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Knowing Adrian Knight was less than twenty-four
hours away from appearing in a Brazilian court made it impossible for me to
concentrate. Every piece of paperwork on my desk had the upper right hand
corner picked away, from me tearing off little bits while I brooded through
meetings. I compulsively bent every paperclip I touched out of shape. And I
accidentally shot a binder clip that I’d been fidgeting with across a
conference table and hit one of the other junior partners in the forehead. Not
like me at all, but I hadn’t been me for several weeks.


For all the pain I’d blamed on Adrian—on the man who
had fooled me, seduced me, wooed me, confided in me, dominated me, lied to me,
and broken my heart in the same instant he’d brought it back to life—the need
to defend and protect him consumed my dreams as much as my waking hours. Like
he needed me with three of the firm’s senior partners already heading his legal
defense. Like a billionaire didn’t
have more than enough resources at his command. Like our goodbye in his hotel
room yesterday morning hadn’t made it clear that our agreement making me his
sexual submissive had finally, utterly concluded. Back to real life, if there
was such a thing. Just now, nothing felt as real as those hours on the beach
and in Adrian’s villa on his island of Ilha de Flor.


“Buchanan?”


After fifteen minutes of almost mindlessly lobbing
out seemingly random details I had gathered about the recent activities and whereabouts
of my ex, Penn Ellison, something finally snagged the attention of his onetime
business partner and my former client, Karl Richter. I stopped pacing behind my
dark wood desk, the anxious clack of my high heels against the polished floor
falling silent, and I glanced at angelic blonde Nina Talbot where she perched
in the office chair opposite me before we both focused hard on the speaker
phone.


The businessman’s smooth, refined voice
disintegrated into a rumbling chuckle of sincere mirth. “Ah, Chloe, I would
hire you away from that law office if I could. You are good luck for me today.”


I shook my head of loose brown hair and winced at
the reference, the second time in recent days I’d been referred to as someone’s
good luck charm. Last month, when Penn had confronted me on the beach at Ilha
de Flor, destroying the tentative peace I had begun to build there with Adrian
Knight, the Ellison heir had said the same thing about me. Even then it had
rung hollow and dissonant, but it had also planted the suspicion in the back of
my head that there was something more to Penn’s presence on the island than his
desire to buy the resort out from under his lifelong rival.


Karl was still laughing, and I perked one dark brow
at the perfectly coiffed and expensively dressed Talbot heiress as she covered
her mouth with her fingers to keep from chuckling back at him. “I’m glad to be
of service, but are you going to share the joke with me?” I asked the man.


The developer cleared his throat and muttered a
brief apology. “Ellison and I are both vying for several contracts right now
through the United States Southern Command, mostly logistical and
infrastructure support services. Altogether, they add up to a pretty penny, and
the requests for bids are all going through an officer by the name of
Buchanan.”


Nina straightened in her chair and omitted a high,
soft gasp of realization. “Miami? Is Buchanan stationed in Miami by any
chance?”


“Is that your researcher, Chloe?” Karl asked at
hearing a higher and more cultured voice than my own. Knowing Nina was helping
me—and Adrian—at great risk to herself and her position with her family, I had
concealed her true identity when I introduced her to the businessman at the
beginning of the conversation.


Now I carried on the pretense. “Yes, and she’s very
good, I assure you.” And that was true. Despite being a darling of socialite
gossip columns, Nina had managed to conceal more than four years of her
on-again off-again affair with black sheep billionaire Adrian Knight. I still
fought down resentment at the idea that she was his submissive before I was. It
was a smoldering envy complicated by the fact that I was genuinely beginning to
like her.


“Indeed,” Karl confirmed. “Miami is the headquarters
for Southern Command.”


Under her breath and almost to herself, Nina
murmured, “Whitney said she had just gotten back from Miami with Penn when I
spoke to her last night.”


Karl’s voice rose over the speaker. “No whispering,
ladies. Let’s not keep secrets.”


“My researcher is acquainted with Penn’s
new...assistant,” I rushed to explain, carefully.
“She got Ms. Yarborough talking last night over drinks.” And about more than
Miami, including Whitney’s mounting jealousy of me over Penn’s reluctance to
let go of our relationship and begin one with her. If only she’d known I’d have
gladly made her a gift of him, decked in bows and strung up with ribbon—by a
certain organ, if I’d had my way.


Richter’s tone fell and grew more serious as he
responded, “It sounds as though Penn is hedging his bets these contracts. After
coming out the worse for wear last time we tangled, I would dearly like to
catch Penn with his pants down and his checkbook out for the wrong people. But
I doubt he’s dumb enough to deal with Buchanan directly. There’s probably a
go-between, someone he thinks he can pay to take the fall if they get caught
fixing the bids.”


“Bribes,” I sighed as a drop down weary and heavy in
my over-padded leather office chair. “This is all about bribes.”


“What are you thinking, Chloe?” Karl pressed.


“Penn’s been trying to force a commercial developer
by the name of Adrian Knight to sell him an island off the coast of northern
Brazil. Something about its proximity to Venezuela.”


“Well well well,” Karl breathed, “that makes perfect sense. Southern
Command coordinates all South American operations for the United States
military, and the southern arena includes Venezuela and their problem child of
the president.”


Thinking out loud, I mulled, “So Penn is sweetening
the pot on his bids by… What? Offering the island as some kind of base of
operations?”


“Most likely a listening post,” Karl explained. “It
would look like a completely unrelated deal, probably with Buchanan taking
credit for securing the landowner’s cooperation. I’d bet my bank account Penn
will register ownership of the island to a shell company far enough removed
from any Ellison holdings that no one will connect the dots.”


“Filho da puta.”
Penn was using all his influence with the Brazilian government to have Adrian indicted
and to pry ownership of the island out of his rival’s grasp while he himself
was guilty of all the same crimes and more. The urge to confront Penn, to rush
to Adrian’s side, welled up so strong in my chest that I could have screamed.
Swallowing down another flood of curses, I bit the inside of my cheek.


Karl was chuckling again. “I don’t speak Portuguese,
but I think I get the gist of that.” He paused. When he spoke again, it was
more tentatively. “Chloe, do you think there’s any way you can get me the name
of that go-between Penn is using? I… I have to admit to a somewhat petty desire
to take Penn down at his own game after he screwed my company over on that
infrastructure deal.” The case I’d had to recuse myself from, because I was
dating Penn and the firm was representing his father. Even then, I’d never
believed the Ellison accusations against Richter’s company.


Nina sat up a little
straighter and shook her head of short blond curls, only accentuating the halo
effect. “That’s going to be a problem. Whitney said that Penn left for Brazil
yesterday.” As an aside to me, she added under her breath, “And she was none
too happy to be left behind.”


I frowned so hard I felt it in my cheeks and my
forehead. “I’m sure Penn had them fueling his private jet as soon as he heard
Adrian had been indicted. He’ll want to see the proceedings first hand.”


“Sounds like the gentlemen have some history,” Karl
interjected. And they did, from competing for every award and position of
leadership from prep school through college to Penn seducing the girl Adrian
had planned to marry. Only fair, I supposed, that Adrian had taken the first
opportunity to move in on me when I’d left Penn over his public infidelities.
Fair to everyone but me, that was.


Christ, it seemed like I still wasn’t sure if I
hated or loved Adrian Knight. Probably both.


Karl’s voice drew me back from my momentary retreat
into private thoughts. “If you can pull this Knight out of the mess Ellison put
him in, maybe we can do business. The enemy of my enemy and
all that.”


“Oh, I’ll get Adrian out of this all right,” I vowed
before I realized my intention. But even as I promised to call Karl back when I
had more information, as I began stuffing files into my leather briefcase while
Nina watched me with a curious tilt to her head, my better judgment was ringing
bells and blowing whistles in my head.


If I acted on this impulse, if I walked away from
all the cases piled on my desk and out that office door, I was risking my
position as the junior partner of
note at Ferris & Hale and probable censure for unethical behavior…and maybe
more. This wasn’t my case, never was, and Adrian wasn’t my client, just my former lover. Governments were involved,
both the American and Brazilian. More money than I could imagine was on the
line, I was sure. And I was only one woman, a grubby little girl from the poor
side of town who happened to clean up well enough to pass among the moneyed
elite without offending their sensibilities. That wouldn’t last if I acted on
the urge gripping me from the base of my spine to the ache in my chest.


“What am I doing?” I asked myself aloud as I fell
back down into my chair. My face felt suddenly feverish, like the warning flush
of impending flu or exhaustion. “Adrian isn’t even…” My
client. My problem. My lover,
anymore. I absently asked myself where I’d put my passport when I’d
stumbled forlorn back to my apartment in the middle of the night last month,
freshly fled from Adrian’s bed after learning he had known all along I was
Penn’s ex-girlfriend, after seeing the subpoenas that seemed to prove him every
bit the underhanded white collar criminal his father was. My fingers wandered
toward my laptop keyboard as I wondered about flight departures and travel
times from JFK to Natal, Brazil. I snatched my hand back. “What am I doing?” I
gasped again.


“What are
you doing?” Nina asked, regarding me with an uncharacteristically steady,
focused gaze that I’d seen a time or two over the last twenty-four hours. The
whimsical heiress with nothing more important on her mind than shopping and
where to have dinner was just a persona she wore to keep people from watching
her too closely, I was certain now.


“Brazil,” I whispered breathlessly. The word, the
thought, hurt my throat as it forced its way past the knot of emotion lodged
there. “If Penn is in Brazil, that’s where I have to go. He’s not going to tell
me anything over the phone, but if he thinks… If he thinks I still have
feelings for him…”


Nina’s eyes narrowed. “Would he believe that you’re
still pining for him? After you ran all the way to Brazil to get away from him?
That you’d go all the way back to find him again?”


“No,” I said, agreeing with her doubt and chewing my
lip. “But he would believe I was hurt and angry.” And what did that say about
me? That it was completely believable that I wouldn’t walk two feet for love
but would fly thousands of miles to have it out with a man who had betrayed me.
I’d spent my life like that, a little bundle of suspicions just awaiting
confirmation, never considering myself an angry person when that was the very
core of who I was. Awash in embarrassment, I admitted, “He’d believe I was
there to confront him about something he’d done.”


“You have something in mind? Something…” Nina
hesitated.


“Yes, something besides that mess in the gossip
blogs.”


Jessica.


After ushering Nina out a rear exit used by clients
who didn’t want to be seen walking back through the waiting room, I powered
down everything in my office and paused in the doorway to gaze aimlessly at my
imposing desk, the book-lined shelves, those coveted corner windows. My stomach
bobbed inside me just a little at the thought that this might not be my office
a few days from now. At the thought that I was my mother’s daughter, throwing
out logic and prudence and maybe my whole future for the love of a man I
couldn’t even really call mine.


Damn it all if I couldn’t almost hear her voice in
my throbbing head. “Never worry about how things should work. Go with your heart. It’s a force of nature, too.”


I marched back cross the room to pull my framed law
degree down from the wall, to stuff it into my briefcase between the client
files on Adrian, just in case.


At Linda’s desk, the razor-thin, razor-sharp matron
wasn’t having any of my weak excuses that I was taking a few days away from the
office, nor my half-mumbled assertion that the seniors needed me in Brazil. The dark-haired admin secretary, surprisingly fast in stilettos and
a close-fitting pencil skirt, followed at my heels as I hurried toward the
elevator before I lost my nerve.


“You stop right now, Chloe,” she begged, “whatever
you’re doing.” She wedged her narrow body between the elevator doors and held
them back with remarkably strong arms. “I don’t know what’s been going on with
you since you and Penn broke up, but you can’t keep disappearing from the
office like this. You were gone for a
month, and you still don’t have your mind back on your work. Chloe…” Linda
wouldn’t relent, even as I frantically punched at the lobby button. “Chloe,
look at me. You’re going to get yourself fired—or worse.”


I knew she saw the tears in my eyes, her own
softening with concern, as I gasped, “I know, Linda, I do. I just…have to.”
Adrian needed me. Or maybe I needed him, needed to know he and Manuela and Luiz
and Gabriel were going to be okay. Then, then I’d pay for the choices I was
making, once everyone on Ilha de Flor and the island itself were safe. Why
their welfare meant so much to me, I couldn’t have said. It was just…just a
need so deep and so painfully sharp that I’d have done anything to satisfy it.


The hours until my midnight flight out of the city
could have weighed on me and ground down my resolve, so I filled them by
packing too much too early and psyching myself up with too much caffeine. With
one layover, I travelled nineteen hours. In business class, in the layover
terminal, even in the standard white Brazilian taxi as it sped through Natal
toward my hotel, I studied the case files and everything I could find on
Brazilian law.


The legal system in Brazil was notoriously slow, with
many cases taking decades to wind their way through the labyrinthine
combination of federal, state, and special courts. The fact that Adrian had
been indicted in only a month spoke of the weight of political power being
brought to bear behind the scenes, no doubt thanks to both the Ellison family
and Daniel Vaz at IBAMA, the Brazilian environmental police.


Foolish of me, I saw now, to think I could have
cowed the corrupt investigator after he had tried to solicit a bribe from
Adrian and force himself on me. While the revelation that I was an attorney
from an influential firm on the East Coast had prevented Vaz from openly
seeking charges against Adrian for attacking him in my defense, it had
obviously only driven the man underground in his mission to punish Knight for
refusing to pay and play.


I fought down the rising bile of guilt by reminding
myself I was probably sacrificing the career I’d worked toward most of my life
in my bid to aid Adrian. That should have made up for the trouble I’d caused by
failing to heed his warning to stay away from Vaz. But it didn’t, not really.
Nothing made it better, the horror of watching the
haven Adrian had built on Ilha de Flor being assailed now from all sides.


At my hotel, I found a mint, a Brazilian orchid, and
a complimentary copy of The Wall Street Journal on the pillow. Adrian
Knight—aka Adrian Alexander, of the London Alexanders—was
front page news. The indictments were nothing if not thorough, covering fraud
and bribery in everything from his immigration status to the purchase of Ilha
de Flor to the development of the resort and the demonstration projects that
were part of Adrian’s dream for an eco park project
on the bulk of the island’s twenty thousand acres. At least, I thought, the
story was under the fold. I’d take my
encouragement where I could.


I slapped the newspaper down on the glossy side
table and couldn’t help wondering where Adrian was just then. Seven at night. Was he back on the island or staying in
Natal for convenience? I imagined him wandering the villa, maybe sitting at his
piano playing the heartrending adagio he had the night Penn had shown up on
Ilha de Flor and I’d lied about working for Adrian because I didn’t want my ex
to know I was…with Knight. That I was Adrian’s submissive. That I was doing all those
things that, with Penn, had made me feel uncertain and scared and dirty.
Denying Adrian felt worse.


The thought of Adrian all by himself at the villa,
or worse yet, at a hotel without Manuela there to make sure he was eating…led
to the question of where Penn could be staying. At the front desk, I asked the
clerk bluntly which of the hotels in Natal was the most overpriced, overhyped,
ostentatious statement destination she could think of. I knew I’d find Penn
there.


The clerk’s advice didn’t disappoint, as twenty
minutes later I walked into a lobby so thick with the cloyingly sweet scent of
orchids that I would have bet money it was a fake fragrance being pumped
through the vents. “Ilha de Flor doesn’t smell like this,” I grumbled to myself
as I crossed the expansive pink sink-down rugs, past the pale gold leather
lounge furniture, to the imposing check-in desk accented with polished brass
plates along the front.


The desk clerk wouldn’t tell me what suite Penn was
in, of course, or even confirm he was a guest. Standard
operating procedure. “I’m going to your restaurant bar for a glass of
wine,” I told the thin, sour-faced man in his plain black suit. “Please let Mr.
Ellison know Chloe Bloom is here to see him—and he will want to know. If I don’t hear from
you in the next half hour, I’ll be out of your hair. That should be simple
enough.”


I hadn’t finished even half the glass when Mr. Plain
Black Suit came to collect me from the bar and escorted me to an elevator
tucked around a corner from the main set of lifts. He leaned into the car and
ran the small white card hanging from his neck through a reader at the bottom
of the brass plate over the floor buttons. Then he pressed the backlit button
for the penthouse and sent me on my way with, “Have a good evening, miss.”


Unlikely, I thought.


As the penthouse by its very nature took up the
whole of the top floor, I was unsurprised when the elevator opened into a small
foyer with anachronistic eighteenth century French furniture and a gilt door
standing slightly ajar. Smoothing down wrinkles in the burgundy red skirt and
white cashmere sweater I was wearing, I approached the entryway with caution
and a distant realization that I was dressed far too warmly for this season in
Brazil. It hadn’t even occurred to me to change in my hotel room.


Liquid splashing lightly along the inside of a glass
warned me that someone—Penn—was just inside, but I pushed the door open without
allowing myself a moment to gather a breath or entertain doubts. I was really
doing this, walking into Penn Ellison’s suite to spy on him. It seemed like a
surreal dream, the only kind I had lately.


So casually, the golden boy of the Ellison family
cast me a sidelong glance and an impish grin from his position behind the small
bar in the over-the-top black and gold baroque living room. Penn held out a
glass of dark wine. “Shut the door, sweetheart. I’m sure you’re going to want
privacy for this.”


I did—slammed it with a flick from the toe of my
shoe. My steps pounded dull and quick as I crossed the room to collect the
proffered glass and emptied a third of it in one swallow. Penn’s luminous,
always mischievous blue eyes never lost their focus on mine.


“And what do you think this is?” I asked in a guarded voice, moderating the bitterness I
allowed to seep into my tone.


Unruffled by my manner, Penn sipped from his own
wineglass and came around the bar to stand in front of me. His tailored white
dress shirt and black slacks had that subtle sheen to them that suggested they
were from some ultra-exclusive shop tucked away on a side lane in Paris or
Milan that had no sign over the door and required an appointment even of
royalty. He stood too close and was being far too patient with me to suspect my
true motivation for coming to see him. Bless that Ellison arrogance, this once.


“This is
you having a go at me, getting it all out, before we settle down and really
talk the way we should have weeks ago.”


Patronizing, Mr. Ellison,
predictably patronizing. Let Chloe get emotional and throw
her little fit. Then Penn would pat her on the head and kiss her on the cheek
and pull her into his arms, and she’d forgive him anything and everything. He
didn’t know me half as well as he thought he did. Hell, I didn’t know me
anymore.


And my favorite wine was Barbera,
not Cabernet Sauvignon. But I still finished the glass before putting it back
down on the granite-topped bar with explicit care.


“Adrian’s girlfriend,” I began, “the one you went
after in college…”


Penn actually looked away and sighed and bowed his
head a bit at this. Then he turned those blue eyes back up at me from under his
thick black lashes. The ever-present suggestion of an amused smirk and those
trademark dimples faded. “I know, Chloe. Infidelity is a sore point with you,
and I understand why, but I already owned up to that. And I already explained
numerous times that what happened with those girls in February at that party
didn’t mean to me what it did to you. Are we even going to try to understand
each other? Because that means you trying to see things from
my point of view, as well.”


He put his wineglass down and stepped closer, and I
focused on the strong line of his throat where the warm, smooth skin
disappeared beneath the crisp white material of his shirt. I didn’t think I
could stand this close and look him in the eye without revealing my true
motives for being here. He’d see it in my face, in a tremble of my lips, the
erratic play of my pulse at my throat. When one of his hands came up to sweep
my hair back over my shoulder and his fingertips grazed my neck, I shivered
with both nausea and a flicker of involuntary desire—at the sensory memory of
Adrian’s hand doing the same—before I shirked off his touch and jerked away.


“You forgot to mention you were almost a father.”


For a moment, Penn didn’t move at all, his hand
still suspended in midair, in media
caress. “What?” he mumbled, his voice slow and
thick like I’d landed a stunning blow. It sounded less like a question than the
rush of breath from an impact, and I tried not to jump too quickly. This had to
play out just right.


“You got her pregnant—Jessica—and then paid for her abortion.”


“Who told you that?” Penn asked. I wasn’t expecting
him to grab my arm, hard enough to bruise, and drag me back toward him.


“I spoke to Adrian Knight two days ago.” I neglected
to mention I’d been in his bed at the time, wrapped in his arms.


“Adrian Alexander,”
Penn corrected me with exaggerated enunciation.


“That’s what you want to argue about? Which last
name he uses? You’re not going to deny getting her pregnant? Was it even an
accident, or did you want Adrian to know about the abortion, too?”


“Of course it was an accident. You think I’d just
get some—?” Penn stopped himself and breathed out hard through his nose. My arm
was throbbing now with dull pain from the force of his grip.


“Just get some middle class little nobody pregnant
with an Ellison grandchild?” I finished for him and watched the realization
color his cheeks. It was flawless. Let him think it was my sensitivity over the
difference in our backgrounds fueling my emotional display. It wasn’t a
complete ruse. There was a distance there in experience and values that I’d
never been able to bridge with Penn, one that I’d specifically tried to avoid
addressing with Adrian.


“There it is, isn’t it, Chloe?” Penn’s free hand
shot up to tangle in my hair, his thumb roughly stroking my cheek as I wriggled
weakly in protest. “You always believed I thought you weren’t really good
enough, and nothing I said could convince you.” Especially when everything he
did with other women kept slapping me in the face. “But I was going to propose,
Chloe. We had that getaway planned for Paris in May, and it was going to be the
perfect setting.”


And the gleam in his eyes, the damp sheen of emotion
far beyond the usual comfort zone of the charming playboy, took my breath away.
I actually stopped struggling against his hold, as I realized by slow degrees
that…that Penn Ellison really thought he loved me. Maybe he did, as far as love
went with Penn. The possibility that the puppy dog eyes and the confusion over
why I was so upset when that last round of damning photos hit the gossip
circuit… The suggestion that Penn’s reaction had been sincere rather than more
of his standard tactical charm… I could have wept again, but this time for him
rather than over him. Because no matter how much I meant to him, he couldn’t
love me enough not to cheat on me, not to use me as an inside source to throw
his business partner to the sharks, not to sacrifice my happiness on Ilha de
Flor if it meant taking another jab at Adrian.


Which brought me back to the matter
at hand and braced me for what I knew I had to do.  I let myself cry, and it was harder than it
might have sounded. Vulnerability in front of Penn had always ended in shame
for me, as he made me feel small and used, childish and inconsequential. His
treasured object but an object, nonetheless. That wasn’t the fuel for my little
emotional display, though. No, that was exhaustion and missing Adrian so badly
it was making me sick.


“Don’t,” Penn muttered as his hold on me shifted to
enclose me in his arms and hug me close. “Don’t, Chloe. We don’t have to do
this. We don’t have to argue about this and agonize over this and go into it
over and over again. Put it behind us. A fresh start… Paris
in May. We can still go, Chloe.” And his satiny lips brushed one temple
before trailing down the curve of my tear-streaked cheek toward my mouth.


It was all so clear then how big a failure it was,
my effort to separate lust from love, my heart from my sex and my mind
from…from everything. As Penn Ellison held me and I clung to those sculpted
shoulders and smelled the deep spice of his expensive oriental cologne… As I
felt the pronounced contours of his warm body fitted against mine and the ridge
of his stiffening cock laid hard against my stomach… As I
gazed up at his full lips and model-perfect cheekbones and too blue eyes…
I didn’t desire him at all. Everything in me longed for silvery brown eyes and
stubble-roughened cheeks and that faint British accent that turned so formal an
address as Miss Bloom into the most
intimate of private endearments. Everything inside me demanded Adrian Knight.


Before Penn could kiss me, I wrenched myself away
from him and made a show of smearing the makeup-darkened tears from my cheeks.
“I can’t, Penn. Wait. Please just give me a minute to collect myself.” And I
hurried as best I could in high heels out of the room, through the bedroom door
to the master suite bathroom.


I spent less than a minute washing the streaked
mascara from my face and left my shoes on the tile in front of the sink to pad
quietly back into the bedroom to the small writing desk where Penn’s laptop sat
open and unguarded. He trusted me. That was the weird, nagging, guilty thought
whirling around in the back of my head as I sat down at the desk and used the
laptop touchpad to open Penn’s email. I had thought I’d feel less conflicted
about spying on him, justified by all of my suspicions that he’d done as much
to me, that he had compromised the trust of our relationship just to screw over
Karl Richter, that he was driving the effort to
utterly ruin Adrian. But I still felt dirty.


Until I found the email from Daniel Vaz, that was. I
scanned it haltingly, disbelieving, then read it again and finally a third
time. The movement against Adrian and his plans for Ilha de Flor was not just a
coincidental convergence of disparate opposing forces. It wasn’t karma catching
up to a ruthless billionaire for so many years of unscrupulous business deals
as much as it was a goddamn high school rivalry taken to ridiculous extremes.
As much as it was business as usual for Penn Ellison, a man I had misjudged
beyond my worst suspicions. From what I could tell from the Vaz email and the
others I skimmed as quickly as possible, Penn had been setting up the owner of
the island for bribery charges even before he’d discovered he was dealing with
Adrian. Was it a safeguard in case the owner hadn’t wanted to sell? Leverage
for blackmail? Or had he always intended to ruin his opponent and pick the
island up for a song after it had been confiscated by the Brazilian government?


A moment of anger swept my cheeks like a flash
fire...but only a moment. I had used up nearly all of the emotion I had for
Penn, even the outrage. It was sputtering out now, embers with nothing to
catch. What little energy I had left after walking out on my career and rushing
across continents…that was all for Adrian and Ilha de Flor. God willing, there
was enough of it left to see me through the next few days.


I had to remind myself I was there looking for very
specific information. The name Buchanan never came up. That would’ve been too
easy, of course. But I did find three vaguely worded messages from an Army
Corps of Engineers officer by the name of Greeley. It would have to do.


After I’d closed down the email and retrieved my
shoes from the bathroom, I emerged from the master suite to find Penn leaning
against the back of the long black sofa with his arms folded and a disturbingly
pensive look to his face. Introspection wasn’t his forte, so the thoughtful
gaze that followed me back into the room also stirred my apprehension that he
knew what I’d been doing.


He held one hand out to me. “Come here.”


God, he really didn’t know—no one knew—how much I
was in love with Adrian. I didn’t want to take Penn’s hand. I didn’t want his
comfort. I didn’t want to feel sorry for falling out of love with him…but I
did. That was all I felt anymore: bad about Penn, bad about my parents, bad
about Adrian, bad about my career. I hadn’t felt good since that night on the
resort balcony with my fingers interlaced with Adrian’s and my every sense
awash in the terrifying and invigorating realization that I was falling in love
with the British expat billionaire.


Oddly, it made me feel a little bit better about
throwing my future away to come here, for Adrian’s sake and for mine. I
couldn’t have gone on like this much longer anyway.


Maintaining a safe distance from Penn, I blew out a
hard breath that stirred loose strands of my wavy hair, and I regarded him
somberly. It was hard to look him square in the face. I couldn’t quite manage.


“I know you love me, despite everything that
happened,” I told him. The declaration was a surprise even to me, and the
subtle relief that softened the lines of Penn’s face churned up fresh guilt in
the pit of my stomach. Sometimes it was like he was two people. One couldn’t
help being a self-absorbed playboy, and the other couldn’t get enough of it. I
couldn’t be with either of them.


“So?” he coaxed. “Paris in May?
Or at least Natal tonight?” He wielded that soft, low
voice that used to vibrate along every nerve of my body.


Shaking my head, I sniffled and swallowed hard.
“I’ve learned a lot about us both in the last couple of months, and I don’t
think I know either of us well enough to make any promises right now.”


Ellison came up from his leaning pose, closed the distance
between us, took a firm hold of my arm again. “Stop
overthinking this, Chloe.” His lips were at my cheek. “We’re good together.” Then at the crook of my neck. “I could remind you just how
good.” His hands on my hips gathering my skirt upward.
“My dirty girl.”


“No, Penn.” I heard a thread snap as he grew more
insistent, starting to jerk my panties down the curve of my ass. “I said no,” I
repeated louder, with enough force to finally get his attention.


Those blue eyes… So confused… In all his life, there
was nothing Penn Ellison couldn’t have. I knew this made no sense to him, and
again I felt a twinge of pity. This Penn, the one who imagined us walking arm
in arm along the Seine, could still play on my compassion even as the one who
was trying to destroy Adrian had nothing but my disdain. I was almost sorry I
couldn’t stop one without hurting the other.


Still taken aback, unused to me barking the orders,
Penn didn’t force the issue as I withdrew from him and tugged my clothing back
into place. “Chloe, what…?”


“I had a long trip getting to Natal, and…I’ve been
so angry with you. It was foolish to come here tonight, when I’m this tired.
Right now I just need some sleep.” And food. Christ,
I’d missed so many meals since meeting Adrian Knight, and all while surrounded
by some of the most delicious food in the world. “I’ll try to call you in the
morning, first thing.”


Which was a lie, because my first call in the
morning was to Karl Richter to pass on what I knew about Vaz and Greeley,
whispering to the businessman on my cell phone as I strode up the courthouse
steps and wove my way cautiously around the massive white columns of the
building façade to avoid the crowd of media. The reporters snapped photos,
shoved microphones forward, and barked questions to two of the Ferris &
Hale seniors as the attorneys addressed the charges against Adrian at the start
of the second day of discussions with federal prosecutors.


Behind the partners, in the shade,
stood my mentor at the firm, Frank Ullman. Despite being
in his late fifties, Frank was still built like a football player, thick in the
waist but broad in the shoulders, and his black hair hadn’t grayed so much as
hardened to a steely shade to match his eyes. I caught him about to turn his
head just in time to duck out of his line of sight. The whole complex was a
minefield of people I needed to avoid for as long as possible, and in the midst
of it somewhere was the one person I had to find. Adrian Knight.


***


I knew they were really gunning for me when they
brought in attorneys from the Ministerio Publico. Big political corruption cases, the ones where
they wanted to make examples of everyone involved—that was their specialty. Which explained why my court of first instance was federal.
Everything hinged on the bribery charges. I’d have felt better if I hadn’t
known the ministry had been behind a recent ten-year prison sentence for a
former presidential aide. Gone, apparently, were the days when only the
destitute and the dark-skinned went to prison in Brazil. Poor little
billionaire, I chided myself. Poor little Adrian. I
was getting morose lately, but not without reason.


The conference room was long and narrow and stark,
and it was already stuffy despite the early hour. What the hell, what did I
have to lose? I stripped off my tan suit jacket, loosened my silk tie, folded
back the light blue sleeves of my shirt, and popped open the first button on my
vest. Business in Brazil could be quite formal, but this wasn’t really business
so much as a witch hunt, and I could see no reason why
I shouldn’t be comfortable while they dickered over my demise. The prosecutors,
buttoned up and glaring quietly, huddled over coffee at one end of the room
while my lead counsel and the boys from Ferris & Hale clustered around me
at the opposite end. The more relaxed I looked, the deeper the glower from
Holanda, the senior prosecutor. That alone justified my effort.


“We are ready to begin, gentlemen?” Holanda asked as
he approached the table. “We hadn’t quite finished going over the charges
against Mr. Knight when we concluded yesterday.” If his black hair had been
clipped any shorter, he’d have been shaved bald, and if his tie had been any
tighter, he’d have been less tan than blue. The fact that I had at least five
years on him told me he was the office hotshot and he was counting on me to
make his name. That was a lot of pressure, and I was going to make the most of
it, make him earn his fame.


With a chorus of clicks from briefcase latches and
the rustle of copious amounts of paperwork, the room full of attorneys settled
around the table like birds of prey sizing up my carcass. Bribery, fraud,
residency violations, falsifying environmental documents… The charges spanned
more than three years and ten times as many pages. Despite hours of discussion
the day before, it was midmorning before counsel had finished bickering over
the precise wording of the indictments, let alone the proposed penalties and
deals.


Now the prosecutor finally sat back in his hard
wooden chair, same as the ones the rest of us suffered, and let a
self-satisfied grin break over his boyish face. He reined it in slowly, after
he’d been sure to let me see it. “As I’m certain you can see, gentlemen, the charges
against Mr. Knight are substantial, as are the penalties for his crimes. This
office is not particularly inclined to entertain petitions for leniency in this
case, but it would expedite the matter if your client admitted to these charges
and revealed the full extent of the involvement of any other of the principals.
We would take his cooperation into consideration during sentencing.”


The Ferris & Hale seniors kept their game faces
on, but Obray, my lead, snickered openly. That was what I liked about the man.
Even-tempered to the point of seeming bland most of the time, Obray still loved
the fight. Put him in a corner, and out came the teeth.


Shaking his head of salt-and-pepper hair, Obray used
a red pen to slash through long paragraphs in the indictment while the
prosecutors watched with sour frowns. “These…you have no hope in hell of
proving.” Three or four more paragraphs, over several pages, got red circles
around them. “These you might get lucky with, on the right day and with the
right judge, so let’s take a break and then we can discuss.” From the pinched
looks on the faces of the ministry men, I suspected his bemused tone had them
seeing more red than the ink.


The attorneys all around the table rose amid the low
din of dissatisfied mutters and chair legs grating along the floor. While
others stretched and grabbed coffee cups and filtered out of the room, I
remained seated, gazing out the windows beyond the table at the Brazilian blue
sky.


“Not coming, Adrian?” Obray asked,
his hand on my shoulder. He knew we were both playing roles, that he wasn’t
that amused and I wasn’t this calm. I had a lot to lose, and it weighed
heaviest on me in the quiet moments.


“No, some time to myself
would be good,” I assured him. “And we both know you don’t want me talking to
those reporters out there.”


He inclined his head. “True. I’ll be back in a few
minutes.”


The negotiations only really began when I sat alone in the room—considering the deals I
would have to make with myself. The prosecutors wanted fifteen years of my
life, a nine-figure fine, and Ilha de Flor. What was my counteroffer? I rubbed
my hand against my rough chin and asked myself what I was willing to lose to
keep the island safe. To provide for Manuela and Luiz, the closest thing I had
to relations these days, even if the boy did consider me the devil incarnate.
Gabriel, my project manager… He’d be fine without me, but a phone call or two
might have helped him find a new job. I tried not to ponder what it said about
me that I had to count staff as family. But, really, who wouldn’t have wanted a
sharp-witted, strong-tongued beauty like Manuela as their grandmother? Surely,
no one could blame me for thinking of the woman as my avό…or
even a mother.


There had to be a way to make sure Manuela stayed on
at the resort. Were I to sell the development, I
could’ve included a clause in the contract requiring the new owner to keep her
on staff. Yes, the prosecutors might have let me do that in lieu of taking the
value of the resort into consideration when they confiscated the island. Either
way, I was sure, I was losing my tropical haven.


Suddenly so weary that I hardly felt myself move, I
rose from my chair and wandered over to the broad bank of windows. The district
buildings blocked my view, but I knew I was facing the ocean. Past the office
buildings and the resort hotels and the beach, out there in the water, she
waited for me, the island. My ilha
and memories of Chloe.


I came up short of breath as the first throb of a
headache pounded against my temples. There’d been times over the last couple of
days when I had completely blocked dear Miss Bloom out of my thoughts, but
there was a price to pay. When she did come to mind, it was always in an
overwhelming surge of smells and sensations…and regrets.


Funny, it was easier—it ached less—to face the
humiliation of losing my resort, my island, even my freedom than to relive
those sixteen days in March when Chloe Bloom had been my submissive and my
biggest problem was getting her to open up to me and swear she was mine. I pressed
the heels of my palms against my eyes, wondering if I still had a packet of
aspirin in my jacket pocket and where I could get a stiff drink to wash it down
if I did.


“Headache?”


My hands came away from my face, and my eyes flew
open. I had imagined that voice, willed it into being. She couldn’t actually
have been…


I twisted my head to look over my shoulder, then turned to face her. Chloe. In
a white blouse and conservative black skirt suit, but with all that wild brown
hair loose about her shoulders and her movements as fluid as though she’d just
come from the balcony dance floor after a samba lesson with Tia, she was a
vision of two worlds overlapping. The serious East Coast
environmental lawyer and the sensuous submissive who always melted against me
when I pulled her hair and ground against her while calling her Miss Bloom.


“Chloe, what in God’s name are you doing here? Did…
Did the seniors bring you in on this? You agreed to that? I didn’t ask them to,
really.” I’d never have forced her to be a part of this.


She wouldn’t answer me until she stood no more than
a breath away, and I caught myself swaying so slightly toward her. Chloe gave
me a nervous, even guilty little smile then. “No, they don’t know I’m here.”


“Then why…?”


She reached up with those pale, delicate fingers and
began to rub little circles along my aching temples. The questions that were
backed up in my throat dissipated, until all that was left was a groan under my
breath.


“That depends” she said, “on how you answer my questions.”


The involuntary crook of my brow sent a flare of
pain through my head. “And those are?” I grumbled.


“Which of the allegations are true, Adrian? I need
to know.”


My eyes sank closed, unable to resist the warm
languor spreading out from her fingertips and through the muscles in my face. I
knew she shouldn’t have been here, but she was, and she felt so damn good just
touching me, just standing near.


“I did bribe a public official in Natal, over the
demonstration project permits, and I did file false environmental documents for
the eco
park.”


“But why?
You could’ve gotten those permits without resorting to bribery or falsifying
the environmental studies.”


Finally opening my
eyes, I trailed my fingertips along the back of her smooth hands and gave her a
small, chagrined smile. “Because with twenty thousand acres involved, that
could easily have taken five years, even ten. So we only did the studies for
the areas immediately surrounding the project sites, and I paid people to
overlook the discrepancies. I was… I was just too bloody impatient to take the
long road.” Too eager to prove I wasn’t my father’s son. And now it was going
to cost me everything. “This is my fault, Chloe, completely.” Not Penn’s or
Daniel Vaz’s. They might have been holding the gun to
my head now, but I had loaded it for them.


Only when Chloe stepped
up flush with me and looked into my face did I realize I had bowed my head and
begun to recoil from her. “That’s it?” she asked. “Out of all
the charges, those of the only ones with actual merit?”


“Yeah,” I breathed.
“But they’re enough, aren’t they?”


“In that case, I’m here
for you, Adrian. We’re going to get
you out of this.”


I tilted my head and
peered hard at her, at those deep brown eyes rimmed with such thick black
lashes, at the determined line set between those lush lips. Then I shook away
thoughts that belonged back in the city where we’d said goodbye four nights
ago, that belonged on Ilha de Flor. “If the senior partners didn’t call you
here… Chloe, you’re going to get yourself in serious trouble, and I won’t allow
it.”


One corner of her mouth
curled upward. “Don’t raise your voice. It will make the headache worse.”


“And just how do you
propose to help me by losing your job and getting yourself censured?”


“I have contacts who
are working on unraveling what’s going on behind the scenes. There are a lot of
strings being pulled to fast track this prosecution, more than this case
warrants.”


“Tell me about it,” I
sighed. “Another perk of the family name, I guess. Makes me a
bigger trophy.”


“It’s more than that,”
she insisted. “The man they say you bribed has family ties to opposition
leaders in the Brazilian government. You’ve given their political enemies a
free shot.”


“That would explain
it—why they named the wrong man.”


Chloe stopped rubbing
my head. “What? Then who did you bribe?” She quickly typed the name I gave her
into her PDA. “Did you tell the seniors this?”


“Yes, but it only came
up yesterday. I doubt they’ve had time to look into it.”


She nodded. “Too much going on with the case. I’ll take care of it.”


I gripped her by the
shoulders, and she let out a low breath and went limp against me, a reaction I
would’ve relished at any other time. “No, you won’t, Chloe, because you’re
getting on a plane back to the States this morning if I have to charter it
myself.”


“You can’t make me,”
she whispered, and there was both a definite challenge and the lilt of
anticipation in her voice.


“We’re…” I had to pause
to swallow down a hard, rough groan of emotion. “We’re not doing this. It’s not
going to work.” My thumbs traced the trembling muscles in her arms. I didn’t
know if I wanted to hold her close, until she stopped shaking, or make her
shudder harder. Both. “We had our chance, Chloe. We
couldn’t keep hold of it.” By the time I’d gotten her to open up to me, my life
had caught up to us. Penn, the bad choices I’d made, those essentially
irredeemable qualities that I couldn’t help wearing like some kind of badge.


Her eyes were damp and
gleaming as she responded, “None of that makes any difference to what’s happening
right now. I know I can help you.
Just let me.”


And before I could
scold the daylights out of her, Chloe came up on her toes and brushed my lips
with hers. My tongue slid into her mouth before I could stop it, and that
familiar taste of cinnamon and copper and honey that was Chloe Bloom, that scent of iris and apple, infused my senses
again. I had to run my tongue along every inch of the inside of her mouth, feel
the hum of her small moans against my lips and the juncture of her thighs
cradling the bulge jutting insistently from the front of my suit pants. I
pulled away only after I’d pushed her back against the conference table. She
had spread her legs for me, so naturally, so willingly, and I’d reached for my
belt buckle before I knew what I was doing.


“Christ!” I gasped for
a calming breath and pushed my hair back with my fingers. My head was still
pounding, but this time with more than pain.


“I remember,” she
whispered suggestively, “what used to take care of those headaches.”


My eyes flared when I
remembered, too, as she hooked her fingers in the waistband of my pants and
began to slide down into a carefully balanced crouch on her high heel shoes.
“Chloe, no,” I protested, but even I didn’t take me seriously.


“That’s Miss Bloom to
you, sir.”


My moment’s pause at
this little quip was all the permission she needed—my submissive needed—to
unbuckle my belt and unfasten my pants. But I caught her hands with mine as she
began to free my aching erection from my briefs. “Your timing could not be
worse, Miss Bloom. Does it get any more inappropriate than this?”


She gaze up at me so
calmly, her expression open and unguarded. “I’m not trembling anymore, sir. And
I bet that headache is starting to fade. Am I right?”


I didn’t need to answer
her aloud. She knew my response, or she’d never have asked the question. Chloe
was correct, of course, and I knew the point she was making. When I was her
Dom, when she was my submissive, the world shrank down around us until it was
just us two. The order I imposed as Master and the duty she accepted as slave
became our anchor amid the chaos of our lives and even the roiling power of the
hunger we shared. Our rituals of domination and submission were the only
security either of us had, especially right now.


When I released Chloe’s
hands, she freed my ready cock from the confines of my clothing and nuzzled and
licked it slowly, reverently. Within seconds, she had me reaching out for the
back of the chair to keep my balance. She had to work harder for hers, as my
free hand gripped her by the hair at the back of her head and directed her
mouth down over my swollen member.


“Yes, Miss Bloom, all
of it. Let me feel the back of your throat. So deep. So warm.” I sucked my breath in through my clenched teeth
and resisted the urge to use her mouth roughly, if only because I was concerned
someone would hear her choking and gasping. As it was, the gentle pressure of
her hands cupping and squeezing my engorged balls had me biting back my own
growls of pleasure. I let my head loll and my gaze roll toward the ceiling as
she drew with increasing intensity on my lightly pulsing member, every nerve
ending alive and jerking with what felt like electrical currents.


When I knew I was only
seconds from releasing myself down Chloe’s throat, I hurried to withdraw from
her mouth and pull her from her crouch into another panting, whimpering kiss.
Tasting myself on her lips nearly drove me over the edge. More than once, I
thought I’d seen Chloe for the last time, kissed her for the last time. Yet she
was here with me now, here for me. I
could almost believe she was meant to be mine.


“Right now, nothing
matters but this,” I told her, my tone leaving no room for doubt or argument.
“You’re mine—always, irrevocably. No one and nothing will ever take away this
moment.”


“Ever,” she agreed
breathlessly, her gaze steady on mine.


I pushed her back
against the table edge, quite intentionally this time. As she slid up onto the
polished surface, I reached under her skirt and traced my fingers along the
line of her warm cleft through her silken underwear. “No panties, Miss Bloom,”
I reminded her. Then I gripped them by the dampened crotch and ripped the wisp
of material from her body as she gasped and mewed.


Her knees spread, her
heels hooked along the edge of the table, Chloe sighed raggedly. “Please, sir.
Please, please. Now. I need you.” And she did. She
always had, almost as much as I needed her. Damn the world that she could only
admit it to me now.


A single stroke thrust
half the length of my cock into my beautiful submissive’s willing sex, and her
body hugged me tight and drew me deeper. “Eu te amo,” I groaned as I sank into
her full measure, part of me afraid she understood what I was saying and part
of me certain she’d known all along. From that first time, in the sauna, when I
thought I’d hurt her and felt my own heart sink.


If she’d been inclined
to swear her love to me in return, I cut her effort short by jerking open her
blouse and drawing her breast from her pretty white lace bra to my waiting
lips. I couldn’t resist using the pain-pleasure that drew her every muscle taut
and tight around me. Her gasps were like the notes from my piano, and I played
her with everything I had in me. While I sucked one pink, rigid nipple, my
fingers pinched and rolled the other, and she whined. I released the pressure, let the warm blood flow back into the tender nub,
just as I forced my hard cock straight to her core.


Even as her nails raked
the back of my neck and my shoulder through my dress shirt, even as my balls
tightened with my approaching climax, I refused to relent. Chloe arced and
squirmed and lifted her hips from the table, and still I drove into her and
sucked and teethed at her silky skin. She bowed back over the arm I used to
encircle her waist and went limp as a sudden orgasm shot through her flushed
body. And still I refused her mercy, fucking her through her climax. Fucking her through my own release.


My mouth finally came
away from the full swell of her breast, and I groaned against Chloe’s chest.
“Not enough. Never enough. I’ll never have enough of
you.” Her arms abruptly closed around my head and clasped me tight against her.
She was still panting and squeezing her eyes shut, still beyond speech, I
suspected. I hoped. I reveled.


Hips pumping, I took
her harder, pounding my thighs against the end of the table. There would be
bruises later. A high whine began to build at the base of her throat, as first
one arm and then the other fell away from me, limp against the gleaming wood
beneath her. There wasn’t an ounce of resistance left in her. She was mine, her
body under my complete control.


“Say my name, Chloe,” I
rasped. “Who is your Master?


“You.
Adrian,” she sighed, nearly inaudible.


“Again,” I demanded.


“Adrian.”


The softer she spoke
the harder my cock throbbed, demanding she take me deeper, harder, rougher. I couldn’t get far enough inside her, no matter how
deep I thrust, no matter how much she took. More, I always needed more. I
always would need more with Chloe, long after she was gone, after everything I
was had finally pushed her from me.


And again I came inside
her, no condom, no hesitation. I filled her and
claimed her and spent…myself inside
her.


“Adrian,” she murmured
again, almost having caught her breath while I was still panting madly and
shuddering against her. One hand came up off the table, and her fingers
threaded through my hair, massaging my scalp. Heaven couldn’t have been better.


I was about to tell her
so when the doorknob rattled.


***


I twisted abruptly
where I lay on the conference table, my gaze fixed on the door I’d locked when
I slipped into the room to see Adrian. We were both on our feet in an instant,
and both of us tugging at my clothing, trying to preserve what was surely at
this point my nonexistent modesty. No one was going to see our flushed faces
and believe we’d been having an innocent conversation.


It was, I thought
distantly, kind of sweet that Knight tried to help me get myself in order
before himself. One of those small gestures from
Adrian that had always made me feel cared for, looked
after…cherished. Over those initial days on Ihla de
Flor, it had taken real effort to discount so many little instances of
consideration and kindness, to condition myself to believe them meaningless or
even accidental. If I could have gone back to those moments now, I’d have let
myself enjoy them.


“Adrian,” an unfamiliar
voice called through the door.


“Obray.
He’s my lead counsel,” Adrian told me, smoothing the thick waves of his
blackish brown hair back into place as I fiddled frantically with his belt.


“Mr. Knight?” That one
I recognized—Frank Ullman.


“I’m done for,” I
whispered as my hands and my breathing stilled and Adrian and I stopped to gaze
full-on at one another.


Knight shook his head,
his parted lips grasping for something to say and failing. In the end, he
kissed my forehead. “I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be,” I told him,
an odd calm settling over me now that I knew I’d been caught. “The choice was
mine.” The strangest thought occurred to me as I followed Adrian slowly to the
door. Had this been the way my mother felt all those years? She might never
have tamed my father’s wandering eye, but she had owned her love of him. She’d
accepted it. Embraced it. It had been hers—part of who she was—whether he had
been or not.


I didn’t feel quite so
accepting of the subtle glare I got from Frank Ullman once that door was open
and he and Obray had a moment to look over my disheveled appearance and
Adrian’s. “Miss Bloom,” Ullman said dryly before he turned to the thinner,
gray-haired man. “This is one of the junior partners from our firm.” This
earned only a raised eyebrow from Obray, as Frank gathered me by one arm and began
to lead me from the room.  “If you’ll
excuse us, I need a few minutes to confer with Miss Bloom.”


Tucked away at one end
of the corridor, at a distance from the scattered clusters of people chatting
in the hallway, Ullman folded his hands thoughtfully at his waist and regarded
me for several silent moments. “I’m going to assume you didn’t just meet Adrian
Knight,” he said in a cool tone he reserved for serious fuck-ups. This was the
first time I’d heard it directed at me.


It didn’t help that he
was a full foot taller than I was, that I had to look up at him like a school
child regarding her principal. “No,” I admitted, “we met on his island during
my leave of absence last month.”


“I take it Mr. Knight
was the reason for your leave.”


And I nodded. “Look, I
can’t justify horning in on this case and showing up here uninvited, but I do
have information pertinent to Knight’s defense. Names that
need to be followed up on because there is more going on here than meets the
eye.”


“Oh, I can believe
that.” Ullman’s dry humor again.


“Really, Frank, I know.
I know what kind of trouble I’m in with the firm for being here, but my
information is good. You need it.” I synced my PDA with Frank’s and gave him a
moment to review my notes.


With a deep breath, my
mentor—the man who’d taken a big chance pushing to get me named a junior
partner—focused hard on me with those steely gray eyes I’d found calming and
almost fatherly up until now. “Yes, this information definitely warrants
further investigation. I’ll have my clerk on it before lunchtime. And, yes,
you’re in it deep, missy. I’d suggest you do whatever is necessary to get back
to the offices before any more of the seniors find out you’re AWOL. You’re
going to need the time between now and the end of this case to prepare your
argument for why you shouldn’t be let go from Ferris & Hale for a good half
dozen ethical breaches I can think of just off the top of my head.”


“Sir,
I—.” My protests faded in my mouth. There was no point.
I wasn’t leaving Brazil, not until I’d exhausted my every resource and Adrian’s
cause was either saved or lost. But telling Frank that, here and now, served no
purpose. If I had to burn this bridge—and I did—I could at least have waited
until we weren’t standing on it.


You
really didn’t think this through, did you, Chloe?
Linda and Frank weren’t the only ones I was disappointing, and I hadn’t taken
that into consideration. There were friends and coworkers who wouldn’t be able
to understand what had gotten into me all of a sudden. A creeping sense of
shame climbed the back of my neck, as the voice of my little inner demon
taunted me over what I was throwing away because I couldn’t stop thinking about
Adrian Knight. Even right now. Was he back in the conference room having the
same kind of disappointed conversation with Obray? Of course, it was a little
different when it was Adrian’s name on the paychecks.


Finally, I just nodded
and told Frank I understood. Better than he did, but I didn’t add that part.
Then he walked away from me back into the conference room, shutting the door
behind him, and I stood there just a little lost, adrift as one more piece of
my pre-Adrian life broke away from me. What now? Back to the hotel for a quick
bite, then a call to see if Karl had turned up anything new based on the
information I’d given him a couple of hours ago? Without an office to report
to, without meetings dissecting my day into little easy-to-digest units, I
felt…too free. And I chuckled, perhaps a tad forlorn, at the thought that I
missed the way Adrian had laid out my duties at the villa. Again, he was my
security, my direction. My purpose.


“Excuse me, miss.”


A warm, older male
voice drew my attention like a smile from a stranger. I was already turning to
face the direction it had come from when it occurred to me that he had a
British accent. Too friendly a tone for another Alexander, I observed with
relief.


He walked with a dark
wooden cane topped with a shiny brass handle embossed with the initials EMK.
Almost pure white hair, green eyes flecked with amber brown that reminded me of
Adrian’s, and skin impressively smooth and youthful for a man who projected a
presence of age and self-possession. No, he didn’t have the look of an
Alexander about him, but there was money—in the Italian shoes, the thin blue cashmere
pullover, even the square-cut manicure. His posture, though, and his earthy
tone suggested a scrapper, a doer. A self-made man.


“Forgive the intrusion,
miss,” he said in a plain accent, workman’s British, being maybe a bit of a
northerner. “I thought I overheard you and the gentleman there speaking of an
Adrian Knight. Is that correct?”


I hesitated, knowing
that had been a privileged conversation, and I was in enough trouble. “Yes,
but…”


The elderly gentleman
held up one hand as though to indicate he understood, which he would have had
he heard much at all. “I don’t mean to pry. I’m just hoping someone can get me
a meeting with Adrian. Nothing too long. Just a few minutes with him. It would mean a great deal to
us.”


“Us?”


“Forgive me. I should
introduce myself. I’m Edward Knight, Adrian’s grandfather.”


“Edward Knight?” I stumbled verbally over the
thought. “His grandfather? His…his
mother’s father, then?” So Adrian had taken his mother’s surname when
he’d tried to distance himself from the Alexanders.


“Exactly so,” the man
agreed with a crisp nod.


“But you haven’t seen
Adrian in…”


“In
years. Yes, quite right. Since shortly
after his mother passed.” The man’s bright expression dimmed as his
brows curled down at some private thought, a flicker of contained emotion. It
was a British thing, I knew well enough from watching Adrian. Passion they
expressed well enough, at least in private, and anger.
But anything else they kept close to the vest. “We’d lost track of Adrian for
some time, until this news. I’ve been passing a few weeks at the family estate
in Argentina, so I took the opportunity to… Well, to see if I could speak to
Adrian. It’s been a very long time, and this is a distressing development.”


I chewed apprehensively
on my lower lip before finally leaning a little nearer. “Mr. Knight, Adrian
told me your family didn’t want anything to do with him when he was younger.
Why now?”


The Knight patriarch
blinked hard several times. “Nothing to do with him?
No, that’s not right. Is that what they told him?” A rumble grew under his deep
voice, and his brow line hardened over his eyes. He pounded his cane against
the floor. “Is that what that damned Alistair Alexander told him?”


“Actually, I believe it
was Adam Alexander, but…yes, essentially.” When Edward continued swearing
lightly under his breath, rubbing his forehead just the way Adrian did when
getting tense, I touched his shoulder and offered, “Would you let a girl buy
you a coffee, Mr. Knight? I think we have a few things to talk about.”


Once he’d taken a
second to straighten, to tap down that cresting temper, he nodded and put on a
brave British smile. “That’s what I’ve always liked about American women,” he
said. “You’re really rather forward.”


This brought me up
short, even as he was offering me his free arm. “I think I see where Adrian
gets what passes for charm,” I chided the man.


“Well it sure as hell
doesn’t come from his father’s side of the family.”


And I decided then and
there that I’d have loved holiday dinners with the Knight family if…if things
had worked out differently for Adrian and me. If we’d met
under different circumstances. If his mother hadn’t
died and left him so young. If neither of us had met Penn Ellison.


When I settled down at
a sidewalk café with Edward Knight, he spooned the traditionally Brazilian
amount of sugar—lots—into both my coffee and his. “I grew up church mouse poor,
Miss Bloom. Had a milk run before school and a job in a restaurant kitchen afterward, and still had time to court Adrian’s grandmother,
I might mention. My money came from mens clothing. We
have a string of shops, my partner and I. He’s the tailor, the man with the
creative eye, and I have always handled the business side.”


“That explains the
taste for fine clothing,” I remarked with a flirtatious wink I’d picked up in
conversation with Edward himself. If he was any indication, the Knights were
nothing like the Alexanders, and that wasn’t hurting
my feelings any.


The patriarch
straightened his shirt and lifted his chin, subtly beaming. “It’s a burden,
miss,” he quipped, then frowned. “And the way my daughter, Isabel, met that
Alexander man. She was running the floor of our most popular London shop. We
had a reputation by then, and we had enough money that some of the old blood
started showing an interest in her. I never liked him myself—Alistair
Alexander. But he was so much more sophisticated than she was used to, and
older and widowed. And, Lord, how she went on about those eyes.”


I tried not to roll my
own eyes, seeing myself in that comment. “I sympathize.”


“Has his father’s eyes,
does he?” Edward asked, peering at me, probably beginning to figure out from my
sheepish expression that I was more than just a part of Adrian’s legal team.
“It’s been decades since I saw him last. It’s… Well, it’s a shame I don’t remember.”


“Why has it been so
long?”


“Once Isabel was gone,
Alexander seemed to want people to forget he’d married what was essentially a
shop girl, even with the prestige of the business name and no small amount of
money coming in, I tell you. He started canceling visits we had planning with
Adrian. Then one day, no warning, his solicitor and that oldest lad of his show
up and tell us Adrian is not coming to stay with us anymore. There were some
legal threats tossed back and fore, of course, but we couldn’t seem to find
anyone to hire that Alexander money could buy out from under us. And about then
my wife—she’d taken Isabel’s death quite badly—she had a minor stroke, and we…
We decided not to put her or Adrian through the fighting anymore. I have three other
children and four grandchildren and even
great-grandchildren now. The family…we had all just hoped that Adrian would
come find us when he was old enough. But now you say they told him we didn’t
want him.” Edward shook his head in disgust, pursing his pale lips and
fidgeting with the handle of his cane in agitation.


“That’s what Adrian
told me,” I confirmed and turned slightly away to dab what threatened to be a
tear from the corner of one eye. “I can’t express to you how different his
youth would have been if he’d known you’d all been waiting for him. He couldn’t
get away from his father’s family fast enough, but then he spent so much time
alone… When you all wanted him home with you.”


Edward leaned forward
to offer me a handkerchief and peer into my eyes. “What kind of a man is
Adrian, Miss Bloom?” Unlike Adam Alexander, Edward Knight said my name like it
meant something.


“Most of the charges
are false, if that’s what you’re asking.”


“Most?”


I fought back a smile
and failed. “He’s stubborn, Mr. Knight, and impatient to a fault. He rushes
into things, and it gets him into trouble.” Which also
described a certain three-month agreement that had changed my life. For
the better in the end, I wanted to believe, but I did feel my shoulders sag as
I huddled over my coffee cup.


“So he’s…?” Edward
searched for words.


“Not the standard
Alexander.”


He chuckled. “Thank you
for not making me say it.”


“I will see what I can
do to set up a meeting between you and Adrian.”


Patting my hand, he
said, “It would mean a great deal to me.”


“It would mean a great
deal to Adrian.”


The gentleman fished a
business card out of his pocket and handed it to me, then pointed to the small
print under the impressive script spelling out his name. “I don’t pass many of
those around. That’s my international mobile number at the bottom. Ring me, day
or night, when he’s ready to meet me. Until then, if you’ll excuse me, my
eldest son came with me to Natal and will be expecting me back at the hotel. If
I’m late, he’ll start going on again about me having to have a bodyguard. He
really means a minder.”


I walked with Edward as
far as the white taxi that answered his hail. “You’ll be hearing from me, Mr.
Knight, I promise.”


“Yes, Miss Bloom,” he
agreed with another small wink, “I do believe I will.”


As I watched the taxi
slip away in traffic, the daydream came up on me hard and fast. Adrian and me,
fingers entwined. Christmas dinner with traditional roast goose at the Knight country estate or a posh London brownstone. Edward greeting me with a kiss on the cheek at the door. Children running around shrieking for their Uncle Adrian to play
with them. I broke out in a sudden flush, overwhelmed with the strongest
longing for family I thought I’d ever felt, but not just for me. Family for Adrian.


The need to get back to
the courthouse and tell Adrian I’d met his grandfather had me scurrying through
traffic, dodging bumpers and the indignant blare of horns. My ears were still
ringing as I ran up the steps of the building, past the thick, two-story
columns I’d hid behind that morning.  I
did think for a moment that I’d heard someone call my name, but I hadn’t been
able to pick out any familiar faces with a quick glance over my shoulder. Just
before I reached the door, a hand locked around my wrist and dragged me toward
the deep shade to one side of the courthouse entrance.


“Penn?”


“What did you do,
Chloe?”


I jerked back on my
arm, but my ex just dug his fingers in deeper. “Could you be more spec—?” I
started to huff, but he shook me.


“You show up at my
suite, promise to call and blow me off, and this morning I find out more than
one person is calling around making inquiries about my business contacts on the
East Coast and in Brazil. Very specific inquiries, Chloe.”


Perhaps I should have
been quicker with the offended glare, the indignant denial, but I hesitated
wondering if Karl or maybe Ullman’s clerk had managed to find a loose link in
Penn’s network, something to tug on, to start it all unraveling.


Penn twisted my arm,
much harder than anything I’d felt from him before, and I yelped. Several feet
away from us, two large men in plain suits shifted nervously and tried not to
watch us so openly. Probably security, unsure as to whether they should step in
as their employer manhandled a woman in public. I had to wonder just how low
Penn had sunken that he needed hired muscle now to mind him.


“Who have you been
talking to, Chloe, and what have you told them? And who is your source? Did
you—?” He glared fiercely at me. “Did you go snooping through my computer in my
suite?”


Before I could stop
myself, I snipped, “Didn’t you?”


The confusion in Penn’s
eyes this time was anything but endearing, because it wasn’t innocence so much
as surprise I’d figured him out. I knew what he’d done to Karl Richter and that
he’d used his access to me to do it. His eyes turned hard and cold again.


“You can’t imagine how
much money you’re going to cost me if you fuck up any of the deals at stake
here,” he growled beneath his breath.


“No, I can’t, and I
don’t want to.”


“How can you—?” He was
literally panting with anger, snarling through his teeth and hardly able to
speak without outright roaring at me. “You’d betray me after two years with me?
A few weeks with Alexander, and you’re his whore?”


Despite the fact that
it felt like Penn was about to break my arm, my temper hit a flashpoint. I
jabbed my finger in his reddened face. “Don’t you dare rant about me betraying you. Even you can’t possibly be that hypocritical.”


Ellison shook his head
and chuckled, but there was no amusement there. “You ridiculous,
stupid little girl. I’d tell you to grow up and stop acting like a
little princess, but you’d have to stop pretending to be anything but the
secondhand prima donna you are.”


“Fuck you, Penn,” I
hissed as I planted my hand on his chest and shoved him away hard enough to
free myself from his grip. That arm was going to be damn sore. “Just…fuck you.
I don’t care if I never see you again.” And for that moment, I wasn’t the least
bit embarrassed that we had degenerated into two children shoving and name-calling.


Still breathing hard,
practically snorting like a bull, Penn straightened his shirt after our little
scuffle had left him mussed and missing a button. “You remind your boyfriend that I gave him a way out of
this, and he refused to take it. This is his fault. I want him to remember that
when I’ve taken everything away from him, including his island and his freedom.
And when he’s penniless, sitting in a prison cell, you can write to him and
tell him you miss him and you’re waiting for him.” He stepped up close to me,
so I could feel his breath against my cheeks as he added, “You really are just
like your mother.”


I’d never slapped
anyone so hard in all my life. Instead of rushing to his aid, the bodyguards
turned their backs and pretended not to see Penn gaping at me. Wise choice;
he’d have only taken his rage out on them.


In a much quieter but
considerably more menacing voice, Penn told me, “You’ll regret that the rest of
your life.”


Slowly, I shook my
head. “Not even a second of it.”


Waiting until Penn and
his men had cleared the courthouse steps, I leaned against the column farthest
from the door and gave in to three or four hard, silent sobs before swallowing
down the rest. I was wiping my face and hiccupping when gentler hands than
Penn’s grasped my shoulders and turned me carefully about to face Adrian.
Behind him, his legal entourage moved to claim the attention of the few
reporters still dogging the story at midday, giving us a few moments of
obscurity.


He kissed my forehead
again. God, I thought, I could get used to that.


“I only caught the end
of what went on with you and Penn. Did he hurt you?”


I shook my head. “I’m
just really tired and hungry. And really really
pissed.” I hiccupped my way through a stream of curses. “And I can’t
tell you how much I want to make Penn sorry he ever stepped foot on Ilha de
Flor.”


His warm, satiny lips
still grazing my skin, Adrian laughed quietly. “I think you’re well on your
way. That slap. Wow. I heard it from ten meters away.”


I sputtered a rush of
teary, exhausted laughter. “You’re exaggerating.”


“I never exaggerate,
Miss Bloom.”


Squeezing my eyes
closed, I rasped, “I have to— We have to win this.”


“We will,” he said, but
it was a pat answer, lacking conviction.


“What’s going on with
the case?” I pressed, composing myself, realizing the cloth I was using to mob
tears from my upper lip was Edward Knight’s handkerchief.


“We’ve broken for the
weekend. The prosecution had other matters to attend to, and Obray and Ullman
said they had some information they needed to follow up on before Monday.
They’re going to keep dickering back and forth over the weekend, then…”


I felt my heart miss a
beat, then make it up double time. “Then?”


“There will probably be
an offer on the table on Monday morning, if at all.”


“That
quickly? That doesn’t give me any time. I have
to call Richter and—”


“No, you don’t, Chloe.
Not right now, anyway. But I do have something I want you to do.” I waited for
him to explain. He took hold of my chin to tip my head up and get me to look at
him. “I’m going back to Ilha de Flor for the weekend. Who knows what’s going to
happen after that? I want a last few days there, if that’s what these are. Come
with me, Chloe. Come back to the island, to the villa.”


The thought was so
overpoweringly bittersweet that I couldn’t even speak, only nod.


“We can send someone to
your hotel to collect whatever you need.”


I nodded again, though
I wouldn’t need anything. Just Adrian and the ocean and the
wind through the trees.


Skirting the columns,
we made it down the steps and to his black chauffeured sedan without anyone
from the media noticing us, though I did catch Frank Ullman’s eye and earn a
frown. It was like we were on the run, Adrian and I, pressed close but tense in
the back of the car. Practically running to the ferry.
Waiting at the very front of the boat so we’d be the first off when it docked.


I released the first
deep breath I’d taken in what felt like ages as Adrian and I stepped off the
ferry onto the stone path where this had all started. He must have felt me
waver—with relief, anguish, exhaustion—because he pulled me tight against him.
From the courthouse to Ilha de Flor, we hadn’t spoken a word. Still didn’t.


We walked into the
resort hand in hand, fingers entwined.
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brothers Shane and Austin since they were all children, but the boys’
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A sudden wash of guilt floods my chest, as I look
over at Austin, his fingers drumming anxiously against the steering wheel as we
speed down the small side streets. A few minutes ago, I stood on the sidewalk
and begged him not to leave me alone here, but almost three years ago that’s
exactly what I did to him. We hadn’t been dating or anything, but no one was
closer to me at the time. We’ve got a lot of history, me and Shane and Austin,
from the fights they got into in grade school with anyone who tried to pick on
me, to late nights sneaking out together to drink and dance at one of the
roadhouses that didn’t look too closely at fake IDs.


I can’t help myself, overcome abruptly with
affection and need. I slide over in the seat and press myself to Austin, my
face turned against his shoulder and one hand reaching down between his legs to
hold and rub and squeeze his hard-on. His cock feels iron-hard and huge inside
those jeans. A small, reckless part of me wants to beg him to pull into an
alley and put his dick deep in my pussy, to hold me down in the backseat and
fuck me fast and rough and tell me I’m never leaving him behind again.


“Christ, Trina,” Austin groans and swallows hard.
One hand leaves the wheel and closes over mine, squeezing harder. I reach
lower, massaging his balls through the thick denim, tempted to unzip his pants
and free his hard cock. For a few seconds, his hips nudge against my palm, and
my pussy throbs with anticipation. Then he huffs out a hard breath and
reluctantly peels my fingers away from his crotch. “I know we both want it,
baby. Any time but now.”


I nuzzle his shoulder and scrape my light pink
fingernails along his inseam.


Austin shakes his head, and a tense, frustrated
chuckle rumbles under his breath. “Don’t tease, Katrina,” he says, knowing my
father always used my full name when I was in trouble. “Teases get spanked.”


A shiver darts up my spine, and I slide my dark gaze
up to Austin’s little-boy-handsome face. Everything I know about Shane’s
lovemaking, everything I’ve heard about Austin, floats through my mind in
tantalizing snippets. I wait until Austin glances over into my eyes and say,
“Maybe I’d like that.”


Austin stares at me at least a full second longer
than he should really have his eyes off the road, then shakes his head again.
“I hope you know what you’re asking for, Trina. There’s no taking that back.
It’s been too long coming.”
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Painfully shy but
tormented by her self-imposed loneliness, Julia pushes herself to step out of
her comfort zone for just one night. When she approaches charming, gorgeous
Kai, she has no idea he’s been watching her, studying her, waiting for a sign
that shy Julia is willing to discover the submissive inside her and give him
what he wants—everything.
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Kai accepts the towel from me as he steps up onto
the deck, rising close to a foot above my five-foot-four. His large, warm hands
brush mine as he takes the huge bath sheet and wraps it along his hips, very
low, so that it looks like he could be naked underneath it. My gaze trails down
over the pronounced musculature of his lower abs and pelvis. I can’t help
imagining what those muscles look like flexing while he drives his—


“Thank you, Julia.”


I glance up to find those green eyes still focused
tight on my face, and heat floods my cheeks. Not just because it’s probably
clear from my expression that I’m lusting after him, but because he actually
remembered my name.


This is the point at which I usually balk, mutter
something under my breath, and excuse myself. Or when I fall
back on bringing up the most intellectually challenging, libido-killing topic
that comes to mind. I take a second to stop myself, my heart pounding
hard but steady in my chest, echoing and vibrating in my ears and the pit of my
stomach.


With effort, I put on a smile, small and shy
compared to his. “You’re welcome. It’s such a pleasant surprise to see you here
tonight.” A small gesture, that, but it’s a herculean effort for me. This gets
a brief, warm chuckle out of him that sends a moment of panic through me. Is he
laughing at my pathetic attempt at flirtation?


“I didn’t expect to hear that from you,” he admits,
and I tilt my head quizzically without meaning to. “Well, see me, yes. You did
that fairly often before I got transferred.” Is the pause while he cocks one
brow at me intended to be for effect? “But you rarely spoke to me. I was
beginning to think you didn’t like me.”


A nervous rush of breath bursts out of me like a
strangled giggle. “No, not at all, I just…” Just don’t know how to talk to men
I don’t view as brothers. Men I’ve been having dark, wild sexual fantasies
about off and on for more than three years.


“You just…watch,” Kai finishes for me, pursing his lips in a half-hearted attempt not to grin
teasingly at me. “Don’t be self-conscious, Julia, though I know that’s the
worst advice. How can you not be self-conscious after I tell you not to do it?”


I finally tear my gaze from his, glancing at the
blue-green glow of the pool from the underwater lights, at the scattered solar
lanterns illuminating the deck and the grill area, at the glittering view
beyond threatening to make me dizzy. “You’re right. I can’t,” I breathe,
squeezing my eyes closed so my stomach will settle.


Though there’s no one within about six feet of us,
his voice drops low and quiet. “I don’t mind that you watch.” My eyes and my
mouth come open as I realize Kai really does know I’ve been studying him. The
churning in my stomach isn’t vertigo. “And I don’t mind that you want.”


Say something, I plead with myself as Kai and I
stare at one another. Say something, Julia! My whole body is feverishly hot,
and I can feel the beginning of an ache in my hardening nipples and a quiver
deep inside my wet pussy. Is it my imagination, or is he leaning toward me?
When the moment breaks, and he leans away, I realize too late that he had
indeed been drawing nearer. Damn it, Julia.


Kai, still smiling, shakes water off his fingertips.
“Too much chlorine,” he says casually. “I need to rinse off.” He starts around
me, picking up a pile of neatly folded clothes off a patio chair before turning
toward the apartment. My heart and spirits sink. From just beside me, he
glances down sidelong at my crestfallen expression. “Coming?”


Coming for what? It doesn’t matter. I hurriedly fall
in step behind Kai and follow him through the plush penthouse living room to
the hallway. The shifting of his muscular back, the roll and flex of the
tattoos on his tanned skin as he moves, mesmerizes me.
I almost take my knee out on an end table on the way out of the living room.
Small mercy I had to duck around cross traffic.


Donna’s apartment is huge,
with three guest bedrooms last I counted. Kai leads me to the last of these,
far from the laughter and soft Caribbean music of the party. He pauses just
inside the bedroom, the vaulted interior decorated in deep shades of green and
gold so different from the washed out creams and grays and blues of my
apartment, my life. Gripped by my overactive imagination again, I focus on the
luxurious linens and overstuffed pillows piled onto the bed, wondering what Kai
would look like naked amid all that Egyptian cotton.


The click behind me breaks my train of thought, and
I spin about to see Kai’s hand resting on the knob of the door he just locked.
This is the moment when any sane woman would wonder if she was about to be
attacked. When she would panic, scream, throw something, flee
into the ensuite bathroom. This is the moment when I wrestle with the fear that
I’m not about to be thrown onto the bed for the longest, hardest, roughest
fucking of my life.
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