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            THE MARK

          

        

      

    

    
      ISLA

      

      Lisbon, 1943

      There’s a difference between a signature and a lie. One flows from the wrist and the other from the soul. I’ve studied both. Practiced both. Perfected both.

      The forged wax seal of Lucien Duret glows blood-red in the candlelight, still soft on the paper’s edge as I press the crest into it. It’s a coiled dragon framed by olive branches. His mark. His name. His power, stolen, and sizzling under my thumb.

      My pulse races as sharp as a hammer in my throat.

      This seal could buy me a new name, a new passport, and a new country… one I don’t have to crawl through like a dog in a bombed-out street… one that doesn’t look at me and see what I’ve done… what I’ve had to do… one where I don’t have to keep dying inside for men who never deserve my grief.

      Sliding the letter into the cream-colored envelope, I press it closed and lean forward, blowing out the candle on the desk. The little corner fills with sudden darkness. The kind of dark that presses.

      In the hallway outside this rented room, what I’m certain are polished shoes click against tile. The steps are precise…not hurried… not curious… just confident.

      Too confident.

      I freeze in terror as a quiet knock sounds against the door. Two solid taps, like someone testing the inside of a coffin lid.

      Moving quickly, I tuck the sealed letter into the lining of my coat. The envelope vanishes like a blade into silk, like it never existed. Crossing to the desk, I brush ash from my sleeve and open the drawer to conceal the forgery kit I always carry, but the door opens before I can reach it.

      My brow rises as I turn to face my… guest.

      A man steps inside, already closing the door behind him. He’s not holding a key. He’s not making a sound.

      I recognize him instantly, my head whirling. Lucien Duret. Not from photos, of course. There are none. Not from introduction as no one meets with him without being invited. But I know it’s him the same way I know how and when to lie.

      Instinctively.

      He’s tall with broad-shoulders and fills out a charcoal suit so pristinely it looks like he was carved from stone. His hair is as black as obsidian and immaculately slicked back, and his eyes… the golden color is almost unnatural. Ethereal… when he’s anything but.

      I don’t look too long. I can’t. Because his eyes are fixed on me like I’m the only flame in Lisbon and he’s been cold for years.

      Lucien Duret is danger personified.

      “Miss Devereaux,” he says softly.

      I don’t respond.

      There’s no need to.

      He steps farther into the room and the light from the streetlamp, outside of my small window, slides across his cheekbone, like the whisper of a blade. There’s nothing hurried in his posture. There’s no anger. Just a calm, uncanny stillness. The kind of stillness that comes after a scream.

      “I’m impressed,” he continues, his voice velvet-dark, and tinged with elegance and precision. “You’re quite good at what you do. You nearly got it… right.”

      Shit. He knows.

      My heart threatens to stop, then restarts somewhere in my spine. I quickly mask my fear, schooling my face into something indifferent. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”

      He smiles. Just slightly and it causes my pulse to race for entirely different reasons. It doesn’t soften him, but the curve of his full, perfect lips is enough to add to the danger… and his appeal. “Let me remind you then.” His eyes lock on mine. “You’ve been forging my seal. My name. My clearance code. And… you attempted to transport a letter through my personal courier line. Is your memory being refreshed?” My eyes remain locked on his, though everything within me is screaming to run. He takes one slow step forward, and I’m proud of myself for remaining perfectly still. “Do you know what happens to people who do that, Miss Devereaux?” His voice is calm and level, but the steel undertone is not disguised.

      I keep my chin high. “They vanish.” My voice is also calm, almost bored sounding.

      “Not quite. Their fingers vanish. Then, their tongues. Then, the parts they beg you to leave whole over hours… and hours… and… days.”

      He’s threatening to torture me, and he says it like its dinner conversation, like it’s already decided.

      He’s a madman.

      You knew this was dangerous, Isla.

      I swallow the rush of panic rising up my throat, and lift my chin higher, angling my head while I stare, unblinking.

      His lips curve, just slightly, again. “But,” he murmurs, stepping closer, “I don’t believe that will be your fate.”

      Wha—what?

      My breath stops, catching in my chest.

      He’s only inches away now, and his voice is warm enough to pass for kindness… if I were stupid enough to believe in kindness.

      I’m not. Not anymore.

      Especially not from men like him.

      “Do you know why?” he asks, his voice as smooth as silk.

      I say nothing as he reaches up, his gloved hand brushing along the curve of my jaw. His thumb slips beneath my chin and lifts it, gently, arching my neck until it’s almost painful. I refuse to look away from his gaze. My brown eyes meet his gold ones, like imperfections in amber.

      “Because I watched you forge it,” he whispers, and I swallow. “And it was beautiful, like art.”

      I can’t breathe… not because I’m frightened.

      I am. I should be. I’ve been caught mid-betrayal. I should be begging, bargaining, and pleading with him.

      But my heart isn’t breaking in fear for myself.

      It’s beating faster.

      The way he’s looking at me, the way his fingers press lightly against my throat, it’s not punishment.

      It’s possession.

      Leaning down from his formidable height, his breath curls against my mouth. It’s warm, measured, and smells slightly of cloves and mint. “You’re going to come with me,” he murmurs.

      I—what?

      “And if I don’t?” I retort.

      He half-smiles, again and my stomach clenches with desire as his gloved fingers trace over my lips. “Then, I’ll take you anyway.”
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      Lisbon, at night, is quiet in the way expensive clocks are quiet. Ticking, always ticking… every second sharp, expensive, and counted.

      Lucien’s car is a black Bentley that smells like crushed clove tobacco, rich leather, and buried secrets. He says nothing the entire drive, as I sit in the passenger seat with my hands folded neatly in my lap, trying not to show the way they tremble, and watch the city pass by from the window.

      We pass through the Praça do Comércio, where Allied spies pretend not to watch each other from behind newspapers. We ascend winding roads, lined with lemon trees and whitewashed villas until we stop in front of a grand iron gate. The house beyond it is all pale stone and arched windows, its windows shuttered against the night like closed eyes.

      His home.

      Not a flat. Not a safehouse.

      A fortress.

      Lucien parks in the half-moon drive, directly in front of the luxurious estate. Opening his door, he gets out. Rounding the front, he stalks to my door and opens it, holding it open, like we’re going out to dinner. His gloved hand extends down to me and he waits.

      When I don’t take it, his smile gets wider and my thighs clench. “Pride is a lovely trait,” he says. “But disobedience won’t serve you here. Take my hand, Miss Devereaux.” His tone brooks no argument.

      Reaching up, I place mine in it. The moment our palms touch, something ignites.
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      The front door closes behind us, locking us inside the home, and the air shifts.

      He removes his gloves slowly and precisely, like he’s unwrapping something sacred. I don’t know where to look. I want to look everywhere and nowhere at the same time. Everything inside gleams. The floors are dark walnut. Frames with golden, gilded edges hold maps, older than this country, adorn the walls.

      “You knew exactly who I was the second I walked into your room tonight, didn’t you?” He asks, though he doesn’t really want an answer, as he strolls toward a crystal decanter of something amber on a marble-topped table. “You thought you could mimic my signature and buy your way out of Lisbon.” His eyes meet mine. “Perhaps trade a little flirtation, should we come in contact, in exchange for a blind eye.” He pours a drink into a crystal glass without looking at it and somehow spills not one drop. “What you didn’t know is that I saw you… two weeks ago, in the Plaza. You were wearing a blue dress, that hugged your every curve, like a lover, and stealing glances at the Swiss consulate.”

      Shit! I was there and I did not see him.

      But… he definitely saw me.

      I say nothing. I can’t. My throat has gone completely dry.

      Crossing the room, he offers me the glass. With hands that somehow aren’t shaking, I take it and tip it to my lips. It burns them and my tongue. It’s aged Scotch… probably older than I am, but I toss the entire thing back, needing the liquid courage.

      Lucien watches me drink it, watches my lips part, and watches my tongue catch the rim of the glass, licking at the last drop of the fiery liquid. I watch him watch me.

      Taking the glass from me, he sets it aside. Then, he steps closer into my personal space.

      “So,” he says, voice like velvet against the blade of my fear. “If I were a man inclined to cruelty⁠—”

      “You are,” I interrupt him, smiling saucily.

      His smile sharpens and he replies, “Yes… I am.”

      Is this the part where he hurts me?

      My breath leaves me as he leans in, his bare fingers tracing the base of my throat again. This time… he doesn’t stop. He presses in. His hand circles my throat, lightly squeezing it, causing me to gasp as moisture coats the inside of my thighs. He slides it around to the back of my neck and he settles it there, at the base of my skull. His other hand skims down my side before curling around my waist.

      I want to step back.

      Lies… I don’t.

      I stay in his arms. I’ve lived through bombings, starved in cellars, and watched men die from gruesome injuries. I’ve listened as they begged for someone, anyone, to listen to their last breaths. But nothing, nothing, has ever terrified me like the way Lucien is looking down at me right now… like I’m his.

      “Lucien—” I whisper, my voice breathless and staggered.

      He silences me with a kiss. It’s not soft. It’s not questioning. His full lips close over mine, like he’s sealing a document in blood, like he’s writing his name across my body with his mouth.

      My lips part at the first touch of his mouth, and he takes full advantage. His tongue slips past mine and circles it before he licks my teeth. His hands anchor me against him, one curved around the back of my neck and the other spreading over my ass. His coat is still on, but mine is already falling off my shoulders. His mouth is ruthless, dragging moans out of me like confessions, and I hate him.

      Lies. Absolute lies.

      I hate him for making me want this.

      For making me burn.

      He deepens the kiss, causing my head to fall back and a moan to catch in my throat. It’s precise, a command rather than a question.

      Lucien Duret kisses like a man who’s decided I belong to him, and now he’s simply making it so. Every press of his mouth, every flick of his tongue, every sweep of his hand down my spine says, “Mine.”

      God help me, I let him conquer.

      Shrugging out of it, my coat hits the floor, a soft rustle of silk and wool. His hands slide up my back, fisting my blouse and yanking it free from my pencil skirt before sliding beneath the silk. He’s unhurried but confident, as if he already knows how I’m made and how to unravel me. I try to stay still, try to control the tremble in my limbs, but it’s impossible under the touch of his bare hands on my skin.

      My own hands weave around his shoulders before fisting his hair. Angling my head and standing on my tip-toes to reach him better, I arch into him. He palms my waist, tracing over my ribs, until his thumbs find the edge of my brassiere.

      Writhing against him, I yank at his hair. He moans low in his throat, and then, he stops and just holds me there as I burn. His mouth brushes along my jaw, causing a shiver to race down my spine and my nipples to tightly bead against the lace of my brassiere. His lips move to the shell of my ear and he licks it. “You’re wearing silk,” he murmurs. “English, by the feel of it.” I freeze as he breathes in slowly, inhaling my scent like a predator sensing blood. “Jasmine soap. No perfume. Clever girl. Only traitors wear French rose in Lisbon now.”

      My fingers curl into his lapels, my nails digging into the expensive fabric. “You’re wasting time,” I snap, shivering in want and frustration. It’s supposed to sound cold. It sounds… breathless.

      He laughs once, low, amused, and dark. “I don’t waste anything, Isla.” He says my name, like a possession, like he’s tried it before and just now decided it fits.

      Then, he moves. One sharp tug and my blouse is undone, the silk falls open under the brutality of his hands. He ripped it! My eyes are wide and locked on his as I breathe rapidly and my chest heaves. He peels the ruined silk away, inch by inch, brushing his knuckles against the lace of my brassiere, like he’s unwrapping a relic with reverence and intent.

      His gaze drops to my breasts, spilling out of my brassiere, and he pauses, just for a beat.

      Reaching around my back, he finds the clasp and undoes it in one movement. “Remove it,” he commands.

      I do, lowering my shoulders and letting the delicate lace slide down my bare arms. As it reaches my wrists, I fling them down and it falls to the floor. The cool air rushes across my aching breasts as Lucien looks at them. His golden eyes darken. The color intensifying so they look like Baltic Amber.

      Lowering his head, his tongue darts out and he licks my nipple. It’s a long, slow pass of his warm tongue and I shiver before he seals his mouth around the beaded tip and sucks, hard and deep. My hands curve around his head as I arch against him with a strangled sound I can’t stop. “Lucien…” His teeth graze, his tongue circles, and my body starts to tremble from the inside out.

      “So sensitive,” he murmurs, his mouth still on my heated skin. I bite back another moan, intent not to feed into his ego. Noticing, he smiles against me before switching to the other breast, giving it equal attention. He’s slow and methodical, devouring me like a connoisseur and I’m helpless to do anything other than hold onto him for support and try not to moan.

      Without warning, he lifts me. It’s effortless, like I weigh nothing.

      Letting out a gasp, I grab his shoulders as he carries me across the sleek floors, past dark windows with long velvet drapes, up grand stairs, and into a bedroom. Laying me down on a bed that smells like cedar and clean linen, he stands looming above me. Watching me.

      His eyes remain locked on mine as he unbuttons his suit jacket and shrugs it off. He follows with the buttons on his waistcoat, still not looking at anything but me. He undoes one silver cufflink at a time, setting them on the nightstand, before letting loose one button after the other and discarding his shirt as well.

      His chest is lean with carved, defined muscle. I can’t look away as it’s revealed in the dim light. He has the body of a man who’s survived things he’s never looked away from.

      A long scar slices from beneath his right pectoral down, over his ribs. I don’t ask how he got it because I know men like Lucien don’t survive stories… they bury them.

      Still staring at me, he kneels on the bed. His eyes travel down my naked chest and settle on my hips, still hidden by my skirt. I part my knees instinctively, and he moves between them. My skirt has buttons down the side and it’s constricting, very form-fitting. Leaning over me, he undoes them slowly, brushing each one with his knuckles as they give way, exposing more of my body.

      Parting the fabric, he stares down at me. Silk stockings held up by garters cover my legs and circle my waist, but I’m not wearing knickers. I watch him as he focuses on my light curls. Moisture floods and I clench my thighs together.

      His breath hitches softly. I hear it. “I wondered if you’d wear them,” he murmurs.

      Knickers?

      I lift my chin and ask, “Did you want
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