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			“We could start with want.”

			Her heart skipped a beat and the whole world seemed suspended before it kicked back in and thudded against her ribs. “Want?”

			“It’s been going around and around in my mind since we first talked on that moonless night.” The intensity in his gaze was scorching. “Before I even saw you.”

			Mae swallowed. “What did you want?”

			“To touch you.” Sebastian released her hand and wrapped an arm around her back, sending sparks through her blood. “To kiss you.”

			She took the last step to close the gap between them and looked up into his eyes, less than an inch between their bodies. “I wanted things too.”

			He swiped a thumb along her bottom lip. “Whatever it is, you can have it.”

			“That’s a hell of a promise. You don’t know what I’m going to ask.”

			“With you looking at me like that? I don’t care.”

		
	
			
			Dear Reader,

			If you’ve read The Lost Heir (Heath and Freya’s book), you’ll already know that Mae Dunstan’s life was turned upside down with the revelation that she’s inherited a fortune. (If you haven’t read it, don’t worry—it’s all explained in this book from Mae’s perspective.) And things are about to get even more complicated for Mae now that Sebastian Newport is on the scene.

			I’m so happy to share Mae and Sebastian’s book with you. There are cameos from a range of characters from The Lost Heir, such as Heath, Freya, Sarah and Lauren. In fact, this family has been one of my favorites to write and I’m a little sad that they won’t be hanging out in my head anymore!

			This is also my last Harlequin Desire book, and it’s a bittersweet moment for me. Harlequin Desire has been my writing home since 2008 and it’s hard to imagine not writing for the line anymore. But I’m glad that my last Desire story is Mae and Sebastian’s. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it for you.

			Happy reading,

			Rachel

		
	
		
			For Vassiliki Veros,
friend and fellow romance novel obsessive.

			Here’s to many more late-night chats
about books and all good things!
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			One

			Mae Dunstan—or Mae Rutherford, as everyone at the party was calling her—stood at the soaring doors to the patio of her aunt Sarah’s house in the Hamptons and sighed. Behind her was a glittering party in her honor, filled with the rich, the famous, and the beautiful, and all Mae wanted to do was escape.

			In front of her was the velvety night sky and the promise of a few minutes of priceless solitude.

			Before she could think better of it, or be called back, she stepped over the threshold. Each step into the backyard brought a decrease in noise and light, and, enveloped by the warm summer air, her entire body relaxed a little.

			Since arriving in the US three weeks ago, her life had been a whirlwind, with people pulling her in all directions. Of course, it had been bound to happen once people found out she was a lost heir to a billion-dollar fortune, and now everyone seemed to want a piece of her, whether details, due to their morbid curiosity, or money. The fortune hunters were the worst. Men who were attempting to charm their way into her bank account by way of her DMs and then her bed.

			She stepped farther into the manicured garden decorated with fairy lights and took a breath. It didn’t help much. She’d barely been able to breathe since arriving from Australia. No, before then. Since her brother Heath had told her that the father they’d been hiding from for her entire life was dead and that they were now both billionaires. She still wasn’t one hundred percent sure that it wasn’t a mistake and someone would arrive soon to make them hand the money back. At least then her life would return to normal—the elementary school teaching job that she’d had to take leave from, the lifestyle of a small Australian town—instead of the circus it had become.

			A patch of darkness along the tall, thick hedge that separated her aunt Sarah’s house from the closest neighbor beckoned her with promises of peace, so she headed for its sanctuary. Once encased in the shroud of darkness, she wrapped her arms around herself and looked up at the stars that shone in the moonless sky. The angles of the constellations were different to those she’d grown up with in the southern hemisphere, but being able to see a sky full of twinkling stars was one of the few familiar things she still had.

			“Party a bust, is it?”

			She jumped several inches off the ground and swung around. No one was there, but leaves were rustling on the other side of the hedge.

			She peered through but the foliage was too thick to see much. “Are you seriously lurking out in the bushes?”

			“I could ask you the same question.” The deep voice sounded amused.

			She casually shrugged a shoulder, then realized he couldn’t see the action. “I just needed to get some air.”

			“You’re a fair distance from the party. I, however, am strolling along a pathway in my own yard. So tell me—” he lowered his voice “—why are you hiding from what sounds like an impressive event?”

			This man was a stranger, and she was hardly going to spill the secrets of her heart to someone she couldn’t even see. Even though part of her wanted to. The only person she really knew in the entire country was her brother, and Heath was wrapped up in his new fiancée, Freya. If she told him she wanted to talk, then of course he’d be there for her, but he’d spent his whole life looking out for her, working with their mother to keep them all safe, and now that he’d found happiness with Freya, Mae couldn’t bear to taint that with her doubts and fears.

			“I am enjoying the party. I’m just taking a moment to admire the night sky right now.”

			“Liar,” he said softly.

			Mae frowned at the hedge that separated them. “You don’t know me.”

			“True.” There was a pause and she heard the clink of ice cubes in a glass. “Which proves my point. You’re talking to someone you’ve never met and can’t even see instead of being inside at that party you say you’re enjoying.”

			Annoyingly, he was right. “You’re not there either.”

			“Wasn’t invited,” he said wryly. “Besides, I only arrived about half an hour ago.”

			“Arrived?” Despite herself, her curiosity was piqued. Since she’d landed on American soil, almost every conversation had been about her. It was a relief to talk about someone else, especially someone not connected to her situation.

			“From New York. I have an apartment there where I live most of the time. I’m here for the weekend.” The ice cubes clinked again. “Now you know my secrets, tell me why you’re out here instead of in there with the who’s who of the Hamptons’ social scene back in the house.”

			She closed her eyes for a long moment. Maybe she should. It would be a relief to say it aloud, and didn’t people say that it was easier to tell your truths to a stranger...?

			“I don’t fit in,” she said in a rush. “These people, I don’t understand them.” Mortified, she covered her mouth with a hand, but he didn’t reply, so she dropped her hand so she could clarify. “Don’t get me wrong, they all seem lovely, but I can’t seem to connect with anyone.”

			“Ah, there’s your problem. A party in the Hamptons isn’t a place where you make soul-deep connections. Everyone has their guard up. Did you meet anyone famous?”

			“Several.” She’d been stunned into either silence or babbling several times when she’d been introduced to people she recognized from movie screens or music videos.

			“Part of their mind was on whether you had a phone and were going to sell photos of them, or repeat something they said to the gossip columns, so they had their guard up. And if you met someone rich, they were waiting for the pitch.”

			“The pitch?” she said, drawing the word out as if that would make its meaning clear.

			“How you were going to ask them for money.” His tone was neutral, matter of fact. “Maybe an investment, or a donation to charity, or straight up handout.”

			Her mother had always told them that money didn’t buy happiness. Sure, having enough for the rent and food was vital for everyone, but after that, money made things worse instead of better. “That’s an awful way to live.”

			He coughed out a laugh. “Better than the alternative, though. Besides, you get used to it.”

			Mae noted that he included himself in that group, which made sense. “Which type are you? Waiting to be betrayed or waiting for requests for cash?”
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			Sebastian Newport’s face heated at the comparison of him to the Rutherford family and their friends.

			“I’m nothing like them,” he said with more intensity than he had intended.

			“Strange,” she said in her cute Australian accent. “You have a house in the Hamptons that you’re using for a weekend and an apartment in New York as well. I dare say that it’s unlikely you’re on the poverty line. So this conversation is either about you waiting for me to prey on you, or...”

			“Or?” he prompted through a tight jaw when she didn’t continue.

			“Or I’m the one who should be wary of you.”

			“You think I arranged this meeting to prey on you?” He’d been pacing in his own backyard, trying to wind down after the rush to get out of the city and then settle his infant son, Alfie. Once Alfie was asleep, Sebastian had poured himself a generous scotch and, baby monitor in hand, walked outside. Weekends always involved a fight with himself—he hated being so far from work, and his instincts shouted that he needed to be available, weekend or not, but he’d promised his late wife that he’d find more of a work-life balance for Alfie’s sake. And deathbed promises were hard to break. So, during the week, his son was primarily cared for by a live-in nanny, while Sebastian devoted himself to long days at the office, and on weekends, it was just the two of them, here, at their holiday home. The last thing he’d been thinking about when he walked out here was meeting a woman through the shrubbery.

			“Maybe you didn’t set this meeting up, but your own theory means that everything at parties is transactional or avoiding it becoming transactional.”

			He chuckled. “Touché. But you forget. I’m not at your party.”

			“Which puts this conversation outside your theory.”

			Sebastian sank his free hand deep into his trouser pocket. “It’s almost outside reality.”

			“Sounds about right,” she said, her tone dry. “My whole life is practically outside reality at the moment.”

			He hesitated. She might think this was an anonymous encounter, but he’d guessed her identity from her first few words. The lost heirs of the Bellavista fortune, Heath and Mae Rutherford, were all anyone in their world was talking about, and he’d heard his neighbor Sarah was hosting a party for Mae tonight. Add her Australian accent to the equation, and her confusion about how this circle of society worked, and there was no one else this could be but Mae Rutherford.

			He was low-key uncomfortable that their encounter in the darkness was anonymous only on one side, but he was enjoying talking to her and wasn’t sure she’d continue if she knew who he was. Her aunt and brother must not have warned her that the other major stakeholder in the company they’d inherited owned the house next door, or she’d have been wary. Hell, she’d probably have ignored him from the start. But he meant her no harm. In fact, talking to her was the most fun he’d had with another adult in a long time. She was like a breath of fresh air, and he sorely needed one of those right now.

			“Why weren’t you invited?” she asked. “Didn’t Sarah know you’d be here for the weekend?”

			He sipped his drink before replying, “There’s some history.” That was true, even if it was an understatement. “We generally avoid each other now. But I hear she throws excellent parties.”

			“It’s great, but...this is going to sound stupid.”

			“Go on,” he said, trying to sound encouraging.

			“I really don’t know how to enjoy myself in there. With all those people.”

			He remembered being in the same position when he’d started attending society parties as a teenager, and he was hit with a wave of sympathy. She’d likely hate him when she found out who he was, and there was nothing he could do about that. Until that happened, though, one thing he could do for Mae Rutherford was share the insight he’d gained as a teen.

			“All those people are showing you a facade,” he said. “They’ve worked out how they want other people and the world to see them and they’ve slipped that mask on before arriving. All you need to do is work out what mask you want to wear. What face do you want to show them?”

			“What if I don’t know the answer?” The words emerging from the hedge between them were tentative. Vulnerable.

			“Maybe start with working out what you want, and go from there.” He rolled his shoulders, feeling the weekday stress beginning to recede.

			“You mean what I want out of life? That’s a pretty broad question.”

			“True.” He watched the blinking lights of a plane crossing the night sky, giving her a moment to process her thoughts. “Do you know the answer?”

			“Not really,” she admitted on a sigh.

			He couldn’t imagine not knowing something as basic as your life’s direction. He’d had his entire life planned out when he was still in elementary school. Mind you, curveballs, such as his wife dying just over three years into their marriage, had made him start to wonder if he was really in charge of his own destiny after all. For now, though, he was focused on Mae.

			“I’m going to suggest that you have some resources behind you if you’re at one of Sarah Rutherford’s parties and you have possible contacts in the other guests. What do you want from that?”

			A twig snapped in the shrubs, in roughly the same place her voice was coming from. “Why do I have to want something from it?” she asked, sounding a little annoyed.

			“Everyone wants something.” He knew that from experience. “What’s the voice in your heart whispering? Fame? Power? Influence?”

			She was silent for so long that he began to wonder if she’d left. Then she said, softly, “To make the world a better place.”

			He almost snorted in disbelief but thankfully caught it in time on the off chance she was serious. Did people like that really exist? People filled with hope and goodness?

			“There’s a lot of things that aren’t great in the world,” he said, probing. “What, specifically, would you like to make better?”

			“I’d like to help children. And mothers who are trying to protect them.”

			The simple sentiment hit him hard in the solar plexus, and he practically staggered with the weight of it. Everyone knew that her father, Joseph Rutherford, had been a terrible human being, and many suspected that his wife had run to protect their little boy, Heath. Heath had reappeared on the scene a few months ago, and it was later revealed that he was a package deal with Mae. Their father hadn’t known of her existence, which meant her mother had to have escaped once she knew she was pregnant. Sebastian’s own father—and Joseph Rutherford’s business partner—wasn’t someone he thought of fondly, but he’d been an angel compared to Joseph. Mae’s mother had probably done the right thing by running far, far away, and, as a parent himself, he respected her choice.

			“That’s,” he began but had to stop and clear his throat. “That’s a good idea. If it’s what you want to do, then slip on the mask of someone who can get it done and head back inside.”

			He heard a long intake of breath and could imagine her straightening her spine and getting her game face on.

			“Thank you. I’m ready.” There was a crunch of leaves, as if she’d taken a step. “Nice to meet you, shadow man.”

			He waited until her steps faded, then whispered, “Likewise, Mae.”
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			Mae felt taller, surer. She’d left the party less than half an hour earlier, wanting to be as far from the people and their world as she could. One conversation with the stranger next door and she felt different, and was reentering the party with a sense of purpose. She began to talk to the people she met about their passions and what charity work they did, feeling her way and looking for clues of what she could do with these new connections.

			She wasn’t staying in the US forever—she’d spent most of her life in Australia and thought of it as home—but while she was here, she could do something to help women who were in a similar position to the one her mother had found herself in when she realized she was pregnant with her.

			Aunt Sarah approached from the champagne bar, the skirt of her turquoise dress swirling around her knees. “You seem different than the last time I saw you.” She smiled, and her kind eyes crinkled at the corners. “Less like a startled bird.”

			Mae chuckled. She really did like Sarah. “I just had an interesting conversation with your neighbor.”

			Sarah stilled. “Which neighbor?”

			“The one over the hedge there,” she said, pointing.

			Her aunt swore under her breath and Mae was momentarily surprised. She’d obviously only seen Sarah on her best behavior in the few weeks she’d known her. Then she registered that Sarah’s expression was stormy too. Shadow Man had said there was some history between them and that they avoided each other when they could.

			Mae lifted her hands, palms out, placating. “I’m not sure what the problem is between you, but he was really lovely to me tonight. Gave me some good advice too.”

			Her aunt’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll just bet he did.”

			“Okay, what am I missing?” This seemed like an overreaction for neighbors who didn’t see eye to eye.

			Sarah glanced around, then beckoned her to follow until they reached a secluded corner on the other side of the kitchen. “I was planning on letting you settle in a bit longer before plunging you into meetings with the lawyers and accountants to explain your inheritance to you. But for now, how much has Heath told you about what your father left in trust?”

			“We haven’t had much time to talk in detail yet. Just that after our father died, most of his wealth was left for Heath, and you’ve been the executor, overseeing it in the meantime. And that once you and Freya found him and proved his identity with the DNA tests, he split the money fifty-fifty with me.”

			“That’s the story of the money,” Sarah said, inclining her head in acknowledgement, “but do you know anything about the composition of the estate?”

			Mae thought about conversations she’d had with Heath and came up empty-handed. She really should have asked more questions. “Not really.”

			“Okay, here’s a quick overview. You’ve both inherited a portfolio that contains cash, bonds, and investments. But the main component is stock in a property development company that my father, your grandfather, and his business partner started—Rutherford and Newport. That company passed to their sons—your father, Joseph Rutherford, as well as Christopher Newport. They ran it together for many years, despite disliking each other intensely. They both tried to buy the other out several times, but neither would sell. When your father died and we couldn’t find Heath and didn’t know about you, Christopher thought he’d won. But I refused to sell the stock and, instead, employed a team to work in the company, to keep the business going and keep the seat warm for Heath, and now for you too.”

			Mae gave Sarah a spontaneous hug. “I can’t believe you kept the faith all that time that you’d find him.”

			“I never gave up hope.” Sarah reached out and cupped Mae’s cheek. “And then finding you was such a special bonus.”

			The touch, the boundless love, reminded her of her mother’s love for her, and she found herself smiling. “So what does all this have to do with your neighbor?”

			Sarah flicked a glance at the window that faced her neighbor’s property, appearing lost in thought for a long moment. “That man is Christopher’s son, Sebastian Newport. Christopher is in the process of retiring, and Sebastian has stepped up to take over most of Christopher’s duties. So the man who ‘gave you good advice’ has a vested interest in any decision you make.”

			Mae’s heart stuttered and her stomach sank before she remembered something crucial. “I didn’t tell him who I was. I could have been any guest at the party.”

			“Mae,” Sarah said kindly. “How many guests here tonight do you suppose have an Australian accent? And don’t doubt that he has a thick dossier on his desk covering every detail about your life that his investigators have been able to glean so far. He would have known exactly who you were.”

			Mae’s chest filled with heat and anger. “Sonofabitch.”

			“Yeah,” Sarah said and handed her a glass of champagne.

		
	
		
			Two

			Sebastian Newport leaned back against the marble kitchen counter as he threw back his second coffee of the morning and prayed it kicked in before his son woke. Thankfully, Alfie had always been a good sleeper, unlike Sebastian.

			Of course, it hadn’t helped that he’d stayed awake for hours last night, replaying the conversation with Mae Rutherford in his head. He’d tried hard to marry the image of her from the photos in his dossier with the captivating voice he’d heard through the shrubbery but hadn’t been able to quite make it click. Last night, she’d been wary and uncertain in a new world. The pictures—private investigator photos in which she hadn’t been looking at the camera—had shown a smiling, confident woman. And he couldn’t help but want to know more.

			The faint tune of his front doorbell sounded, and he instinctively stiffened in case it woke Alfie. He’d changed the shrill buzzing to a gentle classical-music-inspired sound, and had set the volume to low, but he still waited a beat, listening to the baby monitor, just in case. When there were no stirring sounds from the nursery upstairs, he slid the monitor into his pocket, shoved off the counter, and headed for the front door.

			With one hand wrapped around his coffee mug, he unlocked the door with the other and swung it open to reveal the woman he’d just been thinking about. He blinked, wondering if it really was her or he was being too quick to judge. But the long, dark, wavy hair, piercing gray eyes, and dimples gave her away. And the clincher was how much she looked like her aunt. This was Mae Rutherford.

			She wasn’t smiling, happy and bright, like in the photos. She wasn’t smiling at all. Her almond-shaped eyes gave the impression of gathered storm clouds, ready to break and rain down mayhem.

			“Do you know who I am?” she asked, before he could say anything.

			“Hello, Mae.”

			“How do you know?” A frown dug across her forehead.

			“As I’m sure you’ve guessed, I recognize you from photos. Though I have to say, they don’t do you justice.” The photos were, well, flat. This woman before him was so full of emotion and intensity that it was spilling out around her, as if he’d be able to feel it if he reached his hand out to the air near her face or arms. And damn if he didn’t want to try...

			“When did you first know it was me?”

			Ah. “I guessed it was you last night, if that’s what you’re asking.”

			She tipped her head to the side, so her hair swung across her shoulder. “Did you know the whole time?”

			“Pretty much. Your accent is rare here, so I put two and two together.”

			She folded her arms tightly under her breasts. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why
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