lot of shit lately. Don’t worry,
I’ll make it up to him.”

“But now we’re not prepared! And I love birthdays. I would’ve made a
cake. Brought balloons. Presents. Something super cool. And now I have to
scramble, and I’m not good at presents when I’m scrambling.”

Even though it might get me in trouble, I laughed. “Balloons, really?
The kid is nineteen, not nine.”

“Everybody likes balloons.” Elle propped both hands on her hips.
I looked at my shoes, feeling even more like shit that I hadn’t

remembered Mathieu’s birthday. The kid deserved better from me. Last
year, I hadn’t even realized it was his birthday until just before closing and
he’d said, “Hey, I’m legal now to get into the titty bar. Wanna go?” He’d
gone back to what he was doing before I could form a response. I’d grabbed
his personnel file and checked his ID. Damned if it hadn’t been his
eighteenth birthday. We’d done it up right, but that wasn’t a story I’d be



telling Elle. I could picture her response if I told her: “Well actually, the kid
doesn’t like balloons so much as tits the size of them, and he’d prefer a lap
dance to cake.” Now that we’d gotten our shit straight, I didn’t want to fuck
it up with something like that. Besides, that probably wasn’t the best
example to set for the kid anyway. Maybe dinner was better than mostly
naked chicks. Mathieu was not going to agree. But at least Elle would be
happy  … and that was what I cared about most. Mathieu would eat his
fancy dinner wherever we took him, and he would like it.

“Stop pacing, woman,” I said, but of course, she didn’t. She kept
stalking her cute little ass back and forth, fretting about cake mix and
frosting and some other random shit. “Elle, get your ass over here.”

Her head snapped up. “Seriously?”
“I don’t like seeing you upset over something fixable. We’ll make it

right. Mathieu will get his birthday and some damn balloons if you want
them, but I want you over here now where I can put my hands on you.”

Arms crossed over her chest, hesitation was written all over her
beautiful face. Come on, bend a little. And then hesitation morphed into
something else—heat.

“Thought I’d satisfied you in the shower?”
“Doesn’t mean I don’t want more.”
“At work?”
I cut my eyes to the door. “Door’s closed.”
“While the birthday boy is out there holding down the fort?”
“Living dangerously today.”
“I think you probably live dangerously every day.”
Not lately, but I had.
“And after this I have the afternoon off to go get all the good birthday

stuff and to make a reservation for dinner?”
“We’ll talk about that after.”
She stopped right in front of me. “After?”
“After,” I repeated. “When I’ll probably agree to anything, like I’d

agree to anything right about now.”
“That’s a dangerous thing to tell a girl.”
“You’re the dangerous one here, sweet thing.”
A few more feet, and she was next to me.



Fuck, there was nothing I loved more than burying one hand in her hair
and cupping her ass with the other. I lowered my lips to hers, and  …
Mathieu pounded on the door.

“Got a customer. Got some expensive shit he wants to sell that I don’t
know much about.”

I pulled away from Elle, reluctance screaming from every muscle in my
body.

“Rain check,” she said.
“You better believe it.” I turned and headed for the door, grabbing Elle

by the hand and pulling her along behind me. “Let’s do this.”



The man standing in the shop was nothing special. Just an average guy with
a receding hairline and bit of a gut hanging over his slacks. His hand rested
on an ornate wooden box on the top of the glass case.

I followed Lord behind the counter.
“Can we help you?” he asked.
“I hear this is the place for selling higher end stuff.”
“You heard right,” Lord replied. “What do you have?”
“About a dozen watches. Nice ones.”
Everything in me stilled as I focused on the box. Lord’s hand brushed

over the small of my back, and I knew we were thinking the same exact
thing.

“All right. Let’s see what you’ve got.”
The man flipped the lid and my eyes devoured the gold and silver faces.
My attention landed and held on the one at the end of the bolster. It’d

been years since I’d seen it in person, because my mom had kept it locked
away in a safe deposit box and never brought it out, but it could be  …
Excitement pumped through me, and my fingers itched to grab it from the
box and flip it over to check for the engraving on the back.

Lord asked, “You want to pawn them or sell them?”
“Sell them.”
I was waiting for my chance. Lord might have a ballpark idea of a

value, but he’d ask me to take a look at them. I just needed the nod so I
didn’t look like a crazy, grabby girl when I snatched a watch out of the box
and studied it like it was a piece of gold from King Tut’s tomb.



“You mind if we take a closer look?” he asked.
I almost rubbed my hands together in anticipation.
“Go right ahead.” The man slid the box across the counter.
Finally, Lord looked to me. “Elle?”
I impressed myself with how steady my hands were when I reached for

the watch I was eyeing and lifted it out of the box. It was an antique Patek
Philippe to be certain. I carefully slid it off the bolster. I paused, praying
that I’d see the inscription on the back. I flipped it over.

And there was nothing.
All the anticipation drained out of me at the blank gold back.
“Nice watch. Good condition,” I said, swallowing back my

disappointment and forcing myself to assess the watch for purchase.
Lord must have noticed the stoop of my shoulders, because he wrapped

an arm around me and squeezed my hip.
“How much you looking to get for them?” he asked the man.
The guy’s price was astronomical, even for a nice collection in good

condition. At any other moment, I’d be all about haggling to try to get him
down, but right now I was too disheartened to care.

Lord squeezed my hip again to get my attention. “Elle? What do you
think?”

“We couldn’t consider buying for that price.” I looked up at the man and
added, “Maybe half, but even that’s a stretch.”

Lord dropped his hand from my hip, and I slid the watch back into its
place in the box.

The man’s posture stiffened, and he snatched the box away from us.
“Half? You clearly don’t know what you’re talking about. I was giving you
a bargain. I could get even more at auction.”

I almost rolled my eyes at his line about the auction. I’d heard the same
thing from more than one person with fancy stuff to sell. I opened my
mouth to say something bitchy, but Lord beat me to it.

“Then maybe auction is your best bet.” Lord’s tone was professional
and polite, without a hint of disrespect. I wanted to tell the guy good
fucking luck, but I stayed quiet.

“Then maybe I will.” The man snapped the box shut, turned, and
walked out.

I held my tongue until the door chimed with his exit.



“Well, that was interesting.” My words lacked my usual energy.
“He’ll probably be back,” Lord replied, eyes still on the man as he

climbed into a black BMW at the curb. “Once the auction house tells him
what he’d be looking at for fees and potential take, he might think twice.”
He looked down at me. “I know you were hoping it was your dad’s watch.
I’m sorry it wasn’t.” He pulled me against his chest and wrapped his arms
around me.

I hadn’t realized I needed a hug until right that moment. I clung to Lord,
feeling stupid tears springing up in my eyes. Letting myself get excited,
even for a few seconds, and then experiencing the crushing weight of
disappointment sucked. But wouldn’t I rather have the excitement than no
chance at all? It was a dilemma. I just wanted to find the damn thing.

It was there, in Lord’s arms, that I acknowledged something else that
was equally important: what would I do when I found it? Buy it, obviously,
but then what? Quit? Move on to some other job that would piss off my
mother and stepfather just as much? Hell, in order to do that, I really might
have to start stripping or something. But either way, once I had the watch,
my original reason for working at Chains would be gone. I snuggled into
Lord’s chest, wanting to avoid thinking about working anywhere else.

Did I really want to leave Chains? I thought of the shop, all the old
treasures waiting to find new homes and the new discoveries that constantly
walked through the door and the thrill of striking a bargain to buy and sell.
And the man who owned it.

I don’t need to worry about it today, I told myself. I haven’t even found
the watch, and I might never find it.

I pulled away from Lord. “Thanks for that.” And then I noticed Mathieu
watching us. “Take a picture, kid, it’ll last longer.”

I expected him to say something about us being all weird—or at least
me being girly and emotional—but all he said was: “You two look good
together.” His smile quirked, and the comment I expected came next. “But
hugging it out in a pawnshop ain’t normal. Maybe you need to get a room.”

“Thanks for the idea,” Lord said. “You gonna be ready for dinner
tonight? We’re taking you out. Birthday special. My treat. You pick the
place.”

With Mathieu picking the place, who knew where we’d end up.
“That’d be cool. I’m feeling barbecue tonight.”



“Then barbecue it is,” said Lord.



“I pay the tab, and you’re ditching us?” I said, raising an eyebrow at
Mathieu.

“Dude, it’s my birthday. I appreciate the cake—and balloons,” he
looked pointedly at Elle, “but I need to go see my homeboys and some
titties.”

Elle held up both hands, clearly staying out of it. “Go. Try to stay out of
trouble. I better not be getting a call to bail you out of the parish prison
tonight.”

Mathieu gave us a chin jerk and headed for the door.
“So what do you want to do now?” Elle asked me.
I glanced down at my watch. It was only eight-thirty, which meant we

had just enough time…
“Ever think about getting ink?”
“Ink?” Elle’s eyes widened.
“A tat.”
“I know what you mean, but … where is this coming from?”
“Con’s sponsoring a tattoo expo down at the convention center. Goes

until ten. He’s not working it, but a couple of his employees are. He’s there
hanging out and shaking hands. I think Vanessa’s there too.”

Understanding settled across Elle’s face—and then a cautious look I
didn’t see too often. “Do I have to get a tattoo if I go?”

I picked up her hand and threaded my fingers through hers. “You don’t
have to do anything you don’t want to do.”

She bit her lower lip before straightening. “Then let’s check it out.”



“I want one,” Elle announced.
I tried to hide my smile but failed. We’d only been inside the expo for

about five minutes, but as soon as Elle had seen the designs and pictures
posted all over the convention center—and all of the people showing off
their new ink before it was covered up—she’d been vibrating with
excitement.

“Impulsive much?” I asked, studying her.
“Like you wouldn’t believe.”
“You sure, doll?” That came from Delilah, one of Con’s main artists at

Voodoo Ink. “It’s not something you should really decide on the spur of the
moment. It’s a pretty permanent decision.”

“The design isn’t the impulse … pulling the trigger and getting it is,”
Elle admitted. “I’ve been wanting something for a while … I’ve just never
taken the final step.”

Vanessa clapped her hands from where she sat on Con’s lap in the front
corner of Voodoo’s booth. “Yay! Tattoo virgin!”

“Like that wasn’t you too long ago,” Con said, tightening his arm
around her waist. “Now you’re addicted.”

“Addicted to you and the ink,” Vanessa said, turning to press a kiss to
his cheek.

It was fucking cool to see them so happy—and not keeping their
relationship a secret anymore. Even here, they attracted attention. Vanessa’s
status as a well-known heiress—and the fact that she was sitting on the lap
of a man covered from neck to wrists in ink—would probably always
spawn waves of speculation. But neither cared a damn bit.

The big room in the convention center was filled with buzzing and
laughter—and some yelling and a bit of crying. Voodoo’s spot was prime
real estate—in the front corner by one of the main entrances. Con’s new
artist, Bishop, Delilah’s brother, was inking a big, bearded man in a chair a
few feet away. Delilah’s last appointment for the night had been a no-show,
which gave her an unexpected open slot in her schedule.

“You sure you want to do this?” I asked Elle. She was practically
bouncing next to me, so I could guess what her answer would be.

“Definitely sure.”



Delilah pulled out her sketchpad. “What are you thinking?”
Elle explained, and Delilah listened and began to sketch.
Vanessa wiggled off Con’s lap, and he reluctantly released his hold on

her.
Peering over Delilah’s shoulder, Vanessa studied the drawing. “Oh, Elle.

That’s so cool. For your dad. I love it.”
I had to agree with Van. It was a simple hourglass with a quote dripping

through it instead of sand.
Delilah went to prepare the transfer, and I looked around the room.

Given the location of the booth and the massive amounts of people walking
by, Elle wouldn’t have much privacy if she wanted it inked on the side of
her hip.

“You sure you want to do this here? You could hold off and do it at
Voodoo later,” I said.

I had to ask—regardless of how determined she looked.
“No, I want to do it now.”
Vanessa frowned. “If you’re afraid you’re going to lose your nerve,

maybe it’s not a good idea to do it until you’ve thought it over.”
“It’s not that,” Elle started. “I just … it feels like serendipity. Like this

night has worked out exactly the way it was supposed to, and tonight is
supposed to end with me getting an awesome new tat. My first.” The
excitement was still rolling off her in waves.

Bishop looked over at us from the sugar skull he was inking. “Love the
virgins.”

My glare, which would have any normal guy backing the fuck down
immediately, didn’t faze him. “Think you should be minding your own
work, man.”

Bishop lifted his chin at me and took my measure. A few moments
passed, and he nodded, eyes cutting to Elle one last time.

“Lucky man.”
“And I know it,” I said, voice firm.
“Okay, if the alpha stare-down is complete, I think we can get started,”

Delilah said, waving the transfer at us. “You want to go change into some
scrubs and a T-shirt so this is easier?”

Elle looked down at her dress. “Can’t I just pull up my skirt?”



A choking noise that I think was supposed to be a laugh came from the
guy Bishop was working on.

“Sure thing, babe. You can do whatever you want,” Delilah replied.
Elle’s eyes darted to me as Con and Vanessa watched us both. Were they

waiting for me to tell her no way in hell?
“You don’t need my permission. Whatever you want to do is good with

me.”
Elle stood and pulled up a section of the wide skirt of her cream-colored

dress. With so much material, I really wasn’t worried about anyone seeing
anything. If it had been a super tight mini-skirt or something she would’ve
had to peel it up and show her ass to everyone, then I would’ve gone
caveman and tossed her over my shoulder and carried her out. But she
didn’t need to know that.

A curious customer came up to the booth, and Con stood to chat.
Vanessa planted herself on the chair to watch as Delilah prepped Elle’s skin
and laid the transfer on the side of her hip.

When it was done, Elle checked it out in the mirror and showed it to me.
“It’s gonna look awesome. Good choice.” Her beaming smile made me

doubly glad I’d brought her here tonight.
Elle had explained that the quote dripping like sand through the

hourglass was from Macbeth: “Come what come may; Time and the hour
runs through the roughest day.”

Elle lay sideways on the flattened tattoo chair and sucked in a deep
breath and released it. Then she asked the question I’d been waiting for.

“So … how much is this going to hurt?”
I pulled a folding chair up next to her, lowered myself into it, and

grabbed her hand. She squeezed—hard.
“You’ll be fine. You can crush my hand if you need to.”
Delilah prepared her station and the tattoo machine, and I studied the

design closer. It would be all black and gray and was going to look sweet as
fuck, really. And the sentiment behind it made it that much better.

It didn’t take a genius to see that Elle’s grief over losing her father still
hovered close to the surface even after all these years. Her desperation to
find the watch was just the first piece of it, and I was determined to help.
Unfortunately, my contacts hadn’t turned up anything promising yet.



But still, what would she do once the watch was found? Would she quit
and go find another job doing something equally as random as working at
Chains? It bothered the fuck out of me that I wouldn’t be able to keep her
close if she did—not just because I loved having her within reach, but
because I still wasn’t convinced that Rix was going to lose his interest in
her, and I had no idea who had killed Bree and Jiminy. Elle was probably
right about Rix—he wasn’t a threat to her physical safety, but he was a
threat to my mental health. But what did I expect? A woman as gorgeous as
Elle was always going to attract attention. Until Hennessy closed the case
on Bree and Jiminy, though, I wasn’t going to sleep easy.

“Okay,” Delilah said, tattoo machine in hand. “You ready?”
I squeezed Elle’s fingers, and she squeezed back, meeting my eyes with

a smile.
“I’m ready,” she said.

She handled it like a champ. My fingers might never function normally
again, but Elle made it through like a champ.

My chest tightened at the tears swimming in her eyes when she looked
at the tat in the mirror. Then she gutted me when she trailed a finger around
the edges of the newly inked lines and said, “I miss you, Daddy.”

I pulled her closer and caught the tears on my thumbs.
I was gone for this woman.
Abso-fucking-lutely gone.
Done.
She was mine.
I’d find that goddamned watch if it was the last thing I did. It was my

promise to her and to myself. And then I’d find a way to keep her.



I was a little worried about how comfortable I was getting staying at Lord’s
every night. After the tattoo expo, we’d gone to my place in the Quarter,
and I’d grabbed some more clothes before we’d ventured back to his side of
town. My closet was getting empty, and Lord and I needed to talk about
how long I’d really be staying. My concerns about Rix had abated, although
there’d been no update from Hennessy on the murder investigation. I knew
I needed to reclaim my independence and set some boundaries though. Lord
and I were moving so fast toward  … I wasn’t even sure what we were
heading toward. Something big and scary  … but kind of awesome at the
same time.

And today, we were back to our normal routine. Because strangely, we
had developed a normal routine.

I was once again cleaning the glass cases—I wanted to de-finger every
person who came in the shop and touched them. It was a vicious cycle. I
wanted people to look at all the gorgeous and sparkly things in the cases
and buy them all, but, seriously? Did they have to touch every inch of the
glass in order to do that?

I laughed to myself that smudges were one of the biggest issues
overtaking my life. I put some more elbow grease into the circles with my
coffee filter as Lord and Mathieu sorted through a stack of albums that
someone had brought in. Listening to their debate about which to make
offers on and which to pass up kept me smiling. The collection was
enormous, and they’d been at it for hours.



After they’d finished sorting, making selections, and cutting a deal,
Lord’s phone buzzed.

“Who is it?”
“Hennessy,” he replied before answering.
Thoughts of the unsolved murders battered me. A call from the

detective couldn’t be good.
I only heard Lord’s side of the conversation: “Another?”
A sigh. “Good.”
A pause. “You need me right now? This can’t wait? Fine. Okay. Do I

need my lawyer?”
My stomach sank and twisted with that question.
Lord ended the call with an abrupt, “Be there in fifteen.”
After he pocketed his phone, he turned to me. “Want me to take you

back to your place? You can have the rest of the day off.”
“What? Why? What did he say? Was there another…?”
“No, nothing like that. He’s got questions for me that can’t wait.

Something else came up about Bree, and he’s too tied up to bring his ass
down here to talk. But I don’t want to leave you here alone.”

“I’m fine. I’m not even alone. Mathieu and I can hold down the fort. If
Rix or anyone else comes in and gives me shit, I’ll pull out the shotgun
under the counter. It’s not a big deal.”

Lord’s growl was … downright adorable. “Not a big deal … right.”
“We’ve gone round and round on this, and there’s no point in doing it

again. It’s okay. Nothing is going to happen to me here.” Lord’s warring
indecision was written all over his face. “Just go,” I told him.

“Fine. But—”
“If anything happens, I’ll call you immediately. I swear.”
He came around the counter and yanked me against him. “You damn

well better, or I’ll be hearing why and dealing with you.”
“Next you’re going to threaten to spank me, aren’t you? I’ve heard

through the grapevine that your brother isn’t shy on that.”
“However Con keeps Vanessa in line is his business, but you better

believe I’ll come up with something a hell of a lot more creative than that.”
My lower half tingled at his words. Which reminded me, we needed to

break in the desk in the office. I was penciling that in for later today. Maybe



if Lord came back in a funk, an afternoon quickie would snap him out of it.
Good plan, Elle.

“I invite you to be as creative as you want.” I leaned up on my toes to
kiss him. The man was a giant, and even in heels, it took some serious
stretching to reach him if he wasn’t leaning down. Pulling away, the taste of
Lord on my lips, I lowered my heels to the floor. “As long as it ends with
me coming, I think we’ll be fine.”

This time his growl was sexy instead of adorable. “Sending me to the
cop shop with a hard-on. That’s what you’re doing, you know.”

My eyes dropped to his crotch, and sure enough, the telltale bulge was
bigger than normal.

I shrugged. “I’m not really sure how that’s my fault.”
“All you have to do is breathe, and you get me hard, woman. That’s

how it’s your fault.”
A grin stretched my lips. “Then hurry back, and I’ll take care of what I

started.”
Lord groaned. “That’s not helping.”
I pressed my palm against his solid chest and pushed. “Go. Hurry. Come

back soon.”
He leaned down, tilted my jaw up, and planted a hell of a kiss on me.

I’m talking a full-tongue, make out-worthy kiss. When he pulled back I
dropped my eyes to the bulge again.

“Don’t think that helped your cause, pawn star.”
“It’s worth it.” Lord turned and headed for the back door. “I’ll be back

as soon as I can. Call me if anything happens.”
After the door shut behind him, I settled in for what I was sure would be

an uneventful day.

It only stayed uneventful for an hour.
Not Rix this time, and not my mother.
Nope.
It was Denton who crossed the threshold of Chains—his face lined with

rage.
“Who’s that joker?” Mathieu asked under his breath.



Denton’s three-piece suit was certainly not the normal attire of our
customers.

“My stepfather,” I whispered, girding myself for whatever battle was
about to take place.

“Looks like a real prick.”
Denton was scanning the shop, lip curled in obvious disgust.
“He totally is.”
Denton didn’t bother with a greeting. “This is where you’ve decided it’s

appropriate for you to work? Disgraceful.”
“I don’t recall asking for your opinion,” I replied.
“No, you never do, Eleanor.”
I swung back around to look at Mathieu. “Could you give us some

privacy?”
The kid shook his head. “No way.”
“Please,” I begged. I didn’t want him to hear whatever other asshole

comments Denton was sure to unload.
His eyes narrowed. “Fine. But I’m calling Lord.”
Relief swept through me, and I nodded before turning back to Denton.
Lord would come back, and I would put whatever unpleasantness my

stepfather was about to unleash behind me.
I waited until I heard Mathieu’s footsteps receding before I asked,

“What do you want, Denton?”
He slapped a newspaper down on the counter. “For you to stop publicly

embarrassing me and your mother.”
My eyes dropped to the paper. The first page of the society section was

covered in full-color photos … of the tattoo expo. Just below the fold was a
clear picture of Delilah and me as she tattooed my hip. There was definite
side cheek showing. The picture above the fold was one of Con, Vanessa,
Lord, and me. Someone must have snapped it just before we’d left.

The headline read: Society Princesses Find Tattooed Princes: Bad Boys
Get The Girls.

I scanned the article. It was mostly about Vanessa and Con and the
Bennett Foundation, but there was plenty of speculation about Lord and me.
And of course, because this is NOLA, my lineage was mentioned, including
my father, my mother—and Denton and his law firm.



I glanced back up at him. The red tinge to his cheeks suddenly made a
lot more sense.

“It’s not like I have any control over what they print in the papers,” I
started.

“You have control over the company you keep and your behavior.
Neither of which has ever impressed me, but this is a new low.”

“Again, I didn’t ask for your opinion. Thanks for dropping off the paper.
I’ll be sure to save the pictures for my scrapbook.”

Denton’s face twisted into an ugly mask. “You have a week to rectify
this mess you call a life, Eleanor, or you’ll find yourself with more
problems than you’re equipped to handle.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” He’d thrown plenty of verbal
abuse my way over the years, and this wasn’t the first ultimatum. But
something in his tone had me tensing.

“I’m talking about the fact that I’m sick and fucking tired of being
embarrassed by you—and your mother. I can’t let her around company
without everyone gossiping about what a lush she is. And you—you at least
kept your little rebellion to the sidelines where it didn’t interfere with my
professional life, but now you’ve brought it front and center. My firm in the
paper with this garbage? I’m done. Out of patience. You cut this string of
dead end jobs, drop the lowlife, and fall in line, or I’m done with you both.
She’ll be on the street, and we’ll see how you like keeping her in gin.”

His words hit me like drive-by bullets—coming out of nowhere and
striking unexpectedly.

“What are you talking about?”
His voice rose and filled the shop. He slammed a fist down on the glass

case, and for a moment I thought he’d cracked it. “I’ve had enough.”
I didn’t follow his logic … but when had Denton ever needed logic to

make a threat? “You’re going to leave my mother if I don’t straighten up?
What kind of threat is that?” The man had officially lost it.

His eyes turned hard. “Did you know she signed a prenup? If I divorce
her, she’ll have nothing. Which means you’ll be using that fancy trust fund
you’ve always thrown in my face to take care of her. She sure as hell can’t
take care of herself.”

“Why did you even marry her to begin with if you hate her so much?” I
couldn’t hold the question in; his disgust threw me. I’d never thought he’d



treated her well, but this was something totally different.
“None of your goddamn business. But I know you don’t want to deal

with her. So if you want her to stay my problem, you’re going to fall into
line. You’ve got a week, Eleanor. Don’t make me come back here again.”

He turned and walked out, slamming the door behind him. The chimes
clanged, and I wasn’t sure what the hell had just happened.

“He’s a dick,” Mathieu said, coming up behind me.
“Yeah. He’s a piece of work.”
“He treat your ma like that the whole time they’ve been married?”
I thought of the disgust, the disdain, and the absolute iron fist with

which he laid out his orders.
“Pretty much.”
“Total dick.”
“Yeah.” I didn’t know what else to say. He was a dick. He’d just

threatened to divorce my mother if I didn’t fall in line. Who did that?
Someone who didn’t plan to stay married to her for much longer,
regardless.

“Did you call Lord?” I asked.
“Yeah, he’s on his way.”
It seemed that all the bad shit happened when Lord left the shop. He

was right; I wasn’t staying here without him again. Who knew what would
happen next. Would the Devil himself walk right through that door and steal
my soul?

My mind went back to Denton. Such a prick. And I was a horrible
daughter, because for a split second, I actually considered what it would
take for my mother to continue being Denton’s problem. But no way in hell.
I’d wanted her to be free of him since the day I’d found out they were
getting married. So fuck him. I’d never bend to his wishes—which meant
I’d be responsible for my mother losing the life to which she’d become
accustomed. Her safety and stability. Her marriage.

Shit.
The back door opened, and I’d never heard a sound quite so comforting

as the thud of Lord’s boots on the floor.
“He’s gone?”
“He’s gone,” Mathieu answered. I was still spacing over Denton’s

threat.



“You okay?”
I looked up and met Lord’s concerned blue eyes, and everything surged

inside me and the walls broke.
I came around the counter and barreled into him. Lord caught me and

wrapped me in his strong arms.
Strong. Solid. Steady.
He was all of those things.
And I was none of them.
I burst into tears.
He didn’t try to quiet me. Didn’t ask why I was crying. He just held me

and stroked my hair while my sobs soaked the front of his T-shirt.
I had no idea how much time passed before I lifted my head and

snuffled.
“Everything’s such a mess.”
“You tell me what’s a mess, and we’ll fix it. Don’t doubt it.” He tucked

a section of my hair behind my ear. “You know I hate seeing you cry.”
I snuffled again and lifted a hand to swipe at my tears, but Lord beat me

to it. His thumb gently brushed below each of my eyes, and I blinked back
the remainder poised to fall.

“I don’t know what to do,” I admitted.
“First thing, we get rid of these tears. Everything else can wait.

Including tarring and feathering your stepdad for making you cry.”
My snort laugh wasn’t sexy, but the visual of Denton running around

looking like a chicken was a helpful one.
And then I remembered the paper. I bit my lip. How would Lord feel

about that? Right this second it was easier to worry about the side of my ass
being printed in full color for the citizens of New Orleans to see than the
havoc I was about to wreak on my mother’s life.

“My ass is sort of on the front page of the society section. Well, side
cheek—if that’s a thing. Like side boob? I don’t know. But it’s there.” I
blurted the words out in a disjointed tumble.

Lord’s brow furrowed. “Side boob? What the hell?”
I started to pull away, but Lord didn’t let me go. “Nope, you’re stuck

staying close to me until we sort out whatever got you charging into my
arms.”



“Then do we walk together like we’re in a three-legged race? Because
the picture is on the counter.”

I heard movement, and then Lord unwrapped one arm from around my
back and grabbed the paper from Mathieu’s outstretched hand. He held it
out so we could both see the picture.

It wasn’t a bad one. It wasn’t even that revealing.
“If that’s side cheek, I like it,” he said.
“You’re not pissed my ass is in the paper?”
His lips quirked as he read the headline aloud. Society Princesses Find

Tattooed Princes: Bad Boys Get The Girls.
“Doesn’t bother me if it doesn’t bother you. Besides, I like the top

picture. No disputing your gorgeous ass belongs to me.”
The old Elle would’ve bristled at his outright statement of ownership.

The new Elle … she was surprisingly okay with it.
“You did get the girl. They weren’t lying about that.”
The sound of shuffling behind us signaled that Mathieu was moving

away and giving us some privacy.
I swallowed, realizing what I’d just said. It was probably the most

honest I’d ever been with Lord about my feelings.
He tilted my chin up, his eyes meeting mine. “Did I get the girl, Elle?”
I nodded. “But when I tell you the rest, I’m not sure you’re going to

want to keep her.”
“There’s not a damn thing you could tell me that would make me let

you go.”
“Even if I told you Denton said I had to drop you and quit this job.”
Lord’s expression turned hard. “Fuck that dick. You’ve never bowed

down to him in your life, so why the hell would you start now?”
“Because he’s going to throw my mother out on the street if I don’t.”
Lord’s head reared back, but his arm never loosened. “What the fuck

kind of threat is that?”
“I don’t know. He seems to have reached the end of his patience with

Snyder women.”
“His loss.”
The way Lord summed it up was so simple. So final. But he didn’t

understand the whole of it.
“But then she becomes my issue.”



Lord’s jaw tensed. “She’s your ma, not an issue.”
“I know, but she’s got a lot of issues, and they’re going to all become

mine.”
“Do you have any idea what I’d give to have been your age when my

ma was spiraling out of control? When she needed someone to pick her up
and get her help so she didn’t keep on the path that ended with her dead in a
gutter?” He shook his head. “I couldn’t save her because I was just a kid.
But you can save your ma, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

His certainty. His conviction. His heartbreaking confession. They all
reinforced what I knew I needed to do. Tell Denton the dick to go fuck
himself and help my mother find a way off the rocky path she’d slid down.
But how was she going to take the news that her marriage was ending
because I was selfish enough to not want to give up Lord? Because that was
ultimately how I expected her to see it. That was how I had to be prepared
for her to see it. She would never forgive me for destroying her life—but I
could live without her forgiveness; I just couldn’t live with myself if I
didn’t do everything in my power to save her.

I squared my shoulders, determination filling me. “That’s exactly what
we’re going to do.” I looked up at Lord’s gorgeous face. “How are we going
to do it exactly?”

His smile was small, but it hit me right in the chest. My heart expanded
with his approval.

“I’ve got a friend who runs a rehab program. She’ll be able to help us
out.”

“Rehab?”
Lord stroked my back, as if preparing me for the bomb he was going to

drop. “You know we can’t do this ourselves, right? To get her well again,
we need professionals. She’s sick, Elle. She doesn’t drink like that because
it’s something she can control.”

Logically, I knew this, but part of me was stuck in the head of the
teenager who’d been so devastated that my mother had moved on before
my father was even cold in his tomb. Everything she’d done had seemed
intentional at that point, including her descent into the bottle. It was
something I’d spent a whole lot more effort avoiding thinking about than I
had spent analyzing rationally.



“I know you’re right. It’s just … it’s hard to think of my mom in rehab.
That’s where other people go.”

Lord smoothed his hand up and down my back again. “This place is
nice, and if you’ve got the cash to send her there, I don’t think you’ll be
disappointed by the treatment she gets.”

“I’ve got the cash. For whatever she needs.” I flicked my eyes up to his.
“Denton said she signed a prenup. She’s going to lose everything when I
tell him I’m not toeing his line. She’s never going to forgive me, because
while I’ve got cash, I don’t have the kind of money Denton does. I don’t
have what it takes to support her in a big house with all the staff without
draining myself dry fairly quick.”

“She’ll have to learn to adjust.”
“Or she’ll remarry again.” I hated to say it, but I also had to recognize it

was a possibility.
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. For now, let’s focus on

getting her better, okay?”
“Okay.” I hauled in a deep breath. “Now I just have to tell her. She’s

going to lose her mind.”
“Let Denton break the news. He’s the dick who’s going to leave his

wife. We’ll be there to pick up the pieces and deal with the aftermath.”
“Okay,” I said again. “But do I wait out his timeline, or do I just call

him right now and tell him to fuck off?”
Lord considered for a moment. “I say we use the time we’ve got to line

up our next steps. No need to force his hand.”
Another thought occurred to me. “What if he doesn’t follow through?

What if he decides not to leave her?”
“Then we come up with another plan to get her away from him.” He

smiled. “Even if it means getting another picture of your ass in the paper.”
I reached down and touched the side of my hip where my tattoo was

healing and starting to itch. “Another one? Well … there is something I was
thinking of…”

Lord slid his hands over my ass and pulled me tight against him again.
“Uh oh, you’ve got the bug now. Next thing you know, you’ll have thug life
tatted on your knuckles—in pink.”

I reached up and shoved at his shoulder. “Only if you get true love on
yours in purple.”



He shook his head at me, and tucked another section of my hair behind
my ear. “You feeling good about this plan?”

I pushed up onto my tiptoes and pressed my lips to his jaw. “I’m feeling
good about this plan and a lot of other things right now.”

“Good. I’ll make a few calls before we head home.”
Home. Things were moving faster than the speed of sound between

Lord and me, but I was already just as comfortable in his space as I was in
my own. And the thought didn’t terrify me.

“That sounds perfect. I’ve got a few other things I want to do before
closing.”

“We’ll swing by the market on the way, because I’m cooking for you
tonight.”



Men should never underestimate how sexy they look in front of a stove. Or
a cutting board. Or a sink filled with bubbling dishwater.

For the record, I’d offered to help, but Lord had shooed me back around
the other side of the counter and refilled my glass of sparkling water. I’d
been shocked that he’d had “fancy water,” as he’d called it, and the gesture
was noted and appreciated.

“I really can help,” I protested. It was a weak protest though, because I
was utterly content sipping Perrier and staring at his ass as he reached up to
grab a bottle of spices out of the cupboard.

Lord was sautéing the trinity in a pot, and it already smelled delicious.
You’d think jambalaya would get old living in NOLA, but trust me, it never
did. Lord claimed that he had a special tweak that made his jambalaya the
best I’d ever taste.

“This kitchen only needs one cook right now, and I’ve got it covered.”
He glanced over his shoulder at me. “You just relax, sweet thing.”

“Why do you call me that?”
He paused before turning back to the stove and stirring the pot. “Why

wouldn’t I?”
“I just wondered if there was a specific reason. I mean, you’ve been

calling me that since the first day I showed up looking for a job.”
“That day is still burned into my brain. Especially you in that green

dress. You haven’t worn it again since. Probably a good thing because I
would’ve bent you over the couch and fucked you until you couldn’t
balance on those sexy heels of yours.”



“The dress is in the hamper at my apartment. I need to make a trip to the
dry cleaner before we can make that fantasy a reality.”

“You’ve always gotta tempt me, don’t you?”
“Keeps you on your toes.”
“I’ll keep you on your toes,” he replied as he grabbed the bowl of

sausage he’d already browned before transferring it to the pot and adding
the stock and whatever spice was in the unmarked bottle. He stirred and
covered the pot before turning to face me again and grabbing his beer off
the counter. He’d tried to tell me he hadn’t wanted a beer, but I’d insisted.
Just because I didn’t drink didn’t mean he had to abstain.

“I’m sure you will. But first, you’ve got to tell me what the secret
ingredient is in this magnificent jambalaya of yours.”

Lord shook his head. “That secret only goes to family.”
Family. Something I’d avoided thinking about for a long time, and now

it was in the forefront of my mind. Not just because of my mother, but
because of the guy cooking me dinner. He’d lost his, and then found his
way back to the only part of it he had left. His outlook was so different from
mine, and there was a lot I could learn from him. Hell, I had learned a lot
from Lord.

I just wished I had something to offer him as well. Instead of insight, all
I had was my trust fund and myself. And Lord wasn’t the kind of guy who
placed much value on money. But he did value me for some crazy reason.

“Why did you let me stay? At the pawnshop? You could’ve told me no.”
“I did tell you no.”
“True. But you could’ve kept telling me no.”
Lord paused, bottle almost to his lips again. “Why would I have wanted

to? You impressed the hell out of me. You knew things that even in two
years I hadn’t found the time to learn. You’re smart, you work hard, and
now the place wouldn’t be the same without you. You’re prettier to look at
than Mathieu, too.”

I sipped my water and let his compliments—and the warmth they
incited—roll through me.

The idea of being valued for more than what I had in the bank was a
novel one.

“Thank you,” I said.
His brow furrowed. “For what?”



“For giving me a chance.”
“I think we’re even. Although, I probably got the better end of the

bargain—I got an ace employee and a hell of a girlfriend.”
I was lifting my glass when he said the words. His blue eyes were

intense and focused, as if daring me to dispute the label. The old Elle
would’ve freaked at the thought of being pinned down. But I didn’t. I raised
my glass toward Lord.

“To us,” I said.
The relief that swept over his features, and the contentment that settled

in its place, told me I’d said exactly the right thing, even if it had only been
two words.

Lord clinked the neck of his bottle against my glass. “To us.”
The rattling of the lid of the pot broke the moment, but it was a done

deal.
Lord and I? We were an us.



Happiness. Contentment. Downright fucking triumph.
I felt all of those things when Elle didn’t turn and run the moment I

called her my girlfriend. Not that I would’ve let her get far—I could picture
a wrestling match in the living room if she’d made a break for it—but it was
the principle of the thing. She trusted me, and we were a team and headed
in the same direction. The only other person I’d had on my side,
unequivocally, was my brother. Now that Con was with Vanessa, our bond
hadn’t lessened, but it had changed with his shifting priorities. As it should.
And now, for the first time in my life, I wanted what he had with someone. I
wanted it with Elle.

“You’re seriously not going to let me help at all?” she asked as I loaded
our plates into the dishwasher.

“Finish your coffee, woman. I’ve got plans for you.”
“Plans, I like the sound of that.”
I smiled as Elle downed her after-dinner coffee.
“You’ll like the reality of it even better,” I said. “Because I’m ready for

my dessert.”
From the couch, Elle raised an eyebrow. “Dessert, huh? Wonder what

that could be?” She set her empty mug on the coffee table.
I dried the last dish and shoved it in the cupboard before tossing the

towel on the counter. “Guess you’re gonna find out right now.” Stalking
toward her, I held out a hand. “We’re moving this to the bedroom.”

Elle, sexy siren that she was, spread her legs a few inches. “Isn’t the
couch good enough?”



I leaned down and grabbed both hands and tugged. As soon as she was
standing, I ducked again, placing my shoulder near her stomach and tossed
her up.

“Whoa, hold on.”
I palmed her ass as I strode toward the bedroom. “Holding on.”
Elle’s giggle softened her words. “You know that’s not what I meant.

What if I’m not in the mood to be manhandled?”
“I don’t care if you’re not in the mood to be manhandled, as long as

you’re in the mood to be Lord-handled.” I slowed as I approached the bed
and lowered her down with a bounce.

Her gorgeous red hair was mussed, and her eyes shone. Wanting to see
her more clearly, I flipped on the light on the side table.

“Fuck, you’re beautiful, Elle.”
Her smile was small. “You’re not too bad yourself, pawn star.”
I dropped to my knees in front of her and wrapped a hand around both

ankles before sliding them up to her knees. Coasting my palms along her
thighs as I pushed her dress up to her waist, I paused when my thumbs
skimmed the edge of her red lace underwear.

“There’s a good reason I don’t let myself see you in your underwear
before we go to work in the morning, because I’d spend all damn day
thinking about them, and we’d never get a thing accomplished.”

“I’m not seeing how that’s a bad thing at least one day a week. We still
haven’t tested out the couch or the desk in the office.” Her breath hitched on
the last word because I’d slid my thumb under the lace.

“These come off now, and the only reason I’m not ripping them off with
my teeth is because I want to see you bent over that fucking desk, skirt
flipped up, with your sassy red panties teasing me.”

I tugged them down her legs, until there was nothing separating me
from paradise.

“Perfect. So fucking perfect. I could eat your pussy for every meal and
never get tired of it.”

Chill bumps prickled Elle’s skin, but she didn’t reply.
Spreading her with my thumbs, I didn’t hesitate, I dove in—licking,

sucking, tasting, teasing. Elle bucked and writhed against my face, and I
teased her entrance with two fingers before plunging them inside.



Every time. Every damn time the man set me off like a rocket. I was
boneless on the bed as Lord rose to his feet. He always took care of me first
and rarely let me take the lead. Today, that was going to change. When he
leaned over the bed, I sat up and reached for his buckle.

“Whoa—”
“No. I want to give you at least a fraction of what you give me. And that

means you’re going to stand right here and let me.”
Lord’s hand cradled my jaw. “You want to suck my dick?”
I nodded.
“Then I’m sure as hell not gonna argue.” His thumb brushed over my

lips. “Open. See how sweet you taste.”
I did, and his thumb pressed inside. The salty sweetness of my own

flavor burst on my tongue. Spurred on by the naughty move, I was even
more determined to give him a night he’d never forget. Tomorrow, the
entire world could fall to pieces, but we had tonight. This was more than
sex. This was us. This was everything.

He withdrew his thumb, and I tugged at his button and zipper until I
palmed his cock through his boxer briefs. Not wanting to waste time, I
shoved both down his hips.

“I hope I don’t sound crazy when I tell you I can’t wait to get my hands
on your cock.”

Lord’s fingers threaded through my hair, and he released a low laugh.
“I’ll never complain about that. Ever.”



Wrapping a hand around the base, and always amazed when my fingers
didn’t touch, I lowered my head. But a tug on my hair held me back from
my prize. I looked up at Lord, and his expression was hot and determined.

“You want to give me what I need?”
“Yes,” I breathed, anticipation ratcheting up inside me.
“Then I want to fuck your mouth the way I’ve been dying to since the

first time I saw you. You were standing in a crowd at Con’s party, and you
had these red-as-sin lips. Every time you took a drink, I couldn’t tear my
eyes away. I wanted those lips. Wanted you. That night, I jacked off to the
thought of fucking your sexy mouth and coming down your throat.”

I was already wet from the orgasm Lord had wrung from me, but now I
was soaked.

Holy. Shit.
Again, Lord’s thumb trailed along my bottom lip. “Open. I want to see

those lips wrapped around my cock.”
My mouth opened, and my hand fell away from his cock as he fisted it

and held it to my lips.
“Lick the tip.”
My nipples puckered, and I followed his orders. I circled the head,

catching the salty precum on my tongue.
Lord’s fingers tightened in my hair, and I knew he was holding back. I

didn’t want that. I wanted him to let go. I reached around and grabbed his
ass with both hands—fuck, it was a nice ass—and tried to pull him forward.

“Not until I’m ready,” he growled. “And I’m going to savor this.”
Slowly, inch-by-inch, Lord fed his cock into my mouth. He was a big

man, almost an uncomfortable fit. I relaxed my jaw, eyes darting up to take
him in.

The absolute worship on his face destroyed any hint of discomfort I
might be feeling.

“So fucking beautiful.”
And then he began to fuck my face. Hands in my hair, a thumb brushing

the hollow of my cheek as he slid in and out—it was intense  … and
amazing.

I reached up and cupped his balls, and his groan vibrated through his
body.



“Fuck, I wanted this to last longer…” He unleashed a growl and threw
his head back. “You’re gonna swallow me down. Every last drop.”

Hell yes I am, I thought. I’d take it all. For him.
He yelled my name as he came.
And I took it all.
Lord stared down at me, both thumbs skimming my cheeks as I pulled

away. The intensity on his face had morphed into  … something I wasn’t
sure I was interpreting correctly.

He sat down beside me and pulled me across his lap.
“Don’t know how I got so lucky, but I’m not letting you go. Whatever

happens, Elle, you’re mine, and you’re staying mine.”
My words came without thought: “Like I could ever be anyone else’s.”

I woke up with Lord’s arms around me, his chest to my back  … and his
cock sliding inside me.

The last time I’d woken, I’d been the one to reach for him. Sleep paled
in comparison to this.

“Can’t get enough of you. Fuck. Don’t think I ever will.” Lord’s words
were scratchy with sleep, and I arched my back, pushing into him.

“I’m okay with that,” I said as his arm slipped around me and pulled me
tighter before cupping my breast and toying with my nipple.

His thrusts were slow and steady, dragging out the pleasure for both of
us as our bodies woke to the sensations. My breathing quickened, and I
could feel Lord’s chest expanding and contracting behind me.

His hand slid down, finding my clit, and I was poised on the brink in
moments. He knew exactly how to play my body to wring every last ounce
of pleasure from me.

“You gonna come with me?” he asked, his teeth finding my earlobe and
scraping along it.

“Mmmhmmm,” I moaned, moving into his touch. “But only if you’re
going to come in the next sixty seconds, otherwise you’re going to have to
play catch up.”

Lord’s thrusts increased, faster and harder, driving us both to the edge.
My inner muscles clamped down on him as my body detonated.



“Fuck,” he groaned, tensing with his own orgasm.
We lay there for a moment, spooned together, before Lord pulled away.
“Oh fuck.” This time, the word was not sexy, but concerned.
“What?” I asked, and then I felt it. The wetness sliding out of me. I

knew exactly what he was oh fuck-ing about before he even said it.
“I forgot a condom. Didn’t even think about anything but getting inside

you again.” He climbed off the bed and headed out of the room.
My mind zigzagged out of post-coital bliss to practicality as he retuned

with a washcloth and helped me clean up.
“I’m on the pill, and I’m clean,” I said.
“I’m clean, too, but still—” Lord tossed the washcloth on the floor and

sat on the edge of the bed. “I should’ve—”
I laid a hand on his tensed arm. In the moonlight, I could make out the

inked designs from his military days. But his protectiveness seemed to have
existed long before that … and here he was, trying to protect me again.

“It’s fine. I trust you, and I’m not worried.”
He stared down at me. “Thought you’d be flipping out right now.”
I shook my head. “I don’t care if we never use another condom again.”
His expression once again took on the intensity that I was finally getting

used to. “You realize you’re it for me, right?”
“I think I’m getting that. Which works, because you’re it for me too.”
Lord grabbed me and hauled me into his lap, his lips crashing down

onto mine. It was a kiss of possession and passion.
When we finally fell asleep again in the early hours of the morning, it

was with my head on Lord’s chest, and my hand covering his heart.



Tuesday morning, Rix was waiting in the alley behind Chains when I pulled
into the warehouse.

“What’s he doing here?” Elle asked.
“No idea.”
Rix didn’t wait for an invitation, just sauntered inside. His black T-shirt

and dark jeans didn’t give away his gang affiliation, but his tats did. I
pushed open the door of the ’Cuda and almost told Elle to stay inside, but I
didn’t. Rix wouldn’t hurt her—of that I was confident, and not just because
I’d kill him where he stood if he made a wrong move toward her.

“To what do we owe the pleasure?” I asked, shutting the door behind
me. But Rix’s attention wasn’t on me—or Elle—it was on the cars.

“Holy fuck, man. Didn’t realize this is what you had locked up in here.
Dayum … you got some sweet rides.”

I did. And unloading one or two would put Chains even more solidly in
the black—if I sunk in the cash to restore them first. I knew I needed to
make the investment, but I didn’t want to risk the bottom line just yet.

“You in the market?”
Rix pursed his lips. “I might be. They look like they need some work

though.”
“Better price if you want one before I put the work into it.” It was the

truth, and maybe selling one before it was restored would free up the cash
to restore the others.

He raised an eyebrow. “What year is the SS?”
“Sixty-nine.”



“What about the Shelby?”
“That one’s not for sale.”
His eyebrows rose. “And here I thought everything was for sale in this

place.”
“Not that one, and not the ’Cuda. You like the Boss 302?”
I had plans for the Shelby. Plans that included Elle overcoming her fear

of driving and taking back control over that aspect of her life. She’d lived in
fear too long about what could happen. And the GT500 named Eleanor
would suit my Eleanor perfectly. If I sold the others, I could justify keeping
it for her.

“So the Charger, the Boss Mustang, or the SS? Not bad choices. I could
use some more muscle in my life.” He flexed his bicep and wandered closer
to the cars. His inspection took only moments, and then he turned and said,
“I’ll let you know on the cars, but I came to deliver some news.”

Elle, who had come around the car to stand beside me, tensed.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“I took care of the hospital shit for the kid who got shot. I’m not saying

it was one of my guys, but I took care of it. All of it. You don’t need to
worry about him or his ma. They’re set.”

“I’m sure they appreciate it.”
Rix ran his hand along the blue paint job of the Charger. He was getting

attached. Excellent. “Gotta look out for our community. Ain’t no one else
gonna do it.”

I didn’t say anything about the fact that a big part of the reason our
community needed his brand of looking after was because gangs like his
ruled the streets.

“I’ll let Con know it’s been taken care of.”
“You do that. Maybe he’ll quit banning my boys from his shop and

actually let them get some decent ink.”
Con didn’t, and would never, allow any of his artists to do gang ink.
“If you wanted to add a butterfly to your sleeve, he’d do it.”
“Fuck you, Lord,” he said without heat. He turned to head for the raised

overhead door. “I’ll be in touch about the car. Soon.”
“Well that was interesting,” Elle said.
“It was something.”



Then a question came I wasn’t quite ready to answer for her. “Why isn’t
the Shelby Mustang for sale? I looked it up online, and you could get a lot
of money for it. It’s in the best shape, other than the ’Cuda, obviously. I
know you’re worried about things … and that could be the way to get you
solid again.”

I reached down and grabbed her hand and tugged her toward the door.
“That one’s just not for sale. Come on, we’re gonna be late opening.” I
snagged the box hanging from the ceiling and pressed the button to lower
the door. We were in the alley before I realized I should’ve handled the
situation a little differently.

“Is that my cue to butt out of anything that doesn’t fit in a display
case?”

I stopped, and Elle kept walking—until my grip on her hand tugged her
to a stop.

“That’s not what I meant.”
“Whatever.”
The dreaded whatever. Even I was smart enough to realize the word

didn’t mean anything good.
“You know I respect your opinion. I just … have plans for that one.”
She jerked her head around, and the eyebrow arched in my direction

told me the issue wasn’t dead. “Plans you’re not going to share, I take it.”
The last two days we’d barely left my house, just lazing around,

cooking, talking, and getting naked. It’d been fucking beautiful—a window
into what I wanted my future to be. We were finally in a good place, and I
wasn’t going to jeopardize that.

“You know what that car’s name is?”
“Seriously? You name your cars?”
I chuckled. “Sometimes, but this one came named already. Have you

ever seen Gone in Sixty Seconds? Not the original, but the remake. There’s
a ’67 GT500, and her name is Eleanor.”

Elle’s brow furrowed. “There’s a car named Eleanor in a movie?”
“Yeah, and ever since I found out that was your name, I knew she was

yours. She couldn’t be anyone else’s.”
Her eyes widened—with what looked like both surprise and horror. “I

don’t need a car. I don’t drive.” The words were emphatic, and so was the
way she tugged at my hand.



“But you will. You’re not your mother. You’re not going to become
your mother. If you never want to drink another drop of alcohol because
you’re worried the disease runs in your family, that’s totally cool. But the
not driving thing is something I think you need to address.”

“I don’t want to address it. I’m fine without it.”
I sighed, knowing I should’ve waited longer to bring it up, but it

mattered to me. I couldn’t stand to see Elle still trapped in the past over
something so irrational.

“What if there’s an emergency? Or what if you want to be more
independent? You were so worried about control and someone trying to pin
you down, but you hobble yourself by not driving.”

“But what if—”
Pulling Elle against me, I tilted her face up to mine. “You’re a smart

woman. Strong. Independent. Sexy as fuck. You’re not going to do anything
stupid. You’re not some kid on a bender. It’s been almost a decade; it’s time
to let it go.”

Tears shimmered in her eyes, and like they did every time, they hit me
in the gut.

“I’m not saying today, but soon. I think it’s important. You’re putting
the pieces back together after losing your dad. It’s time, Elle. Time to let
yourself heal.”

I tucked her chin against my chest as she let her tears fall silently. The
back alley behind my pawnshop was the last place I wanted to see her break
down, but sometimes you had to let yourself break before you could start
picking up the pieces. I held her for several minutes before she pulled away
and swiped at her tears. The grief she’d never truly dealt with still hovered
at the surface.

“So first I’m telling my stepdad to fuck off, causing him to leave my
mom, and then I’m going to drive Eleanor.” Her mouth wobbled into a
sideways smile. “Jesus, who knew my life would be so action packed.”

“If you want me to take you home—”
“No. There’s nowhere I want to be but here,” she interrupted. “Sorry

about being such a girl.” She swiped at the last remaining tear.
I leaned down and brushed a kiss across her lips. “I’m happy as fuck

you’re such a girl. Let’s go tackle this monster of a day.”



After a quick call, I had confirmation from a friend that the treatment
facility was on standby as soon as we needed them. Elle and I discussed
how we wanted to break it to her mother, and her nerves shined right
through.

“She’s going to hate me. So much. Even more than she already does.”
I kept her hand in mine, something I couldn’t seem to stop myself from

doing, and told her, “She’ll forgive you. It might take some time, but
eventually, it’ll be the best thing you’ve ever done for her.”

Elle’s face pinched with worry. “I should’ve insisted on it years ago. I
should never have let it get this far.”

“There’s nothing you can do but focus on the now.”
“You’re right.” She sucked in a deep breath. “Focus on the now.

Everything else can wait.”
“Good girl.”
Her smile faded. “It’s still totally shitty that he can divorce her and

leave her with nothing. I can’t believe she signed a prenup. I mean, I get
that he has basically supported her the whole time they’ve been married, but
she deserves hazard pay for putting up with him.”

I shrugged, because there was nothing I could do about that. “At least
she’s getting out.”

“It’s still bullshit.”
“We’ll figure it out.”
The chime rang to signal a customer entering the shop. We both looked

up at the kid. Probably mid-twenties, clean cut, but something was off about
him. I studied his body language as he came toward the counter. Sniffling,
wiping at his nose. And then he started talking fast as fuck and my
suspicions were put to rest. Coked up. Great.

“I got a car out front I wanna pawn.”
A fucking car? He must be in deep with his dealer.
I walked to the window.
“Which one?”
He pointed to a yellow Honda S2000, at least ten years old, rims scuffed

from where he’d gotten too close to a few curbs.
“Can’t say I’m in the market.”



“I just need like ten grand, man. On pawn, not sale. I love that fuckin’
car.” He was waving his hands around, and his watch face caught the light
and damn near blinded me.

Elle cleared her throat, and I looked her way. She jerked her head to the
side and mouthed can I talk to you before starting for the corner of the shop
where we’d still be able to see him, but far enough that he probably
wouldn’t hear anything we’d say.

“Hold on a sec,” I said to the kid.
I met Elle in the corner. “What’s up?”
“He’s one of DJ’s friends. I’ve seen them together before. I think he

might even work at Denton’s firm.”
“Well, he’s got a drug habit that has him wanting to pawn his fucking

car.”
“How can you tell?”
“He’s got all the signs. Isn’t the first cokehead who has walked through

my door looking to sell something.”
Elle glanced over at him and then back at me. “Are you going to do it?”
I gave a sharp shake of my head. “No. The kid can find another way to

feed his habit. I’m not gonna bankroll that shit.”
“Okay.”
“I’ll take care of it.” I headed back toward him.
“Can’t help you, man.”
“Come on. I just need a loan. That’s why pawnshops fucking exist.”
“Still not interested. It’s not something I want to have to flip if I need to.

I’m not in the market for more cars right now.”
“Seriously? Just do me a solid,” he said, shoving his hand into his hair

and pressing his palm against his forehead. That’s when I got a real good
look at his watch.

It looked damn near identical to the one Elle had snatched out of the
customer’s box a few days ago.

“But your watch, on the other hand … let me check it out and see if we
couldn’t make a deal on that.”

His eyes cut to me, overly bright and excited. “Yeah?” He yanked his
hand out of his hair, and I was surprised he didn’t tear out a chunk with his
erratic movements.



He ripped the watch off his wrist and handed it to me. I held my breath
as I flipped it over.

The inscription read, “To T.S. with love.”
Holy fucking shit.
Chains did have some voodoo magic sprinkled on its doorstep, because

there was no other explanation for the watch showing up.
“How much you want for the watch?”
His eyes locked on me. I wasn’t being particularly smart when it came

to getting the best deal, but I didn’t care. I was buying the fucking watch.
“I need ten grand.”
It wasn’t worth that, but it was priceless to Elle.
“Let me take a closer look with my loupe. I want to make sure there

aren’t any cracks in the crystal.”
I was mostly making up that bullshit about the cracks, but I needed to

show it to Elle to confirm.
“Sure. Whatever.”
I carried it to the counter where she stood waiting, arms crossed over

her chest. I held the watch out and flipped it over so the inscription faced
up.

“You’re gonna want to look at this.”
Her eyes zeroed in on my hand, and she snatched it up. “No way. No

fucking way.” Over and over she repeated the words. Luckily, her voice was
hushed; otherwise the kid would have heard her. “It’s here. That’s it. Holy
fucking shit.”

“Good. Then it’s not leaving this shop with him.”



I stared at the watch I had strapped around my wrist. It was too big, but I
didn’t care.

“I just can’t believe it,” I said again.
Lord’s hands landed on my shoulders and squeezed. “Believe it. After

all, that’s why you came here in the first place. You must’ve had some faith
it would show up.”

I finally pulled my eyes off the watch. “I mean, yeah, but it’s still crazy.
I just can’t believe it.”

“Believe it,” he said one more time.
“You have to let me pay you back.”
He’d dropped five grand on the watch. It wasn’t worth that much, but

the kid refused to take anything less. Lord had pushed him, but he also
hadn’t wanted to let him leave with it.

“I’m not letting you pay it back. It’s a gift.” His tone didn’t allow for
any argument—but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to try.

“But the shop can’t absorb that kind of loss right now.”
Lord spoke directly into my ear. “You let me worry about that. Besides,

I’ve got twenty bucks on Rix coming back to buy the Charger. That’ll give
me plenty of room.”

“Still—”
“Woman, you need to learn to accept a damn gift when I want to give

one to you.”
I reached my hand back and rubbed it over the buzzed hair on the back

of his head. I craned my neck around and kissed him. It was time to give in



gracefully. “Thank you.”
“It’s on your wrist where it belongs; that’s all that matters.”
What Lord had said earlier about putting back the pieces because I had

never finished grieving was eerily accurate. How he’d known, I wasn’t sure,
but I was just now realizing how right he had been. It was one of those
things I’d pushed aside every day, preferring instead to focus on my anger
toward my mother and Denton. She’d moved on so fast, and it had caused
me to pen up all of my grief and cement it over with resentment.

It was time to learn to let go.
“Putting the pieces back together,” I said.
“One at a time,” Lord replied.

The rest of the day was uneventful—thank God—but when we were
climbing in the ’Cuda to head back to Lord’s, it occurred to me that I really
needed to get more clothes and do laundry, and there was a certain green
dress I wanted to get my hands on so I could wear it to work and see what
happened. And for the record, I’d be wearing it without panties…

“You mind dropping me at home?”
Lord’s gaze cut to me. “You need to grab some more clothes?”
“I need to do some laundry and get myself organized. I’ve been living

out of a suitcase, and I’m running out of options. And  … we should
probably talk about how long I’m going to be staying with you.”

“Still no leads on who killed Bree and Jiminy.”
“But what if they never close the case? I can’t just move in with you

permanently. It’s … it’s way too fast to be normal.”
Lord’s expression sobered. “I thought we were on the same page, Elle.

Things move fast when a lot of intense shit happens. I’m not willing to go
backward just because you think we should be moving at any pace except
for the one that works for us.”

“What are you saying? You do want me to move in with you? Like, for
real?”

“Works for me.”
“You’re serious?”
“I wouldn’t have said it if I wasn’t.”



“I think my head is spinning.”
Lord laid a hand over my arm. “There’s no reason to freak out. Let’s

just keep doing what we’re doing, and if it works for us, then it’s nobody’s
business but our own. You know I’m in this for real, and so are you. That’s
all that matters.”

His words calmed me—mostly. I wouldn’t be entirely calm until I had a
little time alone to get myself together. But Lord was right—it didn’t matter
what anyone else thought about it, and I didn’t care about that. It just … it
seemed so fast to me, but then again, I guess Lord wasn’t the type to move
slowly.

“Okay. But I really do need to spend a few hours at home. I need to do
laundry, organize some stuff, and it’s nothing you’re going to want to do.”

“I’ve got some shit I can take care of too. I’ve been slacking off at the
gym, and I can catch the tail end of practice if I hurry. Once we’ve got the
shop back on solid ground, I’m going to look into hiring another employee.
With us working the same shifts and me trying not to leave you there alone,
I haven’t been pulling my weight with the boys.”

Guilt slid through me. “I don’t want to be a bigger burden to you than I
am help.”

Lord studied my face. “Do you even want to still work there now that
you’ve got the watch?”

My eyes widened. “Are you serious? You’re really asking me this
question right now?”

“Elle, you don’t have the best … track record for keeping jobs, and if
this isn’t a job you want to keep, you don’t have to work at Chains to keep
me.”

If my eyes could’ve shot laser beams, I’m pretty sure they would have.
“If it hasn’t occurred to you yet, I happen to love working there. I know it
hasn’t been that long, but I feel like I’ve finally found my place. I love the
haggling, the stories, the crazy customers, and goddammit, I like working
with you.”

Lord held up a hand in what I considered a gesture of surrender. “Okay.
But if you decide you’re bored with this, I want you to know it isn’t a
package deal. I’m with you either way. But, for the record, I like working
with you too. I’d love for you to stay.”



“Good. I’m staying. If I change my mind, you’ll be the first to know.
But don’t hold your breath.”

Lord turned the key in the ignition, and the subject was put to rest.
He dropped me off at my apartment, and I kissed my sexy man through

the window of his sexy car. “I’ll call you when I’m done.”
“You better, otherwise I’ll be here hauling your ass to my bed anyway.”
“Promises, promises.”
And then he was gone.



I caught more than the tail end of practice—I caught a beer with my
brother. I filled him in on all the shit going on with Elle and her ma … and I
finally told him that Chains had been struggling for a little while, but I was
close to getting it back on track. It was humbling to admit to your younger
brother than you were having trouble keeping a business afloat that had run
just fine while he owned it.

“If you need anything from me, you just let me know. And don’t get
your panties in a wad over this. When you ran Chains for me, you didn’t
have to worry about paying me. I know that takes a big chunk out of your
profit, which is why I tried to give you the place,” Con told me.

“I ain’t telling you to get sympathy; I was telling you because I’m sick
of pretending there’s nothing going on when I’m sure you know there is.
And there’s no way I would’ve taken it for free. I would’ve let you sell it to
someone else first.”

“Which is why I sold it to you, you hardheaded bastard. You’re too
fucking stubborn for it to be anything but a success.”

“Yeah, well, it’ll be a success as soon as I unload a couple of those
muscle cars. They were a risk, and one that I took with shit timing.”

“You got a convertible, right?”
“Yeah, the SS. Needs some work. Could use a new paint job. I was

thinking cherry red with a white racing stripe.”
Con nodded absently. “I’ve been thinking about getting something for

Van that was a little less … German. She’s only ever driven a Mercedes, but



she’d look sexy as fuck rolling in a red SS. Plus, it’d give me something to
wrench on when I’m bored. And it’s got a nice, big back seat…”

He didn’t have to finish that sentence for me to know exactly where it
was going. I left it alone. “Are you serious? Because I know a guy who can
do the work. I didn’t want to put the cash in just yet. Broke my heart to
think about selling it as-is.”

“Oh, so now you want to make a profit off your little brother? Nice,
Lord. Nice.”

“Business is business. But I’ll still give you the family discount.”
Con grinned, and I knew he didn’t care. “I don’t want a damn discount,

and I’ll front the cash for the restoration if you can get it done quick. It’d be
a great birthday present … but you’ve only got six weeks.”

“Let me talk to my guy,” I said, knowing this was Con’s way of giving
me a hand up without giving me a hand out. I found I wasn’t too proud to
take it.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. Not a text—a call. Elle.
“I’ll be back,” I said, rising from the table and heading outside to

answer it.
“What’s up, sweet thing?”
“Hey, ummm … I kind of need to stay at my place tonight.”
“That’s cool; we can crash there if you want.”
“I mean … by myself.”
I stilled on the sidewalk in front of the bar. “What’s going on, Elle?”
“Do you remember Yve? She manages Dirty Dog.”
“Sure, I remember her.”
“She’s kind of having a rough night. Like, really rough. She found out

her ex might be getting out of prison. She’s freaking out, and I don’t want to
leave her alone. We’re holed up in my apartment, and she’s sewing a
voodoo doll of him. And I think it might be a real one. I’m not entirely
sure.”

What the fuck? I opened my mouth to reply, but I seriously didn’t have a
clue how to respond.

“Lord? Are you still there?”
“I’m trying to figure out what the hell say to that.”
“I’m so sorry. I just … I think I should stay here tonight.”



“Don’t apologize. You take care of your girl. But can I ask you a
favor?”

“Okay. Sure.”
“Don’t go rolling around in the Quarter tonight. Hennessy still doesn’t

have any leads, and I don’t want you out there without me at your side.”
“I can do that.”
I relaxed at her easy acceptance.
“I’ll pick you up in the morning. Call me if you need me.”
“I will. Bye, babe.”
And then she hung up.
Voodoo doll? That did not sound like a good omen.



I was back in the shop the next day with Elle by my side. All was right with
the world—until it wasn’t.

“Oh shit, it’s my mom calling. Do you think he told her?” Elle’s voice
was panicked as she stared down at the screen of her phone. “What am I
going to say? Shit. Shit. I’m not ready.”

I moved behind her and wrapped an arm around her waist. “It’s gonna
be rough, but we’ll get through it. It’s gonna work out okay in the end.”

Elle swiped her finger across the screen, and answered. “Mother?”
Because I was standing so damn close to her, I could hear every word

coming from the other end of the line.
“Elle honey, it’s Margaux. You … you need to come right away. Your

mother is … she’s having a time.”
“Is it Denton? Did he—”
“You’ve already heard?” The housekeeper sounded confused.
“That he was going to leave?”
“Leave? No, child. He’s dead.”
“What?” Elle held the phone away from her ear and stared at it like it

was a foreign object.
Margaux continued speaking, and Elle put the phone back to her ear.
“—found murdered. Your mama is having a complete meltdown.

Calling herself the black widow because her husbands can’t survive her.
I’ve been trying to keep her away from the liquor cabinet, but there’s no
stopping her. She’s a mess.”

“I’m on my way. Right now.”



Elle hung up and stared at me. “Did you hear—?”
“Yeah, I heard. Let me go grab Mathieu and tell him we’re leaving.”
Elle bobbed her head, her eyes wide and blank.
Jesus fucking Christ.

We hauled ass across town, and I followed Elle in through the kitchen
entrance. We both winced at the screeching coming from somewhere within
the house. Elle’s ma sounded like a banshee.

Margaux met us in the hallway. “She’s really upset, Elle. I can’t calm
her down.”

“Did you call Doc Monroe? He’s got to have a sedative or something to
quiet her.”

Margaux raised a hand to her temple. “I should’ve thought of that. It’s
just … it’s been—”

Elle wrapped her arms around the woman. “Don’t fret. You’re doing
everything right. We’ll take care of her, but if you could call Doc Monroe
and get him over here¸ that’d be appreciated.” She released Margaux as
another shrill howl tore through the house. “She’s in the library?”

“Yes, come.”
We followed Margaux to the library, and when she pushed open the

door, Elle and I both paused at the complete disaster in front of us.
“Holy shit.”
It looked like a tornado had ripped through the room. Books were

everywhere—except on the shelves where they belonged. White shards
littered the tile in front of the fireplace. Several pictures hung drunkenly on
the wall, glass shattered.

“Mama,” Elle breathed when we saw the woman huddled in the corner
rocking back and forth, arms wrapped over her head, an empty bottle beside
her.

Fuck.
Elle’s face—already pale—drained of any remaining color. I could only

imagine the memories this must have been stirring up. I squeezed her hand
before releasing it so she could go to her.



She crossed the room, glass crunching under her shoes, and crouched
before her ma.

“Mama, I’m so sorry. So sorry.”
Her ma’s head came up, eyes wild. “You hated him. You’re glad he’s

dead.”
Elle shook her head and repeated, “I’m so sorry.”
I expected more hurled accusations, but the woman broke down into

sobs, and Elle wrapped her arms around her, rocking with her, stroking her
back and her hair.

I felt totally and completely useless standing there watching, but there
was nothing that could make me move from this spot. Elle might not need
me right this second, but I’d be her rock. Together we’d make this right for
her ma.

Talk about fucking timing. I’d expected this breakdown to come in a
few days, when Denton delivered the news that he was done because Elle
hadn’t bowed to his demands. But instead, she’d be helping her mother plan
yet another funeral.

How fucked up was that?
Margaux came back and stopped beside me.
“You got a broom?” I asked. “I want to clean up this glass so no one

slices themselves to bits.”
She shook her head. “I’ll take care of it.”
I laid a hand on her shoulder as she turned to leave. “Let me help. I’m

feeling pretty useless right now.”
“Okay.”
When she returned with the cleaning supplies, I asked her, “What about

the son? Where’s he at?”
Margaux frowned. “He was here, and he left. Think he went to his

mother’s house. Or maybe to a friend’s. He didn’t say much, just heard
what the cop had to say and turned and walked out.”

“What did the cop say?”
Her gaze sharpened. “I wasn’t supposed to be eavesdroppin’ I’m sure,

and I know I shouldn’t be gossipin’, so you didn’t hear this from me. But he
said that Mr. Denton was shot in the back. They aren’t sure of the motive
just yet. He said maybe a robbery that got out of hand.”

“Shot in the back?” A cold shroud settled over me.



“When did it happen?”
“Last night. Detective Hennessy said he was leaving a …” she cleared

her throat and lowered her voice, “a gentlemen’s club in the French
Quarter.”

Fucking A.
My mind spun. Hennessy was on the case, and Denton had been shot in

the back. How the fuck could it be connected? It didn’t make any goddamn
sense.

The doorbell interrupted my thoughts.
“That’ll be the doc. He’s a neighbor. Said he’d be here fast as he could.”

Margaux bustled up the hallway to the huge front door and pulled it open.
An older man, probably in his fifties, stepped through.

“Where is Virginia?” he asked without any greeting.
The wailing from the library had quieted, so he didn’t have the same

cues to follow that Elle and I had when we’d arrived. Margaux led him
toward the library. I nodded at him, but I don’t think he noticed my
presence. He strode across the broken glass, black doctor’s bag in hand, and
dropped to his knees beside her.

“Oh, Ginny, I’m so sorry.”
Elle pulled back, and her ma’s attention jumped to the doc. “He’s dead,”

Ginny whispered. It seemed to be the only coherent thing she was capable
of getting out. She felt around on the floor and grabbed the empty bottle and
brought it to her lips.

“Oh, Ginny. Shit. You cut yourself.”
Even from my position by the doorway, I could see the red smear on the

clear glass of the empty bottle.
“Shit,” Elle echoed. “Mama—”
“I don’t care. I don’t care about anything except why the hell this bottle

is empty!” Her voice rose on every word and she hurled it—with surprising
strength—at the wall. It bounced off, and I was glad as fuck it didn’t shatter
and add to the mess.

The doc took that opportunity to flip open his black bag, pull out a
syringe and bottle, and quickly measure out a dose. He was fast, and luckily
Elle’s ma didn’t notice. She was too busy trying to struggle to her feet, but
couldn’t quite get her legs under her. The doc slid the needle into her arm
without a word, and she was too blitzed to even notice. Another minute of



struggling and she sagged back against him. “What did you do…” The
slurred words trailed off.

“Thank you,” Elle whispered. “I didn’t know what else to do. She was
inconsolable.”

“And drunk. I only gave her a tiny fraction of a dose because of the
alcohol. I’m going to have to stay with her and monitor her as long as she’s
out. I’m not taking any chances.”

Elle lifted a hand to her mouth. “I didn’t even think about that. Hell.
What a mess.”

The doc looked to me. “Could you help me get her upstairs?”
Finally, something I could do to be useful. “Of course. I’ll get her; Elle,

you lead the way.”
Once we had Elle’s ma situated in her bed, and the doctor by her side,

holding her hand in a way that suggested to me that he was a little more
caring than your average doc, we went back downstairs.

Elle threw herself into my arms, and I squeezed her tight.
“What a mess,” she said. “What a goddamn mess.”
“We’ll work it all out. I promise.”



As soon as his arms closed around me, I let go. The edges of the wound that
had been knitting together tore wide open, and years of grief flowed free.

I’d been transported back over a decade, to the moment when my
mother had called to tell me my father was dead.

Her lifeless words still rang in my ears.
“He’s gone. You need to come home.”
But home wasn’t home without my father.
Tears streamed down my face, soaking the front of Lord’s shirt. I cried

for everything I’d lost. Years of memories I never got to make. Knowing
that my dad would never meet the man I’d fallen in love with and give his
approval. Never walk me down the aisle. Never hold the children I’d have
someday.

I cried for my mother and the wedge my father’s death—and everything
that had followed—had shoved between us. I hadn’t just lost him that day;
I’d lost her too. Nothing had ever been the same. I’d gone from the safety
and comfort of knowing I had two parents at home who loved and
supported me to being completely alone. Barely eighteen. Still trying to
figure out who I was going to be and how high I could soar  … but my
foundation had crumbled. The night before my college graduation, I’d
listened to all of my friends talking about their parents coming to see them
walk, taking them out to celebrate, and all I could think about was how
unfair it was that I’d never share another milestone with my dad.

Unable to deal, I’d pulled a card from my mother’s deck and drank until
I didn’t care about anything at all. The next day, she and Denton had bailed



me out of jail, and their scathing reprimands had made it clear just how
alone I truly was.

The conversation still played vividly in my head: “Disappointed? How
can you of all people be disappointed? I’m just taking after you by solving
my problems with a bottle.”

My words had been followed by her sharp inhale, the sting of her palm
across my face, and Denton’s eyes lighting with approval.

I’d never forget that look on his face—or hers.
Because she’d looked like I’d slapped her right back.
Over ten years of ugliness on both sides  … spawned by a man we’d

both loved and lost.
He would have been so disappointed in us both.
My tears fell faster, but this time they were washing away the bitterness

instead of letting it fester. I was done holding it in. It was time to let it all
go. Time to start over. I had one parent left, and I’d already wasted over a
decade caught up in the past.

Time was fleeting. Nothing was guaranteed. I could just as easily lose
my mother, and with that, my chance to repair everything between us.

Lord’s hand stroked my hair and my back as my tears quieted. I lifted
my head and began wiping them away. I didn’t even care how I must’ve
looked.

Lord stilled my hands and slid his thumbs along my cheeks, catching
the tears I’d missed.

“We’re going to get through this, Elle. I swear to you. I will not let
another one of your tears fall without putting myself on the line to stop it
from happening again.”

This man. What did I do to deserve this man?
“I love you,” I said. “I don’t deserve you, but I love you.”
“That’s where you’re wrong,” Lord said, lowering his lips to press

against my forehead. “You deserve everything—and I’m going to give it all
to you.”

I bit my lip. “If you keep saying things like that, I’m going to cry
again.”

“You’re going to have to figure out how to handle it, because I
guarantee it’s not the last time I’m going to say it.”



I hugged him tighter before pulling away. I stood straighter, stronger,
and not feeling nearly as broken as I had only minutes before. I had a
renewed sense of purpose. A renewed sense of hope.

Lord’s hand slid down my arm and threaded through my fingers. He
brought it to his mouth and pressed his lips to my knuckles.

“How about we clean this place up?” he asked.
I surveyed the room and the shards of glass.
It was time to start picking up the pieces … for good this time.



We cleaned up the library in silence, but it was a silence filled with purpose
and not despair. Elle was already pulling herself together, and I was
impressed as hell.

When we finished, I asked her what she wanted to do.
“I have to stay. I can’t leave her.”
“You want to stay the night? Or just for the rest of the day?”
Elle released a long breath. “I really should stay the night, probably.”
“I’ll get your bag out of the car.” It was the one she’d packed and had

waiting when I’d picked her up this morning. “The rest of your stuff is at
the house, though. You tell me what you need, and I’ll get it for you and run
it back.”

She snuggled into my chest. “Thank you. Thank you for everything.”
“You never need to thank me for being here for you. It’s my privilege,

not a burden.” I pressed a kiss to the top of her head.
Elle pulled back, her smile wobbly again.
“No more tears, sweet thing.”
She nodded. “I’m good. I promise.” She paused before adding, “I left

my purse at the shop. It’s in the office. Do you mind getting it?”
“Of course. Anything you need.” I pressed another kiss to her forehead

before releasing her and turning toward to the hallway. “I’ll be back soon.”
Before I hit the kitchen, the doorbell rang again. Margaux hurried to the

door.
“Detective, was there something else you needed?”
Fuck. Hennessy. My earlier thoughts came back in a rush.



The door opened wider, and Hennessy shoved a guy who looked to be
in his mid-twenties into the house. The kid stumbled, but righted himself
before face planting on the floor of the foyer.

“What in the world?” Margaux hissed.
“DJ?” That came from Elle. Which meant this was the stepbrother.
His shirt was untucked and soaked down the front.
“A unit picked him up in a bar fight about twenty minutes ago. They

called me because they recognized the name from today’s  … events. I
thought I’d deliver him home rather than toss him in the drunk tank.”

Damn. The kid worked fast. He was wasted.
I wasn’t sure if he’d mainlined moonshine, or what, but I could smell

the booze coming off him from where I stood.
Margaux was ringing her hands, and I stepped up. “Where’s his room?

Hennessy and I will get him up there.”
Elle led the way up the stairs to a bedroom at the far end of the hall and

pushed it open. We dumped the kid on the bed. Margaux fussed, pulling off
his shoes and yanking the covers out from beneath him.

No one said anything.
No muttered comments about his behavior, which we all recognized as a

kid going off the rails because he just lost his dad. Again, it made me think
about Elle and what she’d been through.

Hennessy and Elle followed me back downstairs. I paused by the front
door and pulled her against my side.

I reached out my hand to Hennessy. “Thanks for that.”
“Sure. Kid’s having a bad fucking day.” He reached for the door handle.

“You want to walk me out, Lord?”
I looked down at Elle. “Want me to stay for a while before I get your

stuff?”
She bit her lip and considered. “What would you say about staying here

tonight with me? When you get back?”
“Of course. I’ll hurry.” She rose on her toes to press a kiss to my jaw.
“I’ll see you in a little bit then.”
Hennessy pulled open the door, and I trailed him outside. As soon as the

latch clicked behind me, I dove in. No use beating around the bush.
“Was it the same as the other two?”



“I can’t give you anything that’s not already public, but since this one’s
a mess because the guy who found him posted a pic on Facebook, I can tell
you he was shot in the back. No ID on the gun yet.”

“Fuck.”
“You know this looks bad, right?” Hennessy said, fixing his stare on me.
“You think I don’t know that? I’ve got alibis for the others, so there’s no

way you’re looking at me for this. When the hell was he killed anyway?
You got a time of death so I can get you yet another alibi?”

“Last night. Around eleven. You’re the only solid tie I’ve got to all
three, man. I’m coming up empty otherwise.”

“You want to bring me in for questioning a third time to make you feel
better? I didn’t fucking kill them, and I don’t know who did.”

“I suggest you think hard, because this shit just got a hell of a lot more
high profile now that we’ve got a white lawyer who was murdered. Bree
and Jiminy? No one cared about them … but this guy? He’s news. And it’s
going to come back on your shop and your girl if the firearms ID supports
what I’m thinking. And I’d hate to have it come back her.”

Hennessy’s words chilled my blood. “She’s got no motive. You leave
her out of this.”

He stopped beside his car door. “It was her stepdad, and from what I’m
hearing, they didn’t get along.”

I grabbed him by the arm. “She didn’t have a fucking thing to do with
any of it. So you step off that path right the fuck now.”

He shook me off and straightened his suit jacket. “I have to do my job,
and if that bothers you, it ain’t my problem. If she didn’t do it, she’s got
nothing to worry about.”

“Yeah, because the fucking justice system is so perfect.”
Hennessy yanked open the door to his sedan and climbed in. “I’ll be in

touch, Lord.”

I collected a few more of Elle’s things from my place, and headed for the
shop. I needed to throw off this mood before I got back to her, because fuck,
I needed my head on straight before I explained that she might have to
answer some really uncomfortable questions. The thought of her sitting in



the interview room like I had, facing Hennessy, was not something I wanted
to see happen.

It was already after closing, so the place was dark and empty. I unlocked
the back door, and slipped inside, hitting the light as I made my way to the
office.

I pulled open the filing cabinet drawer where Elle always left her purse.
It was a big white thing, with silver chain handles. I lifted it, shut the
drawer, and turned to leave.

The chain got stuck on the filing cabinet handle and jerked me to a halt
as it tilted sideways and spilled the entire contents.

“Shit.”
The thunk caught my attention first.
In the middle of the change, tampons, wallet, and makeup scattered on

the floor was Elle’s gun.
Fuck. I was lucky the thing didn’t misfire. I grabbed it off the floor and

pulled back the slide to pop the round out of the chamber. And froze.
It was a .32 ACP.
Hennessy’s words echoed in my head.
The bullet.
That Elle was the only one with ties to all of them.
No. Fucking. Way.
She had no motive.
At least not for Bree and Jiminy.
But her stepdad … last night. She’d stayed at her apartment.
No. No fucking way.
I grabbed the gun.
I was going to prove it.



It was almost ten, and Lord hadn’t shown up. And stupid me—my phone
was in my purse, and his number was on my phone. How shitty was it that I
didn’t know my boyfriend’s phone number? Hobbled by technology.

Boyfriend.
I had a boyfriend. And I was totally cool with that  … at least I was

when I wasn’t freaking out about every bad thing that could’ve possibly
happened to him. An accident, or … what if whoever had killed Bree and
Jiminy had somehow gotten to Lord?

No. Lord can handle himself. Always.
And I wasn’t going to lose him just when I’d found him.
He’d changed everything for me—everything.
I sat in my mother’s house, in the library, not feeling claustrophobic and

antsy for the first time since she’d moved into it. I was working on a plan to
carefully explain the treatment center so we could get her help. I was
making lists of things I could do for the funeral to take the weight off her.
The wedge between us? I was determined to pull it free and bridge the gap.

For the first time in as long as I could remember, I was being a good
daughter—and not out of guilt or obligation—but because I genuinely
wanted to carry her burdens until she was strong enough to carry them
herself.

And she would be. I would do everything in my power to make it
happen. And Lord would be standing beside me, there for me to lean on
when things got too heavy.

If I could just find him.



I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong.
I pushed up from the chair and paced toward the empty hearth. What

were my options?
I couldn’t call him.
But I could go looking for him.
Arnie was gone for the night. Margaux had left an hour ago. So  … I

could call a cab … or … my stepdad’s Porsche was parked in the garage.
Do I really want to do this?
Fear was growing inside me with every passing minute that something

horrible had happened to Lord.
“Fuck it,” I said to the empty room. “I’m going.”
I hustled to the kitchen—directly to the key rack on the wall. There was

only one Porsche key, so I snagged it and pushed open the door to the
garage.

All silver and sleek lines, even I could admit that my stepdad’s car was
really pretty.

And then I remembered I didn’t have my purse.
“Driving for the first time in over a decade and with no license. Way to

be a rebel, Elle.”
But wherever Lord was, I’d find my purse. And he’d be so freaking

proud that I’d clawed back this piece of myself.
If he’s okay … my brain whispered.
He had to be okay. No other alternative was remotely acceptable. My

fears were totally irrational. I was not going to lose another important
person in my life.

Tenacity flooded me as I opened the door of the Porsche and slid into
the black leather seat. After adjusting the mirrors and locating the button for
the garage door, I inserted the key into the ignition and turned it. The car
purred to life. Sucking in a deep breath, I shifted out of park.

The car coasted out of the garage and onto the driveway.
See, just like riding a bike. I got this. I shifted into gear and followed the

curving driveway out to the road. I didn’t even clip the mailbox—points for
me. But where the hell did I start? The idea of going to Chains this late at
night—driving a freaking Porsche—didn’t seem like the best plan ever. So
I’d go to Lord’s first, and then to Chains if I couldn’t find him. I better
freaking find him.



Within miles, I was calling myself a crazy woman for not getting over
my hang up sooner. I loved how the Porsche handled and the freedom of it.

Hello, my name is Elle Snyder, and I’m hunting down the pieces of my
life and putting them back together one by one.

I turned down Lord’s street and slowed as I neared his house, before
pulling into his empty driveway.

Shit.
I’d been so damn sure of how this would unfold—he’d be inside,

fussing over what stuff I wanted him to bring me, and he’d be shocked that
I’d shown up on my own, and then he’d be totally proud. But apparently
that wasn’t how it was going to go down.

I guessed my next stop was Chains.
I looked up into the rear view mirror, my eyes catching on the

apartments across the street—and the sexy black ’Cuda parked near the
entrance—and my hand froze over the gearshift.



I stood at the door, guts twisted into knots.
I wanted to be wrong.
I’d done a lot of shit in my life, but accusing someone of murder … that

was a first, even for me. It’d taken a good hour of sitting in the garage at
Chains, thinking about how to deal with this before I’d finally pulled away.

The door opened.
“Come on in, man. You just gonna stand there on the rug and take up

space? It’s been for-fucking-ever since you came over to shoot the shit,”
Mathieu said.

The word shoot was sobering, and the gun tucked into the back of my
jeans weighed down my mood even more.

Mathieu picked up on my unusually sober expression.
“Dude, you look like someone stole your girl. Everything cool?” He

strode to the fridge and pulled it open, snagging two beers by the necks.
I studied him like I’d never seen him before. His T-shirt and jeans hung

on his lanky frame, no visible ink, hair buzzed even shorter than mine. He’d
come a long way from the kid who’d run into Chains and grabbed a guitar
and tried to run out the door. I couldn’t get the words out. What if I was
wrong? Then what?

But I wasn’t wrong. Except for Elle, there were no other suspects. I
didn’t know where she’d been during any of the murders, but there was no
way in hell I’d believe she could have done something like that.

No, Mathieu had killed at least two—likely three—people  … with
Elle’s gun.



The discovery I’d made in my amateur firearms ID lab in the basement
of Chains had rocked me. Elle’s gun was a .32ACP, and the round I’d test
fired had matched the striations on the picture of the bullet I’d snapped
when Hennessy had left Jiminy’s file on the table during my last visit to the
station for questioning. They’d already determined that the bullet from
Jiminy’s murder matched the gun used in Bree’s. The ID wasn’t completed
on the bullet from Denton’s murder, but I’d bet my pawnshop that Mathieu
had killed him too. What I didn’t understand was—why?

He crossed the five or so feet between the fridge and me and handed me
a bottle. I made no move to pop the top—or scold him for underage
drinking. Mathieu stepped back and leaned against the counter.

“Seriously, man, what’s goin’ on?” Mathieu’s brow furrowed.
I started the only way I knew how. “Elle’s stepdad is dead.”
“That so?” Mathieu shrugged, completely indifferent. “Must’ve had it

comin’.”
I held back the why the fuck did you do it? clawing out of my throat and

decided on a different tactic.
“They’re looking at Elle for it. I had to talk Hennessy out of dragging

her down to the station an hour ago to start questioning her.”
Mathieu’s grip on his bottle tightened. “Why the fuck would they be

looking at her for it? That girl couldn’t hurt a goddamn fly.” His tone was
adamant, his nostrils flaring.

I pulled the unloaded gun from the waistband of my jeans and laid it on
the kitchen island between us.

“Because her gun was the murder weapon.”
Mathieu’s eyes darted from the gun to mine and held. He slammed his

bottle on the counter. “Then you better fucking get rid of it.”
The time for bullshit was over. “Why? Just tell me why?”
I wasn’t sure what I expected him to say, but it wasn’t what came out of

his mouth next.
“You know why. You’ve known all along. What I want to know is why

you look so fucking surprised. This is how shit works on the street. You
know it. I know it. Just because I’m livin’ the good life doesn’t mean I
don’t know how to take care of my own.”

“I don’t know shit, Mathieu.”
He crossed his arms, confusion creasing his features.



“How could you think I’d let Bree disrespect you that way? Or Jiminy?
He was a piece of shit from the beginning, and you saw the way he looked
at your girl. He wasn’t gonna leave her alone. He dug his own fucking
grave.”

Bile rose up in my throat. Mathieu—the kid I’d been trying to keep on
the straight and narrow and out of fucking prison—had done this for … me.

Death wasn’t new to me. I’d seen plenty. But this  … I couldn’t even
grasp what he was saying. There had to be some kind of mistake. All of it
had to be a mistake.

“And Denton Fredericks?” I choked out.
Mathieu’s eyes narrowed. “Why the fuck do you look so goddamn

surprised? You knew I’d take care of that prick after he threatened her.”
His words made no sense, and my brain was spinning out of control. “I

didn’t fucking know, Mathieu. Are you even listening to yourself? I’d never
expect you to take care of him—any of them.”

It was the wrong thing to say, because his posture shifted and his eyes
took on a crazy light.

“You knew. You knew I’d handle it. That’s how we roll, brother. You’re
the only family I got. People fuck with you and yours, and I fuck them up.”

The words—and his absolute conviction in them—slammed into me.
Somehow, some way, I’d let this happen. I was partially responsible.

“Why the fuck would you use Elle’s gun? Were you trying to pin it on
her?”

“Pin it on her? Why the fuck would I do that?”
“Then why use her gun?”
He blinked and shook his head. “She’s a rich white chick; who the hell

would ever ask to see her gun? And if Hennessy is looking at her for this,
then I gotta take him out too. She’s family now. Nothing touches her.”

Jesus fucking Christ. I was still trying to figure out how the hell to
respond to him when a knock sounded at the door.

The crazy look in his eyes intensified into something twisted and hard.
“You didn’t know. You didn’t know. And you called the motherfuckin’ cops,
didn’t you? That’s how you thank me for taking your back? The cops?”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I strode to the window and
looked out into the street, searching for Hennessy’s sedan.

“Can’t fuckin’ believe it.”



I turned back as Mathieu lunged for the gun on the counter and bolted
for the slider.

He already had the door open as I took my first step toward him—bent
on tackling him the same way I had two years ago. But the voice that
filtered through the door stopped me cold.

“Pawn star, you in there?”



Did I chase down Mathieu? Tackle him like I had when he was seventeen?
Did I tell Elle that he’d inadvertently framed her for three murders?
Did I just hope to fuck I woke up and this was all a goddamn

nightmare?
I grabbed the door handle and yanked it open before I ran to the slider

where it hung open and looked out.
Nothing but darkness.
“Ummm … is everything okay?” Elle asked.
I looked back at her and shook my head. “No. Everything is not okay.”
The sound of a car firing up out front had me changing directions and

heading to the front window.
“Shit.”
“Was that Mathieu? Where’d he go?”
“Ain’t that the question? Fuck. How did you get here? How’d you know

where I was?”
“I’m getting that you’re not happy to see me  … but do you need to

follow him?
I stared out the window, but he was gone. Leaning forward, I pressed

both hands to the windowsill and dropped my head.
“Fuck!”
I could feel Elle beside me before her hand landed on my shoulder.
“What did I miss?” she asked quietly.
What the hell was I supposed to say? How did I answer her? How did I

explain the fucked up conversation I’d just had with Mathieu? The kid—



someone I trusted—had thrown my world into chaos.
“It’s a mess. A goddamn mess.”
“We’ll figure it out. Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out together.”
The words reminded me of what I’d said to her. I pushed off the

windowsill and stared down at her. She was dressed in yoga pants and a
ripped T-shirt. She looked so … fucking innocent.

I had to respond. Had to think of something to say to ease the lines in
her brow and worry in her eyes. But I had nothing. Nothing at all.

I glanced back out the window. There was no cab waiting out front, no
idling Mercedes with a driver.

“How did you get here?”
She lifted her chin. “I drove.”
“You what?”
“I drove.”
Tonight was just jam-packed with surprises, but at least this was a good

one—I thought.
“You drove,” I repeated.
“Yeah, I drove.”
“And made it here in one piece, thank fuck.”
Her smile was small. “It’s not like I’ve never driven before. I mean …

it’s just been awhile.”
“Whose car?”
“Denton’s Porsche.”
A tiny measure of the tension coiled inside of me eased—until Elle laid

her hand on my arm again.
“What happened with Mathieu?”
I squeezed my eyes shut. Not only did I have to tell Elle, but I had to

make another call that was absolutely going to gut me.
Black and white. Right and wrong. Honor or cowardice.
I knew what kind of man I was—and wasn’t. And I couldn’t wait before

calling Hennessy. He had to know, and anything other than reporting
Mathieu as soon as he’d run for it would be … less than honorable.

I had my duty to Mathieu—to protect him from others—but I couldn’t
protect him from himself and what he’d done.

Black and white. Right and wrong.
Elle looked at me, the lines in her brow deepening.



My words weren’t well thought out, but they covered the high points.
“Mathieu did it. Bree, Jiminy, your stepdad. All of them. With your gun.
Hennessy was going to start looking at you next. I tested a round.
Compared it. It was a match to the round they recovered from Jiminy.”

Elle’s mouth dropped open, her eyes widening. “Wha—? Wait  …
What?”

I realized how it sounded. “I knew it wasn’t you; I knew there had to be
some other explanation. And that’s how I wound up here.”

“My gun?”
I nodded.
Elle stumbled backward and landed in a beat up La-Z-Boy.
“My gun?”
I closed the two steps between us and crouched in front of her. Her

lungs were heaving too fast, her face completely pale. Shit. She was gonna
hyperventilate.

“Elle. Calm down. Slow your breathing.” I lifted my hand and cradled
her cheek in my palm. She shook so hard, the vibrations carried through
me. “It’s gonna be okay, sweet thing. Just slow it down. In. Out. In. Out.
That’s a good girl.” When her breathing slowed to a normal pace for a solid
minute or so, I relaxed. She was still pale, but not shaking as bad.

“Omigod,” she whispered. “I can’t—That’s just—What in the ever-
loving fuck of fucks?”

Miracle of miracles, even in this most fucked up of situations, Elle drew
a smile to my lips.

“What in the ever-loving fuck of fucks is right. And yeah, it’s a mess.”
Her golden brown eyes met mine and held. “You’re goddamn right it’s a

mess. Holy shit. What are we going to do?”
The we hit me right in the chest and calmed my churning gut some.
“We’re going to deal with it.” And the way we were going to deal with

it sent my gut tumbling like a washing machine all over again. I pulled in a
deep breath—long and slow—the way I’d just coached Elle, and released it.
“But I have to call Hennessy first. That’s where we have to start.”

“I’m so sorry, Lord. I’m so, so sorry.”
Her apology drove home that I wasn’t the only one feeling the pain of

loss right now. And not loss because Mathieu was gone—but because the
kid I’d thought I’d saved had turned out to be his own breed of monster. It



didn’t matter what his motive was. His misguided protectiveness had cost
lives. And that couldn’t stand.

“I know.” I shoved my hand in my pocket and palmed my phone. “I
gotta do it though. No way around it. Shit. Can’t believe he thought he was
protecting me—and you—by doing it.”

I pulled my phone from my pocket and found Hennessy’s number. It
rang five times and went to voicemail. My mind scattered, words evading
me until the beep. All I said was: “It’s Lord. Call me as soon as you get
this.” And then I hung up.

Lead settled in my chest, and I contemplated what to do next. Elle rose
on shaky legs and held out a hand.

“Can we go? I think we should go.”
She was right. I looked around Mathieu’s tiny apartment, and I

remembered the day I’d given him the key and told him the rent was paid
for three months. He’d beamed. The first home of his own he’d ever had.

There was nothing left that I could do here.
Not a goddamn thing.
I threaded my fingers into Elle’s outstretched hand. “Let’s get out of

here.”
I shut off the lights, locked the door, and followed Elle out into the

parking lot.
A silver Porsche was parked a few feet from my ’Cuda, and we paused

on the sidewalk between them.
“I can’t believe you drove.”
“I was worried about you. And with good reason, it seems. I knew I had

to find you.” Elle dropped my hand and slid her arms around my waist. I
followed suit and held her.

Pressing my lips to her hair, I said, “You drove around to find me
because you were worried about me. That’s crazy, sweet thing.”

She pulled away and looked up. She bit her lip for a beat before
blurting, “I don’t remember your cell number. I couldn’t call you. I … my
phone was in my purse. I’m pretty much the worst at this girlfriend stuff.
I’m memorizing it tonight, I swear.”

Again—against all odds—I smiled. “You good to drive home?”
Elle straightened. “Damn right I am—do you have any idea how good

that car handles? I’m not sure if Eleanor is going to be able to impress me



after that.”
I pressed a thumb to her lips. “Bite your tongue, woman. That’s an

insult to all American muscle. Now go get your ass in your German
machine, and I’ll follow you home.” I started to pull away, and then
stopped. “Except … if Hennessy calls…”

She nodded. “You do whatever you need to do.”
That reminded me. “I have your purse. And you drove without a

license?”
Elle’s shrug was the definition of so sue me. “Desperate times.”

My phone hadn’t rung the entire drive home. I’d followed Elle in the
Porsche as she’d hugged the turns and mostly kept to five over the speed
limit. Back at her ma’s, the house was dark and quiet, so we tiptoed our way
to the guestroom she’d chosen. I hadn’t made it to my house to get her stuff,
but at least some of her clothes had been in my car. I spit my toothpaste in
the sink of the guest bath, and still, my phone didn’t ring. There was
nothing I could do but wait.

It was going to be a long night.
Rinsing my mouth and grabbing my phone off the counter, I crossed the

hallway and slipped back into the bedroom.
“Still—”
My words cut off as my eyes landed on the bed.
Elle. Spread out. Naked.
All creamy skin and perfectly round tits tipped with rosy pink nipples.
She ran a hand down her body as she spoke. “I know there are probably

better ways to handle everything that happened today, but I can’t think of
one right now. I just … I need you.”

And that was all she had to say.
I crossed to the side of the bed, slid my phone on the nightstand, and

dropped my drawers. I needed her too. With the insanity of everything
today, I just needed to check out for a while—because there wasn’t a
goddamn thing either of us could do to change what had happened. All we
could do was clean up the shattered pieces left from the mess.

But that could wait.



Until Lord had shoved his boxer briefs down his hips, I’d been completely
freaking out this had been the worst idea ever. But still, I wanted to beat
back the specter of death that seemed to be creeping up on us from every
angle.

Lord said nothing before he lowered his head and took my mouth.
This wasn’t a regular, ordinary kiss. This was  … all of the pent up

emotions and uncertainties pouring out through the meeting of lips.
I wrapped both hands around his neck, pulled him closer and kissed him

harder. The energy rolling off him carried an edge of danger. But I wasn’t
going to shy away from it. Instead, I spurred Lord on. Dragging my nails
down his shoulders, I sank them into the muscles of his back. He groaned
into my mouth, lowering himself on his forearms to get closer. His lower
half—and his rock hard cock—pressed into me.

My body seemed to liquefy on contact. It didn’t matter what was
happening outside this room—the entire world could be falling apart—and
still I’d want this man. Anywhere, anytime, and any way I could have him.

Lord pulled up a few inches.
“I need this. Need you. You’re the only fucking thing that makes sense

right now.”
“I need you too.”
He squeezed his eyes shut before lowering his lips again, this time

landing on my jaw and dragging them down my throat, to my collarbone.
Nips and scrapes of his teeth sent goose bumps prickling across my skin.



He moved lower still, mouth closing over my nipple and his hand finding
my other breast to cup and tease the peak.

Heat and slickness pooled between my legs, and my hips bucked against
him, seeking more and more pressure. More and more Lord.

All thought faded from my brain, replaced by the pleasure shimmering
and rippling through me.

Lord traded one nipple for the other, driving me higher still. His hand
slid between my legs, his fingers finding my clit.

“So fucking wet,” he said, lifting his head from my breast. “Can’t wait
to be inside you.”

“Then what are you waiting for?
“I’m trying to take this slow.”
I shook my head, “I don’t want slow. Whatever you need is exactly

what I want.”
His finger speared up inside me, and he pumped it in and out before

adding another. Each motion sent me closer to the edge. Tonight, I was
tightly strung, every emotion so close to the surface.

Changing the angle of his hand, he found my G-spot, and pleasure
spiraled through me.

“I’m gonna come,” I whispered.
Lord said nothing, just watched as I splintered with the force of the

sudden orgasm.
I’d hardly recovered when he was pressing into me.
I didn’t need to recover.
I never wanted to recover.
I wanted this man to wreck me for the rest of my life.
“It gets better every time. How is that even possible?” Lord breathed as

his cock sank into me inch by inch.
He stilled when he was seated to the hilt. His eyes found mine, and he

pushed the errant strands of my wild hair away from my face.
“You’re so beautiful. So goddamn smart. You’re the whole package, and

I’ve got my cock buried inside you. I don’t know how I got here, but I never
want to leave.”

“I can work with that,” I replied. The words were hushed when they fell
from my lips. My inner muscles clamped down on Lord’s cock.



He groaned. “You’re stealing my control, woman. Before I even get a
chance to make you come again.” He withdrew and slammed home,
sending more shivers of desire radiating through my limbs.

I buried my face in the crook of his neck to muffle my cries as I came.
When Lord emptied himself inside me, he did the same, his teeth scraping
along my shoulder. The sensation kept my body on edge as the orgasm
flared through every pleasure receptor I had.

Neither of us moved for long minutes. The only sound in the room was
the drawing in of heaving lungfuls of air.

Lord finally lifted his head and pressed a kiss to my forehead and then
my lips. “I love you, Elle. So goddamn much.”

“I love you too. More than you know.”
He pulled away, and a tissue box on the nightstand provided the means

to clean up. When he shut off the light, Lord wrapped me in his arms and
held me close. I’d never been a fan of spooning, but this man had converted
me for life—so long as they were his arms I was sleeping in.

In the darkness, our breathing slowed, and I swore I could hear his brain
start to churn again.

“Go to sleep,” I whispered. “You’ll hear your phone if it rings, and until
then, there’s not a damn thing you can do.”

“I know. That’s not what I’m thinking about.” The words ruffled the
hair sliding forward over the side of my face.

“Then what?”
“Even though I wish I didn’t know, I’m glad I do. Now I can do

something about it.”
“It’s good to have the mystery solved … even if it had to be solved this

way.”
He pressed another kiss to my hair. “Yeah. Tomorrow’s going to be a

hell of a day, so we better sleep.”
He was undoubtedly right. My mom would be awake and sober, and I

needed to tell both her and my stepbrother that my stepdad had been
murdered because of me.

That wasn’t going to go well.



The ringing of my phone ripped me from the dream I’d been having about
being trapped in my basement shooting range, staring down the barrel of a
gun. Needless to say, I was really glad to wake up.

I reached for the phone and every ounce of that gladness drained away.
Hennessy. Here we go.
Elle’s eyes snapped open as I answered.
“This is Lord.”
Hennessy didn’t even bother with a greeting. “Got some bad news for

you, man.”
I froze, bracing myself for whatever else could possibly be coming next.

It didn’t just rain—it fucking hurricaned in NOLA. Guess I shouldn’t have
been surprised.

“What?”
“Found a Charger registered to Chains smashed into a telephone pole

down by Loyola. It was totaled.”
What the hell?
“The Charger? My Charger?”
“Yeah, if I were you, I’d head down to your place and see if anything

else is missing. I can meet you there.”
My mind immediately went to Mathieu. “You find anyone with the

car?” I held my breath waiting for the answer. As fucked up as what he’d
done was, and despite the fact that I was going to share everything I’d
learned with Hennessy, I didn’t want anything to happen to the kid.



“No. Abandoned. The accident reconstruction guys were just finishing
up when I heard about it, and they’re saying the tracks look like the driver
swerved to miss something and lost control.”

My mind kicked into high gear to process all the shit he was throwing at
me.

“Thanks for calling. I’m on my way. And yeah, I got some shit I need to
tell you in person … so if you could meet me there, I’d appreciate it.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” Hennessy demanded.
“I’ll fill you in when I see you.”
“Fine. Be there in ten.”
I hung up, and Elle was watching me. “What happened?”
“Someone stole the Charger. I gotta get to Chains and check out the

warehouse to see if anything else is gone.”
“Do you think it was Mathieu?”
I shrugged. “I didn’t get any calls from the alarm company, which

makes me think it must have been. Anyone else would’ve tripped the alarm.
He had keys and the code.”

“But why would he steal the car?”
“He must’ve expected me to go to the cops and give a description of his

car. He knew I wouldn’t realize the Charger was gone until today. That
would’ve bought him enough time to get out of town.”

Elle nodded and frowned. “I can’t go with you. I have to check on my
mother and make sure she’s okay. And then I have to figure out how to
break this all to her, plan a funeral, and get her to agree to rehab.”

Shit. Talk about the morning from hell for both of us. “What if you just
make sure she’s situated and work on the funeral stuff. I say you let
Hennessy deal with telling her about any motive for the murder. That’s not
going to do either of you any good right now. And then rehab … Maybe
wait until I’m back so I can be there if you need me?”

Elle leaned in and pressed a kiss to my lips. “Thank you. I’ll wait.”
I pulled her in closer and stole another taste before releasing her. “Call

me if you need me. I’ll be back as soon as I can. We just have to get through
today. That’s all you need to focus on.”



I didn’t want to leave Elle to deal with that mountain of shit by herself, but
when I pulled up to Chains an hour before we were scheduled to open and
saw Hennessy’s car parked in the alley, I knew this was preferable to telling
him over the phone.

I shut the door of the ’Cuda and turned to the warehouse. The overhead
door was down, the service door was closed, and the locks were intact. It
reinforced what Elle and I had discussed. Mathieu stealing the Charger
made the most sense.

Hennessy climbed out of his car and barked some orders into his phone
before ending the call and walking toward me. He surveyed the exterior of
the building.

“Doesn’t look like the scene of a break in.”
I worked through the locks and opened the door before heading for the

alarm panel to punch in the code. Hennessy followed me inside.
All of the other cars sat in their spots and so did the bikes. Nothing else

was missing.
“Anything else gone?” he asked.
I shook my head. “Not a damn thing.”
“Inside job?”
“Looks that way.”
“Assuming it wasn’t your girl.”
My eyes cut to him, and I huffed out a laugh. “No. It wasn’t Elle.”
“Then your other employee—the kid?”
“Had to be.”
“You don’t sound too fucking surprised here, Lord.”
“Because I’m not,” I replied, meeting his narrowed eyes.
“Are you gonna fill me in here, or are you gonna make me pretend I’m

a detective or some shit like that?”
His comment might’ve been funny on any other morning.
I considered how to tell him what I knew, and I decided the direct route

was the only one worth taking.
“I think I found your murder weapon. For Bree and Jiminy and Denton

Fredericks.”
Hennessy’s posture changed instantly. He was no longer relaxed; he was

all cop.



“Tell me you took it in on pawn, man. Otherwise I got a really bad
feeling about this.”

“Found your killer too.”
Hennessy’s eyes pinned me. “You better lay that shit out right now, or

we’re gonna have a problem.”
“Let’s just say grand theft auto is a hell of a lot less prison time for him

than murder.”
“The kid?”
“Yeah.”
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”
I filled him in on everything I knew. Telling him about the gun—how

Elle had no idea Mathieu must have been lifting it from her purse and
replacing it—and about his motive. By the end, Hennessy’s face was set in
stone.

“Just when I think I’ve heard it all. Nothing should shock me anymore.
Not a goddamn thing. But fuck.”

“I know. Trust me—I know.”
“I need to get back to the station. I got a shit ton of work to do now.

Where’s the gun?”
“He grabbed it when he ran. We need to report it missing, and I want

you to be really fucking clear on the fact that when it’s recovered, even
though it’s registered to Elle, she didn’t have a goddamn thing to do with
this.”

Hennessy waved off my concern. “Of course. But she’s still going to
need to come in and give a statement about where she left it and how she
didn’t notice it was missing.”

I forced a laugh. “Have you seen that woman’s purse? Do you know
how much shit she carries around? You could hide a goddamn puppy in the
thing and she might not know it was there until it started howling for food.”

“Women,” was all Hennessy said. “But you be sure to let her know I’ll
be in touch.”

We started for the door again, and I remembered something. “I might
not have the gun, but I’ve got the round I test fired from it. It’s downstairs
in the range.”

Hennessy stopped midstride and turned. “I don’t even want to know
how this all unraveled, do I?”



I shook my head. “Does it matter?”
“Not as long as you’re telling me the truth.”
I met his stare and held it. “There’s nothing I’ve ever wanted to tell you

less than that Mathieu was responsible.”
“I believe you. You know it’s not your fault, right? I see it all the time—

some people are just wired wrong. No amount of saving is enough to set
them right.”

I swallowed and shrugged off his comment. I had a long way to go
before I’d feel absolved for my part in this. I locked up the warehouse and
headed for the back door of Chains.

“I’ll be right back.”
Hennessy leaned up against his car. “I’ve got a shit ton of calls to make.

Gotta track down the kid.”
It had to be done, but I still felt the words like a cheap shot to the

kidney.
I unlocked the back door, punched in the code, and headed for the

basement. I hustled down the stairs and hit the light at the bottom.
“Fuck.”
Mathieu sat in the folding chair, Elle’s gun held loosely in his right

hand, barrel pointed at his face. An empty bottle was at his feet, and he
clutched a half-full fifth of Wild Turkey in his left hand.

He looked up at me, and his eyes blazed with that crazy light I’d never
noticed before last night. His knuckles were crusted with blood, and a deep
cut sliced through his eyebrow.

“Shit, kid. You need a doctor.”
He laughed, and the rusty sound echoed in the cinderblock room.
“More likely gonna need a hazmat crew,” he said, lifting the gun and

gesturing with it.
“There’s no need for that because you’re going to put the gun on the

floor and kick it toward me.”
His chuckle was more muffled this time, because he was swigging from

the bottle. When he pulled it away from his lips, he held it out toward me.
“You wanna share my last supper?”
“Mathieu, there’s no call for what you’re saying.” I kept my voice calm

and even, thinking fast for a way to keep him from blowing his brains



across the room. For the first time in a long time, I wasn’t carrying. My .45
was tucked in the glove box of the ’Cuda.

“You shoulda been thanking me,” Mathieu said, his words slurring.
“’Cuz you know that’s how things work on the street. We got each other’s
backs. Can’t let someone disrespect you or we’ll be weak. You gone soft,
Lord. Didn’t expect that from you. Thought you still knew the code. Lived
the code.”

His ramblings were punctuated by the swinging gun and bottle. My only
option was talking him down.

“I know you did it for me—and for Elle. You were protecting us, and I
get that.” Even as I said the words, they rang false in my mind.

Mathieu shook his head. “No. You don’t know. You’re just sayin’ that
shit so I won’t eat a bullet. Too fuckin’ late, man. Too fuckin’ late. I saw
your face last night. I ain’t getting locked up for this shit. I’d rather be in the
ground than a cell.”

“There’s no reason for that.”
He lifted the gun to his head again. “There’s every fuckin’ reason. You

ain’t the brother I thought you were. I got no one. I got nothin’.” His thumb
flicked the safety off. “I’m done. Made my peace. Time for me to cash out.”

Footsteps thudded down the stairs, and Mathieu’s eyes widened.
“What the fuck is taking you so goddamn long?”
The gun swung toward me as Mathieu registered Hennessy’s voice.
“You brought the fuckin’ cops.” His arm shook as his finger closed over

the trigger.
My chest ached as I yelled the words that would give Hennessy a

fighting chance. “Stay the fuck out of here!”
But Hennessy had already come too far—putting himself directly in the

line of fire.
“Sorry, cop. You’re done.”
Mathieu pulled the trigger, and the deafening percussion of the shot

filled the basement as I dove toward Hennessy.
Heat lit across my arm as I missed my target and three more shots rang

out. I hit the concrete floor and slid toward where Hennessy had dropped to
a knee and taken aim.

Static filled my ears, and I lifted a hand to my shoulder. It came away
with only a slight smear of red.



“Fuck. He got you.” The words sounded muffled as Hennessy holstered
his gun and lifted the sleeve of my T-shirt away from the wound.

“Barely,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.”
Because I wasn’t worried about it. It wasn’t my first close call, but God-

willing it’d be my last.
No, my eyes were on Mathieu’s crumpled body. Blood already pooled

around him on the cement. I swallowed back bile as the reality of what had
just happened hit me hard.

Hennessy caught the direction of my gaze. “I’m sorry, Lord. I didn’t
have a choice. He fired first—”

The buzzing in my ears was starting to quiet. “Don’t. I know. He didn’t
intend to leave this basement alive.”

Shock held my eyes on Mathieu, and I barely listened as Hennessy
called it in.

The absolute madness of yesterday was crushed by the events of today.
Part of me couldn’t stop thinking I’d failed Mathieu on every level, and

the other part of me recognized what Hennessy had said earlier: some
people were just wired wrong. The crazy in Mathieu’s eyes hadn’t been the
boy I’d thought I’d known. Somehow I’d looked right past it to the good
that had always been there.

My thoughts were interrupted by Hennessy holding out a hand. “Come
on. Let’s get the fuck out of here so the techs can preserve the scene.
They’re on their way. There’s a bus coming to check out your arm.”

I took his hand and stood. “I don’t need an ambulance. It’s just a graze.”
Hennessy shrugged. “Your choice. I’m just doing my job.”
I could almost hear the unsaid: And some days I fucking hate my job.
“I’ll be investigated for this, so I’d appreciate you giving a full

statement about what happened before and after I came down the stairs.”
“They’ll get the truth. He fired on you first. Fuck—he fired on me.”
I climbed the stairs behind him, thinking that for as long as I lived, this

basement would always be tainted. I’d been so proud of my set up—the
firearms ID equipment and the range. And now … now I never wanted to
set foot down here again. It was a fucking crime scene.

Chains wouldn’t be opening today … or probably anytime soon.
My numbers would run into the red really fucking fast, but that fact

paled in comparison to what had just happened. Swallowing my pride and



admitting to my brother I couldn’t swing the payment next month was
nothing compared to this. My customers would get over it. Life would go
on.

For most of us.
When we stepped into the alley, we had another visitor.
Rix.
“Came to get my car,” he said in greeting. “Decided on the Charger.”
Mother. Fucker. Of all the shit timing on the planet.
“This isn’t a good time.”
Rix looked closer at my arm.
“The fuck happened to you?”
“Nothing you need to worry about. But if you don’t want to be

surrounded by cops, you’re gonna want to get a move on.”
Hennessy stepped out of the back door and into the alley. Rix’s eyes

landed on him.
“Seems like you’ve already got one here.”
“Good to see you too, Rix,” Hennessy said.
“I’ve never said it was good to see a cop,” Rix tossed back.
“Then you best be moving on, because there’s about to be a whole lot

more of us.”
“The fuck happened here?”
“None of your business, man.”
“Everything that happens in this neighborhood is my business.”
“Not today.”
Rix got in Hennessey’s face. “You think because you’re a cop you’re so

much fucking better than me?”
“Not because I’m a cop.”
Hennessy had balls of steel—that was for goddamn sure. But Rix didn’t

need to know what had just happened. He’d find out soon enough.
“I’ll get back with you on the car soon. Let’s table that discussion for

another day.”
Rix eyed us both, and it was obvious from the ticking in his jaw that he

hated being in the dark.
“You know I’ll find out what’s going on. I got my sources. Don’t need

to get my information from a cop.”



“Then like I said, you best be on your way,” Hennessy replied as broken
pavement crunched under the tires of the police cruiser turning into the
alley.

Rix gave me a chin jerk and strode to his car. “I’ll be in touch.”
I nodded in response, and Hennessy and I both watched as he started up

his Caddy and pulled away.
A second police cruiser and the ambulance pulled into the alley a few

moments later, and I steeled myself for what was next.



“Mama, you’re up?”
It was one of those stupidly obvious statements, but my surprise got the

better of me, and it tumbled out. My mother was sitting at the dining room
table, one hand lifting a teacup to her lips. It was only nine, and I didn’t
think she’d been up this early in years.

“I have a funeral to plan today.” Her words were crisp—no hint of
slurring.

“I know. I thought I’d see if I could help.”
“I’ve already called the funeral director. He’s coming to the house in an

hour to go over everything.”
I was surprised she hadn’t said she’d called the priest. Hesitantly, I

asked, “Do you want me to call Father Benedict?”
My mother’s eyes swung to me. “Whatever for?”
“To talk about the mass?”
She shook her head and sipped her tea.
“That man is going to hell whether he gets a mass or not. But I

suppose … people will talk if we don’t have one. The last thing I want is
people having more to talk about.” I expected a snide comment about
people having plenty to talk about because of me, but she added, “Margaux
told me what I did to the library. I must’ve gotten the attention of the whole
neighborhood last night.”

The way she said it, it sounded like she had no recollection of her
actions. And maybe she didn’t. I’d been black out drunk exactly once, and
we all knew how that had turned out.



“You didn’t attract any attention, Mama. The only person who was here
was Doc Monroe. He came to … umm … help calm you down.”

Her face—already drawn—paled further. “Why would you call him? Of
all people, why would you call him?”

“Because he’s the doc?” I replied, my answer coming out more like a
question.

She lowered her teacup to the saucer with a clatter. “A woman should
never be seen by a man when she’s at anything less than her absolute best.
That wasn’t well done of you, Eleanor.”

Her vehemence surprised me. “I’m sorry, Mama. I didn’t know what
else to do.”

Her hand shook as she reached for the teacup again. “Oh well. I suppose
he should know the whole of what he’s getting.”

I choked on air. Yes, it was possible, because I did it.
“Wha—what?”
She looked at me, and I felt like this was some kind of twisted déjà vu

—like a few weeks after my dad died, when she’d called me home one
weekend from college, and I’d arrived to find movers packing the entire
house. That was when she’d dropped the bomb about getting remarried.
Somehow, her announcement had been secondary to the fact that she
needed me to determine if there was anything I could get rid of from my
room to make the packing go more quickly. It’d been like a gut punch
followed by someone ripping your heart out. And now this?

“Mama, are you saying you’re going get remarried again? Like, now?”
She straightened. “I’ll do whatever I like, Eleanor. And this time, I’m

not getting married. I don’t want to sentence John to the fate of the black
widow.”

“But—”
“But nothing. I’m a grown woman, and I’ve been trapped in a hell of

my own making for over a decade. He tried to get me to wait after your
father died, but I couldn’t. Now, I don’t have a lot of good years left, so I’m
going to make the most of them.”

“But, Mama, what about—”
A knock on the door interrupted my stuttered words. Was the funeral

director early?



Margaux’s voice carried from the foyer, and footsteps signaled the
arrival of whoever was at the door.

But it wasn’t the funeral director. It was a woman I’d never seen before.
She was around my age and dressed in a neat black suit.

My mother stood as she entered. “Eleanor, could you give us some
privacy?”

I rose and looked from the woman to my mother. What in the world?
But my mother didn’t offer any explanation, and I was still reeling from her
confession about Doc Monroe. I made my way out of the dining room and
headed for the kitchen. Margaux was retying her apron when I entered.
There was nothing I could do about the doc at the moment, but I could find
out who had just arrived.

“Who was that?” I asked Margaux. If she didn’t know, then no one
would.

Margaux turned to the stove without answering. After she flicked on the
control to light the burner under a frying pan that was apparently waiting on
her return, she cracked three eggs into it and dashed them with salt and
pepper. I waited, semi-patiently, for her answer.

“That was things getting right with the world.”
“What does that mean?” I asked. Because seriously—what the hell did

that mean?
“I know you and your mama haven’t seen eye-to-eye in a long time, but

things have been tougher for her than you know.”
“I think I know a little about that.”
“Well, that meetin’ this morning proves your mama is a strong woman,

and ready to admit she has a problem that needs taking care of.”
My mind spun. “Wait. Do you mean … just freaking tell me who that

chick was.”
Margaux grabbed a spatula and checked the eggs before flipping them

for over-easy perfection. Finally, she turned to me.
“We both know the drinking has been out of hand. And I’ve done what I

can to try to keep her from doing any permanent damage … but Lord, child,
you didn’t have to live with that man. I’d be finding the bottom of every
bottle I could if he’d treated me the way he’d treated your mama.”

I’d seen plenty. He’d been a complete and utter asshole every time I’d
met him. But had he been worse in private? I’d assumed, but had never



really known. But, assholes rarely improved in close quarters. Now, I
wondered what I’d missed.

“What are you talking about?”
“Treated her like she had no mind of her own. The early days were the

worst. It didn’t take long for him to break her. Every word that came out of
his mouth crushed her into smaller pieces. There wasn’t nothin’ she could
do right, and he let her know at every opportunity.”

“But—”
“But we deal with our demons in different ways. We’ve all got chains to

break free from; some might just be prettier than others.” She nodded
toward the doorway. “This right here is your mama breaking free. First
thing she told me when I helped her out of bed this morning was that she’d
be checking herself into a facility to get some help as soon as the funeral
was over. She said she’s let that man ruin her life for long enough, and it
was time to take it back.”

No freaking way.
“Are you serious?”
“Serious as a heart attack. And you better be supportive, child. This

isn’t easy for her to face.”
“I’m definitely supportive. I mean, I’d planned to try to talk her into it

myself. I had a place lined up and everything.”
Margaux’s smile was slow as molasses, but once it got moving, it was

brilliant.
“Good. Glad you’re on your mama’s side. Seeing you at odds for all

these years has been hard on ol’ Margaux. Can’t tell you how many nights
your mama’s rambled to me about how she ruined your life and hers.”

“What do you mean?”
“Just that you got whiplash from how fast she married Denton, but she

didn’t know what else to do. No education, no skills, a whole hell of a lot of
debt, and college to pay for. Your mama made the only choice she knew
how to make at the time. She was worried you’d have to drop out of that
fancy school, and you’d be as bad off as her. She didn’t want that for you.
She wanted you to go on and do better.”

Guilt multiplied inside me. I’d had no idea she’d felt that way, or had
been worried about paying for college. “I thought my trust paid for all my
college stuff. The money was there.”



Margaux shook her head. “It wasn’t written right. The lawyers said she
couldn’t use a dime of it, even for your schoolin’. It was completely locked
up until you turned twenty-one.”

And there was enough money that I’d never even bothered to check
what had or hadn’t been spent before I gained control.

“I had no idea,” I whispered.
“It’s easy to judge what you think to be the truth. So often it’s a helluva

lot more twisted than you realize.”
I didn’t know what to say. Didn’t know what to feel. All the resentment,

hurt, and anger I’d bottled up for years—that I’d been working on pushing
away just recently—began to fade.

Heels clicked in the hallway, and voices carried. My mother was
showing her guest to the door, and the funeral director would be here next.
We had a funeral to plan, and I had over a decade’s worth of assumptions to
right.

When the front door closed, I met my mother in the foyer. The words
were clawing up my throat, and there was no keeping them in.

“I—I didn’t know. I thought … I always thought you’d married Denton
because of the money, but not because … of me.”

My mother just looked at me for a few moments. “I did what I had to
do.”

“But—”
“I haven’t always been the best mother, but there were some things I

wasn’t willing to sacrifice. Your future was one of them.”
Her words stunned me. I opened my mouth to speak, but she continued.
“You were already destroyed by your daddy dying. I knew I was going

to lose everything to the debts. Every last piece of the life you’d known was
going to be gone. You might’ve been eighteen, but you were still a child in
so many ways. My little girl had lost her daddy, the most important man in
her life, and I didn’t want every familiar thing to be stripped away all at
once. You’d worked so hard to get into that school—and your father had
been so proud of you. I couldn’t let either of you down by making you leave
it and start over somewhere else. I was bound and determined to find a
way … and then I met Denton.”

She smoothed her hair in what I recognized as a nervous gesture.
“Mama, you don’t have to explain—”



“Let me get it all out, Eleanor.”
I shut my mouth.
“Denton wanted a society wife. Someone who could raise his cachet

and take him from being an ambulance chaser to the top. He had the money,
and I had the pedigree. He offered me a bargain I couldn’t refuse: to settle
all the debts and pay for your college and all I had to do was make the right
introductions—and sell my soul to the Devil himself.” She grasped my
hand. “But there’s nothing I wouldn’t have done for you to have a chance at
making a strong future for yourself. A future where you’d never have to
rely on a man to see you through. A future where you’d never be as
vulnerable as I was.”

The understanding that had started to crystallize in the kitchen snapped
into place. “And I went out of my way to waste it.” I thought about my
string of less than prestigious jobs and how I’d thrown them constantly in
my mother and Denton’s faces. “You wanted me to be something … to do
better  … and I’ve been wasting it.” Shame worked through me, and my
tears began to fall.

“You were a stubborn one. Always have been.”
“I’m so sorry, Mama. I’m so, so sorry.”
She opened her arms, and I did something I hadn’t done in over a

decade: I threw myself into them. She hugged me close like she had when
I’d been a little girl. Again I repeated, “I’m so sorry, Mama.” Hindsight was
not only twenty-twenty—it carried a machete to hack through your
emotions.

“You’re not the only one who’s sorry here. I owe you an apology, too.
I’ve been carrying my own resentment for a long time.”

“Because I acted like a spoiled child and wasted the sacrifice you
made.”

My mother pulled away and met my eyes. “We all make our own
choices. You chose your path for your reasons, and I chose mine. And part
of the path I chose was not a good one. I’m … I’m an alcoholic. That’s my
demon to battle, and it’s time I faced it.”

I squeezed her against me again. “I’m sorry. I feel like—”
“Don’t you dare say that my problems are your fault. I’m a grown

woman, and I can accept now that I let my problem control my life rather
than putting myself in the driver’s seat. So, after the funeral, I’ll be going



away for a month. From what Martine explained, there’s going to be plenty
of time for forgiveness in that process. Knowing that we’re taking the first
step right now is going to make this easier as we move forward. It’s time to
let the past go so we can both have the futures we deserve.”

I lost track of time as we stood in the foyer, holding on to each other,
and recovering a piece of what had been lost and damaged through years of
misunderstandings and miscommunications. So much time lost because
we’d never told each other how we felt. My mother was right—it was time
to let the past go and focus on the future.

Lord didn’t return for several hours, and he’d answered my text message
with only: Things got complicated. Will tell you when I get home.

As soon as I heard his heavy, distinctive footsteps, I ran from the library
where I’d been sorting out the catering menu. He glanced up just as I threw
myself into his arms.

“Goddamn, you feel good.” He breathed in the scent of my hair and
squeezed me to the edge of bone-crushing.

“I love you,” I blurted.
Lord’s head jerked up, and his eyes met mine. “You don’t know how

bad I needed to hear that right now. I love you too, Elle. So goddamn
much.” He crushed me to his chest, and I clung.

There, in his arms, the rest of my shattered pieces melded together into
something stronger than before they’d been broken.

When Lord finally set me on my feet, he lifted a hand and trailed a
finger down my cheek.

“You’ve been crying.”
Clearly my makeup repair job hadn’t been as good as I’d thought.
“Yeah. My mama and I … we worked some stuff out.”
His features softened. “That’s good to hear. Really good. You talked

about rehab?”
“She’d already made the call. She’s going after the funeral. Which is

tomorrow, by the way. She just wants to put that bastard in a tomb and
move on. Her words, but I think they’re appropriate.”

“That’s good too.” The smile on his face didn’t reach his eyes.



“What’s wrong? Were there more cars stolen?”
“No. Just the one.” He gripped the back of his neck with both hands and

stared at the ceiling.
“And Mathieu?”
Lord stared down at me, and the pain in his eyes pierced me.
I stepped toward him and wrapped my arms around him once again.
“How bad is it?” I whispered.
“Really fucking bad.”
His hands settled on my shoulders, and I looked up at him.
“Mathieu’s dead.”
My heart clenched painfully.
“From the accident?”
Lord shook his head, his throat working as he swallowed. “From

Hennessy’s bullet.”
I lifted my hand to my mouth. “Oh my God. What happened?”
Lord told me everything—or at least everything he was willing to share.

The despair and guilt in his eyes as he told the story tore my heart to shreds.
I reached up to smooth the lines creasing his forehead. “You didn’t do

this. You are not responsible for Mathieu’s actions. He made those choices
of his own free will.”

Lord wrapped his hand around my wrist. “But he would’ve never been
in this position if it wasn’t for me.”

“Us,” I reminded him. “He targeted Jiminy and Denton because of me.
He would’ve never done that because of you. So if you’re going to shoulder
the blame for this, then I’m going to carry more than half of it.”

Lord slid my hand closer to his lips and pressed a kiss to my palm.
When he lowered it, he didn’t let go. “No—there’s no way this is your fault.
That’s perfectly clear.”

“Then it’s perfectly clear it isn’t your fault either.” I mimicked his move
and lifted his hand to my lips and pressed a kiss to his knuckles. “And I’ll
keep reminding you of that fact. We choose our own path. You could’ve
taken a different one, and so could I. But … there was something missing in
Mathieu. Because what he did, it’s not something you could’ve stopped.”

It was several long moments, but finally, he replied, “I know, logically,
but it’s gonna take me some time to believe it.” He squeezed my hand. “So,
what now?”



That was a good question, and I only had one answer I could give. “We
let go, and we move forward.”



Lord stood beside me as we watched the car take my mother away to rehab.
He stood by me today in the same way he’d stood by me all week—as my
rock. And I’d like to think I’d done the same for him. Dealing with the
aftermath of Mathieu’s and Denton’s deaths had put us into new territory.
We’d forged through together, coming out stronger on the other side. I’d
held him as he’d broken down after we’d had Mathieu interred. He was a
man who could carry all of my burdens and never stumble, and I’d taken on
the weight of his too.

Lord laced his fingers through mine and pulled me against him.
“What do you say about getting out of town for a few days?”
“I’d say that sounds amazing, but what about Chains?”
The shop hadn’t yet reopened.
“I was good with keeping it closed a little longer, but Con offered his

services. He’s going to cover for a few days so we can get a break.”
I smiled. “Okay.”
“Good. That saves me from having to kidnap you.”
I pressed a finger to my lips and pretended to reconsider. “On second

thought, I think this is a terrible idea. I probably need to be kidnapped.”
Lord ducked and wrapped an arm around my waist and picked me up

and over his shoulder.
“Not a problem. Packed your bag already anyway.”
I tried to swing my head around to look at him, but it was impossible

from my position.
“You what?”



“I wasn’t taking no for answer. The kidnapping part wasn’t really a
joke.”

I burst into laughter, and the sound made me feel lighter and more alive
than I had in days. “I knew there was yet another reason I love you.”

His response was to land his palm on my ass with a smack.
“What was that for?”
“Because you love that too.”
Lord lowered me to the ground beside the ’Cuda and opened the door.
“In you go.”
Instead of getting in the car, I wrapped my arms around his neck and

pulled his face down to mine.
“Kiss me first, pawn star.”
When his lips met mine, I put everything I felt for him into the kiss.

When I finally pulled away, he looked down at me.
“Best decision I ever made was to hire you.”
“Only because I made you.”
He smiled and pushed a wild strand of hair out of my face. “Then I

guess it was the best decision I ever made not to fire you.”
“Not to correct you, but I didn’t let you do that either,” I said, my lips

turning up into a grin.
“Stubborn woman. How the hell did I get so lucky?”
“Maybe it’s that voodoo magic sprinkled across the doorway of

Chains  … but I like to think it’s because my daddy brought us together.
That watch of his sent me to you, so I guess I’ve got both him and my
mama to thank.”

“That explanation works just fine for me. Now let’s get out of here.”
I glanced down at the passenger seat and back to Lord. “How about I

drive?”
His lips quirked into a small smile, and he pulled the keys from his

pocket and dropped them into my hand. “I’d only give up the keys for you,
sweet thing. Any damn time you want.”

I closed my fingers around the keys as he led me around to the driver’s
side and opened the door.

I slid behind the wheel and waited for him to climb into the passenger
seat.

I grinned at the rumble of the Hemi as I turned the key.



“Next time, we’re taking Eleanor,” I said.
“It’s a deal,” Lord replied.
I shifted into reverse and wrapped both hands around the wheel—ready

to conquer the world and anything the future had to offer with the man
beside me.



“What the hell is he doing here?” Elle whispered-yelled at me over the
laughing and general raucous of the party going on around us. She took a
step to the side for a better view, and I slid my arm around her to keep her
from unexpectedly taking a dip in Lake Pontchartrain.

“Whoa, sweet thing. You’re about to run out of dock,” I murmured into
her ear.

She looked down at her feet and shifted even closer to me as she
realized the edge was only inches away.

“Shit. That was close.”
I tightened my grip on her. “I’d never let you fall. You know I’ve got

you. Always.”
Elle sighed and pressed her hand to my chest. “When you say stuff like

that, you make me want to climb you. Which is a problem, because I’m not
one for audiences.”

I dropped my other hand to cup her ass. “I think we’re going to be
leaving sooner than I’d planned.”

She wriggled out of my hold—this time staying away from the edge of
the dock—until she could see through the crowd again. “We can’t go yet.
And for sure not until I figure out why the hell Lucas Fucking Titan is here.
Who would’ve invited that asshole?”

I finally followed her stare through the bodies to where a tall, dark-
haired man stood. “Vanessa invited him,” I told her.

Elle’s eyes darted up to mine. “Why?”
I raised my eyebrows. “Did you forget this is a fundraiser? And he’s

probably got the deepest pockets in town?”
Tonight was our first annual Beers for Boxing event. Basically, we got

people all boozed up on the samples donated and served by a dozen craft
breweries from around the State of Louisiana and held a live auction. With



Vanessa’s connections—and Elle’s—the guest list was pretty damn
impressive. We were hoping we’d make enough tonight to start expanding
our boxing program. My confidence had been rocked by Mathieu’s actions
and death, and I’d pulled away from the boys. Con had given me my space,
but I could tell it had bothered the hell out of him. But a little soul-
searching—and several come to Jesus talks from Elle—went a long way. I
finally believed what she’d said to me: It wasn’t something I could’ve
stopped. We all made our own choices. Mathieu had made his, and I was
making mine.

I was moving forward. I was letting go of the past and the things I
couldn’t change. The future was bright and full of opportunity. I wouldn’t
let the guilt from failing Mathieu prevent me from trying to help others.
And in that vein, I was determined to see Chains become so much more
than a pawnshop. I wanted to see it become the heart of a neighborhood—a
place where people could come if they fell on hard times—not only seeking
financial help, but the help of a community. It wasn’t all about the bottom
line to me anymore; it was about being successful, but not to the detriment
of others. We weren’t going to just pawn, buy, and sell. We were going to
start connecting people in need with resources to give them a hand up. And
one of those resources was the gym. It might seem strange that we were
relying on fighting to get these boys off the streets, but it was about more
than learning how to throw a punch—it was about learning discipline and
giving them something to work toward—namely, college scholarships like
some of the boys had already received.

Elle grabbed me by the hand and pulled me down the dock. “The
auction is starting. There’s a killer Chanel bag Vanessa found at an estate
sale and donated, and I’m bidding on it in the name of raising money for the
program—and in the name of fashion. Oh, and Yve and Dirty Dog donated
an awesome vintage Metallica T-shirt that I’m also dying to get—obviously
to raise even more money and because you’re going to look sexy as hell in
it until I strip it off you.”

I laughed as I let her drag me toward the crowd—because quite frankly,
I’d let this woman drag me anywhere she wanted.

The rest of the evening rolled on, and predictably, Elle got her purse and
the T-shirt. Unpredictably, Lucas Titan bid a million dollars on a boxing
lesson with Con.



It would take all million dollars of restraint for Con not to pound the
shit out of him in the ring—which I was sure was Titan’s motive. Either
that, or he felt like he still had a score to settle. Regardless, it wasn’t
something I was going to miss.

In the Shelby on the way home—which Elle drove since she still didn’t
drink—I asked her, “What do you think about becoming a full partner in
Chains?”

She slowed to a stop at a red light and swung her head my way. “Are
you serious?”

“Hell yeah.”
“A partner? Like, with equal say and skin in the game?”
“Exactly that.”
“You’d trust me with that? You’re not drunk, are you?”
The light turned green, but she didn’t accelerate because I’d lifted my

hand to her face and skimmed my fingers along her cheek. “I’m not drunk.
And you know damn well I trust you with everything and anything.”

She turned her face to press a kiss to my palm, before taking a deep
breath. “Well, obviously the only answer I have is hell yes. And maybe one
more question.”

“Shoot, sweet thing.”
“Do you have any idea how epic this going to be?”
“Oh, I have no doubt about that.” Every bit of my future with Elle

would be epic. I wouldn’t let us settle for anything less.
Elle accelerated, and we drove off into the motherfucking sunset.

Lucas Titan’s story is coming next in Beneath These Scars. To keep up with
the latest, including exclusive sneak peeks, sign up for my newsletter!

Also, if you have a few moments, I would be incredibly grateful if
you’d consider leaving a review for Beneath These Chains. Good or bad,
reviews help authors more than you know. If you email me the link to your
review at meghanmarchbooks@gmail.com, I’d love to thank you with a
personal note.

http://bit.ly/MeghanMarchNewsletter
mailto:meghanmarchbooks@gmail.com


I’m the guy you love to hate.
In every story in my life, I seem to end up playing the villain—and I’ve

got the scars to prove it.
That role works fine for me, because I’m sure as hell not anyone’s hero.
I run my life and my empire with an iron fist—until she knocks my

tightly controlled world off its axis.
She’s nobody’s damsel in distress, but I can’t help but want to save her

anyway.
I guess we’re about to find out if there’s a hero buried … beneath these

scars.

The Beneath Series Reading Order
Beneath This Mask (Beneath #1)
Beneath This Ink (Beneath #2)

Beneath These Chains (Beneath #3)
Beneath These Scars (Beneath #4) – Coming Soon

http://amzn.to/1M9Q1jD
http://amzn.to/1zQQCNf
http://hyperurl.co/8tzzq1
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Twitter
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Tsu
Goodreads

http://bit.ly/MeghanMarchNewsletter
http://www.meghanmarch.com/
http://www.facebook.com/MeghanMarchAuthor
http://www.twitter.com/Meghan_March
http://www.instagram.com/MeghanMarch
http://www.pinterest.com/MeghanMarch1
http://www.tsu.co/MeghanMarch
http://www.goodreads.com/MeghanMarchAuthor
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