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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Serena scanned the hundreds of tuxedos and sparkly gowns glittering in the light of the lanterns that decorated the lawn. She hovered at the back of the crowd closest to the tables of food while everyone faced the entertainment on the stage. The band struck up, and bodies moved to the cello’s delicate strums. Peyton gave one nod from the dessert table before turning to add a treat to her plate.

      Time to get the diamonds.

      Serena pressed her finger to her ear, and her lips hovered over the tiny mic hidden on her dangly bracelet. “I’m heading inside,” she whispered. She dug her fingers into her silver clutch at her waist. If she got caught and they emptied her clutch, she’d be fucked. No way she could pass off the tools inside as makeup.

      “Copy that,” Dani chimed in her ear. Her sister was always at her bubbliest while on a heist.

      “I’m in position.” Peyton’s confirmation rang through the bud in her ear. If shit went south, or if Alban decided to head into the house early, Peyton would create a diversion.

      “I’ve got eyes on Alban,” Dani reported. “He’s getting ready for his speech. Eleven of the fourteen guards are outside.”

      Shit. That meant three were inside. Serena turned from the hors d’oeuvres table and scooped up the train of her black sequined evening gown. Alban held parties only twice a year—the lawn party, in August, and the New Year’s Eve party. It had to be tonight, and it had to be now—Uncle Sebastian left them no other choice.

      She climbed almost a dozen stone steps to the open parlor doors and breezed inside. Her thigh grazed the navy tufted settee. The blue-and-gold Persian rug muffled her stilettos’ heels. The vanilla scent of cigars saturated the room, and she wrinkled her nose. The heads of animals—including an elephant—hung on the wall. She shuddered and forced a mouthful of saliva down her throat.

      Alban Moussa was known for his trophy hunts in the northern region of Africa, his native country. But that wasn’t all he hunted. Blood diamonds were his specialty. And tonight, the diamonds—four million dollars’ worth to be exact—would buy her and her sister’s freedom.

      “I’m inside,” she whispered into her wrist. She hovered near the parlor’s open door and peered into the hallway. Footsteps scuffed down the hallway and she pressed her back against the wall. She squeezed her eyes shut, turned her head so her ear pressed against the wallpaper, and focused on slowing her breathing.

      “Oh yeah, sexy. I’ll be home when this bullshit party is over. Another couple of hours, tops. You’d better be naked when I get there.”

      Ew, gross.

      Serena cracked one eyelid open and twisted her mouth as the heavy, bald guard passed. He turned toward the kitchen and his voice tapered off as he went. Her breath sailed through her lips, and she lifted her hand to brush back the drop of sweat that had formed at her hairline.

      “Another guard stepped outside, so there’s only two roaming the house,” Dani said in her ear.

      “One’s headed toward the kitchen.”

      Dani was waiting in the trees of the hillside beyond Alban’s Beverly Hills property. Once Serena had the diamonds, Dani would direct her to the nearest unguarded exit, where Peyton would meet her. They’d be out long before Alban realized the diamonds were missing. This mission would be a breeze—she knew exactly where to find the diamonds, and the best time to avoid tripping alarms was during one of his parties.

      She broke away from the wall and into the well-lit hallway, where she found a small freestanding sign with a W scrawled on it and an arrow pointed in the direction the guard had disappeared. She swept her gaze down the hall and then turned in the opposite direction, toward a wide spiral staircase. A felt rope blocked off the steps to the second level. She pinched her clutch under her arm, unhooked the metal hinge, and ascended a step before returning the rope. Gripping the stiff material of her dress, she bounded up the stairs on the balls of her feet.

      “S, you need to hurry,” Dani said. “I want you guys out of there in ten minutes.”

      “Easy, Dani,” Peyton said. “Let her do her job.”

      Serena bit her tongue. She wouldn’t waste a second responding. Anyone walking down the hall would see her on the stairs. The lush carpet swallowed up the pound of her shoes. She made it to the top level and skirted to a small inlet next to a solid ornate table against the wall. She was hidden enough that she could scan the hall of the second level undetected.

      “I’m upstairs. Have you spotted the last guard yet?”

      “No. It’s too hard to see in the second-story windows. I did a count and I’ve got my eyes on thirteen. But you need to hurry.” Her sister spoke in a higher pitch than usual. “I’ve got a bad feeling.”

      Serena bit down a curse. “That’s not helpful.” In her mind, she painted a picture of the blueprints for the second level. She’d spent the last week memorizing them. Alban’s suite was at the end of the hall. By normal housing standards this wouldn’t be that far, but in a twelve-thousand-square-foot mansion . . . Luckily, she was in the correct wing. If she’d entered through the north wing, getting to his suite would be like navigating an obstacle course.

      “I’m not here to be helpful. I’m here to rush your ass out of there before you get caught.”

      “I hate to be the one to say this, Dani, but you were a lot more fun to work with when Brock was with us. Just saying.” Peyton’s flippant comment sent Serena’s eyeballs rolling. Of all the things to bring up on a heist—Dani’s traitorous ex-boyfriend, a guy they’d all been friends with since childhood. The silence that beat through Serena’s earpiece was that of a brewing storm.

      “He lied to me, Priss. He cut me out of a damn job. You know I can’t forgive him.” If Peyton noticed the use of her nickname, she didn’t comment.

      “Oh I know. He’s a prick for what he did. But, I mean, it’s Brock. I saw him the other day and⁠—”

      Serena adjusted the waves of her hair and pulled out the earbud. She needed peace and quiet before venturing into the open hall, and their conversation wasn’t headed anywhere good.

      Six bedrooms, five bathrooms, a library, a bonus room, and Alban’s suite. She closed her eyes, suppressed the rush of blood drumming through her ears, and concentrated on the silence of the second level.

      Tick, tick, tick

      The loud hands of a clock—somewhere—echoed down the hall. Her heart rapped against her breastbone to a racing beat. Chill. You can do this. Alban would slaughter her if he caught her, but there was no other choice. She tucked the earbud back in and spoke over Dani into her bracelet. “I’m going in.”

      “Be careful,” Dani breathed. From here on out, Dani and Peyton wouldn’t speak unless Serena asked for something, or they needed to alert her. She’d notify them of her location in case things went down hill, but for now, focus was of the essence. She couldn’t get caught.

      She eased around the corner and down the hall. Small lights along the baseboards lit her path. She passed the guest rooms. The library would be farther ahead, beyond the wide-open bonus room, and then Alban’s suite. She looked over her shoulder. Light shone from the foyer and staircase on which she’d entered, but there were no sounds of anyone approaching. She was almost there. She moved a little faster. If someone spotted her, she sure as hell didn’t want to look as if she was running. She crossed the bonus room’s threshold, leaving the hallway’s confinement behind her. To her left, a wrought iron railing—and a twelve-foot drop—was the only thing separating her from the main living area on the lower level. Which meant she was directly above the bald guard. She’d officially crossed into the most private quarters of Alban’s house.

      She glided down the last twenty feet of the hallway and stopped at the closed doors at the end. She rested her hand on the winged handle and pressed. It didn’t budge.

      “I’m at his door, but it’s locked.” Her voice came out on a growl. She lifted her clutch and pulled out the lock-pick tools. Then she dropped to her knee and inserted the two utensils into the slot.

      “Paranoid bastard,” Dani said.

      “Alban just finished his speech and the band started again. I’d say you have fifteen minutes—tops—before he retires for the night.” Peyton’s words were rushed.

      Serena’s stomach tightened. Shit, shit, shit. Alban always left his parties fashionably early. The tendons in her fingers clenched. In fifteen minutes, they’d better be on the other side of town. She needed to hurry. She grunted her acknowledgment. The lock clicked open. Her fingers relaxed and she pulled out the tools and dropped them into her bag. She rested her palm against the solid mahogany wood and the door coasted open with a loud creak.

      She sucked in her breath and winced. Jeez! Next time she’d be sure to pack some oil. No, there wouldn’t be a next time. This heist was her last. She slipped into the bedroom. Lights from the tray ceiling above the bed lit the room in a soft glow. She scurried across the oriental carpet to the adjoining door that led to his office.

      Peyton had scored a job as Alban’s assistant, and Alban always invited his staff members to his parties. Tonight, Serena had come as Peyton’s plus-one. One day, after working for him for several months, Peyton spotted the safe while snooping, under the guise of cleaning, in a cupboard on the wall of shelves and cabinets behind his desk. Knowing where the safe lay made the job that much easier.

      She stopped at the doorway and scanned the room.

      Empty.

      Time to get the rocks. She crossed the room, pulled out her tools, and laid them on the shelf next to the cupboard. “I’m at the safe.”

      “He’s talking to the prince of Dubai, and I did a head count of the guards,” Dani said. “Still can’t find the fourteenth, but maybe he called in sick or had to leave early.”

      “Thanks. Get ready to write down the combs.” Serena yanked the cupboard door open. The safe’s gunmetal steel stared back at her. Her nerve endings tingled. She pressed one of the stethoscope’s plastic-covered tips into her ear and laid the diaphragm of it against the metal, near the handle. She closed her eyes and turned the dial one miniscule increment at a time.

      Click

      “Ninety-seven,” she said into the mic. She turned the dial again.

      Click

      “Fourteen.” Her pulse kicked up a notch. Almost there. She turned it again.

      Click

      “Twenty—”

      A hand crushed over her mouth, jerking her head back. She shrieked but the sound remained lodged behind thick fingers. Panic shot through her veins, and she froze. The stethoscope fell from her fingers and bounced on the floor at her feet. The hot, hard wall of a chest pressed against her back, and a steady huff of breath danced over her ear. Cold metal ground into her temple.

      A gun.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Milo’s fingers twitched over Serena’s mouth. Her chest rose and fell against his forearm, making goosebumps stand up on his skin beneath the stupid tuxedo Alban’s bodyguards had to wear. He caught the scent of . . . what was that? Lilies? Hydrangeas? Some kind of flower that never would have attracted him before but now it did, because it was on her. Her hair was the same natural blonde shade, and the heels she wore added a good four inches to her five-foot-two frame. A tattoo, script he couldn’t read from this angle, peeked out from underneath her hair, right between her shoulder blades.

      Serena with a tattoo? Damn. That was so far from her character, so far from the woman he remembered, that he almost questioned if she was who he thought. But there was no doubt. He’d watched her weasel her perfectly shaped ass and bare back right into Alban’s suite, and that brief flicker of her body had sent flashes of memories through his brain—memories that had been buried deep. The last time he’d seen her, she’d been seventeen. Nine fucking years ago. He’d thought of her hundreds, no, thousands of times over the years. He hadn’t allowed himself to get in touch with her, hadn’t wanted to taint her with their past, just in case she’d gotten out.

      He lowered the gun and spun her around. Nope. She wasn’t out. She was here, still pretty as ever and in the thick of thieving. Her eyes, big blue plates the color of his favorite pair of jeans, widened. She inhaled sharply, and her back pressed against the safe she’d been trying to break into.

      Alban Moussa’s. Of all fucking people.

      It shouldn’t have turned him on. And in truth, part of him wanted to throttle her for being so brazen and stupid. But her live-on-the-edge streak was what had always driven him so crazy.

      “Milo?”

      Her fingers fluttered to her breastbone, between the plunging neckline of her dress. Pfft. If you could even call the garment that. The material on her torso left little to the imagination. He couldn’t stop his gaze from coasting down the column of her throat and over the hollow of her collarbone to her perky breasts, which practically begged to be licked. He dragged his attention up to her lips, plump and pink and as kissable as they’d been back in the day.

      She still gave him a hard-on like no other.

      “Serena.” Her name slipped over his tongue like aged wine. He drew his eyebrows into a scowl. As happy as his dick was to see her, he didn’t want to see her here. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      Creeeak

      He snapped his head toward the bedroom attached to the office. Serena’s hand shot out and grabbed the material of his suit jacket. Her breath whistled in and out between her teeth. She’d heard it too. Shit. Had someone seen him come upstairs? Had he been followed? It wasn’t time yet. He had exactly fifteen minutes before the raid. He couldn’t be holed up upstairs when it happened.

      He lifted his finger to his lips. Her hand gripped him tighter. He strained his ears toward the bedroom. The damn exotic scent tickling his nostrils dimmed his senses.

      Creeeak

      The beam of a flashlight bobbed through the master bedroom. Sonofafuckingbitch. He gripped her arm and pulled her to the floor with him, pressing her back against the side of the desk. He crouched down, his knee next to her thigh. One hand fit snugly around her waist, the other around his gun.

      “Is someone here?” she mouthed. He lowered his gaze to her face. Her nice, even skin tone had paled two shades.

      The light swept over their heads and hit the wall beyond them. He coiled his body tighter to hers. If one of the guards spotted her, they’d beat the shit out of her before taking her to Alban for his sick forms of punishment.

      Her belly lifted and fell. He twitched his thumb in an effort to reassure her, but there was no way in hell he could pull his attention from the flashlight. He stayed low and peered around the back of the desk, through the chair legs, at the doorway. Black pants moved into view, and the light swept over the room again. A beat passed. The guard moved away and the bedroom door creaked before closing.

      “He’s gone.”

      “What are you doing here?” she whispered. Her gaze slid down his body and back up. “Are you working for Alban?” Indignation burned her words.

      “No.” He didn’t have time to explain.

      She pushed herself to her feet, moved toward the safe, and picked up the stethoscope—which, thankfully, hadn’t been spotted—from the floor.

      “Then keep a lookout and I’ll give you a cut of the profit.” She turned her back to him and then spoke again, this time with her mouth hovering at her wrist. “Dani, read me back the combs I gave you.”

      He tore his gaze from the gentle curve of her spine and clenched his hands with the effort it took not to touch her. God, how could he still want her so badly? He’d pictured her smile and dimpled cheeks a thousand times. Her laugh had always made him grab her and kiss her. And right now, all he wanted to do was study that tattoo while he drove into her. He shoved all those delicious images from his head. Her words circled back around his thoughts:

      Dani.

      He should have known that Serena on a job meant her sister was in the shadows, if not beside her. Dani was probably the sole reason Serena was still stealing.

      He cupped her elbow and wheeled her around. “Are you crazy? You must have a death wish if you’re stealing from Alban.” He brought his fingertips to her ear and plucked the tiny bud out.

      “Hey!”

      He caught the device in his palm and scowled. “You need to get out of here.” He swooped up all her tools and shoved them inside her Go Go Gadget clutch. “Now.”

      Her eyes squinted into ferocious blue slits. “I’m not going anywhere without the diamonds.” She wrestled the earbud from his grasp and tucked it in her cleavage.

      “Then be ready to talk to the FBI because they’re going to be raining down in about”—he lifted his wrist and peeled back the sleeve of his jacket—“nine minutes.”

      Her jaw snapped open and her breasts rose on a breath. “The FBI?” She squeezed the hair at her scalp, and he tried like hell to push from his mind the picture of those blonde waves spread out on his pillow. “You’re . . . You’re a snitch?” Her voice climbed an octave.

      “Shh.” He slapped her clutch against her abdomen, where her free hand snagged it, and then towed her by the arm toward the bedroom, taking advantage of her lapse in defiance. “Look, this gig is my ticket out of stealing without doing any time. I’m undercover as a mole for the FBI, working as one of Alban’s security guards. That’s all I can say right now.”

      “Well, that’s dandy for you.” She dug her heels into the carpet at the doorway of the bedroom. “Milo, I need those diamonds. It will only take me a minute.”

      “Dammit, I’m not messing around, Serena.” He held fast to her bicep and opened the door to the hallway. “This place is crawling with guards. Alban will be up any minute to get the diamonds and⁠—”

      “He’s getting the diamonds? Why?”

      He scanned the shadowed hallway and pulled her after him. He grunted his impatience. “Because he’s auctioning them off tonight.” Her skin went cold in his palm. Knowing Serena, she’d likely diligently planned her heist. She never walked into a job half-cocked, but there was no way she would have gotten wind of the auction. Nor would she have foreseen that tonight, the FBI was ready to lock Alban up on a shit ton of charges—charges that his intel was helping to lay.

      He checked his watch again. Six minutes. He cursed and picked up the pace. There was only one exit they could get to that quick. He rounded the corner of Alban’s suite and ran down the butler’s hallway.

      “Where are you taking me?” Her voice shook, but it was more likely because of his rushed footsteps than fear.

      “Closest exit.” He stopped at the top of the stairs leading toward the servants’ quarters.

      “Wait,” she said, as she bent down and grabbed a handful of her train.

      “If you don’t hurry your ass, I’m going to carry you.”

      “Go to hell,” she mumbled. She flicked his waiting hand away and proceeded down the stairs in front of him.

      He closed in on her retreating form. Her temper hadn’t changed one bit, either. She stopped at the bottom of the stairs, and he locked his hand around her shoulder before she could step into the hall. He didn’t dare pull out the flashlight at his hip, but the soft hum of the fridge in the kitchen around the corner reached his ears. The coast was clear. He stepped in front of her, and she followed close to his back. They reached the servants’ entrance, and he eased the door open. The chirp of crickets peeled through the summer night, and he eased her into the darkness and against the side of the house. It was pitch black, the only illumination coming from the stars.

      Stars. That was another thing he hadn’t been able to get out of his head. Lying on the grass of one of the local lookouts, the stars bright above them, her warm, lithe body curled into his arms. The night they’d almost had sex.

      He coasted his hand down her arm. Her skin was as soft as silk against his much rougher palm. He hooked his fingers into hers, and she gripped his hand.

      A thrill raced through him.

      He glanced down at her and his heart knocked in his chest. Still so damn beautiful. How could someone be so perfect? It was dark, but his eyes had long since committed her features to memory. Slightly upturned nose, dusting of freckles over the bridge of it, eyebrows delicately arched and always so cynical without the least bit of effort. And when she was mad . . . Christ. Nothing turned him on more than her temper.

      And now, just like a decade ago, he couldn’t be with her. Her breath spiraled in the air between them, hot and sweet—like the taste of her mouth and pink flesh between her thighs had been that night. He bent his head and pressed his lips to hers. Her body surged against him. She lifted to her toes, her tongue meeting his in a tentative dance. Her hand curled into the crook of his neck, pulling him to her.

      His phone buzzed against his leg.

      Sonofabitch. It was time. Time for him to walk away from this dangerous life and let go of his past. He pulled his lips away and pressed his forehead to hers.

      “I never want to see you again,” he said, his voice so hard it pained him. She stiffened. “Get the fuck away from this life, Serena. You’re better than this.”

      Click

      The metallic sound shot through his ear canals. Serena shrieked and then pressed her hands against her mouth.

      “Step away from her, you traitor.”

      “Goddammit,” Milo breathed. More curses fell from his lips. He couldn’t let them get her. Serena’s eyes shifted to the asshole behind him. The whites of her eyes matched her colorless lips.

      “I’m at the servant’s entrance with a thief and⁠—”

      Milo snapped his fist over his shoulder and caught the guy in the nose. He jerked his elbow back and the guard coughed out a breath. Then Milo snatched the gun and jabbed the bald guard in the face. The man’s eyes rolled back in his head. Milo rounded on Serena.

      “Go! Now,” he snarled, jutting his forefinger toward the forest that surrounded Alban’s property. Any second and they’d be ambushed by guards. Her hands stayed cupped over her mouth, terror sharp in her eyes. A figure stepped out of the shadows, and his senses prickled before he recognized Peyton.

      “Serena, let’s go!”

      Serena picked up her dress, turned, and ran into the darkness.

      Taking his heart with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          TWO YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      “The landscaping cost me over a mil.” Titus Phillips waved at the expanse of his manicured backyard from the second-story balcony off the master suite. Clouds hung in the sky, confirming the heavy rain fall weather forecasters had predicted would arrive any minute.

      Serena clutched her folder to her abdomen and peeked over the railing. Her five-inch stilettos wobbled with the shift of her weight. She sucked in her breath. Beautiful. Since entering the Lone Tree Estates mansion, in one of San Diego’s most prestigious neighborhoods, she’d had to contain her excitement. There was nothing more unprofessional than a realtor doing backflips for a listing.

      She needed this contract. If she landed Titus’s sale, and sold the property for a respectable price, she’d end up partner of Sunshine Coast Realty. She stared out at the scene before her. Out of the corner of her eye she caught Titus’s stare and her skin tingled under the heat of his gaze. A bite of unease threatened to crack her shiny veneer. He was a dangerous man. She didn’t want to get on his bad side. This listing had to go as planned.

      “It’s stunning,” she said, forcing a smile. “Having this view off the master is a sensational perk. A lot of people will appreciate this privacy.” She tracked her gaze over the pool to the stone fountain and caught sight of a miniature house styled similarly to the main house. “What’s that?” she asked, pointing to the east side of the property.

      “Ah, I’m glad you brought that up.” He stepped closer to her, following her line of vision. The action was unnecessary given the unobstructed view. The wind picked up and the edges of his jet-black hair that should have sported a sign of gray fluttered in the breeze. “I have three rottweilers. That’s their house. They’re usually in my house though. I have a room for them on the main floor, so I’ll need enough notice for showings to have one of my staff move them outside. If someone comes unannounced, they’ll be sorry.” He smirked, and she cringed at the thought of what three ferocious rottweilers could do to a person.

      He shoved his hands into the pockets of his white linen pants and gestured for her to precede him through the sliding door.

      “There’s one more thing that would please anyone of my stature,” he said, moving through the bedroom. She ignored his self-boasting comment and let her gaze drift over the marble bathroom with blue accented tile. Her heels—he’d insisted she keep them on—clicked on the floor and then sunk into the lush carpet of the walk-in closet on the other side of the bathroom.

      “This is not something I want in the listing.” He waved his hand in the air and turned to face her. Walls of expensive shoes and impeccably pressed suits surrounded them. “But when the right buyer is interested, it’s something we can . . .” He swirled his finger as he searched for the word. “Disclose.”

      He reached for an oil painting on the wall. His fingers traced its edges, and the soft clink of metal sounded. Serena’s breath snapped into her lungs. Peeling the frame away from the wall, he revealed a five-foot-tall safe.

      Every muscle in her body twined tightly.

      She couldn’t—wouldn’t—think about what was behind the safe’s door. The old Serena’s wheels wanted to turn, and despite her effort, every snippet of gossip she’d heard about Titus flicked a light on in the dark corners of her mind.

      Diamonds. Gold. Cash.

      And he was showing her the door to his safe because he thought her some flighty realtor. He had no idea that she was Serena Metcalf: thief.

      No, dammit.

      She was Serena Smith now. Top San Diego realtor. She wouldn’t be tempted. She had almost everything she wanted now. Money, freedom, and above all else, self-respect. Everything except someone to come home to at night . . . someone like Milo. Her ex’s face slid on the carousel of her mind and she shoved it out. Seeing his picture on social media sure as hell hadn’t helped her focus tonight.

      She cleared the gravel from her throat and kicked Milo from her mind like she did on an almost daily basis. Built-in safes were common in high-end listings, but she’d keep that bit to herself. “I’ll be sure not to reveal its existence without your permission.”

      He swung the picture back into place and pressed his hand to the small of her back. “Let’s discuss the listing price downstairs.”

      Her muscles tightened beneath his palm, and she curled her fingers until her knuckles ached to prevent herself from slapping him.

      Please, don’t hit on me.

      She stepped out of his reach and breezed through the master suite.

      “I have the comps here we can go over,” she said, waving the folder at her side. He kept his hands to himself but lingered, too close, as they descended the stairs.

      A deep quake rumbled in her belly. She wanted nothing more than to get out of Titus’s house—after she landed the listing. At one of the two expansive islands in the sleek, modern kitchen, she whipped the papers onto the pristine stone.

      She went through each of the nineteen houses that compared closest to his that had recently sold or were currently on the market. “Considering these comps, the size of your lot, and the obvious upgrades, I’d suggest listing your home just below nine million.”

      Her fantasies threatened to run wild. That would put her commission at over two hundred thousand dollars.

      Lord almighty. It was more money than she ever could have dreamed of landing in one sale. She could even help Dani get on her feet and out of the game. But more than that, her career would be launched on a rocket. Once she sold this house, she’d be unstoppable.

      “That will guarantee a quick sale?”

      She tucked the corner of her mouth into her cheek. “I don’t think anything in this price range will go ‘quick,’ but you would be priced aggressively against what’s currently on the market.”

      He propped his elbows on the island. “To be honest, I have a few other realtors I’m considering. Some have valued my property higher, but . . .” He turned his palm over. “I like you. Melanie says you’re her top agent,” he said, referring to her boss. “I want someone young and hungry. Give me a couple of days. I have family visiting over the weekend, and I’ll be leaving for a business trip Sunday evening. If I go with you, I expect my listing to become your priority.”

      Tremors threatened to take over her hands, so she busied them by tucking the papers together. “You have my word that your property will be at the top of my list.” She forced down her nerves and met his gaze.

      His lips slid into a grin and his eyes dipped to her starched white button-down shirt and back up to her face. She wouldn’t let him rattle her. She needed this contract. His eyebrows lifted, but the skin on his forehead didn’t crinkle, likely from too many Botox injections that did nothing to help his receding hairline.

      “I’ll do everything in my power to get this house sold.”

      He straightened from the counter and held out his hand. With her heels on, she was nearly eye level with him. He couldn’t be more than five foot nine. Keeping her shoulders back, she pressed her hand into his, her grip firm.

      “I’ll be in touch Sunday.” He winked, and despite the implications behind the gesture, her heart sang.

      She’d gotten the listing.
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        * * *

      

      She opened the door to her Acura SUV, dropped her fifteen-pound handbag on the passenger seat, and shut the door. Having planned to go to the gym after her meeting with Titus, she’d packed her gym clothes. No way she’d be focused enough to work out now. Besides, didn’t most people chill on Friday nights? She’d earned the break and the chocolate bar stashed above her fridge for nights like this.

      A chill raised her flesh. She reached into the back seat, snagged the cardigan she kept there, and fit her arms through the heather-gray material. During the hour and a half that she’d been inside Titus’s house, rain had dampened her windshield.

      She let out a little squeal and turned over the engine. She shouldn’t let herself get excited, but if Titus didn’t sign with her, she’d be shocked.

      Her phone dinged from inside her purse, and she fished it out.

      Please, S. Don’t make me beg.

      Dani. Serena had already said no, and she wasn’t caving.

      Her sister claimed she and Peyton had a goldmine heist and they needed her to help execute it. But Serena was set. She loved her job. Sure, it lacked excitement and she had to work her ass off, but she made good money and was far away from the dangerous cycle she’d been stuck in for so long. Dani and Peyton were her only ties to that life now. She loved her sister dearly, but occasionally, Dani tried to tempt her with the heist of the century. Serena didn’t blame either of them. Both women were so deeply engrained in that world that neither wanted out. Sometimes she’d hear Dani speak longingly about a career in event planning, but just when Serena’s hopes would soar, Dani would reveal a new job she and Peyton were working on.

      Serena glided her thumbs over the screen.

      You know what my answer is. I’ll call you when I get home.

      She dropped her phone in her bag and Milo’s face revisited her mind’s eye again . . . She shook it away, but it kept ricocheting back, pushing away every other image she tried to replace him with. Dammit, why had she scrolled through Facebook while scarfing down her supper in her vehicle before meeting Titus?

      Because she couldn’t bring herself to cut all ties to Milo, she followed his sister’s bar’s social media page. God, he’d looked good—well, more like his profile in the background of the picture of his sister, Tasha, had looked good.

      He’d changed. His hair was now finger length but still raven black, his body even more ripped. The bulge of his curling bicep against the sleeve of his shirt was dangerously sexy. He’d held a glass to his lips while the photographer snapped a picture of Tasha at the pub she owned in the Gaslamp Quarter: The Fainting Goat.

      Serena eased down the winding drive and drove toward the city limits. Night had fallen and stars lay hidden from sight amid the rain clouds.

      Milo was back in San Diego, where they’d both grown up. So what? Why did that burn a river of temptation through her? The last time she’d seen him, he’d stomped on her heart . . . after kissing her senseless. Why was she pining over a relationship that had died when she was seventeen? They were done. So done that there weren’t even ashes to resurrect. After the failed gig in Beverly Hills that Sebastian had set up, she and Dani had cut ties with their uncle and lain low while Serena worked on her realtor’s license.

      It was only a matter of time before Milo’s path and hers would cross. Because that’s what life did for its sick, torturous amusement. Serena merged onto W University Avenue, and the wipers sped up, making the rain bounce off her windshield at warp speed. This much rain was so rare in San Diego that she sat a little straighter in her seat. All it took was a slight change in weather for people to forget how to drive. She turned down one of the side streets in Hillcrest, and traffic slowed.

      He probably hadn’t even looked her up. She’d changed her last name—Serena Smith had a nice ring to it—and her once blonde hair was now a rich brown. With her history of theft, she’d been hesitant to take on such a public career. But no one had been looking for her then, and no one would be looking for her now.

      Least of all Milo Baxter.

      She glanced at the clock on her dash. Just after 7:00 p.m. A hot shower, leftovers, and her couch would help her forget about him. She used voice dial to call Melanie over Bluetooth. The phone picked up and Melanie chirped out a greeting. The constant tick, tick, tick of long fingernails on a keyboard told Serena that Melanie was still at the office. No surprise there. She pictured her boss—curly red hair piled on her head in a topknot and honey-colored eyes that Serena had never seen unhappy.

      “I think I got it.” She let loose a little squeak of excitement. The typing stopped.

      “Ah! No way. He signed already?”

      She lowered her shoulders and grasped the bottom of the steering wheel. Raindrops spiraled down the windshield in an artistic wave. “Not quite. He said he’d call Sunday, but it sounded good.”

      “You rock. My promise still stands. If you land Titus’s contract, the promotion is yours. Before you get too excited, he’s also met with Ryan Des and Angelique Martin—so the pressure is on.”

      Serena rubbed the crest of her forehead. Dammit, she should have known he’d consult Ryan and Angelique. If it weren’t for Melanie’s name and track record, Serena never would’ve had a shot at a deal this big. After her partner died in a tragic accident three years ago, Melanie had gone on the hunt to grow her team. When Serena had shown up at her office with a fresh license and zero experience, she’d taken her under her wing.

      “Thanks, Mel. I’ll cross my fingers and keep you posted.”

      The euphoric wave Serena had been on evaporated, leaving her with a mound of stress. Oh well. She’d given her consult with Titus everything she had. There was no way she could have performed better. The decision was out of her hands.

      She halted at a four-way stop, scanned the intersection, and pulled out. The screech of tires filled the air and headlights blared through her side window. A truck closed in on her. Frost prickled her skin and she jammed her foot on the gas. Her SUV shot forward.

      But not quickly enough.

      The impact whipped her to the side and glass pelted her cheeks
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