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This one’s for the curious. 

Curiosity always has consequences . . .




ONE

Ella

Justice . . . yeah, he looks dangerous. Jet-black hair, broad shoulders stretching the seams of his suit, gaze constantly scanning the room. I feel a little sorry that I tried to kill his brother not too long ago. Thorn survived—barely—and the only reason I’m still breathing is because he’d bend reality to keep Alana safe, and she loves me. My death would hurt her, so I get to stay alive.

Which is a good thing, because there are more guns in this opulent pavilion than actual people.

I tear my gaze away from Justice and take a sip of champagne. The expensive brew is a crisp, floral, bubbly delight that tickles the roof of my mouth as I try to count how many bodyguards are lurking around the place. I give up after twenty. This is ridiculous.

Then I purposefully avoid looking at Justice and glance over at Alana. My best friend. The newly crowned Mrs. Thorn Beathach.

Her beauty practically fills the whole room, like light refracting off a diamond. She has sparkling eyes, thick, dark hair cascading down her back, and cheekbones that are sharp yet feminine. She’s glowing. Literally. Maybe it’s the chandeliers catching her earrings, or the champagne catching up to me. Could go either way.

Her man is danger in a suit with a scar across his face that’s a clear warning sign.

They’re a striking couple: beautiful and terrifying in equal measure. Like a rose with steel thorns and a body count.

She holds up her phone and makes a post, probably on her family’s social media platform, Aquarius Social. She’s the biggest influencer in the country, with a platform that allows people to share emotions. Considering she’s radiating happiness, she’s spreading a lot of love right now.

Soft music winds through the air that sounds like delicate and expensive strings. My shoulders roll back, irritated by a persistent, uncomfortable itch down my spine. My quite bitchy stepmother must be nearby. And, bingo. There she is with the stepsisters, loitering near the buffet where most of the bachelors are filling their plates. My stepmother and sisters are just pretending to pick at things. Performance dining.

I shake my head.

“You really could smile a little,” Rosalie says beside me, her voice warm and dry with amusement.

I half turn to take her in. Rosalie wears a deep sapphire gown that hugs her like it was sewn on by angels. The color makes the impossible blue of her eyes even more shocking. Ethereal, but in a way that says she could still stab you with a heel if it came to it.

“I am smiling,” I tell her.

We match tonight in the same gown, same shade. Except I’m many inches shorter, and mine doesn’t quite flow as gracefully. But my blonde hair is curled just right around my shoulders, and my makeup’s on point. I feel acceptable. Like I might belong here. If I squint. “I can’t believe you’re here talking to me all by yourself.”

Rosalie rolls her eyes. “Don’t be silly.”

I scan the room again. Glittering gowns brush the marble floors, and tuxedos prowl past like sleek predators. Laughter hums just under the music. I catch sight of Alexei Sokolov by the bar. He’s partially turned, but his gaze flicks in our direction. Direct. Calculating. Possessive.

“Oh, there he is,” I murmur. “I’m surprised he let you out of his sight for long.”

Rosalie laughs, soft but rich. “He is a mite overprotective.” Right. Like the leader of the Russian mob is just a bit protective.

“How many guns does he have on him, anyway?”

“I don’t know,” she says.

I glance toward the exits, from doorway to doorway, cataloging shadows and broad shoulders. I count at least two mafia guys at each exit. The Russian half are Alexei’s, and the Irish ones are Thorn’s. Then a few more are scattered throughout.

Yeah. Glitter, music, silk, and enough firepower to start a small war. Just another Saturday night.

Alexei and Thorn own two of the most powerful social media companies in the world and also run mafia-like organizations with enough reach to make FBI agents cry into their keyboards. Charming, really. Alana’s family owns the third out of four major companies.

Technically, I should own the fourth. Should. But my stepmother’s still clinging to it with her clawed fingers and Botox-smoothed smugness. That’s temporary, though. The clock’s ticking, and she doesn’t even hear it. Unless she finally succeeds in getting me killed, and then she wins.

I can’t let that happen.

A couple dances past us, the woman’s golden gown billowing out and catching innocent ankles like a weaponized fabric storm. Strings hum from somewhere above like music’s just floating down from the cosmos, or a luxury sound system pretending to be heaven.

I’m ready to get out of the gown and into my yoga pants. Even though I grew up an heiress in one of the wealthiest families of all time, my stepmother shipped me off to a boarding school in the middle of nowhere, with no fancy celebrations or even cake. I’m more comfortable by myself in comfy clothes with a computer in front of me. But I know my role, so I smile for anybody looking or filming. “I’m still surprised Thorn agreed to have the wedding reception on Alana’s father’s property.” The pavilion’s gorgeous, sure, but Thorn doesn’t exactly scream let’s compromise. The man radiates control-freak energy in his sleep.

Rosalie snatches a champagne flute from a passing tray and takes a healthy sip. “Do you really think he’d have people over to his place?” she asks. “The guy has a moat. A real one. Like, with water and probably crocodiles. He doesn’t want strangers anywhere near it.”

“Good point,” I say. This location works for me, however. I’ve got a little side mission that will include hacking into Alana’s family servers. I mean, it’s not like I’m going to hurt anyone. For sure, I’d never harm Alana, but I do need access, and this party is a perfect distraction.

Rosalie looks around at the sea of glittering gowns and streamlined, gleaming tuxes. “Everyone from Silicon Valley is here,” she murmurs.

“And both mafias,” I add.

“Ella,” she hisses. “We’re not supposed to talk about that.”

“You’re not supposed to talk about it. I don’t give a hoot.” The word “hoot” feels stupid the second it leaves my mouth, but I commit to it anyway. A shiver crawls up the back of my neck like a cold fingertip. Not just nerves—something heavier. A shift in the air. I pause and scan the room. Yep.

He’s watching me, and I hope he didn’t notice me staring at him a second ago. Something tells me he notices everything.

Justice Beathach. Thorn’s brother and enforcer. For years, nobody even knew he existed, but when Thorn and Alana went public, he was found out. I believe he’s now the most eligible bachelor in the world, which is probably something he hates. I kept the article and pictures, just for research purposes. Of course. Currently, he’s standing by the window like a predator in a designer tux, staring through the crowd like he’s memorizing everyone’s weak spots.

Rosalie follows my gaze and manages to remain quiet for half a beat. “He watches you a lot, and I can’t say there’s any amusement in his eyes.”

“Oh no,” I agree. “He hates my guts.” Yet, I try not to notice how disgustingly good he looks. That tux hugs his broad frame like it’s been tailored perfectly for each muscled inch. He has dark hair and brown, copper-flecked eyes sharper than razors as well as shoulders wide enough to block the sun . . . or a bullet. And he’s still staring at me like he’s deciding if tonight’s the night.

“You did try to kill his brother,” Rosalie murmurs.

“I didn’t know Alana was going to fall in love with Thorn,” I snap, trying to look casual. Like I’m not deeply aware that Justice is probably the most dangerous man in this room.

Forget the “probably.” He is the most dangerous. And he really, truly wants me dead.

I glance down at my citrine-encrusted heels, which sparkle like tiny suns caught in a death trap. Absolutely stunning. Completely useless if I need to run. But the citrine grounds me.

Every human has an affinity with a specific crystal, whether they know it or not. Most people never bother to learn, never take the time to actually engage with that pull humming just under their skin. But some of us know all about the energy exchange. We feel it. The strongest ability to harness the power only belongs to particular bloodlines, I’m fairly certain. Those of us at the top? We were born into it.

The owners of the four social media giants are not there via coincidence. We all come from long lines of crystal-bound bloodlines. Old power. Ancient tech, dressed up in modern servers where crystals run computer systems with more electrical power than imaginable. Everyone thinks social media platforms are run by codes and data. They’re not. We’re using amplified magic.

Right now, diamonds are powering the servers at TimeGem Moments, a social media company that allows viewers to share memories, and one that should be mine. TimeGem is my birthright. My company. My network. But diamonds aren’t the right crystal for our system. They’re all flash, no flow. My stepmother charges them with her abilities in a simple energy exchange, sure, but it’s all brittle. Citrines are better. Stronger. More intuitive. And they’re mine. I can exchange power with citrines by placing my hands on those crystals and moving energy between us in a way my stepmother can only dream about.

Citrine is my key back in, assuming I survive long enough to reclaim what’s mine and the assassins don’t get to me first. “Rosalie, I’ll be right back.” I turn slightly. “I’m going to run to the restroom.”

Her eyes drop to my heels and then rise with one dark brow arching. “What are you up to?”

“Nothing bad,” I say, a little too quickly.

Rosalie sighs, slow and theatrical. “Come on, Ella. It’s Alana’s wedding. Can we please just enjoy ourselves and not cause any problems?”

“I’m not causing problems,” I protest. “You know I’d never do anything to hurt Alana.”

She shifts her weight. “That’s not the same as not causing problems.”

“I just have a little business to conclude. Trust me.”

She studies me like she’s trying to see through to the server room hiding behind my eyes. “I always trust you.”

Warmth floods through me. It pools in my chest and lights up my bones. She means it. Just like Alana does. They trust me, even knowing what I can do, what I have done. Even knowing I’ve hacked places I absolutely shouldn’t have. But it’s my one true talent, and I don’t want to let it go.

Rosalie glances around. “Where’s your date?”

I spot Wesley Whisper at the cake table. “Over there.”

He looks good in a suit. Really good. His blond hair is freshly cut, and his frame’s more muscular than anyone expects from a code junkie. Wesley isn’t just any programmer: He works for Alana’s family and is the genius behind their algorithm. We’ve been seeing each other on and off for a few months now.

I really like the guy.

He looks up, catches me watching, and waves. He looks sober. Grounded. Present. I smile, humor bubbling up in my chest.

Rosalie’s watching me with a suspicious glint. “Please tell me you’re not using him just to get into the Beaumont servers.”

“I’m not.” I lift my chin. “I really like him. He understands code. He can talk about it for hours. It’s . . . nice.”

“That is what one wants in a man,” Rosalie says dryly.

I glance across the room to where her man is standing—by the orchestra, arms crossed, watching her like she’s the only person in the room. Alexei Sokolov. Leader of the Russian mob. Pure, unfiltered danger in a tux. I’m honestly surprised the tux hasn’t grown sentient just trying to keep up with his raw energy. Black hair, obsidian eyes, and a body hardened by seven years in prison. When he and Rosalie decide to set the world on fire? It’ll burn. “It looks like your man wants you.”

She follows my gaze. Her lips curve. “He always wants me.”

And she sounds so damn happy.

I like that but wouldn’t have picked Alexei for her, not with the whole kills-people-professionally résumé, but the man loves her. He’ll protect her against anything and anyone, and she needs that. I mean, who doesn’t? “You better go dance.”

“I think I will.” Rosalie leans down and presses a sweet kiss to my forehead. She smells like gardenias and something dangerously expensive. “Try to have some fun, Ella. We’ll go after your stepmother the second you’re ready. I promise.”

I have her support as well as Alana’s. And probably, even if reluctantly, their terrifying men. But this thing? This war? It’s between me and the woman who stole my birthright. “Thanks,” I say. “I appreciate it.”

Rosalie exhales, the sound soft but weighty, and then she turns and walks away with the kind of grace that could make statues weep. Heads turn as she glides across the floor toward Alexei.

I drain the rest of my champagne in one go, and the last bubbles tingle up my throat. Then I move—casual, nonchalant, totally-not-doing-anything-suspicious—toward the restrooms. When I get there, I veer right.

There’s an exit behind the hallway. Not many know about it, but I’ve studied the floor plan of this pavilion like it’s a level in a video game. It shouldn’t take me long to slip into the control tent, which has to be connected to one of the Beaumont mainframes. Everything’s networked. Always has been.

But just as I pass the last column, a voice cuts through the air—deep, dark, and so close I nearly jump out of my skin.

“Where are you going?”

I manage to turn just a little, keeping my expression flat.

Justice Beathach stands in front of me like a wall made of malice and sculpted bone structure. Looking down. Always looking way down. What is he, six foot four? Six five? He’s freakishly tall and infuriating about it.

I’m petite. Like, professional pixie height. And while I can fight, somewhat, size and strength still matter. A lot. “None of your damn business, Justice,” I snap, my spine going stiff, my fists clenching on instinct.

His chin lowers and an odd warmth slides through his eyes. “That’s where you’re wrong.”

That’s it. That’s all he says.

“Excuse me?” I demand, already calculating if I can knee him in the balls and survive the attack.

He tilts his head slightly, watching me the way a hawk watches a field mouse who’s trying very hard not to look like prey.

I set my shoulders. One hand curls into a fist. I know I won’t do much damage, but I’ll aim strategically.

Then he smiles.

I’m not ready for that. The sight hits me like a sucker punch.

He’s handsome in a completely lethal way. The kind of man who definitely owns a dungeon and not in the cute romantic metaphor sense. No, this one’s probably got shackles bolted to the walls. “I think we’re going to dance, Ella Rendale.”

“I don’t think so,” I shoot back.

He doesn’t argue. He doesn’t need to. One arm slips around my waist like he’s done it a thousand times and lifts me against him like I weigh nothing, because apparently the laws of physics just surrender when Justice decides they should.

“What the hell—”

“Behave yourself,” he murmurs, his voice going low and sounding almost bored. “If you’re a good girl, we’ll just dance. If you’re bad, well, you’re going to moan as you dance.” With that, he carries, carries, me back through the pavilion like it’s no big deal. Through the crowd, past the chandeliers and the murmured gasps and the clink of crystal.

Right onto the bustling dance floor.




TWO

Justice

Ella’s lighter than she should be. I lift her without effort. She stiffens in my grip, like she thinks she can intimidate me into putting her down. Cute. Not happening.

Not when this room is a live wire. When every tux hides a weapon and every smile could be the start of a war. Thorn’s wedding or not, this place is a powder keg. And she . . . she’s the lit match.

I set her down on her three-inch and deadly looking heels.

The orchestra starts playing Clair de Lune. Of course it’s Clair de Lune. The kind of song that turns rooms intimate without permission. Makes people say things they shouldn’t. Feel things they can’t afford. The moment she opened her mouth in the hallway, my skin electrified. In a good way. No pain, just pleasure.

I want to hear pleasure come from her. More than anything else in the world right now.

My hand rests at the small of her back. I take her other hand and draw her against me. She fits perfectly, which pisses me off. Her body is warm, tense, dangerous. My own personal landmine in lipstick and heels.

Her cheek brushes my chest, and she shifts to breathe, like I’m smothering her. I might be. I hope I am.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Her smile stays fixed for the cameras, but her voice . . . her tone slides under my skin like silk laced with static.

Her voice soothes through me. Calms me. I’m accustomed to every voice causing a reaction inside me—from everyone. This one is new. Soft. Sweet. I’m intrigued against my will, and my dick goes rock hard. If she had any idea what her voice actually does to me, she’d have a weapon that could shred me. I definitely don’t trust her with anything, much less that. “Keeping you where I want you,” I say. “Away from trouble.”

Her sigh presses into my chest, warm and soft. I feel her frustration before I hear it. Then she tilts her head and looks up at me with those storm-lit eyes. “Listen, Justice. I’m sorry I almost killed your brother, okay? But I didn’t know things were going to turn out the way they did.”

There it is. That slight tonal shift. The true sorrow in her sweet voice. The tone flows down my throat and settles like warm cider in my gut. Her voice is a drug. Smooth. Addictive. The tenor calms the static for one damned second, and I hate that too. I hum without thinking. The note inside me starts low and soft, then darkens, thickens into something closer to a growl. I feel it move through my chest and into hers. She blinks like I short-circuited something in her. Her balance slips. My grip tightens. I keep her upright and make it look effortless for the many eyes on us.

“What was that?” she breathes.

“None of your damn business.” My voice emerges lower than I intended. Rougher. She doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t smile either.

She glances over her shoulder, scanning for allies. Alana. Thorn. An exit. She wants out. And I get it.

I scan too. A waiter’s pattern stutters, someone near the bar holds their drink too long, a flash of metal catches my eye near the back corridor. Threats are everywhere, and I have to track them all while she burns against me like a fever.

“You’re making a scene,” she says.

The woman is lucky I’m not, because a scene would involve my tossing her over my shoulder and escaping this glittering hell. “I’m just dancing,” I reply. “While keeping you out of trouble.”

“I wasn’t going to get in trouble.”

A chuckle escapes me, sharp and sudden. Her lips twitch. She wants to argue.

Instead, she relaxes. Just slightly. The tension in her frame shifts and softens. Her body leans into mine like she might trust me. Or like she’s tired of fighting me for one moment. Either way, it sets fire to something under my ribs. A low, slow burn that’s been building since the first time she opened her damn mouth and made me feel anything at all.

We dance one song. Then another. Her rhythm syncs to mine, and her breath evens out. Her body fits. She even starts to enjoy it.

That’s the problem.

Because if she keeps looking at me like that, if she keeps feeling like this in my arms, I might forget how dangerous she is. She tried to kill my brother, and I’m the enforcer for our entire organization. I have to make sure she can never do so again. Plus, I need her help, which is a fact I strongly dislike.

But when she speaks, her voice slides inside me, and I want to return the favor. Bury myself so deeply inside her that she forgets all about attacking her enemies.

The thought shocks me, but the woman is a mouthwatering temptation.

And she has no fucking clue how precarious her position is right now.

I shift my gaze past her shoulder, surveying the room again. Thorn stands near the edge of the ballroom with Alana tucked safely at his side. He’s tense, even when he smiles, and his hand keeps ghosting toward his inner jacket pocket. His instincts are screaming, same as mine. They’re too exposed here. Too many angles. Too many windows and too many cameras. I need them out of town by morning.

My eyes lock on Alexei Sokolov, who’s lounging near the orchestra, as still as a predator between strikes. He tips his glass in my direction when he catches me looking. Not a threat. Not now. But Alexei’s the kind of man who chooses chaos the way others choose a tie. As the owner of Hologrid Hub, a social media offering that uses holographic options, he may not be planning anything at the moment, but that doesn’t mean he won’t tomorrow.

Ella shifts slightly in my arms, her soft scent pricking my instincts wide awake and centering them fully on her.

“Have you always been drawn to computers? To code?” I want to hear her voice again.

She tilts her head. “Since I was eight. I broke into a private school server to change a grade and was caught, but they couldn’t kick me out since I wasn’t on scholarship.”

Her voice hits differently this time. Lower register. Light sarcasm, like warm electricity winding through nerves already frayed raw. The softness sparks something in me I can’t control. Not anymore.

I grit my teeth.

The thing crawling inside me that makes simple voices somehow physically injure me, that’s coiled under my skin and burrowed deep in my veins, calms when she talks. I don’t know why or how. It’s like she’s figured out how to hack me, and a part of me wonders if she has. If she can hack into crystals and cause chaos that can infect people, why not in a direct line to men? Her voice cuts through my usual pain with an erotic slide of heat. Not perfectly, but enough to take the edge off. This is the closest we’ve ever talked, and my cock is brick solid, taking me out of my pain for a moment.

No one knows the mess that has descended upon me. Not Thorn. Not anyone in our organization. I tried to save my brother and ended up screwing myself. I’m good with computers; not as good as Thorn, but I should be able to figure it out. The static in my vision is one thing, but voices hurting me worse than before, as bad as bullets, is pissing me off. There’s a heat in my spine that never cools down, and it’s Ella’s fault. Completely. But now she’s making me feel better.

She doesn’t know what she’s done, I’m fairly certain. No way has she hacked me—that was a fanciful thought now discarded. So she has no clue that she’s harmed me. That’s the dangerous part. If I ask for her help, she’ll know my weakness. Know she’s more powerful than she thinks.

So I don’t ask.

Not yet.

But if this illness gets worse, and it probably will, I may not have a choice. I might have to kidnap her, which would solve two of my problems, really. It’d take her out of commission when it comes to harming Thorn, and I could make her heal me once I have her locked down. Yeah, I want her under my control. Completely.

She looks up at me like she’s about to say something else. I pray she does and brace for it. For her voice. For the tone that heals my pain and also fires my body alive in a primitive way that’s new.

God, I want her to talk again.

Even if it ruins us both.
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Ella

I want to stomp on his foot. I really do. Except his foot is huge, and his leg is between mine. In fact, his entire body is too close, too hot, too steady. It would be like trying to kick over a statue. One with excellent posture and a superiority complex. What did he mean about my moaning on the dance floor? Can he tell how my body reacts to him?

Hopefully he can see how my brain does—with a plan to destroy.

Then his hand shifts at my back in just a small movement, with light pressure guiding my next step. His touch feels invasive, controlling. Like he knows where we’re going even when I don’t. My nipples harden, and I hate how much I respond to him.

My breath escapes in this ridiculous, involuntary little sigh that I want to shove back into my lungs and set on fire. “I’m totally innocent here.”

“Ha. Baby, you left innocent behind several firewalls ago.” His eyes flick to mine. He sees me. Of course he does. But he doesn’t smirk, doesn’t comment, and just watches me like he’s logging my every move, my every weakness. Like this is all part of some mental file he’s building in case he has to put me down later.

It probably is.

Justice Beathach knows I’m the enemy. I know it, too. I’ve tried to kill people he’s sworn to protect, and I’ve breached systems he was ordered to keep locked. If we weren’t wearing formal wear, we’d be armed and bloody by now.

“You really think I’m that dangerous?” I ask, even though I know the answer. I want to hear him say it.

“I know you are.” He says it like a fact. No heat, no praise. Just truth.

The heat that pulses low in my body is unwelcome and completely infuriating. I feel my knees start to betray me again, so I pivot to cover it. Clean step. Controlled. Almost elegant. I’m proud of it until his hand adjusts with me, just enough to keep me from actually falling. Like he anticipated the slip before I did.

I hate how easily he can hold me like this. I hate how warm he is. I hate the smell of his cologne. Expensive, complex, a little sharp. Like black pepper and sin. “There’s a running theme in my head about you. It’s called hate.” I might as well give him the truth.

“Really?” He slides one hard thigh between my thighs and presses up.

Electricity arcs between my legs and through my body. I gasp, my clit pulsing. What is he doing? “Stop.”

“No.” His hand flattens across the small of my back, and he pulls me toward him, pulsing up with his leg. His very strong, muscled, unrelenting thigh.

Oh, God. Tremors begin to shake inside me. “Justice.”

He forces me to ride it, turning with the music, holding me close. Does anybody know what he’s doing to me? I clutch his lapels tight, digging my nails in. Liquid pools in my panties. My teeth grit. “You are such—”

“Watch it, princess.” His hand slides down to cup my ass and then squeezes, just as his thigh muscle tightens.

My body jerks and my nipples sharpen, scraping against the soft fabric of the dress. Even that small sensation is overwhelming.

My head drops toward him. Live wires uncoil inside me, and erotic sparks zing up from my clit. I blink several times. My breath starts to pant. Panic takes me along with the need to let go. “Justice,” I breathe again, needing him to stop. Now.

“Say please.”

I swallow. People are all around us. His gaze drops to my hardened nipples. “Last chance.”

“Please.” I can’t orgasm in front of everyone. How is this happening?

His leg slides back and he twirls us. “Good girl.”

I want to hit him. Kind of. I also want to finish what he just started. That’s not like me. Not at all.

He studies me. “You look lovely tonight, Ella.”

It sounds like he means the compliment. “Are you always this nice to your enemies?” I keep my tone dry, but I hear the edge in it. The nerves. The pull.

“I’m not nice,” he says. “This is containment.”

“Charming.” I stiffen.

His hand spans my entire lower back. “You should keep talking,” he adds.

This throws me, and I don’t want to challenge him again right now. Not with people all around us and my vagina weeping for him. This confuses my brain. My body seems to have a plan of its own. “Why should I talk?” I whisper.

He’s quiet for a beat too long. “Your voice helps me think.”

It’s a lie. Or it’s not. I can’t tell. I can’t read him. For someone like me, that’s terrifying. I narrow my eyes. “I know your brother has a form of lexical-gustatory synesthesia and can taste people’s words. Do you have it also?” The condition is real but enhanced with Thorn and makes him have a taste in his mouth any time somebody speaks. When Alana talks, he tastes honey.

Thorn apparently loves honey.

Justice stiffens and then relaxes. Crap. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that. “How the hell do you know about Thorn?”

Heat tinges my face. “Alana told me. Thorn knows I know.” Anything that will keep Justice from snapping my neck right now is a good sentence to say. “I’ll never tell anybody. I promised her.” I will never break a promise to Rosalie or Alana. Regardless of the consequences. “Do you have it, too?”

“No. I just like your voice,” he says, and his thumb presses lightly into my lower back again, steadying me mid-turn. “If you’re talking to me, you’re not trying to kill anybody I care about.”

I laugh, breathy and sharp. Do I believe him? Maybe. He sounds sincere, but he wouldn’t tell me if he had a weakness, would he? I angle my head back to look at his rugged face. “I’ve already apologized. Are you going to take revenge?”

He doesn’t smile. His jaw flexes. He says nothing. But his eyes say yes.

This is not comforting. “You’re making me nervous,” I say, and this time I mean it.

“Good.” His voice is too even. “You should be.”

He’s not threatening me. Not directly. But he doesn’t have to. The truth is worse than a threat. I’m the enemy, and I’m completely caught in his arms.

We dance another full song. Somehow, I move against him naturally, my body wanting more. A lot more from him. His hands are steady, his rhythm flawless, and every time I breathe in, I get that mix of expensive cologne and skin-warmed heat that makes my head spin. His touch never falters. Not too tight, not too soft. Controlled. Intentional. Deadly.

Which is exactly what I should be focusing on. Not the pressure of his palm, or the way he moves with me like we were made for this. Or the fact that part of me, a part that absolutely needs to shut up, is starting to enjoy the feeling of us plastered together.

Then someone taps a knife against a champagne glass. A soft ting ting ting echoes through the pavilion, pulling all attention toward the cake table.

“Oh, it’s speech time.” I’m breathless and a little dizzy. “Aren’t you the best man?”

“I really am,” he says, and there’s something deeply unfair about how good that sounds in his voice. Smooth, confident, unshakable. My brain short-circuits just a little.

He takes my hand, whether I like it or not, and I very much don’t. I have a date, who I can’t even see right now. Where is Wesley? Then Justice starts leading me through the crowd like I’m a very fancy, very glittery flight risk. People part like the sea for Moses. Only this time, Moses is carrying a hacker hostage in heels.

At the table, he snags a flute of champagne with his free hand like this is just another night out. This man is about to toast the bride and groom, and I’m still trying to remember how to breathe. The moment no one’s looking, I wrench my hand free and vanish around the other side, heading straight for Alana. Still trying to catch my breath, I grab a fresh glass of champagne, trying to act as if I wasn’t just dragged across the ballroom by Justice Beathach like his personal property.

From the other side of Thorn, Justice gives me a look. A behave look. The one that says I’m a project, a file he’s keeping open, a mess he’s determined to clean up. Since when did I become Justice Beathach’s hobby?

I glare back.

My stepmother moves closer. At around six feet tall, she looks elegant and lovely in a silver-toned ball gown, her thick brown hair up and her deadly blue eyes perfectly accentuated. The hair color is fresh with new highlights. Her longtime boyfriend, Horace Whimple, is at her side. She lowers her chin, her gaze hard on me. “Hello, Ella.”

“Hey, bitch,” I whisper.

Stacia chuckles from my other side, and I jump. I didn’t see my stepsister arrive. I turn to see her in a pretty pink gown with a rather cheap-looking silver sparkle purse, amusement in her dark eyes. Corinda is next to her, a tall and stunning blonde, and she looks over my head at Justice. “He’s hot. Not your type, Ella.”

“I know.” I don’t want Justice. “But he likes them smart, Corinda. Not your type, either.”

Her blue eyes flare.

Yeah, I can hit back.

I try to appear bored and shift my attention to the speeches. Rosalie steps up first to toast Alana, and the speech is beautiful. Poised, elegant, sharp. Exactly what I’d expect from a lawyer who can out-argue a senator and seduce a judge in one breath. Alana’s eyes glisten halfway through. Mine might have, too, if I wasn’t still coming down from the contact high of dancing with a man who can snap my neck with one arm and ruin my life with the other.

Then it’s Justice’s turn. He’s speaking for Thorn, and I’m not prepared. He’s quiet. Honest. Nothing flashy. No intimidation tactics. Just simple, brutal truth. A brother who loves fiercely. A man who protects what’s his.

Proving once again exactly why he’s dangerous.

Because underneath all that cold precision is something raw and deadly.

I shake myself out of the fear and concentrate. Watching Justice and Thorn, I wish I had a sister. But I’ve got Alana and Rosalie. We’re just as tight. Maybe tighter. Blood’s not the only thing that binds.

Justice turns to clap Thorn on the back.

That’s my window.

I move fast to slide behind Alana, weave through a tangle of well-dressed guests, make it to the bathrooms, and slip out the back exit. One quick turn and I’m in the tent containing the control room.

Two guys are sitting in front of a bank of screens, surrounded by wires and gear like they’re backstage at a high-budget concert. Both wear black uniforms and have the nervous twitch of those taken away from the latest Call of Duty game.

“Hey,” I say breezily. “Alana wants this played.” I type in a couple of commands. Hopefully we’re connected to the servers at the main house, which should be connected to the ones at Aquarius Social, their social media company.

One of the men starts to object, “Wait, what—?”

“The bride wants this,” I interrupt, dropping sharpness into my voice. “She owns this place.”

He blinks, looking confused. “Oh. Yeah.”

“It’ll just be a second.” I type fast. Command line open. Fingers flying. Music begins to play with a decoy track I loaded in advance. The guys relax.

Idiots.

While they nod along to the tune, I slip the payload into the system, opening a clean back door into the Beaumont mainframe. Just a crack, just enough. I don’t need much.

“Thanks,” I chirp, turning and breezing outside the tent before they can question a thing.

Cool air hits me like a reward. My chest swells. That was almost too easy. I pivot to head back toward the pavilion—

And there he is.

Justice.

Leaning against the building like the embodiment of fury itself, glare locked on me like a missile. I freeze. Panic. Pure, stupid panic. Then I bolt.

I turn, heels slamming against stone, dress flaring out. I make it four steps before, damn it, I trip. Hitting the ground, being well acquainted with gravity, I roll and come back up with one shoe and zero dignity, and keep running, hitching along with one high heel.

He’s behind me. I hear him. Heavy, fast, relentless. But this isn’t his playground. It’s mine.

I know this estate. I’ve been to Alana’s father’s place too many times to count. I dart left through a patch of decorative brush, ducking onto a hidden trail only a handful of people know about. His footsteps falter behind me. He’s lost.

Two more sharp cuts, and I’m clear. Out front. I sprint toward the nearest parked car, which is some kind of sleek black town car, with its engine humming and the driver slouched over. I yank open the back door and launch myself inside. “Hi! I’m a bridesmaid. You have to go. Now.”

The driver blinks once. Shrugs. Starts driving.

Bless him.

I glance out the back window and see Justice reach the Italian tile drive just seconds too late.

He stops.

His suit’s dusted with dirt, shirt slightly open at the collar, and fury is written across every inch of his face. Lightning cracks in the distance, of course it does, and for one horrifying second, the flash paints him in stark silhouette.

Panic takes me. I have to get to a safe house.

He doesn’t look like a man anymore.

He looks like retribution.




THREE

Justice

Fury lances down my spine as I watch the car vanish down the gravel drive, taillights bouncing like they’re mocking me. How the hell did I let her get away again?

Ella Rendale is too damn clever, too fast, and too fucking cute for her own good.

She thinks I want her dead. I should. Except I don’t. I want to trap her at my house in the woods and have her sing. Talk. Joke. Hum. Any sound out of her magical mouth.

I’m not good. But I’m not evil either. I don’t like the idea of killing a sprite. Not even a volatile one with champagne on her lips and code in her blood. However, I’ll do my job and lock her down to protect my brother.

Right now, I want her under me. For an entire night. One good night to fuck her out of my system is all I need. And I’ll get it.

I turn and head back through the trail. Brambles slice at my pants and dirt sticks to my boots. My mood doesn’t improve. Then I see something in the mud.

Sparkles against the sludge.

I take three more steps and find her heel—citrine-stoned with the spiked heel half hanging off as if it snapped when she was running. I pick it up and laugh under my breath. Of course it’s hers. No one else would weaponize jewelry and sabotage in the same night. I keep moving, brush the worst of the forest off my clothes, push open the door, and step back inside.

That’s when he hits me.

Not physically. Vocally.

One of the IT techs, some kid in a suit too expensive for his social skills, steps directly into my path. “Mr. Beathach,” he says, too loud, too sharp, too wrong.

His voice scrapes through my nerves and explodes in my elbow like a sucker punch of cold pressure. I bite back a grimace, rolling the joint once like I’m adjusting a cufflink instead of trying to force sensation back into the limb. Every word this guy says feels like sandpaper grinding bone, and unfortunately, affects me physically. “We had a woman come into the tent. She typed something into the system, and the guys think it was just a change to the music. I’m not sure.”

I nod. “Do a deeper dive and then send me the logs.” His instincts are good, but I doubt he’ll uncover what Ella did. She’s too good. I’ll check it out later. It’s not like I haven’t hacked into Aquarius Social before.

He hesitates, clearly wanting to keep talking. I narrow my eyes. He gets the message and clears out.

Inside, the ballroom looks unchanged. Champagne pours. Music flows. I spot Thorn near the cake table, surrounded by men in suits who pretend not to carry knives. He turns the second I approach. “What was that?”

I lift a shoulder and keep my voice low so his bride doesn’t hear. “Best guess? Ella hacked into the servers.”

His gaze sharpens, and the air tightens. “Should we shut it all down?”

“Not yet,” I say. “I’ll dig later to see what I can find. She’d never hurt Alana, so I’m not horribly worried.” Curious, though.

Alana appears beside him, fingertips brushing his arm, and effectively halts our conversation. She leans in and whispers something. He bends his head to listen.

I watch. The moment is private, and I shouldn’t care, but I do. There’s something in that kind of closeness that makes the rest of the room feel fake.

Alana looks at me, soft and confident, like she sees more than she should. “That was a lovely speech, Justice. I have to tell you, I’ve missed my brother so since his untimely death. It’s nice to have a brother again.”

I exhale. Some of the fire in my chest cools. That’s Alana’s gift. Her voice lands like a feather. No bruising. No sparks. It doesn’t hurt to listen to her. “I’m proud to be your brother.” It’s true. I’d easily die for her . . . and now kill for her, if necessary.

Ella, though?

Her voice ensnares and caresses, and I’d love to have her mouth around me. Can already see it in my mind. I feel the broken heel in my hand. The citrines on the shoe hum in my pocket, and I don’t have a connection to citrines. But she does, and I sense it.

Alana moves to speak to other friends, and bodyguards shift positions subtly in every corner of the room.

Thorn looks around, back to business. “Should I be concerned about Beaumont’s servers?”

“No.” I follow his gaze, scanning the ballroom. The security’s solid, the perimeter holds, but I can still feel the static under my skin. Ella’s out there. Loose. Brilliant. Unstable.

“I love Alana,” Thorn says, and his voice drops just slightly when he adds, “She’s mine. And her father does own this company.”

“I’ll look into it,” I say. “You’ve earned this six-week honeymoon. You need to take it.”

His brow creases deeper. The scar down the side of his face tightens when he frowns like that. It runs from temple to jaw, a permanent reminder of our difficult childhood. It makes him look just as deadly as I know him to be. “I don’t know,” he says. “If something’s going on . . .”

“No,” I cut in. “I’ve got it. I can charge our servers, run Malice Media, and handle our people. Seriously. Go.”

He watches me. I feel him weighing it, the responsibility, the risk. Then he says, “I know you’re capable. But if we’re facing another attack . . .”

I shake my head. “Why? Ella doesn’t want you dead. Not any longer.”

Thorn snorts. “Maybe not me, but she looked ready to spit fire when you made her dance earlier. She might want you drowning in your own blood right now.”

That makes me laugh. “Yeah. She might.”

“I don’t want to harm Alana’s best friend,” he says, softer now. His gaze drifts to where she ran. “But if Ella keeps pushing, someone’s going to get hurt.”

“I’ll handle it,” I say. “She won’t get near to hacking our servers.”

Not again. Somehow she snuck code into the garnets and infected our entire platform with a computer virus. When Thorn laid his hands on the crystal to charge the system, he caught the virus and started to freeze from the inside. The thing morphed from energy to rewriting him. She didn’t create it, but she managed to get it uploaded. The code almost killed him.

She didn’t mean to nearly murder him. At least, that’s what she said. She also assisted in bringing him back from the edge and helped us find a way to undo the damage.

That doesn’t make her safe. She could still cause damage if she chooses.

Thorn’s attention shifts to Alexei Solokov, who is dancing with Rosalie Mooncrest, Alana’s other best friend. The Russian moves like a panther on a leash, his gaze always somewhere else, like the music is just an excuse to stay within striking distance.

Thorn doesn’t say it, but I can feel the thought between us.

Alana’s best friends are ticking clocks. Brilliant. Dangerous. If either Ella or Rosalie gets hurt, we’re the ones who will bleed.

I know something else, too. Ella is a threat. A beautiful, burning threat with code in her blood and secrets in her eyes. But God help me, after her voice rippled beneath my skin, I don’t want her erased.

I want her under control.

If I have to lock her down myself, I will.

I don’t want to go to war with Alexei. Which might happen if I take Ella away from here. Or . . . maybe not. Maybe he’ll be grateful that I took care of the threat and he can still appear innocent to his woman. Well, as innocent as he can seem. Hard to tell with him.

Those three women—Ella, Alana, Rosalie—they’re tight. They’re twisted into each other’s lives like rope. If I hurt Ella, even by accident, it won’t just be Alexei who wants my head.

Alana will come for me.

Rosalie, too.

Which means my brother’s life gets caught in the fallout.

“Leave Ella to me,” I say, and I mean it.

Thorn knows me better than anyone else walking this planet. He looks at me like he’s reading more than I want him to. “Are you interested in her?”

“God. No.” The denial comes out too fast. Too sharp. I clear my throat. “Yes, she’s beautiful and brilliant. But so is the black widow spider.”

He doesn’t say a word. Just raises one brow.

So I shut up.

He really does need a vacation, and I need him gone so I can figure out what the hell is going on with my health and the fucking garnet that seems just fine running our servers now. No longer diseased, which confuses me since I’m definitely having issues. With him out of the way, I have options. I can take Ella out of play. Quietly. I’ll handle it myself. I won’t risk someone else screwing it up.

I don’t want the blowback to touch Thorn. I can live with Alana hating me. I can live with Rosalie’s fury. I can even live with Alexei sending his entire organization after me.

But I can’t live with letting anything harm my brother.

I can have Ella dropped on an island in the middle of nowhere with no signal, no server, no keyboard, no power grid. Just sun, water, and books. She’ll have to take up reading. Gardening. Maybe swimming.

The image of her on a beach clicks through my brain. Her bare feet in the sand. Her skin golden under the sun. Naked. Wild hair down her back. No phones. No firewalls. Just Ella skinny-dipping at night.

My whole body tightens instantly.

I shift my stance and clench my jaw.

This is a problem.

A real one.




FOUR

Ella

I’m in.

The Aquarius Social firewall gives way, but not easily. This is the third layer, and it’s built to hide something. Not protect. Hide.

I should feel guilty, maybe a little, for hacking into Alana’s company. Or her dad’s, anyway. I’d almost too easily sent the code through the system that opened up doors for me. Those poor idiots in that tent. It had been child’s play. But I also know that Aquarius Social has been working to gain entrance into TimeGem’s servers. Wesley had let that little fact slip while we’d been miniature golfing, and I’d shrugged it off on the surface while already planning. Yeah, I feel guilty about it, but not enough to stop.

As far as I’m concerned, TimeGem is mine. I’ll protect it, even if I don’t have control yet. Lines of code scroll across my screen as I infiltrate Aquarius Social. I isolate the threads connected to the aquamarine crystal protocols. These aren’t just random encryption strings. They’re tied to resonance-based shielding systems. The kind integrated for high-clearance data. The system should be clean.

But something’s wrong.

There’s a pattern embedded in the subcode. It’s close to the crystal resonance profile, but not exact. The frequency is forced. Someone has tried to mimic the aquamarine interface, and they’ve come close. Too close.

Someone has been inside the Aquarius system. Someone who shouldn’t be—besides me, that is. I easily find the hack from Wesley trying to get into TimeGem. He’s not even close, and I have to wonder if he’s noticed the trail in his own system.

My phone buzzes on the table. I ignore it. It buzzes again, and I look down to see notifications from posts on Aquarius Social and Malice Media. Sighing, I lift the phone to see Alana posting on both platforms about her wedding. She’s beautiful and has a million likes on both platforms, even though they have different functions. Then TimeGem Moments buzzes with a notification, and I click over to see Corinda dishing about the event. My step-sister gives a couple of digs to Alana, hints that Justice Beathach made a pass at her, and then flirts with the camera.

Rolling my eyes, I go back to my computer for a few more minutes until my phone dings with a call this time. I answer without looking away from the screen. “Yeah?”

“Ella, it’s Wesley. You disappeared on me. Is everything all right?”

I forgot about my date to the wedding. “I had to deal with something for work.” I catch another flicker of the false crystal code. This didn’t come from Aquarius—somebody has hacked their system. An outsider. It’s not just an intrusion. It’s a rewrite. If they manage to blend this synthetic pattern with Aquarius Social’s original structure, the entire shielding network could be compromised. Dang it. I can’t let this hacker take down Alana’s platform.

“I was heading to the diner,” Wesley says. “Didn’t eat at the wedding. Want to meet?”

My stomach growls. I haven’t eaten all day. I hesitate, watching the diagnostic algorithm begin to crawl through the compromised sectors. It’ll take at least twenty-four hours to complete the scan. Should I tell him somebody has infiltrated his system? He’ll patch it and I won’t be able to use my own hack to tunnel toward the TimeGem servers. I’m starting to dislike myself. “Yeah, I can be there in twenty minutes.”

“Perfect.”

I end the call and lock down my equipment, stash my encrypted drives, and slip a static disruptor into my bag. The diner’s only a few blocks away. It’s secure and located on neutral ground. I’m not in the mood for surprises, but if they come, I’ll be ready.

There’s no time to overthink. I throw on a pair of jeans, a plain black T-shirt, and an old gray hoodie. My knife goes into the front pocket. It’s well-balanced and easy to reach. I don’t carry anything I can’t use quickly.

I lock up the safe house, moving fast through the soft rain with my hood covering my head. I’ve got several cars stashed around Silicon Valley, all scrubbed and clean. I head for the closest, which is an unremarkable gray Volkswagen Bug parked
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