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        ROMAN

      

      

      The battery on my phone died a few minutes after my phone call to Rourke. I shoved it into the breast pocket of my jacket and rested my head in my hands. Think, Roman, think. No one had read my Miranda rights or charged me with a crime. They’d done nothing but ask me the same question over and over.

      The door creaked open. Two burly men dressed in identical black trench coats followed the man with flat gray eyes. As I watched, the men stripped out of their coats, folding them before setting them aside. Next, they rolled up their shirtsleeves to reveal thick, muscular forearms covered in sinew and veins. My guts began to churn. This couldn’t be good.

      “Now, we’re going to start again, Roman.” Mr. Gray Eyes pulled up a chair in front of me and sat down. “You had seven shipments of arms destined for Saudi Arabia. Only one of those shipments made it. Where are the other six?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said. Of course, I knew where the guns had gone. The first three shipments had been diverted to Kitzeh, my home country, and the fourth to neighboring Androvia. The rest sat in the basement beneath a donut shop in a small central Indiana town.

      “Wrong answer, Roman.”

      “I can’t give you answers that I don’t have.”

      “Let’s cut the bullshit.” He stood and shook his head. “You received payment in full for a product you didn’t deliver. That’s not good business. What are we going to do about this?”

      “I don’t know. Call the Better Business Bureau,” I suggested.

      With ominous calculation, he cracked each of the knuckles in his right hand, then the left. “You need to get in line, Mr. Menshikov. No one wants to cause a scene. Just do your job, and the threats will end.”

      “I’m confused. Did you bring me here to charge me with a crime? If so, you need to get on with it.”

      Hours later, they shoved me into the back of a van. My head cracked against the floor. Darkness swallowed me. I woke up on the hard, wet pavement in an alley behind a Chinese restaurant. My lower lip throbbed from a right hook, but the swelling had stopped. Their other kicks and punches had landed in my midsection. My body ached in previously unknown places. I managed to hobble inside the restaurant and called Spitz.

      “You smell like a dead rat,” Spitz said, blinking at the aroma wafting from my soiled clothes. “You’re gonna stink up my car.”

      “I’ll buy you a new one.”

      “You need a doctor? Stitches? Anything broken?” His shrewd gaze traveled over my ripped trousers, blood-spattered dress shirt, and fat lip.

      “No, I’m good.” Thankfully, I’d managed to protect my healing gunshot wound from their abuse. “I could use a hot shower though.” And Rourke—I needed her more now than ever. The thought of her sassy mouth and bright smile carried me through the worst of the beating.

      He sat behind the wheel and contemplated the trash bins, scattered garbage cans, and a stray tabby cat. “You sure picked a dangerous business. With all your money, you could be sitting on a beach in Fiji, sipping cocktails, and working on your tan.”

      “I know.” This arms project had started to finance Kitzeh’s freedom but had quickly grown into a billion-dollar empire. I was in way too far and way too deep to quit, and I’d dragged Rourke into the depths of hell with me.
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      Roman’s phone call left me cold and unsettled. You’re going to hear things about me that may or may not be true. I want you to know that I always did what I thought was right. What had he meant? The man I’d married had no regard for rumors and gossip. But now, I had to wonder if our entire relationship had been an ingenious production of smoke and mirrors. Roman had many layers; lover, father, and shrewd businessman, to name a few. The air of intrigue surrounding him was part of his charm. At least, it had been, until someone had assassinated Ivan, his best friend and mentor.

      Time’s up, Roman. The unfamiliar voice at the end of Roman’s call repeated in my dreams. What did that mean? Was he injured? Did he need my help? Frustration tightened the muscles in my forehead and shoulders. Even if he needed my help, I had no idea where he was or who he was with. My feelings bounced from anger to anguish and back again.

      After a sleepless night, I texted Spitz, expecting answers, and received nothing. No return phone call. No voice mails. His complete silence frightened me more than any truths he might have revealed. Lance offered little comfort; he knew less than I did.

      To distract my mind, I spent the day in Roman’s study, reorganizing his files, rummaging for clues to his whereabouts. When I logged into his computer, the screen remained blank and unyielding. His password no longer worked. Desperate for information, I waited for the work day to end then slipped into his downtown office. After a futile search of his desk and files, I climbed into the back of the limo, eager to return home. I drew the edges of my coat tighter as the car took the wrong exit off the freeway. My heart lurched at the unexpected change of direction.

      I lowered the partition to question the driver. “Where are we going?” Lance had taken the night off for personal business, leaving me in the hands of an unfamiliar driver.

      “I was instructed to take you to The Devil’s Playground, Mrs. Menshikov.” His unsmiling gaze met mine in the rearview mirror.

      “Whose orders?” My pulse escalated. Relief flooded through me. At least Roman was okay.

      “Mr. Menshikov, ma’am.”

      “I want to go home.” Although I needed answers, Roman’s highhandedness spurred my rebellious nature. Now that I knew he wasn’t in trouble, anger crept in to replace the relief.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. I have my orders.”

      “Turn the car around,” I snapped.

      “No disrespect, Mrs. Menshikov, but I don’t work for you.” With an apologetic nod, he raised the partition.

      Outside the car, the city lights streaked through the night. I shoved back in the seat, seething with fury, knowing that further protests would go unheeded. I’d been summoned to the court of the exiled prince, and there was nothing I could do about it. With every passing mile, my anxiety climbed to new heights.

      When the car stopped at the nondescript back door of The Devil’s Playground NYC, a thin sheen of perspiration chilled my skin. The last time I’d been here, I’d been filled with nervousness for different, more pleasant reasons. Reluctantly, I climbed out of the limo and rang the buzzer. Achilles opened the door immediately. His expression face yielded nothing.

      “Good evening. May I take your wrap?” Under his watchful gaze, I slipped out of my light jacket and handed it to him. He draped it over his arm then pulled a red blindfold from his pocket. “You’ll need to put this on.”

      “Why?” I stared at the blindfold, unable to fathom the rules of this newest game, a game I wasn’t sure I wanted to play.

      “I have no idea, madam.”

      “I know. I know.” I cut him off mid-sentence. “My husband’s orders.”

      “Yes, madam.” He clasped his hands in front of him and waited.

      “Fine.” I kept my tone even and placed the blindfold over my eyes. My fight was with Roman, not Achilles, and it would be unfair to take my wrath out on his employee. The silk slipped through my trembling fingers, but I finally managed to tie the knot. Robbed of my sight, the rest of my senses leaped into action. The scents of floor polish and Achilles’s aftershave jumped to the forefront. The faint notes of classical music hovered in the air, too soft to be identified.

      “Excellent. If you’ll allow me to take your hand, I’ll guide you to your husband.”

      I jumped at his cool touch on my wrist. Taking my hand, he curled my fingers into the crook of his elbow.

      Our footsteps echoed on the hard floor—his certain and mine hesitant. We passed through several corridors, winding our way into the unknown. When he opened the next door, loud techno music pulsed through the walls, making conversation impossible. My heart clanged against my ribs, knowing that each stride brought me closer to Roman. Equal measures of anticipation and anxiety warred inside me.

      After a lengthy journey, Achilles halted. I strained for clues: the rustle of clothing, the click of a key in a lock, the quiet creak of hinges. He led me into what I presumed was one of the playrooms. “Wait here, madam,” he said. I reached for the blindfold, but he closed a hand over mine. “Don’t remove the blindfold.”

      “Wait.” I reached in front of me, finding nothing but empty air. “Achilles, where are you going?” Standing alone, unable to see, my panic escalated. His footsteps faded to the rear. The door creaked shut, and the lock clicked.

      “Don’t be afraid.” Roman’s deep voice rumbled at my side.

      “I’m not afraid. I’m furious.” Even while I protested, my chest heaved with excitement. The scent of his cologne—peppery, familiar, and sweet—tickled my nose. “Why am I blindfolded?”

      “Because it pleases me.” The command in his voice weakened my knees. This was the Roman I loved, the man who ruled my heart and my body without mercy.

      “I don’t appreciate being kidnapped.” In the absence of sight, my senses sharpened. Light footsteps circled me. I turned, trying to follow his path.

      “And yet, here you are.”

      “I hardly had a choice. I asked to be taken home. Your driver refused.”

      “You always have a choice, Cinderella.” His breath brushed my right ear. I gasped at the delicious spread of goosebumps down the back of my neck.

      “If you wanted to talk to me, you could have called on the phone like a normal person.”

      His voice moved to my left. I whipped my head to follow his movements. “I could have, but then again, we both know I’m not a normal person, right? I’m arrogant and dirty and perverted.” The backs of his fingers skimmed up my bare forearm. I shivered. “This seemed like a lot more fun.”

      “Don’t play with me.” An ache unfurled in the pit of my belly. Although I complained, I wanted him to do just that. Take me. Fuck me. Make me whole again.

      “I want you back.” The stubble of his chin scraped along my jaw. I whimpered, knowing his lips hovered mere inches away. “You belong to me. I’ve barely touched you, yet your nipples are poking through your dress, taunting me.” To prove his point, he pinched one of them, making me hiss at the sting of pleasure. “Your rejection makes me crazy.”

      “Your call this morning—what was that about? I’ve been out of mind with worry. Was it another one of your mind games?”

      “A bad move on my part. I’m sorry for putting you through that.” The heat of his body warmed my backside. “I let circumstances get the better of me, and I apologize. It won’t happen again.” His soft lips nibbled along the bend of my jaw. The muscles below my waist clenched in response. “But I needed to hear your voice, to touch you, and the situation seemed…desperate.”

      “Where were you? Give me answers.” This was just like him, to play with my head and tug at my heartstrings. As my fury grew, so did my lust for him. They were irrevocably entwined, each feeding the other.

      “You’ll get them, but not tonight.” The tip of his nose traced the curve of my ear. Against my will, my body leaned into him, drawn by a force more powerful than gravity. “Tonight isn’t about excuses or explanations. I brought you here to remind you of how we began.” A slight tug preceded the growl of the zipper down my back. Fresh air wafted over the skin laid bare as my dress parted. His fingertips smoothed along the curve of my spine.

      “Is anyone watching us?” The playrooms had been designed with walls of mirrored glass. The voyeuristic members of the club could observe and listen at the discretion of the occupants. The thought added to the slickness gathering between my thighs.

      “Maybe.” His teeth nipped the bend of my shoulder. I whimpered, shifting my weight from one foot to the next, seeking to ease the ache of desire growing inside me. “Would you like that, my dirty princess?”

      “Yes.” I bit my lower lip to keep from whimpering. “I mean, no.”

      “Maybe there’s a whole gallery of people watching me strip your gorgeous body.”

      “I’m not going to have sex with you,” I said, in a final attempt to gain control of the situation.

      “I can respect that. I wouldn’t expect any other answer from you, considering my recent bad behavior.” The loss of his body heat signaled his retreat. The removal of his lips from my skin filled me with disappointment and confusion.

      “Where are you going?” Somehow, he’d turned the tables. Part of me wanted to scream at him, while the rest of me wanted him to fuck me senseless. How could I be so angry and so in love at the same time? The Victorian romance novels in my library had never mentioned this kind of conflict.

      “I’m right here, but I’ll go if you want.”

      “Not—not yet.” I held the front of my dress to my breasts with one arm.

      “Do you want more?”

      “Yes.” I whispered the word, ashamed of my desperation for his touch.

      “Drop your dress.” The sharp command sent adrenalin rushing through my veins. I let the knee-length linen puddle at my feet. Gooseflesh pebbled my arms and legs. The roughness of his palms skated over my breasts, cupping them, then caught the edges of my panties and dragged them down my legs. “Step out.”

      I lifted my feet, letting him dispose of the thin lace.

      His footsteps circled me again. “Very nice.”

      “I’m glad you approve.” I liked knowing he desired my body with its lumps and bumps and cellulite. I exhaled to calm my soaring heart rate. Where was he taking us? This game might have been unexpected, but I opened my mind to the possibilities. A little playtime might bring us back to common ground.

      His hands bracketed my hips, his lips close to my ear. “Lift your arms. There are two ropes above your head. I want you to wrap them around your wrists and hold on.”

      “What are you going to do to me?” My voice came out raspy and breathless. I trembled with excitement.

      “Trust me.” He guided my hands to the soft braided ropes. The fabric of his shirt whispered across my back, my left arm, and finally my breasts as he came to stand in front of me.

      I leaned into him. His shirt buttons bit into my breasts, and the hardness between his legs nudged my belly. “Why are you still dressed?”

      “Until tonight, I’ve been holding back with you, but not anymore. It’s become apparent to me that life is fleeting. You want to know the real me—well, this is just a small part of who I am.” His arms wrapped around my waist and crushed me to him. I soaked up his strong embrace. “I can take you places you’ve never been before, Rourke, if you can accept my world.”

      I didn’t have time to contemplate the double-edged meaning of his words. He kissed a burning trail down the column of my neck, pausing to suck each of my nipples, then continuing down my belly. The heat of his breath tickled against my flesh. His lips dragged down to my hips, his hair sweeping over my pelvis.

      “Don’t let go of the ropes. I’d tie you up, but I don’t think you’re ready for that quite yet.” His words vibrated against the insides of my thighs. “Put your leg over my shoulder.” With a hand behind my knee, he steadied me, opening me to him. His next kiss landed directly on my sex. I threw my head back and moaned.

      God, I’d missed his mouth. It worshipped me, punctuated by tiny flicks of his tongue against my clit. I gripped the ropes tighter. My fingers ached. He pulled me to him, his hands on my bottom. The tip of his nose nudged my folds. With his face between my legs, he sucked and nipped. One of his fingers thrust inside me. I cried out, not caring who heard or was watching.

      “Yes. Please. Yes.” I struggled to keep my balance while he dragged me to the edge of oblivion. In my head, I pictured him on his knees in his black trousers and crisp white dress shirt, clinging to my bottom, wringing every ounce of pleasure from my naked body. My loud cries echoed through the room. As warning tremors shook my legs, I thrust my pelvis forward, trying to ride his mouth, desperate for release.

      My words spurred his efforts. He thrust two more fingers inside me, curling them upward to hit my most secret place, and I lost control. My walls contracted. I released the ropes and dug my fingers into his hair, rocking against his face, crazy with need. My clutching hands stirred the scent of his shampoo. Waves of pleasure raced through my center, radiating out to the tips of my fingers and toes.

      “That’s my girl. Give me everything. I want all of you,” he said, timing the pace of his fingers to the rhythm of my inner contractions. I clenched around him, riding the high of the most unbelievable orgasm I’d ever had.

      This was what I needed. Him. His mouth. His fingers. His touch. I’d never been so torn and so complete in my entire life. Roman Menshikov ruled my world, and I was a fool for doubting it.
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      This playroom had been specifically designed to suit my basest desires. Removable wood panels covered soundproof concrete walls, ready to be changed out to suit my moods. A wall of mirrors reflected Rourke’s naked body and hid the observation room behind it. Her legs trembled from her orgasm. One of them remained wrapped around my shoulders. She had said she didn’t know me, and maybe she didn’t. Until this morning, I’d been unable to show my darkness to her. If I wanted to keep her, I’d have to reveal the parts I’d kept hidden. It was a gamble that scared the living shit out of me.

      “I need to sit down.” Her voice wavered. She was still clutching my hair.

      I slid my hands up the backs of her legs and stood, pulling her to me. God, she felt amazing, all boneless and sated from my mouth on her pussy. I squeezed her tighter, making her whimper. “Did you enjoy that, baby?”

      “Yes, but I need to see you.” She reached for her blindfold.

      “No.” I grabbed her hands. “You can’t.” Over her shoulder, I gazed at my reflection in the mirrors. My battered face stared back at me. “Not like this.”

      “Why? What’s wrong? Did something happen?” Her voice raised in alarm. At least she still cared. She tried to touch my face.

      I caught her wrist and pulled it away. “I said no, Cinderella.”

      “You say you want me to know the real you and then you hide things from me. It’s not fair.”

      “Life isn’t fair.” I disentangled myself from her and backed away a few steps. Her breasts heaved with her rapid breathing. “You know that.”

      “It doesn’t mean I have to like it.” She wobbled on her high heels before regaining her balance. “Tell me.”

      I stroked a hand along the side of her face, her skin silky beneath my touch. “Some bad men tried to scare me into submission. Unfortunately for them, I don’t scare easily.” How could I explain when I didn’t understand, either? The less she knew, the better for both of us.

      “Don’t do this.” She yanked away her blindfold, but I’d already slipped through the secret door into the adjoining observation room.

      Behind the one-way glass, I watched her face redden with frustration. She spun in a circle, scanning the room, unfazed by her nakedness. She’d come a long way from the modest girl I’d met last year.

      “Where are you?” Her gaze fell on the mirror in front of me. She stalked over to the glass and stared directly into my eyes. I took a step back before remembering that she couldn’t see me, she was merely guessing at my location. “If you’re trying to make things better, this isn’t helping. You’re just pissing me off.” Her last sentence ended in a shout.

      I stared into her delicate face, separated from mine by a few inches and a thin sheet of glass, admiring the fire in her eyes. This was the woman I’d married, a hellcat, the only person besides Ivan to call out my bullshit. She banged a hand against the mirror, pivoted, and began gathering her clothes from the floor.

      I’d brought her here because I couldn’t stand the separation, sleeping alone, wondering if she was okay. I needed her. She’d gotten under my skin. She was a part of me now, the best part of me. I pressed the intercom speaker, but it was too late. Fully dressed, she plunged out of the playroom. The door slammed shut behind her.

      Someone knocked on the door. I quickly hit the control panel, shimmering the glass from clear to mirrored, and said, “Come in.”

      Spitz entered the room, his eyebrows lifting to the edge of his hairline. “I think I just passed your wife. She broke a lamp on her way out. Trouble in paradise?”

      I ignored his question. “Have you found out who did this to me?”

      “I spoke with my contacts at the agency. No one knows anything about this.” He shrugged. “My gut tells me this is an independent—someone gone rogue, abusing their power to try and manipulate you.” He scratched his chin. Neither of us had shaved in a few days. Strands of gray peppered the stubble on his cheeks. “I think you need to leave the Four Seasons. It would be even better if you moved back to your penthouse. Somewhere we can control.”

      I ignored his request, unwilling to delve into the wreckage of my marriage. “Put a tail on my wife. Double her security. Don’t let her out of your sight.”

      Spitz stared at me, his eyelids narrowing. “Personally, boss, I think you need to reevaluate your commitment to this woman.”

      A fury unlike anything I’d ever felt welled up inside me. I grabbed him by the neck and pinned him to the wall. “You’re out of line. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t fire your ass right now.” He had more than enough self-defense skills to kill me with his bare hands. To his credit, he remained calm and unblinking.

      “Someone inside your circle is giving out confidential information. Who better than your wife? I mean, what do you know about her, really?” He lifted both hands in the air, palms facing outward. “I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention the possibility.”

      I let go of his throat and backed away, my hands shaking. “Spoken like a man who’s been divorced a half-dozen times.”

      “You mean spoken like a man who’s been fucked over by women more than his fair share.” He straightened his collar, calm and unruffled.

      “My wife isn’t like that.”

      “All women are like that.” We stared at each other for an uncomfortable minute.

      “If we’re going to continue this business partnership, you need to understand that my wife and daughter are the most important parts of my life. I won’t tolerate your disrespect toward either one of them.”

      He paced the length of the room before coming to a stop at in front of me. “I know I’m on shaky ground here, but you need to keep your distance from her. Someone might follow her to you.”

      “I’ll be careful.” Asking me to stay away from Rourke was like demanding me to stop breathing. I’d already been apart from her for an eternity, and I was done sleeping alone.
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      The floor-to-ceiling windows of my penthouse bedroom offered the best view in all of New York City, but the Manhattan morning skyline did nothing for the ache in my chest or the emptiness in my heart. Roman’s stunt at the Devil’s Playground NYC yesterday had left me with more questions than answers. I pressed two fingers to my lips, savoring the burn of his kisses, and prayed for a resolution to our problems.

      “Ladies, concentrate.” Christian, my friend and personal stylist, clapped his hands, and called order to the chaos in the room. “Rourke, are you listening to me?”

      “Yes. Sorry.” I’d completely forgotten about Everly’s fundraiser until Christian had shown up this morning with an entourage and a cartful of formal ensembles. He spread an array of designer ball gowns across the room. The piles of silk looked like resting butterflies on the enormous king-size bed. He fussed and fluffed and tugged at the blue taffeta Vera Wang I was wearing until I heaved an enormous sigh.

      The last place I wanted to be was in a roomful of strangers discussing something as trivial as haute couture, not with the space between my legs aching and the Playground fresh in my memories. Despite Roman’s promises that everything would be fine, uneasiness churned in my stomach. Memories of the way he’d brought me to climax flooded my cheeks with heat. Although I was furious at his highhandedness, I secretly hoped he’d kidnap me again. The whole situation had whipped my emotions into a frenzy.

      Christian tugged at the lapels of his blue silk shirt and snapped his fingers at one of the assistants. “She hates it. Bring me the yellow Dior.”

      “I don’t hate it. I was thinking of something else.” I smoothed my hands down the soft fabric and stared at my reflection in the full-length mirror. It was the fifth gown I’d tried on. Did Roman like yellow? Then I remembered. He wasn’t going to the ball with me. I’d be flying solo to this event. I swallowed down the thickness in my throat.

      “Don’t lie. It’s written all over that pretty face of yours. Never fear. Christian has brought the answer to your prayers.” He clapped his hands, prompting the assistants to unzip my gown and strip me to my underwear. At first, I’d been embarrassed to stand in front of virtual strangers in my bra and panties, but after the second fitting, I’d become used to it. Christian had assured me that none of my girl parts excited him, and his female assistants were too frightened of him to do more than follow his barked orders.

      “How much does a gown like this cost, anyway?” I tried to search for a price tag, but he smacked my hand away.

      “Don’t worry about the money. Your fine-ass husband said to spare no expense and to give you anything you want.” He ducked to admire his reflection in the mirror and to rearrange the spikes of his trendy haircut.

      “He told you that? Directly? When?”

      “Of course he did, from the very first day. He was adamant. You’re the cherry on his sundae, the sugar in his coffee, the cream cheese on his bagel, the—” At the sight of my raised eyebrows, he stopped and took a new direction. “If you must know, this one is forty-thousand.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “I don’t kid about money or clothing. You know this.”

      One of the housemaids walked in with a tray of fresh fruit, chicken salad, and lemon water. She kept her eyes averted from my nakedness. “Is there anything else, Mrs. Menshikov?”

      “No, thank you. Unless you and the girls want something?” I turned to Christian, who was holding the Dior dress up to the light and frowning.

      “No. We’re not your guests. We work for you. You wouldn’t offer lunch to the gardener, would you?”

      “I don’t know.” As a former personal assistant to Everly and then Roman, I still hadn’t wrapped my head around the transition from struggling employee to fabulously wealthy socialite. I knew firsthand how it felt to be in service to someone else. In fact, overcome by the solitude of the penthouse, I’d been eating supper in the kitchen with the cook. Roman would’ve had a fit had he known. But Roman wasn’t here. I blinked away the sting of tears. “Maybe. If he was hungry. Gardeners need to eat, too.”

      My answer made Christian’s eyes bulge. “Listen up. You’re the queen bee of Manhattan. The sooner you start acting like it, the better. What’s wrong with you?”

      Everything. The word scrolled through my thoughts on a marquis, replaying until I wanted to scream. An overwhelming urge to bolt twitched through my toes. I wanted to run home to Aunt May and the comfort of our two-bedroom bungalow, to eat at a fast food chain without an entourage of bodyguards, and take walks in Central Park alone, but I couldn’t. Aunt May was dead, her house sold, and I was the wife of the most powerful man in New York City, if not the world.

      “No. No. No. What are you doing? Get out of here.” He yanked a Hermes scarf out of the hands of a young woman and shouted into the vastness of the bedroom, scattering all of the assistants into the hallway like frightened mice. “I swear, it’s impossible to get good help these days.” The silk of the next gown rustled as he dropped it over my head and tugged it into place. “What about this one?”

      “I like it. What about you? Do you like it?” In truth, I didn’t give two shits about the dress. Where the hell was Roman, and why all the mystery? I glanced at my phone resting on the dresser, like it might offer an answer. After last night’s tryst, I’d hoped he would call. My phone remained silent, and I was too proud to reach out to him first.

      “Rourke. Snap out of it. It’s not about what I want; it’s about you. What do you want?”

      “I don’t know.” I stepped down from the stool and sat on the edge of the bed. “You decide.”

      He placed both hands on his hips and shook his head. “You know what your problem is? You’ve spent so much time in the shadows of Everly and Prince Hottie that you’ve forgotten who Rourke is. You’re acting like you’re still someone else’s personal assistant when you’re the one with all the power. Don’t you understand? With one snap of your fingers, you can have anything—do anything—you want in this world.”

      “If only it was that simple.” I sighed.

      “Where’s that fierce girl I met five years ago? Bring her out. I miss her.” He flapped his hands, motioning for me to stand up. “Now get your ass off that bed. You’re disrespecting the Dior.”

      “Maybe I should cancel tomorrow night.” The thought of walking alone into a ballroom brimming with the country’s wealthiest citizens made my stomach flip. I’d accepted the invitation months earlier, before Ivan’s death and my disagreement with Roman. It seemed like a lifetime ago. Although Roman and I hadn’t publicly announced our separation, speculation and lies had infiltrated social media. There were bound to be questioning stares and whispers. I shifted from one foot to the other, contemplating and getting nowhere.

      “Oh, no. You’re going if I have to drive you myself. I don’t have a license or a car, so it might get a little scary.” He glared. After a moment, his expression softened, and his voice turned sticky sweet. “Come on, baby girl. You don’t want to disappoint Everly, do you? This is her biggest event of the year. How’s she going to feel if her best friend stands her up?”

      “Fine. I get your point.” This was the longest Everly and I had ever gone without speaking to each other. I couldn’t give her another reason to be disappointed in me. On the other hand, maybe she didn’t want me at the event. Pain pricked my chest. I’d managed to alienate everyone in my life. I had a luxurious penthouse, an indecent amount of money, and no one to share it with.

      “Goodness, girl. Those bags under your eyes look like you’re going on a grand tour of Europe. Can I get some concealer in here? Where is everyone?” He turned in a circle, hands extended, shouting into the empty room. “And what’s going on around your middle? You’ve got a pooch.” His nimble fingers adjusted the sash around my waist to hide the extra pounds I
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