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Dahlia
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The loud shrill of the alarm clock blasted across my subconscious. 

Jesus! 

Talk about a wake-up call.

The damn thing sounded like a demented Beethoven. When I chose the sound, I didn’t expect the ultra-angry version of Symphony No.9. 

Yet, I may be the only person who liked to hear the alarm at five-thirty a.m. It meant that I had another crack at life to either fuck up or be fantastic.  

Most of the time I was fucking fantastic.

Living an authentic life was my running mantra. No apologies, no excuses. If something was possible, I was attempting it.

But lately it had become a struggle, mainly because of my job. Being authentic in a duplicitous environment was a moral conundrum. 

Regardless, life was good, albeit a little lacking in the romantic love department.

But that was Manhattan. Take it or leave it.

As I stood under the hot water, I thought back to how I planned and executed, for the most part, my current lifestyle. 

I knew at an early age that I wanted to live a life of abundance. Age eight, to be exact. 

I was never a big fan of mediocrity, and I especially didn’t like the feeling of lack. In fact, I was deathly allergic to both. Break out in hives kind of allergic. 

Imagine how shocking it was to my little eight-year-old brain when I found out that my family lived on a budget. 

It started on that fateful day when I asked my mother for a pair of tap-dancing shoes, I’d seen on my favorite TV show. She smiled sweetly and said, “Honey, it’s not in the budget this month.”  

I smiled right back and asked innocently, “What’s a budget?”

Mom replied with a definition that went right over my head. All I remember was that the word sounded fancy, in a bad way, so I decided I didn’t like it from that day on. 

As regular middle class workers, my parents provided for me in the best way they could. With my mom working as a nurse and my dad as a social worker, we lived comfortably in the suburbs of New Jersey, but there were no Disney vacations and definitely no tap-dancing lessons.  

My dad mentored delinquent teenage boys as his way of giving back to the community. Mom always joked that he did it also to make up for the son he didn’t have. 

One day I overheard Dad telling one boy that his actions as a young man would create the life he’d eventually have as an adult.  

My eight-year-old mind took that in its most literal sense, and that was how my plan to create the best budget-free life for myself began. 

Our neighbor, Mr. Bailey, had the biggest house, and he was a lawyer. One day, as the school bus drove by his house, I had the bright idea that I would become a lawyer. I’d made up my mind, and nothing was going to stop me.

But at age twelve, I realized I had two viable options. I could marry a rich man, because my best friend Mia told me that’s what her mom did, or I could make my own money. The latter was a given, so I followed that path, but the former became non-negotiable. 

Unfortunately, it was part of a long list of my unrealized non-negotiables pertaining to the opposite sex. That list took years to curate. Which reminded me, it was time to find and burn the damn thing. I might never get the fairytale anyway, because Manhattan was the spawning ground for fifty-fifty men. The tragedy of it all.

“Women’s lib will have you working sixty hours per week, having babies, raising them and your husband, if you are not careful,” Mia’s mom would lament. “Don’t fall for the hokey-doke!”

I didn’t. But I put my twist on it. The plan was to make a lot of money for myself, but he’d better have some of his own. 

By the time I graduated from high school, I was at the top of the heap academically. I was on a tunnel vision mission to the corporate corner office. Not even sexy six-foot four Micah with the sultry hazel eyes and broad shoulders stood a chance. He was a fine specimen, but I had a plan, and he would have just been a distraction. Plus, every girl in high school was drooling over him, and I hated getting in lines as much as being on a budget. 

So, my sex life took a back seat to my lofty educational goals. By twenty-one, it felt like no one was good enough. And when I finally gave in and did the deed, the act was disappointment personified. 

It was fucking horrible! Sloppy kissing and a lot of awkward groping. The worst part was, he was twenty-six and should have known better. 

At least, so I thought.

So, at twenty-seven, I was still waiting for that elusive mind-blowing sexual experience. You know, the kind where your toes curl and he fucks you until you don’t know where he begins, and you end. Actually, I didn’t know either, but I would think that’s what good sex would feel like. 

Sighing, I quickly put on some mascara and my favorite lipstick. I needed to pick up the pace if I was going to make it to the office on time, and to my fancy corporate lawyer job. 

Yup! I was a successful lawyer at one of the most prestigious law firms in New York City. Dreams becoming reality and all that jazz. Never mind the bumps, bruises, slashes, and psychological trauma I endured on the way to my corner office.

Truthfully, the idea of being a lawyer was more glamorous than the reality. But it paid well, and I didn’t have to live on a budget.

As I dressed, I thought about my upcoming meeting with a rival law firm to discuss a new merger. It was imperative that I had it all together. Mentally, I was good, so I paid special attention to the outfit.

I learned during my paralegal internship years ago that the most powerful weapon a woman had, was being a woman. The misogynistic, ego-toting lawyers in Manhattan never listened to a word that came out of my mouth. But their beady eyes would ogle me from head to toe, with special attention given to my ass and chest. 

Funny, I used to be so annoyed that men didn’t take me seriously until I realized that my femininity was my leverage. So, I promptly ditched the pants-suits and button-down shirts for sleek, figure accentuating dresses, five-inch heels and pretty blouses. 

Negotiating multi-million-dollar contracts without so much as breaking a sweat became that much easier. Yeah, the world wasn’t fair, so I used what I had. I didn’t like it, but since I was in the game I might as well play. After all, showing up at a costume party without a costume was diabolical. My law degree got me a seat at the table, but my ability to adapt to my environment got me the contracts and the clients.

I shimmied into my favorite knee-length pencil dress, grabbed my laptop bag and purse, and headed downstairs to my Uber. I had about thirty minutes before the Manhattan madness started. 

Once I got to the office, I grabbed my large chai latte before heading to my office to go over the Gilbert contract. 

By the time Alice poked her head into my office at nine thirty, I’d gone over the key negotiating points. Everything should go smoothly, and I’d be on track to wrap this case up within the month.

“They’re waiting in the conference room, Dahlia. Do you need me to bring anything else in for the presentation?”

“Won’t be necessary, Alice. Thanks!”

She gave me an impish grin. “Knock‘em dead, counselor.” 

“Minced meat,” I grinned back at her.

Alice was a staple at Stanley & Associates. She started working at the firm on day one. That was twenty-five years ago, so she’d seen and dealt with it all. The good, the bad and everything in-between. 

I had a no-nonsense yet jovial reputation around the office, which was good for relationships. But no one knew that the tough exterior was a carefully cultivated front. Deep down I was a girl with painful scars who didn’t trust anyone easily, especially men. Still, I longed to be loved thoroughly and incandescently. 

Stanley and two other men waited at the large table when I entered the conference room. Both men reacted instantly–the usual double take.

So predictable.

Their faces morphed from surprise to lust in two point five seconds. 

Same reaction, different day, I thought and mentally rolled my eyes. Typical behavior from the opposite sex.

“Here she is, the lady of the hour!” Stanley said exuberantly. 

Stanley was our resident atrociously dressed, though lovable CEO. I couldn’t even spare a thought for the lime green suit and purple tie he was decked out in, on this fine Monday. He looked like an overly decorated Easter egg. The entire ensemble was dreadful, in both fit and color. And that was putting it lightly.

“Gentlemen, I’m Dahlia Carlisle,” I introduced myself, shaking their hands firmly.

“Gary Alrick,” the older silver-haired one clasped my hand in a firm shake. “And this is my partner, Andrew Farley,” he continued, still holding on to my hand. 

I nodded in acknowledgement and quickly pulled my hand from his grisly paws. 

Strike one against grey beard. I detested over-touching and invasion of my personal space. Covert power-play and fear tactics were also at the top of the ‘things I hated’ list. And long handshakes were the most used intimidation tactic in the legal business.

“Did your office review the redlined contract I sent over last week?” I asked Alrick as soon as I was seated and comfortable.

I was not in the mood for small talk. The longer I sat there, the more time they had to gawk at me, so let’s get on with it.

“Yes, and our client has some concerns,” Gary replied, looking directly at Stanley.  

Some men are incapable of hiding their misogynistic inclinations. They always address the other men in the room when conversing with women in a professional setting. 

“Well, let’s hear them, Mr. Alrick,” I said, leaning forward slightly and smiling at him.

That brought his beady eyes right back to me immediately. He cleared his throat nervously and pulled out the contract.

“Yes, yes. Our client is not too happy with the changes your firm made to the timeframe for the final draft,” he replied tensely. 

He knew the main reason his client wanted this merger to be over was because of the many issues with their business finances.

“Mr. Alrick, you and I are both aware of the reason for the extended timeline. Our tax attorneys found a significant number of red flags pertaining to delinquent business taxes during the financial interrogatories. As such, my client needs more time to assess these liabilities and devise a fiscally viable plan before moving forward,” I said, holding his gaze.

Alrick’s eyes widened, and he glanced nervously at his partner. Farley hadn’t said a word since we sat down, but he cleared his throat and adjusted his tie, then looked at me impatiently. 

“Ms. Carlisle, this is one of the most lucrative deals your client will have, considering their history with unsuccessful mergers,” he glared at me. 

Obviously, they didn’t think this through with that weak rebuttal. 

“Mr. Farley, deflecting will not erase the fact that currently your client has more tax liens than happy employees. The timeframe for the final contract draft stands until due diligence is done to rectify the problem,” I nodded curtly at him.

“We have our tax attorney looking at these tax implications, and we are confident that this will be resolved in a shorter time period than your client is asking,” Farley mumbled.

“Then, I will relay this vote of confidence to our client. I am sure they’ll be happy to have this merger wrapped up sooner rather than later,” I replied with a smile, knowing full well they were full of shit. 

Two hours later, we’d discussed all the red-lined items, and Alrick and Farley were not too pleased. They now had more work to do than Noah had a day before the flood.

“Great job, Carlisle!” Stanley beamed at me after both men left.

“Thanks, Stan. Oh, I have something to run by you. Can we talk for a minute in your office?”

“Sure, I have about fifteen minutes,” he frowned, glancing at his watch dubiously. 

Obviously, he didn’t really know how much time he had, and he needed to check in with Alice to make sure. 

Gotta love Stan!

We got to his office, and he looked over his glasses at me questioningly.

“Well, what is it, Dahlia?”

“Do you remember I told you that Lya has been a little down lately?” 

That was a partial truth, but he didn’t need to know everything.

“Yes, I hope she’s okay. She leaves for vacation next weekend, right?”

“Right. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I’m thinking of going with her. Just to keep an eye on her.”

Stanley had a soft spot for Lya and even tried to set her up with every nephew of his that was over the age of eighteen. Much to Lya’s chagrin.

“Dahlia, we are busy here, and you know I don’t have anyone who can step up the way you do.”

“Stanley, I have everything under control. All my cases are smooth sailing at this point. Nothing to worry about,” I assured him.

He thought about it for a while before giving in. “Alright. How long will you be gone?”

“Ten days, tops,” I grinned.

“Alright, Carlisle. I’ll see you when you get back,” he said with a resigned sigh.

I smiled and sauntered to the door before he changed his mind. My notice was a little sudden, so I understood his unease.

“Hey, Stan?”  

“Yes?” he grunted without looking up from his computer.

“A sombrero would go nicely with that suit,” I snickered, glancing at him over my shoulder as I opened the door.

“Don’t push it, Carlisle. This is a special suit. They don’t make them like this anymore.”

“They’d better not!” I laughed and closed the door before he had a chance to lecture me on the relic he was passing off as clothes.

The man was truly clueless about the eyesore he was wearing.

But live and let live, right? And I was planning on living it up on vacation.

Europe, here I come!
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Chapter Two
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Dahlia
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Falling in love was like a temperamental bitch in spiked heels. 

It made you question your sanity. One minute life was awash with color; the next, everything was lifeless and dull. 

That was the case with Lya, my colleague and friend in harmless shenanigans.

Beautiful, trusting Lya. A purer, kinder heart didn’t exist. But since her weekend with Axle Duke, she’d been lifeless. Oh, she’d gone all in—open and trusting. So now she was nursing a broken heart.

As her best friend, I was doing my duty by taking a vacation to Greece with her. 

The irony was that she wanted to get away because she was hopelessly in love, and I needed to get away because I had no prospect of love. We were quite a pair.

An old flame, Ben, was in town recently, and I gave in and slept with him because I’d been on a year-long dry spell. 

The man was handsome as hell, but completely vacuous upstairs. He looked at himself in the floor-length mirror beside my bed the entire time he was attempting to synchronize his grunting with his thrusts.  

Being a self-respecting person, I did the appropriate thing and quickly faked an orgasm so the torture would end. 

I was over it. No more curved dicks and mediocre humping for me. My vibrator and I would become well acquainted from now on. 

Closing my computer, I grabbed my bag before heading out to meet Lya for lunch.

“Alice, I’m leaving shortly for lunch. No transfers to my cell phone, please,” I said as I walked by her desk.

She had a bad habit of transferring calls to my personal phone if I was out of the office for an extended period.

“Gotcha,” she replied and continued to type vigorously on her computer. 

The restaurant was a short distance from the office, so it only took me ten minutes to get there.

Lya was already sipping on her drink, her green eyes bright, but with a hint of sadness lurking in their depths.

“Those better be virgins, because it is way too early to try and take the edge off,” I smiled at her as I sauntered up to the table.

“They are, but now that you mention it, I should’ve asked for the real thing,” she replied, hugging me before sitting back down with a shrug.

She’s got it bad, and I couldn’t blame her. Axle Duke was a living, breathing, should not be allowed in public with horny women, sex on legs God. I’d been her sounding board for the past week since she’d slept with him and he ghosted her, so I knew how far down Limerence Lane she was. 

“How are you doing, babes?” I asked with an sympathetic pout.

“Meh, but I’m still breathing, right?”

“That you are. I have news.” 

“What?” 

“I’m coming to Greece with you,” I said excitedly.

Her eyes bulged in surprise. “What!?” 

“You heard me. I told Stanley that I was concerned about your well-being and would like to keep an eye on you—so, I’m coming!” I clapped excitedly.

“Dahlia, you are crazy! Don’t tell me Stan bought that excuse for you to go gallivanting around Europe for ten days, on such short notice.”

“He sure did. Doesn’t matter now. Greece, here I come!” I giggled. 

“Well, I’m glad you’re coming. I see lots of fun in our future.”

“Alrighty, ye sage one, teller of good times ahead,” I smiled around my virgin daiquiri. 

We ate and snickered like schoolgirls planning their first date as we finalized our vacation plans.

I loved coming here for lunch. This was New York at its core—a melting pot of people from all backgrounds. We liked the restaurant for its miniature crab cakes, but it was also one of my favorite places to people watch. My eyes wandered around the packed restaurant lazily, taking in the vibrant lunch scene.

What in Hades!?

My heart tried to catapult out of my chest when my eyes landed on the man at the far end of the bar. The adrenaline rush was immediate and unrelenting. It was like a bomb exploded in my chest and I was wired to a live charge. I stared at him unblinkingly, riveted by his rugged beauty.

He had slightly too-long dark blonde hair and smoldering glacial blue eyes. But his unusually handsome face was just the beginning. The rest of him looked like it had been carved from the finest marble.

He was undeniably handsome, but what captivated me was the air of deadly silence surrounding him, even in a packed NYC restaurant.  

I was in such a trance that I didn’t realize I was staring until my eyes wandered back to his face. He stared back at me steadily, and I suddenly felt uncomfortable—exposed.

Spidery tendrils of vulnerability skittered across my skin and curled up into an embryonic ball in my stomach. Without warning, arousal spiked in my core—intense and unapologetic. 

Aw shit! Lusting after hot strangers in public was not on the to-do list. 

With much effort, I willed myself to look away. Luckily, we were sitting outside, so I quickly put my Jackie-O sunglasses on and tried to compose myself. 

But like a gravitational pull, I glanced in his direction sometime later. The spot where he’d sat was empty. It was as if he’d never been there at all. 

The uneasiness and intrigue I felt stayed with me for the rest of the workday. I couldn’t shake the feeling of him watching me, his eyes unwavering and knowing. 

As I fell asleep that night, intense blue eyes followed me into my restless dreams.
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Greece, baby!

I smiled down at my expertly packed suitcases.

Not bad. Not bad at all, I nodded with satisfaction.

I’d expertly packed everything I needed neatly into one large suitcase and a medium-sized carry-on. 

Admittedly, I was a little high maintenance, but I wasn’t stupid. The goal was to travel light but still take all the essentials. Nothing frustrated me more than being on vacation, in an exotic location, without my favorite toiletries.

I’d paid the price one too many times with hotel conditioners, so I always pack at least three months’ supply. Just in case. No experimenting with the hair. Everything else was fair game, but not the curls. Plus, a lot of curls meant a lot of hair conditioner.

Satisfied with my packing expertise, I moved both suitcases downstairs by the front door.

With a sigh of relief, I headed back upstairs. I’d promised my mom I’d call. I was avoiding her because she’d recently taken to asking me about boyfriends every time we talked. 

I dialed the number and waited for her to pick up just before the last ring. She was the only person I knew with a mobile phone that was never mobile. If she were at home, the phone stayed in one spot, and she would go up and down the stairs to answer it every time it rang.

“Hi, Mom!”

“Dahlia, is everything alright?” 

“Everything’s fine, Mom. I’m just checking in.”

“But you never call to just check in. So, what’s going on?”

That was my mother. She wasn’t keen on wasting time hemming and hawing, especially when she could tell I was being evasive.

“I check in all the time, Mom,” I replied.

“Uh-huh,” she mumbled sarcastically.

She was the queen of unbothered and rarely engaged in pointless dialogue. She honed that skill as an ER nurse. I suppose when you spent your day trying to save lives, everything else seemed trivial.

“How’s Dad?”

“He is playing golf with your uncles. I don’t know why he even bothers since he misses every hole.”

I laughed at her little jab, but she was right—Dad was rubbish at golf. It kept him busy since he’d decided to retire early, though, so that was a win.

Both my parents were in their late thirties when I was born, and by the time I went off to college, they were ready to throw in the towel and move to the South. So, I constantly got the third degree about waiting too long to have children. 

“Are you still working long hours? You need to find a nice man, Dahlia, and take a break sometimes–you can’t kill work, but it will sure kill you.”

“I don’t want a nice man, Mom. And I do take breaks. In fact, I was calling to let you know that I’ll be on vacation for the next two weeks.

“That is fantastic, hon! By yourself?”

“Lya and me. We’ll be in Greece first and then Paris.”

She was hoping I’d say with a nice man.

“Have fun, but be careful, Dahlia. People prey on young women traveling alone.”

“We’ll be fine, Mom. I’ll try to call when we get there.”

“Okay... and Dahlia?”

“Yes...”

“Give someone a chance. Sometimes we look in the wrong places for the right things, you know.”

“You mean I should forget tall, dark and handsome with financial security?” 

“Maybe not financial security, hon, but handsome comes in a variety of packages.”

“Ha, mom you are the quintessential gold digger!”

“No such thing! But money would be one less thing to disagree about!”

“I love you, Mom. Tell Dad I love him. I’ll come by when I get back.”

“Love you too, honey.”

My mom was the best, and I should visit more. Be a better daughter. But I work too much.

As I hung up the phone, I thought about what she said about men coming in a variety of packages. 

Mr. Silent at the bar was the striking opposite of the men I dated, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop thinking about him.

Mom might be on to something. 
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Chapter Three
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Maxim

The bat phone was ringing. That meant Axle Duke had a problem he couldn’t control.

I glared at the cellphone as I connected the call. 

“What can I do for you, Axle?” 

“Your men fucked up. I need you to take over!”

“I don’t do fieldwork.”

“This is different. I need you in Greece by morning.”

“Fuck, Axle! I’m too busy to be traipsing around Greece.”

“Then next time make sure your men aren’t completely incompetent. She should’ve never left the US without me knowing,” he seethed.

“Is she in danger?”

“Until I have everything sorted out here, she is. I received intel on Soklov's involvement with my family. If something happens, I trust that you can handle it.”

Going to Greece was not in my plans. I had every intention of getting the fuck out of Manhattan and spending the rest of the summer in Sweden.

“Fuck! One night, Axle. I’ll have someone else in place in forty-eight hours.”

“Let me know when you get there, Maxim,” he growled, not waiting for a reply before hanging up.

I stared at the phone in my hand, anger making me want to throw it through the window.

I hadn’t been on a surveillance job in over seven years. If a client needed me to fix a problem, it meant someone had truly fucked up, and my patience for stupidity was very thin. 

As the owner of Titan Industries, I rarely get involved in the daily operations of the company.

I hired the best for that reason. 

I dialed Vicar, my operations manager, and he picked up on the first ring. He was expecting my call, which was a very bad sign. 

“Meet me in my office in fifteen minutes.” 

“Yes, sir.”

Security was a dangerous line of work, and incompetence could get you killed.

So, who the fuck authorized such a high level of mediocrity?

––––––––
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My life was marked by extremes. 

It was my birthright.

I was raised in Russia by a Swedish mother and an abusive absentee Russian father. 

Mother was beautiful, gentle, and kind, unlike my father, who was a sloppy, boisterous drunkard. 

He drank and gambled his life away, before he was forty years old.

His death wasn’t the worst day of my life. In fact, I felt nothing when we found out he was dead. 

My only thought was that mother was finally free.

His death also meant that I would get the chance to take care of my mother without having to abide his wrath.

She died before I got the chance. 

Mother was my heartbeat, and my heart stopped feeling the moment hers stopped beating.

Her death was the worst day of my life.

I wasn’t even sure I had a heart anymore. I was still alive, so I guess something filled that space. But it didn’t matter now. I didn’t live my life on feelings and emotions, anyway.

My general disposition was one of indifference, so most people simply avoided me, and that suited me perfectly. 

I didn’t date, and I didn’t confide in people. My sexual desires were relegated to the confines of private clubs, and my work was my only confidant. 

I started Titan Industries after I defected from the Russian Airforce at the ripe old age of twenty-three. Ten years later, I had enough money to last a few lifetimes.

Titan had surveillance contracts with some of the wealthiest people all over the world. Axle Duke being at the top of the heap. 

Not bad for a boy who grew up in one of the most depraved and destitute parts of Russia. 

Mother would have been proud. 

As I walked up the stairs to my bedroom, I couldn’t help but wonder who the fuck, fucked up so badly that one of my most elite clients had to call me at two a.m. in the morning?

I yanked on jeans and a t-shirt, then took the elevator to my office below my penthouse.  

When I entered the office, Vicar was already waiting. I nodded my acknowledgement and walked directly to the window and looked out at the quiet Manhattan skyline.  

Feeling calm enough to sound human, I turned around to face Vicar.

“Explain to me how men with military surveillance training and equipment, lost track of their subject for forty-eight hours.”

“They weren’t aware that the subject was going away on vacation.”

“And that’s a legitimate reason? Who debriefed them on the job?”

“I did.”

“The requirement for the case was twenty-four-hour surveillance until I order a pause.”

“They were given this directive, sir.”

I didn’t need to tell him that this was his fault as much as theirs. I should fire him, but he was less of a liability than the rookies he assigned to the case.

Instead, I gave him an impatient stare. 

“Yet here I am fixing their fuck-up. Fire the fuckers. Immediately! Be warned, Vicar, the same goes for you if this happens again.”

“Understood, sir,” he nodded, relief on his face.

“I need a private jet arranged for Greece. I leave in two hours.”

Surprise flickered across his face before he stammered, “I’ll go, sir...let me fix it.”

Too late.

“Arrange for replacement in forty-eight hours and make sure there is a team in place before she gets back to the US.”

I turned back to observing the quiet early morning skyline, effectively dismissing him.

It was short notice to arrange the jet, but frankly, I didn’t give a fuck. I didn’t want to fly to Greece any more than he wanted to spend the next two hours arranging a private plane for an international flight.
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Santorini, of all fucking places. A temperature and overcrowding nightmare where tourists put common sense on pause until they returned home.

From my seat in the shadows, I watched both women from across the room. It was the perfect spot except for the fucking strobe lights that illuminated the bar periodically.

I understood why Axle wanted me to be there. They stood out in the sea of people like fireflies on a dark night—sophisticated and beautiful. 

I glanced around the bar, and the men, and some women, were looking at them in awe, to which they seemed completely oblivious. 

A scrawny blonde man decided to bravely walk over, and both women smiled, then politely dismissed him. 

He walked back to his table and relayed the message of rejection to his already drunk group of friends.

Fuck! Just my luck.

He was going to be a problem. One I really didn’t want to deal with tonight. I wanted to leave Greece the way I arrived—quietly.

Fifteen minutes later, both women made their way to the dance floor, and heads turned slowly to follow them. 

Oh fuck! Fuck!

My eyes landed on the one with the beautiful curly hair as she glided through the crowd on a cloud of self-confidence. 

The same reaction I had to her when I saw her for the first time in New York came crashing back. 

Her body was perfection. She had long sexy legs and an ass so perfect I wanted to strangle every man that was gawking at her. 

A primal need to protect her surged through me. 

I reluctantly pulled my eyes from her ass and back to her face. Big amber eyes accentuated her heart-shaped face. My eyes landed on her full lips, painted a deep ruby red, and my cock started twitching.

She was a fucking goddess — and she knew it.

The average onlooker didn’t have the discernment to look past her striking beauty, but I sensed she had secrets. I wanted to know them, claim her, possess her—I wanted to hear her beg.  

A sharp tightening in my chest caused me to take a deep breath. My fucking heart beats, after all.  

I dragged my eyes back to the untouched beer in my hands. I need to leave this country, go to my house in Sweden where I would be alone and in control. 

I looked up as the scrawny blonde man marched toward the women on the dance floor. 

Was it fucking too much to ask for the night to be over without me maiming someone? 

He strolled over and grabbed the other woman by the waist, then slid his hand up the slits in her dress. 

She was the reason I was here.

I made my way over, but not before she slapped him hard across the face. He reared back like a drunken hyena, a look of hatred twisting his reddened face. 

I grabbed him by the neck just as he pulled back to punch her in the face. 

“If you are looking to lose body parts tonight, I will gladly oblige,” I snarled in his alcohol reddened face.

He started fuming when he realized I’d halted his little temper tantrum. 

“Let me go, asshole! I will fuck you up!” he yelled up at me, spit flying from his mouth.

With a disgusted scowl, I tightened my fingers around his puny throat.

“Do you know who I am?” he sputtered, trying to untangle my fingers from his neck.

I applied more pressure.

There were very few things I hated more than a man who threatened women. So, the mere fact that I was in this fucker’s presence, pissed me off to no end. I let him go, revulsion surging through me when a blob of spit landed on my hand.

“From what I saw, you can’t hold your liquor, and you are a punk who preys on women. Whoever raised you didn’t tell you the meaning of the word no,” I said slowly, almost pitying the pathetic mess in front of me.

“Fuck these dykes! What they need is a real man to give them a good rogering!” he sneered, thrusting his bony hips forward. 

In that instant, I had a flashback of my father drunkenly dragging my mother to his room. 

"You need a good fuck to keep you in your place,” he’d snarl, dragging her limp body across the jagged wooden floor.

Minutes later, I would hear her screaming in agony as he raped her mercilessly. At nine years old, there was nothing I could do but cover my head with my pillows and cry.

Hatred crept up my spine as the man in my grasp thrust his hips out again. Without hesitation, I pulled back and punched him between the eyes before he completed his hip rotation. The crunching sound of breaking bones echoed loudly around the room, and he flew backwards and landed in a limp heap on a table two feet away. He attempted to get up with the help of his equally drunk friend but passed out cold before he could put him in a sitting position.

I glanced sideways just in time to see both women making a hasty dash for the exit.

With a last look at the astonished crowd, I walked out of the restaurant. 

Everything about what had transpired irked me. I’d spent the better part of the last decade avoiding situations where I had to deal with imbeciles who thought harassing women was their birthright.  

After finding the car and pulling around to the front of the restaurant, I dialed Axle’s number.

He answered on the first ring. 

“Maxim?”

“There was an altercation,” I said calmly.

“Lya?” 

“She’s fine, but some drunken idiot got in her face on the dance floor.”

I came to a stop where they stood on the sidewalk, noticing that they both looked visibly shaken from what had just happened in the restaurant.

“Where is she, Maxim?”

“Outside.”

“Give her the phone.”

I exited the car and handed over the phone.

I didn’t feel the need to introduce myself, since I planned on leaving Greece without so much as a backward glance as soon as Vicar had the right men in place.

I leaned against the car and waited for Axle to finish his conversation so I could get the hell away from the restaurant.

While her friend talked on the phone, Goddess turned and fixed me with a suspicious stare.

Grown men didn’t look at me like that, but there she was staring me down.

Or attempting to, at least. 

I held her gaze steadily until she looked away, but not before I saw her eyes widen slightly when an invisible bolt of electricity passed between us.

My eyes roamed up her long shapely legs and to her ass. 

I shouldn’t, but I needed her in a bad way.  

The dress she wore was backless, and I envisioned her bent over as I fuck her hard from behind. 

What’s her name? 

Usually, I wasn’t interested in knowing the names of the women I slept with. Frankly, I had no need to because I never saw them more than once. I simply didn’t get close or allow women close enough to me to warrant the exchanging of pleasantries.

So, why her?

She walked toward the car when her friend finished talking to Axle. The weird sensation in my chest started again as she approached me. I opened the back door, and Goddess gracefully lowered herself into the seat. 

Her scent and closeness rendered me immobile. My cock slowly unfurled and strained against my jeans. 

The need to touch her was overwhelming. I paused and tried to get my arousal under control. But my cock protested when I slid behind the wheel of the car. 

Fuck!

The trip had become painful in so many unacceptable ways.
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Chapter Four
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Dahlia
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I never thought I’d see him again after New York. 

But there he was, in Greece of all places. He said nothing during the drive back to the resort. Not a word. Not even a glance in my direction. 

Nothing.

Did I imagine the look of lust on his face when our eyes met earlier?

Seeing him from across the room in a crowded restaurant was one thing, but being in such close proximity caused my heart to do poorly executed pirouettes and my core to tighten with need. 

As I discreetly watched him standing in the shadows on the balcony, arms folded across his chest, I couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to be with someone like him—powerful and mysterious.

He moved so quietly, as if he didn’t want to disturb the air around him. 

Everything about him was shrouded in silence and self-confidence, a quiet authority that both unsettled and intrigued me.

This type of quiet command was rare and almost taboo. Most men I’d encountered equated aggressiveness and loudness with confidence.

When our eyes connected earlier at the restaurant, I had the same reaction I had to him in New York—untamed desire. A molten pull that unleashed a primal need to explore the forbidden. 

His pale blue eyes stared knowingly into the depths of my soul, and I wanted to hide from their intensity. 

This vacation was supposed to be a mental break from men, not for me to hop on a roller coaster plunging into a valley of sin and debauchery. But obviously my body disagreed—it wanted the stranger cloaked in darkness.  

Feeling like I was in a fishbowl, I grabbed a glass of water and headed for my room, deliberately ignoring the quiet silhouette on the balcony. 

But I knew he was watching me.
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Maxim. 

That was his name, and apparently, he was going to be our bodyguard for the day, according to Lya.

I glanced at myself in the full-length mirror and winced. 

I was wearing my favorite white shorts, but the way they molded to my ass, and after our altercation with weird Grant, they weren’t looking to be the best choice of clothing for the day.

Damnit!

A sundress might be the safer choice. I wasn’t itching for a repeat of the previous night. Plus, I needed armor against the icy blue stare I knew would be lasered on me all day. 

Finally deciding on a simple white sundress, I fluffed out my massive head of curls and made my way outside.

I walked into the living room to find Lya waiting and Maxim standing by the pool. Oh, he was doing his damndest not to interact with us. 

I slipped on my Jackie-Os and pretended not to notice how hot he looked in those fitted jeans and black blazer. Though he was in for a world of hurt because it was going to be ninety-nine degrees in the shade.

Fucking hot!

“All set?” I glanced at Lya curiously.

“Yep, let’s go see how much trouble we can get into today,” she chirped sarcastically.

“Hopefully, some good trouble and not a run-in with another drunk Australian. Once was enough,” I replied.

“Yeah, don’t mention it. That lunatic would’ve punched me in the face if not for Mr. Silent,” she whispered, glancing over her shoulder at Maxim.

“Good thing he showed up,” I mumbled.

Maxim walked in right at that moment and nodded curtly in our direction before strolling outside to the car. 

“Jesus Christ! He obviously doesn’t like his job. Has he spoken to you at all?” I frowned at Lya.

“Not much. Just when he told me about taking us today.”

“Alrighty then. I guess we’d better follow him before he changes his mind.”

Lya giggled and nodded. “Good idea.”
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Two hours later, we were exhausted. 

After fighting our way through the crowds and the oppressive heat, I was ready to go back to the resort and dunk my head in the pool. 

Maxim never broke a sweat as he followed us around with a stoic look on his face.

Women gawked at him, lust oozing from every pore of their sweaty, sunburned faces. I supposed we were all victims of the heat and his presence.

I’d managed to studiously ignore him all day, except when we sat down for a drink. But I could feel his eyes on me—steady and unwavering.

Even Lya caught on to it, but I wasn’t ready to discuss my attraction to someone who had not said a word to me. My self-worth wouldn’t let me do that.

“Interesting choice. Are you going to buy that?” Lya asked, glancing at the statue in my hands of a couple entwined in a scandalous embrace.

“Yep. Relationship goals,” I shrugged and handed it to the small Greek man who had been openly gawking at me since I entered his little shop. 

Nothing new there. 

People typically stared at me like that, even in New York City, where the culture was more diverse. I think they were wondering if my hair was real, since it had the tendency to surround me like a halo.

I noticed that Maxim removed his sunglasses when we entered the souvenir shop. Seeing him up close in full sunlight took my breath away. My heart raced so hard it felt like I was having an anxiety attack. His chiseled jawline and full, firm lips made me want to kiss him until I couldn’t breathe. 

Oh God, this is not good, and I must admit that a man like Maxim would consume me body and soul. 

I was not mentally equipped to handle all that dominant sexual energy wrapped up in silence.

I desperately needed to get back to the resort where I could find a safe space to mentally wrestle my attraction to him into submission. 

“Ready?” I nodded at Lya.

“Fuck yes!” she answered promptly.

“Anyone ever told you that you have a potty mouth, Sinclair?” I teased.

“As many times as you’ve been told, Carlisle,” she replied without batting an eyelash.

“Touché," I laughed as we trailed some distance behind Maxim to the parked car. I was sure he welcomed the personal space.

“I’m going for a swim when we get back,” I said softly to Lya once we were on our way.

Maxim still hadn’t acknowledged us verbally, and this car ride was really making me nervous. I was whispering like an eight-year-old, for fuck’s sake. 

“Okay, I think I’m going to take a nap,” she yawned. 

“Want to meet up for a nightcap after dinner? I could use a glass of red and some spicy cheese.”

“Let’s,” she nodded, eyeing Maxim in the rear-view mirror, surprise marring her beautiful face.

“What?” I mouthed at her when she returned her gaze to my face.

“Music," she mused, leaning in and whispering in my ear. “Maybe he’s a ‘flowers and romance’ kind of guy, after all.”

I slapped her leg playfully and gave her the stink eye for teasing me about the brooding, ridiculously hot man driving the car. 

But I focused on the music playing. He was listening to classical music? What in the ever-living fuck? 

“Hmm, fascinating. Maybe he is,” I shrugged at Lya and turned my attention to the beautiful ocean scenery outside my window. I didn’t want Lya
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