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        CASSIEL

      

      

      

      Cassiel hung back and let everyone else go to the table for Thanksgiving dinner.

      His brother Raphael, or Rafe as he was affectionately known, had his chef’s staff put name cards on the plates, and Cassiel wanted to see the looks on everyone’s faces when they found out who they would be seated next to. He was mostly watching for their reactions out of habit. Years of trying to see what other people were hiding had taught him behaviors that he couldn’t easily abandon, though everyone in his brother’s enormous penthouse in Boston’s newest luxury building was getting along surprisingly well. Even his mother seemed to be enjoying herself, and that in and of itself was a small miracle.

      Today, he needn’t be as hawkish about every subsumed emotion as he usually was. He could relax and enjoy himself because everyone had apparently checked their agendas at the door. As much as it gagged him to think it, even Cassiel had to admit there was a lot of love in the room this Thanksgiving.

      His big brother Rafe and Abbe were crazy about each other, and there was literally zero tension between them apart from the sexual kind. Which was good, because if Abbe were to become upset with Rafe and pull away from him, Cassiel knew his brother would unravel. He’d seen it for himself during those three days when Rafe and Abbe hadn’t quite worked things out between them yet. Rafe had been a disaster, taking it out on everyone, and when he wasn’t yelling his head off at Cassiel to find her, he was drained and blank. Cassiel couldn’t stand to see it.

      But Cassiel had found Abbe and managed to avert a crisis, which turned out to be something as simple as clarifying who did what when and who didn’t know about it, until Abbe’s trust issues were dealt with. That relationship was well in hand now, all that was needed now was for Abbe to survive their mother, Francesca, and she’d make a great wife for Rafe. And Cassiel was completely on board for that match. Rafe was thirty-three. It was about time he settled down.

      Bianca had managed to pull off a good match for herself, too. Cassiel had hated Elias at first, second, and third, but then the former FBI agent had completely redeemed himself by saving his sister’s life.

      Cassiel now felt like he owed the guy, which in a lot of ways set him at odds with himself. When he looked at them all he could hear was the recording Elias had been forced to make of him and Bianca having sex. Cassiel was not used to feeling indebted to guys who were plowing his sister, but he was working through it.

      That relationship was still brand new, and there were still some ramifications concerning Elias’ former FBI bosses wanting him to spy on the Loring family that had to be worked out, but Elias had, in fact, killed someone for Bianca. So that had taken Cassiel’s doubts about the guy’s loyalty off the table. And even though Cassiel thought Bianca was a bit young at twenty-three to be locking herself down, she was absolutely smitten with Elias. One look at her face when she smiled up at him and it was obvious.

      At the thought of Bianca’s face, Cassiel looked hers over appraisingly. It was still bruised and cut up from her abduction two days before, but the doctor had said it would heal without a visible scar. There were lasers for that now anyway, even if the doctor turned out to be wrong. Those things could take care of just about any scar if you wanted it to. Some scars never wholly went away, though. Cassiel had a few of those, both inside and out.

      The scars he had on his face were over ten years old now, and somewhat faded. He supposed he could get them lessened even more, but he didn’t want to. He’d be too pretty without them. He liked how they made him look. Growing up he’d always felt too good-looking. He had always attracted too much attention when he would have preferred not to. He had been a blond-haired, green-eyed boy and he’d looked like, well, an angel. Luckily, his hair had darkened a bit to light brown, though he never got the family black-hair, blue-eye combination of his brother and sister. The scars had lessened the angelic aspect of his face. They weren’t disfiguring. They just gave off a hint that maybe he wasn’t as sinless as he looked. Another reason he wouldn’t do away with them was that they reminded him of his dad.

      Cassiel had gotten the scars at the time of his father’s death—more accurately when Michael had been taken from his family. Saying he’d died made it sound natural, like it was supposed to have happened the way it did, and nothing about that boating trip was supposed to have happened.

      In a way, displaying his facial scars was how Cassiel kept the much more painful internal ones to himself. They marked the beginning of all the secrets. A reminder of why he needed to keep them.

      He ended up sitting next to Anthony and Li Copeland, Elias’ parents. He hadn’t had much of a chance to talk to them yet, as his mother had been chatting with them all evening, but he was happy to. Anything to clue him in on Elias’ background.

      “Did I hear right, you lived in Kensington?” Cassiel asked.

      “Yes, and you’re in Chelsea, are you not?” Anthony replied in his posh British accent.

      “Chelsea and Boston,” Cassiel said, nodding.

      “Both sides of the Pond, eh?” he said, smiling.

      “You were much the same for a while. Was it Boston, London, and Singapore?” Cassiel said, knocking the conversation ball back in Anthony’s direction. One of his specialties was listening more than he spoke. It’s why he did what he did and Rafe handled the money. Rafe was good with numbers, and Cassiel was good at getting information. And fixing things.

      Anthony nodded with a grimace. “That’s right. For years I didn’t know what time zone I was in,” he admitted, with a regretful glance at Elias.

      Cassiel saw guilt in him. Anthony probably wasn’t around his son as much as both of them would have liked when Elias was growing up. Typical working dad stuff, probably compounded by the racial differences. While Elias had a combination of white and Asian features that was clear to Cassiel, most white people saw Elias and just thought Asian. Anthony was blond, fair-skinned, and blue-eyed as well, making the physical differences between him and his son even more apparent to Western sensibilities. That was a potential powder keg. Cassiel made a mental note to keep watch for any unresolved daddy issues with Elias.

      “But my work brought me to Li,” Anthony continued, bringing the conversation around to happier recollections, as he regarded his wife fondly.

      “In Singapore,” Cassiel finished for him. “Then you lived here in Boston before moving back to London.”

      “I see you’ve done your homework.”

      “It’s part of my job.”

      “Yes, we relocated here when Elias went off to Brown,” Anthony added, growing somewhat uncomfortable.

      Cassiel reminded himself to back off. People found it off-putting when he showed how much he already knew about them on a first meeting. Time to ask a question and prove he didn’t know everything about the Copeland family. At least not yet. But he was derailed before he could formulate something polite and benign to say.

      “We met your father then,” Li said. “Just a few weeks before he died, sadly.”

      Cassiel was not often taken by surprise in a conversation. He had to remind himself not to get angry. It wasn’t as if they were trying to sideswipe him with information, and not every surprise was a bad one.

      “I didn’t know you knew my father. Uncle Gabriel, did you know the Copelands knew Dad?” he asked, interrupting his uncle’s conversation with Rafe.

      Gabriel looked surprised. “I didn’t,” he said, recovering more quickly than Cassiel had, and betraying less.

      “Wait, you knew the Lorings?” Elias asked from across the table.

      “A bit. Well, I knew Michael,” Anthony said, glancing around. He suddenly had everyone’s attention. “He was in London quite often. We have—sorry, had—several friends in common.”

      “Is that right?” Francesca asked.

      To an outsider, all they would see in his mother’s expression was polite interest, but to Cassiel, who knew her better, she seemed laser-focused. Cassiel’s heart sped up. Was he reading into it? He never knew how much his mother knew. Asking was impossible, and every time he approached his Uncle Gabriel about it, he was met with the same response—a shrug, an eye roll, and a flippant response, probably more than we think.

      Cassiel was ready to jump in with a few possible ways to downplay some of his father’s potential connections in London, but if the Copelands knew, then there would be no way for Cassiel to keep that bomb from dropping right there in the middle of Thanksgiving dinner. He was contemplating changing the subject altogether but didn’t get the chance.

      “You never came out to London with Michael, did you, Francesca?” Anthony asked. Then he frowned as if just realizing now how odd it was that Michael never brought his wife into his other life in London. If only she knew. “I suppose he was there for work, wasn’t he? For a while, Arc A and my company had a joint project. That’s how we met him.”

      Francesca sat back in her chair. “Well, what are the chances?” she said pleasantly, gesturing to Elias and Bianca in a way that included how the two of them had met and paired up all these years later when their fathers had known each other in another country. “Such a small world.”

      “Indeed it is,” Anthony agreed, looking at his wife again, obviously recalling warm memories of how this small world had paired him up with her.

      Get a room Cassiel thought cynically, before steering his mind back to the problem at hand. Just because Anthony and Michael had known each other through work did not allay Cassiel’s fears as easily as they did for his mother.

      There was a reason Cassiel had to spend so much time in London, and he wasn’t quite sure that they were out of the woods in this conversation yet. His eyes flicked to his uncle Gabriel as he spoke.

      “We should arrange something for when we’re all back in London,” Cassiel said, knowing his uncle would be able to read his subtext. Cassiel would look into it, and see if the Copelands knew. “When do you fly back?”

      “Next week,” Li replied. “We want to spend time with Elias, but—” she leaned close so it was just between she and Cassiel, “—I think he would rather spend time with someone else right now,” she said, indicating Bianca.

      Unfortunately, Cassiel thought of the sex tape and cringed inwardly. “Unfortunately, you might be right,” he said, doubting that this sweet lady knew how her son was spending his time with Cassiel’s sister.

      He had to come up with some way to get that out of his head. He kept reminding himself that he liked Elias now and that they were going to be friends if it killed Cassiel.

      He took a sip of his wine and looked at them from across the table. Their heads were bent together as if they didn’t even want the air they breathed to be too far removed from the other. Cassiel looked away. But on the other end of the table were Rafe and Abbe. Even from where he sat, he could see that Abbe had her hand on Rafe’s upper thigh under the table. She literally couldn’t keep her hands off of him.

      Cassiel shifted in his seat, subtly rearranging himself and trying like hell not to think about a soft hand brushing up his inner thigh. He tried to think back on when the last time he’d gotten laid was and realized it had been months. He had to fix that.

      Usually, it was no problem, but he’d fallen out of contact with his last batch of hook-ups. He couldn’t remember quite how it had happened, just that he’d started to find them all lacking in one way or another. He chose his female companions based on two things—firstly, on their looks. And secondly, on how likely they were to become a pain in the ass. He did not want a challenge. He did not want someone complicated. He was not looking for witty banter or thought-provoking nuggets of wisdom. What he wanted from a female companion was very straightforward. He wanted to have a good time, then go home and sleep in his own bed.

      He made sure it was a good time for them too. From his first encounter when he was fourteen, he had understood that he had the kind of body that women enjoyed. She’d been eighteen and she’d asked to see if the rumors were true. They were. She’d come back a few nights later with a friend, and then they’d both started passing the word around. Cassiel Loring was hung like a horse and you could ride him all night.

      He'd been hurt, though he’d never told anyone that. That first night he’d thought she cared about him. She’d given him a pitying look, called him a cute kid, and told him not to take sex so seriously. Since then, he hadn’t.

      He heard his sister laugh at something Elias said. They had the same sense of humor. He never thought anyone would ever understand Bianca’s jokes, but Elias got them. Not only got them, but he could also yes-and them. Cassiel saw the way Elias’ breathing sped up at the sound of her laughter like his body switched on at the sound of her happiness. Cassiel wondered what it would be like for a woman to get his jokes, to see her eyes flash and hear her laugh just for him.

      The food came and he dragged his thoughts away from the fact that there were three happy couples and three sad sacks at the table. His mother and her current husband were spending time apart. Again. And his Uncle Gabriel never dated. Cassiel didn’t like knowing he was in the sad sack club. Before, he’d always seen himself as unattached and satisfied, but lately, the thought of going through the motions with yet another girl to get to the satisfaction part didn’t appeal to him like it used to.

      The peripatetic rocket launcher in his pants begged to differ. It didn’t help his situation that right across the table from him Abbe’s nipples got hard every time she looked at his brother, or that when she leaned toward Rafe she shifted her hips, grinding into the seat of her chair like she couldn’t wait to get on top of him. Cassiel watched her do it again and was pretty sure his dick was going to pop up and flip the damn table.

      It wasn’t that he wanted Abbe. She was pure fire, but apart from the fact that she was his brother’s girl (and Cassiel had unfortunately been down that road before and would never do it again), Abbe was too goody-two-shoes for him. He wanted someone who would go the mats with him. Someone who wouldn’t take any of his shit, but would take every inch of his… He really needed to stop thinking about this. Or make his cock a promise to feed it later, and maybe it would go back to sleep. Some girl had sent him a few naked pictures of herself, asking him what he wanted to eat after Thanksgiving dinner, and making not-too-subtle hints that she hoped it would be her. He thought about sending her a text to let her know he was going to come over later. But he didn’t do it.

      The problem was, the only girl he’d wanted to get under him lately was the worst possible person to let into any part of his life, let alone his private life. Cat Murphy, the reporter circling his family, seemed to have put a combination lock on his fantasies lately, and he couldn’t think about sex without imagining her. But, of course, he couldn’t go anywhere near her. Cassiel wouldn’t put it past Cat to sleep with him just to be able to write about it in one of her online gossip columns, or worse, in the book she wanted to write about his family. She was intent on finding something on the Loring family, and try as he might, Cassiel hadn’t been able to shake her. Sleeping with her would be disastrous for his family.

      But he still wanted to do it though. And yes, he was aware of the fact that he probably only wanted to sleep with her because he couldn’t. He wanted her. And thinking about her was not going to help deflate his growing erection. He had to think about something else. The situation was becoming dire. He was even starting to imagine that his family was talking about her.

      “Cass. Did you hear that?” Rafe was asking.

      Cassiel looked up from his wine. “Hear what?”

      Rafe looked at him like he couldn’t believe he had to repeat this. “Cat Murphy approached Elias, trying to get an interview.”

      So, he hadn’t been imagining that he’d heard her name. He briefly wondered if someone could hallucinate that they were hallucinating, and then wrestled his mind back to the here and now.

      “I heard,” he replied.

      “I declined, of course,” Elias was quick to mention. “But she was persistent about it.

      “What was that, two weeks ago?” Cassiel asked.

      “Twelve days,” Elias corrected with his usual precision.

      Cassiel frigging loved that FBI mind of his. It almost made up for the fact that he’d had to listen to his sister howling Elias’ name while he was boning her brains out. Almost. He crushed a napkin in his fist. He just wanted to punch the guy once and then they could be friends.

      “She called again yesterday,” Elias continued. “She left a message hinting that she had another avenue she was pursuing. I was wondering if you had any idea as to what that could mean.”

      Cassiel had several, and none of them were good. If he were Cat, he’d be chasing down every one of Elias’ past co-workers, trying to get dirt on him, and by extension a member of the Loring family, which Cassiel knew was Cat’s main target. Elias worked at the FBI for six years. He was bound to have made some enemies, or at least stirred up some resentment with that fast track to glory that he’d been on before he met Bianca and chucked it all aside for her.

      “She’s going to try to get your old mentor to talk,” Cassiel said, his eyes far away as he thought. “Diana… something.”

      It wasn’t like Cassiel for a name to slip his mind, but he was still stuck on Cat.

      “Mansfield,” Gabriel said before anyone else could supply that name, which wasn’t exactly odd, his uncle had a great memory for names, but the way he said it caught Cassiel’s attention. Cassiel’s head flicked around to his uncle. “You don’t remember her?” Gabriel asked him.

      “I remember her from the other night, with Bianca,” Cassiel said, avoiding using the words kidnapping or abduction or anything else that might trigger his sister.

      He would have asked more questions, but Gabriel had a closed-off expression, then he forced a little smile and shook his head in Cassiel’s direction to let him know they’d talk about it later.

      Cassiel shelved it for now. “Diana Mansfield,” he said, sensing that his uncle had slipped up somehow. “Cat’s going to try to get to her.”

      Elias guffawed. “Well, good luck to her,” he said. “Diana is a cipher.”

      That got a huff of a laugh out of Gabriel, which actually worried Cassiel. His uncle had been the one to teach Cassiel how to keep his feelings to himself, and here he was, emoting all over the damn place. He might as well stand up on the table and shout I have history with this woman for crying out loud. If Cassiel didn’t know his uncle better, he’d say Gabriel had known her in the Biblical sense. But that was nonsense. Cassiel had had his uncle followed for a whole year, convinced he had to be seeing someone secretly or at least visiting prostitutes, but nope. No women in his life.

      Like a good emotional dentist, Cassiel decided to prod the suspicious tooth and see if his uncle jumped.

      “Find out who Diana’s sleeping with before Cat does and tries to use it against her,” Cassel said, keeping his peripheral vision on his uncle. Gabriel looked cool and collected.

      Elias shook his head, laughing. “She’ll have even worse luck with that. We worked together for six years and she always kept that part of her life to herself.”

      “Maybe she wasn’t dating anyone.” Gabriel offered, his tone level.

      Elias looked at him with narrowed eyes and a sly smile. “If you’d met Diana, you’d know that to be impossible.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Gabriel asked. Too seriously? It was tough for Cassiel to tell now. Maybe he was projecting something that wasn’t there.

      Elias held up his hands and looked at Bianca guiltily. “She is smoking hot.”

      While everyone else at the table made woo noises and laughed, Bianca shrugged.

      “She is. She’s a total babe,” she agreed, not at all bothered by the hubbub, and in fact, adding to it, wholeheartedly. “Those freckles? Sweet little seven-pound baby Jesus,” she said, fanning her face like she was going to faint.

      “Exactly,” Elias said.

      “Did you two ever…?” Bianca asked. And this time Cassiel saw his uncle flinch.

      Holy shit.

      “No!” Elias replied, shocked, although, he wasn’t all that shocked. “I mean, when I first met her, I thought she was gorgeous, but to her, I was just a kid. I mean, I was a kid,” he admitted, which Cassiel thought was big of him. “Everyone tried to go out with her, and everyone got shot down. We all thought she must have been dating someone and keeping it quiet. A lot of people do that at the bureau just to maintain boundaries between life and work.”

      A dark look crossed Elias’ face, and Cassiel could read that he was probably thinking about the fact that he didn’t work there anymore. Well, boo-hoo. He got Bianca out of the trade, and a job that paid him triple what he was making, so Cassiel wasn’t about to offer up his shoulder to cry on.

      But back to Uncle Gabriel. Cassiel was convinced now that something must have happened between them. He had to find out what.

      “Cass. You’re handling the Cat situation, right?” Rafe asked, leaning back in his chair, one arm draped across Abbe’s lap in casual intimacy.

      The king with his queen, making sure his kingdom was secure. But that was how it always was between them. They both had their jobs, and Cassiel’s were always the dirty ones.

      He looked at his Uncle Gabriel, another second son in the Loring line, and Cassiel nodded. He loved his brother. And his family. That’s why both he and Gabriel did this.

      “Of course,” he replied.
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      Cat realized she was sashaying down the hallway of her office building in downtown Boston.

      Not because she was a lunatic, or into Cottage Core and sashaying fit her brand, but because her boss was an asshole and he never stopped to listen to anyone. He made everyone do a sideways jog next to him to pitch their projects, or he made people who were also short (like Cat) hop up to see his expression. Which means she had to sashay in this very undignified manner.

      She also realized that she, of all people, should not sashay. She was on the small side, and she had big eyes, a button nose, rosy cheeks, and a slender figure that made her look like she was sixteen and not her full twenty-six years. She was always having to prove that she was not some meek little doll. Women like her should never sashay.

      She frigging hated her boss, Dick. First of all, he chose to be called Dick. Not Richard, or Rich, or even Chard for the love of all, but Dick. Her boss was proud to be a Dick. Cat felt that in and of itself summed up why she needed to get this book on the Loring family written and published.

      She knew it would be a hit and it would at least allow her the freedom to write what she wanted to write. Not that she quite knew exactly what kind of books she wanted to write just yet, but she’d save that existential crisis for later. At the moment, she just had to write something that she knew would sell, and that meant the Lorings.

      The Loring line reached back to the Revolutionary War. They were an institution in the city of Boston, and although they had their name all over the city, from streets named after them, to libraries built by them, to scholarships created by their endowments, there was not one tell-all book written about them. No Loring had ever written a racy memoir or had a biographer follow them around to do a whitewash of what was almost certainly a dirty history.

      Even just thinking about it, Cat wanted to scream come on. They were billionaires. No one became a billionaire without doing something shady. Cat was determined to find out what that shady thing was, and she was going to make a name for herself doing it.

      But first, she had to stop sashaying.

      “I have a lead on the kidnapping of Bianca Loring,” she said to her boss’ retreating back.

      He stopped. “Bianca Loring was kidnapped?” he asked skeptically. “By whom? When?”

      Cat didn’t know. But she smiled at her boss like she did. “I need another two weeks and you’ll have the whole story.” And to work on her book rather than chase down puff pieces for the holiday season.

      Her boss, though he was a Dick, at least knew a good pitch when he heard it. He
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