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      Getting eye-murdered was not what Eden had planned for Christmas morning.

      Usually, when she did the Christmas Swim with the Lorings at their estate in Brookline, the only thing she had to worry about was whether or not the bikini she chose to shock Uncle Gabriel would be so micro-mini it would simply dissolve on contact with water. She did not expect telepathic death threats like she was getting right now from Jaiden Sharma. And this insult so soon after Gabriel Loring had asked Diana Mansfield to marry him, completely cutting Eden out of the running.

      Not that she’d ever really been in the running to become Gabriel Loring’s wife, but a girl could dream. Over the course of her admittedly self-destructive twenty-three years, a lot of people had looked at Eden Ronson with less than charitable thoughts, but no one had ever looked at her the way Jaiden Sharma did. The sheer hatred, coupled with disgust that could only be due to Jaiden’s unfounded certainty that she was a total scumbag, took her breath away.

      The fact that he was also so gorgeous her face went numb when she looked at him was a tad annoying. Mostly because she was pretty sure he despised her and would never touch her. On second thought, she decided he would very much like to touch her, but only to strangle her. What the actual fuck was that about?

      He had huge hands, too. She wondered if he had the other trait that went along with that—the one she’d heard about from every one of her friends who had slept with one (or both) of the Loring brothers.

      Yeah. That rumor. And yeah, she’d had friends who’d had sex with both of them. Nobody talked about it in front of Bianca, but dang. The stories were spicy.

      Eden had never partaken, herself. Raphael and Cassiel looked at her like a little sister, and even though both of them had slept with plenty of girls in Eden’s friend group, the fact that she had grown up with Bianca had made her, in particular, off limits to them. She hadn’t pushed the issue, either, because, in truth, she’d never been interested in them like that. She’d actually always preferred guys like  Gabriel, who didn’t sleep around. Of course, Gabriel had never been a real prospect for her, but what she liked about him was that he was so hard to get. Eden was a sucker for unattainable boys, despite the fact that she never dated one, and that definitely precluded Raphael and Cassiel, which was a shame. In theory, she loved the idea of marrying a Loring and becoming a part of their family for real, she’d just never found one who was the right fit for her.

      And now there was another Loring man kicking around. He had a different last name, but that was just a technicality. Jaiden may have been half Indian and he may have taken his mother’s last name, but he was one hundred percent a Loring. His height, his slender yet muscular frame, his cut jawline and Greek nose, even the fashionable bordering on male-model way he dressed just screamed I’m a Loring. Eden could have sworn that his gestures were similar to theirs, and there was even one way he out-Loring-ed them all. He was as arrogant as Michael had been.

      Eden remembered their father perfectly, and while Rafe got a fair amount of their father’s pompousness, Jaiden Sharma had apparently inherited all of it. He seemed to be directing every ounce of it at Eden, too.

      It had been a rocky couple of months for her, and she decided she did not need this garbage from anyone, especially not the long-lost, hotter-than-hell, half-brother of her best friend.

      For a moment there, and it had only lasted a split second when Jaiden had first looked at her, she had felt a spark. His eyes had pulled at hers with a combination of hope and longing that she could have sworn was the attraction. She’d felt it, too; instant attraction tightening her breath and tingling under her skin. And then he’d heard her name, Eden Ronson, and after a fleeting look of regret, he seemed to have committed himself to hating her until the end of time.

      Well, shit. It wasn’t like she could be somebody else, and if he didn’t like her based on some dumb rumor he had heard about her, there was nothing she could do about it. Eden was aware that she had a reputation, though how Jaiden had gotten wind of it all the way out in London was a bit puzzling. Whatever. It didn’t matter what he had heard about her, the result was the same. She was now officially out of Loring men to dream about. And after so many chances, too. It was unfair.

      But seriously? Jaiden was a jackass. He had never even spoken to her and he seemed to have decided she was beneath him. The more she thought about it, the angrier she got, and not just at him but at her situation in life in general. It’s not like she expected anything special this Christmas. In fact, she was just glad to be back at the Loring’s house at all, to hopefully mend some fences with the only family she’d ever felt she’d had growing up, outside of her brother Maxwell. She had accidentally pulled Bianca into a dangerous situation, and she was still trying to make up for it by helping the FBI, and by changing her life from the bottom up. All she wanted for Christmas was to reestablish some kind of relationship with her best friend. And she was not amused that Jaiden was looking at her like she was trash.

      It’s not like the universe had ever done her any favors, but come on. Was it actively trying to screw her now by waving what was possibly the most gorgeous of all the beautiful Loring men under her nose and then snatching him away without so much as a word exchanged between them? She didn’t even get a chance to fuck this opportunity up personally.

      As everyone started to leave the pool area, she passed Gabriel and Agent Mansfield kissing, and stopped herself from audibly sighing. He was such a silver fox. But she was really happy for them. Agent Mansfield (Eden reminded herself to start thinking of her as Diana because Agent was not her first name) was probably one of the most impressive people Eden had ever met. She was whip-smart, smoking hot, funny as hell, and she was also just nice to people, which Eden considered to be a vastly undervalued quality. And Diana had already started teaching Eden how to shoot a gun, so, definitely the coolest person ever. If Eden had to give up her darling Gabriel to someone, she was glad it was Diana.

      Eden was also really happy for Bianca, who was tucked under Elias’ arm as they walked out of the enclosed indoor pool, and toward the main house. He was right for her best friend, and not just because he was one of the few guys in the world who could stand amidst the Loring men and not look like a garden gnome in comparison, but because he laughed at Bianca’s jokes. And he watched all those weird sci-fi movies she was into. And because he had actually shot a guy for her. In the neck. So, yeah. Bianca was done.

      And then there was Rafe and Abbe. Perfect couple. And Cassiel and Cat. Eden bet they lit shit up when they got down to do the dirty.

      It suddenly dawned on Eden that everyone was starting to couple up around here. She knew the holidays were like that. In general, people started pairing up before Thanksgiving so they’d have someone to do the family visits with and to give them a cuddle over the long winter months. Then they inevitably broke up sometime right before or on Valentine’s Day—which Eden was convinced was a verifiable fact because everyone she knew had broken up with someone in February—but this didn’t feel like the average holiday hook-up. All of these couples felt real to her.

      
      As Eden showered and changed in the guest suite next to Bianca’s, she thought about how all the Lorings were settling down. Gabriel was getting married. Rafe was actively ring shopping. Cassiel was in a committed relationship with one girl, which Eden knew he’d never done before, and Elias was in the process of moving in with Bianca. It was great. And horrible. And really odd, as all of it seemed to be happening overnight. Apart from Gabriel and Diana, whom Eden gathered had been in love for years now, everyone else seemed to have just met. Was there something in the bottled water they were all sipping? Eden didn’t know if she wanted some, or if she should avoid all food and drink while she was at the Brookline estate. Like entering a fairyland. But seriously, they’d all fallen in love, pretty much simultaneously.

      Eden honestly couldn’t fathom it. She had never even met a guy she wanted to spend more than a couple of nights with, let alone forever. What if they were all making a terrible mistake? What if they gave their hearts away only to get cheated on, or to find out that their S.O. was a drug dealer, or an international money launderer? It could happen. It had happened to Eden. Not that she had been dating Ben Goh, or had ever been in love with anyone, but he’d been a friend and his illegal side hustle with the supercars had certainly surprised her.

      Eden realized as she went down to the main living area to join the rest of the family, maybe it shouldn’t have surprised her. Maybe stuff like that didn’t happen to people who made better choices than she did. Or, rather, than she had in the past. Because she had to admit, she’d made some pretty awful choices in her life, mostly because she had been high or drunk at the time. More than once she had woken up on a private jet, wondering how the hell she had wound up in a hajib, and that’s just not something that happens to people who make healthy choices.

      But that was the old Eden, and she wasn’t going to be that person anymore. She had stopped doing drugs and drinking and had found that giving up the party lifestyle had been the easiest part of changing. She didn’t want that anymore, and she wondered if she ever really had. She was working on herself while she was working with the FBI to try to right some of her wrongs, and she was determined to start contributing to the world instead of just using it to inject chaos into her life to distract her from having to deal with her problems. Her biggest one being the terrible parents life had handed her. They might be the reason she didn’t know good choices from bad ones when she was a kid, but it’s not like she couldn’t learn to make better ones as an adult, and that’s what she was doing.

      Eden had grown up. It had been coming for a long time, and she’d almost gotten herself killed first, but it had happened, and she couldn’t be happier about it because she had been sick and tired of it all. Like she was sick and tired of the fact that Jaiden kept glaring at her.

      “Is there crap on my face? Or a giant piece of broccoli in my teeth?” she asked Bianca, who laughed at the strangeness of the question.

      “No, you look amazing. Prettier than ever, actually,” Bianca replied, and she actually sounded sincere about it.

      Eden gave her a pretend-bashful smile. “Aw shucks,” she said, “but seriously. Tall, dark, and gloomy over there keeps looking at me like I put a booger in his lunch.”

      Through her answering laugh, Bianca looked over at Jaiden, who was talking with Rafe, Cassiel, and Gabriel. Jaiden glanced up at Eden, locked eyes with her, and visibly flushed with anger.

      “Wow,” Bianca said, noticing it. “He does not like you.”

      “You think?” Eden deadpanned. She shrugged, turning to her friend. “I mean, what the hell? If you get the chance, could you find out what he thinks I did to him?”

      “Yuh. That is not okay,” Bianca agreed. She tipped her head to the side, frowning in consideration. “He looks like he wants to fight you.”

      “I’ll throw down,” Eden joked. She took a sip of her sparkling water. “Punk,” she said, giving him sassy eyes over the rim of her glass. That only seemed to stiffen his spine even more.

      Bianca put her hand on her friend’s arm and gave her a worried look. “You’re not actually going to get into it with him, are you?” she asked.

      “Oh, god no,” Eden said, sorry now she’d taken the joke so far. “I’d never do that to Gabriel. It’s his engagement dinner, on top of being Christmas.”

      Bianca looked visibly relieved. “Not for nothing, but something like that would never have stopped you before.”

      Eden chuffed, knowing it was true. “I mean, I might burst into tears,” she said, off-ramping the joke in a different direction. “My sweet Gabriel has left me for another woman.”

      “So gross,” Bianca said, taking a sip of her cocktail.

      “I almost had him,” Eden said, but only to tease Bianca.

      “You never had a shot.”

      “Shot with who?” Fia said, joining them.

      “Your Uncle Gabriel,” Eden said, pouting in an over-the-top way. “I’ve lost him forever. My one true love.”

      Fia laughed. “No, seriously! You fancy him?”

      “And who wouldn’t?” Eden said, loving it, and egging on the grossed-out Loring girls. “I used to try to sit on his lap all the time. I was so creepy about it too,” she admitted, making them laugh in between disgusted exclamations. “But now he’s getting married and I’ll have to spend the rest of my life alone, pining away for him.”

      “Pining away for who?” Diana asked, joining their circle.

      “Uncle Gabriel,” Fia answered.

      “She’s had a crush on him since she was like thirteen,” Bianca said.

      “What?” Eden said, offended. “Twelve, at least. Ever since the Taylor Swift concert. He borrowed my lip gloss and I swear to god…”

      “Grape,” Diana said, reminiscing. “It was grape-flavored.”

      Eden’s jaw dropped. “Yes! Oh my god, were you the girl he hooked up with that night?”

      Diana smiled and nodded. “Guilty.”

      “Who hooked up with who?” Rafe said, joining them.

      “Just talking about a time when I was in this house in Gabriel’s wing and none of you knew it,” she said, practically purring like a cat.

      “That is so fucking badass. Hidden love. I don’t know if I want to kill you or be you,” Eden said, only half kidding. “When else were you here?”

      Diana laughed and couldn’t halt the blush that was creeping up on her redheaded skin. “There was one Christmas morning, I almost got caught here,” she said, turning to Rafe.

      “Got caught here? With Uncle Gabriel?” Cassiel asked, joining their widening group. “When?”

      “Did you ever end up sleeping with your aunt?” Diana asked Rafe, finishing her thought.

      His face blanched. “Holy crap, that was you? That was a million years ago,” he said, as his perspective suddenly shifted.

      Cassiel eyes widened. “Are you talking about Aunt Raegan?” he asked Rafe under his breath. Rafe looked at him, read his expression, and burst out laughing.

      “Oh shit!” Rafe said. “Not you, too!”

      “She grabbed my junk!” Cassiel said, like he had no choice.

      “Oh my god!” Bianca said, fully shocked. “Did you both sleep with our aunt?”

      “Aunt by marriage,” Rafe added quickly. “Bumble Bee don’t worry about it,” he said, trying to put his hands over her ears. But he didn’t try to deny it.

      “What the hell is wrong with you two?” she said, cringing out from under Rafe’s hands.

      Fia was looking at Cassiel with her mouth open in shock. “Did you really have sex with your aunt?” she asked, hoping she had misunderstood.

      “Like he said, she’s not a blood relative,” Cassiel said, in full defensive mode. “She’s our mother’s brother’s wife. Second wife. Or was it third?”

      Eden was doubled over, laughing, and clinging onto Diana’s hand while the two of them desperately tried not to fall over.

      “Just because Aunt Raegan touched you inappropriately doesn’t mean you had to sleep with her,” Bianca said.

      “Clearly, you’ve never met your brothers,” Eden said. Then she lowered her voice, but to a stage whisper, so everyone could still hear her. “The men in your family are a bunch of hos.”

      “Not all of them,” Diana said, defending her man’s honor.

      Cassiel raised his hand. “I would like to state for the record that I am fully reformed.”

      Rafe raised his hand also. “Ditto,” he added.

      “And I guess it bears mentioning not all of us Loring men went through a ho phase,” Cassiel added, nodding in Jaiden’s direction. “He’s always been a good boy.”

      “He has,” Fia said stoutly. “Though nearly every straight female that I know has tried very hard to make him not be,” she added.

      Eden looked over at Jaiden who was standing a little apart from the rest of them, not sure if he should join the group, and she saw his expression go from yearning to spiteful as soon as his gaze connected with hers. Of course, he was a good boy. Her favorite. And he hated her. The universe was so unkind.

      “He’s such a snob he probably hasn’t found anyone he considers worthy enough to screw,” Eden said under her breath. Diana still heard her. The older woman pursed her lips and raised a brow at Eden just as Gabriel joined them, bringing Jaiden with him.

      “Who are we waiting for?” Gabriel asked, wrapping his arms around Diana from behind.

      “Abbe, Cat, Elias, and Liam,” Diana replied, leaning to the side so she could look over her shoulder at him.

      Eden tried not to stare at them with a mixture of envy and happiness. She couldn’t help but want what they had, though she really was happy that they had finally resolved whatever it was that had kept them apart. Eden wasn’t privy to all the details, although she knew it had something to do with Jaiden and Fia, which was a bombshell in and of itself. Michael had a secret family, but on closer inspection it made sense. Eden couldn’t remember Michael and Francesca ever standing in the same room, let alone speaking to each other.

      She wondered if Francesca knew about Fia and Jaiden? Francesca was suspiciously absent from the festivities this year. Eden guessed that she did know, and was now off with her current husband in protest to the bastard children returning to the fold.

      She wondered if this was all somehow connected with the fact that Diana and Liam’s mentor had been murdered in the FBI parking lot just a few days ago, because right after that, Rafe and Bianca had learned about Fia and Jaiden, the twins were suddenly no longer a secret, Gabriel and Diana had outed their relationship, and the whole family seemed to be in danger.

      That was another thing. Everyone was concentrating very hard on the fact that they were all together, and happily in love with their respective partners, but Eden couldn’t help but notice that there was security looming in the background, and all of the Lorings had bodyguards. It was low-key tense this Christmas. Eden didn’t know exactly why, and she had to be careful about how she went about finding that out because she couldn’t help but notice that this chain of events began when she gave Diana and Elias information she had stolen from her father. Her dad had called his Singapore contacts, complaining about the fact that someone needed to take care of “Blue Eyes”, and now suddenly blue-eyed Gabriel had a veritable SWAT team surrounding his house.

      Eden was hoping either Diana or Elias would clue her in, but they seemed content to keep her compartmentalized. All they wanted from her was to meet up with her dad in New York at the Cabot’s annual New Year’s party, steal his phone, clone it, and return it before he was any the wiser. And she could totally handle that. But it would be nice to get some answers, too. She decided she was just going to have to get them on her own.

      “Where are they?” Gabriel asked, starting to get antsy.

      As the missing members of their party joined them, Eden looked past Jaiden who was standing stiffly at her elbow, and watched them come into the room. She noticed that Liam, who was spending the holiday with them rather than wasting Christmas day in rental cars and airplanes, had gotten a new sling for his arm.

      “How’s that doing?” she asked the agent as he joined their group.

      Liam looked down at it and frowned. “It aches a little, but I’m okay,” he said, looking back up at Eden and smiling gratefully.

      He was probably feeling a tad out of place, and as a visitor here herself, Eden could sympathize. She had known most of the people in this room her whole life, but after accidentally endangering Bianca’s life, she was working her way back into the Loring Inner Circle and she felt a bit like an outsider again.

      As they all made their way to the dinner table, she allowed herself to be carried along in the group next to Liam, ignoring the fact that Jaiden seemed to be getting pushed into the place on her other side. When they sat, that seating sort of stuck. Liam was to her left, with Fia on the other side of him, and Jaiden was to her right, with Abbe on the other side of him.

      Luckily, Rafe was just past Abbe and around the corner, so he and Abbe could easily pull Jaiden into their conversation and she didn’t have to worry about talking to him, though she did overhear a ton of their conversation when Liam was occupied talking to Fia.

      After ten minutes she knew that Jaiden enjoyed cricket, skiing, F-1 racing, and like Rafe, Jaiden had excelled at mathematics. Rafe got really excited. It was all business-related math and it flew right over Eden’s head. It occurred to her that they were a couple of geeks, which was something she’d never noticed about Rafe before. She liked the way geek looked on him. And on Jaiden. But she instantly reminded herself that while geeks could be crazy hot, Jaiden was not. He was an ass.

      Rafe did not like hearing that Jaiden had studied at Cambridge in the UK, because apparently, all Lorings went to Harvard. He went on something of a rant about it.

      “Uncle Gabriel,” Rafe hollered down to the other end of the table, interrupting everyone else’s conversations. “You let him go to Cambridge?”

      Gabriel leaned back in his chair, regarding his eldest nephew with a tolerant smile. “He didn’t want to leave the UK,” he replied.

      “He should have gone to Harvard,” Rafe insisted.

      “It’s not like you can make him go back and do it over,” Abbe said, poking fun at Rafe and actually managing to drag him out of his stormy mood.

      She was pretty much the only person who could do that, Eden noticed. It was really cute how Abbe could gently nudge him, and suddenly he was smiling without a care in the world. Usually, everyone ran from Rafe when he was in one of these moods. Abbe seemed to be able to walk right up to him and change his mood for the better. As they fell into their own private conversation for a moment, Jaiden was left with no one to talk to.

      On the other side of Eden, Liam and Fia had just finished up an awkward exchange about how Fia had gone to the Royal College of Art in London to study design.

      Liam fumbled his fork a bit, and said, “Sorry. I’m left-handed,” and gestured to his slinged left arm. Fia commented on how that must be difficult for him, and then they both clammed up.

      Eden concentrated on her food, not expecting Jaiden to say anything to her. She noticed that both of them had been served a vegetarian meal. She didn’t make a big deal about it because she hated it when people tried to use their eating choices as a point of pride, but she had been vegetarian since she was fourteen and Uncle Gabriel always remembered. Jaiden had been served the same vegan meal, as had Fia. Everyone else was eating meat, and she noticed Jaiden noticing her meal.

      She could feel him getting more tense every moment. He stopped eating and just started pushing his food around his plate like a sulky kid. Finally, he opened his mouth to say something to her. She heard him take in a big, resentful breath, saw him turn toward her, and she picked that exact moment to turn to Liam and start chatting with him.

      “You went to Colombia?” she asked. “Do you miss New York?”

      “I do, actually,” Liam replied in a thoughtful way. “I didn’t think I would, but the city grows on you.”

      “Like a fungus,” they both said at the same time, and then they both grinned.

      “I went to the New School,” she said.

      “Ahh,” he said in a knowing way. “What’d you study?”

      She shrugged, knowing she was a stereotype. “Oh, you know. A lot of art history, philosophy, Ikebana.”

      “Ikebana?” he asked, surprised.

      “The ancient Japanese art of flower arranging,” she replied. “And yes. That is a class.”

      He laughed. “You like plants?” he asked, obviously out of his depth here.

      “Yeah,” she said, understating it.

      “Ever declare a major?”

      “Being super interesting and cool? Basically, apart from working in a florist shop, I’m unemployable. But I am fun to talk to. I guess you could say that I majored in being a great date.”

      He laughed. “Top of your class, I’m sure.”

      “Magna come loudly,” she said drolly, taking a sip of her seltzer.

      While she was fully aware that her last comment could be seen as a come-on to most guys, she felt zero chemistry with Liam. While she recognized that he was really good-looking with his blond hair, square face, and dimples, he just wasn’t her type. He looked too much like her brother Maxwell. And she could tell she wasn’t his type either, which was why she could banter with him so easily about risqué things. They had both already ruled out the other for anything romantic, so there was nothing for either of them to lose by joking around. And, since neither of them were family, nor dating anyone in the room, they were in a mini club of outsiders. They became insta-buddies.

      When their joking and reminiscing about New York was over, so was dinner. Eden had successfully made it through the meal without having to say a word to Jaiden. After so successfully giving him the cold shoulder, she should have felt pleased with herself, but for some reason, she had this nagging feeling that something was off, and she couldn’t quite figure out why. Apart from the fact that she liked the way he talked, and she liked the shape of him next to her, and the toasty, almond smell of him, she couldn’t see any reason for feeling like she’d done something wrong where he was concerned. He had glared at her, and she had ignored him. That was the proper response. So why did she feel so depressed?

      They went into the billiards room to play pool and have another cocktail, and Eden found herself wandering around, not at ease, and confused as to why.

      “You don’t drink,” said a quiet voice with a British accent.

      Eden turned to find Jaiden standing behind her. Up close, he seemed even taller. He was lean yet muscled like Gabriel and Rafe, and he had the same straight nose and peaked lips that looked like they’d been stolen off a marble statue. His hair curled loosely like one of those Greek gods, too, black, and glossy and thick. His skin was smooth and his eyes were such a dark brown they looked black. It was haunting.

      “I do. Just not alcohol,” she replied.

      “Me neither. Is there a story behind that, or—?” He realized that his question was very personal and stopped himself, looking uncertain.

      “The story is that I don’t like who I am when I drink. So I don’t drink,” she replied.

      He actually smiled, then seemed to realize who he was smiling at, and suddenly stopped and frowned. “Do you play?” he asked the floor, gesturing in the vague direction of the pool table.

      “I’m better at darts,” she replied. Then she glanced over her shoulder
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