

Prologue

TYLER

IN ORDER TO keep a secret, you have to be able to successfully tell a lie.

To successfully tell a lie, you have to trick your mind into believing your deceitful invention as the absolute truth.

First, you create markers in your mind of where the lie stems from—the why of it, who it involves, and those it will affect. From there, you branch out a barrier of details around the falsity to help eradicate any trace of what the truth once was. Once you believe it, you live it, instilling those details into the minds of those who surround you so they, too, invest in and strengthen your lie as truth.

Once that’s done, it’s no longer a lie.

The truth about lies?

They protect secrets, but secrets seldom protect anyone.

I should know because to protect my secrets and those I love, I’ve become a living, breathing fucking lie.




LARISSA


US PRESIDENT: BARACK OBAMA | 2009–2017

Asheville, North Carolina



LYING ON MY stomach, feet kicked up behind me, I’m flipping a page of one of Mama’s outdated fashion magazines when the yelling starts—again. It’s been nearly every day for the last week. But it’s the way they’re arguing tonight that has me popping my head out of my bedroom. As their roars escalate, I creep up to peek over the mezzanine rail to see them in another standoff. This time, Ciro met Roc at the door—where they’re squared off now, screaming at the top of their lungs. Their war has been ongoing for some time, but somehow, I know this fight is different. I can feel it.

“You are no son of mine!” my father booms, his olive complexion reddening. “You have no respect!”

“And you’re a man to respect?” my older brother spits, tipping his chin up in a blatant sign of contempt. “You’re so fucking courageous that you dole out all of the orders and do none of the heavy lifting.”

Flinching, I pad toward the top of the stairs, remaining hidden in the shadows while bracing myself, knowing the turn this will take because of my brother’s posturing and words. Roc has never gone this far.

“I know who you are, what you are, and Nonno would be disgusted if he knew what you—”

The crack from my father’s backhand echoes up to me, and I flinch again as my brother’s laughter rings out in response to the blow. The fact that Roc used our grandfather against him—the one person Ciro DiCicco feared shaming up until his death—tells me all I need to know. That, and the fact that Roc’s venom is filled with an underlying threat, has me fearful that my brother might not survive this rebellion. It’s the menacing look in his eyes—his voice littered with hate—that has me bracing for the worst.

“What’s wrong, mostro?” Monster, Roc spits. “You don’t like the truth?”

“As if you have some ground to speak. You think I don’t know what you did to that girl last summer? I’m done cleaning up your messes. You’ve disgraced this family for the last time!”

“It’s your sick fucking blood that’s running through my veins. You sold your soul long ago—and ours! This family is cursed because of you. Keep your filthy fucking fortune and plagued name. You might have forced me to help you earn it, but I want no part of it.”

“That’s laughable,” Father scoffs. “How will you buy your drugs?”

“I would rather be a penniless drug addict than a replica of you!”

“Then go!” My father’s tone takes on the deadly edge he uses when he’s about to act in a way that can’t be undone. “As of now, you get no protection from the name you so despise. I would kill you myself if I weren’t certain you’re about to save me the fucking headache.”

Ciro delivers this in a way that strikes fear into the hearts of every man who crosses him before he turns his back with finality. It’s then that Roc’s eyes find mine. In his return gaze, I see it—he’s not coming back. As if in afterthought, Ciro reaches into his pocket and tosses a fortune in bills at Roc’s feet. “This should buy enough to rid me of you.” His following words send a cold chill down my spine. “If it doesn’t, you better make sure you crawl to an edge of the earth where I can’t reach you.”

The loose bills start to scatter when Roc cracks the front door, and Dad stalks toward his study. Roc continues to hold my gaze as I frantically shake my head, begging. He can’t leave. He won’t. He won’t leave us.

Seeming to read my thoughts, Roc breaks the stare and lowers his eyes to the dwindling pile of money before scooping just enough of the loose cash to not look like he took any. The rest scatters in the wind, along the foyer, trailing him outside the door before he slams it so hard that the glass surrounding it cracks. With it, so does my restraint. I swallow the bile that threatens as thunder rattles the walls of the house along with the wood floor beneath my bare feet.

Knowing what going after him will cost me, I take the first step down as Ignacio fearfully calls my name from behind his inch-open bedroom door. Turning, I aggressively shoo him back into his room. Panic wins as I take the stairs as quietly as I can and manage to clear my father’s line of sight. Just before I do, I catch a glimpse of Ciro where he sits in his study, staring into a roaring fire, before I hit the landing and quietly slip through the front door.

Rain pelts my neck and scalp as I race toward my brother, ignoring the pain from the sharp gravel digging into my bare feet as I call after him.

Glancing back, Roc stops at his driver’s door and, after spotting me, immediately begins to jerk his head back and forth in warning. “Go inside, sorellina,” little sister, “you know what will happen if he finds you out here.”

“Where will you go?”

Looking up, he scours the house, eyes darkening, expression tortured, as if the house itself represents everything that haunts and hurts him, when we both know it’s the man inside. The man he just bravely faced off with. “Anywhere but here.”

“When will you be back?” I ask, my lips trembling as I purposely press my feet into the sharp gravel to keep from crying. Emotional displays other than well-constructed hurled venom are considered a weakness in our family.

“I won’t.”

“You can’t leave us here!” I shriek, panic seizing me as he opens his car door. “Please don’t go,” I beg, tugging at his T-shirt as he stops and hangs his head. Turning to me, he bends and grips my shoulders.

“I have to, and you know why. Listen to me, Larissa. As soon as you get the chance, you get away from here, from him. Run as far and as fast as you can. For yourself and for Ignacio, don’t let him turn you into one of his monsters, okay?”

“But you’ll come back for us.” I search his eyes for any sign of hope as he tightens his grip on my shoulders.

“Promise me!” he bellows above the increasing wind and rain.

“Take us with you—”

“Promise me,” he grits through clenched teeth.

“I promise,” I utter as fear cripples me that I have no idea how to keep that vow. If he leaves, it will be an impossible feat.

“Go back inside before he finds you out here!” he shouts, but I continue to grip his arms as he tries gently to free himself. My fingernails drag over rough, raised skin as I fight to keep a hold on him. Looking down, I spot the bold edges of a heavily blackened tattoo, which wasn’t there the last time he was home. Thunder rattles the ground as I study it—the wings of a bird, a crow, I think—but it’s too dark to fully make out. Releasing my fingers, Roc gently pushes me away to gain space while I persistently beg him not to go. Once free, he slips into his car, and I call his name again, pounding on his driver’s window as he scans the house for long seconds. It’s the start of his engine that has me full-on screaming, uncaring of who might hear. This cry not going ignored when sorrow-filled, dark brown eyes meet mine through his window. I see it then. Whatever protectiveness he feels for me, for Ignacio, is not enough because, short seconds later, he’s spinning tires and speeding away. I watch on, absorbing the sight of his car as he bullets down the driveway and out of the gate. Not once slowing, his exit becomes purposeful and absolute.

Gone.

Rain soaks me as I stare after him for long minutes, praying he’ll change his mind and come racing back, both for Ignacio and for me. That he won’t be so selfish as to leave us to fend for ourselves in this hell. But it’s a foolish hope because I saw it in his expression—in his departure. All lingering hope disappears when the gates close. Locking me in. At the sight of it, a guttural cry bursts from me. At both the loss of him and what his permanent absence means.

Soaked through by the chilling rain, I turn back toward the house and freeze when I’m met by familiar sapphire eyes. Inside his return gaze swirls turbulent affirmation of the same knowledge. There’s no escaping my fate, and there’s nowhere to run. My brother’s betrayal makes each step back toward my damning fate even more grueling.

In my darkest moment, I curse my brother’s future to be just as tormented as the one he’s cursed me with.




LARISSA


US PRESIDENT: PRESTON MONROE | 2021–2029

Barga, Italy

Three months ago



FINGERING MY NECKLACE—a gift from my cousin, delivered just this morning—I stand in front of the floor-to-ceiling mirror in wait. The click of her heels gives away her approach, but I now know that sound is intentionally meant to strike terror into the hearts of those who have crossed her. Certain she’s aware it’s one of her best intimidation tactics. Everything she does is purposeful yet so expertly executed that it seems unintentional, which makes her one of the most formidable women in the world. At least to those who know of her. A woman who’s spent years crafting me into a replica of her for this purpose, for this very day. Though I’m rattling with nervous excitement, I show absolutely no trace of it as I gaze into my reflection. When the clicks stop, Tula appears, her eyes meeting mine in the glass, a slight softness in her return stare before it disappears, and she begins to circle me in appraisal. After one thorough sweep, she stops in front of me and brings her most potent gaze to mine. In the next second, she nods her consent. A simple gesture to some, but a powerful one for me. An approval that sets me free.

I’m ready.




TYLER


Florida Coast

Three months ago



STRAPPED UP AND ready, sweat gliding down my back as a murky violet-gray dawn commences, the fading crescent moon peering down on us as the only witness. The birds begin their scattered songs as if all is right in the world. Despite the positioning of the men around me, there’s an unnatural stillness in the air—one I’ve become all too familiar with. I first noticed it during my missions overseas. It was just as present the morning Dom died.

This stillness is not at all a calm before the storm but an indication of the presence of evil.

That same awareness hit me hard just as we crept through the gate minutes ago, stealthily moving through the heavily manicured and whimsically deceptive grounds to surround the fortress. Duplicitous to the naked, untrained eye, the exterior looks like something out of a fairy tale—blooming wisteria hanging from archways of expensive wood, trickling fountains surrounded by flowering bushes—but that’s where the illusion ends, at least for me. Because I know the strategy behind this type of deceit in a way few others do, and what the pattern looks like. My enemies and I share a commonality in deception for the sole purpose of maintaining our secrets.

Thanks to Dom, I’ve been made privy to more of the secrets kept by our growing number of enemies. Thrust more thoroughly into the rabbit hole in the year and change since we’ve taken Antoine and his army down. Full credit to Dom’s torturous legwork; I’ve witnessed the countless evils that have taken place inside the walls of the mansion we’re surrounding. Walls covered with priceless art and highly polished marble floors flown in from Istanbul. The other extravagant expenses make up the fraudulent palace—the lie—which commands acknowledgment from those of lesser power. Those expected to bow to the owners, to receive and regard them as no less than the gods that these delusional fucks believe themselves to be. But for me, just inside the oversized oak doors, mere feet away, rests the very definition of evil.

Their crimes against humanity are plentiful, the most damning of them cementing my participation in this morning’s raid. With the lie-encircled secrets Dom left on his laptop for us to uncover along with his task list, he made us privy to the parties guilty of atrocities he had hopes of bringing to light, and for the possibility to both expose and dispose of these types of deity wannabes.

His older brother takes his place opposite me against the arched brick hallway just short of the mansion’s entrance. Tobias was insistent on participating today when I told him I would personally be overseeing the raid to take down these particular monsters.

Heaviness of what we’re about to do fills the still air, emanating throughout the space and bouncing from everyone occupying it. Though I feel every bit of said heavy rattling inside my head and chest, I continue to play my part and keep my vow to shield those I love and care about from the thoughts I’m having. A battle that started with my own time behind enemy lines and, more recently, the unveiling of Dom’s task list. A war Dom himself fought every day he kept the information in his mind and close to his chest.

The battle within me is raging daily now, along with my theory, which is rapidly threatening to solidify itself as fact—that we’re not enough.

That we have no fucking way of balancing the scales, let alone shifting their weight in our favor. That we have a very slim chance of winning the battles ahead, let alone the war.

What I suspected as a newly inked bird and budding soldier has become less a suspicion and more of an undeniable truth since I saw the evidence of just how easily this world can fall victim to the most depraved of minds.

The worst part? My dwindling desire to risk it all for a world that collectively seems to no longer give a fuck. Not about the damage they’re doing to each other, let alone anyone suffering at the hands of this type of evil.

Even so, I’ll continue to do my part. To try, as much as possible, to be a beacon of hope, even as my own diminishes. To convince those who are inked and fighting with me to believe that we have a chance of tipping those scales.

Daily, I think about the part my son recently signed up to play and wonder if he’s glimpsed the amount of doubt and fear growing inside me.

I’ve witnessed true evil in my time as a Raven and a soldier, and finally being able to fully combine both roles in these last years has been both freeing and damning.

As that initial high continues to wear off, the reality of what we’re up against has those hopes dwindling by the day because of the sheer amount of evil there is. Of how far it stretches, what it’s gotten away with so far, and for how long.

I was naïve.

We all have been, but I refuse to point that out to my brothers—especially Tobias, a man who’s worked his whole life to get to this point. In no way do I want to convey to him that we’re going to need more than just prime real estate in the White House to accomplish what we started so many years ago.

That truth weighs heavily on me as I study Tobias now, uncertain if I should go to him with this or if I should tell him at all. We’re doing what we can, and maybe it will be enough for him. Maybe it should be for me as well.

Deciding I can’t find it inside me to break this to him—at least not today—I do my best to briefly lighten the atmosphere as I take in his appearance.

“How did you already manage to scuff your shiny new boots?”

Tobias’s brows furrow in irritation as he glances down at his recently purchased, flawless black boots. It only takes a second for him to realize I’m busting his balls.

He rolls his eyes at me, lips lifting slightly in amusement as he mutters an “imbecile” under his breath. His choice of insult draws an instant ache from me, the French lilt around the word taking me back in time, more particularly to a face and image burned into memory. A sunny day in a former life. At times, it’s fucking torturous having a memory as vivid and as sharp as mine. Being unable to forget the details can, at times, be a cruel gift.

Thankfully, Russell distracts me, dispersing the image by tossing in his own commentary for Tobias over the line through our earpieces.

“You do look ridiculous, T,” Russell snarks. “Seriously, who in the fuck dresses up for a raid? Please tell me your hair isn’t combed back with product?”

“Fuck you,” Tobias mutters, clearly embarrassed by being called out, his expression riddled with admission. Because my bougie French brother did, in fact, slick his hair back with product as he dressed for a government raid. Well, technically, a special ops raid by a legitimate government organization that’s still highly classified. Something we’ve done our fucking best to protect in recent months with the amount of trash we’ve gathered and disposed of. We’ve made every effort imaginable to make sure none of it has been televised or reported in any way. At least not yet. We have a tactical plan for how we’re going to release the information and when. And only if forced. But since two or three of our raids have been leaked and televised—something that still has me fuming—we might not have a choice. These fuckers have ways of warning one another, and it doesn’t seem to matter how covert we are.

“My guess is he’s trying to camouflage the fact he’s gained the freshman twenty,” Russell coos.

“Isn’t it freshman fifteen?” I jest.

Tobias snaps his attention to me. “What is that? This freshman twenty?”

Shaking my head at my brother, I can’t help but marvel at just how un-Americanized Tobias is at times.

“The weight you gain when you get comfortable in a new relationship,” Russell happily supplies, and I can’t help but chuckle as Tobias palms his vest while craning his neck to check himself out.

“I wear the same pant size as I always have, connard,” asshole, he snaps.

“Doesn’t matter if you have a dicky-do.”

“Dicky-do?” Tobias poses as a question to me, but our mics are far too advanced to miss even a pin drop.

“It’s when your gut sticks out more than your dicky-do,” Russell quips in answer, pulling a laugh from everyone on the line.

“You still look good, baby,” I coo, giving him an air-kiss pucker of my lips, which earns me a death-threat return stare.

All traces of humor cease when two of our most trusted line up just outside the massive front doors, cueing us in that it’s showtime.

“For Dom.” I intentionally trigger every bird on the line into the heaviness of the moment to regain our collective focus. The shift is instant for Tobias, as his eyes blank out briefly before filling with a familiar determination and fury.

Our earbuds sound with Russell mimicking the same sentiment as he readies himself from where he sits in a control room hundreds of miles away. One of the few birds I made damn sure flew with me to DC just after Preston won the election. Now, a little over two years and change into what we can only hope is Preston’s first term, Russell has proven my demand to take him with me was a wise decision. My most recent request is for Peter to join the fray under Julien’s wing.

Within one slow blink, I clear every imaginable thought to conjure the pocket. A heartbeat later, I’m in the black, my tunnel vision at the ready. Every bit of my focus is sharp, intent on my mission as I mentally run through the blueprint of the minutes ahead. Looking past the faces of the men outside the door who search my person awaiting my signal, I summon the rage I’ve been harboring. A single hand gesture later, we splinter the doors and unleash hell.






“ATTACK HIM WHERE he is unprepared, appear where you are not expected.”

—Sun Tzu, The Art of War
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Washington, DC



“IN THE LAST two months, numerous reports have been flooding the airwaves of what officials, government agencies, and media alike have deemed the most methodical retribution plot in US history. The common ties to each, substantial and indisputable evidence, which has perplexed authorities. Many reports have labeled this movement the ‘Smoking Gun.’”

Clicking off the rerun of this morning’s news on my cell, I take another sip of my coffee and eye the clock.

Two a.m.

I’m about to give up hope when I catch sight of the black SUV with government plates pulling up to the skyscraper. Straining from where I’m parked, I manage to glimpse him from my vantage point as he exits. His stoic posture shows no signs of the exhaustion I expected to see. He’s been next to impossible to keep tabs on recently, no doubt carrying out the details of his latest accomplishments, which are currently running on replay like wildfire through media outlets. Most of those reports streamed by their own channels, which make up FLEET Media.

He enters his apartment building, nodding to his doorman, who scans the area behind him. As predicted, he disappears into the building’s mailroom, which gives me seconds to make my decision.

A decision easily made because of his recent absence and his freshly aired good deeds, which have hastened the need for our long overdue introduction.

Thankfully, I’m one of very few who know where to look for him, which may be helpful if I can successfully access his audience.

My gut churns as I consider the magnitude of this undertaking. A gut I’ve been overlooking my whole life in lieu of carrying out orders and exceeding the expectations I’ve been burdened with—but this feeling I can no longer ignore. The stakes are too high, though the truth will only shackle us both and possibly tether us indefinitely. Though this is what I’ve been preparing for almost half my life. The question is, can I really trust this man?

If I’m wrong about him, it will be detrimental to my chances. At this point, my instincts tell me Tyler Jennings is the only person on this earth that I can trust, though gaining any reciprocal faith may be utterly impossible.

In a sense, I feel like I know him, but it’s become a sort of obsession to understand him over the years. Our secret lives are another commonality we share, but in entirely different respects, which makes this the riskiest decision I’ll ever make. It’s my desperation driving me now.

Though part of this is personal for me, it won’t be at all for him. To him, it will feel like a threat and an unwelcome invasion—a dangerous one at that. Finally having this conversation—this confrontation—means that any breath I take during our exchange and possibly after will be at his discretion.

This also means I’ll be voluntarily handing my fate over to another for the first time in my life. However, if I don’t come forward now, both of us will be on borrowed time. Self-preservation should be a priority for me—for most, it would be—but the fear of death has never taken too much residence in my life.

Though as I rattle in indecision while precious seconds tick by, I feel the trepidation in every fiber of my being. Sheltered is not at all a word I would use to describe my upbringing, but it is through that upbringing that I’ve been privileged not to know this feeling. Tragically true and fucking ironic—I’ve been protected by the very same entity that offers certain death. And by taking this step, I’ll change it all. This one act requires a bravery that I’ve never had to possess, and yet I feel it as the pendulum swings closer and closer, the ticking of time lowering its blade and scraping my scalp, which now prickles with awareness. My life is about to change drastically, for better or worse. It’s that awareness that has me out of my car and trailing him into his building.

Once inside and after executing my carefully mapped-out plan, I stand in wait, rattling with anticipation for the coming seconds.

Lurking just inside the hall next to the elevator, I ready myself before it dings and he steps out. Dressed to murder a woman’s libido in his tailored suit, his masculine, heady scent reaches me as he stalks out without so much as glancing my way. Stunned by the lack of reception, I soak in as much of his profile as I can as he passes me, completely at ease.

His glistening wingtips click against the floor, purpose in his stride, as if he’s about to start his day rather than end another as the right hand of the president. I’m dazed by his proximity and the comparison to how I imagine this would play out, and he finally breaks the silent standoff by speaking up first.

“Mind telling me how the fuck you got on my floor?” He asks this in a tone that borders on arrogance and is heavily laced with irritation.

“It wasn’t easy,” I admit honestly.

“Should have been impossible.”

“It damned near was.” Gripping the leather straps, I hide any hint of the shake in my hands by tightening the belt on my raincoat. “May I please speak with you?”

Stopped at his door, his phone buzzes in his hand, the sound heavily amplified in the vacant hallway. As he answers, he finally lifts his penetrating gaze to mine.

Jesus.

The shift in the air is instant, and my heart begins to thunder in my chest as he pins me with his unflinching return stare.

“Pretty fucking aware, I’m staring at her,” he snaps, eyes lazily rolling down my frame in a thorough sweep as he tries to place me and fails. He wouldn’t recognize me. Until tonight, I’ve never come closer than the length of a few city blocks.

He leans back against his front door, seeming to settle in for whatever entertainment this interlude will provide, ending his call and pocketing his phone as the elevator doors open behind me. Glancing back, I watch two men I don’t recognize from his security detail step out, and I brace myself before addressing him again. “Tyler, please, just give me five minutes.”

Seconds tick by as he glowers at the suit-clad giants at my back, who, by their grip on me, are more than pissed I managed to get past them. From the unforgiving expression on Tyler’s face, I have no doubt they’re ready to drag me out of the building and not so nicely dispose of me. “Sorry, sir,” one of the suits says, “she passed the preliminary check and was very convincing.” He nods toward me. “We’re happy to escort her from the building.”

“Tyler, please don’t be unkind. I only want a conversation,” I utter softly, using the best keyword I can to convey the nature of my business with him. Conspiracy is way too obvious, and it’s idiotic to assume that everyone in his employ is aware of where all his alliances lie.

Tyler’s expression doesn’t change despite my use of the word as he clips out, “I’ll handle it.”

“She was checked at the door,” one of them says, releasing his grip on me while letting Tyler know I’m unarmed.

Feeling the twin glares at my back as the elevator doors close behind me, Tyler lifts his chin, prompting me to approach. Turned now and facing me fully, he scrutinizes me deeply as I near, heels clicking on the immaculately polished marble floor. I’m nervous, and it’s apparent, though I don’t fucking like it.

My instilled resolve batters me in that I cower for no man under no circumstance, but maybe witnessing some vulnerability from within me will help my case with him. Then again, if I turn back now, I can go back to my life as I once knew it. It’s the idea of what that future will entail if I do that has me hastening my steps toward him as the salvation he could very well be.

When his phone buzzes again, he pulls it out and lifts a finger at me, halting my advance on him.

“Jennings,” he clips into the mouthpiece, his eyes scouring me curiously.

Stopped a few feet away, I soak in his details up close for the first time—thick brown hair the color of coffee splashed with cream. I imagine his eyes, impenetrably bronze at present, would be a warmer brown under different circumstances. It’s his arresting bone structure that truly sets him apart. That and his crimson-stained lips. The small white scar on his chin interrupts the darker tone of his skin, its tint seemingly natural, which could only be earned by hours in the sun. I assess all of this in a matter of seconds.

Getting this close to him in this capacity is a minor miracle within itself—not that I’m incapable of garnering any audience of my choosing on any given day. It’s just the nature of this interaction that changes my position and, pathetically, has me at his mercy. With some submission may come liberation and a chance to take control of my future, my path, and on my terms.

A chance I may never get again, but one I gained through the small window I created due to my sharp observations while conducting surveillance.

If it wasn’t for his needy tenant, I would never have gotten into the building in the first place. Taking note of the placement of the cameras as he ends his call—which only consists of him listening—I gesture toward his door. “I don’t think we should converse out here.”

“Well, here is where you cornered me, and why is that?”

“I prefer we’re in a more private place when we properly introduce ourselves.” I lift my chin toward the cameras.

He tilts his head, eyes calculating, before a slow, amused smile lifts his lips. “And just what kind of introduction do you see happening?”

Doing my best not to roll my eyes, I erase the last of the space and spill my first confession. “I know.”

“Know what exactly?” His tone has changed somewhat, his lilt slightly playful, eyes twinkling and evaluating as if he’s . . . considering me?

“Everything you don’t want me to,” I whisper.

“Is that so?” He thoroughly rakes my person again, not bothering to mask his increasing amusement. “And what is it you don’t think I want you to know?”

“Tyler . . . I know who you are.”

He bulges his eyes animatedly. “Congratulations.”

“Okay, let’s put it this way: I know what you are.”

“And what exactly am I?” He dips his head to make up for our height difference, his eyes scorching a line from my throat to my lips and back to my eyes.

Unflinching, I stare back, utterly confused at the sudden change in his reception. “Look, I don’t mean to be rude or unkind,” I repeat for emphasis, “but it’s imperative I speak with you privately.”

“Sure it is, sweetheart,” he muses, raking his lower lip with his teeth as he considers me again. “Arrogant prick,” he utters in a whisper that I’m certain he didn’t mean for me to hear. A long silence ensues before a sloppy smile appears, along with a dimple.

“Why the hell not,” he chuckles before turning, tapping his keycard, and unlocking his door. Stepping in, he stops just inside his entryway for me to follow. The second I clear the threshold, I’m pinned to the back of his door.




Chapter Two

LARISSA

A SURPRISED GASP LEAVES me as my jacket is ripped open and my modesty is stripped from me entirely. Within an inhale, all six feet—maybe an inch or two more—of him blankets me while palming my lace leotard–covered body. His eyes light fire, and I instantly become scorched earth as he drinks me in unabashedly.

“Jesus fuck, you’re cruel perfection,” he all but growls before gripping my lower half and yanking it forward, forcing me to stumble a little in the ridiculously tall heels currently pinching the hell out of my toes. “Since you know who and what I am, I’m sure you know that I’m a man who takes precautions”—he grins wickedly—“and baby, I’m thorough.”

It’s his intoxicating scent that briefly dizzies me enough to not voice any objection. He’s so close that I can smell the heavy trace of alcohol lacing his breath and take note of the honey-colored ring around his irises. His lashes are exaggeratedly long, jet-black, and naturally curled. From afar, he’s intoxicating, but up close . . . lethally fucking handsome.

Tyler Jennings is a truly beautiful man.

This is only driven further as his eyes flit back to mine, assaulting me with the lust building inside them. His darkening stare starts to pool with uninhibited intent as it heatedly sweeps over my face, pausing at my glossy lips and slowly lowering, igniting every inch of my body. The scrap of fabric covering me leaves absolutely nothing to his imagination, stretching thinly over every line and curve.

My exposed nipples peak as his gaze blazes over me, thoroughly soaking in every detail. He pauses at my neatly trimmed pussy for a good long beat as if surveying a menu and deciding on what to order. Fully absorbed and lost in his assessment, his exhale hits my nipples, which are drawing painfully tight due to his rapt attention. Gooseflesh erupts on the skin left in his wake as I manage to stifle a shudder.

“So . . . fucking . . . beautiful,” he groans as if he’s fighting himself before his eyes slam back into mine and he shakes his head ironically. He seems to be weighing a decision as he easily grips my hips in his hands. Lips parted, chest heaving, I stare back at him, body alive from his touch and fully responsive. Weighted seconds pass as we mingle breaths, and my heart starts to hammer in my chest.

“Fuck it,” he snaps before fisting my hair and crushing my mouth with his.

Stunned by how quickly, and why it escalated in this direction, I take as much of his ferocious kiss as I can manage. My veins light fire with the perfect pressure of his full lips as they claim mine with a hunger bordering on starvation. Returning his kiss just as feverishly, I release a moan that matches his own noise as he pins me with his powerful frame before parting my lips with his tongue.

Without hesitation, I open for him, fully, my hands gripping his muscular shoulders as a whimper leaves me. Within a few thrusts of his thick tongue, I forget myself and my purpose for being here. Cupping my breast, he weighs it before sliding his finger over my nipple. Eager for more, I lean into his touch, clutching him to me.

Closing our kiss, his eyes flutter to the taut skin he manipulated, freeing it through a convenient hole in the lace before he dips and feeds, sucking my nipple into his warm, wet mouth.

“Ahh,” I cry at the feel of the perfect suction, a mix of pleasure and pain, which makes my jealous clit pulse.

His gaze shifts up before he releases my nipple, his darkening, hooded eyes drilling into mine, the lust there sweeping me into a frenzy as he beckons without words, and my body obeys the same way, ready to submit to the commands stacking up in his inferno-filled eyes. He leans in and pulls my lower lip into his mouth, running his flat palm down my torso and over my stomach before reaching the barely there scrap of fabric between my thighs.

“So very convincing,” he whispers, repeating his security’s remark about me, the comment seemingly for himself. Pinned and pliant, he runs a finger over the material as I grip his shoulders, going boneless against his front door. Ignoring every voice of reason telling me to stop this, he licks along my bottom lip with the tip of his tongue as he pushes the material aside and thrusts a finger into me.

“Fucking soaked,” he relays, his voice filled with lust. I sink against the door as he runs the calloused pad of his finger up and down my aching slit, whispering it over my needy clit.

I cry out to him, arching my back and tilting my hips for more friction. In an instant, he secures my jaw to fit into the curve of his hand, intently watching my reaction to his touch. It’s as if he’s getting off on the pleasure he’s giving me as much as I am. He’s a skilled lover and obviously a generous one. Of that, I have zero doubt as I flirt with the possibility of allowing everything his sexual imagination is drumming up to play out.

As far as I know, a rogue orgasm has never hurt anybody.

Thoroughly seduced—especially with my ridiculous line of thought—body raging, begging for me to demand more, I try to remember one word of the rehearsed script I came with and can think of nothing but requests as my thighs begin to shake. With a thick tongue, he licks against my lips as he continually teases me with his finger. I can’t help but want exactly what he’s previewing, especially when he runs an impressive bulge along my midsection.

“I’ll be honest . . . I’ve never taken this route, sweetheart. I’ve been a good boy for a lot longer than I meant to be,” he relays heatedly, “and with you, I can easily rectify that right fucking now.”

“Ah,” I exhale roughly, which sounds nothing like the ‘stop’ or the ‘wait’ it was supposed to be as he makes another pass along my clit. A wave of unchecked lust rolls through me, doing absolutely nothing to pull me back from the absence of gravity I’m starting to feel.

Every limb I have begins to shake as he bites into my shoulder, making another pass along my clit. I cry out as a tremor runs through me. It’s so intense, the way he’s watching me, keeping me completely vulnerable with his grip on my face and neck, that my lower half starts shaking uncontrollably.

“Fuck, I need to make you come,” he whispers roughly and so low I strain to hear his plans. “Fingers, tongue, and cock. Kitchen table, patio, and once we’re in my bed, it’ll be dealer’s choice.” Another flash of his devilish grin and contrasting dimple. “I’ll be dealing.”

Unable to fully process his words, he continues to draw me into a needy, pulsing puddle against the back of his door.

Disappointment has me protesting with a mewl at the withdrawal of his finger, but it’s quickly replaced by the sight of him sucking my glistening wetness off the tip, especially when his eyes flutter and close. The suction around his finger and accompanying groan have me losing the ability to speak altogether.

When he opens his heavily lashed eyes, he allows me to see his intentions before dipping to rake my body once more. “I’m pretty sure I’m going to have to thank the smug French bastard for this.” His voice grows hoarse as he grips the sides of my waist, strumming strong thumbs along the curves before pulling back slightly, his raspy voice mystified as he gives his head a slight shake. “Jesus, baby, you don’t even look fucking real.”

That delivered whisper mutes every objection I could and should have voiced. He thinks I’m a gift. One he’s talking himself into accepting.

Instead, I again arch into his touch, ravenous as he makes another pass along my nipples, sucking each into his mouth. My reaction seems to set him off, as he again crushes my mouth with his. A torrent of heat sweeps me as I take his kiss, his tongue languidly stroking mine in an intoxicating sweep, and I allow it for as long as I can.

Jesus, to be looked at this way, touched this way, desired this way.

It’s when he begins to pull at the shoulders of the negligee to start to undress me that I force myself to break his spell.

“Tyler . . . I’m—ah!” I cry as he bites into my newly bared shoulder before his lips soothe the burn. “I’m . . . I’m not a call girl.”

His touch draws to a slow stop when my words finally register, and he immediately unhands me and stiffens. When he pulls farther back to gauge my expression, I finally realize his eyes are glossy, and the truth of that sets in.

“Are you drunk?” I pointlessly ask, knowing the answer.

His eyes dip again to my body, his brows furrowing before his confusion starts to lift. “What did you just say?”

“I’m not a gift from your French friend. I’m not here for that.”

“The fuck?” He jerks back slightly. “You weren’t sent by . . . anyone?”

“No.”

His eyes darken for an entirely different reason. “Then . . . why, why the fuck did you kiss me back?”

I shrug. “It felt good.”

“What the—” His jaw hardens, as does his demeanor, his entire body tensing as I sense he’s trying to sober up. All animation leaves him as he takes another step back from me. “Who in the fuck are you?”

“I was going to introduce myself before you . . . you know.”

He slaps his palm against the door next to me. “Before I what? Put my fucking tongue in your mouth? Fingered and tasted your pussy? That lasted far longer than a few confusing seconds, sweetheart. Your objection went way past delayed, don’t you think?”

“Don’t call me sweetheart,” I warn. “I’m not the woman to call sweetheart.”

His agitation only ramps up further as he presses in. “I’m going to ask you one more time: Who in the fuck are you, and how did you get on my floor?”

“Your neighbor in 16C has a penchant for hiring company to cure his lonely nights.” I gesture to my lingerie-clad body in explanation.

The fact that I’m aware of his neighbor’s habit of hiring call girls grabs a fraction more of his attention, and it’s then that the Tyler Jennings I expected to meet finally recognizes me. The turn is instant, sharp, and so abrupt I would take a step back if I could.

“Last chance to tell me who the fuck you are,” he barks with the bite of a junkyard dog. Searching to find my carefully rehearsed words, the threatening shift in the air palpable, I open my mouth just as he does.

“Time’s up.” He palms my chest to keep me idle, his finger pressing the charm on my necklace into the divot at my throat as he pulls his cell from his pocket, barking an order the second the call is answered. “Give me everything.”

Time starts to tick by, and I wait patiently, knowing that whoever is on the other end of the line is giving him every detail of my life up to the second I entered his building. Hope and fear engulf me in equal measure as he keeps me captive in an unforgiving gaze, no trace of the white-hot flames there just moments ago.

He listens for a few lengthy minutes, assessing me through a new lens. When I attempt to close my jacket, he refuses my movement, his rough palm hot on my skin, his intent clear.

My stupid body responds to this dangerous version as much as it did the one mere seconds ago, as my painfully tight nipples continue to ache in confusion at the loss of his attention. His interest in me now entirely redirected, as if he wasn’t just voicing plans for the use of my body and I wasn’t about to come on his fingers. He barks a quick “16C is to relocate by this week’s end, understood?” before ending his call.

“All right, Larissa, what the fuck do you want?”

I deflate as the recognition I was hoping for doesn’t appear. He doesn’t know. He can’t know, or his reaction would be far different.

“Can we stow away the impatience and hostility for a second and possibly grant some benefit of the doubt? I’ve gone through a lot of trouble to get to your door. I have a proposition for you. Something real, and I need you to be open to that. I’m aware that this wasn’t the best way to come to you for a conversation. I just couldn’t think of another way to approach—”

“Talk, and spare me any personal history. I know all I need to,” he commands as his scent continues to dizzy me. He’s deadly, and not just in the physical sense. I reason with myself that it’s not just his appeal, and more that Tyler is not just any man. Even with the knowledge of what it feels like to have his physical attention and the residual ache from the loss of it, I admire him.

He’s more than just an advisor to the president, an ex-marine, and a good patriot. In fact, his secrets could probably rival the most shocking headlines in history.

Behind his seductive armor, there’s far more to him than I can ever imagine unpacking. A brilliant modern-day Bond without any theatrics. A myth you only hear about in fables. But in that respect, our stories could rival one another. My existence is a myth, too, and that’s what I need to make him understand. It’s just that right now, both man and myth are stealing my ability to put together a cohesive sentence despite my own line of expertise.

“Can I have a little personal space?” I ask, knowing his proximity now is only for intimidation purposes. He hasn’t so much as given my lace-covered body a second glance since our little mix-up.

Even as I think it, his gaze briefly dips as he releases me fully. Skin burning, I secure my jacket tightly and put what I can of myself back together—lips and body still tingling. I’ve spent far too much time fantasizing about this moment in a nonsexual way to let what just happened take away a second more.

“So now someone has told you my background, and you think you know me,” I tell him. “But I’m asking you to hear me out despite what was just reported to you.”

“Like I said,” he utters dryly, “I know all I need to.”

“Don’t do that,” I say. “Don’t dismiss me. You and I both know appearances can be deceiving. Maybe every single thing you’re noticing about me, down to my pulse rate, is fabricated and manipulated. Like I said, I know who and what you are.” This has him pausing and reassessing. “Don’t assume anything, Tyler, I’m here to help you.”

He exhales. “With?”

“For one, I’m here to warn you to stop boasting about your recent successes.”

“And just what in the hell do you know about that?” He grips my wrist with pressure bordering on pain. “You were raised on a modest farm outside of Asheville and managed to work your way to an Ivy League diploma. You worked for a short time at a clerk’s desk for a media conglomerate to get your foot in the door. How, in any way, does that make you of value to me?”

Utterly disappointed in what he just relayed, I decide to give him only part of the truth.

“Simply that.” I shrug. “And with a background in media,” I lie, “I’ve made important connections. It’s no secret you are heavily involved with FLEET Media, and because I know of the mark on your arm and what it represents, I can only suspect you have much to do with what you’re reporting. I’m here to warn you that you’re stirring a hornet’s nest whose full scope you can’t possibly fathom. You need to stop bragging about your accomplishments on air, because they’re searching for you, and it’s only a matter of time.”

“And you would know of that mark because?”

“I’m getting to that, and I’m sure you are exhausted. I mean, after all, you’ve come a long, long way since Triple Falls, old neighbor, and I do hope you had a good time during your most recent visit.”

Contempt starts to roll off him as I knock on the devil’s door with my soul at stake, but I resign myself to finish what I’ve just started. “Your secret is safe with me, Tyler. I’ve been watching you from afar for some time, and I want to assure you that I’m not here to threaten you in any capacity.”

“If you’re aware of all of that, then you should know starting this conversation with me is the worst possible fucking thing you could do.” I can see his mind racing with explanations for how I might know this information. As he scrutinizes me, I can see the conclusions he’s drawing before he speaks them.

“What is this? An attempt to get in so you can use my ink to build a story and get a leg up?” he chastises. “Look, I don’t know which one of your girlfriends back home fucked and bagged a bird and decided to brag over coffee, but this isn’t the way in. And I hate to break it to you, but we’ve killed a dozen or more stories like this all for the same reason.” His threat echoes in the space. “And I’m warning you now, none of those ambitious fucks—male or female—got far enough in life to reach any career milestone. We’re equal opportunity on that fucking front.” All warmth gone, his tone and eyes are subzero when he speaks again. “Choose your next words very carefully, Larissa Moretti.”

“Jesus.” I exhale a breath of disappointment at both his conclusions and the name he just spoke. “I credited you with more intelligence than this.”

“Well then, give me something that tells me you’re more than a worker bee who’s looking for her big break or far too morbidly fucking curious about the ink.”

“Maybe that would be my angle if I were a journalist, you fucking fool. Did you not hear a word I just said?” I take in a breath of patience, deciphering how much more I want to reveal before deciding I’m wasting my time.

His eyes narrow before he pins me back to the door, his forearm pressed against my throat. I’m still able to move, but am trapped by his posture alone, along with the menace in his expression.

“Fine, I’m overlooking something. It’s been a long, eventful day, and I’m exhausted, Larissa, so why don’t you decode this bullshit for me and kick this little introduction into overdrive so we can get to its conclusion.”

“This was a mistake,” I say. “I’m the fool. Just forget this happened. Maybe consider this a word of advice from an old neighbor and fan of your work.”

“And now I’m annoyed,” he snaps, “and getting more so by the second. You’re not leaving until you tell me how you know what you do.”

“You’re sexually frustrated and drunk, and I’m not in the business of mincing words only to have them fall on deaf ears. I’ve told you everything I’m going to.” I shrug. “I’m sorry I ruined your night. I’ll leave.”

He keeps me pinned. “I’m afraid you’ve said one too many magic words to just be able to walk out of here, Larissa.”

“Why? Like you said, I’m just a pissant, a worker bee. How could I possibly help you? I’ve already cleared your little background check, but you now know where to find me if you want to prematurely end my life or career.”

“Why are you here?” He repeats the question I now refuse to answer.

Out of patience, I deflate completely as I spout my rehearsed backpedaling dialogue. “As trite as this may sound, I do admire you, and maybe I was hoping for a way in. You’ve made it clear you’re not interested, so I’ll take my leave.” I can’t help my smug smirk. “I would say it was a pleasure to meet you, but the only pleasure I got was during our silent exchange.”

Turning, I open his front door a fraction before it’s smacked closed and I’m once again pinned against it.

“You’re not going anywhere.” He keeps a palm firmly on my back, pressing my cheek to the door. He shifts behind me before barking another order.

“Get one of our guest rooms ready,” he snaps. “I’m sending her down now.” He ends the call and exhales. “I hope you didn’t have any big plans for tomorrow.”

“Oh, come on, you just said I’m not the first to know of your little club’s existence. I am no threat to you,” I repeat. “I will admit I’m wildly intrigued and was hoping—”

“What?” he scoffs, his breath hitting my ear. “That I would fill in a few gaps for you? Answer some questions? You can’t be serious. Are you sure you know who the fuck I am?”

I play my part as the thought of going back starts to undo me. I’ll find a way to get it done. I owe it to myself to try, but first, I have to get from under the suspicion of the man now blocking me from that attempt.

“Just . . .” I close my eyes briefly for patience. “. . . forgive my ignorance in assuming and release me.”

“You’ve already lied to me six times,” he snaps. “So, until you start spilling some truth, you’re not going anywhere.” Gripping my waist, he pulls me back to his chest. I sink into his hold, his erection still present and steel at my backside. My own fire rekindled as his breath hits my neck.

“What. Do. You. Want. Larissa?” He enunciates each word with menacing emphasis.

“My freedom,” I say truthfully, knowing he’ll only believe the part that pertains to his hold on me. “And I can further your agenda with Monroe in a way you can’t fathom.”

This statement gives him pause. Pause I can only feel as he keeps me locked against him.

“You don’t think I have two dozen of your type in my pocket already? See, the difference between me and whatever assholes you’re working for is that we don’t spin narrative. We report the fucking truth.” He releases me and chuckles, shaking his head in a blatant insult as he opens the door for me, allowing me to walk out.

“I gave you far too much credit.” I turn back to him and see his eyes assessing me repeatedly, taking in every detail. “When the blood finally retreats back to your brain from your cock, you’ll be lucky if my offer still stands.”

“Doubtful I’ll be changing my mind, sweetheart,” he muses. “Tuck in and sleep tight. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I turn my back on him, my hidden grin just as smug as I shake my head.

Any guilt I might have had for putting him in this position leaves me as I stalk toward the elevator, knowing his eyes are on me. Tightening my jacket, I think better of it and instead allow it to drop to my feet without missing a step. The click of his shoes behind me continues without interruption despite my practical nudity, but I can feel his eyes hot on my skin. Stepping into the elevator, I turn to see him standing in the middle of the hall, hands in his suit pants, watching me with hawk-like observation. I nod toward the rock-hard erection still tenting his slacks.

“Enjoy my parting gift,” I snark, giving him a mock salute. We glare at one another, his eyes fracturing me brutally without a single change in expression. He’s trained himself impeccably.

I press the L button for the lobby, my aggravation hitting its peak when he dismisses me, stalking back toward his door. Posted against the back of the elevator car, heels crossed at my ankles, furious due to his idiotic dismissal, and admittedly still a little sexually frustrated, I flip off one of two cameras trained on me as I mutter my contempt.

“Yep, just a farm girl . . . C-i-c-c-o,” I mimic in the fashion of Old MacDonald, “much like you were just a fucking mechanic, citrullo.” Dumbass.

Shifting my focus out of the elevator, I see Tyler stopped mid-step, posture ramrod straight, head cocked back to me, eyes narrowing further and further into slits. Though seemingly impossible, it’s obvious he didn’t miss a single word I just uttered.

I see it the second he recognizes the threat standing inside his elevator, but it’s too late.

“Sleep tight,” I mimic in the same condescending tone he granted me, flashing him my most menacing smile just as he starts to race toward me while the doors close.




Chapter Three

TYLER

“I FUCKED UP,” I admit to Preston and Tobias collectively as they stare back at me through their individual screens. Preston is already dressing due to his daily four a.m. wake-up call. Tobias is much less alert, looking jet-lagged and sleep-rumpled as he steps out of the back door of his and Cecelia’s Virginia house. A pit stop they decided to make before their upcoming trip to Brazil later today. Their mission is to gather a few capable birds and take down another on Dom’s list.

For the last hour and change, I’ve been combing the streets for the woman who somehow fucking managed to escape my building—her exit just as much of a mystery as her gaining access to my floor. I damn near broke my shoulder ramming into the elevator once I realized my fuck-up.

“That’s a rare and intriguing admission coming from you, brother,” Tobias muses, “and almost worth the wake-up call.” He curses in French—no doubt due to Beau’s whining—before he lifts his chin, beckoning for me to continue.

“You know that file I’ve been spending more of my free time on?” I ask them both.

“Which?” Preston prompts before sipping his morning espresso from his new machine—a recent Christmas gift from Tobias that our president is now addicted to.

“The one with three separate names on the tab,” I relay. Though we’re safely on a secure line, all three of us agreed to












































































































































































Discover the Bittersweet Symphony series

Dive into Kate Stewart’s angsty, steamy journey filled with love, loss, self-discovery – and music.
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Drive

When music connoisseur Stella’s present and past loves collide, she is left torn. She has two days. One playlist. And the long road home with her past in the rear-view mirror to make a choice . . .

Reverse

Natalie Butler uncovers her father’s decades-old secret affair in the archives. As she searches for answers, Easton Crowne becomes a centre point in her life. But it is soon clear these star-crossed lovers may have been doomed from the start . . .

Bittersweet Melody

The extended epilogue of the Bittersweet Symphony duology, continuing Natalie and Easton’s story . . .





Discover the TikTok sensation:
 The Ravenhood Trilogy

Kate Stewart’s Ravenhood Trilogy is a sexy, unconventional modern love story, a fresh take on Robin Hood, full of breathtaking twists.
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Flock

The deal is simple: all nineteen-year-old student Cecelia Horner has to do is survive a year in the small town of Triple Falls, living with her estranged father. But everything changes when she meets sexy bad boys Sean and Dominic, both of whom have the same raven tattoo . . .

Exodus

Cecelia is reeling from the discovery that Sean and Dominic are members of The Ravenhood, a secret group of vigilantes. But at the head of the society is The Frenchman, a man she has every reason to hate . . .

The Finish Line

The Frenchman has lived most of his life in the shadows.

His life’s ambition has always led in one direction – revenge. But he’s determined to have it all: to settle old scores, and win back the woman he loves . . .
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BIRDS OF A
FEATHER

Bestselling author and Texas native Kate Stewart lives in North Carolina with her husband, Nick. Kate is a lover of all things 80s and 90s, especially John Hughes films and rap. She dabbles a little in photography, can knit a simple stitch scarf for necessity and, on occasion, does very well at whiskey.

Her series The Ravenhood Trilogy, consisting of Flock, Exodus and The Finish Line, has become an international bestseller, a TikTok phenomenon and reader favourite.
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