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        These wild billionaire playboys are used to getting their way…

      

        

      
        There isn’t much money can’t buy, especially when it comes to pleasure. But can these curvy women tame these billionaire beasts and win their love? Or will their souls be sucked into oblivion by the wanton bliss their bodies crave more and more with every surrender?

      

      

      

      
        
        Each of our heroes wears a mask on the outside to face the world, but his disguise comes off when he runs into the one female who makes his blood run hot. Need and possessive passion abound in these books, but our heroes know only one way to control their desires.

      

      

      

      
        
        Will they f*ck the feeling they see as weakness out of their systems, or will their needs only grow more wild with every touch, kiss, and plunge into ecstasy with the object of his affections?

      

      

      

      
        
        Our Billionaire Heroes

      

        

      
        Adrik Volkov

        Marat Volkov

        Josef Aziz

        Andres Ramirez

      

      

      

      
        
        Content Warnings

        (3rd try…)

        *This series has profanity, graphic, steamy scenes, violence, homicide, talk of deceased relatives, references to sexual assault and abuse (not by the MCs), mention of domestic violence (not perpetrated by MCs), mention of suicide, alcohol consumption, misogyny (not the MCs), questionable morals, hurtful past, manipulations, fake relationships, lies, revenge, forced marriages, very bad decisions, and romantic obsessions that may be unhealthy. The FMC works at a shelter for abused women and children.

        This is a fictional story with fictional characters. This is not real life.

        *Always take care of your mental, emotional, and physical self because you are important.
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      For those who asked Adrik is pronounced Ade-drick and Marat is Meh-Rut. Happy reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HIS WILD SEDUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Some debts demand hefty payment.

        Some loves are too wild to set free.

      

        

      
        Meredith Gray had no choice but to meet with the last man on earth she ever wanted to see again. He ruined her once, and now he was threatening the livelihood of the thousands of people employed at her stepfather’s company.

      

        

      
        The last time she saw him, he’d lied to her face and broke her heart. Would she remain unscathed this time around? Meredith could only hope.

      

        

      
        Josef Aziz had a reputation for stealth and lethality. After he was dishonorably discharged from the military, he found himself in the employ of the Dark Wolf. Nowadays, Josef had his own security firm, with Volkov Industries as his only client. Worth billions, he could have retired already, but with no family and no wife, there was no reason to.

      

        

      
        Once upon a time, he thought he’d have all of that and more. But betrayal was a hard lesson he learned at the hands of the woman who was now at his mercy. He never thought he would see her again, but now he had her right where he wanted her.

      

        

      
        She needed help only he could deliver, but seeing her beg was not enough. He needed her so addicted she could not survive without his touch.

      

        

      
        There were no lengths he wouldn’t go to secure his seduction of her.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE: JOSEF

          

        

      

    

    
      When Meredith reached out to Volkov Industries with a request to meet to discuss terms regarding the default on the loan her father had taken out with his business as collateral, I was the one who received the message.

      After all, I was the one who approved the loan. Backing it with my own personal money as collateral.

      It wasn’t because I believed Gray Corps was a good investment, or that they could afford to repay the loan. And it wasn’t because I thought the company could improve any of my own, or the Volkov brother’s holdings.

      I had one reason to set up such a guaranteed disaster.

      Meredith Gray.

      She was the reason. She was the only woman who’d ever brought me to my knees, and it wasn’t a past I liked to remember.

      But this time, our positions were reversed.

      This time, I held all the cards.

      I knew the second I walked into the boardroom I’d do anything to keep Little Red from getting the upper hand again.

      Fuck.

      I didn’t mean to call her by the nickname I gave her all those years ago, but I couldn’t actually help myself.

      That gorgeous mane of red was fastened at her nape, making me fight a losing battle with a smirk. The style should have looked severe. She’d always hated her hair, but it was the thing I first noticed about her.

      She’d been years too young for me. A senior in high school, but one with an old soul. Meredith wasn’t like other girls. I could see it in her eyes.

      And that hair. That fucking glorious mane of red was something she could never tame. It was as wild and stunning then as it was now.

      I swallowed hard, tamping down on my cursed reaction to this woman. This siren. This breaker of men.

      Her emerald eyes sparked surprise as I entered the space. Surprise turned to anger as I took my seat across from her.

      “Josef,” she said my name, and I had to close my eyes at the emotions roiling through me.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I represent Volkov Industries and I am calling in your loan in full, Miss Gray.”

      “What? You can’t!”

      “I can. And I am,” I replied, fury feeding my desire to see her squirm.

      My gaze roamed her face, absorbing the shock, taking in the changes time had made. It had been fifteen years since I’d seen her. She was little more than a child then. But Goddamnit, how I’d loved her.

      The curve of her lips was the same. But there were fine lines around her mouth.

      Not smile lines.

      These were different.

      Sadder.

      The dead organ inside my chest squeezed, and I nearly grunted at the pain of it.

      Why was she sad? Did someone hurt her?

      Fuck. I shouldn’t be having thoughts like that. Besides, I was the one hurting her. That was the whole fucking plan, wasn’t it?

      Squeeze her father by tearing apart the thing he loved most, his company, and squeeze her in the process.

      So yeah, Meredith was supposed to be upset. But I wasn’t supposed to care.

      “Where is your father? I should be discussing this with him.”

      “He’s in the hospital. Heart attack.”

      I paused.

      Heart attack? Why the fuck wasn’t I notified?

      “I am sorry, I hadn’t heard.”

      “Why would you?” she spat the question.

      My phone beeped, and I looked down to see a message from Adrik.

      Oh shit. Marat’s daughter was just born.

      A mixture of disbelief, happiness and envy filled me, but happiness won out, outweighing the others. I had no family of my own, and the Volkov brothers were the closest thing to it.

      Adrik and Marat were the family I chose, who chose me. I was sorry I’d missed the part where Marat had gone rogue wolf and hunted the motherfuckers who’d sabotaged one of the Volkov mines. 

      But since I’d trained the man myself, I believed every single rumor of the Devil Wolf I’d heard since then.

      Well done, brother.

      It was a good thing Marat was younger than Adrik, or he’d have given his brother’s rep a run for his money.

      I smirked.

      It was about fucking time Marat realized what he was capable of. And how very interesting that a woman had shown him the way.

      “Is that a smile for another life you ruined?”

      I flicked my gaze to Meredith, schooling my face to show no emotions.

      She looked hostile, angry.

      And I was confused.

      “You can’t mean you think I ruined your life, Little Red.”

      What the fuck was she talking about? I was there all those years ago, rooted to the spot we’d promised to meet.

      I’d waited hours only to have her father come with some shitty little note from her saying she didn’t mean any of it.

      Not the declarations of love.

      Not the giving of herself to me in the moonlit garden behind her bedroom.

      Not the promise to leave with me.

      Franklin Gray promised not to press charges against me if I left that night, so I did. I’d been young. Stupid. Not the powerful man I was today.

      But none of that explained why she was staring daggers at me, pissed as all hell.

      Goddamnit.

      She was still so damn pretty when she was angry. Her emerald eyes spat green fire at me, and that red hair seemed to glow like flames.

      My cock stirred and only through extraordinary self-control did I manage to sit there seemingly unaffected.

      “Ha! You’re the one who walked out, and I was left to pick up the pieces,” she said, stunning the fucking shit out of me.

      I frowned.

      I had a feeling maybe neither of us had the full story. Something was not right in the way things had gone down all those years ago. 

      True, it had taken me some time to find a weakness in Gray Corp.

      Years, actually.

      But once I’d fooled her father into taking out a loan at a bank I happened to have a controlling interest in, the rest was easy.

      It just took patience. Eight months to be precise. But that was nothing after I’d spent the past fifteen years in torment, waiting for the chance to pay back the woman who almost broke me.

      Goddamn her for still looking so beautiful.

      Once upon a time, I was mad for her. But she threw me away. 

      I’d been a fun distraction. Just something she’d used to scratch an itch. She’d wanted a bad boy between her legs to piss Daddy off, and I stupidly ran to fill the position.

      Once upon a time, Meredith Gray used me. 

      Now it was my turn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: MEREDITH

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ha! You’re the one who walked out, and I was left to pick up the pieces.”

      I regretted my outburst immediately.

      I shouldn’t have said all that. But I just couldn’t believe my eyes.

      After all this time, I was sitting in the same room with him.

      Josef Aziz.

      The man who broke my heart. Only, he wasn’t the same man I knew.

      This Josef looked harder, older, a little scary, to be honest.

      His thick hair was the same rich mahogany color I remembered. He wore it shaved on the sides and long on top, carefully combed away from his chiseled face. The full beard was new.

      Meticulously trimmed and combed, it did nothing to detract from his appearance. No other man affected me the way he did.

      I wonder if it is as soft as it looks. I wonder if he’ll let me touch it.

      Oh my god! Stop it.

      Fifteen years ago, Josef Aziz was the most mesmerizing man I’d ever met. Larger than life, he’d exuded a confidence I could only have ever dreamed of possessing.

      Unfortunately, all of that still held true today.

      Josef was every bit as intriguing now as he’d been before. The suit he wore was tailored to fit his muscular body. They didn’t make jackets with shoulders that wide off the rack. A man his size, with the obvious wealth he now had, would definitely have a private tailor see to his needs.

      He looked good. Rich. Handsome. Fool that I was, I imagined what his wife or girlfriend looked like.

      She would have to have been equally stunning. A man like that did not have to settle. Someone tall, thin, well-dressed—the total opposite of me.

      Why that thought should send sharp slices of pain shooting through me was something I didn’t want to look closely at. Hurt and jealousy had no business at this meeting.

      But the past was a tricky thing to let go of. I clasped my hands together beneath the table, trying for a calm I didn’t feel.

      Once upon a time, I’d been in love with Josef Aziz.

      Foolish girl that I was, I thought he loved me, too. But that had been a lie.

      Fifteen years hadn’t dulled the pain of his rejection and abandonment.

      God, he’d walked away so easily. I wanted to hate him for that. Maybe I did.

      I wished I had a better story about how I spent my life after he left. I wish I could just brush it off and say it was all forgotten now. Bygones and all that.

      But the hurt was as fresh now as it was then.

      How did a woman get over the first and only man to break her heart?

      Was there a secret society? A book of how to instructions?

      Goddamnit.

      I wanted to slap his face. I wanted to kiss his lips. I wished I could close my eyes and count to ten, but I couldn’t break eye contact.

      He was staring at me. Looking for something. I wasn’t sure what.

      The night I’d learned of his betrayal was ingrained in my brain for eternity and each horrifying image was replaying itself like one of those little tourist flip books you bought at a museum or gift store.

      Yes, I’d thought about him over the years. But I never expected to see him again.

      What am I doing here?

      I inhaled a deep breath and squeezed my hands on my lap beneath the wide boardroom table. I couldn’t afford to show weakness. Not where he was concerned.

      But tell that to my heart.

      It seemed that useless muscle was doomed to repeat past mistakes.

      Oh, it quickened the second I recognized him. Stuttering in my chest like it had a mind of its own.

      Why should he still affect me after all this time?

      Squeezing my hands again, to the point of pain, I gritted my teeth, betraying no emotion.

      Josef’s dark gaze zeroed in on me. He was every bit as intense as I remembered.

      The only difference was I could no longer tell what he was thinking. And the not knowing was driving me mad.

      My gut twisted, every instinct I had screamed at me to get the hell out of there. To run while I could. To get away from his maddening presence and the pain of our past that kept slapping me in the face every second that ticked by.

      And yet, despite my natural instincts for self-preservation, I couldn’t move. It all seemed surreal.

      I’d just been notified Franklin, the man I’d once thought was my father, had just gotten out of surgery.

      He’d been moved to the Intensive Care Unit after a heart attack sent him to the hospital late last night.

      But Franklin Gray was not my father by birth.

      Yes, it was his name on the birth certificate. And yes, I suppose he’d raised me after my mother’s death.

      Well, not really him, more like the nannies and bodyguards he’d hired to watch over me.

      Including Josef.

      I had a rather complicated history.

      My mother was already pregnant when she conned Franklin, a well-known tycoon, into marrying her.

      But anyone with eyes in their head would know I wasn’t his. Both my mother and stepfather were thin, tall, with dark hair and brown eyes.

      I was barely five foot three, curvy as fuck, with bright red hair—the bane of my existence—and green eyes surrounded by copper eyelashes. I had a smattering of pale freckles across my nose and shoulders and on my stomach. I absolutely abhorred them when I was a child.

      The point was it was obvious he was my stepfather, not my bio dad whose name I still didn’t know. But the embarrassing truth of it was I didn’t know he wasn’t my father until the day I turned eighteen.

      I closed my eyes tightly, pushing away that terrible memory.

      Franklin Gray might not have donated any biological matter to my birth, but he was all the father I’d known at the time. I had no idea who my real father was. His identity was a total mystery.

      The trick my mother played, hoping to pass me off as his daughter backfired. He found out and treated her differently afterwards. It proved too much for her to handle.

      Goddamnit. I hated it when those thoughts consumed me. Grief over my parentage was something I’d spent years in counseling sessions to come to terms with, and I was in a good place now.

      Really, I was.

      But sometimes I wondered if I wouldn’t have been better left in a firehouse.

      Yeah, it was unkind, and I probably sounded like a spoiled little brat, but I had my reasons.

      No one knew what happened the night I turned eighteen. No one but me and the old man currently in the ICU.

      Josef had already abandoned me when my father drunkenly tore my shirt and slapped my face, calling me a whore and threatening to take what I’d already given to another man.

      I’d wanted to hit him back. But I was afraid. So, I ran outside into the night blindly.

      Not far, of course. How could I?

      I wound up in one of the guesthouses on our property, and that was where I’d stayed.

      The funny thing about traumatic events, like your stepfather slapping you and touching you inappropriately, was that sometimes you doubted yourself.

      Sometimes your mind played tricks on you, and you wondered if all that really happened. It was like an out-of-body experience.

      Did Dad really say I was a whore? Just like my mother.

      Did he slap me across the face?

      Did he really tear my shirt and grab me?

      And even after all that, did I really just not say anything back?

      Self-loathing had me swallowing, but I managed not to puke all over the pristine boardroom.

      A man walked in, handing Josef a folder, and placing one in front of me as well.

      “Take a moment to look over the numbers, Meredith,” Josef said, his voice grave.

      I pretended to read over the papers Josef’s team of lawyer sharks had prepared, but I was stuck back in time.

      I’d had to wait until early the morning after that scene with Franklin before I could bribe a maid, Gretchen was her name, to pack a small bag with my clothes, my license and passport.

      I also asked her to get the few pieces of my mother’s jewelry I had on my dresser, the small picture I had of her by my nightstand, and my wallet, which held a couple of hundred bucks and a few credit cards.

      She did it and I handed her a stack of twenties after she met me on the edge of the property where another member of the house staff waited with a car to drive me to the airport.

      I flew to Europe on my eighteenth birthday. I spent the first few months frugally backpacking across the continent.

      Yeah, I supposed I went a little wild. I started using my mother’s maiden name as my own. Meredith Blake, not Gray.

      And I didn’t return to the states. Not for years.

      When I did come back, I went to a small suburb outside of Washington, D.C., I found a cheap apartment and I got a job. I started working at a women’s shelter, which had only just recently expanded, bringing me back to New Jersey a few months ago.

      I should have known better than to come back to my home state. Franklin found me weeks after I’d returned and sent a private investigator to request a meeting.

      I’d refused, and my father, er, stepfather left me alone. I thought that was that.

      And it was.

      Until last night.
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          MEREDITH
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      Spring was unpredictable in the Northeast.

      Always had been.

      The trip to Manhattan to meet Josef Aziz in a boardroom in the imposing building that was Volkov Towers had been long.

      Morristown, New Jersey, was not terribly far, but traffic sucked.

      The room itself was comfortable enough. Masculine furniture made of dark stained wood, wrought iron, and leather with neutral beige walls that were softened somehow by the lighting comprised the interior.

      There’d been tall, fresh floral arrangements in the hallway. The scent they gave off was light and pleasant. But there were no flowers or plants inside the room. No sign of life at all.

      The temperature had to be set at seventy degrees. Maybe slightly higher. But the hum of the vent told me they were filtering the air, which made me relax.

      I hated the idea of breathing stale air.

      Still, I was glad I’d decided against wearing a bulky sweater over my outfit. The dress was the most formal thing I had back in my Jersey City apartment.

      My current wardrobe consisted of mostly jeans and cotton shirts on my off days, and plain blouses and slacks bought on sale at Marshall’s or TJ Maxx, or at a consignment shop.

      God, I loved those.

      It had been a long time since I could afford anything really worthy of Volkov Towers. Longer still since I’d bought anything not red tagged for clearance.

      But I knew quality and I could bargain hunt with the best of them. When you had curves like I did, cheaply made clothes were easy to spot. They hung wrong and brought attention to problem areas like my thick waist and soft belly.

      Josef wouldn’t know that, though. He didn’t know anything about me.

      But that didn’t matter. I wasn’t there for me.

      I was still having a difficult time accepting this was all really happening. That I was sitting there. At a conference table. With him.

      Josef Aziz. Blast from my past. Taker of my virginity. Breaker of my heart. Reminder of times I’d much rather forget.

      Suddenly, Pat Benatar’s Heartbreaker played in my head at full volume.

      Once upon a time, Josef Aziz destroyed me.

      But I was still standing.

      Different. Changed. But still here.

      He probably thought I was the same vapid girl with too much money, and not enough scruples to know when a man was toying with her.

      But I was not that teenaged girl anymore. No longer bright-eyed and naïve.

      The world was a rough place.

      Cruel at times. Brilliant at others.

      But there was one constant truth I’d learned over the past fifteen years.

      No one left the table without paying their bill.

      I’d seen that very thing on a sign in a restaurant in Naples, Italy.

      It was a shitty metaphor for life, and my translation was probably bad, but the meaning still held.

      Fifteen years ago, I thought Josef had left my table without paying the bill. But time catches up with everyone.

      Judging from the hard glint in his once whiskey warm irises, I’d have to say he paid for something, alright.

      I hardened my heart against the sudden concern that welled inside of me. He didn’t deserve my compassion. And I couldn’t afford to feel it.

      Not there. Not when he was about to takeover Gray Corps and send thousands of people home without jobs by the end of the business day.

      “So, let’s begin. Did your father discuss the terms of the loan with you? Do you understand what is at stake?” Josef asked.

      “Does it matter? We can’t pay it back. I checked with his accountants this morning.”

      “Then Sigma International will seize control of all the assets, properties, and holdings of Gray Corps, under Volkov Industries, starting when the clock strikes twelve. You best prepare yourself, Miss Gray,” Josef said coolly.

      I glanced at the clock. It was already ten AM. Anger filled me.

      How could he be so damn uncaring?

      “Prepare? What about the employees? We have thousands of people working for us! You can’t just⁠—”

      My chest heaved, I could hardly breathe. I was so mad. I was damn near spitting.

      “All employee contracts will be terminated within the first twenty-four hours of the takeover. Those were the terms of the loan. Your father should have read them more carefully,” he said.

      So much time had passed, but this was the moment I realized I had no idea who Josef was anymore.

      That realization hurt.

      “What happened to you, Josef?”

      His dark eyes flashed, and I knew I’d made a mistake, referencing our turbulent past.

      But I couldn’t help it.

      The man I knew and fell in love with could never just hurt thousands of people with no sign of conscience.

      “Of all people, you are asking me that?”

      Like it was preposterous. Like I was the one who’d left him standing, waiting for hours in the dark.

      “Look, I only became aware of this situation last night, if you could just give me some time⁠—”

      “There is no time, Meredith. Your father⁠—”

      “Stepfather,” I corrected him.

      “Stepfather? Since when?”

      Josef’s silence had me meeting his gaze boldly. Seemed like Mr. Know-It-All didn’t know everything.

      “Since always. I thought you knew,” I replied and shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. Whatever our past, the fact is Franklin’s situation is precarious. His immediate future is uncertain. To answer your question, I learned of all this just last night. Franklin and I have been estranged for years. He sent for me after a long day of work, so I am sorry if I am not up to speed, but he barely told me about this loan, asking for my help, before he had a heart attack,” I said, shouting the last.

      Pressure. So much pressure, and all of it sitting on my chest.

      When I thought about all the employees. Fired with no notice. Fuck, there had to be another way!

      “Are you trying to tell me you are not involved with Gray Corp? Your name is on the employee list,” Josef said, and I could tell he did not believe me.

      I gritted my teeth.

      Of course, my name was there. Franklin never took it off. He just kept paying me a check every week, depositing it into my account.

      To date, I had over a million dollars in untouched money sitting in the bank.

      Well, mostly untouched.

      Occasionally, I withdrew funds to use in my line of work, but that was my business.

      I owed neither Franklin nor Josef any explanation.

      “That’s correct. He’s had me on payroll for years. I was not aware of him taking a loan. Last night was the first time I’d seen him in almost fifteen years. He contacted me, claiming it was a life or death situation. Shortly after I arrived, he had a heart attack. That’s all I know. But you can’t just put all those people out of work!”

      Josef showed no reaction, and I had no idea if he believed me.

      “In his absence, you have power of attorney?” Josef asked.

      “According to what the lawyers told me, yes. I do.”

      “And his condition?”

      “It’s volatile. The doctors have assured me they would notify me if there was a change.”

      For the good of my own soul, I hoped for the best. Franklin Gray was not a good man. But I was a good woman. And I was working on forgiving him before it was too late.

      “If you aren’t involved in the business, why are you here now? Why do you even care, Meredith?”

      I paused.

      It was true, I had no love for my stepfather, though Josef apparently was unaware of that.

      I’d already come to the conclusion that along with years of poor habits, the notice Franklin had received from the bank calling in his loan had proven too much for his stony heart. I was already at his home when it just gave out on him.

      So yeah, I’d made calls to the lawyers and to Volkov Industries. Of course, I’d dialed 911 first and waited till after the subsequent trip to the hospital to contact everyone.

      Franklin had needed emergency surgery, but the doctors had given me no sign one way or another if he would survive.

      Guilt, shame, and regret threatened to strangle me.

      Whatever it was I felt over the past, I could not help but shoulder some of the blame for the strained relationship between my stepfather and me.

      I didn’t owe him anything, but I had the dire urge to make this right. Gray Corps employed thousands of people, and from what I’d read, Volkov Industries had a ruthless reputation for gutting businesses they took over.

      What would happen to all those people?

      Damn my stepfather for putting me in this situation. And damn Josef for being involved.

      Fuck. Why, Franklin? Why did you have to do this to me?

      “I want you to tell me what happened step by step,” Josef said, breaking the silence.

      I didn’t see any other option. So, I started telling him.

      “Franklin sent a private investigator to my apartment asking me to come to his office last night⁠—”

      “He sent a strange man?” Josef asked, jaw clenched so tight it was a wonder the vein at his temple didn’t pop right out of his skin.

      “Well, no,” I replied, suddenly wary. “I mean, I’d met him before. He was the detective who found me when I came back to the states.”

      “No,” Josef said, shaking his head and once again I was struck by how handsome he was. “Go back. Farther back.”

      I gritted my teeth harder. The past was not some place I visited much. It was too dark. Too painful.

      He wanted me to relive it, did he? Well, he could go right to hell.

      “Meredith, I am trying to offer you an out of all this. But unless you are honest with me, I will follow through with my plans to gut Gray Corps and lay off all its employees.”

      “You wouldn’t,” I gasped.

      But he would.

      The look in his eyes said as much.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “The truth about everything. We need to talk, Meredith.”

      “About what? Why do you even care about this? What do you want from me?”

      “You seem to be concerned with your stepfather’s employees. Start by telling me what you have to offer,” he said.

      My mouth opened and closed, eyebrows raised, and anger warred with total shock inside of me.

      This fucker.

      “I can’t imagine I have anything you want, Mr. Aziz,” I replied, trying for a formality I did not feel.

      “Agree to disagree, Little Red. But, to streamline things, why don’t you start by telling me what happened to you? Where have you been?”

      “That has nothing to do with this,” I began, but he interrupted me.

      “It has everything to do with this,” he growled.

      “We’re here to talk about Gray Corp.”

      “We are here to talk about whatever the fuck I want to talk about, Meredith,” he replied. “And I want the truth. Now.”

      He wanted the truth. Well, so did I.
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      Being in close proximity to Meredith was wreaking havoc with my entire being.

      No, I wasn’t a virgin.

      I wasn’t a kid.

      And I hadn’t been chaste over the last fifteen fucking years.

      But desire coursed through me like molten lava, melting my reserve and hardening my cock.

      Fuck, I hadn’t felt that goddamn hard in years. If I didn’t calm down, I was likely to bust the seam of my too tight pants.

      Why did she have to look so good?

      Goddamn.

      I craved this woman like I craved no other. Hungered for her even when she looked at me like she hated me.

      That was okay. I could deal with her hatred. It would have been so much worse if she’d been indifferent.

      Fact was, Meredith looked good.

      Too damn good in her sedate dress with her hair wildfire pulled back from her face.

      The dress was a little too big on her, bagging around her waist and arms where it should have been taken in by the dressmaker or seamstress. Her purse was scuffed, and her shoes were a different shade of gray.

      The Meredith I knew had a keen fashion sense and dressed to enhance her full figure. She’d always had piles of money and an individuality I’d admired.

      This Meredith was every bit as beautiful. Even more so.

      I’d come there with a purpose. To bring her to heel.

      But looking at her, I realized there was so much I didn’t know. Trying to remain aloof was a fighting battle.

      My interest was piqued.

      There was a storm brewing behind her eyes and whether it was made of the same stuff as the hurricane wild winds billowing inside of me, I didn’t know for sure yet.

      But I wanted to find out.

      I wouldn’t lie to myself. Not when it came to her. My blood burned when I looked at Meredith.

      They said where there was smoke, there was fire. Well, I smelled smoke, alright.

      Maybe it was time to check for fire.
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      Anger hummed through my veins, and once again, I was really glad I wasn’t wearing a sweater.

      The room felt very warm all of a sudden.

      Sticky. Uncomfortable.

      I shifted in my seat, aware of the stiff backed chair in a way I wished I wasn’t. I’d grown up with money and I was aware of corporate tactics.

      Rooms like this were set up to make the opposing party feel nervous and ill at ease.

      I felt downright fucking annoyed. I had no business being there. No dog in this fight, except that I cared about all those people who would suffer if I didn’t agree to sit there with a man I considered my sworn enemy.

      A man who sat and glared at me like I was a blight on his pristine suit. Or something grotesque beneath a microscope.

      This was not the man I knew fifteen years ago. That man wouldn’t be caught dead in a business meeting wearing a fucking tie.

      This Josef was a stranger, and I needed to keep reminding myself of that fact.

      Cold. Hard. Calculating.

      But I wasn’t the same whimpering little miss anymore. If he thought he could bully me into saying or doing what he wanted, he was wrong. So wrong.

      Fuck this man so much.

      “Fine. The truth. After my eighteenth birthday,” I said, refusing to acknowledge Josef’s part in that fiasco. “I went to Europe. I made friends. Got a job. And I stayed there for almost nine years.”

      “And then?” he prompted.

      “And then, I came back to the states. To Washington D.C. first, then to Jersey City. My job had a new location and sent me there to do what I do, and I found a small apartment that suits me.”

      “You stayed undiscovered for so long, how did he find you now?” Josef asked, and it was a good question.

      “I don’t know that he looked. But I was using my mother’s maiden name in Europe. To return, I had to use my real passport, of course. Franklin must have had his detectives monitoring it.”

      “Is that when he sent the investigator?”

      “Yes. He sent his PI with a request, asking me to meet with him. I said no. The end.”

      It wasn’t the end.

      Not really.

      But for all intents and purposes, it was as far as Josef was concerned.

      He didn’t deserve my secrets.

      But even as I acknowledged that to myself, I couldn’t help but replay the incident in my head.

      He’d been clutching a notice from the bank in one hand, a glass of scotch in the other. The house was empty, except for the two of us.

      The staff must have left around seven. Like they used to every night. The sprawling mansion in Morristown was exactly the same as I remembered.

      Pompous and badly decorated, showing off Franklin’s wealth, and the fact he had no
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