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        Praise for the Fallen Saint Series

      

      

      “MY BEAUTIFUL SIN was another mysterious and sexy book in this beautiful new romantic suspense series! … I can't wait to see where this story will take us in the final book. And can someone please get Netflix on the phone for this already!!!????” BJ’s Book Blog

      

      “J. Kenner knows how to deliver a tortured alpha that everyone will fall for hard. Saint is exactly the sinner I want in my bed.” Laurelin Paige, NYT bestselling author

      

      “J. Kenner has done it again! Fans of her Damien Stark series are going to totally fall for Devlin Saint in this sexy, compelling page-turner.” NYT Bestselling author Carly Phillips

      

      “This story ticked all my boxes, I swooned, I sighed, and at times I held my breath as Devlin and Ellie push trust and love to the limits, the chemistry is sizzling, the characters loveable and I can’t wait to see where we go with book 2 in this series.”  Thelma and Louise Book Blog

      

      “Devlin Saint rocked my world. And he definitely ain't no saint. He's the best kind of bad...sigh. I have to say, this new series, Fallen Saint is so damn good I want to read it again, and I just turned the last page.”  iScream Books Blog

      

      “Move over Damien Stark. A new king is here. Something unimaginable and extraordinary has happened in My Fallen Saint. Devlin Saint just captured my heart's number one spot as a broken, dominating and delicious alpha man from J. Kenner. This story was explosive and enticing. It was such a powerful mix of passion, suspense and angst. I have no words. No words.”  PP’s Bookshelf

      

      “MY FALLEN SAINT was a very exciting & mysterious & sparky & sexy & heartbreaking first book in a brand new epic romantic suspense series!” BJ’s Book Blog
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      Everything Ellie thinks she knows is about to change.

      

      Despite his dangerous past, billionaire Devlin Saint finally has Ellie Holmes in his life—and in his bed. Yet shadows still cling to Saint, obscuring his dark secrets and the confidences he swore never to reveal.

      

      An investigative reporter, Ellie is certain the man she loves hasn’t told her everything. And when she starts receiving anonymous warnings about Devlin, she vows to investigate. Soon it becomes clear that Devlin isn’t the only one with things to hide, and the more Ellie learns, the more she realizes how dangerous it is to love Devlin Saint.

      

      His touch is her sin…
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Devlin Saint propped himself up on his elbow and gazed down at the naked woman sleeping beside him, her pale skin illuminated by a shaft of moonlight, her soft brown waves fanned out on the white pillow.

      Gently, he ran his hand over her bare shoulder, then down her arm, relishing her heat and the softness of her skin beneath his palm.

      His.

      The word flashed neon in his mind, and he had to bite back an ironic chuckle. He hadn’t felt possessive of a woman since his first love, and he’d been a different man then. A different name. A different look.

      In the years since he’d left Alex Leto behind and become Devlin Saint, the women in his life had been disposable, and he’d never expected that to change. There was no woman who had charmed or challenged him. No woman who’d made his heart sing. Not a single female for whom he’d felt even remotely possessive. Only that first, lost love.

      The same woman who, through some miracle he didn’t deserve, was now curled up beside him, her soft skin teasing his senses as his mind struggled to believe that she was his again after all this time. That somehow, despite who he was and what he’d done, she believed in him enough to fight her way back into his life.

      His El. His love. His light.

      She’d been his heart all those long years ago. The best part of him. The part that made him want to be a better man.

      The part that he’d clung to and cherished and tried to keep alive during the hellish years after he’d walked away.

      He hadn’t wanted to leave her, and looking at her now, he couldn’t remember how he’d ever found the strength. Except that he’d had to. There’d been no other choice. It hadn’t been about him, but about her. About keeping her safe. Because being aligned with him in those cold, dark days would have been no life at all.

      And now? The voice in his head was harsh. Is it really so different now?

      With a sigh, he slipped from the bed, careful not to wake her. He crossed to the sliding door and looked out toward the moonlit ocean. The night was quiet, peaceful, and he embraced it, knowing better than most that such moments were all too rare.

      Then he turned to look back at Ellie, enjoying the way the moon’s kiss set her skin aglow. For as long as he’d known her, she’d burned from within, as wild and bright as a living flame lighting his way.

      Christ, she was everything to him.

      Slowly, so as not to wake her, he returned to the bed and slid in beside her, his fingertips once again drawn to her soft curves.

      Damn him for ever leaving her. And damn him now for fighting for her. For claiming her. For drawing her in instead of shoving her away when he’d had the chance, not to mention the strength.

      But he couldn’t bear the thought of being without her. So he’d allowed her into his orbit, knowing damn well that was a dangerous place to be.

      He was a selfish bastard, but how could he push her away when he finally understood how dead he’d been inside for the last ten years? She’d brought him back to life. She made him whole.

      He’d told the truth when he’d sworn to protect her. He only hoped that he could. Because the wolves were circling. Soon, they’d attack, letting loose a swarm of secrets he’d tried to keep contained. Secrets he kept hidden from the world. From the public that thought of him only as a reclusive and intriguing philanthropist.

      And, yes, secrets he still hid from El.

      Not paltry secrets like the identity of his father or even the truth surrounding the death of her uncle. But bone-deep confidences and dangerous lies.

      His biggest fear was that once revealed, he’d lose Ellie all over again.

      For now, though, she was his, and his secrets were safe.

      And Devlin was going to do his damnedest to make sure it stayed that way.
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      I wake to the feel of Devlin’s body pressed against mine, his heat burning through me. I don’t move, just breathe in, enjoying this still-new sensation of having the man I love so deliciously close.

      I don’t know what time it is now, but wide shafts of light slice the room, squeezing in through the gaps in the drapes that block the eastern-facing windows. My eyes are only half-open, my mind still fuzzy with the remnants of lust and heat as I watch the tiny flecks of dust dancing in the sunshine.

      I’m guessing that it’s past ten, and though I know we should both get out of bed, I don’t want to. I want to stay here forever, safe in Devlin’s arms, well away from the grasping claws of the outside world.

      You’re in over your head. Find the truth. Don’t trust anyone.

      The memory of the text I received last night sends a chill through me. I hadn’t shown it to Devlin. I’m not sure if I wanted to protect the sensual intimacy of our night together or if I was afraid of what I’d see on his face—the things he might feel compelled to tell me. And the shadow of the secrets he’s withholding.

      After all, everything I’d learned recently nearly broke me. The knowledge that he’s the son of one of the most notorious criminals to ever walk the earth was bad enough. But when I learned that it was Devlin who’d killed my uncle Peter all those years ago, the ground had fallen out from under me.

      It had taken long talks and even longer forays deep into my own soul to accept the truth, understand his motivations, and not only forgive him, but realize how deeply I need him. I’d run back to him with a change of clothes and the determination to convince him that everything could be right between us.

      Then that text arrived.

      What if there’s another horrible revelation? Maybe I can face it now, in the morning light. But last night? With candles and kisses, and the fervor of reconciliation?

      No way—that hadn’t even been an option.

      So instead of sharing the text, I’d shoved down my fears.

      I haven’t even considered the possibility that the vague language refers to something other than Devlin. Of course it’s about him.

      He told me straight out that he’s still clinging to secrets. But secrets are slippery. It’s rare that they are truly secure. Someone else knows what he’s trying to hide.

      But whether this text was meant as a warning or a threat, I don’t know. Either way, it was meant to divide us, Devlin and me.

      I won’t let it, though, and now I draw strength from the knowledge that I know this man. The real man, not merely the picture he paints for the world.

      Except that’s not entirely true, and I tremble. Not because I know the secrets he’s keeping, but because I fear that he loves me enough to walk away if those secrets put a target on my back. He did it once already, after all.

      That certainty weighs on me, and I close my eyes, longing for the return of sleep. I want to wake up again, only this time with no memory of the text. I want it to be nothing more than the remnant of a nightmare. Something I can ignore.

      Something I don’t have to tell him.

      As if the mental storm in my head has awakened him, his hand slides along my thigh, rising higher until he’s caressing my hip. His lips brush the nape of my neck, and my body immediately responds, my nipples going hard, that insistent pulse between my legs increasing.

      Without a word, I roll over and find his chiseled face smiling back at me. His chin-length dark hair frames his face, and his eyes—sandy brown at the moment—watch me with such tender intensity that my heart actually aches.

      We’ve been through so much in such a short time. Secrets, lies, promises. His revelations had both scared and horrified me, but I’m still here, despite Devlin trying his damnedest to push me away.

      Now, someone else is pushing, suggesting even darker secrets. But it doesn’t matter. I’m fighting back against that someone, too.

      I’ve gone from hating Alex Leto for walking away from me all those years ago, to loving Devlin Saint with an intensity so deep I know that I would sacrifice anything to keep him near me. There is darkness around him, true. But I like to think that I’m the light he needs in his life.

      I know for certain that he’s what I need in mine. And I’ll be damned if I’ll let random, anonymous threats shake my faith in him.

      He studies my face, and the silence that still lingers between us seems thick with possibility. I don’t break it. Instead, I use my forefinger to gently trace the scar on his face.

      It’s not a scar he had in our youth, and though he has yet to tell me the full story of how he got it, I know that it’s a mark of the man he is now. It bisects his right brow, then continues down his cheek, the offending blade having thankfully spared his eye.

      It terminates on his upper lip beneath the close-trimmed mustache that I brush lightly before cupping his jaw with my hand, enjoying the sensation of his rough beard against my palm.

      He’d been clean-shaven when we were young, but he’d been a different person then, too. And honestly, I can’t complain. The Alex Leto I’d loved then could turn heads, no doubt. But Devlin Saint is the full package. He’s confidence, control, and a hint of danger all wrapped up in a man who must have been designed by the gods on a particularly good day.

      Best of all, he’s mine.

      “Hi, there,” I say, my voice the barest hint of a whisper.

      He doesn’t respond. At least not with words. Instead, he rolls us over so that I’m on my back and he’s straddling me, his hands sliding up my body as he lowers his mouth to mine.

      The kiss is slow and deep, and I want to melt into it. Into him. I spread my legs, wanting everything he is willing to give, then cringing when I remember. “Wait,” I whisper, tightening my grip on his shoulders. “Do you have a condom?”

      He hesitates a second too long before stretching his arm out to pull open the bedside drawer. He may not have even realized he hesitated, but I know he did. And I know why.

      We’d forgotten about protection last night. Which isn’t a huge problem since I’ve got an implant. Except that before Devlin, I wasn’t exactly playing it safe. I haven’t played it safe in years. On the contrary, from fast cars to anonymous fucks, I’ve spent much of the last ten years standing at the edge of a metaphorical volcano, daring the world to push me in.

      I hadn’t feared death; I’d danced with it, tempting it to claim me the way it had my entire family.

      Now, though, I understand fear.

      Now, I have something to lose. It’s been a while since I’ve been tested, and the thought that I might pass something horrible on to him haunts me.

      But from Devlin’s perspective … well, he probably assumed I didn’t press last night because we’re truly, finally together. So what must he think it means for me to ask now?

      He says none of that, though. Instead, he sheaths himself then flashes me a humor-filled grin as he says, “Take two.”

      I laugh—probably more than the joke really called for—and hook my arms around his neck. “Kiss me,” I murmur. “Make love to me.”

      “Baby, that’s exactly what I have in mind.”

      We’re both beyond ready, as if our naked limbs tangled in sleep had been foreplay enough. I arch up, silently begging him to enter me, wanting nothing more than this man, his hands on me, his cock inside me. It’s fast and urgent, both of us spiraling upward in a frenzy of heat and need.

      Soon, I’m gasping, on the cusp of going completely over.

      “Now,” he says. “Come for me now, baby.”

      It’s a command I can’t disobey, and my body breaks apart, my core tightening around him, taking him over the cliff with me as we fall off into space, tumbling over and over until we are spent and gasping, locked in each other’s arms as sunshine fills the room, welcoming us to the day.

      I stretch languorously as he moves off of me and deals with the condom. “That was so much better than an alarm clock,” I say.

      “Such high praise.” I hear the tease in his voice as his fingers stroke my hair. “Do you want coffee?”

      I start to sit up, “Always,” I say. “I’ll go start some.”

      He shakes his head, then bends over to kiss me lightly on the lips. “No, stay where you are. I like the thought of you staying in my bed as long as possible.”

      I lift a brow and lean back. “Waiting on me? I could get used to this.”

      “That’s the idea.” He winks, and I laugh. Then I simply sit there and enjoy the view as he gets out of bed and pulls on a pair of sweatpants that he’d left hanging over the back of the chair.

      He turns from me as he heads to the door, and I watch that perfect ass move away from me. I sigh happily. I never thought that he would be mine again, not after all we’d lost when we were young.

      A fist tightens around my heart, and I can’t hold back the swell of fear that once again it’s not going to last. That what we found isn’t permanent. That all the dark shadows of our youth are going to swarm back in to haunt us, and that all my qualms about returning to Laguna Cortez are finally going to come true.

      I’d left Manhattan and returned to my hometown with an assignment to write an article about the Devlin Saint Foundation and my own plan to research the circumstances surrounding the murder of my Uncle Peter a decade ago. But though I’d grown up here, returning was like coming home to hell.

      This town held so much loss for me. My mother died in a car wreck, my father was brutally murdered in the line of duty. And then my guardian, Peter, had been assassinated by a single shot to the head, leaving me lost and alone.

      The night that he died had been the first time that his assistant, Alex Leto, and I had made love, both of us surrendering to grief and loss and lust.

      I’d been seventeen, he’d been almost twenty, and the heat that had been burning between us had finally reached a boiling point. He’d filled me up and sent me reeling. He’d helped me forget about the horror of my uncle’s death, at least for a few precious moments.

      He’d soothed me, and he’d told me with words and his body how much he loved me.

      Then he ripped me to shreds. Because that was the last time I ever saw Alex Leto.

      When I came back to Laguna Cortez ten years later to research those two stories, it wasn’t Alex I found, but Devlin Saint. A new man, a different man.

      A man who swore he would have nothing to do with me because of his dangerous past. And yet here I am in his bed, exactly where I intend to stay.

      You’re in over your head. Find the truth. Don’t trust anyone.

      The vile words fill my head once again, and I reach for my phone, determined to see them in black and white. To change the memory from emotion to nothing more than evidence.

      Whoever sent these words hadn’t broken into my home or assaulted me on the street, and yet the message seems just as invasive. It was sent with the intention to wound me, and the arrow has undeniably hit home.

      Of course, I could be wrong about the text’s meaning. But if it’s not about Devlin and the secrets that surround him, then I really am at a loss. And if it is about him, then he and I have much more to face than simply moving past the ghosts of our youth.

      By the time he comes back to the room with two steaming mugs of coffee, I’m sitting up in bed with my arms around my knees. Since he immediately frowns, I assume my expression isn’t what he’d expected after a delicious morning in bed.

      He puts the coffee on the table then sits on the edge of the bed. “What’s wrong?”

      I hesitate, knowing that if I open this door, I’ll be fueling his fears that he and his secrets are a danger to me. But at the same time, if I stay quiet, whoever sent this has already won, simply by driving that silent wedge between us.

      So I draw in a breath, meet his eyes, and say, “We need to talk.”

      His mouth quirks, and that bisected brow rises. “Tired of me already?”

      I laugh, and it feels like a pressure valve has opened. “I need to show you something,” I say, picking my phone up from where it sits beside me on the mattress.

      His expression turns serious. “What’s going on?”

      “I should have showed you this last night, but I didn’t want...”

      I trail off with a shrug, knowing that he’ll understand. It was our first night back together. He has to know that I wouldn’t have wanted to bring anything horrible into this room with us.

      But now I unlock my phone and pass it to him. As he reads the text, I watch his face, searching for a hint of worry or anger or confusion. But there’s nothing. And once again I’m reminded of who Devlin Saint really is. He’s an invention. An enigma. A man with a dark and secret past. A boy who had to learn how to hide not only himself but also his emotions in order to grow into the man he’s become.

      And though I know he trusts me, I can’t deny the small stab at my heart when I see that right now, he’s hiding those emotions from me.

      I can read nothing in his eyes when he lifts his face to mine. “I assume you don’t know who this came from.”

      “No. I looked up the number but there’s no info. I’m guessing it’s a burner—I may see if Lamar can dig deeper,” I add, referring to my friend who’s a detective.

      “No. I can handle it. I have resources.”

      I nod, not surprised that he doesn’t want Lamar involved. Not only does Lamar not know about my past with Devlin, but whenever they’re together, I feel the undercurrent of tension. They’re both protective of me, neither fully trusts the other, and I’d just as soon not be in the middle of that any more than I have to be.

      As for Devlin having resources, that makes sense, too. After all, his foundation not only helps with the rehabilitation of victims of all sorts of crimes, but it also provides support for and access to paramilitary organizations who can assist with rescue missions. So even if the DSF doesn’t have a department that can trace back the number, I’m sure he knows someone who can.

      “Fine,” I say. “No problem.”

      He reaches for my phone, but I pull it back. “I’ll give you the number on one condition. Anything you learn, you tell me.”

      He hesitates, then nods as I text the number to him. When I look up, his expression is harsh, and he stands, running his fingers through his hair as he paces the large bedroom, an icy fury building around him.

      “This is the way it will always be, isn’t it?” His voice is tight. Controlled. “My past following us. My secrets threatening to come between us.”

      I slide out of bed as well, grabbing the T-shirt that he didn’t put on and tossing it over my head. I don’t know why I feel the need to be clothed around him right now, but I do. And once the shirt is hanging mid-thigh, I move into his arms.

      “No.” I shake my head firmly “It’s an annoyance. It’s an intrusion. It’s a threat. But it’s not coming between us.”

      For a moment, I see nothing on his face. Then the light of a smile blooms in his still-brown eyes. He’s not yet wearing the green contacts that are part and parcel of the man he has become. Right now, he’s a little bit Devlin and a little bit Alex, and I wrap my arms around him, holding tight to both sides of the man I love.

      “I bet it’s from someone who doesn’t realize that I already know who your father is.” I tilt my head up, then see him nod slowly, as if considering that possibility. I’m almost positive I’m right, because what else could it be?

      “I suppose it must be. But I honestly don’t know who.”

      I haven’t got a clue either. “There must be people out there who’ve learned the truth about who you really are. Maybe they’re laying low and biding their time.”

      I watch as his demeanor shifts from neutral to ice cold. And once again, I get a hint of how dangerous this man can be.

      When he remains silent, I press. “Who other than Anna, Tamra, and Ronan know you used to be Alex?” Ronan Thorne is his best friend, with whom Devlin served in the military, having enlisted as Alex after he ran from his father.

      As for Tamra Danvers, she knew his mother and sought him out after she died when Alex was still young and essentially held hostage by his father, a notorious crime lord known as The Wolf. She’s watched over him for years, even coming to Laguna Cortez when he did. She worked in community relations at the police department at the same time I was interning there during high school.

      I’d adored her back then and still do now that she works as the Devlin Saint Foundation’s publicity director. Both Devlin and I trust her completely. In fact, she’s the one who held my hand the most in the days after I found out that it was Devlin who really killed Peter, and I’m forever grateful to her for helping me find my way back to him.

      Anna Lindstrom, the third of the trio closest to him, now works as his assistant. Just a couple of years older than Devlin, she grew up on the Wolf’s Nevada complex with him. She’s also the first girl Alex slept with, and she’s curvy and gorgeous. The first time I saw her in a slinky silver dress, I wanted to claw her eyes out. We’re friendly now, but I have to confess that some jealousy still lingers.

      That, however, is on me. She’s loyal to a fault, and I can’t imagine she would ever hurt Devlin.

      Still, there must be others. “You told me that even though you weren’t in Witness Protection, you had government help setting yourself up as Devlin Saint after your father was killed.”

      He nods. “In exchange for information about the spider web of his operation, yeah.”

      “Well, those people know the truth. And there must be people who surrounded them who do, too. A clerk. A transcriptionist. Someone who didn’t think you deserved to start fresh, not with a father like that.”

      His face hardens, and I wish I could call back the words. Because I know that part of Devlin really does feel that way—that he doesn’t deserve this new life, because he’s been tainted by his dad. And by his own actions, too.

      I take his hand and hold it firmly. “It isn’t true. It isn’t what I believe. But someone might. And if they’ve been watching you, waiting for an opportunity…”

      I trail off, and he nods. “It’s a possibility,” he concedes. “I’ll look into it.”

      I frown, still thinking. “Maybe someone from those days thinks that you’re running an illegal enterprise through the foundation—the sins of the father,” I say, my voice as harsh as his expression. The possibility doesn’t sit well with me. I don’t believe it, but I can’t deny that someone might. The Devlin Saint Foundation is a highly renowned philanthropic organization that has risen to a place of prominence in the five years of its existence. Which means it’s attracted a lot of attention.

      “The DSF grew quickly, and you funded it with your father’s money,” I continue, thinking out loud. He’d inherited a significant chunk of his father’s fortune simply because there’d never been enough proof for the government to legally attach those funds.

      “Because I wanted to clear the taint on those dollars. Do good rather than ill.”

      “I know that,” I say. “But people see what they want.”

      Again, I think about Ronan. They’ve been friends since Devlin’s time in the military, and now Ronan is loyal to the DSF, working with Devlin on many worthy causes. But I can’t help but wonder who he was before. Was he jealous of Devlin’s sudden fortune?

      In the service, they were surely equals. But now Devlin is the name and face behind a world-renowned organization. Does Ronan applaud Devlin’s efforts because he believes in them? Or because he’s biding his time to render Devlin’s comeuppance?

      I force myself to shake off the suspicions. I like Ronan—I do. But there’s no denying that he rubbed me the wrong way early on, suggesting it might be better for me to walk away rather than be a “distraction” to Devlin.

      Yeah, well, fuck him. I’m happy to distract.

      But probably best if I don’t let my irritation morph into a completely unsupported accusation.

      “You thought of something?”

      I look up to see Devlin watching me, so I shake my head. “No. Not really.” I manage a thin smile. “I was hoping for inspiration, but nada. You’re going to talk to your old contacts? Maybe see if there’s someone from your past who’s been paying too much attention to you?”

      “Believe me, I’m going to pursue this. I don’t like threats, and I like them even less when they’re aimed at you.”

      “Can’t argue with that,” I say. “I’m going to see what I can find out as well.”

      “Just leave it be,” Devlin says. “I’ll see if there’s any relevant chatter. But I don’t want you poking around. Someone sent you a warning. That means there may be danger.”

      “Oh, please.” Danger doesn’t scare me, but losing him does. And if he thinks I’m going to just sit around…

      I square my shoulders and meet his eyes. “Someone seems to think that you’ve resurrected your father’s empire. And I have an interest in helping you prove that’s not true.”

      “That’s not your—”

      “More than that,” I continue, cutting him off as my temper rises. “The text came to me, remember? Hell, you’re not even named. Maybe it has nothing to do with you. But if someone is sending me threats, I’m damn well taking steps to protect myself. So don’t tell me what I can and can’t investigate. In case you’ve forgotten, investigating is my job. Reporter. Remember? With bonus points for the police background.”

      I see the irritation wash over him, and steel myself for an argument.

      “Reporter?” he snaps. “Are you actually telling me that this is something you’re going to report?”

      I wince. “Of course not. My point is that I have skills. And I intend to use them.”

      “Dammit, El, you need to stay away from this. From bumping up against any lingering remnant from my father’s enterprise.”

      “I’m not a child, Devlin. This is my—”

      “For fuck’s sake,” he snaps. “I’m not playing protective caveman here. But I need time to talk to my sources quietly. You start digging, and you’re going to let whoever sent that note know that they’ve struck a nerve.”

      I’d been about to speak, but that silences me. He’s made a good point. Just not the point he thought he was making.

      He’s right that if I start looking around, the sender will know I’m interested, and the odds are that they’re arrogant enough to believe they can win me over. And that means that a few inquiries may be just the lever I need to start an avalanche of information.

      “Fine,” I finally say, coolly. “You may be right.”

      But what I don’t do is agree to lay low.
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      Devlin caught the back of her T-shirt as she started to move past him, pulling her to a stop. “Have you forgotten how well I know you?”

      She looked over her shoulder, her whiskey brown eyes pointedly fixed on his hand knotted in the gray Army Special Forces Tee. “Problem, Mr. Saint?”

      “You need to drop this, Ellie. Let me handle it.”

      “Hmm.” She looked him up and down, a cool gaze so different from the way she usually looked at him. He was certain it was the look she’d used when she’d been in uniform—hell, it was probably part of her uniform. The key component in her transformation from petite woman to hard-ass cop.

      Now, he assumed it was the look she used when interviewing a recalcitrant source. It wasn’t a look he’d expect in a bedroom, but he couldn’t deny that he liked it. She was strong, and always had been.

      But she was stubborn, too, and it was at times like these when that trait could be a real pain in the ass.

      “You’re the one who said I have people I can talk to,” he pressed. “Let me do that.”

      “I have people, too,” she retorted. “And, to once again point out the obvious, the message came to me. There’s a chance it has nothing to do with you.”

      “Bullshit.”

      Her shoulders sagged, and when she said, “Goddammit, Devlin,” he thought he’d won, but then she bent forward, tugged her head and arms out of the shirt, and continued on toward the bathroom, completely naked with him holding the shirt.

      “El—”

      “We’re not having this argument,” she said. “You want to keep me here, fine. You’re bigger than me. Hell, use the damn shirt and tie me to the bed. But barring that, I’m going to do what I think is best, and you can do the same. And what I intend to do is identify the fucker who’s sending me anonymous notes like that’s going to scare me.”

      She turned again and disappeared, slamming the door behind her. He started to follow, but stopped, opting to calm down before he did. She was strong-willed, and so was he, and God knew she didn’t back down from what scared her. On the contrary, she faced it dead on.

      He should have known better than to try to persuade her to back off because she might stir up a hornet’s nest. Ellie poked hornets’ nests just to feel the rush. And he understood why better than anyone.

      The trouble was, she didn’t understand how large and how dangerous this particular nest could be. His world was precarious and there were many people who would like to see him fall. She poked in the wrong place, and she could end up trapped inside a deadly swarm.

      So many secrets. So many lies.

      He told himself over and over that the less she knew, the safer she was. Because the more thread she had, the more she would pull, and the more likely it was that his world—and the world they wanted to build together—would unravel along with them.

      She might not fear those dangerous places, but he did.

      He hadn’t before. Until she’d re-entered his life, he’d been more than willing to flip danger the bird. Because what did he have to lose?

      Now he was vulnerable, where before he’d been steel. Now he had a soft spot. And God knew he would kill anyone who hurt his El.

      He wanted to tell her everything. Wanted to hold her close and watch as she curled up against him, her eyes shut as she took in all of his secrets. He had a fantasy that she would understand. That everything he did, everything he was, would make sense to her.

      But he couldn’t quite believe it.

      Honestly, he was terrified.

      There. As simple as that.

      He hadn’t felt real terror since the day he’d run from his father, but Ellie had brought it back into his life. Because of her, he had something to lose, something to risk.

      More, he had something to protect. And that’s what he was doing, even if part of it meant that he was protecting her from him. From the dark places in his soul that, if she could see, would cast him in an entirely different light in her eyes.

      Shit.

      Without even realizing that he was on the move, he’d reached the door and thrown it open. She was in the shower now, the outline of her body visible through the steamy glass. The room was lit only by a tinted skylight, making the scene before him look like one from an erotic movie.

      Despite his irritation, he felt his body go hard. Despite? Hell, maybe it was because she frustrated the hell out of him. He wanted to claim her again. Bend her to his will. Feel like maybe—just maybe—he had some iota of control over the maelstrom that was beginning to swirl around them.

      And if that really did make him a goddamn caveman, well, so be it.

      Her head was tilted back, her face in the spray, and she hadn’t noticed him enter.

      He untied the sweats and let them drop to the floor, then kicked them aside. He was already hard, and he couldn’t even see her clearly. He reached down, slowly stroking his cock as he watched her. Had there ever been a moment in his life when this woman hadn’t turned him on? She’d been only sixteen when they’d met, and the impact of seeing her that first time had been like a kick in the gut.

      She was his weakness, he knew that, and he didn’t like being a weak man. But it was worth it because she was his.

      No matter what, she was the manifestation of everything he had fought for in his life, everything he was still fighting for, love and goodness and hope and a future. All wrapped up in one woman who belonged to him. A woman he would always fight for, even if it meant fighting her.

      He crossed the steam-filled room and slid the shower door open, startling her. Then he looped an arm around her and tugged her toward him just as she was sagging with relief after that initial surprise.

      “Dev—” she began, but he silenced her with a punishing kiss, then released her long enough to press her against the black tile wall, one arm caging her in place as the fingers of his other hand slipped between her legs. She was so damn slippery, and her lips parted in a soft moan that shifted into a gasp as he thrust two fingers inside her while pressing the pad of his thumb against her clit.

      “If this is how you act when you’re pissed,” she murmured, “I’m going to make it a point to keep irritating the hell out of you.”

      He bent forward and nipped her ear. “Sweetheart, I’m barely irritated. You haven’t seen me pissed. I doubt you really want to.”

      He pulled back long enough to see her face, expecting a lashing from her sharp tongue. Instead, all she said was, “Ditto.”

      He couldn’t help it. He laughed.

      “I’m only doing my job,” she said. “And someone sent that message to me. I want to know who. And why. Why does someone want to scare me off you? Why should they even care about us? For that matter is it about us? Or is it about what I am—a reporter—and who you are? Is someone trying to position me to expose you? Or is there something bigger going on here?”

      She reached down, holding his hand more firmly in place, then holding his eyes as she ground against him, her mouth parting as a tremor cut through her. “Maybe they think I’m their ally. That I’m just using you to get what I want.”

      “And what’s that?” His cock was so hard he could barely form words.

      “Maybe I want the danger,” she said. “Maybe I just want a good fuck.”

      “Well,” he said casually, “who doesn’t? But, sweetheart, if it is danger you’re craving, you need to back away. Because you may not like what you find.”

      She lifted her chin, her eyes flashing. “Won’t I?”

      His heart pounded in his ears as if his blood was screaming at him to tell her. To tell her every goddamn thing. But all he said was, “Do you think I can stand to lose you again?” He moved his fingers inside her, gratified when she writhed against him and bit her lower lip in an obvious effort to keep from crying out.

      He bent to kiss her, his cock so hard now he thought he would explode. He wanted to flip her around and take her from behind, the weight of her breasts filling his hands as he sank deep inside her.

      But when he started to pull his hand free, she caught it, then met his eyes and shook her head. “The only way you can lose me is if you’re the one walking away,” she said. “And just for the record, no matter how much I might want to feel you inside me right now, there is no way in hell you’re going to fuck me into submission.”

      She ducked under his arm and moved nimbly to the shower door. “I have work to do now,” she said. “And, I think, so do you.”
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      “Ellie?” Brandy’s voice pierces the quiet hallway.

      “Yeah, it’s me,” I shout, kicking off my shoes.

      “What the hell?” she asks, appearing around the corner in pajamas and an apron. Her blond hair is now tipped in blue, the pink apparently abandoned. Jake bounds into the hall at the same time, and I bend down to rub the scruff of his neck as he whines and writhes with pleasure. A tawny Labrador-mutt mix, Jake is almost eleven years old, but still convinced he’s a pup.

      “Jake, cushion,” Brandy says, then strokes his coat as he obediently heads for his giant pillow by the patio door. She returns her focus to me. “Why aren’t you still at Devlin’s having wild make-up sex? Or do you need more clothes? I was assuming clothes really weren’t an issue…”

      She trails off with a sly wink, and I roll my eyes. “Cute,” I say, “but I came home to see you. And because Devlin has meetings all day. I mean, the man runs a multi-billion dollar philanthropic outfit. You’d think he could shift his schedule, right?”

      “It’s a screwed-up world.”

      “It really is.” I sniff the air. “If those are muffins, then you can have the honor of lifting my spirits.”

      She shakes her head in mock exasperation. “You’re practically walking on air. Whether he has a meeting or not, your spirits are just fine.”

      “Yeah,” I admit, following her to the kitchen, “they are. And they’ll be better when you pass me one of those.” Brandy is a whiz in the kitchen. And at the sewing machine, too. She’s carving out a solid career with BB Bags, the business she started on Etsy to sell her oiled canvas totes and purses.

      Now, she’s in several local boutiques, not to mention some seriously trendy shops in Los Angeles. But I swear she could have just as easily opened a bakery and have a line out the door every day. She’s tall and thin, and I swear she can eat everything she bakes and never see it on her hips. Me, I’m only five feet, five inches, and I’m risking a new jean size every time I indulge. But it’s a risk worth taking.

      “Banana nut,” she says going around the counter to put one on a plate for me. “Pretty basic. Sorry.”

      “Are you insane? That sounds incredible.” It’s still hot from the oven, and I peel the paper off, careful not to burn my fingers.

      “So?” She starts to peel her own muffin. “What they’re saying is true? It all worked out? You and Devlin are back together, even though you’re not at his place this very minute having make-up sex?”

      “Trust me,” I say. “There has been much make-up sex. And Back Together sex. And He’s Just So Hot and Tempting sex.”

      “That’s a lot of sex for less than twenty-four hours,” she notes.

      I make an innocent face. “You think so? Because if it wasn’t for those meetings, I could have gone on and on and on and on and—”

      She tosses up a hand, cutting me off. “I get the picture. And I’m very happy for you and your still-unsatisfied libido.”

      I’m about to ask about the new guy she’s been seeing, Christopher, and the state of her libido, but something she said earlier strikes me. “What did you mean by they’re saying? Who’s saying what?”

      She’s just taken a huge bite, and now she hurries to chew and swallow as she aims a duh look my way. “The tabloid chasers. The Insta-hounds. The Tweeters.” I must look blank, because she rushes on. “You didn’t see them here? Or outside of Devlin’s place? I figured you had to run the gauntlet to get to the front door.”

      I shake my head, and she gapes at me as if amazed at my cluelessness. Then she pulls out her phone. She taps a bit, then passes it to me so I can scroll through a gazillion hashtagged images that run the gamut from yesterday—with me rushing out of Brandy’s house and into Devlin’s—to this morning with Devlin kissing me in his doorway less than an hour ago. As I’m looking, another pops up with me right here, shoving my key into the lock, blissfully ignorant of everything around me.

      “I can’t believe I didn’t notice I was being watched.” I aim a frown toward Brandy. “Some cop, huh?”

      “Former cop,” she says, and I’m about to point out that a reporter should keep a watchful eye, too, when she continues. “And to be fair, it’s not like they’re obvious.”

      She goes to the small kitchen window that faces the front yard. “That green Toyota’s been there since before you left yesterday. And the driver’s so slunk down he’s totally hidden. See?” she asks as I slide off my stool and come up behind her. “And that red Subaru was gone for a while. I think it must have followed you to Devlin’s last night, then come back today. But it’s not like either of those cars is out of place. The street is packed.”

      She’s right about that. Some of the neighborhoods lower in the hills have parking that is only reserved for the residents. This street is far enough away from the Arts District that the city assumes the tourists won’t be a pain and monopolize the street parking. They might be right, but whether it’s locals or tourists, there’s rarely a curbside spot in this neighborhood, and the various vehicles just fade into the scenery.

      I head back to my stool, still carrying Brandy’s phone. There are a zillion comments on the various posts, and I’m not inclined to read through them all. Instead, I slide the phone back across the counter to her. “So what’s the consensus?”

      “Well, yesterday it was that you were storming over there to give him a piece of your mind—and no, there wasn’t any speculation about what exactly you were pissed about. But now it’s turned around, and everyone’s saying how you two are back together. Most folks think that’s great, but there’s a lot of damn, the hottie is off the market chatter, too. So those folks think you’re a dream-crushing slut-puppy.”

      “Fame is a fickle bitch,” I say, making her laugh since we both know that the spotlight is the last place I want to be. “Still, it could be worse,” I continue. “Considering who Devlin is, they could be getting in our face every time we’re in public. So far, they’ve been pretty invisible. Hell, I didn’t even know anyone was watching us at the track until that picture turned up.”

      Early on, there’d been a few snaps here and there of Devlin and me together, but most of the posts said nothing more enticing than that I was a reporter who used to be a Laguna Cortez local, and I was writing an article about the DSF. It wasn’t until Devlin took me on an overnight trip to a desert racetrack that the media started paying attention. We’d made the mistake of sharing a deep, bone-melting kiss on the steps leading up to our trailer. After that, goodbye privacy, hello public eye.

      Now I’m the girl who pulled the very eligible and enigmatic Devlin Saint off the market.

      And that must have pissed some people off.

      I frown, thinking of the mysterious text as I consider that.

      “What?” Brandy asks, obviously noticing my change in mood.

      “Take a look at this,” I say, then pull up the text and pass her my phone.

      “You’re in over your head. Find the truth. Don’t trust anyone.” She reads it aloud, then meets my eyes. “Well, that’s super creepy. Who sent it?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.” I smoosh some muffin crumbs under my finger, as if I were squishing the bastard who’s taunting me. “I’m assuming someone who doesn’t realize I know who Devlin’s father is. But maybe it’s about something else entirely.”

      Her brow furrows. “Like what?”

      I hesitate, but Devlin has never asked me to hold back around Brandy. He understands that I need someone to talk to. And right now, I need someone more than ever.

      I draw in a deep breath, then lay it out for my bestie. “Devlin told me he has more secrets. But he also said he’s not going to tell me. Not ever.”

      She tilts her head and stares me down. “Seriously? And you were okay with that?”

      “Yes. No. I don’t know.” I drag my fingers through my hair. “It was like he was warning me off, but I can’t walk away again, Brandy. I can’t.”

      “I know.” Her voice is gentle. “I get that. But still, if he has secrets that are going to put you in the crosshairs for creepy messages, then it’s only fair he tells you the damn secret.”

      I almost smile. Brandy’s not big on cursing, so the extra punctuation only underscores how indignant she is on my behalf.

      “Not arguing,” I assure her. “And I don’t believe he’ll keep his secrets forever. That’s just not us, you know?”

      “This is all new, Ellie. He’s not Alex, remember? You’re working from a completely different us now.”

      I don’t answer, because she’s right, and my chest tightens in response to the truism.

      Brandy frowns, then passes me another muffin, like it’s a consolation prize. “You’re probably right. After all, the man is head over heels. He wants to protect you now, but he’ll tell you eventually.”

      “Maybe. Probably. I don’t know.” I shake off the melancholy. “It doesn’t matter, anyway. The point is this might not be about his dad. This might be about those secrets.”

      “I get that. But what good does it do if you don’t know what the secrets are?”

      “It doesn’t matter. The secrets themselves aren’t relevant.”

      “Then what is?”

      “Who else knows them.”

      For a moment, she looks confused. Then her face clears. She circles the bar and comes to sit beside me, swiveling her stool so she can face me. “You’re saying someone sent that text to scare you off. Someone who knows the rest of Devlin’s secrets and doesn’t want you to learn them?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Okay, maybe. But how will you ever figure out who?”

      I meet her eyes. “I have an idea already.”

      Her brow furrows. “Who?”

      “Ronan Thorne.” Considering how much Devlin relies on him, I feel a little disloyal saying the name, but I can’t shake the sense that something is up with him. And one thing I always do is trust my instincts.

      Brandy frowns. “But they’re total buds.”

      “All the more reason. They had each other’s back in the service, so he’s going to have Devlin’s back now, right?”

      “I guess, but this—”

      “He doesn’t trust me.”

      She sits up straighter. “What are you talking about?”

      “Or, I don’t know, maybe he simply doesn’t like that I’m a reporter.” I drag my fingers through my tangled waves. “All I know is that he tried to warn me off Devlin early on. Said I was a distraction.”

      “Ohhh.” She draws out the word as she nods her head. “Distracting him from all that other secret stuff he does.”

      “That’s what I’m thinking. And he was in Vegas when Devlin and I were, too. They were talking in the lobby bar super late. And when I went down to join them, Ronan didn’t seem happy to see me.”

      “Maybe you interrupted an important meeting. Or maybe he’s protective of his friend. Like the way you and I watch out for each other.”

      “Maybe,” I concede. “But it feels like more than that.”

      “Okay, so you work backwards. What could the secret be? Something that affects them both, right? Not their military service, because that’s over. But there’s foundation stuff, right?”

      “Exactly. But what? The foundation supports a lot of causes. I know about how it helps trafficking victims, but that’s only the tip of the iceberg.”

      “But Ronan was in Vegas, and that’s where that rehab center is for the victims. Maybe something there?”

      “Possibly,” I say. “But it’s a quick trip. He could have come to Vegas simply because he needed to talk to Devlin.”

      “Are you going to try to figure it out?”

      I swallow, unsure. Devlin’s made it clear that he intends to hold his secrets close, so poking around trying to uncover them would surely be a breach of the relationship rules. At the same time, I want to know what that text means, and unless I know what the secret is, how can I figure it out?

      “Shit,” I say, making Brandy frown. “Of course, the text is about some other secret. If it wasn’t, why would Devlin be so insistent that he be the one who investigates?”

      Brandy laughs. “Now you’re overthinking,” she assures me. “You may be right. Or it could just be that Devlin’s a protective guy who’s used to being in control. It must be making him crazy knowing that some jerk is sending you cryptic messages. Of course, he wants to find out who’s behind it. The man’s your white knight, after all.”

      “Tarnished knight,” I say with a smile, remembering what Devlin had called himself.

      “Huh?”

      “Never mind. The point is, you’re right.” I squeeze her hand. “Thanks. I’m going to take it one step at a time and wait to see if Devlin learns anything about the sender’s identity.”

      “Good for you.”

      “What about you?” I ask as she slides off the stool and goes back around the island and into the kitchen. “On the boyfriend front, I mean?”

      “Me?” Her voice squeaks a little, which tells me everything. Or, at least, it tells me a lot.

      “Spill it,” I say, rising up off my stool to grab yet another muffin despite her feeble attempt to slap me away. “Is there something new on the Christopher front? Oh my God, did he stay over last night?”

      She hadn’t said a word to make me think that, of course, but I can tell that something has shifted between them from the way her cheeks flush pink. Now, she says, “No. Well, okay, yes. But we didn’t—you know.” Her cheeks bloom all the way to red. “But I want to,” she adds, her voice such a low whisper I can barely make out the words.

      My heart squeezes with worry. “Are you sure?”

      The blush deepens. “He’s sweet, and he hasn’t pushed me. I mean, he wants to—we’ve talked about it. But he gets that I want to take it slow.” She shrugs as if it’s no big deal, but of course it’s a huge deal. “He’s a really good guy, you know?”

      “From everything you’ve told me and everything I’ve seen, the man’s a freaking prince. But does he know why you’re taking it slow?”

      She shakes her head. “God, no.” She hugs herself. “I mean, he obviously knows I have issues, and I’ve kind of suggested that I was in a bad relationship.”

      “Brandy…”

      “I know—”

      “Do you? Because if you’re really serious about him, you need to tell him everything.”

      “I know. It’s only that I have a hard enough time talking about it with you. But I really do get it. I want to tell him. I think he’s the first guy that’s ever mattered to me enough to tell. But I’m scared it’ll mess everything up.”

      “Yeah,” I say, my heart aching for her. “But if you want something real between you two, you’re going to have to tell him at some point, right? Better to talk now. Wait too long, and it’ll just get harder.”

      “I suppose. And I really do plan—oh, shit. The second batch.” She whirls away from me, and I look down to hide my expression, all my attention on my muffin.

      I don’t blame Brandy for being scared to talk about what happened to her. After all, like me, she’s almost twenty-nine. Unlike me, she’s only slept with one guy, not counting the bastard who stole her virginity, and it didn’t go well. Conversations about sex with men aren’t high on Brandy’s skill set. For that matter, neither is picking guys who will be sensitive to what she needs.

      She’s gone out with a few she genuinely liked, but so far none who were inclined to stick around when they realized sex might be a long time coming.

      The world really isn’t a fair place. I’ve known that my whole life. Brandy’s known it since our senior year. And both of us have been at the receiving end of that basic reality more than our fair share. Which, I guess, proves the point.

      I pull off a piece of muffin and pop it in my mouth, savoring the sweet, nutty flavor. Brandy’s my best friend, and one of the nicest people I know, so I hate that she’s had such shitty luck with men. Maybe it’s the law of averages, but I can’t believe there aren’t more men out there who are not only willing to wait, but are also sweet in bed.

      Maybe Christopher really is the guy. If she’s getting that serious about him, I hope so; I hate the thought of her getting hurt again. And the truth is, they really don’t know each other that well yet. He’s a novelist who came to town to do research for his next thriller. I met him in the Research Room at the Devlin Saint Foundation. About the same time, he met Brandy by accident, which means they’ve been seeing each other for about five minutes in Relationship Time. I’m not even sure where he actually lives, only that he’s staying at an Airbnb while he’s in Laguna Cortez.

      He’s smart and sweet and seems to truly care about Brandy. I see that clearly enough, and I know that she does, too, and yet she’s still holding back. Understandable, I suppose, considering she was practically unconscious her first time after an asshole at a party slipped her a date rape drug. As if that wasn’t bad enough, she ended up pregnant, which sent her parents over the deep end and the baby into an adopted home.

      Traumatic as hell, and so I get why she doesn’t want to talk about it. But if she holds onto that secret for too long, I’m certain it’ll drive Christopher away. After all, some secrets between couples are okay. But when the secret is big—when it’s the kind that can truly impact a relationship—well, then silence isn’t a neutral issue. It becomes a real obstacle in the relationship.

      I frown, realizing I’m no longer thinking about Brandy. My thoughts have instead turned to Devlin. He flat out told me that he has secrets. There will always be secrets between us, he’d said. You should have stayed away.

      He told me he was a dangerous bet, but he never expected me to run. Not really. That much I’m sure of. Because Devlin knows me. He’s seen my demons, and he knows that danger doesn’t scare me.

      No—that’s not true. It does scare me. But that’s the thrill. That’s the rush, all the more potent because I never expect it. Danger stole my whole family from me, and yet I’m still here.

      I’m not the girl who flirts with danger. I’m the woman who tells danger to go fuck itself.

      I shiver, not liking this dark direction of my thoughts. What I feel for Devlin is real—it is. It’s not some fucked up manifestation of survivor’s guilt. I know that. I believe it. I love him, and I’m falling deeper every day.

      But how deep can the roots of our relationship really go when I know that he’s not only been keeping secrets, but that he never, ever intends to reveal them to me?
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in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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