
  
    [image: Suddenly Love Boxed Set]
  


  
    
      Suddenly Love Boxed Set

      BOOKS 1-3

    

    
      
        CARMEN FALCONE

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Carmen Falcone

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      Suddenly Love Boxed Set

      BOOKS 1-3

    

    
      
        CARMEN FALCONE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Suddenly Married

        

        
          
            Praise for Suddenly Married

          

          
            Summary

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Suddenly Hired

        

        
          
            Summary

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Suddenly Pregnant

        

        
          
            Summary

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Suddenly Married

          

          SUDDENLY LOVE, BOOK 1

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for Suddenly Married

          

        

      

    

    
      “A dirty talkin' French hero?! Oui s'il vous plaît!!! Luc is all kinds of yum, and he and Kira are just so delicious together!! This book made me giggle and sigh!! Enjoyed every minute I spent reading it.” -Estela N., Goodreads.

      

      “What a fun read! Quick paced, funny, and a great easy read! Kira and Luc's chemistry was running off the page and steaming up the room!” -Veronica, Goodreads.

      

      “I've read quite a few Carmen Falcone books, and this was probably my most favorite.” -Heather E., Goodreads.

      

      “Kira and Luc are well-developed characters, and the story is well written. This is a must-read.” -Tracy H., Goodreads.

      

      “Their love story was very beautiful! Definitely one of my favorite books this year!” -Mihaela, Goodreads.

    

  


  
    
      Kira

      

      After years of being undermined by my family, I’m determined to make a new life for myself in the Big Apple.

      The catch?

      Keeping tabs on a hot, French, bad-boy millionaire in exchange for enough cash to open my own business.

      Easy, right?

      But after a paparazzo exposes me in a very compromising position with my new boss, the tables are turned—and I end up agreeing to marry him!

      Now I must spy on my husband… and try not to fall in love.

      

      Luc

      

      I want one thing—to destroy my estranged father’s empire.

      If that means cleaning up my act and going along with this ridiculous PR stunt, so be it.

      My move from France to NYC has been publicized like crazy, and I take advantage of the buzz to put in place my plan to avenge my brother’s death.

      But when I agree to marry the sexy brunette, I don’t count on the obsessive attraction between us occupying every second of my time… and the scorching passion that threatens to distract me from my coveted revenge.
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      Kira

      

      Whatever you do, don't sleep with Luc. The warning from Mr. Charles Montague, the man who hired me to be a glorified nanny, rings in my ears as I knock again on the bronze door of one of NYC's most exclusive penthouses. The knocks reverberate through my hand, and the tall double doors dwarf me.

      I draw a breath and square my shoulders. Convincing the doorman that I was authorized to go in was a task, though the man’s probably used to an array of women coming in and out of Luc Beauford’s place in the short week since he arrived from France.

      Cold sweat slicks my palms. A lot rides on this assignment. Mr. Montague is going to reward me handsomely, which means I’ll be able to help Poppy pay off the loan shark who’s been threatening us. Poppy suffered a bad car accident a few months before. Without health insurance, she was desperate and borrowed money to pay for her rehabilitation.

      Thankfully, Poppy, my dear cousin and one of my roommates, is all better now. But if we don’t pay the loan shark back soon, we’ll have a limb or two broken—or missing.

      I smooth my hand over my shirt. Focus on the task. According to the pictures I saw online and the reputation preceding him, Luc’s a sex devil in the flesh with hazel eyes that always seem to mock the photographer. If eyes could talk, his would speak in velvety French and seduce the poor women weak enough to fall for his dangerous charms.

      His father’s warning comes to mind. Who does he think I am? Some flimsy, naïve teenager who fans herself at Luc’s proximity? I snort. I’ve been that girl before, but not anymore. I learned the hard way that hot men are trouble.

      My phone buzzes in my bag. I fish it out to read a message from Poppy. Call me when you get this.

      Shaking my head, I slip it into my bag again. I’ll call Poppy as soon as I handle Luc. If I call her now, Luc will be late for the PR meeting already scheduled at Montague Corp.

      Another buzz. Curiously, I fetch the phone again and glance at the screen. Mom. Honey, I can’t wait to see you for our wedding anniversary next month. You’re flying in, aren’t you?

      I stop in my tracks, a lump of uneasiness forming in my throat. I caress the screen for a moment before carefully sliding it back into my bag. I love my parents, but they’re clueless at times.

      My heart skips a beat. How does Mom expect me to attend the celebration of their 50th wedding anniversary when my sister Shelby will be present? A sister who stole my then-boyfriend, Andrew, from me.

      Get to work, lady. My inner boss bitch cracks the whip.

      Musing over Shelby’s constant borrowing of everything I put my hands on won’t pay the bills. A twinge of guilt unsettles me as I remember the very first time my sister needed me. Shelby had leukemia at six years old, and our parents got pregnant with me so I’d be the savior sibling. Even though I was a baby when I donated my umbilical cord blood to my sister, I’ve carried the commodity label my entire life. For instance, when I had to give up piano lessons because they didn’t fit Shelby’s dance class schedule. Almost like I was designed to make Shelby’s existence easier, instead of having my own.

      A pang of resentment stabs me. Dwelling on the past won’t get me anywhere. I knock again, harder, and the sound echoes in the well-appointed foyer leading to the private elevator.

      Isn’t that why I moved to New York City with my cousins? To stand on my own feet and forget about the mess back home? To be my own woman and have my own business? I want to show my family I can do it, but most of all, I want to show myself.

      I retrieve the key from my pocket and twist it in the door handle. Why hasn’t Luc answered my calls or texts? That would have made things so much easier.

      Not only am I meeting Luc in person for the first time, but I’m also having to break the bad news about the scandal to him. Being Luc’s assistant during his transition to the US means I’ll be babysitting a misbehaving thirty-four-year-old billionaire.

      Well, I have no problem handling the man as long as his father keeps his part of the bargain. If I excel at my position, I’ll be paid a handsome bonus and guaranteed a permanent position at Montague Corp. No more unreliable temp jobs. I’ll be able to give Poppy a chunk of the money she owes and get that creep off our backs—hopefully, that’ll make him happy until I receive the rest of the money to pay him the remaining amount and get rid of him forever. Then I’ll start saving to open a temp agency one day. Andrew will be sorry he left me for my sister—double bonus.

      Shaking my head, I glance at the enormous living area filled with high ceilings, leather sofas, sleek shelves, and art pieces that probably cost three times my yearly salary. The majestic view of the Empire State Building almost seduces me into opening the French doors leading to the inviting balcony.

      “Luc Beauford?” I call. I draw a breath. “I'm Kira Jones, your new assistant.”

      I ponder my next move, looking at the curvy staircase. Crap. Barging in like this is so not my style. But I have a job to do.

      Scurrying up the flight of stairs, I make it to the second floor and smooth my hands over my skirt. I should have worn a pencil skirt, but I preferred a looser look, opting for the beige blouse and long black skirt. Shelby would laugh at my choice, which in this case, is an asset. Not that a man like him would find me attractive. Just in case, though, I’ve uglified my somewhat decent but not necessarily fashion-forward style.

      The only open door is the one at the end of a hallway. I call his name again, louder, and approach the room, my sensible shoes clicking on the polished hardwood floor. My phone buzzes again, but this time, I don’t dare look.

      I enter the large space, doing a quick inventory of the dark gray walls and silver accents. When my gaze finds the massive four-poster bed, my breath catches in my throat, and I blink several times. But blink after blink, the image in front of me remains the same.

      Luc sleeps on the bed with a silky sheet covering his legs and not much else. Naked. 

      I swallow hard.

      It’s him, right? I recognize the black hair flowing over his face. My gaze slides down and feasts on his smooth, tanned back. His muscles shift as he breathes steadily, and I continue my visual exploration, this time admiring his smooth butt.

      Wow. Perfect narrow hips that could have been sculpted by Rodin or another legendary artist from his home country. His ass is meaty and dare I say—perky? Damn. Luc Beauford has the champagne of asses.

      I lean closer and tap his shoulder. “Mr. Beauford. Wake up.”

      He responds with a grumble and turns his head away. I kneel next to the bed and press my fingers into his back. “Luc Beauford. I’m Kira Jones, your new assistant. I have news.” Some news. I blow air upwards, and my bangs sway. “Bad news.”

      Silence.

      What will it take to wake up the MVP of butts? Maybe a bucket of cold water. I scratch my chin, my gaze feasting on his backside one more time. I need some cold water, too.

      Not that Luc doesn’t have a sexy, handsome face. That said, I prefer to fantasize about a man who has more morals and a less womanizing lifestyle. I sigh. God. No wonder I never date. I’ll die alone.

      When he shifts again, his super soft sheet slides down a notch. My throat suddenly feels super dry and coarse. But the area between my legs is wet. My clit throbs with an urgency I haven’t experienced since—well, since forever.

      I lick my lips. Surging to my feet, I sit on the bed and touch his bare shoulder. Electricity shoots up my arm. Nonsense. I rock him, calling his name, which earns a few more incomprehensible groans from him.

      Splaying both hands on his back, I tap it a couple of times. I want him awake but not mad at me. If this doesn’t work, I’ll spray some water on his face. That was my trick as a child, to train my dear cocker spaniel puppy not to pee on the furniture. Sadness fills my chest. The training was successful, but unfortunately, Shelby was allergic to pet hair, and my parents had to give up my dog after a few months. I was heartbroken—I thought I’d never be that sad again until Shelby stole my boyfriend.

      Adding pressure, I lean in and whisper in his ear, “I’m Kira. I’m here to⁠—”

      I gasp as he flips me onto my back. Sandwiched between the mattress and his taut body, I press my hands against his chest to push him away. The moment I palm his wide, muscly chest, my body betrays me, and instead of pushing him, I don’t move. The man is… a human tree. Strong, overpowering, and hard. So very hard.

      With his eyes still semi-closed, he whispers a couple of things in French into my ear. Crap. I imagine they’re dirty things he wants to do to me or with me. My nipples harden shamelessly at the thought, and a moan escapes my lips.

      This is going a lot differently than planned. A hard-on pokes my belly. Hard-on? Maybe it’s his leg. Certainly, it can’t be his…

      He laughs next to my cheek like he senses my conundrum and positions himself between my legs, answering my silent question.

      Sweat slicks my forehead. I should have worn the pencil skirt. This one is loose, allowing a disturbingly close connection. Dangerously close.

      I inhale sharply and catch a whiff of his manly cologne. Notes of bamboo, sandalwood, and leather tease my senses. It’s so delicious that I’m at risk of passing out from a type-A grade arousal I never even knew existed.

      “Luc…” I call, wishing my voice were more composed and less like those sex addicts from late-night TV shows.

      A man screwed up my life once. That was enough. Why relive the nightmare? If I let Luc have his way with me, I’ll have no upper hand in our professional relationship. Hell, there won’t be a professional relationship to salvage. I’ll most likely lose my job. Mr. Montague will fire me. The loan shark will run my two cousins and me out of town, possibly with broken legs—if not worse. My attempt at big-city life will end. I’ll be a failure and have to return to Texas with my tail between my legs to face Shelby dating my ex. I’ve been a failure as a daughter and a girlfriend—and now as a woman.

      I lift my hand and slap his face, pushing him aside.

      Luc rubs his eyes. He’s definitely awake now.

      Propping himself on his elbows, he peers at me, blinking as if he’s adjusting his field of vision.

      I scoot out of his bed and recompose myself, smoothing my hand over my clothes. “Luc Beauford, I’m here to help you,” I say, determined to finish what I’ve started without this overwhelmingly hot male distracting me.
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      Luc

      

      I rub my forehead. My cheek tingles from her slap, and other parts of me throb for very different reasons.

      When this woman woke me up, I thought she was the saucy brunette from last night. I should have double-checked, but why else would she roll with me on the bed, her body so warm, her hands so willing?

      “Help?” I say in English. “Do you often crawl into men’s beds and slap them? Is that the extent of your ‘help’?”

      A thrill of excitement rolls in my gut. Most women I meet go out of their way to seduce or impress me. This one… doesn’t seem to care about either.

      She shakes her head, and her shoulder-length chestnut hair sways. The itch to thrust my hand into her sultry mane burns the tips of my fingers.

      I withdraw and study her face. She certainly could use some sun, but the stranger has a lot going for her besides silky hair. Her intelligent brown eyes entice me. If only her kissable lips invited my kiss instead of pouting.

      “I didn’t crawl into your bed,” she says evenly. “I was trying to wake you up. I’ve met a bear or two who sleep lighter than you.”

      A bear? I smile. “Did you slap them, too?”

      She fixes her glasses. “I didn’t need to, but frankly, I would have if they’d harassed me the way you just did.”

      I snort. “Harass? I was naked, and you touched me. If anything, ma américaine, you harassed me. Took advantage of an innocent, unconscious man to do as you wish.” I enunciate the last words clearly. Images of her naked in my bed, ready for me to do as I wish, unfurl in my mind.

      A wave of red stains her cheeks, but she shakes her head and lifts her chin. “If I wanted to take advantage of you, why would I have stopped?”

      I shrug, then tap the empty area on the mattress next to me. “That, ma chérie, is a mistake that can be easily remedied.”

      “Hard pass.” She waves her hand in disagreement. “I’d rather take a bath with poisonous snakes. I’m here because your father hired me to help you transition into your new American lifestyle.”

      Father. I pop my knuckles. Until a month prior, I had no idea about the identity of my biological father, let alone that it was the legendary Charles Montague. Why would I want anything to do with the man who left my mother alone with two small children and fled France to marry a wealthy American heiress?

      The weekend he left, my poor mother was so shaken that she forgot the gas stove was on, which led to an explosion claiming Marcel’s life. His death was deemed an accident, but I’ve never forgotten the pain my father caused. Maman was never the same afterward, and I became the head of a household at the tender age of six. By the time I reached ten, I’d become an expert at tucking Maman in bed, cooking her breakfast, and saving to buy myself a second pair of shoes for school, after much bullying from the other kids.

      But I’ll get my revenge. Charles ripped my family from me, and I can’t wait for my chance to take the one thing that matters from him—money. Or in this case, a mammoth airplane merger. Charles invited me to get to know his corporation and to work for him in the technology department. I’ll use it to my advantage, gaining his trust and seeking the perfect opportunity to ruin the deal that this awful man, my father, has wanted his whole life.

      “I already have a PA,” I say, remembering trustworthy Sabine, who has worked with me for four years in my software engineering and technology development company—a multi-million-dollar business I left in the capable hands of my VP for a few months.

      “She flew out last night. She’s taking a leave of absence for three months while I work with you.”

      Of course. My father arranged for a spy to report my every move so I wouldn’t embarrass him. “I don’t need a babysitter.” Though if she wants to tuck me into bed, I certainly won't oppose.

      She stares at me, unamused. “Good, because I’m not one.”

      “Then why are you here, waking me up in my bedroom?”

      “Because you didn’t return my calls last night. And I needed to introduce myself. Then I woke up to a scandal. You slept with America’s Sweetheart, and she happens to be married.”

      I rub my eyes as her words sink in. Since I cut back on drinking, I’ve used sex as a way to cope with loss. The image of the blonde, petite minx I fucked a few days ago forms in my head. I met her at a party. “Julia?”

      “Yep.”

      “She never told me anything about a husband,” I say honestly. I’d never knowingly get involved with a married woman. How could I have known? I don’t read gossip magazines, and Julia failed to mention that detail as I pounded into her.

      “Right. I’m sure you’re the clueless victim here. However, that’s not how the celebrity blogs and newspapers make you look. Your arrival here has been anticipated. You’re a self-made man who’s also the only heir of one of the wealthiest Frenchmen, a man who has been investing heavily in this country for decades. A man with a flawless reputation.”

      I suppress an ironic laugh. My father’s reputation is pristine only because most people don’t see through his façade—and the lucky few who see it, don’t care. “So?”

      “You’re the long-lost son, so your arrival here is a big deal. TikTok accounts are already reacting to your every move.”

      I lean against the headboard, arms folded. “And what’s your role?” I ask for the sake of asking, because I know damn well what her role is. As the bastard son of an important man, I’m not to be trusted.

      If Jake Brink, the ambitious journalist who ran an article on Charles Montague, hadn’t dug deep and discovered me—and sold the information to the media before Charles could bury it—I doubt Charles would even recognize me as his own and give me access to his world.

      Of course, Charles told the media he’d heard I’d died in the fire along with my brother. A blatant lie.

      “Well, I’ll help you adjust to this culture. For instance, had you told me you were dating a famous married actress with two kids who was loved by the entire country, I would have said no. I’d have said, ‘bad idea’.”

      I scratch my chin. “So you’re like a mother.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I won’t be your mother.”

      “Of course not. My mother was lovely.” She is lovely. Why do I think about her as if she’s gone? Because in a way, she is. I just can’t let go. If I let go of my mother without reaching my goal, I’ll have nothing left. She might not know, but I will.

      I couldn’t save my little brother. I couldn’t keep my mother illness-free. But I’ll be damned if I don’t get even with the man who brought so much tragedy to our lives.

      I get out of bed, pick up my jeans off the floor, and slide into them in one fluid movement. Then I reach for the shirt I wore last night, thrown over the nightstand, and put it on.

      Kira paces in a circle, hands perched at her waist. It’s too bad she’s my father’s ears and eyes because I’d love to get to know this woman better. During our brief interaction, I caught myself smiling a few times.

      She comes to a halt and stretches to her full height. A fake smile forms on her lips—I can tell it’s fake because her lips tremble as if she’s forcing herself to appear in a positive light. “Listen, we started on the wrong foot. I’m Kira Jones, and I’m here to work with you. Not against you.” She stretches out her hand.

      I glance at her before I erase the distance between us and shake her hand. The contact sends a hot thrill up my arm, and raw awareness bolts through my veins.

      “I look forward to working with you, Kira Jones,” I say, knowing I should end the handshake. Instead, I look deep into her eyes, the golden flecks drawing me close. I dip my head with no intention of kissing her yet unable to stop gazing at her. She parts her lips, and for a moment, seems to revel in our quiet truce—a truce I know will never exist.

      Anyone who works for my father is my enemy.

      Kira jerks her hand away and withdraws until we have a safe distance between us. “Good,” she says, her voice steady. “Your sleeping with that woman doesn’t help your image. I understand you’ve lived a carefree life in the relationship department until now. You need to be more discreet. We’ll meet with a PR person today and find the best way to bury this story quickly. But for that to happen, we need to be on the same page. Can I count on you?”

      “Completely. I wouldn’t be here if the future of the company didn’t mean as much to me as it does to my father,” I say, managing to keep the sarcasm from my voice.
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      Kira

      

      “After you,” Luc says, opening the door of the limo.

      I slide inside, and he follows me. I expect him to sit across from me in the spacious vehicle, but he slides next to me. Catching a whiff of his manly, expensive cologne, I enjoy the notes of dark wood and bamboo with a hint of leather again. Clearing my throat, I scoot away from him, putting as much space between us as possible without opening the door and throwing myself on the pavement.

      “Problem?” he asks, closing the partition.

      The car pulls out of the garage of his building.

      “You’re very close to me. It’s unnecessary. Whenever you interact with your peers at work, especially women, don’t be too close to them. Always be professional and appropriate. There’s nothing wrong with a nice, safe buffer zone,” I say, then add a smile so I don’t sound so damn condescending.

      His eyebrows lower. “Buffer zone?”

      “Yes. I’ll be your guinea pig. From now on, we can talk and interact within arm’s reach. Or two arms.” Or perhaps with a blindfold so I don’t have to look at him and be distracted by his overpowering maleness. Hell.

      He immediately moves to sit across from me. “Like this?”

      I suck in a breath. Is he mocking me? Looking at him is actually more of a liability than inhaling his scent. The man is freaking sexy in the black suit with a gray striped shirt. The first button is open. He doesn’t wear a tie, though certainly it would be a good way to hide his thick, tanned neck.

      Maybe he senses his beauty makes me uncomfortable, because he flashes me a grin that could melt the ice caps.

      “Why are you smiling?” I ask, then chastise myself.

      “Because your role now makes perfect sense. You’re like a pleasant companion with good advice.”

      Who’s being condescending now? His words sting more than they should, but I clear my throat again, adamant about not showing it. I’ve been the dull, sensible Jones girl since childhood. Shelby gathered all the attention, first because of her disease, and after she beat cancer, because of her sassy personality. My heart shrinks to the size of a pearl. I came all this way from Texas to become my own person, but maybe I can’t run away from how uninteresting I am. Even strangers could tell—Richard, the PR person, and now, Luc. But somehow it hurts more when Luc says it.

      “Yes. That’s a good way to look at it,” I say, proud of maintaining an even tone.

      “I have to forewarn you that I’m not good at following advice.”

      No kidding. I slap on a smile. “It’s okay. I’ll consider you a challenge.”

      “I think of you the same way,” he says, throwing my words back at me. He doesn’t say anything else, but he glances at me with amusement and defiance. Small torches brighten the depths of his eyes, heating my skin. “So tell me more about yourself. Have you worked for Montague Corp. for long?”

      “No. I was hired on a temp basis until your father presented me with this wonderful opportunity.” A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity I grabbed with both hands. How else could I help Poppy get a clean financial slate and start saving to open my own business one day?

      “Ah. Very interesting,” he says, staring at me like he knows my deepest secrets.

      A wave of warmth spreads across my cheeks and neck, and I don’t even know why. I shift in my seat, pleading with my body to cooperate with my brain. I hate that my internal temperature rises when he looks at me, or talks to me, or⁠—

      “Any boyfriends?”

      Not since my last would-be boyfriend left me for my sister. I quiver, the image of finding Andrew and Shelby naked in my bed still fresh in my mind. “That’s not the kind of question you should ask someone who’s working for you, Mr. Beauford,” I say, squaring my shoulders. “It’s inappropriate.”

      He smiles. “I’ll take that as a no.”

      “You’re not a good listener, are you?”

      “Oh, that’s where you’re wrong, Kira… I listen beyond the words. I pay attention to everything else. To body language and what it tells me.”

      I swallow. Hard. Part of me wonders if he’s playing with me, testing how much of a stickler I am, how tough I’ll be on him. But the other part…

      Thrills of trepidation race down my spine. I don’t fear him describing how he’ll perceive my body language… I fear he’ll be right.

      My throat feels tight and dry, and I push down the lump of apprehension. “Well, then, if this heir-of-an-empire thing doesn’t work, you should moonlight as a mind reader,” I say in an even voice, resolute about keeping my power—or whatever little I have left.

      “I prefer using my talents for my own advantage.”

      Using his talents got him into this mess. I bite my tongue to keep from spilling the words.

      Crossing my legs, I look out the window as the limo driver navigates the streets of Manhattan. I’ll learn how to deal with this untamable man in front of me—after all, Poppy’s future and mine depend on it.
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      Kira

      

      “Come in, please,” says Richard Walker, the public relations adviser who texted me earlier. “So nice to meet you two in person.”

      I greet Richard with a smile and walk in alongside Luc.

      We enter the large conference room. A lovely oval table stands in the middle, surrounded by oversized leather chairs. One could get swept away by the floor-to-ceiling glass windows showcasing an infinity of sleek buildings and busy streets.

      I didn’t expect his father, Charles, to join us for this meeting, but the charming older man, always impeccably dressed in a designer suit, sits at the end of the table. A frown indents his forehead, and his expression is worried.

      Richard closes the heavy, polished doors behind us and shoots us a nervous smile. Isn’t this supposed to be a meet and greet with Richard only? What’s Charles doing here, brooding? My stomach lurches, and I plop down in the chair with less finesse than I would have wanted. A sensation of dread swirls inside me. A simple meeting doesn’t require Charles’s presence. But the look on the charming man’s face tells me that this discussion will be far from simple.

      Luc sits across from me, barely exchanging more than a few words with his father.

      Have I done something wrong? Am I about to be fired from the assignment I’ve barely started? I shake my head.

      A male assistant walks in, carrying a fancy crystal water pitcher, and fills our glasses efficiently. Tension crackles in the air. My heart beats in staccato, and my focus darts from Richard, who fumbles with a high-tech remote and turns off the lights, to Charles, who remains stoic. The assistant nods and leaves the office, closing the door behind him.

      I want to look at Luc, but I stay strong. I feel his gaze on me, studying me, and goosebumps rise on my arms. Damn it. I have to do something, anything, to dispel this heightened sexual tension.

      I force a smile. “Richard, I can’t wait to hear what you have to say.”

      He’s probably going to show pictures of Luc kissing Julia Marr, a famous actress who happens to be married. Then, he’ll explain that Luc shouldn’t be engaging in this type of scandal when all eyes are on him. His behavior could be harmful to Montague Corp. and to the reputation Charles has built over many years stateside and abroad. Montague Corp. is a shipping company almost as big as FedEx, and that’s saying something.

      “You might regret that,” Richard says. He clicks a button, and sleek blinds drop from the ceiling, blocking any unwanted light from outside.

      In the darkness, the conference room makes me feel less vulnerable to Luc’s insistent attention on me. I shift in my chair, laser-focused on the screen, only to find…

      Me.

      In Luc’s arms.

      My blood freezes in my veins.

      Unable to stay still, I surge to my feet and move toward the screen. Maybe my vision deteriorated overnight—though at twenty-five, that’s a stretch, right?

      My nerves hopscotch inside me. There’s no denying it. The gossip-site photos—me shielding him, lust written all over my face like some vintage movie poster—make me look guilty. I didn’t do anything wrong, but people believe what they want.

      “What’s going on?” I demand, my throat achingly dry. “Is this a joke?”

      I read the headline across the top of the pictures. Busy Twenty-Four Hours for French Playboy.

      “I wish,” Charles mutters, looking up at the ceiling.

      “How did they get those pictures?”

      “A paparazzo was in the building across from you. Managed to get into a penthouse that was being renovated. He was snapping photos of a pop star who lives on the floor below Luc’s. When he accidentally saw you and Luc, well, he took the opportunity.”

      Color drains from my face. All this work, and I’ve become known as Luc’s latest hookup? A sick feeling fills my stomach, and I taste acid.

      “It’s not what it seems. You have to believe me,” I say, looking at Charles. “Luc, please explain to him what happened⁠—”

      “I could, but would it make a difference, ma chère?” he asks in a blasé fashion, pointing at the screen.

      “No,” Richard replies. “We’re in a sticky situation. I was hired to assess Mr. Luc Beauford’s poor choice in sleeping with a married woman. And now we have another scandal on our hands—he slept with his own assistant.”

      I shake my head violently. “No one knows me. Besides, today is my first day as his assistant and⁠—”

      “They already know you work for the company. Paparazzi bribe doormen for that kind of information all the time.” Richard waves me off. “And that’s not all. Last night, another woman was seen at his penthouse. Most likely, the doorman has been tipping them off since Luc’s arrival.”

      Charles rubs his forehead.

      “A-another woman?” I repeat, blinking. A wave of jealousy washes over me, followed by fresh embarrassment. I don’t even know the guy—don’t even like him. Yet even on a platonic level, he’s already betraying me.

      “That was before you, Kira,” Luc says from the other end of the table.

      “Before we… met.”

      I detect a trace of cold irony in his voice and wish I could throw a sharp object at him. Yet, a lot of it is my fault—I went inside his room and indulged. For a moment, I forgot my role and paid the price—much like when I spontaneously agreed to go on a blind date Shelby set up as a teen, only to find out my sister chose the most socially awkward boy in school as a prank. Or, as Shelby amusingly put it, a social experiment.

      Richard coughs discreetly. “We’ve been getting calls. A few business partners have withdrawn from contracts, saying they’re already tired of Luc’s unleashed sexual conquests. They certainly don’t make us look good to present or future partners.”

      I know what Richard means. The merger with an airliner—still under wraps, but people have been talking. Charles dodges questions about it, but watercooler gossip seldom steers me wrong. Maybe that’s the reason he attended this meeting, to make sure his rebel son gets the message. A modern-day intervention for the self-indulgent modern man.

      “No, it doesn’t,” says Charles, his French accent very subtle after decades of living stateside. The rich heiress he married, who died a year ago, was American and invested in his vision. “Which is why we need to act before it’s too late.”

      Richard flicks on the lights, and I feel exposed, even though the image on the screen disappears. “I’ve come up with the perfect solution for this series of events… Luc and Kira, you must marry each other.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Luc

      

      Marriage. I want to slam my fist on the table at the outrageous suggestion. But watching the lovely Kira struggle to keep her composure amuses and arouses me in equal measure.

      I push it aside for now.

      Or maybe not.

      I straighten my shoulders and eye her. She presses her palms against the top of the empty chair she stands behind. Is she in on the fake marriage idea with my father? Is she that good of an actress?

      Reaching inside my jacket, I fish out my Montblanc pen. I roll it around my fingers, an old habit whenever I’m thinking. And now, I have to think. A lot.

      “Do tell more, Richard,” Charles says.

      Richard touches his tie as if to make sure it doesn’t need fixing and gestures with his hand. “I’ll ask our legal team to draw up a contract. How about one year? It should be the right amount of time for you to pursue your affairs and for Luc to get fully adjusted to life here.”

      “You aren’t serious,” Kira says.

      “It’s a reasonable idea,” I say. I glance at my father, whose expression softens a bit. Maybe the old man asked Richard to be the middleman in this charade, but for now, pretending to go along with it is my plan. What kind of father proposes that his son marry a stranger for the sake of his business? The same kind who abandons his two small boys to marry into a rich family and make money overseas. Anger shoots through my chest. Poor Marcel didn’t make it to see the day when our betraying father loses something meaningful to him. But Marcel’s absence only stokes the fire burning in my heart. A fire for revenge.

      “Reasonable?” Kira shoots me a disapproving look. “You won’t be able to keep it in your pants, and you’ll sleep with the entire city. It will only create a bigger scandal and make me the butt of the joke.”

      Richard raises his hand. “No. We’ll add clauses for that. If he cheats, he’ll have to pay a big penalty, which we’ll donate to the charity of your choice.”

      “Why me?” Kira asks.

      “Because you’re the latest woman he was seen with. You’re down to earth, and don’t look like a high-maintenance diva,” Richard says, then pauses and swings his hands for the grand finale. “You look… relatable and refreshingly ordinary.”

      Relatable, maybe. Ordinary? The jury is still out on that one. I notice how she shifts her weight from one foot to the other, clearly unhappy with the poor qualifiers.

      “Thanks,” she says dryly. “I hear that all the time.”

      “People could fall in love with you, Kira. And marriage will make Luc seem more stable and less of a liability,” Charles continues. “I’ll give you a decent amount of money. It could change your life.”

      Of course. Money rules the world, and my father knows it better than anyone.

      Memories pierce my soul, and rage crawls beneath my skin. Maman was in a state of numbness and dark depression after Charles left her. The same happened after Marcel died. Somehow, I got used to that lack of happiness, to the economy of smiles, the quiet that rattled me inside. Keep it cool.

      I stand, speaking in a commanding voice. “I need the room.”

      “But I’m not done with this meeting, with all due respect,” Richard says.

      I remove an invisible piece of lint from my suit and shoot Richard a look that quietly threatens.

      Richard acquiesces. “Okay, I’ll give you two ten minutes. But be quick. I have different outlets asking for comments,” he says before scurrying out.

      I face Charles. The man I hate. The man who killed my brother and left my mother a broken shell of a woman. The man who destroyed a part of my heart I’ll never regain. “You too, s'il vous plaît. This is between Kira and me.”

      Reluctantly, Charles stands and pats my shoulder. “You’d better come to an agreement with this lady. For all I know, she could sue you for sexual harassment,” he whispers, before leaving and closing the door behind him.

      I bridge the gap between us, and each step I take in Kira’s direction amplifies the heartbeat drilling in my chest. I shouldn’t be excited about the idea of marrying someone who works for the enemy—and who might be too close for comfort. She’ll have access to me around the clock, and I’ll have to outsmart her at every turn. Yet the idea of having her close unlocks something inside me I can’t deny. Red hot desire, unfiltered and unwavering. “Marry me, Kira.”

      “What? You’re into this crazy idea, too?”

      A real wedding I won’t do, but the idea of a fake one is compelling. Especially if it gives me round-the-clock access to her. The spy. “It’s a good one, and I don’t say that often. I’ll earn the trust of the company’s most conservative stockholders and partners, and you’ll walk away with a small fortune.”

      “I guess I could use the money… my cousin needs it,” she says, more to herself than to me. Then, her gaze lands on me. Is she really considering this crazy idea? “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m not your biggest fan.”

      “And? You just don’t like being attracted to me.”

      She shakes her head and perches her hands on her waist. “See, there you are, delusional. I don’t feel anything⁠—”

      I lift my hand to her face, hooking a finger under her chin to tip it. The moment my eyes meet hers, an electrifying energy bounces between us, and the anger I felt moments earlier shifts into something else. More welcoming, but just as disturbing.

      I outline her lush, bow-shaped lips with my fingers. She trembles under my touch, giving me the evidence I need about how much she wants me.

      Without ripping my gaze from hers, I dip my head lower. I kiss her cheek, and a sexy, low moan fills the air. Her response only arouses me further, and I drag my lips down her smooth skin until I find her mouth.

      The moment I swipe my tongue across her lips, lust strikes me like a blow. She parts her mouth, granting me more access, and I pull her to me as if I’ll lose her otherwise. Her hands encircle my head, and I intensify the kiss, exploring her mouth, punishing her with my tongue.

      She matches my urgency, my passion, softening in my arms. Groaning, I slide my hands down her back until I cup her ass, bringing us into a sinful mold.

      I wrench my mouth from hers, tracing a path of kisses along her neck until I feel her pulse throbbing at the base of her throat. She lets out another sexy moan, fingers running through my hair and sensitizing my scalp.

      Working my way up again, I nip her neck, noticing her skin flushing, and plant a small kiss on the corner of her mouth. She bobs her head forward, disoriented, pupils dilated.

      “Who’s delusional now?” I whisper in her ear.

      She withdraws, widening her eyes, and within a fraction of a second, is very much alert.

      She runs her fingers through her hair, fixing herself, her breath still labored—and if I’m honest with myself, mine is too. “Fair enough. I see your point.”

      “So you agree with me. Good.” Finally, we’re making progress. Pretending to go along with my father’s idea will buy me time to find a sure way to undermine his airline deal. Hit Charles where it hurts—in his pocket, career, and reputation all at once.

      “I didn’t say yes.”

      “What do you need to say yes?”

      She rubs her temples. “I-I need the room.”

      I sigh. “No one has ever asked me for the room before.” What kind of game is she playing?

      She lifts a hand in denial and steps back as I lean closer. “Listen, Mr. Beauford⁠—”

      “Luc.”

      “Luc,” she repeats. “I need to think. You can’t expect me to make a life-changing decision like that on a whim.”

      “Remember, if you say no, most likely we’ll have to let you go as an assistant or transfer you to a different state. We can’t keep you while the media follows us, thinking we’re still something more than boss and employee.”

      Her eyes widen, a glint of panic in them. “That’s blackmail.”

      “No, ma chère. That’s stating the obvious.”

      If I let her leave the room without a definite answer, I’ll come across as weak and therefore, less valuable to my father, which may delay my establishing rapport with the man I want to destroy.

      “I’ll give you five minutes,” I say under my breath before I head for the door.
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      Kira

      

      Five minutes!

      The instant Luc closes the door behind him, I pace the room like a madwoman in a relentless search for common sense, which has obviously deserted me. How can I even consider such an outrageous deal? And how did I allow him to kiss me like I owed him rent?

      Heat tingles in the pit of my stomach.

      I shouldn’t give in to spontaneity. Ever. Whenever I do, it never ends well.

      Heat surges from my stomach to the rest of my body, spreading like wildfire from the kiss and sheer despair from the decision I’m about to make.

      I rub the sweat beading on my forehead. If I say no, they’ll let me go as an employee. Transferring isn’t an option for me—I didn’t come all the way from Texas to NYC only to leave. Especially since I want the experience of working for one of the world’s most influential men, which itself will elevate my career.

      If I leave, I won’t earn money for babysitting him, and I’ll be back to being a temp again. What about the money I promised to help Poppy? My cousin has always been sweet and supportive and doesn’t deserve this.

      But marriage… how to marry a man like Luc Beauford? Pretending he wasn’t a big deal during a simple morning extracted every ounce of strength from me. Pretending he isn’t a big deal for a whole year? I’ll end up looking—and feeling—about twenty years older.

      I glance at my bag and stride to get it from the chair. I’ll call my cousins and roommates, Poppy and Billie, and ask for their opinions. They always help me in moments like this. I can’t go to Mom because⁠—

      I clap my hand to my mouth. Oh, God.

      My mother is going to see the pictures of me with a man—and the scandal. Though if I’m married to him, it’ll sound more like a fairytale. A bitter part of me rejoices. Shelby, the older daughter, will die if she finds out that her less interesting sister is marrying a super-wealthy, gorgeous European man.

      I glance at my wristwatch. I have three minutes.

      I pick up my phone and swipe the screen to call Poppy. “Hello,” I say. “I really need to talk to you.”

      “Us too,” Poppy says. “Didn’t you read the texts I sent?”

      “I’ve been busy at work. What is it?”

      “Billie and I came home to find our place ransacked,” she says, her voice growing desperate. “Don must have come here and messed the whole place up looking for money.”

      Don. The loan shark. My heart freezes. “Are you okay?”

      “For now. I mean, he found a way into our apartment. We can’t stay here. And we can’t call the police, or⁠—”

      “Or things will get worse.” Moisture evaporates from my throat.

      “Call Don and tell him we’ll have the money for him tomorrow morning.”

      “How? Did you rob a bank?”

      No. Only my integrity. “Trust me, it’ll be okay. I have to go, but I’ll call you very soon.”

      I hang up and slide the phone into my bag.

      It’s obvious what I need to do. I can’t let my cousins go back to Texas—and me, too—after only seven months in the Big Apple. We all have our dreams and goals, and damn it, I’ll make sure we get the opportunity to see them through. Even if that means selling my soul to the devil.

      My knees weaken at the thought, but I will them to work and even add a pep to my step, eager to show confidence I don’t have.

      I open the conference room door and glance at the three men engaged in a quiet conversation. They turn to look at me.

      I lift my chin. You can do this. “Fine. I’ll marry him. If you agree with my stipulations.”
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      “I still can’t believe you’re doing this,” Poppy says when I enter the kitchen. “I feel guilty. You shouldn’t have to marry a stranger because of me.”

      “It’s not like it’ll be forever,” I reply.

      I told my cousins the truth because they’re the only ones I don’t lie to. They live with me and see me every day. They won’t buy the story I’ll be telling my parents and the rest of the world. Our bond trumps the non-disclosure agreement. Besides, they won’t tell anyone.

      “That’s true,” Billie says, tossing her long reddish-brown hair to the side. “Though from the pictures I’ve seen online, marrying that hottie is no sacrifice.”

      Marrying him might not be, but keeping my hands off him will be a different story. A shiver of fear skates down my spine. When I asked for enough money to pay the loan shark and start savings toward my coveted temp agency, they all agreed without blinking. But when I asked Luc not to touch me intimately when we were alone, I saw the fiery challenge in his eyes. He agreed, with a clause of his own—unless I changed my mind and asked him to.

      I glance at the clock above the fridge. Richard should arrive at any moment to pick me up and take me shopping for suitable clothes for Mrs. Luc Beauford. The circus has barely started, and I’m already exhausted.

      The doorbell rings, and I dash to the door. Can’t be Richard yet, right? He’d probably text before arriving, so he doesn’t need to leave the company car.

      When I open the door, the air is sucked from the room—and my lungs.

      Luc Beauford.

      On. My. Doorstep.

      Knots form in my stomach. I draw a breath, desperately trying to reason with my body parts. Why are all my erogenous zones at war with common sense?

      “Luc? Where’s Richard?” I ask, making a quick inventory of how hot he looks. Rather than the suit from earlier, he wears denim jeans and a long-sleeved white shirt that stretches across his broad shoulders and hints at the muscles beneath. It enhances his tan… like he’s just returned from a Caribbean vacation. My heart skips a beat.

      “You mean you would have preferred a short, middle-aged man instead of me? Quel dommage. I thought we were over all the pretense,” he says, walking past me and entering my apartment without an invitation. His large frame dwarfs my living area.

      Pretending isn’t a strategy—it’s survival. “I never said you could come in.”

      “I’m hurt,” he says, touching his heart. Mocking me. “I texted Richard and told him I would take you shopping. This way, the paparazzi can see us together.”

      “Oh.”

      Makes sense. We’ll be married in a few days, and the more pictures taken of us together, the better. Still, I wish I’d known he’d be the one taking me—I’d have worn something less casual than jeans and a black shirt.

      “Who’s that?” Billie shouts from the kitchen.

      Before I can respond, my cousins gather around, eyes on the magnificent male in the middle of our living room.

      Billie smirks. “Daaamn.”

      “Billie Jane.” Poppy nudges her elbow. “Where are your manners? Nice to meet you. I’m Poppy, and this is Billie,” she says, stretching her hand toward Luc. “Kira’s cousins.”

      “And roommates,” Billie adds.

      “It’s good that you’re all so close,” Luc says, shaking Poppy’s hand, then Billie’s, who looks at him like he’s a human lottery ticket. Never have I seen my cousin smile so broadly—not even during half-price happy hour in one of those fancy bars in Manhattan.

      “Do you have someone you’re close to?” Billie asks. “Like a brother or a cousin?”

      Luc lifts an eyebrow. “Not my age.”

      Billie frowns. “Well, shit.”

      “Don’t mind her,” Poppy says. “Billie loves to play around. She has a dirty mind.”

      Luc’s gaze circles back to me. “So do I,” he says casually, but his eyes send me a hot, promising message. “Are you ready to go?”

      Sighing, I rub my arm, willing away the goose bumps forming from his innuendo. “Yes.”

      I head to the area where we store our shoes, and instead of the sensible wedges I’d wear if Richard had picked me up, I choose Poppy’s red stilettos. My cousin won’t mind, as we share clothes sometimes, and even though I’m putting my sense of balance to the test, at least I’ll look a bit taller.

      “Ready?” he asks.

      I nod. This will be the worst shopping spree of my life.
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      This will be the most entertaining shopping spree of my life.

      I peer at the woman across from me in the limo, who’s looking out the window as we head onto Madison Avenue. I was right when I told Richard I should take Kira shopping. Going along with this plan works to my advantage because it puts me in charge.

      “Your cousins are friendly.”

      “Thanks. I know they can be a lot,” Kira says, drumming her fingers on her knees. “Do you have family?”

      Why would she ask me about my family when she’s clearly been hired to spy on me and should already know this information? Frustration claws at my throat, but I brush it aside. Play along.

      “My brother died in the fire. I only have my mother,” I say quickly, without adding a lot of details.

      My mom may have lost her memory, but I know if she could choose, she wouldn’t want anyone to see her that way. Especially not Charles. After all, the explosion rattled her brain more than they’d thought at first… and she ended up with a brain degenerative disease, a fast Alzheimer’s.

      Kira tilts her head to the side, staring at me with a glint of empathy. “That’s right, your brother. I’m sorry, I meant⁠—”

      I wave her off. “That’s okay. We’re supposed to get to know each other, non?”

      “Right.” She chews her lower lip.

      I open the small built-in cabinet and produce a bottle of scotch. Then, I grab two tumblers. Alcohol will help her relax. The more I find out about her, the better. For instance, why did she agree to all this from the very beginning? Is it all about cold, hard cash, or am I missing a different motive? She mumbled something about helping her cousin at the office—was that a lie? The idea of dipping into her world sends a thrill of anticipation through me.

      “How did your parents take the news?”

      She looks away. “I haven’t told them yet.”

      “At some point, you’ll have to.” They’ll see leaked pictures online—a photo-op Richard already arranged.

      “I know.” She plays with the pendant on her necklace. “I’ll wait until after it’s done.”

      Opening the bottle, I pour equal amounts into two tumblers. I lean forward and offer her one. When she takes it, my fingers brush hers, and an electrifying surge bolts up my arm.

      I lift my glass in a silent toast as I sit back in the seat. “Remember, you can’t tell them the truth.”

      She takes the drink to her mouth, and I watch her, fascinated. A second later, her skin reddens, and she fans herself. “How can I? The contract keeps me honest.”

      “It will keep me honest, too—you insisted on that silly clause of no touching.” I acted like it was no big deal, for I knew what that meant. Control. She wants me to beg for her, and I want her to beg for me.

      “I meant at all. You added unless I asked.”

      I take a sip of my drink, and the aged scotch rolls smoothly down my throat. “Trying to be a gentleman.”

      She chuckles. “From what I know of you so far, you’re the opposite of a gentleman.”

      “That’s why you came along. You’re supposed to be the down-to-earth girl who tames the bad boy and makes me leave bachelorhood and wild days behind.”

      She taps her fingers against the tumbler. “I guess I’m always supposed to be something or someone other than who I am…”

      “What do you mean?”

      She glances at the tumbler, lost in thought. “Nothing.”

      Is it something I said? “You can be yourself, ma chère, whoever that is.” I won’t let her fool me, though. She was smart to ask for what she wanted from this deal, which only piques my interest. How much does she know about my father?

      I stare at her pretty eyes and kissable lips until my gaze settles on her tits. They rise and fall, stretching the fabric of her shirt. When I look her in the eyes again, a glint of desire flickers in the depths of her irises. Whether she knows it or not, she’ll be begging for my touch—and if it’s up to me, it’ll happen soon. So very soon.

      She snaps her fingers. “Eyes up here. No wonder you’ve bedded half of Manhattan in a week. You’re like a bull before mating.”

      I frown. What is it with the animal references? “Have you seen such things happen?”

      She shrugs. “I was raised in a small town in Texas. My family had a farm. I’ve seen a lot.”

      “And I’ll show you a lot more, my bride-to-be.” Lust stirs in my groin. You can bet on it.
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