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Prologue

	

	Before the Fall

	

	Lincoln

	The cuff link gives him trouble, the way it always does on mornings when he is already running late, and Lincoln pauses with it between his fingers, turning his attention to the woman still stretched across the hotel bed.

	"Do you really have to go?" Rita asks, her voice carrying that particular softness she only ever used when she wanted something.

	"I've got a meeting," he says, and even as the words leave his mouth, he feels the pull of reluctance trailing behind them like smoke.

	Nicole lifts one shaped brow, drawing her hands slowly above her head, her dark hair fanning out against the white of the pillowcase. The sheet is draped low across her, thin enough that it hides nothing worth hiding, and she knows it. She has always known exactly what she is doing.

	"You can miss it, can't you?" she murmurs.

	A low laugh leaves his lips before he can stop it. "I'm one of the only people they would actually notice missing," he tells her, finally winning the battle with his cuff link. He crosses to the side of the bed, looking down at her. She watches him back, a coy smile playing at the corners of her full mouth. "Don't you have work? You told me you only had an hour. It's been" -- he checks his watch -- "over ninety minutes."

	She lifts one shoulder in a slow, deliberate shrug, the movement coaxing the sheet lower, and before Lincoln has fully registered that he is moving, his hand is cupping her, his thumb dragging across the tight peak of her. Nicole's lashes flutter. Her arm slides downward, disappearing beneath the sheet, and the soft catch of her breath tells him exactly where her fingers have gone.

	He drags his lower lip slowly through his teeth. "You wet?"

	"Yes," she breathes out. "All slippery and swollen. I'd be even wetter if you hadn't used a condom." The pout she aims up at him is practiced and deliberate, and he answers it with a sharp pinch that makes her yelp.

	"Don't push me, Nicole," he warns her quietly, softening the words by bending down and drawing the abused skin into his mouth. "You know why we use condoms."

	"I know, I know." She drags her free hand through his hair and pulls, offering no apology for the ruthlessness of it, while the other hand moves with growing urgency beneath the sheet. He can hear how slick she is, and his body responds before his judgment can intervene. "I want to feel you dripping out of me," she tells him. "A reminder for the rest of the day that you were inside me."

	The want coils low in his belly, insistent and inconvenient, but his phone sounds with an alarm and he steps back.

	"The CEO is visiting our branch today," he tells her, reaching for his jacket. "I can't miss this. There have been rumors that he's thinking of finally filling the managing director position, and I know I've got a good shot at getting it."

	Nicole's hand stills beneath the sheet as she frowns up at him. "When will I see you again?"

	"I don't know." She pulls her hand free with an aggravated sound, her fingers gleaming, and something low and possessive moves through him at the sight of it.

	"Did I say you could stop?" he asks.

	The flush that climbs her neck and fills her cheeks is immediate. Her eyes go soft at the edges. "No, sir," she murmurs, and his approval hums in his throat as her hand returns to where it was.

	"Put your fingers inside you," he tells her. "Nice and deep, like I'm there myself."

	She obeys without hesitation, her chest rising and falling in short, rapid pulls of breath. "I want you," she tells him. "It wasn't enough. Please."

	Lincoln glances at his phone, running a quick calculation in the back of his mind. A moment later he is cursing under his breath, wrestling with his belt buckle.

	"Forget it." He takes a fistful of her hair and draws her upright, his pants already unzipped, his patience already gone. "Suck me," he tells her.

	The triumph that flares briefly in her dark eyes disappears as she drops to her stomach and finds him with her mouth. She wastes no time, taking him deep and swallowing, and he tips his head back.

	"Yes. That's it." He guides her with the hand still wound in her hair, feeling the broad tip of him press past her limits, groaning when she convulses around him. He glances down and finds her lashes wet and spiky, tears tracking silently down her cheeks and mixing with the spit at the corners of her stretched mouth. "Is that what you wanted?" he pants. "You wanted to be filled up?"

	She moans her answer around him. Her tongue finds the slit at the head and coaxes out what is already gathering there, and she takes it with something close to reverence.

	He pulls free over her muffled protest and turns her. "Hands and knees," he says. "Ass up."

	She moves into position without being told twice, knees wide, her face turned sideways against the sheets. Her hand slips under her body before she is even fully settled. He can see how ready she is, how her body tries to pull him in before he is even touching her, and the sight of it drags a slow grin across his mouth.

	He fists himself, takes a slow step forward, and lodges the head of him at her entrance. The heat of her bleeds through to him even from there, and the urge to sink forward without anything between them is sharp enough to make his jaw tighten.

	"Do it," Nicole breathes. "Please."

	She tilts her hips and he sinks forward, one inch, then two, and she tightens around the small intrusion with devastating precision. Reason returns in a cold wave, and he pulls back, hating it, reaching into his pants pocket for the foil square. He covers himself in quick, practiced motions while she looks back at him with open disappointment.

	He brings his palm down hard across her, watching the flesh shudder, and her yelp dissolves into a moan.

	"I told you," he says quietly. "Don't push me." He drives forward in one clean stroke and does not give her time to find her footing before the pace is set, hard and unforgiving, his hips cracking against hers in a rhythm that leaves no room for argument. "You'll take what I give you," he tells her, breath sawing in and out. "Every drop. And you'll still come back."

	"Yes," she cries out, her palms flat on the mattress, her whole body rocking forward with each thrust. "Yes, yes, yes."

	He slides one hand beneath her and finds her center, and she locks down around him so hard that his vision whites at the edges. He bends forward and drags his teeth across the meaty curve of her shoulder, pulling the skin into his mouth and marking her there, tasting salt and perfume.

	"You better come now," he says against her skin. "You don't come before me, you don't come at all."

	"No--"

	"Yes," he says, his hips driving faster as the tension gathers at the base of his spine, inevitable and climbing. He rolls the swollen bundle of nerves between his fingers with sharp precision, and she shatters beneath him with a scream, her whole body going rigid just as he releases, filling the condom in long, shuddering pulses.

	The sweat at his brow will mean a fresh shirt when he reaches the office. He is already calculating where he keeps his spare as he pulls free, watching Nicole collapse onto her stomach with the loose, wrung-out quality of someone who has been thoroughly undone. Her body is flushed and swollen, and he pushes two fingers inside her just to feel her flinch.

	"Too much," she mutters into the sheets.

	"Don't give a damn," he tells her pleasantly, withdrawing and pressing those same fingers to her lips. She glares at him over them, but she opens her mouth and cleans them without being asked twice, her tongue working slow and thorough until there is nothing left.

	He tucks himself away and buckles his belt while she rolls onto her back, watching him.

	"I don't want to wait months," she says, and the petulance has drained out of her voice, leaving something quieter in its place. That is one of the things he has always appreciated about Nicole -- she reads the room.

	He gives her a long, considering look before cupping her cheek and dragging his thumb once across her lower lip. "I'll find time," he tells her. "Wait for my text."

	He does not look back as he lets himself out, pulling the door firmly shut behind him. The hotel sits three blocks from the office, and he flags a taxi rather than walking, already aware that he is pushing the edge of acceptable. In the back seat, he pulls out his phone and finds a message from his assistant waiting.

	

	MARY

	Your wife called to remind you about dinner with your in-laws this evening. Would you like me to confirm?

	

	The tension he just burned off inside Nicole Collin's hotel room begins winding itself back up his spine, slow and deliberate, like it never left. He types back a reply telling Mary he will handle it himself, then slides the phone into his breast pocket and turns his face to the window.

	Outside, the city moves the way it always does -- indifferent, relentless, unbothered by the private disasters of the people it carries. Lincoln watches it and thinks about the meeting ahead, about the managing director position, about how close he is to everything he has been building toward.

	He does not think about Leonora.

	He almost never lets himself think about Leonora anymore.

	That is the one rule he has managed to keep.

	 



CHAPTER ONE

	
	The Woman by the Tree

	
	Ryder

	The ballroom is loud in the particular way that company parties always are -- forced warmth and open bars doing the work that genuine camaraderie might have done if people had been given a choice about attending. Ryder does not begrudge them the pretense. He has attended enough of these evenings to understand that the performance of celebration is its own kind of generosity, and he has learned to receive it as such.

	He stands near the far edge of the room with a whiskey in his hand, watching the crowd with the practiced patience of a man who has spent the better part of two decades reading rooms for a living. Gray & Media Co. has hosted this Christmas party annually for longer than he has been its CEO, and the Ashland branch carries the tradition with admirable effort, even if the room itself is smaller than what he is accustomed to in New York.

	Smaller, he has decided, is not a problem. Smaller means there is room to grow.

	He has only recently made the move, trading the relentless pace of the city for something that promised a different kind of challenge. So far it has delivered on that promise in ways both expected and not. The work is engaging. The politics are quieter but no less present. And the social obligations that used to trail him like a second shadow have, for the most part, stayed behind in Manhattan.

	For the most part.

	His fingers tighten around his glass when he catches sight of a familiar face cutting a determined path through the crowd, its owner wearing the particular expression of a man who has rehearsed what he is about to say.

	Ryder finishes his whiskey in one clean swallow, lets the burn of it settle in his chest, and sets the empty glass on the tray of a passing server with a small nod of thanks.

	"Grafton," the man says as he pulls up alongside him, slightly breathless from navigating the crowd.

	Ryder turns to look at his brother with an expression of mild, unhurried interest. "You're a hard one to catch," Billy says.

	"You should have made an appointment with Talia," Ryder tells him.

	His brother's watery blue eyes sharpen with irritation. "I tried," he says through his teeth. "She kept hanging up on me."

	Ryder tilts his head in a show of consideration. "That doesn't sound like Talia. Must be a problem with the phone lines."

	"Ryder--"

	"How did you know about tonight?" he asks, letting the pleasant tone he has been using drop just enough to make the question land the way he intends it to. "I'm fairly certain this is a company Christmas party, Billy. Last I checked, you don't work for me."

	His brother's nose pulls in the way it always has when he is trying not to say the first thing that comes to mind. "Why would I?" he asks, rallying quickly, injecting a note of superiority into the words. "I earn enough through the interest on my trust fund." The superiority fades as quickly as it arrived, replaced by something more carefully arranged. "But that," he continues, his voice dropping, "is actually something I want to talk to you about."

	"You want a job?" Ryder asks. "That would be an interesting change of pace for you."

	"Not me." Billy huffs the words out. "Thelma."

	Ryder slides both hands into the pockets of his dress pants, taking his time before he responds. "You want me to give your daughter--"

	"And your niece," Billy cuts in, but Ryder continues without adjusting his pace.

	"--a position when she is vastly unqualified and has no relevant experience to speak of?"

	"She has a degree in marketing," Billy says, his voice dropping into a hiss that he is clearly hoping the nearest cluster of colleagues cannot hear. "She is perfectly qualified to work at your agency."

	"That means she is perfectly capable of working at another marketing firm," Ryder returns, his attention drifting out over the room in a way he knows Billy will find maddening. The Ashland branch is smaller than the New York office, yes, but there is something he has always liked about a room that still has its potential intact. "I don't have any internships for her," he adds. "She can apply in May, same as everyone else."

	Billy stares at him. "She has to apply for an internship?" The indignation in his voice is genuine and therefore almost amusing. "Ryder, she's family. That ought to count for something."

	"Why?" Ryder asks simply.

	The single word lands like a stone in still water, and Billy opens his mouth and then closes it again. When he finally speaks, there is a bitterness coating the words that Ryder recognizes the way you recognize the weather when you have grown up in it. "I thought family took care of each other," Billy says.

	"Our family has," Ryder replies, keeping his tone even and reasonable. "You just told me yourself that the trust fund covers your expenses. That's how Thelma got her degree, after all."

	Shock moves across Billy's face before he pulls it back under control. "I don't know what you're talking about," he says.

	"Sure, Billy," Ryder murmurs. He straightens slightly, a signal that the conversation is over. "Now, I need to circulate. You can see yourself out, I imagine."

	His brother pins one last glare on him, sharp enough to cut glass. "You're an asshole, Ryder. Hope you know that."

	"And your opinion stopped mattering to me a long time ago," Ryder says quietly. "Probably around the time you decided getting your dick wet was more important than being my brother."

	It is an old wound and they both know it. Billy had always run a scoreboard between them in his head, believing that every woman Ryder so much as looked at was fair game to pursue, a point to be won in a competition that only Billy had ever been playing. It had backfired in the way that most things built on bad math eventually do -- he went after a woman he believed Ryder wanted, a woman Ryder had spoken to exactly twice, and ended up with Thelma to show for it.

	Billy's mouth tightens. He has nothing to say to that, which means Ryder has said the right thing. His brother turns on his heel and pushes through the ballroom doors with considerably more force than the situation requires.

	Ryder watches him go.

	And then, in the moment just after the doors swing shut behind Billy, something at the far end of the room catches at the edge of his vision, and every thought in his head goes quiet.

	She is standing alone at the base of the Christmas tree, her head tilted back at a slight angle, dark hair falling loose down the length of her back. The lights strung through the tree above her shift and breathe, dragging warm color across the line of her profile -- the curve of her cheek, the soft angle of her jaw, the unhurried way her mouth pulls into something that is almost a smile but not quite.

	It is the kind of expression that belongs to a person who has forgotten, just for a moment, that anyone else is in the room. A private thing. Unguarded and genuine in the way that very few expressions in a room full of colleagues ever manage to be.

	He cannot see the color of her eyes from where he stands. The not knowing is maddening in a way he does not have a ready explanation for. What he does know, with a certainty that has no business being as strong as it is, is that he wants her to turn and look at him with the same unhurried openness that she is giving to the Christmas tree right now.

	The thought arrives without warning and lands without apology, and Ryder stands very still for a moment, feeling exactly the way a man feels when the ground does something the ground is not supposed to do.

	He pulls his eyes away.

	"Ryder." Talia appears at his side with the quiet efficiency that has made her indispensable to him across three cities and a decade of his professional life. She carries a glass of wine in one hand and a fresh whiskey in the other, and she extends the whiskey to him without being asked. "I thought you might need this after Billy's impromptu visit."

	"Thank you, Talia," he murmurs, taking the glass and drinking from it before the gratitude is fully out of his mouth. "Do you know who that is?"

	He keeps his gaze directed toward the Christmas tree, not pointing, not moving his head.

	Talia follows the line of his attention with a discretion that has also been earned over years. "Hmm," she says after a moment. "No. She doesn't look familiar. Though I'm still getting to know everyone here."

	Talia had made the move with him from New York without requiring much persuasion beyond a generous bonus and a raise that reflected what she was actually worth. He has never taken that loyalty for granted. Her husband had timed his own retirement well, and spent most of his days now in their garden shed turning pieces of wood into things worth keeping.

	"I've confirmed that Billy left the building," she tells him, her voice dropping to a register that will not carry. "Security walked him out. Discreetly."

	The corner of his mouth lifts. "Thank you. You're always a step ahead of me."

	"It's why you pay me the big bucks," she says, and he chuckles, low and brief.

	His eyes find their way back to the woman by the tree without any instruction from him, pulled there the way a compass needle is pulled, without deliberation and without apology.

	"How is the rest of the evening tracking?" he asks.

	Talia shifts slightly at his side. "Well enough. People seem to be enjoying themselves, on balance. There is still considerable talk about the fact that the CEO has stepped into the managing director role so abruptly, but the staff are largely adjusting."

	"Largely?"

	She glances around the room before dropping her voice another degree. "The head of accounts had apparently been counting on that position. He has been the most vocal about the change, but he is also careful about his audience."

	Amusement moves through Ryder like something warm. "Not careful enough, clearly."

	"Very little gets past me," she agrees. "You know that." There is a brief pause, and when he glances at her he finds her looking back at him with the particular expression she reserves for moments when she has already decided something and is waiting for him to catch up. "Are you going to go talk to her?"

	He looks back toward the Christmas tree.

	A man has appeared at the woman's side, moving with the easy confidence of someone who believes he belongs wherever he places himself. He loops one arm around her waist, and she leans into him without stiffening, her head tipping back as she looks up at him. There is familiarity in the gesture. The long, settled kind.

	"Not tonight," Ryder says.

	Talia makes a small sound beside him that is not quite a word.

	"Isn't that..." she begins.

	"The head of accounts?" he finishes for her. "Yes."

	He takes a slow sip of his whiskey and holds it on his tongue for a moment before swallowing.

	He does not get involved with married women. It is not a complicated rule, and it is one he has never had cause to revisit. He does not revisit it now. He simply stands with it, the way you stand with something that is true even when the truth is inconvenient, and watches the woman settle further into her husband's side with the ease of long habit.

	"Do you want me to
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