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Chapter 1

ONE NIGHT. No one will know.

Those were the rules.

They weren’t romantic rules, but nobody had called Nicholas Chandler a romantic in a very long time. Love rarely conquered all, the true villains almost always went unpunished, and happily ever afters? Ha. Sometimes all you could hope for were secret stolen moments with one messy, royally bad girl.

Nicholas shut off the engine of his sedan. He preferred using terms that were clearly defined, so he shied away from adjectives like bad. Bad, especially when used to describe a woman, could mean too many things.

In this case, though, it meant she was bad for him.

The Open sign flashed in the window of the tattoo parlor. Dusk had settled, and the other businesses in the strip mall had already closed. He sat in one of the only two cars in the parking lot, the other a fourteen-year-old rusted yellow sports car. How the Mustang was still functioning, Nicholas had no idea. Given how far its owner had run, he was certain that car had hit the upper limit of mileage a long time ago.

He kept his hand on the keys. If he left right now, he would still have time to squeeze in his usual after-work run before he sat down at his kitchen table with a nutritionally balanced dinner for one. Plus, he could avoid the risk of someone spying him and rumors spreading about his suspicious presence in this firmly blue-collar neighborhood of Rockville.

A shadow moved in the brightly lit storefront. Every muscle in his body seized. Part of him had hoped the gossip was false, even after he’d identified her car, but he supposed his life could never be that easy.

Livvy Kane had come home.

He leaned forward, but he was too far away to see her clearly. It didn’t matter. The restless energy in that body as she walked, the curve of her hip, the whip of her dark hair. All of it was imprinted on his brain.

Livvy paused in profile, backlit by fluorescent lights, and gathered the mass of her hair up on top of her head. Her back arched, full breasts lifting. He knew exactly how those firm globes felt in his hands, the point where her light brown skin faded into a paler color untouched by the sun, the taste of her small, tight nipples in his mouth. He’d sucked them, bit them, rolled them between his thumb and forefinger. He knew how much pressure to exert to make her sigh, and how to lick her to make her scream.

Livvy’s arms slowly lowered. She pivoted and walked away, out of view.

He breathed deep and sat back, the odd spell broken. Livvy was home. His home, and technically hers, though she hadn’t called it that in a decade.

He curled his hands into fists. He wanted to march in there and demand answers almost as much as he wanted to go home and forget she was breathing the same air as him. Two contrary, irreconcilable desires.

His phone buzzed, and his head jerked toward the dashboard where it was mounted. It took him a second to process the message that had popped up. The number was unfamiliar, but the attitude was not.

Can I help you?

In terms of pure pleasure and relief, he imagined the feeling he got when he received a text from Livvy was similar to what an addict felt when they got a hit of whatever drug they craved.

This time, though, a beat after the surge of excitement came mortification. If running a corporation didn’t work out for him, he wasn’t going to be able to count on a backup career as a spy.

His phone buzzed again. Quit creeping.

Nicholas scowled. He was not creeping. He was sitting in a dark parking lot, watching a woman through a window—

His face heated. Okay, point taken. Nicholas picked up the phone, thumbs poised on the screen. He hesitated, unsure of what to say.

He’d gotten exactly nine texts from her over the years, like clockwork. With the exception of that first message, they’d been sparing on words, containing only a time, a room number, and the latitude and longitude of wherever she happened to be in the country. None of them had required a response.

His phone vibrated against his fingers, a reminder and a rebuke. If you want a tattoo, you’ll have to come inside.

He didn’t want a tattoo. He wanted her. He couldn’t have her. Bad for you. Like his weakness for sweets.

He was not unaware of the parallels between his sugar addiction and his Livvy addiction. He ruthlessly controlled himself around the white stuff, bypassing the bakery at Chandler’s entirely for long stretches of time. Until he couldn’t help himself anymore, and he found himself eyeing the cannoli in the refrigerated display case.

He only ever allowed himself to purchase two. He ate one in his car, wolfing down the treat in greedy bites. The other he took home and ate slowly, savoring every second of the flaky fried shell encasing sweet ricotta, letting the creamy, rich filling linger on his tongue in a fit of self-indulgent need.

Nicholas shook his head, hating the uncharacteristically flowery thoughts that had invaded his brain. Today’s not a day for hedonism. Which was why he could not go inside.

He could not go inside, he repeated, as he snatched his keys and got out of the car.

He could not go inside, he told himself, as he mounted the steps to the brick building.

He could not—

The bell above the door to the establishment jingled cheerfully as it opened. He stepped inside and closed the door firmly but quietly behind him, the bell cutting off.

His shoes squeaked on clean tile as he took a few steps into the deserted reception area. The shop was small but tidy, warm and brightly lit, with a colorful seating area crammed full of mismatched comfortable chairs. There were magazines spread out on the coffee table, ranging from Better Homes and Gardens to Car and Driver.

A curtain separated the rest of the business from the front. It rippled like someone had disturbed it recently. She knew he’d entered, no doubt. She hadn’t seen him yet, though. He could still leave.

Chandlers aren’t quitters.

He adjusted the cuffs on his shirt, though they didn’t need adjusting. Team See Her had destroyed Team Avoid Her at All Costs. He was committed to this now. There was no turning back.

It was fine. He wouldn’t gorge himself on her. He’d simply . . . gather information. As president of Chandler’s, it was his duty to evaluate any issue which could affect their company.

Cold. Formal. It’s business. In no way, shape, or form could he let the careful barrier he’d constructed to keep her at a distance slip.

Firm objective in mind, he squared his shoulders and walked to the curtain. As he parted it, that firm objective promptly turned into an objective that was roughly the consistency of tapioca pudding.

Livvy sat on a stool in profile to him, bent over a worktable, doodling on a scrap of paper, seemingly oblivious to his entrance. Her foot tapped, striking the concrete floor in rhythm with his pounding heart.

She decorated her sweetly rounded body like a canvas and framed it with tiny scraps of fabric: today, a red bustier and black leather pants. On another woman, he might wonder if she were in costume. On her, he didn’t care. He only wanted to rip the clothes off her.

He remembered her natural hair color from when they were young, a perfectly lovely midnight black. Her parents had grounded her for a week the first time she’d used drug-store peroxide and dye to turn it some shade of the rainbow. They gave up by the third or fourth color.

Now it was almost subdued, pulled up in a messy knot on top of her head, dark brown shot through with burgundy highlights. He failed the struggle to not think about what those waist-length waves looked like spread across a pillow. Or licking his body like flames as she slid down his chest.

She bent over her drawing, her bare midriff pooching over the waistband of her pants. She didn’t look at him, but she did speak. “I see you decided to quit lurking.”

The last time he’d heard that voice, he’d been driving into her, her snug pussy gripping his cock, toned legs locked tight around his waist, her fingernails drawing blood on his shoulders. Don’t stop, she’d whispered in his ear. Fuck me harder.

He didn’t know what he’d said in reply. Their encounters were usually a haze of sweat and pleasure and filthy words and filthier actions. Nicholas assumed he’d complied, because he’d ached the next day. He didn’t know if she’d been similarly affected. He’d always left before dawn, before she woke up.

Those were the rules. One night, wherever in the country she might be. After nine years of illicit sex, he’d learned them well.

He had to swallow twice in order to speak, but he was gratified he didn’t sound like he’d been punched in the stomach. “I was not lurking.”

“I didn’t realize there was a threshold for how long a guy needed to loiter in a parking lot in order to be classified a lurker.” She placed the pencil neatly next to the pad and stood. Her black, laced, knee-high boots added about three inches to her five-foot-nothing height. She crossed her arms over her chest. A tattoo decorated her shoulder and arm, highlighting her toned muscles, a twining vine of prickly black flowers. It was new.

He wanted to touch it, but that wasn’t new. He always wanted to touch her.

They stared at each other in silence for a long moment. The corner of her lips curled up. “Hello, Nicholas.”

He grasped on to the polite, meaningless greeting like a man grabbing the handiest lifeline. “Livvy. You’re looking well.” An understatement.

Her kohl-lined eyes dipped over his body, from his head to his feet, leaving fire in their wake. He found himself straightening. Asshole. You’re two seconds from flexing your muscles for her.

“You too. New tie?” She batted her lashes.

He automatically smoothed his hand over his tie, but then stopped. Last time they’d seen each other, she’d grabbed the strip of fabric and hauled him close to press her mouth against his. Did she remember? “Perhaps. I don’t recall.”

“Nice. It brings out the blue in your blood.”

Her attitude wasn’t new either. “My blood isn’t any more blue than yours is,” he pointed out. Both of their grandfathers had been the first generations in their families to be born on American soil. It had been one more commonality that had made the two men such good friends and business partners.

“Hmm. Must be the Scrooge McDuck vault of gold you swim in every morning that gives it that bluish tinge.” She leaned back against the table. “Who told you I was here?”

“A cousin. She saw you at a gas station.” It had taken a second to google Livvy and discover she was working at this place. Nicholas was mildly ashamed of the level of familiarity he had with her social media profiles. Far more than an ex should have.

She didn’t ask him which cousin, probably because she realized it didn’t matter much. He barely knew everyone in his clan. His vast extended family shared two things in common: one, they were amiable and bright but not terribly self-sufficient, and two, they were all employed by the corporation. Family first.

“I didn’t think gossip would spread this quick. I’ve only been here a week.”

“You’ve been gone too long if you think that was quick.” Even without taking his network of family into account, their corporation was the single largest employer in Rockville, New York. There were more than a few people, related to him or not, who figured they had a vested interest in the personal lives of the Chandlers.

As far as he could tell, no one had told his father. Yet. He’d know the second the old man learned.

“I guess so.” She spread her hands in front of her, a mocking smile crossing her blood-red lips. “Well, now you’ve seen it with your own eyes. Ding-dong, the witch is back.”

“I’ve never thought you were a witch.” With her mischievous eyes and delicate features, Nicholas would say she resembled a rather naughty punk fairy. That is, he would say that if he were a fanciful sort of man—and he wasn’t, not in the slightest.

“No? Don’t tell anyone. I have a reputation to maintain, friend.”

“I’m not your friend.” The protest was automatic, one he couldn’t stop himself from uttering.

Her eyes hardened to onyx chips. “Figure of speech. Blood enemies doesn’t sound nearly as polite. And we both know how much you like to be polite.”

“I’m not your enemy either.” Not technically. He had no idea what he and Livvy were. There was no word to encompass their relationship.

“Depends on who you ask, I guess.”

Yes. If he asked their respective families, there would be no hesitation. Criminals or cheats, depending on who was talking about whom.

Livvy examined her nails. “Gotta say, though, it’s strange for a guy who’s not my friend or my enemy to come running over here to creep on me the second he finds out I’m in town.”

He straightened. It was time for him to take control of this meeting. “First, I was not creeping. Second, I did not come running here.” He’d had to sit through two meetings. “Third, it’s not strange at all for me to be curious as to why you’re back after so many years. Working, no less.” Working implied a long-term commitment, didn’t it? He’d mulled that over during every minute of those two long, unnecessary meetings, and decided it did.

She held up her fingers. “One, I’m guest spotting.”

He wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, but it sounded more temporary. Good. He was relieved. Definitely.

“Two, you were absolutely creeping. Three, it’s not the first time I’ve been back in years. I was here for Paul’s funeral.”

Nicholas wasn’t sure if she’d mentioned her dead brother so matter-of-factly solely to rattle him, but mission accomplished. He shifted his weight and turned his head to study the bulletin board closest to him, taking a beat to collect himself. A number of pieces of paper had been stuck to the bottom haphazardly, pages torn from a sketchbook and cheap glossy prints of anonymous people’s adorned body parts. The designs were rich and bold, popping with bright colors, some of them looking more like watercolor paintings than something you would put on skin.

“I meant for a longer stay,” he finally replied. Of course she’d come home for the funeral. Jackson too, probably. Nicholas had done his best to avoid thinking about it too much, even scheduling a site inspection in another state that weekend.

His ex–best friend’s tragic death in a hiking accident a little over a year ago had been well publicized, all of the old dirty laundry dug up, everyone watching to see what he’d do. The gossip mill would have gone berserk if Nicholas had so much as shown his face in a five-mile vicinity of the church.

Paul and Nicholas were being groomed to run the C&O together, but then, you know, the accident happened, and Brendan Chandler swindled Tani Oka-Kane out of her half of the grocery store chain, and the Kanes were left with nothing. Poor Paul.

Or:

Paul and Nicholas would have run the C&O together, but then, you know, the tragedy happened, Tani Oka-Kane sold her half of the company to Brendan, and Paul’s little brother Jackson grew so enraged he burned down the first store the company ever built. Poor Nicholas.

It didn’t matter which way the gossip slanted. His and Livvy’s former relationship might be mentioned somewhere in there, but to outsiders, their breakup was probably the least exciting and most predictable part of the saga.

A particular crooked sketch caught his eye. A flighty hummingbird in blues and greens flew against a splash of pink, the initials L.K. scrawled on the bottom. He righted the angle of the drawing, adjusting it so it hung properly.

Despite dreading the subject and his feelings about it, he’d imagined what he would say to Livvy when they met up for her most recent birthday, months after Paul’s death. Though it would have been a sharp departure from their usual script, he’d rehearsed a few simple sentences. “I’m sorry about Paul.” He sounded stiff and wooden, but he couldn’t help that. He was out of practice when it came to consolation.

“Little late, isn’t it?” Her voice was quiet, subdued. Unlike her.

“Should I have contacted you earlier to offer my condolences?” What would that conversation have been like?

Her heels tapped on the tile. Nicholas concentrated on the feathers of the bird as if they held all the mysteries of life.

“I didn’t expect it. We don’t have that kind of relationship, right?” Her soft arm almost brushed the front of his suit jacket, and he glanced at her sharply. She was so close he could count the freckles scattered over her cleavage. She’d hated those freckles as a young woman, comparing herself to her blemish-free mother. He hadn’t been able to understand her dislike. How many times had he dragged his tongue from one freckle to another, playing connect the dots and creating a perfect pattern in his head? Too many, and not enough.

His body tensed and hardened, readying for her. God, he was always so ready for her.

She placed her finger on the drawing, exactly where his had been, and adjusted it so it was crooked again. Clear eyes locked on his, daring and tough, not a single vulnerability visible. “Right, Nick?”

He was Nicholas to everyone. She was the only one who’d shortened his name, but not to Nick. She’d always called him something else.

He made sure his tone was well modulated and even. She was correct. The only relationship they had was one based on lust. “Right, Olivia.”

Her frown was barely there, but he knew he’d scored a hit with her full name. He knew, and he hated himself for it.

She lifted her bare wrist and studied it. “My, look at the time. As much as I have loved this awkward visit, I really do have so much to do. So if you only came here to offer your belated condolences . . .”

“I didn’t.” He might have gotten sidetracked, but his initial objective seemed more imperative now. How long would he have to deal with this interruption in his perfectly ordered life? “I came to talk to you.”

Her sardonic smile called attention to the tiny scar next to her lips. A souvenir from her adventurous childhood. “To talk to me?”

He edged closer because he couldn’t not take advantage of this opportunity to inhale the scent of vanilla and sugar. “Yes.”

“Talking’s not usually what we do when we’re together. And last time I checked, my birthday isn’t for another eight months, so . . .”

He flinched, unprepared for her to speak so bluntly about their odd arrangement, though he should have been—she was a blunt woman.

“I know exactly when your birthday is,” he said, sharper than he intended. “I suppose I ought to give you belated felicitations as well. I missed your thirtieth.”

Her stubborn chin lifted. “Oh, were you expecting to see me?”

Of course he’d been expecting to see her. That was how they worked. For the past ten years.

For the past nine years, he corrected himself. The last year had come and gone without their annual sexual marathon. “I assumed. We’d established a pattern.” Another small step and he could get a tiny bit closer to her. How did she smell so good? Like every delicious thing he craved and couldn’t have.

Livvy had to tilt her head back to meet his gaze. If he moved his hand, he could touch her. Lord, how he wanted to touch her.

“We both know I hate being predictable,” she breathed. “Sorry if I kept you waiting.”

Her apology rang hollow. A ripple of repressed anger swirled under his careful icy calm, and he squelched it. If it were anyone else, he’d assume Livvy was playing a game, but she was far too straightforward to bother with games. Or at least she had been. “No apologies necessary,” he said. “I moved on.”

“Did you?”

“I had to.” He’d told himself her absence had been understandable, only a few months following the death of her brother. The eagerness with which he’d waited for her text . . . when he realized he’d blocked that day off on his calendar . . . that hadn’t been acceptable.

Darkness touched her expression, and she glanced away. “Right. Great. Well, I’m honored Rockville’s golden prince spared me a fleeting thought.”

He wanted to laugh, but there was no humor in his body. A fleeting thought? She honestly believed that was all she’d been worth over the years?

“I’m not a prince,” he reminded her. Both of them.

She turned and walked away, and his gaze dropped to her bottom. She’d gained weight since he’d seen her last, and it looked good on her, making her ass even more clutchable. He curled his fingers, remembering how those round globes felt when she was riding him.

“Whatever you say. If you want to talk to me, text me,” she said over her shoulder, breezy and careless once again. “You have my number now.”

“Or we can talk here.” There was no guarantee that number wouldn’t change tomorrow. The first few years, he’d saved the phone numbers that popped up on his screen with her message. In moments of weakness, more times than he’d like to admit, he’d call them. Thank God, they were always disconnected. She changed phone numbers like she changed cities.

“No, thanks.”

“I insist.”

“Just like a Chandler,” she said coldly, not looking at him. His last name dropped into the conversation with the weight of a thousand pounds of baggage. “Selfishly taking whatever you want.”

There it was. Only a few feet separated them, but the battle lines had been drawn, creating a gulf the size of an ocean.

Her harsh words stabbed straight into his heart. Electricity zipped through him, the rush of fierce blood pumping in his veins a foreign and heady sensation. Sugar rushes had nothing on this. She always made him feel alive in a way no one else did. Like he was a wind-up man resting in a case, waiting for her to apply the key.

“Just like a Kane,” he replied with devastating calm, hating himself for every word that fell from his lips, not believing a single one of them. “Running away.”

She spun around. The air crackled. “Fuck off,” she said, her soft whisper more threatening than any scream. “Like I said, I’m working. So unless you want a tattoo, you can get the hell out.”

He stared at her, took in every perfect, enraged line of her body. I dare you to kiss me, she’d smirked that first time they’d gone out. Poking and prodding and demanding and taunting him until he’d pressed her up against her front door.

The scratches on his back faded every year, but he’d always carry her marks. And he’d take any reason to steal a few more minutes in her presence, to take a few more hits of these unwise emotions.

“Fine,” he heard himself say. “Then give me a tattoo.”





Chapter 2

LIVVY HAD never been good at maintaining rage, which had turned out to be quite the problem when it came to staying away from certain people she was supposed to despise with all her might.

She cracked out a laugh, her anger giving way to genuine amusement. “Shut the front door, Nicholas. Behind you, on your way out, I mean.”

He grew still when she laughed, but his dark blue eyes were expressionless. She supposed some people would call him cold, but she knew him too well for that. For all that he was three years older than her, they’d essentially grown up together. She’d seen him happy, devastated, grief-stricken, and angry.

Not since they’d broken up, though. Since then, she’d only seen him cool and controlled. Or hot, his face twisted in savage pleasure as he fucked her. Those were his default modes when it came to her. And she’d never let on how much she missed those other emotions.

“You don’t think I’m serious?” he asked.

She rolled her eyes and paced back to her table, unable to stand being so close to him. “You mean about my inking you? Yeah, no, I don’t think you’re serious.” She knew exactly why he was here, had figured it out the second she’d spotted him in his car, his features shadowy but unmistakable. The man might be brilliant when it came to business, but covert he wasn’t. He’d parked right under a streetlight.

Nicholas had always liked order. Black and white. And above all else, he was loyal to his family and C&O—or Chandler’s, as it was called now.

When something unexpected happened, when the patterns in his life were interrupted, his immediate instinct was to circle his wagons and make sure those two things were protected. And he was trained to see a Kane—even her, maybe especially her—as a threat.

She could never let him see how much that hurt her. Let him think she wanted nothing from him, except his body . . . and maybe not even that anymore.

A muscle in his square jaw twitched. His features were too blunt and harsh to be called pretty, but he was beautifully compelling in the same way a blade was. Sharp. Lethal. Devastating.

His fingers went to the knot of his tie. It took her a second to realize what he was doing.

Oh no. She tensed. No, no, no, not his tie. Goddamn it.

Did he know? Could he possibly have any idea how much she loved watching him unfasten the Windsor knot at his throat?

Livvy traced her tongue under the edge of her upper teeth as the expensive silk whisked against Egyptian cotton. He carefully folded it around his hand, and she had to fight not to press her hand over her belly at the jump of excitement there. That deliberate, neat gesture always did something to her.

The times they’d come together over the years, he started the night like this. Tidy. Then she eroded every ounce of his control, until he was a naked, stripped animal, hungry for her.

She remembered the first time she’d taken notice of him in a charcoal-gray suit. She’d been fifteen, and he’d walked into her house with her brother, still wearing the corporate uniform he’d donned for his summer job at the family company. His lanky frame in the finely tailored dress slacks and jacket had made her look twice, then a third time.

He’d been wearing a red tie that day. She remembered, because it was the first time she’d imagined grabbing the thing and dragging his lips to hers. He’d gone from a family friend to the object of her teenage lust in a few seconds.

Bastard had imprinted on her. Now she was helpless against his formally clad figure.

Oh, he knew she was affected. He couldn’t be so dense. He must know because he was standing there all hot. And suited. And, and, and . . . rubbing his thumb over his tie like he knew exactly how she wanted him to drag it over her body. Or wrap her up in the silken bindings.

Stop. Drooling.

Nicholas neatly placed his tie in his pocket and pushed the sides of his jacket away, his hands on his hips. Asshole! What kind of sexy show-off power pose was that? And why did she find it so sexy?

News at ten. Area woman finds powerful, confident man sexy. In other top stories, water is wet and puppies are goddamn adorable.

She averted her eyes from the way the jacket framed his white shirt stretched over his flat belly. Disciplined guy that he was, she bet he still woke up daily at five in the morning to work out. Every year she hoped she’d find him less attractive, but when she peeled that fucking delicious suit off him, he was all tight, lean, muscular flesh. All hers. For a night, at least.

“Where do you want me?”

Everywhere. That’s the problem. I want you everywhere, and I always will.

“It’s a bad idea to play chicken with me. We both know I’m not afraid of jack.” Lies. She was deathly afraid of the things he made her feel. But if she kept saying how courageous she was, maybe she could make everyone believe it?

“I’m not playing chicken.”

“Neither am I. I will pierce your skin, kiddo.” More lies.

He shrugged, cool as a cucumber. “I have to begin somewhere. You’ve got a head start.”

Definitely, compared to him. She’d gotten her first tattoo when she was seventeen, a tiny pot of gold on her hip she’d been delighted to show off in a bikini as soon as possible. Mostly to show off to Nicholas, who had stared for a long time before he’d realized she was watching him. Then he’d flushed a dark red, before making his excuses and disappearing inside his family’s lake house.

They’d started dating a week later, and the first time his hands had coasted over her body in the backseat of his car, he’d gone straight for the gold, fingers and lips and tongue tracing it reverently. She owed that lucky charm a lot.

Like years and years of heartache, dummy. She pursed her lips, trying to think past her inconvenient lust long enough to get out of this.

She’d known keeping off his radar would be difficult, but she’d thought she’d have more time. She’d kept a low profile, only traveled back and forth between home and work, hadn’t looked up any old friends or acquaintances. What a naive, silly idea. Clearly, all it took was one person who spotted and recognized her to get the phone trees ringing. This town literally wasn’t big enough for the both of them.

You came home to move forward.

There was nothing to discuss here, nothing that would help them move forward. Only a repetitive cycle of pain and desire she had resolved to break this year. If she hadn’t had to come home, it might have worked too. “You’ve got a ways to go if you’re planning on catching up.”

She played with a lock of her hair, draping it over her left shoulder, letting it cover her heart. She’d done a shitty job of protecting that foolish organ her whole life. That needed to change.

Nicholas’s gaze dropped to that lock of hair. When she’d caught sight of him sitting in his car, she couldn’t deny she’d felt a spark of joy.

That same spark tingled to life as he walked toward her now. But then she noted how his steps were hesitant, reluctant, and that spark died a swift, fierce death.

Because he didn’t want to walk toward her. He might crave her body, but that was all he wanted. And he hated himself for it, the same way she hated herself for being unable to control her feelings for him.

Every muscle tensed when he raised his hand, but it only hovered over her bare arm before dropping back to his side. “This is new.”

Her skin was hot and tingly, like the ink on the vine was fresh. “Got it a few months ago,” she managed. Because a clinging vine the color of her eyes served as a good reminder of what she didn’t ever want to be.

“Hmm.” His gaze dipped to her cleavage and grew heavy-lidded. They never lingered when they were in bed together, and the lights were usually off, so he hadn’t seen the details of the rest of the ink on her body. Part of that was by design. Each dot of pigment meant something to her, something she wasn’t sure she could share with him and be okay.

But in her fantasies, they played a wonderful game called Inspect Livvy’s Body Thoroughly. It was a good game.

But you’re not playing it anymore, in your mind or reality. Because you’re taking charge of your life and your future and heavenly God, he smells so good, like cinnamon and . . .

“It’s pretty. What does it mean?”

She faltered. “It means I like pretty things,” she lied.

Deep lines etched his forehead. “Why . . . ?” There went that muscle in his jaw again. “Why are you here?”

More reluctance. He hated he’d had to ask that. She bet the only son of a family on Forbes’s richest must generally know everything going on in his world.

Did he not know about her mother’s accident? She’d simply assumed he would hear of it. Or . . . A sharp pain lanced her chest. Maybe he did know, and he hadn’t expected her to show up.

If that was the case, then it only underscored how much they’d changed. The woman he’d known all those years ago would have dropped everything to come home if her mother’d broken her hip. No, that wasn’t right. That woman would have never left to begin with.

Ugh. The last thing she wanted to do was talk about her mom with him. “I told you. I don’t have time to talk. I’m working.”

He leaned closer, giving her another delightful hint of aftershave. “And I told you. I’ll get a tattoo, if that’s what it takes to have you answer my questions.”

Her lips firmed, her temper crackling. Yes, good, get mad. A solid show of messy drama will chase him out just as well as anything else. “Fine.” She reached behind her, grabbed the clipboard holding blank forms and a pen. “Here.”

He accepted the board when she shoved it at him. “What is it?”

“A health and safety acknowledgment and a disclaimer. Says you’re not drunk and you understand I could screw up and completely destroy your body, turning you into a hideous monster that makes all those hordes of women panting after you run screaming from your bedroom.” She smiled sweetly.

He raised an arrogant brow, but he didn’t dispute the part about the hordes of women. “Do you do that often? Disfigure men?”

“Twice on Tuesdays.”

“I wouldn’t sue you.”

“That’s good,” she said flippantly. “I don’t have anything worth suing for.”

She waited for him to fumble his way out at the reminder of her diminished fortunes. The Chandlers had wound up with everything, and the Kanes with nothing, after all.

Because the Chandlers are opportunistic, greedy, soulless bastards, came Paul’s voice in her head.

Nicholas looked down at the clipboard and quickly signed it without reading it.

“You should read the things you sign,” she snapped, genuinely annoyed with his carelessness. “I could have stuck a blank check on there.”

“Do you need money, Livvy?”

Not from him, thanks. “Only what you’ll pay for your tattoo. Spoiler alert: I’m fucking expensive.”

“I know.” He shrugged when she met his gaze. “You can get a lot of information on the Internet.”

He’d googled her? No, heart, don’t you dare go pitter-pat over that! Googling is hardly a sign of caring. Do you know who casually googles exes? Everyone with a stinkin’ Internet connection.

She yanked the clipboard from him and ripped off the last page of the carbon copy. “Your aftercare instructions are on the back of this. Might wanna keep them.” She gestured to the seat. She’d done the guest-artist deal in a ton of shops over the years, some better than others. This place was on the small side, but scrupulously hygienic, her biggest requirement.

He peeled off his jacket and draped it neatly over the plain plastic chair in the corner that was reserved for guests of customers before settling into the leather padded seat. He looked far too good in her chair. “Where do you want to do it?”

Her step faltered. To cover her reaction, she went to the sink and washed her hands. The it was a tattoo. He meant where did she want to tattoo him on his body, not where did she want to have wild animal sex. “Usually the customer decides that.”

Not in this case. Livvy knew exactly what she’d put on him, and where. She’d scribbled it on a cocktail napkin years ago, around three a.m., when he’d been sleeping soundly next to her, his naked back bared.

She’d like to say she’d thrown that napkin away, that she hadn’t visualized that design getting more elaborate and perfect, but that would be a complete lie.

It was art, she told herself defensively. She didn’t throw away any of her designs.

She dried her hands and turned to catch him undoing the right cuff of his shirt. Ohhh, she liked watching him do that too. Usually by the time he was done unfastening his tie and the cuffs, she was in a frenzy of lust. Not today, though. Today she’d be all adult and shit. In full command of herself.

Nicholas rolled up the sleeve of his shirt, baring his muscular forearm, and rested it on the arm of the chair. She hooked her stool with her ankle and shoved it closer so she could sit next to him, contemplating his arm like it held all the secrets of the universe.

She could do it. She could totally touch him and control her pesky base desires. Livvy pressed her fingers against the skin of his wrist.

Her stomach clenched. Okay, maybe she couldn’t. “There?”

“Fine.”

She slid her fingers higher, up to the middle of his forearm, because those base desires demanded to be fed a nibble of pleasure. His late mother had been Greek, and his heritage was apparent in the olive tone in his skin. She swallowed. “Or here?”

He cleared his throat. His hand had become a fist, she noted. “Whatever you want.”

“What am I putting on you?”

He released his fist, and his arm jumped. “I told you. You decide.”

Livvy slid her finger down again, and that damn muscle responded. She kept her head bent. “You’re permanently altering your body,” she began, about to launch into the speech she’d had to give to intoxicated college students for the past year in Boston.

“I don’t care.”

Lies. He cared about his body. He treated it like a goddamn temple. Yet another thing for him to control. “Oh, goodie. I haven’t done any naked women in a while.”

“You wouldn’t do that.”

Always so confident. “How do you know?”

“I know you.”

The three words had her swallowing around the lump in her throat. No, he didn’t really know her. She was hardly the same pigtailed kid who’d tagged along behind him and Paul, eager to play with them. Or the young woman he’d swept off her feet, whose virginity he’d taken in a luxurious hotel room a few towns over.

Everything had seemed so easy then. Perfect. They’d been a magical couple, young wealthy royalty destined to unite two powerful families.

Then it had been over.

“You don’t know shit,” she managed, then grabbed a Sharpie from her workbench.

He was silent for a bit. “You’re probably right.”

She uncapped the green Sharpie and bent over his arm. A blank canvas. A tingle of excitement ran through her, the same tingle any artist would feel if they’d theoretically been given carte blanche.

“What are you doing?”

“I draw my designs first,” she lied. She tended to freehand most of her work, unless her client wanted to see it in advance. Then she used transfer paper, like a temporary tattoo.

There was no way she was actually piercing Nicholas’s virgin skin with a needle, though. Otherwise she would have prepped the area properly by shaving and cleaning it.

“Naked lady it is,” she said lightly, and bent her head to draw a woman’s head on his inner wrist, making it deliberately big.

She didn’t have to steady him—he was unmoving—but she kept her finger right on his pulse. Its regular tempo reminded her of all the times they’d lain curled up around each other, their heartbeats synchronized. Nothing frazzled him, not even his childhood sweetheart and former lover putting permanent marks on him.

Livvy bit her inner cheek when she sketched in huge boobs, waiting for his yelp of outrage. When she glanced up, though, his eyes were shut, head tilted back, thick lashes flaring against his cheeks. It wasn’t fair for a man to have eyelashes like that when she had to wage a war with her mascara brush every morning to turn her short lashes into any kind of flirtatious arcs.

Was there anything she didn’t like about his face? Nope. It wasn’t perfect, but she lusted after all of it, from his fierce eyebrows to his twice broken nose to his high cheekbones to those aforementioned lashes. She wanted to drown in his eyes and be revived by his cruel lips.

She drew the female’s legs coyly bent to preserve some modesty—Livvy would happily draw a vagina, but she wasn’t sure what level of detail she could manage in a hasty doodle on an arm, and she hated to half-ass a vagina—and continued sneaking peeks up at the man. There were new lines on his forehead and around his mouth, like he frowned a lot more now. He was thirty-three, hardly ancient, but silver threaded through the hair at his temples.

“Why are you really in town?”

She concentrated harder on her dumb drawing than she needed to. “My mom broke her hip. Where do you think I’d be?”

At his silence, she looked up. His lips were compressed tight. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. How is Tani?”

At least he could say her name. “She’ll be fine. She just needs someone.”

Not entirely true. Tani wasn’t totally alone. She lived with her sister-in-law, and she had other people who could look out for her.

But Livvy wanted Tani to need her.

Livvy had managed to avoid spending more than twenty-four consecutive hours in this town or in her mother’s company for longer than a decade, since her beloved father had died and everything had come crashing down around her. Her self-imposed exile had felt like protection back then. Not so much anymore.

In a fit of whimsy, Livvy added two large wings to the back of the voluptuous female.

“Did your brother come back too?”

Her hand jerked at the bite in the words, the first real, non-lusty emotion Nicholas had clearly betrayed.

She knew Nicholas probably had ten thousand unresolved feelings toward her late father but she didn’t really think he actively hated her or her mother. She didn’t even think he’d despised Paul, though Paul had been eaten up with bitterness toward anyone named Chandler. Nicholas probably considered them collateral damage in the sequence of events that had happened after the tragedy, people who were simply too painful to be around or think about.

But her twin? Yeah, the guy who’d been arrested for burning down the very first Chandler’s was a pretty easy target for his anger. “No,” she said shortly.

There was a beat of silence. “I’m happy to hear she’s okay.”

“Are you?”

Nicholas shifted, his heavy thigh brushing against hers. She scooted back a hair. Those thighs were dangerous. “Of course I am.”

She hummed, wishing she’d kept the snarky question back. Move on. Ten years ago, she’d run away instead of staying in the dramatic role of spurned lover in this feud. She wasn’t about to start now.

“Of course I am,” he repeated more forcefully. “I wouldn’t wish her ill.”

She finished the outline of the woman’s legs and leaned back on her stool. “Yeah. Fine.”

“You can believe me or not, Livvy.” His voice was downright frigid now. “I’m not a monster.”

“My family would say differently.” She roughly capped the Sharpie, rose to her feet, and threw it on her worktable.

“What would you say?”

I would say I’ve never been able to hate you the way I should. “I’d say nothing.”

His eyes dropped to her hands, and she realized she was wringing them. She immediately turned to her table and started to arrange and rearrange the few supplies she kept out. Though she was messy in the rest of her life, she was a neat freak at work.

Leather creaked behind her as Nicholas came to his feet. She didn’t hear him walking toward her, but she could sense his body behind her. “Livvy—”

“I do actually have a lot to do,” she interrupted him. “You can go.”

“I’m not done talking to you.”

“Well, I’m done talking to you.”

Silence, for a long moment. “You didn’t finish my tattoo.”

She closed her eyes at the ridiculous statement. “For fuck’s sake. There’s not going to be any tattoo.” He’d won this round of chicken. He’d won all the rounds of chicken, because she was the ultimate chicken, okay? Cluck, cluck. “We don’t have anything more to talk about. I’m only here for a month, tops, until my mom’s self-sufficient again. You can go back to your peaceful life and—” She broke off with a gasp when he grasped her shoulders and whirled her around.

Whoa.

He crowded her, big hands planted on the table on either side of her hips. Metal hit her ass, and his body pressed flush against her front. He should have looked ridiculous with the pinup fairy doodled on his arm, but it didn’t detract from his attractiveness. He was too close, too big, too . . . him.

His chest was hard, and beneath her top, her nipples tightened with the friction. Without conscious thought, her legs widened, making space for him. Their clothes did nothing to disguise the thick bulge of his penis. It pressed tantalizingly against her softening core.

“You think I can have peace with you here?”

His rough whisper blew over her senses and her ear. Her head fell back submissively, baring her throat. “Yes.”

His head lowered, lips hovering over the arch of her neck. “Why didn’t you text me this year?” he asked.

She should have expected that question, as awkward as it was. Black and white. She’d ruined a precious pattern in his ordered brain.

She could bullshit him, but he’d only poke and poke. So she’d give him a snippet of truth. Enough to satisfy him. “I turned thirty.”

“I know how old you are.”

“Ten years.” She licked her lips, wishing he was the one licking them. “It would have made it an even decade since we first started meeting like that.” He’d called it quits with their relationship two months shy of her twentieth birthday, two weeks after the accident that had left them both grieving a parent, a day after his dad had swindled her mother out of her half of the C&O.

The threads that made up the timeline of their complicated past were basically a tangled knot.

I can’t do this anymore. It’s impossible for us to be together now, Nicholas had told her, stony-faced.

“I figured ten years is long enough for us to get each other out of our systems.” Ten years is long enough for me to be hung up on a man who hates to want me. Who I can’t seem to hate enough to stop wanting.

He lifted his head. “Did it work? Am I out of your system?”

“Am I out of yours?” she countered.

Instead of responding, his hand left the table and skimmed over her hip, barely touching her. Long, strong fingers pressed against the strip of flesh bared between her pants and her bustier. Unable to stop herself, she gave one shimmy of her hips, gasping at the burst of pleasure that ran through her as his cock dragged over her clit.

You were going to stop, she thought, with no small amount of despair. Don’t do this to yourself. This isn’t healthy.

She took his lust because it was all she could have of him. She knew how this would end, and still, part of her brain wanted it.

“How is it still like this?” he muttered, incredulous. His index finger inched under her top, and she ground up against him again, their breaths coming faster. His head lowered, and she lifted hers, waiting for him to kiss her. Needing something to hold on to, she clasped his forearms, one bare, the other still covered by his shirt.

The second her skin touched his, he jerked like he’d been scalded. Nicholas straightened, separating their bodies so fast she had to grab the table for balance. “No. I can’t.”

What?

No.

“I can’t do this.” He took a giant step away. “We can’t do this.”

She was cold. Colder than she’d been in a while. “I’m not the one who sought you out.”

“I know.” He ran his hand through his ruthlessly clipped hair. She bet those thick brown strands never disobeyed him. Even in his agitation, they only appeared slightly mussed. “But this isn’t what I came here for.”

“Could have fooled me.” She lifted a shoulder, pretending a blasé attitude she didn’t feel. “You still clearly want me.” And as much as she knew she shouldn’t be happy about that, she couldn’t prevent a trickle of joy.

His head moved slowly from side to side. “I’m seeing someone.”

She stared at him, the words pushing through her brain one by one. They made no sense at first. Her body was still clamoring for attention and hungry for his touch.

Then, unfortunately, comprehension came. And with it, a new kind of pain. She opened her mouth, but no sound emerged.

She’d never assumed he was celibate when they were apart. She wasn’t.

She was commitment shy. She didn’t want to be tied down. A relationship would make her nomadic lifestyle difficult.

Those were the things she’d told herself for why she only sought out casual hookups with other men over the years, until even those lost interest.

The real, dysfunctional, fucked-up reason? It was hard to maintain a relationship when half your attention was on the few hours you might steal in another person’s arms.

When they were together, they’d both been single. That had been part of the agreement, set that first time. One night. No one will know.

Don’t bother coming if you’re with someone.

Nausea roiled through her stomach. She hadn’t contacted him because she’d decided she needed to move on with her life. Funny how she hadn’t really thought about how that meant he’d be moving on too.

She
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