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      Wicked Nights

      (Stark World standalone novels)

      Sometimes it feels so damn good to be bad.

      Wicked Grind

      Wicked Dirty

      Wicked Torture

      Wicked Heat

      Wicked Fortune

    

  


  
    
      Dear Reader:

      I wrote Wicked Heat as a standalone title that can be enjoyed even if you’ve never met Damien Stark or any of the characters in Stark World. But for those of you who know the world well, this book falls chronologically about four months after the events in Interview With The Billionaire.

      If you haven’t read all of the Nikki & Damien Stark books, you may notice a few spoilers, especially with regard to Ash, Bree, and the characters and circumstances in Lost With Me and Enchant Me. While I’ve tried to limit spoilers as much as possible, sometimes the little devils just insist on being on the page.

      Finally, if you’re new to Stark World, please be aware that the books set in this world have dark undertones and tend to revolve around people overcoming trauma on the way to finding love and their HEA.

      
        
        XXOO

        JK

      

        

      
        P.S. – if you’re ever in the Los Angeles area, be sure to check out the Ripped Bodice! It really is an awesome store!
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      You can’t truly know anybody. Not your friends. Not your neighbors.

      Not your lovers.

      Not even yourself.

      I learned the last one the hard way. Harsh? Maybe. But once you truly understand how brutal the world is—how quickly the ground can be ripped out from under you—the easier it is to get from one day to the next.

      You keep a tight lock on your heart.

      You hold your secrets close.

      And you look out at the world from behind a wall of glass bricks, so thick it’s almost shatterproof.

      Almost.

      That’s the tricky word. The hard lesson that nearly broke me.

      Because despite everything I thought I knew—despite every rule I’d set for myself—I let him in. I let him get close. A man whose hands have caressed me. A man I fear I don’t know at all. Who may have betrayed me in the most brutal of ways.

      He is a mystery, and yet I let him hold my heart in his hands.

      Now, I am fully at his mercy. And all I can do is hope that he is truly the man of my dreams… and not the tormentor who still hides in my nightmares.
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      My cheek muscles are sore from smiling so much, but I don’t care because—hands down—this is the absolute best day of my life. “Do you want it signed to you?” I ask, taking the copy of Reveries at Dusk from the outstretched hand of the last reader in line—a wide-eyed blonde in a UCLA tee.

      “Are you kidding? Of course.”  She pushes a lock of hair out of her eyes, then spells her name for me. Her copy of my first—and so far, only—book is already open to the title page.

      It’s now fifteen minutes past closing time, and while there are a few people still mingling in the store, she’s the last person in line. As for me, I may look like I’m seated, but I’m really floating on a cloud, not quite able to believe that so many readers had come to The Ripped Bodice—an incredible bookstore in Culver City—to meet me and get a signed copy of the book.

      And not just that. Before settling at the table stacked with copies of Reveries, I’d done a Q&A in front of dozens and dozens of readers.

      Seriously—Best. Day. Ever.

      Even better than the day my agent called to tell me my book, a steamy women’s fiction novel with magical elements, had made the top ten of the USA Today bestseller list.

      I finish my inscription, then sign my name—Bree Bernstein—below where it’s printed on the title page.

      When I pass it back, the smiling blonde hugs it to her chest. “Thanks so much. I’ve read it twice already, and I can’t wait for the next one. I have to know if Ace comes back.” She holds a hand over her heart and swoons.

      I know how she feels. Ace is far-and-away my favorite character. Not too surprising considering who I modeled him after. But that little authorial tidbit is meant only for me.

      I offer a benign smile. “Ace died.”

      She cocks her head. “Please. There’s no way Bethany is letting death keep her from her love.”

      “Is that what he is? What about Dirk?”

      She presses her fingertips to her temples and groans. “Oh, man. You’re killing me.”

      I laugh. “I promise it’s not meant to be torture. Thank you,” I add. “It means a lot that you love them as much as I do.”

      We chat a bit longer, then she asks for a pic with me before heading over to the counter to pay for the stack of books she’s collected in the store—with mine right on top.

      I wait until she’s done, then hurry to the checkout area and start spewing out my thanks to the owners, Leah and Bea, even as I tell them that I hope I was okay. This was my first ever Q&A as a published author.

      “You did amazing,” Leah says.

      “Fantastic,” Bea adds.

      A small part of me fears they are just being nice—Did I stumble over my words during my talk? Did I give away too much of the plot?

      But mostly, I believe them. Today felt good. Like it’s the second half of my job. The first part’s where I sweat out the book in blood. The second part’s where I feel the love and know it was worth it.

      I spend another fifteen minutes chatting with the store staff, but I know they probably have things to do in this last hour before the shop closes. So I repeat my thanks, then gather up the ridiculously amazing goodie basket from the store. A few fans also brought gifts, and those are piled in the basket, too. A mix of candy and wrapped packages and homemade bookmarks and other trinkets that I treasure.

      The summer sun is low in the sky when I reach the door, and it’s hitting the glass in a way that turns it into a mirror. I pause for a moment, just looking into my own brown eyes, my long, almost-black hair hanging loose around a face that is lit up with so much joy I barely recognize it as mine.

      I turn back to my hosts. “Thank you both so much. Today was a keeper.”

      Leah grins. “That’s what we like to hear.”

      “Thank you again for coming,” Bea says at the same time. She glances at the clock. “Are you going to be late? I should have cut questions off a few minutes earlier, but it was going so well.”

      “Oh. No. Not a problem.” I feel my cheeks go red. During the Q&A, someone asked how I was going to celebrate after the signing. Since head home and stream a romcom sounded lame, I concocted a party in Burbank. “They know I’m coming from over the hill, and my arrival time is a moveable target.” A total lie, but, hey, I write fiction.

      Leah grins. “Have fun.”

      “And pop in next week,” Bea adds. “We’ll have more stock for you to sign.”

      “Will do,” I promise as I head out, giddy all over again at the idea. It doesn’t get much more author-y than that.
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        * * *

      

      He shouldn’t have come.

      As far as Ash was concerned, that was a given. Axiomatic. As true a truism as ever there was.

      He should have left Los Angeles two days ago, right after his breakfast meeting. He should have canceled tomorrow’s interview, then hopped the first flight back to his Austin office. He could be kicked back at his desk, reviewing the most recent test results on the INX-20. Or prepping for his upcoming meeting in Vegas.

      Or, hell, he could be chasing typos as he proofread next week’s shareholder report.

      Anything—anything—other than sitting parallel parked in a red zone while he waited for a woman who hardly knew he existed to step out of a bookstore and into his line of sight.

      No. That wasn’t true. She felt the tug of attraction as much as he did. He was certain of it.

      She knew him.

      She wanted him.

      She’d pushed him away.

      And wasn’t that a hell of a thing?

      She wasn’t the first woman to reject him, of course. But he had ego enough to remind himself that it didn’t happen often. Still, she was different. With her, the rejection had stung.

      When they’d met, that first glimpse had felt like a punch in the gut. Albeit a pleasant—hell, arousing—punch. But he hadn’t pursued anything. Wrong time. Wrong place. Wrong vibe.

      Wrong man.

      Back then, he’d been angry—drenched in hate for Damien Stark, the father he thought he understood, and on a mission to destroy a family he’d resented.

      The nanny for his father’s kids, Bree had merely been part of the scenery, and yet she’d pulled his focus without even trying. But the last thing he’d needed was the distraction of a woman, no matter how much he’d craved that distraction.

      Even later, after the dust had settled and he was back home, she’d pop into his mind. Hundreds of miles between them—and much fewer words exchanged—and yet there she was. The beautiful girl with the haunting eyes who’d made his cock go hard with nothing more than a sideways glance.

      That soft skin. That adorable smile. That sharp mind and stunning body he was certain would fit perfectly against his own. A body he shouldn’t desire. But he did, and in his fantasies, they’d make love sweetly under the sun, her bare skin glistening with sweat as he thrust inside her. As she whispered that she knew him. That she believed in him.

      That she wanted him.

      But that was all just his fantasy. Why the hell would she want him? Not after what he’d done.

      He might have fooled the press. They’d gone from calling him reckless, to praising his determination and skill, to telling the world that he never backed down. That he was the man who went after what he wanted and wrote his own damn rules.

      He was Ashton Fucking Stone, and when he set a goal, he achieved it.

      That’s how the media spun it, anyway.

      But Ash knew better than anyone that those reporters were morons.

      Yup, Ashton Carrington Stone was a walking, talking lesson in the decline of journalism. Because he wasn’t the man they described. Not really. Maybe he could toss them a bone in the context of business. But in the personal?

      Not even close.

      But—damn him—four months ago, he’d let himself believe his own press.  He’d spent a few days in his father’s house, and once again, Bree was there.

      That’s when he’d seen it. That flicker of heat in her eyes. More, he’d felt it. The way the air had sizzled when they stood close. When he’d caught her arm as she’d stumbled on the stairs.

      It had been late—well past two in the morning—and she’d been wearing a tank top that accentuated her figure and baggy sweats that suggested she didn’t care how she looked. Her long hair had been pulled into a messy bun, and when she’d met his eyes, hers were dark and heated.

      More than anything, he’d wanted to fall into that fire with her. To lose himself in the heat of her touch. The warmth of her kisses.

      So, yes. He’d leaned in. Then his little sister had called out, and Bree had bolted.

      Disappointing, but probably for the best.

      A few days later, both their flights had been canceled and they’d ended up together at the airport hotel’s bar.

      She’d been right beside him, their hands had brushed, and that simple touch had sent a riot of lust and longing racing through his veins. And in that moment, he’d been certain that she wanted him as much as he wanted her.

      He’d never been so wrong.

      He’d given her his spare key, then waited for her, pacing his room as he sipped Scotch, but tasted anticipation.

      She’d ripped his guts out. Left him hanging.

      It had taken him two drinks to realize the truth. A sad testament considering how much the press praised his intellect. Apparently, that only applied to math and science. Because she never showed, and he hadn’t seen that coming. Why would he? Ashton Fucking Stone hadn’t been stood up before. Not one single time.

      He didn’t much like the feeling.

      He’d called, of course. But she didn’t answer her phone. And the only thing that finally quelled his rising fear and certainty that something had happened to her—because surely she wasn’t intentionally staying away—was the flashing light on his room phone. And the message she’d left on the hotel’s voicemail.

      I can’t.

      Two little words.

      Two tiny, throwaway words from a woman he barely knew, and yet they’d hit him with more force than a Formula One race car crashing into the sidewall.

      It had been a definitive message. A solid goodbye. More than that, it had been a firm go away.

      The woman didn’t want him.

      So why the hell was he now sitting outside a bookstore some four months later, hoping to talk to her? Did he really think he’d be able to change her mind? Or that he’d be satisfied just being friends?

      Better to walk away, but he couldn’t make himself do it. There was desire on both sides, he was certain of it. And one way or another, he was going to make Bree Bernstein his. He was Ashton Fucking Stone, after all. What was it the press was always saying? That he never backed down? That when he set a goal, he achieved it?

      They were right. He got what he wanted. Always.

      Everything except Bree.

      “You’re an idiot, Stone. And you’ve got one hell of an ego.”

      Fuck that.

      He turned the ignition key, firing the engine and fully intending to pull away. He even went so far as to put the car into gear and give it a little gas. Then he spat out a curse, slammed on the brakes, and shifted back into park before killing the engine.

      And then, as he had for the last ninety minutes, Ashton Stone sat in the borrowed Mercedes… and waited.
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      The night air is cool against my bare arms as I cross the asphalt to where I parked Maisy, the adorable Mini Cooper convertible my parents got me as a congratulations present when I sold Reveries. I guess they’d been paying attention every time I mentioned how much I love my former boss’s car.

      Now I open the passenger door and put the basket in before circling back to the driver’s side. I hesitate only a moment, then climb in and start the car. I consider putting the top down, but it’s been raining on and off all day, so I leave it up and maneuver my way onto the street. But I don’t go to Burbank. Not yet.

      Instead, I pull into the first coffee shop I see. I’m already over-caffeinated, but I order a latte at the drive-through anyway, then slip into one of the parking places so I can sip it while I rummage in my goodie basket. Because, hey, why wait to see what else is in there?  It’s not like I’m in a hurry to get to my imaginary party.

      I roll my eyes at my own self-pity. After all, technically, I’d had plans. They’d just gone kablooey. My bestie, Aria, with her screwy work schedule. And Kari with whatever emergency kept her from coming. She hadn’t said. Just called the bookstore and asked Leah to pass along the sorry-see-you-soon message.

      To be honest, that was fine by me. That little emotional factoid twists in my stomach. After all, Kari was the first friend I made after moving to LA, and we’ve always vibed. But I can’t deny that there’s been some distance between us ever since⁠—

      No.

      The word blares out like a foghorn in my mind, because no way am I letting my thoughts go there. Not on such a great day. Hell, not ever. Not ever, ever again.

      Raindrops.

      Roses.

      Whiskers.

      Kittens.

      It’s a stupid mantra, but I learned the hard way that my mom’s advice to channel Julie Andrews really does work. And with every repetition, I push the approaching darkness back just a little bit more. Then, for good measure, I text Kari and tell her I’m sorry she had to bail, but that I’d probably see her tomorrow at Upper Crust, the cafe/bakery where she works.

      I take another sip as I glance around, then frown when I notice the burly forty-something man standing a few feet from the coffee shop’s door. He’s wearing sunglasses, so I can’t see his eyes, but it looks like he’s staring right at me.

      I think back, trying to figure out how long he’s been there. Yes. He’d been there when I pulled into the space. He’s still there. Is he watching me?

      Why would he be watching me?

      Panic courses through me, turning my body to ice, and I clench the steering wheel, forcing myself to do the breathing exercises that my therapist taught me in those long months after the kidnapping when every little glitch seemed to set me off. A sideways look from an unfamiliar man. A car behind me following the same route to the grocery store. A stranger asking to share a table in a coffee shop.

      A man staring at me for no reason.

      Stop.

      Deep breaths. I remind myself to take deep breaths. And once I’m calm, I’ll get the hell out of there.

      Then I see him extend a hand as a well-dressed woman approaches. They hug, he leads her into the coffee shop, and I slump in my seat, relief and irritation rushing through me.  I’m past that. I’m fine.

      Or, at least, I’m trying to be.

      I take another sip of my latte, forcing myself to stay right here in the parking lot to prove the point. And since I now need a distraction, I turn my attention back to the gift basket. In addition to a Ripped Bodice tee and a card thanking me for coming to the signing, there are goodies from fans, including a pair of earrings that have little covers of the book and a framed print that has a romantic quote from Ace done in beautiful calligraphy. When I find a box of pralines, I remember the woman who’d insisted her family take a detour in their journey from Louisiana to Disneyland so she could come meet me at the signing.

      After I’ve looked at everything, I arrange it all back into the basket—albeit not as neatly. I’m about to start up the car again when I notice the envelope tucked in between the decorative purple tissue paper and the wooden weave of the basket itself.

      I pluck it out and can immediately tell there’s a gift card in there. Probably for the store, and since my reading habit is voracious, I’m grinning when I rip open the envelope.

      It’s not from the store, but I’m still smiling when I see the QR code stamped on one side of the light green plastic and the words SCAN ME in giant black letters on the other. As I follow that order, I make a bet with myself that it’s either a fan doing a reading from my book or a video of a book club discussion.

      At first, all I see is a completely black screen. Then words appear.

      Watch.

      Listen.

      No incoming calls.

      No incoming texts.

      No distractions at all.

      Your full attention is required.

      I roll my eyes at the antics of whoever put this together, and I upgrade my guess to a dramatic reading. Maybe even a scripted version of Chapter One. I settle back in my seat and watch the letters fade.

      As the screen returns to black, I hear a crackle and background noise. The hum of an air conditioner, maybe? I’m not sure, but something about the sound is familiar.

      I turn up the volume, then stiffen when I hear a choking gasp.

      No. Please, no.

      Every cell inside me turns ice cold, and I start to shake, making that same choking, terrified sound that’s coming out of my phone.

      No. No. Please not again. Please, no.

      “Strip.” The filtered voice is all-too familiar, and my throat seems to close. It’s getting harder to breathe. I want to pull my feet up onto the seat and curl into a ball. I want to disappear.

      I want to close this webpage and get away from this voice out of my nightmares.

      I can’t.

      Even if my hands weren’t shaking so much, I still couldn’t close the site. I want to scream, to toss my phone into the street. To drive away and never look back. But I can’t.

      Somehow, I have to be brave.

      Tears stream down my cheeks as the voice speaks again. “Strip or I’ll strip the little girl.”

      The words are coming through the phone—I know that. But I’m hearing them almost seven years in the past. In the memory that is playing in my head. A lost, dark memory of those long, horrible hours.

      Taken. Held against my will, helpless and terrified and completely unable to protect the sweet baby girl who was my charge. Little Anne, not yet two, who’d been snatched along with me.

      Everything inside me wants to close this screen. To stop the voice. To block the images that will surely come. But I can’t. Because the people who would do something like this are the kind of people who mean what they say. I don’t know what they want from me, but I know they want something. And if I want to protect Anne—to protect myself—I have to keep watching that horrible black screen. I have to wait for the next words.

      I taste saltwater and realize that I’m crying. The screen is still entirely black. That voice is silent. But I hear Anne calling out for me, her words woozy and soft.

      My entire body is shaking from the inside, as if I’m naked in a freezing room, and the only thing I can hold onto is the knowledge that right now Anne is healthy and happy and safe with her parents on a private tropical island. That, and the absolute certainty that she remembers nothing of the kidnapping.

      I do, though.

      I remember being locked in that room. Fighting the urge to sleep and knowing that they had drugged me. Battling the ice-cold terror that the drugs would kill me. Struggling to stay awake to comfort Anne.

      Failing, and then spiraling down into a dreamless pit of darkness, as hollow and empty as death.

      For years, I’ve told myself that nothing happened in those missing hours. That they kept me knocked out so that I wouldn’t fight or scream. But now, listening to that message and staring at my phone screen, I know that I’d fed myself a lie. Things happened.

      Bad things. Horrible things.

      And I’m terrified I’m about to finally meet the ghosts that have haunted me ever since.
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      I fight a wave of nausea as I wait, certain more words will appear. Either that or the voice will return. Or the black will fade into an image of the room where we’d been held. But there is nothing except a silence that seems to last an eternity.

      By the clock it’s not even been thirty seconds.

      Then I hear a whimper.  It’s me. “Please.” My voice is thick, the words slurred. “Don’t hurt her.”

      “Strip, bitch.” It’s that familiar, filtered voice again. “Strip, or I’ll play with the little girl instead.”

      I start to shake. I don’t remember that.  The voice is mine, but I don’t remember the threat at all. My mouth has gone completely dry, and my hand is holding the phone with such intensity it’s a wonder the damn thing doesn’t shatter.

      This is a nightmare. It can’t be real. How can this be real?

      But it is, and I don’t understand what’s going on, and when the sound finally dies and the screen flashes a new message, I cry out in a freakish mixture of horror and relief.

      One hour. Scan again.

      The words disappear, replaced by others, then still more after that.

      No police. No law enforcement or private security. Disobey, and there will be consequences. Dire consequences.

      I draw a tremulous breath.

      This is our little secret, Brianna.

      Set a timer and scan in one hour. Fail to do so, and you will know the full meaning of regret.

      One second. Then another. I set the timer on my phone for fifty-nine minutes. Then I glance at the clock. Eight-seventeen. I make a mental note just in case the timer fails me. I have to do this right, have to follow the rules. Whatever they want, I must do it.

      Then I just sit there, holding the phone, terrified it’s going to ring. Equally afraid that an hour will pass, and I’ll never hear from my tormentor again, and that horrible recording will one day be played for the world. And when it airs, there will be video, too.

      Just the thought makes my stomach curdle.

      I’m trying to control my breathing when the message fades, the white letters swallowed by blackness until I’m left staring at an inky black webpage.

      It’s over.

      Except, of course, it’s not. This is merely a break. A reprieve. And the only thing I’m truly certain of is that it’s going to get a lot worse.

      I don’t even think of ignoring the command to scan the QR code again in an hour. And I’m sure as hell not going to the police. Not yet, anyway.

      But I’m also not going to just sit here like a terrified victim, even if that’s what I am.

      Instead, I force myself to draw one breath, then another. I need to calm down. I need to stop my hands from shaking. A much harder task than it sounds, and it takes all my effort to force my trembling index finger to tap my phone screen so that it pops back to life. And then there I am, staring at that completely black page again.

      Grimacing, I get on with my task, tapping to highlight the URL in the address bar at the bottom. I click copy, then drop the address into my Notes app, feeling just a little smug. I have no idea if that will help me at all, but at least I’m doing something.

      Now, what else can I do?

      Okay, I think. You can handle this. Step one: quit shaking. Step two: get home. Step three: scan the code again. Step four: focus. Who could be behind this? Who would do this to you when everyone involved in the kidnapping is dead?

      At least, I think they are.

      I don’t have any answers. But I tell myself it must be a joke. Some horrible, vile, in-very-bad-taste joke.

      Unfortunately, I don’t believe that at all.

      With great deliberation, I force myself to simply sit there and breathe and try to calm myself enough so that I get home before the hour is up. And without crashing my car in the process.

      At the moment, confidence is low.

      Somehow, I manage to keep my hand steady as I start the car. And in the exact moment when the engine turns over and my music blasts on, a hard rap lands on my window. A scream rips out of me as I thrust myself sideways, banging my ribs on the armrest.

      Outside the window, I see a man’s torso. Then he bends down, and I gasp with recognition as he speaks. “Oh, hell, Bree. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Ashton Stone.

      For a moment, I can only stare. This is the man I’d seriously—albeit secretly—crushed on when I first met him. A man who’d come to Los Angeles about two years ago with a plan to destroy his father, my boss.

      A man with a famous temper and a reputation for facing down danger. For being reckless.

      For being brilliant.

      A man with the kind of mind that can make millions and the kind of face that dark angels envy. A chiseled face, framed by raven-dark hair, and highlighted by deep blue eyes that conjure thoughts of long, lazy days on a Caribbean beach.

      There’s something magnetic about him, and every time I’m near him, I feel that tug pulling me closer.

      But he’s not safe. Not for me. Maybe not for anyone. And the last time we bumped into each other, I’d run far and fast out of nothing more than an instinct for self-preservation. An act of cowardice on my part that undoubtedly pissed him off.

      All of which begs the question of why I now want to throw open my door and launch myself into his arms. To tell him the horror story that this fairy tale night has morphed into.

      But I can’t.

      I don’t truly know him.

      I can’t really trust him.

      And I damn sure can’t break the rules for him.

      And as my fingers remain tight around my phone, I can’t help but wonder what he’s doing right here. Right now.

      His brow furrows as the corners of his mouth curve down. “Bree?” He taps lightly on the glass again. “Brianna, are you okay?”

      Shit.

      I sit up straight, then I do the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. I roll down the window and smile at Ashton Stone. “I’m fine. I was just…lost in another world.”

      I try to swallow, but my throat’s too dry. What is he doing here? Surely, he’s not the one who⁠—

      “No.” I say the word with such force in my head that it actually comes out of my mouth.

      Immediately, his eyes darken. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      A wave of confusion rushes over me, then I realize that he thinks I was answering his question. “I—no. I meant to say that I’m fine. Nothing’s wrong.”

      As if to prove that all the press about him being a genius is true, he cocks his head and says, “You sure about that? Because I’m not convinced. What can I do?”

      “Nothing. It’s just a fight with my boyfriend.” That’s a lie, but I’m hoping he’ll not only drop the subject, but that the fact that I have a—very fictional—boyfriend will ensure he doesn’t set his sights on me again.

      He says nothing. Just makes a low noise like, mmmm.

      I wait for him to say goodbye and head into the coffee shop. Instead, he continues to stand there.

      I clear my throat, then glance at the clock. I still have time to get home before the deadline to scan the code, but I want a very big window. I can’t miss that scan, and the idea of getting the next message in another parking lot doesn’t sit well at all.

      I aim a perkier fake smile at him. “Listen, it’s wild seeing you here, but I really should get going.” I shift Maisy into reverse but keep my foot on the brake.

      “You sure you’re okay?”

      “I told you I am,” I snap.

      He still doesn’t move. And my irritation level climbs as he keeps standing with his hand on the door so that I can’t raise the window without coming off as a total freak. There’s something dark in his demeanor. Something that makes me shiver. It’s not fear, though. Not that tight, cloying coldness I’d felt watching the video.

      Instead, it’s a quiet wariness. The worry that, despite my better judgment, I might give in and succumb to whatever he asks. After all, that’s happened before.

      Or, at least, it almost happened.

      I feel my cheeks heat, and I cut my eyes away to focus my hands, now clenched on the steering wheel as if it’s a life preserver.

      “I was hoping we could go inside,” he says. “Talk over a couple of coffees.”

      I’m tempted to do that very thing. To sit close together at a table in the back and tell him everything I just saw. To beg him to help me.

      Because I know that he would do exactly that.

      Instead, I hold up my cup. “I’ve already got one.”

      “Then we’re halfway there. Join me inside. Or invite me into your car and we can hit the drive-through.” He flashes a little half-smile that’s sexy as hell… and makes me wish I could teleport out of there. “I figured we could commiserate. We’re both walking into the lion’s den tomorrow. It’s going to seem like old times.”

      The lion he’s referring to must be Maggie Bridge, a reporter who had interviewed us both about four months ago as part of a feature on Damien Stark. As far as I’m concerned, Maggie is the spawn of Satan. “She’s doing an interview with you, too?”

      He nods. “Apparently she’s fascinated with the INX-20.”

      “Well, who wouldn’t be?” I force a smile, pretending I know what he’s talking about. Since this is Ash, I assume he’s referring to a race car or an engine or something else related to really fast cars. But since I need him to be gone, I don’t ask for clarification. For that matter, I don’t say anything at all.

      My silence doesn’t seem to bother him in the least. He just flashes his trademark half-smile. The one that’s slow and sexy and full of temptation. “Maggie mentioned she was interviewing us back-to-back, and I figured it would be easier if we endure her questions together.”

      “Together?” It takes me a moment to process, then I sit up straighter. “Wait, what? She’s interviewing us at the same time?”

      His brows rise. “I thought it was one of my more brilliant ideas. Don’t tell me you were looking forward to facing Maggie alone?”

      God no. But I’m also not sure I want to face you, either.

      I don’t have the nerve to say that aloud. Instead, I say, “But what do the INX-whatever and fantasy romance have to do with each other?”

      He grins and holds my eyes a second too long before saying, “Not a damn thing. Guess Maggie’ll have her work cut out for her.”

      I manage to hold back a laugh, surprised to realize that despite whatever horrible prank some asshat is pulling on me, I’m enjoying this strange back-and-forth. “You’re an idiot, Ashton Stone. You know that, right?”

      The insult doesn’t faze him at all. “Most people have an entirely different assessment.”

      “Then most people are idiots, too. She’s not going to alternate questions about my book with questions about your latest automotive innovation. She’s going to talk about you personally. And she’s going to pump me to talk about Nikki and Damien and about…”

      I trail off with a shudder, then shake my head. He knows about the kidnapping. And he must know I have no desire to open up to Maggie Bridge about it.

      “We’ll keep her in line,” he says.

      “How?”

      “Trust me.”

      I roll my eyes.

      He chuckles. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “Don’t kid yourself. There are no parameters where that woman is concerned.”

      “There will be,” he assures me with so much confidence that I’m glad he’s hijacking the interview, even though I always sound like a tongue-tied fool when I’m around him.

      “I thought you and I could stay behind after the interview,” he adds. “Have a coffee. Catch up.”

      My insides go cold, because I know perfectly well that catch up really means finally hear why you ghosted me when everything seemed to be going so well.

      To be honest, I’d pretty much decided that he’d let that go. It’s been months since I bailed on him at the airport Hilton, and while it’s true that he hasn’t been around much, when we have crossed paths, he hasn’t cornered me for an explanation.

      Apparently, times are changing.

      That, however, is the least of my problems.

      “Bree?”

      Once again, I tighten my hands around the steering wheel, but manage to tilt my head so I’m looking right at him.  “It’s a moot point,” I say. “This whole conversation. I won’t be at the interview tomorrow. I have to cancel.”

      “Do you?”

      I smile, all sunshine and innocence. “One of those last-minute conflicts.”

      “Lucky you.” His eyes linger on mine a second too long. “But too bad for me.”

      I shrug, making a mental note to call and leave a message about canceling as soon I get to the house.  Because even without adding Ash to the mix, after today’s unexpected dose of hell, there is no way I’m sitting down with that viper again.

      I look pointedly to where his hands are still on my open window frame. “I need to get going.”

      “I still think we should grab a coffee. After all, you owe me.”

      I stiffen. “Owe you?” There’s an edge to my voice. If he’s talking about the hotel….

      “Leaving me to face that woman alone? Yeah. I mean, I thought we were friends.”

      My entire body relaxes. Apparently, he’s not going to press me about standing him up. Not now, anyway.

      “It’s a huge debt,” he continues, “but I’d be willing to negotiate down to one coffee and half an hour.”

      The tiny smile that touches my lips feels pretty good, and that’s almost enough to make me agree. Because right then I want to be with someone who can make me laugh. Who can make me forget the nightmare I’ve tumbled into.

      Except I can’t forget it.

      Not ever.

      And I sure as hell can’t tell Ashton Stone—Anne’s uncle—anything about what’s going on.

      “Bree?”

      “I really have to go.” I don’t quite meet his eyes. “I’m meeting someone.”  Since Aria’s probably home by now, that’s technically not a lie.

      He studies my face with an intensity that makes me fear he can read my thoughts. Then his expression seems to clear, and he lifts one shoulder. “Right. Well, Okay.”

      He looks so dejected, I almost change my mind. It’s not an expression I expect on the face of a guy like Ash. He—like his father—is a certified Master of the Universe. The kind of guy who knows what he wants, goes after it, and succeeds. The kind of guy who always comes out on top.

      Always.

      Except with me.

      I sit up a little straighter. Suddenly, I’m not so worried about his dejected expression.  Maybe it makes me small, but considering all the shit that’s happened to me in the last hour, I’m feeling pretty good about having the upper hand.

      His brow furrows as he studies my face. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “What the hell?” I snap, done in by the gentleness of his voice. “I don’t want to have coffee with you, and that must mean my world is off kilter? I’m in a hurry. Just like I told you. I don’t owe you a dissertation on my life.”

      I don’t mean to, but as I speak, I meet his eyes.

      And that’s when I realize what it is, this unexpected sensation that is coursing through me, firing my senses, igniting that fight or flight response.

      It’s not confusion or fear or irritation, though I wish it were.

      Instead, it’s anticipation.  And, so help me, it’s desire.
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      Sixteen months Ago—Bree (Las Vegas)

      “This is exactly what I needed,” I say, leaning back on the cushioned chaise. I’m snug as a bug in one of the roomy poolside cabanas on the VIP deck at the Stark Century Hotel & Casino in Vegas, surrounded by a flurry of beautiful people and even a few Hollywood A-listers. Best of all, my lifelong BFF came with me on this vacation, and she’s snuggled in right along with me.

      “I get it now,” Aria says. “The allure of your job,” she explains, when I roll on my side and shoot her a questioning glance. “It’s the perks.”

      I prop myself up on my elbow—the better to swat her with one of the cushions—then flop back down. “Yup. This is what all nannies do during the day. Lounge about drinking fruity cocktails and gossiping. And when the kids get restless, I just order them a Manhattan from the live-in bartender.”

      “Seriously?” She sits up, the black tips of her spiky red hair standing out against the delicate white drapes that make up the sides of the cabana. “Why the hell am I working my ass off in New York?”

      “You’re not for much longer,” I tell her. Not if I have any say in it. I’ve been trying for ages to convince her to move to LA with me. And since I’m about to buy a fixer-upper in Burbank, I think I’ve pretty much convinced her.

      She flashes a wicked grin. “If that very superior ass is one of the perks, I’m moving tomorrow.” She nods toward a cluster of loungers on the far side of the pool where Bryan Raine, a mega-star on the way to going super nova, is holding court.

      “He’s a total prick,” I say, careful to keep my voice low. “But you’re dead-on right about the nice ass.”

      Ari’s eyes widen. “You’ve met him?”

      “Once,” I say, “and he was perfectly polite. Total smiling for the fans moment. But I’ve heard stories. Several stories.” Technically, I’ve overheard stories, but I don’t mention that.  That’s one of the perks—and dangers—of my job.

      I’ve been working on and off as a nanny for Damien Stark’s family for years, ever since their littlest girl was only one. She’s going on eight now, and to say it’s been a roller-coaster ride would be the understatement of the millennium. I love them, though. And not just the kids, but Nikki and Damien—and omg, how long did it take me to get comfortable using their first names?

      It had been weird at first, working for the most well-known and respected billionaire in the universe. And scary, too. Especially since there’d been a time when I wasn’t sure they liked or trusted me—a terrifying, painful time after the kidnapping that I make a point of not thinking of because—shit.

      Not. Thinking. Of. That.

      Bottom line, being in a household like that, you see and hear all sorts of things that could screw up a business deal, be sold to some horrible gossip rag, or get loose on social media and totally blow up. And, yeah, there’d been a rocky period when I was afraid they were looking at me like a time-bomb. But now I know with absolute certainty that they not only like me, they trust me.

      Best of all, they truly think of me like family.

      How do I know?

      Partly, because they tell me. But also because they do sweet things like letting me pivot to part-time and live in their guest house so I can focus on writing my second book. And things like this—sending the kids to relatives so that I can have a relaxing long weekend in Vegas with my BFF at one of Damien’s hotels while he and Nikki are off to Europe.

      “Now I really want to meet him,” Aria says, her eyes shooting once again toward Bryan Raine. “Asshole actor? Might be that’s just his Hollywood persona. Get me close and I can check out his aura.”

      I force myself not to roll my eyes. There are times when Aria’s a little too woo for my taste. But at the same time, her first impressions are usually right.

      “There will be no aura-checking today,” I tell her.

      “Party pooper.”

      “That’s me.”

      “Pretty please?” She makes prayer hands. “We’ll just wander over to that side of the pool. I’ll be your bestie.”

      “You already are.”

      “I could call ABC rules,” Aria says, making me scowl. We established the ABC Club way back in second grade. A for her. B for me. C for chain. Because the rule chained us together as Best Friends for Life. No request too big. Always having each other’s backs.

      “Fine,” I say. “But just remember, he’s an asshole.  And if I introduce myself, it will surely get back to the Starks, and I’m going to look like the jerk who used this lovely weekend they gave me to toss my friend in front of celebrities.”

      I cross my arms and stare her down. “But if that’s what you want me to do….”

      “Oh, hell yeah,” Aria says. “I mean, I’m your bestie. Stark’s just a paycheck.”

      I shake my head, roll my eyes, then settle back onto my chaise. “Bitch,” I mutter, making her crack up. I reach for my Cosmo, only to find the glass empty. And though I could signal a waiter, I sit up, stretch, then stand, albeit a little unsteady after two—no, three—drinks. “I’m going to hit the ladies’ and order another round. Same for you?”

      I’m unsurprised when she eagerly agrees. After all, this trip is all about sluffing off, getting drunk, then crashing in our suite and spending the next two nights talking and trashing every bad movie we can find before she flies back to New York on Tuesday.

      There’s an entrance to the lounge off the pool, so it only takes a second to pop by the bar and put in the order. Then I shift course to the nearby ladies’ room, which is about as elegant as Buckingham Palace. When I come out, the bartender signals to me, and I head his direction, curious as to what he might need.

      “One of our guests offered to buy your current round of drinks. I told him they were already comped, but I thought I should let you know.”

      I stand up a little straighter. “Really? Well, that was nice of him. Can you point him out?”

      “He’s already left the lounge, but his name is Ashton Stone. I believe he’s checking out tomorrow.”

      “Oh.” A dangerous heat spreads through my body. “I, um… Thank you.” My voice sounds thin, and my pulse has kicked up its tempo. I want to ask if he knows where Ash went. Did he exit to the outside? To the lobby? To the pool deck?

      But I say nothing.

      Instead, I force a thank you past my suddenly dry mouth, then hurry back to the safety of my bestie and our snug little cabana.

      Except it’s not safe.

      As soon as I settle onto my chaise, I see him. Ashton Stone. A man who could be the role model for all those bad boy cliches. Tall. Dark. Definitely dangerous. I’d first met him at the Starks’ Malibu home when he’d shown up out of the blue, cloaked in secrets and drama.

      I’d seen the tension between him and Damien.

      And, yeah, I’d felt a different kind of tension between him and me.

      Worse, I’d liked it. Probably too much. The sensation of those eyes roaming over me like a caress. The nights imagining what those hands—so famous for working on sleek, fast cars—would feel like on my skin. He’s a man who, like his father, walks through the world like a magnet drawing in power and control and passion, so that it all seems to swirl around him in a heady, intoxicating mix. But there is no way I can allow myself to get drunk on Ashton Stone.

      I Won’t.

      I can’t.

      I just… can’t.

      Except there he is on the far side of the pool, and though I know I should look away, I don’t. As if he’s heard a siren’s call, he turns his head, and his eyes lock on mine. He takes one step forward, then another until I almost believe he’s going to walk across the water to my side. But then he stops at the edge, his eyes still on mine.

      I try to look away, but don’t. I can’t seem to break the spell.

      “Bree?”

      Jarred back to reality, I turn to see Aria cocking her head toward the waiter who is holding out my drink. When I take it, Aria catches my eye, and I realize that she’s noticed Ash, too. She raises a brow, but I just shake my head. One tiny fraction of an inch.

      That’s all I need to do, and in true BFF fashion, Aria slides off her chaise, goes to the front of the cabana, and closes the drapes to block our view of the pool.

      And just like that, Ash is gone.

      I tell myself that’s the way I want it, but as I take my first sip of the Cosmo, I can’t help but wish that it was Ash making my blood buzz, not vodka. But that’s never going to happen.

      No matter how much I might sometimes think I want it to.
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      I blow out of the coffee shop parking lot so fast, it’s a wonder I don’t roll over Ashton’s toes, and I keep my eyes on the road except for one quick peek into the rearview mirror.

      He’s still standing there, and even though I’m quite a few yards away, I can see his frown, his brow furrowed as if I’m a total mystery to him.

      I hit the gas and watch in the rearview until Ash disappears into the distance.

      Gone. And that’s just fine with me, so long as Ash doesn’t decide to track me down and force an explanation as to why I blew him off at the airport hotel four months ago.

      A squiggle of guilt curls in my belly. I’d left a total cop-out message for him instead of calling and actually talking to him. I know I should remedy that. Pull up my big girl panties. Dial his number. Explain that I can’t be what he wants.

      Hell, I can’t even be what I want. There’s certainly no way with Ashton. We can’t even be “just friends.” Not knowing the way he makes my heart beat faster. The way my skin tingles when I’m around him. The way he makes me smile.

      If I were any other girl with any other history, maybe I could tell him my reasons for staying far, far away. Bree Bernstein, though? She hides her secrets deep. And that’s as it should be. Because open or closed or slightly cracked, that door is best left untouched.

      The bigger problem is that, whether I want to or not, I’ll be seeing him in less than twenty-four hours. Because as much as I want to avoid talking to that snake, Maggie Bridge, I know I can’t really cancel. My friend Evelyn Dodge—a semi-retired agent who knows everyone who’s anyone—jumped through a zillion hoops to set up the interview, to my editor’s great delight. “You may not like Maggie Bridge,” my editor had said, “but she’s got one hell of a readership. Evelyn Dodge is a goddess.”

      Since that was one-hundred percent true on all counts, I’d agreed to the interview. And even though I hate that Ash is going to be on the perimeter, I have to suck it up.

      As if I didn’t already have enough to deal with.

      I grimace, realizing that, if nothing else, my mental side-journey into All Things Ash got that horrible message and website out of my head for at least a couple of minutes.

      But it’s back now, and if I let it in, I know it will overwhelm me. I need to get small. To go inside myself the way I learned to years ago.  Even if only for the forty-some-odd minutes I have left before hell rains down on me again.

      My hand is shaking when I
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