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THE WORD “OWN” stayed on Amara’s mind long after it left Colin’s mouth. He made her repeat it back to him, as if he needed an affirmation of what he already knew. It didn’t sit right with Amara. When you own a pet, you promise to look after them, feed them when they’re hungry, make sure they’re okay. In exchange for this, animals are loyal to you. That was one of the reasons Amara had an issue with his sudden feeling of ownership toward her. Humans are fickle beings. We take what’s given to us with very little intent of giving back.

“You’re scaring me,” Amara whispered, trying to hold in the tears as he glared at her. He’d already made it clear that he didn’t believe they were real tears. He didn’t believe that she could care about him if she’d lied and left him the way she had.

“Am I?” he asked with a rueful chuckle she’d never heard from him before. His eyes were dark and slightly narrowed on hers, as if he was trying to figure out who the woman in front of him was. As if he hadn’t known her his entire life. As if they hadn’t shared a bed together countless times.

“Why am I here?” she asked, looking at her surroundings. She hadn’t known what to expect when she’d walked into the apartment. The only thing she knew was that Samuel had sent her here, to him.

Colin smiled and stepped away, tucking his hands into his pockets. His wavy hair was unruly and was down past his ears, longer than he usually had it. When his right hand sneaked out of his pocket again, it was to scrub over the days-old beard growing on his face. He looked a mess—a refined mess—but still a mess.

“I hired Samuel to get you here. I’ve jumped through hoops to get you here, Amara,” he said, turning his back to her as he walked toward the bar on the far side of the living room. “And here you are.” He turned, signaling at her, at the apartment. “You’ll stay here as long as you’re in New York, and you’ll be here permanently. I’ve made sure of that.”

Amara began to wobble slightly on her heels. She leaned back against the floor-to-ceiling window behind her and placed her hands flat on the surface of the cold glass. She wondered absently what would happen if it cracked beneath the pressure. Would she fall or would she soar? She kept her eyes on Colin, the boy who’d saved her from boring family barbeques. The kid who propositioned her in college. The man who owned her heart. But he wasn’t Colin—not the one she knew, anyway—not the easy to love, charming man she knew a short time ago. This guy had a darkness in him that hadn’t been there before.

“Why?” she asked. The word was a whisper, half-muted by the dryness of her throat.

He shook his head, hair falling into his eyes. “I’m not here to answer any questions. You either work for me, or you work for Philip. The way I see it, you’re better off working for me.”

“That’s not how this works. I don’t work for Philip. I owe Philip. I’m indebted to him. Under contract. There are lives at stake if I don’t repay.” Her voice was surprisingly steady when she answered. Clearly, channeling her mom—remembering her poor health —was giving her the strength she needed.

“It’s done with! I paid him. You don’t owe him anything anymore. You’ll be assisting me in Wolfe starting Monday morning, and you’ll be staying here.”

She knew she wasn’t done with Philip. There was no way. But when Amara opened her mouth to protest, she closed it again. Colin walked toward her with a look that stunned her into silence. He reached her in three long strides as her chest began to work against itself, struggling to breathe. When the scent of his cologne invaded her senses, she focused on not being affected by it. It was the one Colin had always worn, but yet the man in front of her was a stranger. Everything about their encounter felt wrong, even as her stomach dipped in anticipation when his fingers tilted her chin up.

“I’m watching you.” He dropped his hand and inched his face closer to hers, letting his breath fan over her cheek. “I’m watching everything,” he whispered beside her ear. “We’re going to do this my way now.”

The squeak of the bedroom door opening alerted Amara of his presence. She’d learned to sleep lightly, always expecting his unannounced visits. Squinting her eyes as unwanted light from the living room seeped in, she propped herself up on her elbows.

“What now?” she croaked, as Colin’s figure approached her bed.

He thought it was his prerogative to visit her at any time he liked. According to him, he could do with her as he pleased. He hadn’t touched her, though. Even after a full week, he still hadn’t touched her. She wasn’t sure if she should be upset or thrilled about that, but the uncertainty didn’t last very long. Amara had bigger things to worry about, like her mother’s health and the fact that she still had to go to Wicked, Méchant’s American company, without Colin finding out.

It wasn’t the fairytale she’d dreamed up for herself when she’d imagined being with him again…probably because she wasn’t with him at all. It felt more like she simply existed in his world, but nothing more.

“Just checking to see if you’re still here,” Colin responded, as he reached the foot of the bed and sat down heavily.

“Where would I go?” she asked, leaning up on her elbows to look at him. Even though she couldn’t see him clearly in the dark, she saw his shrugging movement.

“I don’t know. I’m not sure what women who sell their bodies for money are in the habit of doing,” he said. His tone was lighter now, but still had a bite to it that made her cringe.

“Maybe you should go home and ask Molly.”

Colin was quiet for a while. “Why did you do it? Why didn’t you ask me for help if you needed it?”

Amara sighed and plopped back onto her pillow. She could smell the alcohol and cigar smoke on his breath. The only time he wasn’t hostile toward her these days, was when he was drunk, often enough now, especially at night. She probably didn’t owe him an answer—it’s not like he actually cared—but she spoke nonetheless.

“Things aren’t always what they seem, Colin. You of all people should know that.”

He shook his head, exhaling loudly. “We used to tell each other everything, Amara.”

“Not everything. Not really.”

“I did.”

Honesty sobered his maple eyes as they flashed in the sliver of moonlight coming through the window, and she was left speechless. She recalled conversations they’d had as teenagers, about college and the way he’d called her at odd hours just to talk. She realized maybe she had told him things more often than not. She had told him about Philip, after all…just not the whole truth. It’s not like she knew the gravity of the situation back then anyway. Still, she wondered. Had she known, would she have told Colin, or would she have kept him in the dark? He was safer there, in the dark, she decided. Amara, however, needed all the light she could get, and she knew Colin could shed some on her.

“Well, I’m sorry. I couldn’t just ask for help. It’s complicated. Why did you look for me?” she asked, her amber eyes meeting his.

“I didn’t,” he said, averting his gaze to the comforter he was plucking at distractedly. “I was really, really drunk one night, sitting in my dad’s old office…my sudden new one. I’d opened up Dad’s favorite bottle of bourbon, and just sat, staring at everything and looking through his bookmarks. I saw Méchant’s website come up and noticed he’d been there a lot, so I clicked. I thought it was porn, and like I said, I was drunk. I became intrigued, followed the links, asked for an exotic beauty as a joke, because I mean come on, an exotic beauty…” He huffed out a laugh and shook his head. Amara studied him as he closed his eyes and conjured the memory. “I had already moved on and was looking at other things when they replied and sent your information. Lousy, bullshit information. They described the total opposite of what you are. I almost turned the computer off, but then I saw the name… Jasmine Oliver.” He said the name on a breath, as if it were something pure and untarnished. “At first I thought it was a bad joke, Jasmine Oliver, then I thought it was fate. But when I saw your photo… I knew. I just knew.” When his eyes snapped back to hers, they were sober and serious. “I’d know your eyes anywhere, Amara.”

Colin scooted closer to where she lay, and Amara held her breath, trying not to break the moment.

“I felt like I’d been punched right in the heart when I saw that picture. The next day I started looking around, asking people what they knew about the company. At first I found out very little, but Méchant became this thing, this escape I became obsessed with. I had all of this responsibility thrown on me from one day to the next. My dad’s companies, my mom hounding me to marry, and then there was Jasmine Oliver, the girl I could pretend I was somebody else with.”

“So that’s what you were, somebody else?” she asked quietly.

“Scoot over,” he said, and she did. He lay beside her, over the covers, careful not to touch her. She wondered if he was intentionally trying to hurt her, because it totally seemed like it.

“I did feel like I lost a wife when I lost you. That wasn’t a lie,” he whispered as his fingers found hers over the covers.

“I’m sorry.” Her heart throbbed in her throat as she said the words.

They lay in silence, fingers intertwined, for a long time, until he finally spoke again.

“When I got the other half of my dad’s will—the one they wouldn’t read in front of my mom—and in it, I got the Méchant papers, I didn’t know what to make of it. At first I was angry. So fucking angry that my dad owned this whorehouse and my ex-girlfriend—the love of my fucking life—was working there. It killed me.” He paused to sigh, and Amara shut her eyes tightly at the pain in his voice. “When I saw you in New Orleans, I practically begged you to tell me the truth, Amara. I needed you to confirm it then. I think I would have forgiven you if you had.”

“But I didn’t,” she dared to whisper.

“But you didn’t,” he said, letting go of her hand abruptly.

“And now you’re marrying another woman.”

Colin sat up quickly and chuckled. “Are your feelings hurt, Amara? Does it bother you to know that I’m with another woman? That I’ll be sharing a bed with her for the rest of my life?” Amara’s eyes flashed to his back, broad and slouched over, before she shut them, willing his words away. “I remember giving you a choice. It could have been you! I need to be married before my birthday, and who I marry doesn’t matter, so yes, I am marrying another woman. If that hurts you, the only person you can blame is yourself.”

Her heart was being used as a sharpening tool, but she refused to give in to the tears building in her eyes. Not while he was there to witness them and call them fake.

“Do you want to know what else I’ll own once I marry?” he asked.

“I’m not sure that I should know.”

“Lotus,” he said anyway.

“What? How in the world did you end up with my dad’s company?” she asked as she sat up, utterly shocked. Colin angled his body to look at her.

“Apparently he came to an agreement with my dad at some point; I guess when his gambling became an issue. You know who owns thirty percent of the shares?”

“Philip,” she grumbled.

“No, he owns way less than that; he owns what your dad would own.” Colin’s voice was drenched in amusement, and even in the dark, Amara could tell his eyes were set in a crinkling smile. He was having fun at her expense, and that was one thing she would have never seen coming.

“Who then?”

“You.”

“How?” she asked, once she found her voice again.

Colin shook his head, making a tsk sound as he stood from the bed. “There are a lot of things you don’t know. I can be here all night enlightening that clouded brain of yours.” She began to stand as he walked toward the door, but stopped when he threw his parting words over his shoulder. “But I won’t. My fiancée’s waiting for me at home.”

Amara sat back down, exhaling and closing her eyes at the sting she felt. She knew he’d wanted to hurt her. She was aware that he was doing it purposely, but understanding why didn’t lessen the blow.
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ON MONDAY MORNING, a limousine took Amara to Wolfe Investments. Over the weekend, she had filled out what seemed like dozens of papers accepting her job as Colin’s new assistant. Amara was replacing the woman who had assisted his father and who was retiring after the news of his death. According to Colin, he had to assure Molly that Amara’s role in Wolfe was only temporary. That hurt like hell.

As the car came to a stop in the garage, she pushed her shoulders back and thanked the driver, who walked her to the elevator and held out the coffee cup she’d left behind in the cup holder. She took it thankfully and promised to be at that location at the end of the workday Walking into the building, her heels clicked on the marble floor, the staccato rhythm echoing through the lobby. Amara found the elevator and rode it to the fiftieth floor, dreading the moment when the door whooshed open. Even knowing this was temporary, and that it was Colin she’d be working for, Amara was still intimidated by the huge “Wolfe Investments” letters that dominated the wall behind the receptionist desk.

How many times has she heard Colin comparing going to work at Wolfe to “playing in the big leagues?” She’d always known it, of course, but now, as anticipation ran through her veins, she felt it. Her eyes bounced around the enormous lobby, her head volleying from person to person as they brushed past her. She was so glad she’d worn a charcoal gray pencil skirt and pink blouse, feeling appropriately dressed. And as the older men that walked by looked at her with approval instead of leers, she was sure she’d made the right choice for her first day at Wolfe.

“Hey! New girl!” a chirpy brunette said as she sat behind the reception desk.

“Do I look that lost?” Amara asked jokingly.

The girl, Lisbeth, as her nametag said, laughed. “Yes, and the fact that I was given a full description of you so that I could be on the lookout.”

“Oh,” Amara said, biting the side of her lower lip as she nodded and looked around once more. “Is it always this hectic in here?”

“Oh yeah, always. Mr. Wolfe likes to keep everybody moving and doing their job. There are perks though. We get hour lunch breaks, great benefits, and a day off every two weeks, which accumulates nicely if you don’t actually use them every two weeks.” She gave Amara a look that told her this was the best advice ever.

“So, where do I go?”

“Well, go by human resources first and drop off your papers… you know what, I’ll show you.”

Lisbeth rounded the corner and Amara fell into step beside her as the brunette showed her around. They went to human resources, accounting, and the in-house marketing firm, to which Amara paid the closest attention, and then the pair took the elevator up one more floor.

“This is where you need your key,” Lisbeth said, pulling the card out of Amara’s hand and inserting it into the slot for the last floor of the building. “You can only get up here with that.”

Amara nodded and looked at the key. “How many people have these?”

Lisbeth tilted her head as she thought about it. “Hmmm… you, Mr. Wolfe, Mr. Underwood, and… I think that’s it.”

Underwood. The name froze Amara in place until the elevator doors opened and she was spurred into motion. The women stepped into another lobby, much smaller than the one downstairs, but still larger than most lobbies Amara had seen in an office building. In the center, a big black desk and a matching chair occupied the space. Behind it, a pair of large, ornate doors led to two separate offices.

“That’s Mr. Wolfe’s.” Lisbeth said, pointing to her left. “That’s Mr. Underwood’s, though I think it’s temporary. I don’t really know. They’re making a lot of changes around here.”

“Who is Mr. Underwood?” Amara asked, hoping her voice was filled with nonchalant curiosity.

“He’s one of Mr. Wolfe’s assistants. The large accounts go through him.”

“What’s his name?” she asked, despite herself.

Lisbeth stopped walking and turned to her, confused. “Excuse me?”

“Mr. Underwood. What’s his name?”

Flashes of the name Nolan Underwood invaded her mind. Amara held her breath in anticipation of Lisbeth’s answer, nervous sweat beaded along her spine and began to trickle.

“Brandon…” The brunette said, her brows crinkling. “Do you know him?”

Amara shook her head lightly and cleared her throat. “Nope. Just sounded familiar.”

Lisbeth shrugged and turned back around, pointing at the desk in the center of the room. “This is your desk.”

“That would be correct,” she heard Colin say behind them. Amara closed her eyes momentarily, until the heat that his voice produced began to wash away. “I’ll take it from here, Liz. Thank you.”

“My pleasure, Mr. Wolfe,” Lisbeth responded as she walked back to the elevator. “Let me know if you want to do lunch, Amara.”

“I will. Thank you.” Amara smiled, occupying herself with watching Lisbeth exit the room, not wanting to meet Colin’s gaze.

“Perhaps another day, Liz. Amara needs to accompany me to my lunch meeting today at twelve. Please remind me fifteen minutes prior.”

“Sure thing.”

The elevator closed, and Amara finally allowed herself to look at Colin. He was running his tongue between his teeth as his eyes drew her body slowly, so slowly she almost overheated from the heat in his gaze.

“You look…” He cleared his throat. “Very professional. Let’s get started.”

Amara frowned and shook her head. She knew what he wanted to say. She saw the desire flickering in his eyes as he looked her over, but she played his game. Pivoting, Amara swayed her hips a little more exaggerated than usual as she rounded the desk and sat in the chair. When she looked up, Colin was still standing in the same spot, handsome, as always, in his suit. It fit him as if it was made for him, hugging his strong back and arms in the exact shade of grey as Amara’s skirt. Colin’s dark gaze was glued to her as he strode over to her.

“Did you get a chance to see my office?” he asked casually, brushing past her to enter the door on the left.

“Nope.”

“Well, come take a look. You’ll have to know where the files go when you bring them to me, in case I’m on the phone or not here.”

Her heels pressed into the plush rug as she stood and followed him into the large corner office. She sauntered past him to stand at the floor-to-ceiling windows admiring the expansive view. Not only was her apartment building visible, but she could see her living room window perfectly from that angle. Interesting.

“Beautiful view.”

“It is,” he agreed.

“I can’t imagine how you get any work done.”

“I guess we’ll find out,” he said with amusement. She turned to search his face, their eyes met, conveying unspoken messages across the room…. his gaze hungry, clearly wanting to devour her. Amara’s heated and resentful … because she wanted to be devoured.

“So, the files,” she said.

“The files,” he repeated, as if trying to remember. He placed his hand on the right side of his desk. “I want them here. Anything I sign and that is ready to be sent out, I’ll put on this side.” He signaled the left side of his desk. “I don’t think you can fuck that up.”

And just like that, the spell was broken once again. She was almost grateful for his rudeness to reminder her that she didn’t mean as much to him as she once did. Still, she looked away from him, back to the city, and reminded herself to breathe. This is temporary. “I think I’ll be fine. Anything else?”

“You’ll be in charge of my schedule. You’re on call all the time, anything I need, you’ll have to take care of it.”

On call all the time. She wondered how much he would take advantage of that. Did she care? Did she want him to? Was her being in Wolfe Industries the right move for either one of them? Samuel sent her to see Colin to begin with, and once he did, he and Philip had been unusually absent, which made her uncomfortable. How much of all of this was a set up? God, she needed answers.

“Why am I here, Colin? You can hire a perfectly good assistant. Why me?” she asked after a long moment of brewing.

“I shelled out a fuck load of money for you, that’s why,” he growled.

“Why would you do that? You know I’m still bound to Méchant, right? I hope Ph—” Amara stopped herself before she could say his name. “I hope you haven’t heard otherwise.” From the way Colin’s nostrils flared, she knew he hadn’t.

“I’m well aware of that. Being bound to Méchant makes you bound to me, Amara. I’ve been paying close attention to all things Méchant.”

“As you should.” They stared at each other, each wanting to see the other break first. Finally, he spoke.

“You know what I don’t understand? How is it that no direct deposit has been sent your way? No checks, no proof of payments, nothing. It’s almost as if you don’t work there at all… save for the personal documents on file.”

“You’ve seen my file?”

He raised an eyebrow and gave her an annoyed, duh look.

“Can you see everybody’s file?”

A frown clouded his face. “I’ve only had interest in one file, but I have access to all of them…” He let the words hang in the air, their suggestion submerging Amara’s thoughts. She wondered what else he could see, and if he had access to so much, wouldn’t Philip be watching him? Really watching him? Her heart began to pound, his curious gaze suddenly smothering and adding to her mounting panic as she began to back out of Colin’s office. Amara could feel his eyes on her as she whirled around and took the steps to her desk. She could only imagine what he thought about her actions—could practically hear his thoughts about her being insane. Maybe she was—maybe she was completely paranoid, but they couldn’t talk about Méchant in his office.

Amara spent the rest of the morning juggling files. Her work at Wolfe Investments was turning out to be completely different than at PB Marketing, where she’d been in charge of a large lingerie account. Amara couldn’t imagine sorting files and answering phone calls for a living. She hated it. She spent one hour just fixing Colin’s schedule around to include all of his meetings—work and personal. The longer she did that, the more she disliked him. It was almost as if he was trying to smear his shitty upcoming nuptials in her face by making her call the catering company and change the menu from fish to steak.

At the sound of the elevator chime, Amara looked up from her desk to see a tall blond man wearing a black suit enter the lobby. He had laugh lines around his grinning mouth and near the edges of his bright blue eyes. She guessed he was in his mid to late thirties.

“Hi. We haven’t formally met, I’ve heard a lot about you. I’m Brandon,” he said, stopping in front of her desk.

“Amara,” she said, clearing her throat when the words came out quieter than she’d intended. “And I’m not sure I like the fact that you’ve heard about me.”

Brandon moved around the desk and stood next to her, lowering his head so that it was beside hers as he looked at the computer screen. His face was so close to hers that they would have touched noses had she turned her head. Amara tried not to inhale too deeply, but she could still smell the strong woodsy cologne that radiated off him. He smelled like he’d bathed in it.

“I see you started working on the schedule,” he said, finally giving her enough breathing room to turn her face and look at him.

“That’s my job.”

“I know. Mr. Wolfe, Benjamin—not Colin—will be here at noon. You should probably squeeze that into the schedule.” He pointed at the screen.

“I’ll make a note.”

“Maybe we can go to lunch and get to know each other while they’re in their meeting.”

She opened her mouth to respond but Colin’s voice coming from his doorway made them both snap their heads in that direction.

“Brandon. My office,” he said, narrowing his eyes at her.

“Yes, sir,” Brandon responded. “See you later,” he said, gesturing his hand in a salute as he strode off.

She nodded and let out a heavy breath as she continued her work, uninterrupted, until Colin stepped out of his office to stand beside her desk.

“Let’s go,” he said.

She frowned, looking at the time. “Where?”

“Lunch meeting.”

“I…your uncle is coming in like ten minutes.”

“Not anymore. Call him and reschedule.”

“I can’t just call him and cancel the meeting. I don’t even know where to call!”

“Look it up. I’ll wait,” he said, crossing his arms and leaning against the edge of her desk.

“He’s your uncle!” she said.

“And you’re my assistant,” he said, shrugging. Unnerved under his scrutiny, Amara busied herself by looking through the contacts on her desktop. “Maybe if you weren’t doodling little guns, you would have checked your email and seen what I sent you.”

Amara looked down at her desk, face flushed. She’d been drawing images of guns earlier, when she was thinking about how much she wanted to kill Colin, and Philip, and her dad, and possibly Brandon, just for being around. She picked up the phone receiver without looking back at him and began to dial.

“Are you planning a homicide? Because you may want to re-consider your weapon of choice,” Colin said. She could hear the smile in his voice, but refused to look at him.

“Hi, this is Amara calling from Wolfe Investments. I just wanted to let Mr. Wolfe know that Colin won’t be able to attend the meeting they have scheduled…”

Once that was settled, she hung up, checked her email and the new add-ons to the schedule he’d sent her, and finally looked at him. “Done.”

“Good. Grab your purse. We may be gone a while.”

“Is Brandon going too?” she asked as they reached the elevators.

Colin’s jaw clenched as he stared at the elevator doors.

“Would you like that?” he asked.

“I don’t care either way, I was just wondering if we were waiting for him.”

Colin’s eyes cut to hers. “We’re not waiting for anybody.”

“Okay then.”

They entered the elevator and he slid his card in while punching the button to the garage. The atmosphere was tense, neither looking at the other, both mutely focused on the doors in front of them.

“What was he telling you when he got here?” Colin asked, breaking the silence.

“Nothing, just introducing himself.”

“Hm. You were standing pretty close to each other when I stepped out of my office.”

Amara’s lip twitched as she heard the jealousy in his voice. “We were,” she said. She turned to face him and took a step closer to him. “Did that bother you?”

Unexpected turmoil swam in his eyes. “Would it make a difference if it did?”

Colin continued to look at her in silence, his eyes imploring her to answer, but Amara could only stare back. His face inched closer to hers, and she allowed herself to lean forward to meet him. Heat began to crackle between them once again. They were enveloped in a bubble where nobody else existed, until the elevator doors opened, breaking them, and the moment, apart instantly.

“I don’t know what you want me to say,” Amara said, as she stepped out of the elevator.

“I don’t either,” Colin muttered under his breath as he walked beside her.

The lights of a two-door, black luxury car beamed as Colin unlocked it. Amara looked at the car and then back at Colin. It was completely different from the big SUV he used to own.

“What happened to your truck?” she asked as she slipped onto the buttery leather of the seat.

Colin closed her door and rounded the vehicle, settling into the driver’s seat. He turned to her.

“I got rid of it.”

“You loved that truck.”

“I loved a lot of things.”

Amara felt her chest closing in on her as she looked at him. Loved. Past tense. When would it stop hurting? When would his words stop feeling like they were prying her open? She looked away from him, focusing on the dashboard in front of her.

“Where is the lunch meeting?”

Colin sighed beside her and began to drive.

“How many people did you have sex with at Méchant?” Colin asked as they stopped at a red light.

Amara’s heart lurched. She was surprised he hadn’t asked her that question before. She exhaled. “Two.”

“Not including me?”

She nodded and looked out the passenger window.

“Did you enjoy it?”

She turned her head to look at him. “No.”

Colin shook his head, unsure of what to think anymore.

“Can I ask you a question?” Amara said.

He shrugged one shoulder.

“Why did you come for me?”

He exhaled heavily. “Because I’m stupid. Because I’m selfish. Because I had to.”

“Because you had to?” she whispered, trying to ignore the sudden bubbles of happiness floating inside her belly.

His eyes cut to her, and her heart sped up. “You thought I could just leave you there, Amara? I’m holding out hope that you got yourself into such deep shit because you had to and not because you wanted to be there… I figured if I talked to you, or if I saw you again, or if I got you out… I don’t know. I don’t know what the fuck I was thinking. Mostly, I wanted you out for selfish reasons…”

When he didn’t finish his statement, she cleared her throat and spoke up. “Is that all?”

Colin smiled, though it wasn’t a warm one. “Is it ever?”

“So what’s the real reason then? If it’s not because you wanted to be my knight in shining armor.”

He stayed quiet for a moment, weaving through traffic. “I don’t trust you enough to tell you.”

She should have expected those words, that sentiment, but it still stung.

“You used to trust me with everything.”

“And then you lied. And left.”

“You knew I had to go.”

“I did.”

“Do you think you’ll ever forgive me for not telling you the whole truth?” Her question was quiet and hung between them for a silent minute.

“You know what bothers me the most?” Colin said, ignoring her question as he turned into the parking lot of an apartment building. “It’s not that you left—I get why you left. It’s not even the whole thing with Méchant, because if I try really hard, I can understand why you did that. What kills me, Amara, is that you didn’t tell me in New Orleans. I asked you, and you completely sidestepped. You could have told me then. You could have asked me for help. You could have—”

“Agreed to marry you,” she said, surprised she could get the words out so easily.

His eyes flashed to hers as he parked the car. “Not what I was going to say, but that could have helped.”

Amara let out a harsh breath and let her head thud against the seat. She collected her thoughts as she waited for Colin to come around the car and open the door for her.

“Are you jealous of Molly?” Colin asked, smirking, as he held the door of the building open for her, noting the way she was still silently brewing.

She stopped walking and pivoted to face him. “You have no idea.”

It was the most honest thing she could have said, and she could tell Colin was shocked by it. He grinned at her, his brown eyes twinkling as he lifted her chin with two fingers. “Good.”

He dropped his hand and continued walking.

“Where are we, anyway? Is there a restaurant in here?” she asked, looking around the luxurious lobby of the apartment building.

“My house, and no there’s no restaurant here. I have to pick up some files before we head to the meeting.”

Amara fished out her phone as she followed him to the elevator. “We’re going to be late. The meeting is in twenty minutes.”

Colin pushed the button. “They can wait.”

“When did you move here?”

“A couple of months ago.”

“Park Avenue wasn’t doing it for you?” she asked jokingly.

“The memories weren’t.”

The blame in his eyes cut her, but Amara refused to apologize.
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IT HAD BEEN a long day at the hospital again. Any free time Amara had, she spent it beside her mother, who seemed to be doing worse every day. Every time she was on the cusp of getting better, she caught the flu, which lowered her white blood cell count tremendously. The thought of going back and staying the night with her at the hospital was nagging at Amara as she walked through the long corridor of the penthouse. Leaning against the wall to slip off her heels, a clattering sound resonated from the kitchen, stilling her movements.

“Hello?” she called out, not knowing what else to say. Her eyes scanned the room as she looked for something to use as a weapon. Not seeing anything else, she grabbed an umbrella she’d propped into a corner. The duck on the handle didn’t do much to build confidence in her weapon, but at least she had something. Amara began to walk slowly toward the kitchen, her grip closed tightly around the wooden handle. Her breath was so loud in her ears, it seemed to drown out any sounds from her uninvited guest.

She raised the umbrella to click on the kitchen light, but as soon as the tip hit the panel, a hand tugged on it. Amara shrieked but managed to keep her hold on the umbrella. With the lights on, she found herself staring into Philip’s eyes as she screamed.

“You may want to keep it down,” Philip said, amused.

“What the fuck are you doing here?”

Philip took the umbrella from her hand and placed it on the counter. “Reminding you that you can’t wipe your hands clean of me.”

Her heartbeat slowly calmed under her palm. “Jesus. I don’t need a reminder, Philip.”

He laughed and turned away from her, tending to the teakettle that was now boiling. “You haven’t checked in.”

“I was never told to check in. One minute I’m in New York to meet with a client, the next I’m working for Colin, who says he paid off my debt.”

He manned his tea like a London housewife, his pinky in the air, as he served it, his attention completely focused on his task. Amara watched, enthralled at this weird creature of a man. Once he walked around the island and sat in the barstool, he took a sip of the tea, put the cup down with a delicate clink, and looked at her with serious, calculating eyes.

“If Colin thinks paying off your debt means you have no contract with me, he’s in for quite the surprise. In fact, he should have had his attorney read over the paperwork for him.”

“What does it say?” Amara asked in a quiet voice.

“Just that you have to complete one last order of business before you are let go.”

“Let go?”

“Yes. Now, do you have anything on Colin you’d like to share?”

Amara exhaled. “Colin doesn’t trust me. Not even a little bit.”

“Make him! Make him fall in love with you again. Do whatever you need to do.”

“He doesn’t know about the account you’re after, if that’s what you’re worried about. He doesn’t even want to be involved in his dad’s company, from what I’ve seen.”

“Did you tell him about the account?”

“Of course not! I’m not an idiot. I don’t trust him either.”

“Good… good…” he exhaled. “You need to make him fall in love with you and get him to trust you.”

“People don’t just fall in and out of love,” Amara scoffed.

He paused, holding the cup of tea to his lips, and looked at her over the brim. It seemed as if he was contemplating her response. Amara didn’t expect him to understand. What could this wretched man possibly know about love?

“You’re right,” he conceded after taking a sip and putting the glass down again. “They usually never fall out of love in the first place.”

Amara had a million reasons to believe otherwise, but discussing love with Philip was pointless. His heart, if he had one, was black and twisted.

“If you can’t get what I need, you’re no use to me there. I’ll have to replace you,” Philip said slowly, letting the words drift around the room in accordance with his eyes.

“No, no, I just have to get friendly with the right people in the company.” She didn’t want to do it, but she couldn’t imagine not seeing Colin every day, even if it was under false pretenses.

“You need to hack into his computer.”

“Yeah, it’s a good thing I work for the Geek Squad.”

He frowned, not understanding.

She rolled her eyes. “I can’t just hack into his computer! I don’t know the first thing about that. I can barely remember my own passwords!”

Philip fluttered his hands in dismissal and exhaled.

“We’re taking a trip soon. And you have a gala to attend in a couple of weeks with the benefactor of a big nonprofit organization. Here’s his information.” He took a folded envelope out of the inner pocket of his jacket and slid it on to the table. “In the meantime, try cracking Colin’s password.”

Philip stood and shot Amara a pointed look as he walked toward the elevator. “Thanks for the tea.”

Once he left, she shut down the elevator so that it couldn’t drop anybody off on that floor without a pass code. Amara had changed it recently, so not even Philip had it. She should have done that sooner, she realized. Taking the envelope he’d left her, she tossed it on her mattress before striding to the bathroom to get ready for bed.

A short time later, settled under silky sheets, Amara opened the envelope to see what she’d be dealing with. The contents included a couple of papers, one of them a photo of a man’s face. The image revealed blond spiked hair, bright blue eyes and a Colgate smile belonging to a man who seemed to be in his thirties. The other paper read like an impressive résumé (like the ones most of the other clients in Méchant had).

Amara never understood how this guy, Reid Davis was his name, couldn’t get a regular date without help. He was good looking, rich, ran a good nonprofit that built schools for orphaned kids in different countries, and graduated Ivy League (Harvard). She put the papers aside and turned the envelope upside down. A boarding pass fluttered to her lap. She was booked on a flight leaving from JFK and arriving in IKA. Curious, she looked up the unknown airport on her cell phone. Her heart sunk deep into the pit of her stomach when she realized it was going to Iran, of all places. What could Philip possibly want her to do there? Would she see her grandfather again? Would he put an end to all of this if she told him about it?

Somehow, she pushed everything to the back of her mind long enough to fall asleep. She’d been so exhausted that she forgot to eat, even falling asleep with the lights on. When her cell phone rang, jarring her from sleep, she awoke disoriented, blinking around the lit room. Squinting, she saw Colin’s name on the caller ID and answered sleepily.

“Do you think those Chop Wizard’s are any good?” he whispered when she picked up.

“What?”

“Chop Wizard. It’s supposed to slice and chop any kind of vegetable.”

She groaned. “Colin, are you serious? What time is it?”

“One thirty,” he whispered.

It was dark outside, lit only by the illuminated windows of night owls, wrapping around the city like earthbound stars, and outshining the ones in the vast, lonely sky.

“Is this what you had your last assistant doing? Picking out Chop Wizards for you in the middle of the night?”

Her heart leapt at the chuckle that rumbled through the line. Maybe he was done treating her like crap. “Definitely not. She would have killed me. So?”

“Are you drunk?”

“Answer the question.”

“You answer the question.”

“Oh, we’re back in high school now?”

Amara rolled to her side. “You’re the one calling in the middle of the night to ask about a fucking kitchen utensil.”

“Making sure you’re alone,” he said.

She stayed quiet for a beat. “That makes more sense. Go back to sleep, or go bother Molly.”

He let out a breath. “I don’t want to.”

“Isn’t that what married people do?” She didn’t know why they were both whispering, but it seemed weird if he was and she wasn’t.

“We’re not married yet.”

“Soon enough. You might as well start practicing.”

“I am,” he said with a voice that made her stomach flip.

“Wrong girl,” she replied.

“Says who?”

The smile on Amara’s face faded as she fanned the fingers of her left hand and imagined him putting a ring on somebody else’s finger. How had that proposal gone? Fake or not, he must have asked when he gave Molly the diamond ring.

“Yep. No ring on my finger,” she quipped over a yawn.

“Your own fault,” he growled, and her stomach flipped again. Conversations like this made her wish she could just confess everything to him—tell him the real reason why Philip still had his hold over her. She also wasn’t sure she could entirely trust Colin. Everything about that scared her.

“Good night, Boss,” she said, not wanting to be on the phone for one more second. He had awakened more feelings in her that she really shouldn’t be having.

He chuckled lightly. “I like that.”

“Hanging up now.”

“Fine. I’m buying the goddamn Chop Wizard because of you.”

“I never said it was a good idea,” she said defensively.

“You never said otherwise.”

She rolled her eyes. “You have serious shopping issues. You don’t even cook, Colin. What do you want a Chop Wizard for?”

“So I shouldn’t get it, right?” He wasn’t whispering anymore, but he was still speaking in a low voice and his sex appeal was starting to unnerve her.

“I don’t know!” she said loudly into silence.

When she looked down at her phone, she saw that he’d hung up on her. She figured he would. She wondered if Molly had heard her voice. She hated thinking about that, picturing him sleeping beside another woman, eating with another woman, fucking another woman. All of it made her crazy, so she tried not to think about it, but it was hard. Knowing that Colin was still in love with her didn’t make things easier for her. It didn’t make things harder either; it just didn’t make a difference. She couldn’t change how she felt about him, and how she knew he felt about her…and all of it hurt like hell.

Amara threw herself back on her pillow with a huff. She was belatedly wishing she hadn’t been rude to Colin, because she knew what a prick he would be to her at work tomorrow. But alas, the past is in the past, just like he said.
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“AMARA! GET IN here!”

The sole of her left foot hadn’t even left the elevator floor before she was greeted with an order from Colin. She would have cringed, had she not known him— had she not already been dealing with his turbulent bipolar-like attitude for the past week and a half. Old Colin wasn’t this way. Old Colin, pre-Méchant Colin, was always calm, cool, collected and rather calculating, but never hot and cold like new Colin. Amara lowered her purse-inspired briefcase to the floor beside her chair and walked over to his office. Colin’s back was to her, affording her a view of his well-dressed backside, clothed in a navy pinstriped suit and white dress shirt. Although new Colin was a pain in the ass, he also made her a little hotter, if that was even possible, than old Colin.

“Good morning,” she said, stopping just inside the threshold of his office. Amara rested her hand on the doorway and leaned into it as she waited for him to respond.

He scowled at her as he turned around. “You didn’t cancel my appointment with Mr. Winters for two o’clock.”

Her eyes jumped on a couple of items in his office, as her mind replayed yesterday before landing back on his angry gaze. “No. You had an appointment with Mr. White at two, I canceled it like you asked, and Brandon replaced it with an appointment with Mr. Winters.”

“Why would he do that?” he growled.

She shrugged in response.

“Okay, okay,” he said, repeating a silent mantra as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Okay.” He looked up at her as if he found a solution. “I hope you’re hungry because you’re going to a cake tasting today.”

She blinked at him. “Excuse me?”

“I was supposed to go try cakes at two o’clock. Molly’s going to hound me—my mom is going to hound me—so you’ll be doing it for me.”

“Excuse me?” she repeated raising her voice, not for lack of hearing.

“You heard me.”

“I did, and I’m waiting for the punch line.”

He looked at her, face completely still, unmoved. His body was tight—she could tell from the way his jaw twitched and his hands were bunched up by his sides. Amara knew he wasn’t kidding, but she was hoping he would take it back. How could he want to purposely hurt her? He knew it would.

“Does it look like I’m joking?”

She blinked to fight the tears she felt coming. Amara knew he could be mean, but she didn’t expect him to be this insensitive. He had to know it hurt her to come to terms with the wedding, and a cake tasting was practically sealing the deal. Her gut was telling her to speak out, her mind was telling her to accept it and move on, and her heart was shredding apart. Through her turmoil, Colin watched her through narrowed eyes.

“Colin, I can’t,” she said, finally. Her voice was small. It matched the way she felt perfectly.

“Why not?” he asked, cocking his head to one side as he crossed his arms over his chest.

A million reasons flickered between them, beginning as small speckles of light and building into a bigger fire, a wild conflagration, with every moment their eyes searched the other’s. Amara’s heart accelerated and lodged into her throat until she felt like she was going to choke on the intensity of her feelings for him.

Light tears began to fall, unable to stay behind the wall she’d built for them. “Because as much as it kills me to joke about your impending wedding—as much as it hurts when we discuss Molly and I pretend it doesn’t—seeing cakes, trying cakes, picking out flavors… that would make it real, Colin. Don’t you see that? You know me better than anybody else.” Can’t you see me breaking? She wanted to scream, but held it back. Barely.

For the first time since she’d gotten back to New York, she saw something other than distaste in his eyes. There was a shattering pain now that mirrored hers. Colin stood and slowly rounded his desk. She forced herself not to reach out to him as he stopped in front of her. Amara could smell him —could almost taste him from this proximity—but she kept her hands at her sides, waiting. Colin reached out, his fingers softly skimming down the sleeves of her white blouse, down her arm, until he reached the bare skin of her wrist.

“It is real, Amara,” he whispered.

Her eyes traveled up his perfectly pressed white shirt to the spot where his collar was open, the knot on his tie that was already loosened, and finally to his eyes—his intense, chocolate eyes.

“I know, but you don’t have to rub it in my face every chance you get,” she said, finally gaining control of herself.

Colin dropped his hand from hers and laughed, his shoulders shaking in dry disbelief as he looked away from her. “I feel like a string puppet, being pulled in all different directions. I don’t have a choice. What don’t you understand? I have to get married. I don’t have to like it, I don’t even have to like her, but it’s something I need to do. I wanted it to be you, and you threw it back in my face. And you have the audacity to stand here crying?”

“Why? Why do you have to get married before your birthday?” she asked, annoyance clear in her voice.

Colin turned away from her to stand behind his desk again. Clutching the sides of the polished mahogany, he leaned forward with narrowed eyes. “Because this company is riding on that, Amara. Because Lotus is riding on it. Because three of the four companies my dad left behind in his will are dependent on whether or not I get married. If I do, I remain the majority share holder in them.”

Amara licked her lips and placed her hands on the other side of the desk, mimicking his stance. “And if you don’t?”

Colin didn’t answer right away, his eyes wandered from her full lips to her defined arms, her red nails, and back up to her eyes. “If I don’t, my uncle takes my place.”

“Benjamin? Would that be so bad?” Her voice was soft, belying the way her heart raced from the way energy crackled between them.

“It would be for Lotus, Mara. It would be for my mom, probably for my future,” he said, his voice losing its pretense. And just like that, they were only Colin and Amara again, as they were before life got messy and smeared its shit all over them.

Amara exhaled, her minty breath tickling Colin’s senses, making his nostrils flare. “I don’t have a choice in what I’m doing. Fucking strangers is not my idea of a good time, and that’s the least of what I’ve had to do for Philip. One thing I am grateful for though, is that I’ve learned a lot about people.” She paused, unsure of whether or not to finish her statement. Colin leaned in a little closer, their noses almost touching now. Amara’s breath quickened at the movement. “I would be very careful. I can’t marry you. I can’t agree to something like that, not because I don’t want to, Colin, because dammit…” This time, when she let out a breath, he leaned in closer.

“Shit.” The startled voice behind Amara brought reality crashing into the moment. Jumping away from one another, they looked toward the door to find Brandon standing just inside Colin’s office. “I’ll come back,” Brandon blurted apologetically.

“No, I was just leaving,” Amara responded, brushing past him without making eye contact with either of the men.

Intent on busying herself, Amara looked through contacts and sorted out emails and phone numbers. When she heard footsteps behind her again, her back straightened with tension.

“Lunch today?” Brandon asked as he walked past her desk on his way to the elevators.

“Does this lunch involve wine?” she asked with a smile.

Brandon only smiled and winked as he entered the open doors.

When next she heard someone approaching, her heart began to flip flop, knowing it was Colin. She didn’t look up; she couldn’t. The thought of looking into his eyes again made her self-conscious. Amara heard him pause behind her chair, and she waited for him to address her. She didn’t know what to expect.

“We don’t do business with Dr. Edwards anymore,” Colin said, pointing at her screen. “Delete him.”

Amara nodded and did as she was told. His breath was suddenly on the back of her neck, his lips slightly grazing the sensitive area. She inhaled sharply as her insides began to coil tightly.

“We’re going to finish our conversation,” he murmured against her skin.

Amara could barely breathe, so she simply nodded.

“Do you understand?” His words left trails of fire and ice behind them as his lips moved toward the shell of her ear. He didn’t kiss her, didn’t touch her with his hands, but he might as well have been fucking her as he spoke.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Take off after lunch. I’ll see you later,” he said, straightening to walk toward the elevator.

Their eyes met and stayed glued to the other as he stood inside the elevator. When the doors whooshed closed, Amara let out a heavy breath. Finding it hard to concentrate, the time ticked by slowly as she gave up trying to be productive and checked her email. Finding one from Colin, she read it with hesitation. Her eyes danced around the room, watching the ticking clock, looking at the elevator dial showing what floor it was on, everywhere except for the task she was supposed to be working on. . Forcing herself to try to focus on something, she checked her email.

From: Colin O. Wolfe

To: Amara Maloof

Subject: Work

You don’t have to go to the tasting, but I need you to go somewhere with me next Friday night.

Amara let out a relieved breath, and replied quickly, surprised at the defeated feeling that ran through her when she realized she was unavailable. Amara had already been commanded to go on a date on behalf of Méchant next Friday night.

From: Amara Maloof

To: Colin O. Wolfe

Subject: Re: Work

Sorry, but I can’t next Friday.

Amara waited for a response, but never received one.

The hours ticked by quickly, and soon the elevator chimed, bringing Brandon back to their floor.

“Lunch?” he asked, holding the doors open.

She gathered her things, logged off her computer and joined Brandon in the elevator.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” she said, rushing back to her desk to gather the files Colin had asked for. She walked into his office and placed them where he’d instructed, pausing to attach a sticky note to scribble something she’d wanted to tell him earlier. It’s something she was sure she shouldn’t be confiding to him, but she felt she had to. She didn’t need the added stress.
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Closing the door behind her, she walked back over to Brandon, who was still holding the elevator. The cab stopped two floors under them, where Colin waited beside an older man with dark brown hair—one she knew intimately. Her face grew warm when he smiled at her. Amara quickly looked down at the floor, avoiding Colin’s wide eyes and questioning looks.

“Going to lunch,” Brandon said as Colin and Samuel stepped into the cab.

Amara felt like she was being strangled, surrounded by Colin, Brandon, and Sam. She inched toward the corner of the elevator, needing breathing room.

“Are you okay?” Samuel asked. She looked up, only able to nod in response, her eyes darting to Colin’s. His answering frown asked what the hell was wrong with her.

“Samuel, this is Amara,” Colin said, finally, and Amara cringed. There was no manual for this—nothing that could tell her what the right thing to do in this situation was.

“Amara,” Samuel said with a hint of his Italian accent, as he extended his hand to her. “Beautiful name for a beautiful woman.”

She shook his hand and nodded, trying to school her features and not think about their history, but her flesh prickled as she remembered having sex with him and Courtney and the intimate moment she’d become a spectator of as he slid out of Amara and into a waiting Courtney. Still, a flush painted her face as she diverted her eyes. The vibe between them was wrong; she was sure anybody standing within a five-mile radius of them could feel the discomfort seeping from her. Colin glared at their joined hands, his jaw twitching, his eyes narrowing as he put the pieces together. He knew, or at least suspected.

Colin’s brown eyes pinned Amara, and she was unable to look away until the elevator doors opened for them in the lobby. Amara waved over her shoulder as she quickly scooted out of the elevator behind Brandon.

“That was… awkward,” he commented as they reached a cab outside the building. She rolled her eyes and almost screamed with joy when they took a cab (normalcy!) to Soho. There was a restaurant Brandon kept raving about, and she was excited to try it.

“So, how’d you end up working as Colin’s assistant?” Brandon asked in the cab.

Curious about his interest, Amara cut her gaze from the window to his. “What have you heard?”

He smirked. “A lot of things, actually. You know how rumors are.”

“What kind of rumors?” she asked as her heart plummeted into her gut. Did they know about Méchant?

“Well, someone said you were high school sweethearts. Then someone else corrected her and said college sweethearts. Rumor has it you worked for the best marketing company in Paris, but then Colin offered you double the salary so you can come with for him….” He paused, his eyes flicking to hers to see if any of the above was correct. She gave nothing away, just smiled. “Others say he’s marrying Molly but is deeply in love with you and dying to get you back.”

“Huh. Interesting rumors.”

Brandon chuckled. “You’re not even gonna give me an inch?”

She shrugged. “There’s not much to tell. I worked for a big marketing company, came back to New York to take care of my sick mom, and Colin offered me a job, being the good friend he’s always been. I took it. That’s it.”

“What about the bit about him being in love with you?”

She turned away from him and the sensation in her chest. “Just a rumor.”

“Huh. The funny thing about rumors is that they’re often true, to a point.”

“Sometimes,” she said with a shrug.

The cab slowed to a stop and Brandon signaled her to get out as he paid the driver.

“That part wasn’t a rumor though,” Brandon said close to her ear as they walked toward the restaurant. “I could see that one this morning.”

“You couldn’t be any more wrong,” she said with a laugh.

“All I know is, I’ve never lost a bet, and my bet is on that.”

“Who are you betting?”

“Can’t tell you.”

“Well, get ready to lose, dueler.”

He smiled. “Never.”

They settled into a booth and placed their orders.

“How long have you known Colin?” she asked as she laid out the napkin over her thighs.

“I met him when I started working here, ten years ago. I started at the bottom, worked my way up, Mr. Wolfe gave me some great opportunities when I needed them,” He shrugged, looking off to the side. “I miss seeing him in the office and learning from him, but when Colin was thrown all this, I knew I needed to help.”

“So that’s how you ended up as his assistant?”

His lip twitched. “I was his dad’s secretary for a while. I’m also a really good friend of Benjamin’s. He seems to think Colin needs to be coddled.”

“Benjamin, huh?”

“You have remarkable eyes,” Brandon said suddenly.

“Thanks.” She took a sip of the water brought by the waiter, and looked up again when she heard him laugh. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“How long have you been married?” she asked, eyeing his wedding band.

“Two years,” he responded, smiling.

“Cool. What does your wife do?”

“Personal stylist.”

“That sounds fun.”

“Yeah, I guess. It’s a word-of-mouth business. She’s gotten a lot of her aunt’s old clients though, so she’s had luck in that department. And she used to work at Barney’s, so she has a lot of people from there.”

“So she just works from home now?”

He nodded, running his fingers through his slicked back hair. “Basically.”

“It sounds nice. No kids?”

“God, no.”

Amara laughed at his answer. “I’m assuming you don’t want any?”

“Not for a while. I mean, I love kids, don’t get me wrong, but I have nephews and they’re a freaking handful. Besides, Chloe wants to wait until she’s older.”

“How old is she?”

“Twenty-four.”

Amara pursed her lips slightly.

“I’m thirty-two,” he said.

“Well, I don’t blame her for wanting to wait.”

“What about you? No boyfriend?”

“Nope.” She averted her eyes and looked at the waiter, who was weaving his way through the tables with their plates.

“No kids?”

Amara laughed. “Definitely not.”

“Don’t want any?”

“I want them, just not out of wedlock. My mom would kill me.”

Brandon smiled and nodded. He had a wide, toothy smile, but it was nice and warm. “You’re close to her?”

“Very,” she said before taking a bite of her curry shrimp.

He smiled again, looking like he was holding back laughter again.

“Are you always this smiley?” she asked, finally, setting her fork down.

Brandon laughed outright and set his own utensils down as well. “I’m sorry. I don’t want you to think I’m laughing at you or anything.”

“What am I supposed to think when you’re sitting here laughing while I’m eating? Things like this make women develop eating disorders!”

“Oh no! Oh no, no, no,” he said apologetically, waving his hands. “I swear I’m not laughing at you. It’s just… you’re so different than Molly. Like, night and day. It’s weird.”

She felt her stomach beginning to sour at the mention of Molly’s name. “Oh,” she said, her voice was low, almost a whisper. “What is she like?”

He cocked his head a little, seemingly weighing something out. “You really want to know?”

Did she really want to know? Not really, no, she told herself. But at the same time, very much so. She wanted Colin back, so as far as she was concerned, Amara may as well know her enemy. She didn’t have much to lose at this point, not from where she sat anyway. She placed her elbows on the table and leaned in.

“I need to know what I’m up against, right?” she said with a glint in her eyes.

Brandon smiled broadly. “Well, in that case, she’s snotty and more than a little annoying because she has a nasally voice. She’s bossy, but she’s also unexpectedly kind. She’s a hard worker, and she’s pretty.”

Nodding, Amara sat back in her chair and took a sip of wine. In that case, she wondered if that was why Benjamin was such a fan of Molly— because she was a hard worker.

“What are you thinking?”

“I hate nasally voices.”

His shrugging laughter made her smile.
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AMARA RECEIVED A text message that rattled her out of her slumber, and checked it as she wiped her eyes, huffing when she saw it was from Colin and had nothing to do with work.

Colin: What are you doing Friday night?

Amara: Working.

Colin: ….

Amara: ….

Colin: ELABORATE.

Amara: If you must know, it has nothing to do with Wolfe Ind.

Colin: Tell me something I DON’T know. Working at Méchant?

Amara: Yes.

Colin: Who told you to go there?

Amara: It’s in my contract.

Colin: I want that “contract” on my desk by 9:30am tomorrow.

The next morning, Amara did as she was told and dropped the contract she’d signed with Philip on Colin’s desk. At that point, what did it matter? Her eyes stayed glued to his desk for a long moment to gather her thoughts before moving around his office. She needed to figure out where he kept his business files. She needed to find out how to get into all things Méchant.

Walking behind his desk, she opened a few drawers. Finding nothing, she crouched down and looked beneath the desk, and as she crouched, the door opened. Amara gasped softly; the idea of getting caught making her heart pound. Still, she stood and brushed off her skirt.

“Find what you were looking for?” Colin asked. Only then she dared look up at him. Amara didn’t answer at first, just gave him a confused look.

“My pen fell.” It was stupid, yet the only thing she could come up with.

He chuckled, leaning back on the now closed door. He was wearing one of his lighter suits, a brown-toned pattern that matched his eyes and highlighted them under those ridiculously long lashes of his. He still hadn’t shaved the scruff of a beard he’d been sporting as of late, and it pronounced the tightness of his jaw when he looked away from her toward the window.

“You remember that guy you dated in high school? He was on the Rugby team… what was his name…” his words became soft as his thoughts trailed off.

“Tom,” Amara said.

“Tom,” Colin repeated, a smile spreading over his face as he turned toward her. The smile made her heart jump because it wasn’t his sweet smile, but neither was it his seductive smile. It was his “I know you’re full of shit, and I’m about to prove it smile.” She clamped her jaws together and began grinding her teeth in what was rapidly becoming an annoying, painful habit. His chuckle enraged her. She had no idea where he was going with this, and she didn’t like it. “You’re starting to look uncomfortable back there. You want to take a seat in my chair while I finish my story?”

She opened her mouth and closed it. Her heart could feel the jabs of his words, as if he was reaching in and poking her repeatedly. Nonetheless, she sat, desperate to know what his point was, even though she dreaded the answer. Colin’s eyes roamed over his desk, over her, and a wider smile spread on his face as he shook his head.

“Can you please get to it? I have work to do, and you’re acting weird.”

He pushed off the door and took a seat in front of her, folding his hands over the table. “This is a good change of pace, right?”

“Colin…” she prompted.

“When was the last time you played chess?” he asked, leaning back in the chair and crossing his ankles.

Her brows furrowed. “Chess? I don’t know. Why?”

“You used to be good at it,” he said, shrugging.

“Is there a point to this?”

“There’s a point to everything. Wouldn’t you say? Even the things that seem insignificant prove to have a point.”

“Okay, so what’s yours?”

Colin cocked his head and smiled at her, lopsidedly, his eyes trained on her lips as she licked them. “Sometimes life is like a game of chess—the player has his eyes set on the king and on the checkmate he’s dying to attain—so who does he set his eyes on? What is his target, usually?”

Amara hated the way her stomach was knotting up, but she swallowed down her trepidation and answered anyway. “The queen.”

“Come here, I wanna tell you a secret,” he whispered, placing his elbows on the desk and leaning in. She mimicked his stance, leaning in until their faces were only a breath apart. “You’re right,” he said, his minty words tickling over her face, not helping her body’s coiling reaction to his proximity. “The queen is the most important piece on that board. She has the power to slay everybody, any way she wants. The game always looks more promising when your queen is there, but sometimes she’s taken, and you have to depend on whatever pieces of the court are left. Maybe you have a bishop and a rook and you can get far with those you’re your knight…, but still, you don’t have the sense of security that queen gives you.” The gaze in his eyes was so intense she could make out the perfect lines of dark brown that etched the lighter shade of his pupil. She didn’t dare look away from him. He leaned closer then, the side of his face grazing hers, the little hairs on his face making her shiver helplessly and the low chuckle that followed—right beside her ear—causing that shiver to turn into two. “So you see, Mara, some people think they can target my queen. Take her from me. Do with her as they wish. They think I’ll just stand back with my dick tucked between my legs and watch them treat her like a puppet.” He inched even closer, his cologne making her head spin. His words were low, husky, said in the voice he’d used countless times to ground out her name when he was thrusting inside her. She could practically feel him sliding against her, his breath over her as she panted beneath him. Her nipples tightened at the visual in her head as she remembered scraping her nails against his muscled back. “But my girl isn’t a puppet, Mara, she’s a motherfucking queen.”

“Queens do what they have to,” she responded in a whisper against his ear, wishing she could just bite it, pull the lobe between her teeth gently. Still she held off as she tried to play his game.

His nose brushed against her jaw, skimming lightly beneath her ear and continued to glide over her face until he reached her chin. He pulled back a little until they were nose to nose again, their eyes searching the other’s. “Queens do what they have to do for the people they love,” he said, it was a correction.

Amara agreed, the tip of her nose rubbing his as she nodded.

“It’s taking all of the restraint I have right now to not kiss you,” he said, his breath fluttering over her parted lips. Unable to resist any longer, she leaned in closer, with every intention of locking her mouth to his, but Colin pulled back. He sat back in his chair leaving her with half of her body over his desk. Her fitted, white blouse was open enough that it afforded Colin a perfect view of her cleavage as she leaned toward him. His eyes blazed as they trailed over her form, from her cleavage to the dip of her back and what he could see of her ass in the black knee-length skirt she wore.

“I wish I had a mirror behind my desk right now,” he said, his eyes flashing back to hers.

A short laugh escaped Amara as she pushed herself up from his desk, popping open the top button of her blouse. She smiled when his eyes snapped from her eyes to her shirt and, with a knowing look, she began to undo the rest of the buttons. One by one, the buttons were freed, Colin watching intently, his chest expanding and contracting heavily as more flesh was exposed. His hands clutched the edge of his mahogany desk, as if it was the only thing keeping him from touching her. Amara let the white lace bra she was wearing peek out to tantalize him before she began the process of slowly buttoning her blouse back up, all the while keeping her gaze locked on his.

“So, who are you playing chess against?” Amara asked as she looped the last button in place.

Colin swallowed. “You tell me.”

She smiled and shook her head while rounding the desk to stop in front of him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

His hand grabbed hers as she turned to walk toward the door and her face snapped to his in question. “Tom,” he said. “When you were dating, he asked you to homecoming, but you already knew you wanted to break up with him because you thought he was cheating on you, so you made up some bullshit excuse right there on the spot as to why you couldn’t go to prom.”

“What’s your point?” she asked, taking her hand back. She remembered joking with Colin about going with him and his date and how cool everybody would think he was if he showed up with two girls.

He pushed his chair back and stood. They were so close that the heat radiating off of their bodies was an inferno; the chemistry that crackled between them was way past the point of being sparks, it had turned into a pit of lava. They were submerged, and neither wanted to surface. Amara craned her head slightly to meet his eyes.

“My point is, I know when you’re lying. If you’re going to try to screw me over, at least do it on your own watch, not when I’m paying you to do a job for me—a legal job for me, on top of the one I already bailed you out of.” His words cut deep. She felt disgusted and ashamed. Was she really doing this? To Colin, of all people? What had she become?

Amara didn’t respond. She turned away from him and let her feet guide her to the door. She paused, her hand on the doorknob as she asked, “Did Philip know you were Nolan all along?”

She felt him as he moved to stand behind her. His breath whispered over her ear as he leaned closer, causing goose bumps to erupt over her skin. “There are few things I love more than people who think they can’t be outsmarted, like Philip. He figured it out at some point, but by then it was too late, I was already in. The way he emphasized the word with that rasp in his voice made Amara’s heart skip. She swallowed loudly, her grip on the doorknob so firm that her knuckles were white. Colin pressed his chest to her back so that she could feel the length of him. “And for the record, Amara, you may want to figure out what side of the board you’re on, because there’s always a loser, and you may not want to be on that side when I figure out how to tear Philip’s companies apart.”

Amara bit her lip to keep from coming undone. Her voice was quiet when she was composed enough to use it. “Are we finished?”

“Not nearly finished, but you can go now.”

As she opened the door, Amara didn’t have to turn around to confirm that a smile painted his lips; she had heard it in his voice. When did he become such a bastard?
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“YOU BROUGHT MY doughnuts!” The excitement in her mother’s voice broke Amara’s heart a little.

“Bavarian Crème,” She said with a smile, setting the box aside after putting a doughnut on a napkin.

She watched as her mother nibbled on the doughnut and wondered if she even really wanted them. Anna always asked her daughter to bring the sweets, but every time she took a bite, she’d make a face. Anna’s skin was so pale, it was surprising that her veins weren’t visible. The chemicals pumped into her body had practically made them disappear. Her arms seemed to be frail twigs just barely hanging on to the branches of her shoulders. Hell, Amara realized as she looked at her mother, wasn’t a place. Hell was seeing somebody you love breaking and not being able to do anything about it. Her hair hadn’t begun to grow back, and Amara knew it wouldn’t, not fully anyway.

“Why do you always ask me for doughnuts if you don’t want to eat them?” she asked quietly.

Anna’s eyes filled with unshed tears as she lowered the doughnut and looked at her daughter for a long moment. “They got the PET scan results this morning. The doctors say the cancer metastasized to the lymph nodes of my breasts, and there’s a small tumor on my right side. They also found one in my kidneys.” She shook her head and blinked a couple of times, her tears spilling down her cheeks. Amara tried not to let her own fall, but couldn’t stop them. Her heart hurt so much in that moment—more than it ever had—and Amara doubted she’d ever feel such sorrow again. “There’s nothing I can do about what’s happening to me in here,” Anna said as she patted her chest. “The chemo took my taste buds, and the radiation makes my mouth taste like metal. So no, I can’t taste the doughnut. I don’t even remember what the flavor is, but for a minute—right before I bite into it—I can imagine it. I can picture myself at eighteen, stepping foot inside of the doughnut shop for the first time and trying it. I can remember the smell, the joy I felt, and how much I enjoyed that doughnut. Today I may not be able to taste it, and more than likely I never will again, but I can remember what it felt like to eat them. I think I’m secretly hoping for the flavor to hit me one of these days, even just for a moment. It’s dumb— it’s just a doughnut— but to me, in here,” she signaled around the hospital room. “It’s everything. My beautiful daughter, who has made all of these sacrifices for me and still loves me—even after everything she’s been through and witnessed—brings me these doughnuts. I’m not going to let her down by not trying them.”

A sob broke free from Amara’s chest, and she lurched forward in her chair, letting her head rest beside her mother’s bosom. She let herself cry openly as her mother stroked her hair softly, the way she did when she was a little girl, and later, when she was a lost teenager. Amara still hadn’t found herself—if anything she felt more lost than ever. Once the tears settled, she took a deep breath and wiped her face, bringing her eyes up to look at her mother.

“I’m so sorry, Mommy,” she said brokenly. Amara wished so much that she could trade places with the woman in front of her. No matter what Amara had done for her mother, Anna Maloof had sacrificed much, much more.

Anna laughed lightly through her tears. “It’s not your fault any of this is happening, Mara.”

“I know, I just wish I could take it away,” she said feeling deflated.

“You being here makes it tolerable. I just wish you were smiling more often, so why don’t we change that?”

She smiled and squeezed her hand. “I love you.”

“And I love you, but I hate seeing these fake smiles. What’s going on with Colin? Is he still marrying that floozy?”

Amara laughed loudly, loving that her positive, gentle mother was saying something negative about somebody for once. “Floozy?”

Anna shrugged a bony shoulder. “Well, is he? Or have you convinced him otherwise?”

She sat back in her chair and crossed her legs. “I would have to marry him. That’s what he said, anyway. He needs to get married. Even if he wasn’t set to marry her, I don’t think he trusts me enough to marry me, at this point.”

Her mom’s eyes widened. “He said that?”

She nodded, biting the inside of her cheek. “He may as well.”

“You haven’t told him why you went with Philip? The reason you stayed?”

Amara shook her head as her eyes drifted to the floor.

“You’re scared.”

“You don’t think I should be?”

She paused for a moment. “I think you should be terrified.”

Her eyes flashed back to her mom’s face.

“Sorry, my khorshid, I wish I could make this easier for you. Maybe telling Colin is your way of getting the upper hand.”

Her eyes wandered the room as she thought about it. Philip would kill her, or maybe he would kill Colin. She wouldn’t put it past him to kill them both.

“Mom, who does Philip work for?” There was a pregnant pause, and Amara braced herself for the answer.

“A variety of people. His client list is a short but powerful one. I know for certain he aids the government, which is pretty ironic.”

“Why? Because you don’t think he’s sneaky enough?”

Her mom’s light brown eyes pinned her with a gaze that shook her. “No, because his biggest client is a terrorist.”

Amara’s eyes widened at her words. “How do you know?”

“Because he’s my father,” Anna whispered to her startled daughter. Anna knew the words would terrify her, but she needed Amara to understand the gravity of the situation they were in. Growing up, anything related to the sultan was kept buried under a thick rug of mystery. Her mother rarely spoke of him, and her uncle Vlady was the only one who kept in touch with the man. Any reference to her grandfather was never in lighthearted conversation, but never was it said that the sultan was a terrorist; never was it confirmed that he did anything to purposely harm anyone. Knowing she was in direct lineage with someone who wielded such power made a shiver rock through Amara. Her knowledge of terrorism began and ended on September 11, when one of her friend’s fathers died in the horrific attack.

“That’s crazy,” she said after a long moment lost in thought. “Does he bomb people?”

Anna’s lips twisted uneasily. “As far as I know, his reasons for killing have nothing to do with religious beliefs. I’m sure some of the people he employs follow that code, but the sultan—he follows his own. He’s very vindictive and purposeful. He preys on the weak and uses them as a means to a higher end.”

“Like?” Amara prompted.

Her mother shook her head and sighed. “I don’t know, Amara. I left that life a long time ago. I don’t keep up with his doings. Even when I lived there I didn’t really know what went on; he never spoke to me about anything, I was only one of the daughters his wives birthed, after all. The United States government, though —he has many ties with them.”

“Philip told me there are files in that account. Files a lot of people want their hands on. I think maybe grandfa…” she cringed and stopped herself from saying the word. “Do you think the sultan lost trust in Philip? And maybe that’s why somebody is out there looking for me to get to that stupid account?” Her words were hushed, having long been warned not to talk about the situation openly. Even in the hospital, her mother was paranoid that somebody could be spying on them.

“The sultan doesn’t trust anybody,” Anna said, her eyes distant. “I’ve witnessed him order beheadings over missing slippers. I can’t imagine he would trust anybody, not even Philip, with something of this magnitude.”

“I still don’t understand why my name is on that account. He doesn’t even know me.”

“No, but he knows me, and that’s enough for him.”

“What do you have to do with anything?”

“I’m the only one of his daughters that left Iran. I’m the only one who disobeyed him and got away with it—more than just got away with it—I left with the one person he forbid me to be with. Philip somehow was able to get me some money.”

“Why would your dad give you money, knowing you were leaving?”

She reached out to hold Amara’s hand. “Your grandmother talked him into it and I guess he figured it would be best to get rid of me. And now we have this issue. I guess it’s been brewing for as many years as I’ve been gone, but as big as this account is, he had it set up so that it can’t be traced back to him..”

“Why would he do that?”

“Because if there is anything at all that could prosecute anybody …it’s in there, and it’s under your name. My daughter. My father knows how to hurt people, Amara. It’s what he’s good at. He knew what he was doing when he set up that account, and he thinks he’s going to burn me when the time comes.”

Amara blanched. She could feel her veins pumping rapidly inside her body, her heart jittering in her chest. “So basically, I’m completely fucked,” she whispered.

Her mother offered her a small, careful smile. “No, sweetheart, power can only get you so far, but what’s power without heart? The way I see it, in this case, we have both. We just have to be smart about what we do with it.”
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AMARA’S PHONE HAD been chiming non-stop all morning, refusing to let her focus on the things she was supposed to be working on. To make matters worse, she couldn’t keep her eyes off of Colin’s office, unable to shake the memories of the last conversation they’d had in there. She told herself to stop thinking about it, but every time she drifted into a daydream, it was about his breath on her neck, his eyes on her cleavage, or his kisses trailing over her jaw. Amara’s body shivered in remembrance, the arousal between her legs growing with each memory. At the sound of yet another chime, she shook the thoughts out of her head. She needed to focus. When she looked at her phone, she expected to see another reminder on her calendar or another email from the company Colin had asked her to send the latest contract to, but instead, saw his name and unlocked her screen with a frown.

Colin: Did Lisbeth tell you about tonight’s event?

Amara: No.

Colin: I need you to stay late tonight. We have a cocktail hour at 6:30.

Amara: Here?

Colin: Yes, one floor down, the space is right next to accounting.

She sighed, putting the phone back on the desk and looking down at the white shirt she wore tucked into a pink, knee length skirt. It was definitely not something she wanted to wear to a cocktail party. Amara decided to take her lunch hour at home so she could change clothes and freshen up. Maybe it would give her the burst of energy she needed to get her through the day.

Amara: I’ll be there.

Colin: I know.

She rolled her eyes at his response and muttered, “Of course you do,” as she tucked her thick hair behind her ear and focused on answering emails. At noon, Amara pushed her chair back and collected her things. She looked behind her, at Colin’s closed door, and wondered if she should try to look through his things one last time, but then thought better of it when she remembered Brandon was holed inside his office. He’d probably take that moment to step out.

Amara went home, showered, and changed into a knee-length dress that was classic black, but ruched at the waist and tailored to accentuate her hips. It was one of her favorite dresses, even though she’d only worn it once before. Hurrying now, Amara slipped into her heels, reapplied her make-up, and brushed her long, dark hair, letting it fall over her back in luminous waves. After a final look in the mirror, she headed back to the office.

As time ticked on, Amara started to get nervous about the cocktail hour. She should have asked for more information. She figured it was an employees-only kind of thing, but what if it wasn’t? Would Nancy, Colin’s mom be there? Would Molly be there? Did she still work at Wolfe or had she quit when Colin proposed? As soon as six-thirty rolled around, Amara shut her computer off and walked downstairs, anxious to make an appearance so she could leave. The hallway rug muted her heels as she walked toward the accounting office. Amara had only been to that floor a couple of times to small talk with Lisbeth, but the sounds of boisterous voices led her to the right room.

The large space had wide, open doors and tall tables set up around the room. Employees were congregated in groups, most with drinks in their hands as they talked and laughed. Amara’s eyes skirted around the room, relieved when she spotted Lisbeth and Brandon—the only friendly faces she knew in the sea of strangers. Lisbeth smiled as she approached.

“You look so pretty,” Lisbeth complimented as Amara stopped to stand beside her.

“Likewise,” Amara said, returning her smile.

“Did you go home and change?” Brandon asked as he walked up.

“Yeah, I didn’t really want to wear pink to a cocktail party. I wasn’t sure what the rules were.”

“Oh, honey, there are no rules,” Liz said, laughing as she sipped on her drink.

“Maybe a two-drink minimum rule though,” Brandon said, his eyes crinkling in a smile as he tapped his wine glass with Lisbeth’s.

Liz laughed. “Yeah, maybe that. You want a glass of wine?”

“Sure,” Amara said with a shrug.

Brandon stood beside Amara and people-watched as he nursed his wine.

“So it’s a company party only, right?”

“Pretty much. We like to keep it sporadic. I’m pretty sure John came up with this yesterday afternoon.”

“Who’s John?” Amara asked looking around. Liz returned and handed Amara a glass of red wine. She was glad to have something to do with her hands.

“John is my boyyyyfriend,” Liz answered in a low voice that was above a whisper, below a shout, definitely louder than she intended.

“You are such a lightweight,” Brandon said with a chuckle.

“I know,” Liz whined.

“What department does he work in?”

“He’s the head of accounting,” Brandon answered as Liz ran off in the direction of someone she wanted to speak to.

“An accountant that likes to party. That’s cool,” Amara said, smiling.

Brandon raised his eyebrows with a smile. “It seems this entire company likes to party.”

Amara smiled, not knowing what to say. She didn’t know very many people, but Colin wasn’t much of a partier.

“There he is, the man of the hour,” Brandon said, breaking into Amara’s thoughts. Her eyes snapped up to the door where Colin stood, taking her breath away. He was wearing a white button down shirt, the sleeves rolled up on his forearms, and blue pants. His wavy hair was in its usual, organized disarray, the way only he could pull off. Colin smiled as he greeted everyone; the side of his mouth was pleated in a grin, the lines nearly hidden under the beard on his face that filled in more each day. Amara didn’t like facial hair, but his was well-kempt and looked ….decidedly sexy. She found herself smiling with him, his laugh contagious. Amara’s smile faltered when she noticed the woman beside him. Clad in a red, knee-length dress, her blonde hair piled up into an up-do that matched her impeccable make up, was Molly. She wasn’t an extraordinary woman—wasn’t beautiful—but she had a smile that radiated confidence.

Molly walked forward, greeting one of the women standing by the door and flashed the ring on her left hand in the process. The engagement ring. Even from where she stood, Amara could make out the huge rock on her finger. She closed her eyes and breathed in deeply to keep her stomach from heaving. The thought of him picking out a ring for another woman and his ensuing proposal made her feel sick. His proposal. How had he asked her? Had he gotten down on one knee? Did he take her to a fancy restaurant or plan a picnic? Did he ask her beneath the stars? Amara forced herself to stop thinking about it. She had to shut the thoughts out of her brain before she lost control.

“You okay?” Brandon asked quietly.

Amara looked at him and nodded with a small smile. “How long do we have to stay?”

“You ready to run off?”

She nodded again, suddenly not feeling like using her voice. Despite the warning bells ringing in her head, Amara looked back toward Colin, his eyes finding hers. He looked surprised for a moment, as if he were startled by seeing her. Perhaps he was too busy paying attention to his fiancée to think about Amara. He had to be aware of the way her heart felt like it was being stomped on with every minute she remained in the room. She wanted to run—wanted to let the wine glass fall from her hands and run out of there as fast as she could, but Colin’s eyes, the intensity in them as they blazed, locked on hers and kept Amara rooted in place.

And in that moment, she was angry. Beneath the pain tearing up her stomach, there was a bubbling anger that she hadn’t felt in a long time. She was angry at him…at Molly…at herself… at everyone, even her mother. Colin’s gaze shifted from her face, to travel down the length of her body slowly, the way he did when he was mentally undressing her. He did it purposefully when he wanted her to be hyper-aware of him. He liked it when he made her heart feel like it was sputtering out of her chest, and the longer she stood there, clutching her glass so hard she was afraid it would shatter, the more she felt like clawing his eyes out.

He had no right to look at her that way. Not when they were in a room full of people, among them, his fiancée! Colin licked his lips slowly, dragging his tongue along the seam of his mouth and placing it between his teeth before sucking it back into his mouth. It was something he knew drove her crazy. How many times had she leaned into his mouth and sucked his tongue into hers when he did that? He was doing it on purpose, seducing her with his eyes…his lips…in a way that made her feel like she was burning from the inside out.

Amara stood beside Brandon, who was busy on his phone, until she finished her glass of wine. Molly still stood beside Colin, but thankfully had kept her hands off of him. Amara had had enough. Putting her glass down with a clink, she turned to Brandon as he finished his call.

“You want another drink?” he asked.

She shook her head. “No, thanks. I’ve reached my limit.”

“One glass is your limit?” he asked, whistling out a breath.

“No, I’ve reached my time limit for being here. I’ll see you tomorrow morning,” she said with a smile.

Brandon nodded in understanding, then leaned toward her ear so that only she could hear his words. “I don’t blame you. You did good.”

A ghost of a smile appeared over her face. “I don’t know what you’re referring to.”

He laughed and shook his head. “One day you’ll tell me.”

“Nothing to tell,” she said with a shrug, then reached up to kiss his cheek.

“I’m almost ready to go. You sure you don’t want to stick around a couple more minutes?”

“I’m positive.”

Amara weaved through the crowd until she reached the door of the room, then turned and looked over her shoulder at Colin, one last time. When their eyes met, his were serious, contradicting the smile on his face. The longing between them loaded their gaze and weighted it down with emotion. Startled as she was jostled from behind, Amara turned and disappeared into the hallway. Her feet were on autopilot as she made her way toward the elevator. Once inside, she looked at her reflection: her long dark hair, olive skin and amber, almond shaped eyes were the complete opposite of Molly in every way. Good or bad, she didn’t know. As the elevator chimed, she stepped out into the empty lobby.

Amara approached her desk with every intention of simply grabbing her purse and leaving, but noticed the door of Colin’s office was standing open. Her heels clinked on the hardwood floor as she walked toward it, unable to resist being surrounded by all things Colin. His office shouldn’t feel as warm as it did. It shouldn’t beckon to her the way it did. It was just a space with a desk and a bookshelf, but it was the place in which he spent the majority of his time. Amara rounded the desk and sat in his chair. She turned her face to the side and buried it into the soft leather, inhaling the scent of him. Before she got caught up in emotion, Amara stood and walked to the window to catch the last of the sunset over the Manhattan skyline. It was such a beautiful sight at this level. She placed her hands flat on the glass, wishing she could fade with the sun to take a break from the madness.

Footsteps behind Amara alerted her that she wasn’t alone. She turned to find Colin in the doorway to his office, the look in his eyes making her heart leap into her throat.

“Why did you leave?”

Amara swallowed and licked her lips before she answered. “I just needed space.”

“So you decided to hide out in my office?”

She shrugged and fixed her gaze on the window again.

“Did you meet anybody new?”

Closing her eyes, Amara pressed her forehead on the glass. “I met a couple, yeah.”

She kept her eyes closed even as she heard the door shut. Amara’s breath quickened as Colin’s footfalls brought him to a stop behind her.

“Does it kill you to see me with another woman?” he whispered near her ear.

“No,” she lied.

His hand curled over arm, her eyes popped open as he turned her to face him. His eyes searched his. “No?”

The intensity in Amara’s stare matched his as she thought about his question and replayed the way Molly showed off the ring that should have been on Amara’s finger. She tried to mute her emotions—it was better to be angry than heartbroken.

“What do you want me to tell you, Colin? That I hate you? That I can’t stand the sight of you right now? That I wish you would leave me the fuck alone? What are you doing here anyway? Shouldn’t you be downstairs?”

Colin’s nose flared, his eyes narrowing in anger. “Shouldn’t you not be in my office?”

“I came in here to make sure you didn’t leave anything for me on top of your desk.”

“You weren’t anywhere near my desk.”

“I didn’t realize enjoying the view for five seconds was a crime,” Amara seethed, inching closer to him, as if her mouth being close to his face was going to make him listen better.

He dipped his face so they were standing nose to nose again, their breaths mingling with one another’s, their eyes wild with anger and contained lust. Amara wanted to claw his face and rip his shirt open at the same time. The emotion in Colin’s eyes made it clear he was warring with similar thoughts.

“Did you need anything else or are we done?”

“We are so far from done, Amara. You and I will never be done.”

A short laugh escaped her lips. “What would Molly say about that? Maybe she needs to remind you that I’m only temporary.”

His eyes were filled with anger as he took a step forward, making her retreat backward into the window, her elbow pinging sharply against the glass. The feel of Colin’s hard chest against her softness muted the sting in her elbow. The familiarity of his cologne made her head swim, bringing back memories she didn’t welcome. Amara placed her hands flat on his chest and pushed. Colin’s hands covered hers and pressed them until she could feel the wild beating of his heart.

“Let go,” she said as he chuckled at the lack of conviction in her voice. A shiver ran through her as the timbre in his laugh resonated through her, as if he electrocuted her fingers with it and it zapped through her body.

“Maybe next time you’ll say what you mean.”

Amara glared at him. “I hate you.”

Colin’s lips tilted in a slow smile. “Is that what we’re calling it these days?”

“Let go,” she said again with more force, gritting her teeth.

“Let go,” he repeated, testing out the idea. Even as he said the words, he leaned in closer, his soft, full lips brushing against hers. “Let go,” he whispered, his eyes closing. Amara’s lips parted, her heart thumped around in the cage of her chest. “But I can’t let go, Mara. Do you really want me to?” His lips were only a breath away, but he didn’t close the distance. Amara felt like she was going to explode. Her hands slid up the front of his shirt to his collar, her hands fisting in the fabric. She pulled, smashing her mouth against his. The kiss was frenzied. Their tongues carried the weight of their tension, the strokes whips and lassos, warning and begging at the same time. Colin’s fingers weaved into Amara’s hair and pulled at the nape of her neck, breaking the kiss and letting the groan of loss fill the air. His mouth reached the hollow of her throat in desperation, his tongue searching, his lips sucking as Amara placed her hands on the back of his head, beseeching him to keep going, her grip threatening him not to stop.

Colin’s head snapped up and he looked at her, his eyes drinking in her face as Amara’s burned in lust.

“Why’d you stop?” she breathed.

“Turn around,” he said in a low voice that made her nipples tighten.

Amara pivoted, leaning back against him, and inhaled sharply when he pushed his chest against her back and pressed her into the cold window.

His breath was on her ear. “When I first got this office, the only thing I thought about was fucking you against this window. Overlooking the city, just like this,” he said, grinding his erection into her ass. “Would you like to be fucked here?”

“That depends,” she responded, though the neediness in her voice betrayed her words.

“On?” he asked.

“Have you fucked anybody else in here?” she asked, inhaling sharply as he pushed his hips against her backside.

“Would that bother you?” he asked in a murmur before sucking her earlobe into his mouth.

“Yes,” she moaned, throwing her head back against his shoulder.

“Well I haven’t,” he said, dropping kisses along her jaw, down her neck and along her shoulder.

“Are you lying?” She turned in his arms and he rocked back, his eyes flashing to hers.

“I don’t lie to you,” he said as his hands traveled around her back to unzip her dress. She let the top fall off her shoulders to pool around her waist, leaving her breasts exposed. Colin raised his large hands to squeeze her breasts, his thumbs teasing the pert nipples.

Amara shivered at the possessive look in his eyes. Her hand drifted between them to cup his erection. She massaged it with the same ardor he was using on her breasts, and Colin’s eyes hooded, his head dropping back with a moan. His hand left her breasts and traveled to the back of her neck, pulling her toward him. She watched the emotion flit across Colin’s face, his defined cheekbones flexing as he clenched and unclenched his jaw, his eyes dark with a lust that equaled hers. Her hand left his erection to throw her arms around his neck, unable to wait any longer to press herself against him. And Colin didn’t make her. His lips claimed hers with an intensity that bruised, a desire that burned, and a need that could only be described as primal. In that moment, history didn’t exist outside of what they’d made together.

The kiss broke after long moments. Still clutching the other in their desperation, they searched the other’s eyes to gauge willingness to continue.

“Turn around,” Colin said, finding his answer, his voice commanding and rough. Amara didn’t argue, she turned her back on him and faced the city again. “Put your hands on the glass.”

“Your tits look so good in the reflection,” he murmured, raking his short finger nails from her waist to her rib cage, the sensation making her shiver. “You’re wet right now, aren’t you?” he whispered as he pressed against her. He felt so hard she had a visual of his dick ripping through the fabric of his pants.

“Are you?” he asked holding the weight of her breasts in his hands as his thumbs began to stroke against her nipples again.

Amara’s head fell back on to his chest. “Yes.”

He squeezed her nipples and she shimmied beneath him. “Yes, what?”

“Yes, Colin,” she whimpered, hoping that was the right answer.

“I don’t want to hear anyone else’s name slip out of that mouth of yours, understood? Your mouth is mine. I own it. Colin. Not anyone else.”

Her eyes fluttered shut as he continued to play her body like an instrument. She wanted to be owned by him—to be fucked by him.

Colin dropped his hands and pushed the dress off of her hips where it still draped. He held her hand as she stepped out of it and kicked it away with the toe of his shoe. He unbuttoned his shirt and shrugged it off, undid his belt and pants, and pulled down his boxers until he freed his massive girth.

“Take your panties off. I want you naked. Completely naked for me, Amara.”

His eyes were heavily lidded with lust as he looked at her hungrily and massaged his cock in his hands. She wanted to take it away from him, but she did as she was told and quickly took off her lingerie, leaving her heels on.

“Your shoes too. Everything.” His voice was strained; his large hand covered his rigid cock as he pumped it up and down. Amara was nearly panting, her need was so overwhelming. She slipped off her heels and faced him, her raven hair draped over her shoulders and covered her breasts.

“Turn around and face the window,” he demanded.

She did.

“Open your legs,” he growled, sliding a hand up each leg only to stop when his fingers reached her dripping folds. “It feels like I’m going to have a heart attack just by looking at you like this. Having you here—knowing it’s not my imagination playing tricks on me.”

His hands roughly squeezed her thighs, making her flinch, and, as he kneeled behind her, Amara looked down to see his knees between her legs. It seemed as if he was examining her hot center, brushing over her folds, her clit, simply touching and teasing. Without warning, Colin’s tongue replaced his fingers and Amara gasped at the intensity of the sensation. She flattened her hands against the window as she tried to steady herself against the tongue lashing between her legs.

“I’ve missed this,” he said, making an appraising sound as he sucked her clit into his mouth.

She could only moan in agreement, circling her hips against his face. Colin spread her ass cheeks apart and leaned into her, his tongue disappearing inside her as he feasted on her juices. An appreciative sound rumbled from his throat and Amara felt it all the way through her body. Her legs began to weaken and her arms felt like rubber, sliding down the glass as the pressure in her body built to capacity. Light exploded in her vision as an orgasm rocked through her, the intensity of it leaving her gasping for air.

Colin stood and wiped his mouth as Amara leaned over to rest her hands on her knees. He bent his knees so that his erection was between her folds, showing her they were far from being done.

“I’m so hard for you, Amara,” he whispered. He wrapped an arm around her middle, holding her gently as he inched his cock into the wet lips of her pussy. “Since you’ve been here, I’ve thought about ninety-eight different ways I want to fuck you. I shouldn’t do it.” He drove his cock in an inch more and paused, “I should make you suffer for what you made me go through.”

“Please don’t,” she whispered, trying to push her hips back, but he held her in place, both hands gripping her waist. Her eyes rolled back when his hand reached between her legs and his fingers started circling her clit. “Please, please don’t stop,” she whimpered.

“Oh, I’m not stopping,” he said, taking his hand away and grabbing her hips as he seated himself into her with one forceful thrust.

Amara screamed. She was sure the entire building could hear it. She looked outside, wide eyed, expecting every eye in the city or in the buildings next door to turn to them. She soon forgot her distraction when Colin began to ride her faster. He lifted her hips so that Amara’s feet were off the ground, the entirety of her weight rested on his lap—on his erection inside of her. Amara knew she had never before felt that deliciously full.

“That’s right, squeeze my dick just like that,” he grunted as his fingers dug into her hips. “I want you to remember this when you go to Méchant. I want you to remember who owns this pussy.”

Amara’s clammy hands began to slide down the glass again, her legs trembling as she felt the orgasm begin to build again, and Colin moved faster, thrust harder, until her head hit the window.

“Shit,” he said with a groan. “Fuck. So close…”

His words were her undoing; she began to writhe and shake uncontrollably with her own orgasm as Colin unloaded himself into her. He lowered her to the floor slowly; a rush of his breath tickled her naked back and gooseflesh erupted along her spine. He kissed it away, his lips pressed gently in the center of her back. “Wait here,” he said, pulling out slowly —so opposite of how he entered her.

Amara straightened, her legs still shaky, her arms feeling sore as if she’d worked out that morning. Colin walked to the bathroom in his office and returned to her. He was still naked, his erection resting over his leg, not completely soft yet. When he reached her, he crouched down and placed wet paper towels between her legs, wiping softly. As he cleaned away the evidence of their joining, Amara’s hand threaded through his wavy hair. His head snapped up, his eyes searching hers at the feel of her comforting touch. For once, his eyes were completely stripped of anger, only shining with something she hadn’t seen in them since… before. It made her heart clench.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

He stilled his movements, the edges of his brown eyes darkening as Amara trailed her hands from his hair over the beard on his face to scratch it softly. Colin was lost in her gaze, a captive to the compassion in her amber eyes. He stood slowly and as Amara dropped her hand from his face he cupped hers, his thumb stroking her cheek slowly as they acknowledged the potential that swam in the other’s eyes—the love that remained between them—the broken promises that shattered their dreams. They were cut, but maybe it hadn’t been enough to cripple them.

Colin’s ringing cell phone served as a reminder that they couldn’t stay there all night —that he still had to go back downstairs, back to her. Amara sighed heavily when he dropped his hand from her face to reach for his phone.

“You should go,” she said, averting her eyes.

He nodded slowly and swallowed, his gaze dropping to her mouth. He watched as she sucked in her bottom lip in self-consciousness. He couldn’t help it —he dipped his face and bit her full, bottom lip, sucking it into his mouth. All of the frenzy that had just died down, built again with lightning speed. The electricity crackled, building, their tongues intertwining, and the desire he had just cleaned from between her legs began again. Colin broke the kiss as his phone interrupted once more, bringing with it, a sobering reality.

“I don’t want to go, but I have to.” He breathed heavily and backed away. They dressed quietly, looking at each other in panic when they heard the elevator chime and Molly’s voice ring out in the lobby. Colin pointed toward his bathroom, and Amara gaped at him in disbelief.

“You want me to hide?” she whispered loudly.

“Go!” he whispered back, his eyes leaving no room for argument.

Her mouth hung open one more second before her feet began to move. She was livid, not able to process what was happening. He wanted to hide her. HER. She opened the door to the bathroom and shut it behind her, catching a glimpse of her reflection in the small mirror. Her face was flushed, eyes bright, make-up kissed off and slipping away. She held on to the sink when she heard Colin’s door open.

“Hey! Why did you leave?” Molly asked. Amara rolled her eyes at the nasally voice. “I missed you,” she said, her voice sounding a little slurred, though Amara could tell she was trying to be seductive. A mix of rage and anticipation crawled through Amara’s body like electricity, from the tips of her toes to the top of her head. She had to get out of there. She couldn’t stay in the bathroom and listen to this.

“I had something to do. How did you get up here?” Colin asked. His tone was clipped.

“I took Brandon’s elevator key,” Molly said with a giggle. “I wanted to surprise you.”

“I don’t like surprises, Molly. Give me the key. Let’s go back downstairs.”

“Aw, are you mad at me?” she asked in a childlike tone.

Amara waited, holding her breath as the silence stretched in the other room. Why was it so quiet? What were they doing? Where were their hands? Was his mouth on hers?

Colin’s words were final when he spoke. “Let’s go.”

“You don’t want to have some fun in your office?” Molly asked. Amara’s jaw clenched as tightly as her fists.

“No. Let’s go.”

“You never wanna have any fun,” Molly whined. Amara rolled her eyes again.

“Get used to it,” Colin said, his voice barely audible.

“Are you staying with me tonight?” Molly asked.

Amara’s heart squeezed. Listening to their conversation was torturous enough without her having to picture their life together.

Colin mumbled an unintelligible response as the office door slammed, leaving the room empty. Amara waited a couple of minutes to gather her thoughts before stepping out of the bathroom. She couldn’t believe he’d made her hide. She couldn’t believe she’d become the type of woman so many women hated, including herself. What the fuck was she doing?
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AMARA TOSSED AND turned all night Thursday after she left Wolfe and, after her tenth yawn as she padded her way to the bathroom to get ready for work on Friday morning, she decided to call in sick. Heavy bags sat beneath her blood-shot eyes, her hair was a tangled nest and, worse of all, Amara really did feel sick. Lisbeth got a text first, then she shot Brandon an email before calling HR and letting them know she would be missing in action. Colin would be the last to know, and Amara was sure he would think she was just trying to avoid him. That was fine by her, because she was. Sort of. The night replayed in her head continuously. The intensity in which he looked at her and the fervor in the way he touched her. His lips on hers, his breath on her overheated skin, his dick thrusting inside of her...the thoughts alone made her moan.

Showered and re-dressed in her pajamas, she ate some breakfast and checked her phone for an email from Colin. Amara thought it odd that she found none. Surely he’d been told she wasn’t coming in. Brandon let her know he would take care of the schedule, which gave her a sense of relief. She was sitting in the living room, watching morning shows and nursing a pounding headache when the doorbell rang. Confused, she stood and walked toward it, wondering who’d be on the other side. Through the peephole, she saw Philip with his hands tucked in his pockets, and an impatient look on his face. His hair wasn’t perfectly brushed back the way it normally was, and his blue eyes were focused on the peephole, waiting for her to open the door.

Amara took her time turning the lock and doorknob, and once she opened the door, she did it slowly and cautiously, her eyes trained on the hands in his pockets. Philip took them out slowly, to show they were empty, and actually turned them front and back for her to see. She let out a small breath and dragged her eyes back to his.

“What are you doing here?”

“I heard you weren’t at Wolfe today, so I thought it would be a good time for us to take a trip.”

Her heart hurtled in her chest. The trip to Iran to see her grandfather. She hadn’t even seen her mother today, hadn’t spoken to her since yesterday. What if something happened to her mother while she was gone? What if something happened to Amara while she was over there? If she didn’t come back, she’d never see Colin again, never hear his voice. Then the last memory she would have would be of him leaving with Molly after he fucked her. She clutched on to the doorknob and leaned against the door, the rapid fire of her thoughts dizzying her.

“I didn’t realize we were going so soon. The boarding passes you gave me said…” What date did they say? She couldn’t remember, but she would like to think that something this big wouldn’t have slipped past her.

“We’re not going to Iran. Yet. That’s next week.”

She swallowed down her trepidation. “Then where are we going?”

“Washington. We’ll be back tomorrow. My boss wants to meet you.”

“Your boss?”

“Yes. My boss, you know, the person I report to. I think that’s a word with international understanding.”

“So who is it? The president?” Amara asked, rolling her eyes.

“While I would love to have a chat over tea with the president, he is not my boss.”

“Oh?”

He tilted his face to the sky and walked into the apartment without waiting for an invitation. “Pack some things. We leave in an hour and a half,” he said, checking his watch.

Amara let the door close behind her and walked toward her room. “Why am I meeting this guy anyway?”

“He probably wants to scare you. I don’t know,” he said with a shrug, reading something on his phone as he sat on the couch.

She snorted. “You’re kidding, right?” When he shrugged again, she shook her head and walked into the bedroom to pack. There was no way out of the trip—that much she knew—and though the thought was intimidating, she was curious to meet Philip’s boss. “You said we’ll be back tomorrow?” she called out as she sifted through her underwear drawer. It wasn’t terrible, but it meant she couldn’t go visit her mom, and she wouldn’t be there if Colin came over. Amara wasn’t sure how she felt about the second half of her thought, but she knew she had to call her mom and let her know she wouldn’t be showing up today.

“Yes. You don’t have to pack anything fancy, your regular clothes will do.”

Bag packed, Amara changed quickly into a pair of plum slacks and a white blouse. She slipped on a pair of flats and tugged her carryon bag into the living room. Philip finally looked up from his phone, gave her a quick once-over and made his way to the door, expecting her to trail behind him. Amara looked around the apartment, her eyes committing it to memory… just in case. In the elevator, Amara kept her eyes averted as Philip typed away on his phone. She checked hers twice more but still hadn’t received a call or email from Colin. She hated to admit her heart was beginning to feel like a deflated balloon.

“I have to make a phone call,” she said to Philip as they walked toward the black sedan that awaited them.

“You can make it in the car.”

Philip sat beside the driver, leaving the backseat to her. It wasn’t a huge car, and she hated that the conversation between herself and her mother would be overheard by Philip, but she didn’t have much of a choice

“What time did you say the flight was?” Amara asked as she dialed the hospital.

“Doesn’t matter, we’re not flying commercial.”

The nurse picked up the phone as Amara opened her mouth to ask Philip another question. She kept her conversation with her mom short and sweet, not giving her details about where she was going—or who with. There was no point in worrying her when she was so ill. The rest of the car ride was spent in silence, Philip only addressing her when they got to a small airport Amara had never realized even existed. She followed Philip inside, pulling her rolling bag as she tried to keep up with his long strides. Philip waved his hands at the pilot holding the door open, signaling him to hurry up. There was no bag check, no metal detector, as they walked through a room that looked like a nice version of a hospital waiting area, complete with one large counter and big leather seats. The woman in the front handed Philip a paper in passing—he didn’t even pause, just blew right by her on his way to the door to the tarmac. Amara, who was hesitant, but not enough to argue, followed.

She saw the large helicopter sitting in the middle of the runway, before Philip pushed the doors open and the sounds of the loud blades assailed her ears, making her cringe. It was huge, like the army ones she’d seen in movies, except it was matte black, not camouflage. Her hand tightened around the bar of her suitcase and made her way to the helicopter. Amara kept her head down, her long hair swirling wildly against the wind of the chopper, feeling like Dorothy fighting against a Kansas tornado. Once she reached it, the noise was so loud she couldn’t make out Philip’s words, so she took his hand instead and climbed inside, lifting her bag as she did so. Another man took the bag and put it in a compartment, motioning for Amara to pick a seat and buckle up. Once she had her seatbelt on, she looked around wide-eyed, completely enthralled with everything going on. There were buttons and lights everywhere. Three men were dressed in military apparel, all of them in sharp blue suits with gold buttons and a shit load of badges and stars on their shirts that Amara knew meant good things for them. She had no idea if they were army or air force or marines, but knowing they’d probably flown under much worse circumstances made Amara feel more comfortable. Philip took a seat beside her and grabbed two headsets, handing one to her before putting one on himself. She mimicked his movement and let out a relieved breath. She could still hear the helicopter rotors, but they weren’t as loud as they’d been before. When she heard Philip’s French accent clearly in her ear, she wished the blades were what she heard instead.

“It’ll be a long flight, so try to get comfortable,” he said.

She turned to look at him, her eyes growing with her response, “How am I supposed to get comfortable?” her look said. She wasn’t sure if he would hear her if she spoke, so she hoped the look was enough for him to understand. Her jaw tightened when his hand brushed against her face as he tapped the button beside her ear that she could press to speak.

“How long is the flight?” she asked.

He gave her a small smile. “Shorter than a commercial flight would have been.”

Amara breathed out, annoyed at his evasive response. “What do you think your boss wants to talk to me about?”

“I guess we’ll find out together.”

Her eyes flashed back to his icy blue gaze. “You really don’t know?”

“They don’t tell me everything.”

“That makes two of us,” she responded, facing forward again. She rolled her eyes when she heard him chuckle.

“Have you found anything on Colin?”

Amara tensed at that. “Why are you so interested in Colin? He’s just a regular guy. He’s not like you; he’s not involved in weird shit that gets people killed.”

“Maybe so, but it’s always good to have something that somebody wants just in case,” he said with a shrug. Philip reached under his seat and took a green apple out of his bag, offering it to Amara first. She merely shook her head.

“You mean for blackmail? That’s why you always want to find out information on people. You might as well just say ‘get me information on this person so I can use it as blackmail.’”

“That’s not really how it works,” he said, taking a bite of the apple. The sound of his chewing was unwelcome in her ear. “I file information, and if later on I need to use it for something, I do. I have what Colin wants most right in front of me, and he knows it. He snuck past me once, but that was only because he had help, and I think Samuel and I have reached a mutual agreement that he fucked up in the matter.”

She looked at him again, but this time he didn’t meet her eyes, he kept his eyes forward, ignoring her. Amara didn’t notice when the helicopter began to leave the ground and was surprised when the voices in her ears told her they were on their way to the capitol. As she turned away from Philip to look out the window she wondered, if anything happened to her, would it all be over? Would the sultan’s people go after her mother, or was Amara the goal? She wasn’t a prize —wasn’t special—she was just a girl in her early twenties who was trying to do the right thing. Funny, she wasn’t sure what that was anymore.

“If I hadn’t been stupid enough to take the hit for my dad’s problems, would I still be here?” Her voice was small, the thought escaping her lips before she thought about speaking it.

“Your dad was only the beginning. You made it easier for us to get to you, but no, Amara, the reason for you being here is not that. We would have had to go after you sooner or later. If they had reached you first, you would be dead.” Amara looked at him, begging him to continue. “They would have used you to get what they wanted, and then they would have killed you.”

“Isn’t that what they’ll do now, if they find me?”

Philip’s silence answered her.

“Yet you’re leading them right to me.”

“Because we can protect you.”

Amara looked forward, at the guy sitting across from her. He was really cute, with a stoic I’m-just-doing-my-job-but–look-damn-good-in-this-uniform-while-I’m-doing-it kind of way. His name said Sanders and he had a thing over his shoulder that looked like two downward V’s. Amara wondered what it stood for. Sanders had a similar jaw to Colin’s, except his had no scruff. She missed Colin. She imagined him hijacking the helicopter and taking her away. White knight, crook, backstabber, cheater—whatever he was—she didn’t care. She wanted him. Thoughts of what happened in his office and the way he’d made her hide in the bathroom snuck back into her mind and she began to feel queasy all over again. Colin had walked out with her and left Amara there, in the bathroom. He hadn’t even sent her a text message to apologize. Amara’s fingernails dug into her thighs as her anger escalated. Even through her pants she felt the sting of her grip. Shaking her head and blowing out a breath, she settled on the thought that it was best Colin didn’t jump into the helicopter. She was sure she’d pay GI Joe to kick him back out.

“What’s in that safe that they want?” Amara asked, going back to the task at hand. She should probably find out everything she could about the situation before she met with Philip’s boss.

“Probably the money, the gold, the jewelry,” he answered with no hesitation.

“And you? What do you want?” she faced him again, and this time his eyes were serious when they met hers.

“The papers. All I need is the papers. I could care less about the rest.”

“What happens to me once you get your papers?”

“You go on living your life.”

“Why can’t you just ask the sultan for the papers? It’s his safe.”

Philip’s laugh was boisterous, his eyes mocking. He shook his head and looked away still laughing. “Oh, the mind of a child. If only things were that easy.”

“You know, Courtney isn’t that much older than me,” Amara said, her voice stern. Her statement made Philip laugh again.

“That’s true, but she’s lived the length of your life three times in experience.”

“In the bedroom maybe.” She wasn’t sure why she was so bothered by Philip’s attitude. Amara really did consider Courtney a good friend to her, but everything that had happened recently, added to Philip’s demeaning behavior, bothered her more than usual. Her words sobered him up. He stopped laughing and glared at her.

“Courtney does what she has to do.”

“Like screw over Samuel and stay under your roof?”

His jaw tightened. Amara could tell she was pushing his buttons, and she enjoyed it. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Samuel isn’t the victim here. None of us are. All of our hands are dirty, including yours.”

“Mine?” she said letting out a sarcastic laugh.

“You transported weaponry overseas, didn’t you?”

Amara gasped. Was he really going to use her trip to New Orleans —the trip he’d sent her on—against her?

Philip smiled. “I like to keep tabs on what people do, just in case I need to use it later on.

“For blackmail.”

“Now you’re understanding. This is why I need you to find out more information on Colin. What is he up to? How are his companies doing?”

“I will never. Ever. Give you any information on him,” she seethed. “Ever!” The loud slap of her hand on her thigh earned her a look from the guy sitting across from her. Amara wondered if he was listening in on the conversation. She wished he was so that he could report Philip for blackmail, but of course she knew he wouldn’t.

“Suit yourself.”

In that moment, she wanted to scream. She thought if she were wearing a parachute, she would actually jump out of the goddamn helicopter. While she withheld the scream, she did grit her teeth and groan loudly in frustration.

“What do the papers say?” she bit out.

“None of your business. That’s classified information.”

“Yet you expect me to hand them over?”

“I don’t expect you to do anything for me. I expect that you’ll do what keeps you alive and well, what keeps your mother comfortable, and what keeps Colin out of harm’s way.”

“I hate that you throw that in my face.”

“Sometimes you need a reminder of what you’ll lose in order to push you to do the right thing.”

“The right thing?” she asked with a semblance of a laugh.

“It would be the right thing for you.”

“I don’t understand why the sultan put my name on that damn account. How does he even know my name?”

“The sultan keeps tabs on everything that he can use to push him forward.”

“Sounds familiar.”

“I learned from the best,” he said in a non-apologetic voice.

“He’s a terrorist!” Amara said a little loudly, hoping that would gain the audience attention, but when her eyes flickered to Sanders, his face was impassive and bored.

“Everybody knows who he is. Your little childish antics aren’t going to help you here,” Philip answered. He didn’t sound bothered though, just matter of fact.

“You people are sick. This entire operation is sick. You’re using a whore house to trap a terrorist’s minions.”

He arched an eyebrow. “May as well put good use to it.” He paused. “Maybe once you speak to my boss you’ll feel differently about your involvement.”

“Maybe. Will you stop blackmailing me?”

Silence stretched for a moment. “Probably not.”

They didn’t speak for the remainder of the flight, and Amara dozed off after a while, the white noise in her ears soothing her into peaceful sleep. She woke with a start at the dip in her stomach as the helicopter descended upon Washington. By the time her eyes popped open, she realized she’d missed out on seeing the famous landmarks. Blinking away the sleep from her eyes, Amara took her headset off and handed it to Philip. With help from Sanders, she hopped off the helicopter and took her bag, placing it on the ground and dragging it toward the white building in front of them. Philip walked next to her, typing away on his phone, although he stopped to hold the door open for her.

Once again, they walked right past everybody in the building, none of them checking the bags in their hands. Amara wondered if it was that easy to slip things past them. Weren’t they supposed to be high security? She made mention of it as they walked toward a black SUV in the front of the building, and Philip laughed.

“Everything was scanned, you just can’t see it.”

“How?” she asked confused. “When I was sleeping?”

The buildings are built to scan, so as you walk through them, they’re scanning you.

“Without permission? Isn’t that invasive?”

“It’s the U.S. government, they defined invasive.”

Amara mulled it over for a couple of seconds and couldn’t think of a comeback. Still, how scary was that? “Where are we going now?” she asked once they settled in the car, Philip beside her this time, as the front seat was occupied by two different military men.

“First we’re going to check into a hotel, and you’ll have a couple of hours to eat, change, rest…whatever you need to do. Then we have a meeting with my boss.”

“Does this boss of yours have a name?”

“Of course.”

Her eyes flashed to his. “You’re not going to tell me?”

The side of his lip curled up just enough to hint at amusement. “What difference does it make? You don’t know him, and you’ll find out when you see him.”

“I like to be prepared for these things.”

He smiled, full on this time. “It’s not a job interview, Ms. Maloof.”

“Whatever,” she muttered and looked out the window.

They checked into the Four Seasons. Philip got them adjoining rooms, probably so he could catch her if she tried to run off, though he knew she wouldn’t. Her room was plain, containing two double beds, a bathroom, and a desk—nothing extravagant—not that she needed it, mind you. Amara leapt onto the bed and breathed out in pleasure when she landed on the plush white comforter. She’d never been so glad to be alone. She hadn’t even taken off her shoes, but had no trouble falling into a deep slumber.

The ringing of her phone awoke her. Amara peeled her eyes open slowly, slightly disoriented by the strange room. She sat up and looked around, rubbing her eyes and yawning as she reached for it, instantly alert at the sight of Colin’s name on her screen. She answered, her voice a choked greeting.

“Where the hell are you?” he replied. The anger in his voice surprised her.

“I emailed and called this morning to let you know I wouldn’t be going to work today.”

“That wasn’t my question. Where the hell are you?” he repeated.

Amara swallowed as she ran a finger under her eyes. “I… did you need something?”

“Where—“

“I had to go out of town,” she responded before he repeated the question.

Silence stretched between them. Amara knew he was expecting her to answer more thoroughly, but she couldn’t. What would she say? That she was there with Philip? That she was going to meet Philip’s boss? Even she knew that would be playing with fire. Philip’s boss was clearly more powerful than he was, and that alone scared her into silence.

“For what?” he asked, his voice dangerously low.

“Business.”

“What kind of business?”

“Business that doesn’t involve you.”

“Huh. That’s funny, as I thought all of your business was supposed to involve me.”

“Huh. That’s funny, as I thought you had somebody else’s business to worry about. Maybe somebody who doesn’t have to hide in the bathroom while you speak to another woman!” Amara’s voice got louder and louder as she said each word. Her wounds were still fresh, and the anger that had been simmering in her blood finally began to seep out. Colin was silent for a moment, and Amara looked at her phone to make sure he hadn’t hung up on her.

“When will you be back?” he asked. She was shocked at how disappointed she was that he didn’t apologize.

“I don’t know. I don’t know if I’ll be back,” she whispered. There was a knock on her door that made her jump. “I have to go.”

“What? Amara!”

She hung up the phone before he could say anything else. There was no point to any of it. She didn’t know what these people wanted, and it didn’t matter. It was like Philip said, as long as her mom was comfortable and Colin was safe, she would do what she had to do.
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AMARA LEANED FORWARD in the back seat of the SUV when the car slowed down and dipped her head to get a better look of where they were. It looked like a military compound of some sort, judging from the soldiers walking past the gate. The driver lowered the window and showed a badge of some sort, and the soldier ducked his head to look inside the car. They exchanged words and the soldier nodded as he stepped back and opened the gate. Once they parked, everyone got out of the car and followed the driver into one of the buildings. Amara kept her head down, not wanting to make eye contact with the people that walked by them. She used her pants to wipe her clammy hands and tried to quiet her nerves by distracting herself with counting the squares on the floor as they walked through a very intimidating, official-looking building.

It was by far the longest corridor she’d ever walked, or maybe it was the fact that her self-consciousness was getting the better of her. She felt like she didn’t belong in a place like this, full of military and government officials, and Philip. The place made her feel like an elementary school child on her way to the principal’s office. The driver halted in front of a door and knocked twice before a booming voice cut through the door to beckon the party to enter. The driver opened the door, revealing a large desk surrounded by plaques and photographs. A man rose slowly from his seat behind the desk as Philip and Amara walked in. He was a perfect example of tall, dark, and handsome, but his presence carried an intimidation factor that made Amara nervous.

Her eyes traveled down his uniform, where the name Jennings sat over his left breast pocket along with what seemed like dozens of stars arranged beneath it.

“Thank you, Quinn, I’ll take it from here,” Jennings said, his voice quiet and commanding as he extended his hand to Philip first and then to Amara. His dark eyes stayed on hers as his hand engulfed hers and shook firmly. “Major Jennings, but you may call me Timothy.”

“Amara,” she said, pleased at how clear her voice was.

He signaled her to take a seat across from him and waited for her to sit before he sank back into his chair.

“So, Amara Maloof, we finally meet,” Timothy said with a small comforting smile she felt was meant to put her at ease. “You look younger than you are.”

“I look younger than twenty-two?” she asked, wide-eyed.

He chuckled and looked down at the papers on his desk. “You’ll be glad for that when you get older. I see you have a birthday coming up though. October baby. My daughter’s birthday is a couple of days before yours.”

Amara smiled. “How old will she be?”

“Twenty-one,” he said, laughing when Amara’s eyes widened further. He didn’t look old enough to have a twenty-one year old. “Yeah, I get that a lot.” He said, reading her thoughts. “She’s actually one of the reasons I wanted to meet you. I know everything you’ve been through this past year, and well… I can’t imagine if it were my daughter going through it. I would have already killed Philip if you were my kid.” He turned his serious eyes toward Philip, who simply sat back in his chair and crossed his leg over his knee as if he was completely relaxed.

“I want you to know, Amara, that we appreciate everything you’re doing,” Jennings continued. “I know it’s a tough position for anyone to be in. You may not be in uniform but trust me, what you’re doing is for the good of this country.”

“I don’t even know what I’m doing,” Amara said quietly. Though she was thankful for his vote of confidence in her, she wasn’t as sure as he was…about anything.

Jennings nodded in understanding. His eyes flashed to Philip for a moment before looking back to her. “Do you watch the news?”

“Sometimes,” she said. Amara only really watched the news if it was on the treadmill at the gym.

“Well I don’t have to tell you about September 11th or the—for lack of a better word —shit storm that started. There was peace in Iraq, then it started over in Afghan, and so on and so forth, but in between this, some important deals were made between the countries, and papers were stolen from us. We were made believe that they were given back to us.” Jennings paused to give Philip a meaningful look that made Amara literally shake in her seat. “Later, we found out that the papers we have in our possession are photocopies of the originals.”

“And my grandfather has the original copies in his safe,” Amara said.

“Exactly.”

She took a deep breath. What she wanted to do was bury her face in her hands and let out a frustrated scream.

“What does this have to do with me?” she asked, finally.

“Philip has told you about the men who are trying to find you,” he said, waiting until she confirmed it before continuing. “Those men aren’t working for your grandfather, Vladimir, but they somehow found out the contents of the safe and want in. They think what they need is your presence, and that’s enough for us. What I need is those men; I need to know who they work for and what it is they want.”

“And you need the papers,” Amara said, though it was more of a question.

“And I need the papers.”

“Okay… can’t I just go get them from the safe?” She prayed he would say yes— hoped he would tell her it would all be over if she did that.

“You can, but I still need to know who they’re working for.”

Amara’s eyes scanned the office, noticing all the plaques and pictures on the wall—family photos scattered in with the work-related ones—images that showed Jennings posing with different presidents and other white house officials she recognized from television.

“You have so many people though—so many resources—why me?”

Jennings face was serious again, but she saw some compassion in his eyes. “There’s a reason we employee Batiste,” he said, his eyes cutting to Philip again for a moment. “He does what we can’t do, because if we get involved, it becomes about the US government, and when the US government gets involved it, means resources. More eyes watch our every move, meaning that if we take anybody out, our hands get dirty, and once again we resort to violence and get between foreign things that aren’t supposed to involve us or our president.”

She nodded, understanding where he was going with this. “So if Philip does your dirty work, nobody finds out, and if I put myself in danger and get killed, I’m just another stupid American girl that was in the wrong place at the wrong time?”

“You won’t get killed. He’s the best we’ve got,” Jennings said pointing at Philip, which didn’t comfort her as much as he probably thought it should.

“He’s been using the people I love as blackmail since this whole thing started,” Amara said.

“We do what we have to, Ms. Maloof,” Philip said, finally chiming in.

Amara glared at him and looked back at Jennings. “Is that how you do business around here?”

Jennings actually laughed at her. “You don’t want to know how we do business around here. Unfortunately, he’s right about that —we do what we have to —but we do appreciate what you’re doing.”

“But I’m not even doing it because I want to be doing it,” she argued.

“Then we appreciate it even more.”

“What if something happens to me? What if this actually goes well and we’re successful. Do you think my grandfather won’t retaliate? Won’t it be a bigger shit storm?”

“You let us handle that. You do this for us, and we guarantee the safety of you and your loved ones. We don’t take threats on the lives of our own idly, Ms. Maloof.”

Amara took another breath and thought about it. Getting a bunch of papers from a safe seemed easy enough. “Okay. Tell me what to do.”

Jennings smiled, rows of perfect white teeth showing through his lips. “Good girl.”
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SHE’D HAD NO further contact with Colin since she’d returned home from her trip with Philip. It was as if he’d been trying to kill her with his silence, but after speaking at length with Major Jennings, Amara thought maybe it was best Colin kept his distance. Still, when Monday rolled around, she was nervous to go back to work.

“Hey, how are you feeling?” Brandon greeted as he exited the coffee room.

“Much better, thank you,” she replied with a smile as she put her purse on the floor.

“How was your weekend?”

“Uneventful,” Amara lied.

“You’re hanging out with the wrong crowd!”

Just then, Colin stepped out of the elevator and looked at them blandly, nodding his head in greeting.

“You’re not kidding,” she said, her eyes following Colin’s back until he shut the door of his office.

As Colin and Brandon worked on client portfolios and announced they’d be busy through lunch, Amara had to stay in the office and answer each of their phone lines. It also meant she had to get the three of them lunch, which was where she’d been when Samuel stepped into the elevator beside her.

“Hello, there,” he said with a subtle smile.

“Hi,” she responded, shifting the weight of the take-out bags in her hands. “What are you doing here?”

“Had to get some work done.”

“What kind of work?”

When the elevator stopped on the twenty-third floor, Samuel pulled her out by the arm.

“What the hell are you doing?” Amara asked trying to keep her voice quiet yet firm. Her stop was twenty floors above this one, aside from the fact that she didn’t like the way he was manhandling her.

“We need you at Méchant on Friday at eight o’clock for an auction,” Samuel said as he pulled her into an empty cubicle.

Amara felt her heart actually stop for a moment. “What kind of auction?”

“Where our big clients go, to bid on time with the girls.”

She jerked her arm out of his hold, the bags crinkling loudly. “Colin paid for me not to screw random men. I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t approve of me being at this auction.”

Samuel arched an eyebrow. “Since when do you take orders from Colin?”

“I don’t, but I don’t take orders from you either.”

“Oh, so this is Philip’s wish then?” he asked with a chuckle.

Amara stayed quiet. It wasn’t really Philip’s either. It wasn’t anybody’s but hers. She would go to the auction and do what she needed to do. It was probably the event one of the men looking for her was waiting for, but the way Samuel approached her about it and the way he was talking to her was unnecessary, and she was annoyed over it.

“Is that all you needed?” she snapped.

“Just be there at eight o’clock on Friday, and don’t worry about who you will or won’t fuck. If you’re lucky, you’ll end up in a room with me.” There was amusement in his eyes that Amara did not appreciate.

“Fuck off,” she growled as she stomped out of the cubicle and made her way back to the elevator. After it made its stops on the way up, she went straight to the conference room and set the bags down. Amara wondered if Philip kept Samuel in the know about everything. Had he told him about their trip and the conversation with Jennings? Her phone chimed in her pocket, interrupting her thoughts, and she saw a text message from a number she didn’t have saved.

Méchant at 8pm. Don’t make me drag you there. –S

“Motherfucker,” she mumbled as she read it.

“Everything okay?” Brandon asked, startling her. She looked up to see him and Colin walking out of his office.

“Sure. I was just going to come get you.”

“You’re going to eat with us, right?” he asked.

“Umm...” Amara looked at Colin, who looked at her blankly. She amused herself for a second with the thought of joining them out of spite or simply walking away. Eventually she decided maybe walking away was best. Just the sight of him made her stomach turn, and unfortunately not in a bad way. He had ditched his tie and undone the first button of his white shirt, but left it tucked into his slacks and rolled up his sleeves, exposing his defined forearms. And damn if that didn’t make her hot. “I’ll just man the phones while you guys eat,” she said with a smile and turned to walk away.

“Just leave the phones, Mara. You have to eat too.” Colin’s voice stopped her short.

“It’ll get cold,” Brandon added.

“Fine. Only because I hate cold food,” she said, turning back and sitting across from where Colin seemed to be headed.

Amara reached over the table, grabbed a paper plate and began to spoon Chinese food on her plate—special fried rice, spicy shrimp and fried wontons. Brandon served his and sat across from her, where she’d thought Colin would sit, and Colin, being the asshole that he was, sat right beside her. Right. Beside. Her. That meant that she could smell his dizzying cologne, and when he brushed his arm against her, she nearly jumped out of her seat. Amara hated the way he made her feel —like she might puke from the butterflies that fluttered through her stomach on their way to nowhere.

“Here,” Colin said. He had an open mustard packet that he held over her plate. When she moved her hands, he started to squirt it over her rice and shrimp, just the way she liked it. It was both sweet and infuriating that he remembered she loved that.

“Thanks,” she said under her breath. His chuckle let her know he heard her.

“How was your trip?” he asked, and again Amara stilled her movements.

“It was fine.”

“Where did you go?” Brandon asked.

Amara’s eyes snapped up from her food to Brandon, then to Colin. His brown eyes showed no emotion, making her even angrier for goading her.

“Washington.”

“State?”

“No, D.C.”

“Oh, what’d you do there?” Brandon asked as he took a sip of his water. Amara and Colin were too busy having a staring competition to eat.

“I had business to take care of.”

“For Wolfe?” Brandon asked, confused.

She tore her gaze from Colin to meet Brandon’s gaze. “I’d rather not talk about it.”

Brandon shrugged and changed the subject, “I thought you hated Mr. Pibb,” he said looking at Colin.

“It’s his favorite,” she said with a frown before Colin could answer.

“Huh,” Brandon said, amused.

“What?” Colin asked.

“It’s my favorite too. Molly told me you hated it.”

Colin glanced at Amara before she averted her eyes with an eye roll and a small smirk.

“Speaking of Molly, how was the engagement party? Sorry we couldn’t make it.” Brandon’s words felt like a dagger in her heart. Amara didn’t move—couldn’t breathe. She sat quietly, feigning interest in her plate while she waited for this conversation to be over.

“No big deal. I didn’t go either,” Colin said.His words shouldn’t have relieved her…but they did. She shouldn’t have cared about where he went… but she did. Amara told herself on her way back from D.C. that she would try to cut as many ties as she could with Colin. But she couldn’t.

Brandon coughed up a laugh. “You didn’t go to your own engagement party?”

“I think everybody sees past the pretenses, Brandon,” Colin said in a tired voice.

“I agree, but you’ve been going along with it, so I figured you would be there. What did Molly say about you skipping it?”

She saw Colin’s shrug in her peripheral vision. “I was waiting for an important phone call all weekend. I didn’t have time to worry about what anybody thought.”

“Holy shit. You didn’t tell her you weren’t going, did you?” Brandon asked. Amara finally looked up just in time to see surprise flit across his face. He was barely holding on to his fork, his mouth hanging open.

“I have more important things to worry about,” Colin snapped. Amara could feel his eyes on her, but she couldn’t bring herself to look at him. He sat too close to her, and the conversation had turned in a direction way too personal for her to handle.

“So, Amara, what are you up to this weekend?” Brandon asked after a long pause.

“Nothing exciting.” Other than auctioning myself off to some rich old horny bastard or being purposely placed in some crazy possible terrorists hands. “How about you?”

“Having a housewarming party. Do you want to come? Chloe wants to meet you.”

“I thought you’d been living in the same place for a year now.” Amara said with a frown.

“We have, but it wasn’t up to par with Chloe’s standards for a housewarming party.”

She laughed. “So you haven’t had anybody over since you moved there?”

Brandon grinned. “We have, just no housewarming party.”

“Okay, what day is it?”

“Friday.”

“Oh,” she said, her shoulders slumping slightly. As long as she was at Méchant, she was never going to have a normal life. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to make it.”

“I thought you said you weren’t busy,” Colin said.

Her eyes cut to his. “I said I wasn’t doing anything exciting.”

“So you can go to the party,” Colin responded, leaning back in his chair and folding his arms in front of his chest.

“I’m not sure why you care either way, what’s it to you?”

“Nothing, I just don’t understand why you always have to sell out.”

Her mouth dropped open. “Sell out? When have I sold anybody out?”

There was a sudden gleam of amusement in Colin’s eyes that she didn’t appreciate. She braced herself for it. “Oh, that’s right, you only sell yourself… out.”

Anger spread through her like wild fire. Amara ground her teeth and let out a harsh breath. “You are such…. Forget it. I can’t even talk to you right now.”

“Hey,” Brandon said waving his hands exaggeratedly. “I don’t want to be caught up in the middle of a domestic dispute.”

“I’m not sure someone who can’t even wash his own clothes can be considered as domesticated,” Amara said, her eyes narrowed at Colin.

Colin glared at her. “I wash my own clothes.”

She gave him an obvious once over. “Yeah, maybe… your shirt does look a little stained.”

Brandon laughed loudly. Colin continued to glare, though it was losing its bite and regaining a tiny bit of playfulness. They looked at each other for a long moment and then he smiled.

“Forgive me if I’m not up to your standards, Ms. Maloof. Maybe you should come over tonight and show me how it’s done.” His flirtatious tone made her body hum with pleasure. Her eyes dropped to his mouth, that smile, those lips she wanted on her. She felt heat spread between her legs. It was as if everything he had done to upset her vanished in the instant he graced her with his smile.

“You guys might just beat me and Chloe on The Newlywed Game. You sure you can’t come on Friday?”

And just like that, the magic was gone. Amara averted her eyes and went back to her food. “I’m sure. Thanks for the invite though.”
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COURTNEY’S SILENCE WORRIED Amara more than she cared to admit. She had no reason to doubt her friend. She’d given no reason not to trust her, but Amara had begun to worry when she’d asked about the auction and received silence in response. Courtney’s silence only meant two things to Amara: 1- Philip was watching her or 2- She was hanging on by a loose thread herself. Either way, Amara knew enough to know that Courtney couldn’t afford to be stuck in a bind.

“They always hold an auction,” Courtney said when she spoke to her last.

“I understand that. I just want to know what it’s like so I can be prepared for it,” she whispered back.

“Have you been to an auction before?”

“Well, yeah, but not a human auction…”

“Well, it’s the same thing. Instead of auctioning off a signed ball, they have girls up there while a select group of Méchant clients sit around and bid.”

The rush of Amara’s exhaling filled the line. “I think I can do that.”

“You can and you will. Stay put, you’ll be fine.”

“Thanks.”

Silence drew out and Courtney exhaled into the line. “Have you told Colin about it?”

“No. Why would I?”

“I don’t know. Sometimes we say things to people we think we can trust. I still think it’s a little strange that he found you here. I mean… he found you and then somehow convinced Philip to let him keep you working for his company. It’s so…”

“What? It’s so what?” Amara asked in a rush, the sound of blood rushing her ears deafening her momentarily.

“I don’t know, just weird. Just be careful.”

“I am being careful. Colin isn’t… he isn’t a bad person.”

“I never said he was. All right, I have to go. I’ll talk to you soon.”

“Hey, Court,” Amara said before she could hang up.

“Yeah?”

“I saw Sam the other day.”

“You did?”

“Yeah. He was a total asshole.”

“Don’t take it personal, I’m sure he has a lot on his plate,” Courtney said with a small laugh.

“I guess. It’s just hard you know, trying to figure out who’s telling you the truth and who’s just using you.” What she’d said about Colin was playing over in her head as she said the words.

Courtney was silent for a moment. “I know.”

“’Kay, well, I’ll let you go, I just got here.”

“Good luck.”

As she walked up to the warehouse door, Amara felt no nervous flutters, only dismay as her mind drifted to her meeting with Philip and Jennings. She was only sure of one thing: she needed to finish this job before it finished her. As Amara knocked on the door, a young, slender girl greeted her. Amara stopped and gaped at her, juggling her cell phone so she didn’t drop it. Looking at the girl was almost like looking in the mirror, five years ago. She knew she wasn’t crazy; the girl must have thought the same thing, judging by the way she returned Amara’s stare.

“What’s your name?” the girl asked, her voice quiet, her shy eyes dropping to the floor as she spoke the words.

“Amara. What’s yours?”

“Ava.”

“Ava…How old are you, Ava?”

She brought up her wide eyes to meet Amara’s. “Eighteen.”

Heavy footsteps tore their eyes away from the other’s to watch Samuel approach. “Amara,” he said, looking between the two girls. “Upstairs please.”

“I’ll see you later,” Ava whispered as she locked the door and scrambled down a dark corridor.

“Who was that?” Amara asked Sam as she trailed behind him.

“That was Ava.”

“Yes, I caught that. She looks—“

“Just like you.”

“I know. How?”

Sam stopped walking and turned around. “You think your looks are original?”

“I never said that.”

He shrugged and turned back around, twisting the knob on the black door in front of him. It opened up to a large office, similar to the one Philip had in Paris. This one was bigger though. It had two desks, one old mahogany, and one more modern and sleek. Amara guessed he would sit in the more modern one, and he did. She sat in the chair across from him, her gaze flickering to the other side of the room.

“Whose desk is that?”

“Philip’s.”

“You share an office?”

Samuel shrugged. “We’re not normally here at the same time. We do talk, you know. We’re in the same business.” When Amara continued to stare, dumbfounded, he continued, “Doesn’t mean we like it.”

“Business,” Amara muttered with an eye roll.

“Yes, business. We get paid for what we do.”

“And what is it that you do? I think I have an idea of what Philip does now, but I can’t figure out what it is you do.”

“I’ll show you.” He smiled as he began opening drawers in his desk. “We’re fixers. People have problems, we fix them,” he said as he took out a file.

“Seems like you make them worse.”

He grinned as he put the file down and leaned back in his seat. “Sometimes we do, but usually not for the client. We always fix their problems.”

Amara nodded. “How much does it cost to hire you so you can fix a problem?”

“Depends on the problem. You need me to put a bullet in someone’s head? Maybe a pretty lady marrying your ex-boyfriend?” He cocked his head and started nonchalantly, while throwing a stress ball in the air and catching it. Her eyes widened.

“No. I was just wondering.”

“Well, it depends on the job.” He stopped throwing the ball and placed his hands over the file. “You’re a steep price and someone paid it.”

She scoffed. “That’s what I hear, yet here I am.”

“Yes, here you are, but now you understand why.”

“Sort of, yeah.”

“And now you’re on board with this whole thing,” he said waving his hands around the office.

“Ummm… no. I don’t think I’ll ever be on board with this whole thing,” she said, mimicking his movements with her own.

“You don’t have to be. You just need to keep your head in the game, do what you’re told, and be done with it. Stop listening to those who tell you they know what’s best for you, because they don’t.”

“I don’t follow,” she said, even though she had an idea of what he was talking about.

“Colin thinks he has a clear vision of what’s going on. He thinks he’s figured out why you were here to begin with, and I let him think he paid your debt off because, well… I thought it would get him off our backs.”

Amara couldn’t speak past the lump in her throat, so she just stared at Samuel, dreading his next words.

“As far as I see, he’s more in the way than ever before. He’s digging around, trying to find anything he can on us, and in the process, distracting you… you can imagine how we feel about this.”

“What does that mean?” she asked quietly.

“I’m not sure yet. It depends on what happens tonight—on what happens with this job. We’ve been working on this for a long time, Amara. A long, long time. I’m sure Philip told you that though.”

She nodded.

“What else did Philip tell you on your little trip last weekend?”

“I…not much. Just the same things you’re saying now.”

Samuel leaned forward, resting his torso on the desk as he spoke, letting the gravity of the situation color his words. “Who did you meet while you were there?”

“Why don’t you ask Philip?” Amara whispered, hoping the fear he was placing in her didn’t show in her eyes.

He stayed silent for a moment, his eyes boring into hers. “Have you ever been betrayed? Really betrayed?”

Amara’s heart began to thunder into her ears. “Yes.”

“Who did it?”

There was only one answer: her father, but she didn’t voice it. She didn’t have to.

“It wasn’t Philip, it wasn’t me… betrayal only hurts when somebody you don’t expect does the stabbing. If it was somebody you were expecting, you wouldn’t feel it as much…it wouldn’t hurt as bad…it wouldn’t cut as deep.”

“What’s your point?” she sputtered, hating the direction their conversation was going.

“My point is, the person who has the heaviest hold over you is the one with the power to hurt you. You should be careful around Colin.”

Amara stood up quickly, her chair scraping against the floor beneath her. “Where am I supposed to wait for this auction?”

Sam exhaled and shook his head. “I’ll take you to your room now. The men coming tonight will bid on each girl that goes on stage. We’re certain the man looking for you will be here.”

Amara figured he would be, but having it confirmed made her feel like she was running out of air.

“We don’t know who he is, but we have an idea of what he looks like. There was a time we thought it was more than one man, but now we think it’s only the one. He always preys on women that look like you. That’s why all the girls here tonight look like you.”

Her mouth popped open. “How does he know what I look like?”

“If my sources are telling the truth, they heard it from the horses’ mouth.”

“My grandfather. The sultan,” Amara said quietly. “What happens after he wins? If he bids on me?”

“We follow him wherever he takes you and track him down.”

Amara slumped back down into the seat again, her legs wobbling in exhaustion as nervous sparks flittered through her body. “Sam, this is really dangerous.”

“We’ll take care of you.”

Frightened tears threatened to spill, and she fought to keep them in check. “What if you can’t?” she whispered. “What if he kills me?”

“He needs you alive, Amara.”

“How do you know? What if it’s one of those accounts that only need my eyeball or something?”

Samuel looked flustered for a second. “Well, in that case he would only take your eye; he wouldn’t need to kill you.”

“Ohmygod.” She buried her face in her hands. “This is serious, Sam! Would you let Courtney go off with some guy like that? This guy?”

Her fingers fanned open so she could look at his face. He seemed pensive. “She’s been through worse.”

Amara gaped at him. “Courtney’s had years to get used to this weird life you guys live! I didn’t sign up for this shit! I was going to repay a debt, that’s it!”

Samuel sighed and rubbed his eyes. He was exhausted and tired of the mess they’d been thrown into. None of his clients were as complicated as this one. Or as dangerous. “You’re not going to lose your eyes. They need you to talk and sign papers in order to get to that bank account, that’s it.”

“But I never signed any papers for it to begin with,” she argued.

Samuel opened the file on his desk and turned it to face her. Amara looked at the papers and blinked rapidly, as if it would make her signature an illusion, but there it was, clearly written on the page. She leafed through the pages as she pulled them toward her. There was a series of photographs of the contents of the safe: Blocks of gold, stacks of American dollars, jewelry, ammunition, and a smaller safe. She continued looking through the bank document and shook her head in disbelief as she saw her signature at the bottom of every page.

“That’s not… I didn’t…” she started, but stopped to swallow her panic. “I swear I’ve never seen these papers before in my life!”

His lips curved up in a secretive smile that made Amara’s skin prickle in fear. “I know you haven’t.”

“Why are you smiling?” Her voice was demanding, annoyed…frightened.

“Because I made them myself.”

Her jaw dropped. She wasn’t sure if she could breathe quickly enough for her lungs to fill with air. “What do you mean you made them?” she shrieked.

He sat back slowly, his eyes intent on her. “It’s my job, Amara.”

“So why are…” she shook her head and blinked. “Why are you pretending you’re helping me?”

“I’m not pretending anything,” he said, looking offended at the idea.

Amara placed her shaky hands on her lap, trying to regain a composure she found impossible to hold on to. “I’m not following. I need a moment,” she stood suddenly and paced the room, placing her arms behind her head the way PE coaches tell you to after running laps around the field. When that didn’t work, she stopped and turned to him suddenly.

“Why would you forge those papers? That’s illegal! You’re practically rubbing shit all over my name, and it shouldn’t have been there to begin with! What kind of person does that to somebody? Do you not realize what you’ve done?”

“I do what I get paid to do.” His voice was calm with an edge of pride to it that infuriated her.

“You’re disgusting. I can’t do this.” Amara was shaking so hard she was afraid she was having a mild seizure. She turned toward the door.

“You still have to be here for the auction,” Samuel called out.

“Fuck you!” she shouted from the hallway and continued walking.

“Amara! It’s dangerous. If you leave and don’t come back, you’ll be in danger,” he said, walking up behind her.

She turned quickly. “If I stay I’m in danger. I’m…” her heavy breathing didn’t allow her to keep talking, she felt like she might faint. “I need to get out. I need to get out.” Panic crawled through her veins and simmered in her blood. She’d never felt so consumed by it —not even when she’d signed the contract with Philip, or when she realized she was stuck going to Paris, or when her mother ended up back in the hospital, or even when she left Colin—either time. Not ever. So she ran. Amara ran the way she came in, pushing past Ava who was still standing near the door. Thinking about the lies, the deceit, the backstabbing, the girl that looked like her, the man that wanted to capture her, her sick mother, Colin’s engagement, all of it made Amara feel sick. She ran out into the smelly alley and didn’t stop until she reached the nearest sidewalk. Her shoes squeezed the toes of her feet and even though it became excruciating, she didn’t stop running. It wasn’t until she reached a virtual wall of people walking the crowded sidewalks of Times Square, that she stopped running long enough to catch her breath.

Amara stepped into a tourist shop and got herself a pair of flip flops for her aching feet. They would do nothing to shield her feet from the chilly fall weather, but would serve to keep her toes intact until she got home. She walked the eight blocks to her apartment—or rather the apartment Colin had put her in—and laughed maniacally when she finally reached her door. It was one of those punch-the-code-to–get-in kind of doors, and after four failed tries, Amara pressed her back to the door and sagged down to the floor. As the weight of her day finally hit her, hard and fast like a sucker punch, she began to cry, softly at first and then loudly as she gasped for air, strangled by the weight of her situation.

The door behind her clicked, and Amara’s head shot up from between her legs. She stood quickly, wiping her face as she turned ready to face Colin, but Philip was the one who stood in the doorway.

“Aren’t you supposed to be somewhere?” His blue, calculating eyes narrowed on her.

“What are you doing here?”

“I was in the area.”

Amara’s eyes drifted down to his hands. She hadn’t stepped into the apartment and she felt the need to make sure he wasn’t armed. He was wearing a suit. Always a black suit, as if he was always ready to visit someone’s funeral and pay his respects.

“I thought you went to Paris when we got back from Washington.”

“Are you going to come in?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Are you going to give me a choice?”

“I don’t care either way.”

She took a deep breath, still shaky from her tears. “I’d rather stay out here.”

“Suit yourself.” He walked out of the apartment, closed the door behind him, entered something on the keypad and grabbed her by the elbow.

“Let go,” she seethed, yanking her arm from him.

“I’m taking you back to Méchant, ma chére. You can go kicking and screaming or you can come calmly. Your choice, but you’re going back.”

She struggled against him, this time breaking free of his grasp. Amara contemplated walking toward the stairs, but thought better of it and ran into the open elevator instead, pushing the button quickly.

“Close, dammit!” she yelled as Philip strode toward it. Just as the doors were shutting, he stopped it with the barrel of a gun. “Holy shit,” she squeaked as he stepped in, pointing the gun at her head.

“I thought our meeting with my boss gave you a better sense of how big this thing is that we’re dealing with. This situation can get us ALL killed. All of us, Amara, so you will go back and do as I say, or I will personally put a bullet in Colin’s head before I ask the nurse, what’s her name…Cathy? To inject your mother with enough morphine to overdose her. Are we clear?”

The barrel dug into her skull, and she began to hyperventilate.

“Y-yes, I understand,” she choked out when he pressed it against her harder.

“Good. If you try anything stupid, and I do mean anything, consider it done. I don’t make idle threats. I’m giving you the easy way out.”

She was openly crying when they got to the underground garage, and he escorted her to his car, pushing her in and sliding in behind her.

“Méchant,” he ordered the driver.

“What am I supposed to do?” she whispered.

“Do as you’re told!” he growled.

“But if the guy looking for me wins the auction, I’ll have to go with him,” she said, wiping her face.

“And we’ll be right behind you.”

“And if you’re not?” she asked, her eyes cutting to his.

“We will be.”

She finally regained her breath, wiped her face and looked at Philip. “Why did Samuel forge my name on those papers?”

Philip exhaled as he put the gun away and leaned into the leather seat, closing his eyes. “That was a long time ago. We were asked to do that—”

“My god, Philip, you know my parents, Do you have no sense of loyalty?”

His eyes cut to hers in fury. “Loyalty? Do you know how much I have helped you? I have done things for you that I would not have done for another girl.”

“Am I supposed to be thankful for that? For you blackmailing me with my mother’s life? With my boyfriend’s life?” she shouted.

“I only need you to do this one thing, and then you can go and be the other woman in Colin’s marriage! Or who knows, maybe he’ll actually get a divorce and be with you. Either way I don’t care!” His face was impatient as he looked at her. “Wasn’t the trip to DC enough for you to know that?”

Amara averted her eyes to the back of the seat in front of her and crossed her arms as she let out a breath. “Just one thing,” she repeated. “One thing. Will we still have to go to Iran?”

“I don’t want to go back there any more than you do, maybe even less, but we might not have a choice.” The look in his eyes made her shiver. “There’s been a setback with that trip, but I’ll keep you posted.”

When they reached Méchant, Philip instructed her to follow Ava so she could get ready. Ava and Amara made small talk as they walked up the winding staircase. The building was a warehouse, but it’d been converted into a perfectly suitable mini-hotel. The lighting had a dim, red tint to it, giving it a warm feel, the walls glowing with a rich wallpaper etched in a regal, gold pattern. The doors to each room were much like the ones in Paris—tall and red with skeleton key middles and little beams of light beside them to show occupancy.

Ava pushed the last door open, and Amara surveyed the space before completely stepping in.

“Holy shit,” she breathed when she looked at the four women standing in front of her. Courtney wasn’t kidding when she’d said Philip collected lookalikes. All of them looked like Amara. Not identical, but enough that a person who didn’t know her could confuse them or think they were sisters. They all had dark, straight hair that reached their elbows, a couple had layers like hers, and the others were cut the same length. Their bodies were all thin like Amara, although with slight variation in the hip area.

“You must be Amara,” one of them said, speaking up.

“I am,” she said, uneasily. “Isn’t it against code to use real names?”

The girl laughed. “What am I supposed to call you? Jasmine?”

“Yes,” she responded slowly.

“Okay, Jasmine, I’m Jasmine.”

Amara’s brows furrowed. “For real?”

“All of our Méchant names are Jasmine for the night.”

“What?”

The girl shrugged. “That’s what they told us. We’re all wearing the same thing; we’re all standing the same way, and using the same make-up.”

“But how will… Okay,” Amara said, blinking rapidly. She reminded herself she had this one last thing to do before she was free.

They all dressed in mere threads of fabric: artfully shredded, tiny black shirts that left little to the imagination and similar skirts, barely covering the panties beneath. Before long, Vivienne appeared at the door, much to Amara’s surprise.

“It’s been a long time,” Vivienne said with a smile when she spotted Amara.

Amara nodded in response, still gaping at her. She noticed pairs of handcuffs that Vivienne held in her hands.

“Okay, girls, stand in a single line so I can put these on you. Don’t look so scared, Ava, they come off after the auction,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I’m also going to put masks on you,” she added. “Just a final touch so you can look more…alike.”

As Vivienne fastened the handcuffs on each girl, she put a key on the side of their panties and gave them a level stare. “For after.” She continued to give her unwanted comments as she stood in front of each girl. Sometimes, “where did they find you?” others “your hips are too big.” Nobody responded to her, they just let her talk, cuff and slip the black, demure masks over their faces.

“Ready,” she chimed before walking out of the room. “Follow me!” she called over her shoulder.

The women followed Vivienne to a stage where they lined up in a row beside one another, their shaky arms rubbing against the others as they looked into the crowd. A few scattered women accompanied some of the men. They watched with equal attention and excitement. The look on their faces sickened Amara.

“This is crazy,” she heard Ava whisper beside her.

“It’ll be over soon,” Amara whispered back.

Her eyes scanned the crowd again. The lighting in the room was dim, like everywhere else, and it gave everyone in the crowd a rosy glow. Amara wondered where the man was—the one looking for her—and that’s when she spotted Colin sitting off to the left side by himself with a drink in his hand. Shit. Amara cursed repeatedly. She tried to see if she could spot Sam or Philip, but couldn’t. She needed to tell somebody about him. If he decided to bid on her—if he could even bid on the right her—it would throw everything off.

Before she could do anything else, the auction started. Ava was pushed up first. She stood in front of the line with her head tucked into her chest, just waiting, as Vivienne introduced her as “Number One.” So they would do it by numbers. Nothing more was said about Ava, before a woman stood up and placed her bid of five thousand dollars, only to be countered by a woman at her same table with a bid of twelve thousand. They both laughed, as if it was such a hilarious thing to be bidding on this poor girl’s body. They gave each other a knowing look, which made Amara’s stomach turn. Ava knew what she was in for, though. The girls in Méchant were prepared to give their bodies away without hesitation.

Three more numbers went by before it was Amara’s turn: Number Five. She stood, with head held down as the others had, until she heard Colin’s opening bid of fourteen thousand dollars. Her eyes snapped up to meet his. She wanted to warn him to stop. A man standing off to the other side of the room countered him. Twenty thousand. Colin raised it to thirty. Her hands sweated, shaking so hard she was forced to clamp them together as her eyes searched the room for Philip, Vivienne…anybody who could help. The man raised his bid to forty and Colin countered with fifty. Amara waited on bated breath and sighed in relief when the man didn’t counter the offer. She should have been nervous knowing Philip would be furious if that was the guy they’d been waiting for, but a part of her was relieved. Vivienne said that standard procedure was for them to check who the winning bidders were before they left with the girls —that’s how they would know if the man was there. Maybe if he bid on one of the others and was caught, Amara wouldn’t have to do much more.

The longer she counted the numerous ways this could go, the more tied up she felt. The cuffs around her hands began to be weighty, and the mask on her face felt like it was suffocating her. Amara had to squash an overpowering need to get out, to run and never look back.

Auction over, each girl stepped off the stage and stood beside their winner, eyes still downcast, Amara included, until Colin squeezed her chin and tilted her face toward him. He glared at her, but she was defeated. She met his gaze openly, brokenly, until he finally dropped his hand.
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“THIS IS WHAT you call being busy on a Friday night? Selling your body to a room full of strangers?” Colin seethed as he pushed her up the stairs. They were on the opposite side of the staircase that led to Philip and Samuel’s office, but it was just as dark and narrow.

“I had to be here. What’s your excuse? And really, Colin? Fifty thousand dollars? For a casual fuck?” she spat. She looked at him over her shoulder and shook her head as she came to a stop in the middle of the stairwell.

“Shut up, Amara. Just shut the fuck up,” he growled, holding her between the handcuffs that captured her hands. He nudged her to keep walking.

She was exasperated, unwilling to shut up, and wound tight by the fact that he’d come for her without knowing what Philip and Sam were up to —without knowing that this was her chance to get out. They stopped outside of a large door, and Amara took a deep breath as he unlocked it and pushed her inside.

“Why were you here? How did you even know it was me? There were other girls on the stage that looked exactly like me!” she asked turning to face him as he switched the light on. Like in Paris, the lighting maxed out when it was barely bright enough to see.

Colin narrowed his eyes, brushing past her. She turned, looking at him expectantly and watched as he shrugged off his suit jacket and began to roll up the sleeves of his white dress shirt. Her eyes left his to scan the room, finding that it was eerily similar to the one she was assigned in Paris —everything garishly decorated in gold and black. The bed in the center of the room had a mirror above it, which made her heart quicken, knowing that it hid a camera. She knew—she just knew—Philip would be watching them. Maybe even Samuel, and God only knew who else. A shiver ran through her at the thought.

“You cold?” Colin asked.

Her eyes snapped to his.

“You shouldn’t be wearing that.” His eyes painted her body in a slow caress, although there was a bite to his look—one that made her stomach dip.

“I’m fine. There’s a mirror in this room,” she said quietly.

“And?”

She swallowed, her eyes looking at the cherry hardwood floor between them. “That means they’ll probably watch us.”

Something inside him seemed to snap as he strode toward her. His heavy footsteps were loud in the room, save for her rapidly pounding heart. When he reached her, Colin cupped her face and lifted it to look at him. There she stood, her hands cuffed, her head back as far as it could go, being examined by Colin’s intense eyes. She felt completely at his mercy. “This is what they did in Paris? They used to watch you while you fucked those men?”

“I only… it wasn’t… it only happened…”

“I’m only going to tell you this one more time, Amara, so listen closely,” he said, dipping his head, placing his lips at the shell of her ear, letting her feel his breath on her. “Shut. The. Fuck. Up.” He whispered it and bit her earlobe, making her moan. Somehow he made the words sound sweet, though they were anything but.

The tip of his nose ran along the side of her face slowly, caressing her cheek, her neck, and her shoulder and back up to her ear. Amara pushed her body forward, as close to him as she could get, and moaned softly when she felt his tongue at the edge of her mouth, licking, his lips slowly sucking hers to capture her bottom lip between his teeth. Her arms fought against the handcuffs behind her back.

“Free my hands,” she pleaded as she stared up at him. “Please.”

Colin shook his head, his brown eyes clouded with desire. His tongue drew a line along the seam of her lips, making her legs wobble with each stroke. The pads of his fingers crawled up her arms and into her hair, threading through it until they reached the nape of her neck, where he grasped it tightly, pulling her head back. His lips left hers and made their way down her neck, leaving a trail of goosebumps in their wake.

“Colin,” Amara moaned when his tongue circled around the hollow of her throat.

“Shh,” he murmured against her. His hands found hers behind her back and he began to walk them toward the bed. His sole focus concentrated on making love to Amara’s neck, her shoulders, her lips.

When they reached the bed, he switched positions with her, sitting and pulling her to stand in front of him. Colin’s hands reached to pull off her top, which hung between her bound hands. Amara’s entire body shivered as his lips closed over her nipples while he pulled the tiny skirt and panties she wore down to the floor. His mouth moved along the valley between her breasts, licking and teasing. She felt powerless and very naked in front of him, but it was erotic. Amara’s legs felt like jelly and the heat between them magnified with each movement his mouth made against hers.

Colin pushed her back suddenly and moved to stand behind her. She closed her eyes at the feel of his breath on her neck, loving the feel of his teeth grazing over her shoulder blades. He pushed the backs of her knees with his own so that she was forced forward onto the edge of the bed. Colin splayed his large hand on her back, pushing her down. She was completely exposed to him, forced to lean on the side of her face with her ass completely in the air. Colin gripped the backs of her thighs and spread her open, making a guttural noise as he kneeled behind her. Inhaling sharply, she shut her eyes as his hands ran along the inside of her thighs, the tips just grazing the lips of her throbbing core.

Amara felt the bed shift beneath her and gasped loudly when she felt his breath between her legs, his tongue brushing against her clit. Colin opened her up further, his hands digging into her ass as his tongue continued to devour her, licking her, sucking her, nipping her. She could only exhale and gasp again as his tongue circled her center, plunging inside of her and lapping over and over in rapid motion as he feasted on her wetness. Colin replaced his mouth with his hands, slipping three fingers inside her as his thumb massaged over her sensitive clit in slow circles.

“This is what you want, Mara?” he asked in a lusty rasp beside her ear. “This is what you like? Being at someone else’s mercy? Letting people fuck you while others watch?” Amara’s legs began to shake, the need built between them so great that the orgasm ripped through her. She heard him groan as she moaned out his name, unable to hold it back. When Amara regained her breath, Colin’s hands were no longer between her legs. She shrieked when she was suddenly pulled by the handcuffs and forced to kneel upright on the bed. Colin’s legs were now devoid of clothing. He nudged her legs wider and, with no warning, he thrust into her fully, so strong and hard it knocked the breath out of her. With each thrust there was an equally hard pull on the cuffs, making the sensitive skin on her wrists burn.

“The handcuffs,” she said, her voice on the edge between pleasure and pain.

“The handcuffs stay,” he growled pushing in deeper.

“They hurt,” she whimpered.

Colin paused for a moment, taking a long breath and pushed into her hard one more time before letting go of her hands, causing her to fall forward on her face. He pulled out, his rapid exit making Amara flinch. She heard him shift around behind her and finally unclip the cuffs. There were tears in her eyes as she let out a relieved breath and rubbed her wrists. She rolled to her side and Colin pushed her legs into a scissor position, guiding himself once more between the swollen lips of her pussy. She could feel him throbbing between her folds as he pushed in slowly, savoring this time. His hands gripped her slim shoulders and she twisted her body to face him, her exposed breasts craving his attention. His mouth lowered onto hers and captured her lips in his, the tip of his tongue meeting hers before it began to explore the inside of her mouth. His cock plunged deeper into her as she spread her knees, bringing one to the other side so he was completely between her thighs. She could see his anger fading as he brought his face down to hers.

“This is what I want,” she whispered against his lips.

Colin’s eyes snapped open. He cupped both sides of her face as he continued to languidly move inside of her. “Is it?”

Amara nodded and wrapped her arms around his neck as she arched her back. He gripped her hips and lifted her up to straddle him as he sat on the bed. She sat, impaled, adjusting to his size before circling her hips slowly against him.

He grabbed her hips to still her movements and shook his head. “I don’t want that. I don’t want slow. I want you to fuck me, Amara. Ride me like you want me,” he growled, lifting her up to the tip of his cock and bringing her back down forcefully. She screamed out at the impact it made. “Keep going, lift your ass up and keep fucking going.” He was speaking through clenched teeth, his voice demanding as his fingers continued to dig into her. “Fuck, yes, just like that,” he groaned as she continued to ride him hard, the way he wanted her to, the way she needed to.

Amara’s nails dug into his shoulders as her insides began to clench around him. She knew he was close as well by the way he threw his head back and breathed deeply. “Just like that, baby. Keep going, just like that. Keep going, Amara,” he said in a husky chant as he growled through his orgasm.

He fell onto his back, spent, pulling her against his chest and holding her tightly to him as if he wanted to preserve that moment for a while. When he noticed her rubbing her wrists again, he sat up, propped her on his lap and grabbed her arms. His sad eyes said it all when he met her gaze, yet he didn’t apologize for his roughness.

“I’ll see if I can get you something for this,” he whispered, kissing the red marks on her skin.

Amara tried to shimmy out of his hold, but he held her close. “I have to go to the bathroom,” she said softly, daring to run a hand through the dark waves of his hair.

He let her go, but followed her to the bathroom, watching as she used the toilet then washed her hands. She found a hairbrush, toothbrushes, and a bottle of aloe gel, all unused. Her eyes met Colin’s in the mirror and she pointed at the toiletries. He nodded in acknowledgement, but continued to watch her. Amara tried to avert her eyes, but couldn’t, they drifted down the length of his body, the waves of his muscled arms, the dent of lines on his chest, the tiny dark hairs that trailed down the center. She could look at him forever and never tire. When her eyes made their way back up to his, he was still watching her, his face serious.

“Turn around,” he ordered. She swiveled on her heels to face him.

Colin lifted her arms and picked up the bottle of aloe, squirting some over each wrist. Colin slowly massaged her forearms and carefully rubbed the gel over her wrists. He took his time, but gentled his movements further when she flinched.

“It’ll probably hurt for a couple of days,” he whispered, dragging his eyes from hers to her wrists. She nodded, her eyes filling with tears, overwhelmed.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“You’re sorry?” he asked, his hands stilling on her wrists.

“Yes,” she said quietly, nodding slowly. “I wish I could be less complicated for you. I wish I could just… leave this for you.”

He smiled and chuckled darkly in disbelief. “But you can’t.”

“It’s not a game, Colin. I’m not here because I want to be. I don’t do this because I enjoy it.”

Her arms dropped to her sides. “Tell me. Why are you doing it? Why were you here tonight?”

“Lift me up,” she said, letting out a shaky breath as she stood on her tiptoes and threw her arms around his neck. He automatically covered her with his body and picked her up, wrapping her legs around his hips. Amara looked over his shoulder at the mirror on top of the bed, the skeleton key on the door, all the places they could be watching—and were probably listening. She kissed him in the sensitive spot below his ear and heard his breath hitch.

“Amara,” he warned.

“I’m being blackmailed,” she whispered, licking and sucking down his neck.

“Blackmailed how?” he asked, she could feel his erection growing between her legs, pressing up against her ass.

“With you,” she said, bringing her lips to his and kissing him deeply, fiercely, before letting him pull apart. His eyes wore a look of confusion, warring with his growing lust.

“Me?”

Amara went back to kissing him, licking the seam of his lips. He groaned when his tongue peeked into her mouth, and she bit it lightly as she ground her pelvis into him, her wet pussy insistent against his abs, begging for him to fill her. His groans turned her on—his restraint, the tightening grip of his hands on her ass— ratcheting her need higher.

“Please,” she whimpered when she tried to move lower. He held her in place, needing to hear her explain.

“What are they saying to you about me?” he asked, his voice hoarse against her ear as he tried to refrain from giving into her.

“That they’ll kill you if I don’t cooperate,” she gasped out when his dick stood at attention between her pussy and his stomach, and slipped between her folds.

“They’re not going to kill me, Amara,” he said, thrusting his hips up and moaning deeply at the feel of her pussy spreading against him.

“They’ll kill my mom, then you,” she said, her legs beginning to shake. “They’ll find away to take you away from me.”

His hands lifted her hips and finally, he impaled inside her with a growl. “This has to end,” he said burying his face into her neck as he pumped inside her.

“I don’t want this to end,” she said, causing him to look at her. He lowered his head, still moving inside of her, and grazed his teeth against her nipple. “You and me,” she gasped. “I don’t want us to end.”

His head snapped up and he halted his movements. “You’re mine, Amara. Every. Fucking. Inch of you.”

He fucked her harder then, faster, and deeper, as if he to prove his point.
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THE GIRLS COULDN’T leave the premise with the clients, which meant all of the winning bidders creeped out at odd hours while the girls stayed behind in their rooms. Those were the rules: you win, you pay, you do whatever it is you want to do—as long as the girl agrees—and then you leave. This, of course, meant that she had to do the walk of shame in front of twelve other people—not that it mattered at that point. By the time Amara showered, dressed in her clothes, and walked downstairs to the area where the auction took place—which looked more like a café at this hour—most of the girls were gone. Ava remained, walking around aimlessly with an open book in one hand and an apple in the other.

“How’d it go for you?” she asked, looking from her book to Amara.

She shrugged. “It went. You?”

“Same,” she said, shrugging back and biting her apple.

“Was it awkward for you?”

Ava sat at one of the round tables and put the book down as Amara walked past her to grab a cup of coffee from the bar. When she turned, Ava was finished with her apple and twirling the core by its stem.

“It was as weird as it is every time I fuck a stranger and his wife,” Ava said finally. Amara made a face as she sat down.

“Have you done that often?”

“No,” Ava said with a laugh. “It was fine though, they were really nice about it. How about you?”

“It was as weird as it is every time my ex-boyfriend wins me in an auction.”

A look of deep confusion was painted over Ava’s face. “What?”

“My ex-boyfriend won the auction. Won me in the auction.”

“How’d he know it was you?”

It was a valid question, one she’d asked him herself.

“He said my eyes gave me away.”

Ava frowned. “How’d he see your eyes from where he was sitting?”

And just like that, Amara’s emotions went from flattered and relieved that Colin had won her bid, to being suspicious. She stared at Ava as if she’d just dropped a bomb, and in that moment, it may as well have been.
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COLIN: ARE YOU home?

Amara: No. Just left the hospital. Did you need something?

Colin: How’s Anna?

Amara: Not good.

Colin: How are you?

Amara: …

He must have sensed she didn’t want to talk about it, because his response never came. Just as well—it didn’t matter. Amara ran her fingers through her long hair, massaging her scalp as she picked it up into a loose ponytail. She wore sweat pants and a t-shirt that hung loosely over her shoulders. It was very unlike her—she usually dressed up more to leave the house—but she was exhausted. So exhausted from everything. She barely got any sleep at night and when she did, she had nightmares of Philip barging through her door to take her hostage. It was a stupid dream because she knew he wouldn’t do that—he didn’t have to—all he had to do was continue to blackmail her with the two people she loved, and she’d go willingly.

He’d already made mention of her night with Colin in Méchant.

“Looks like somebody got his money’s worth,” he’d said. She heard the stupid grin as he’d spoken. That bothered her the most. Amara had a constant distaste in her mouth when she thought of Philip and Samuel and now Courtney, by default.

When Amara got to the apartment, the driver had to call her name a couple of times before she finally snapped out of her thoughts to collect her things and go inside. The ride in the elevator was silent since she was by herself, and she stared at the reflection of the woman in front of her. Amara dropped her eyes to the floor. She couldn’t bear to look at herself. She could barely stand being herself.

Once she was inside the apartment, she dropped her bag by the door and went straight to the bedroom, not even bothering to close the blinds before letting her body hit the mattress. Sleep came easy—for once she didn’t have to turn on the television to be lulled by the sound of voices. The sound of footsteps startled Amara awake, her eyes popping open just in time to see Samuel bending over her bed. Gasping, she sat up quickly.

“What are you doing here?” she squeaked in shock.

“I tried calling,” he said, taking a seat on the edge of the bed.

“How did you get in here?”

Samuel gave her a dry look, clearly in no mood to humor questions of no importance.

“Colin is causing problems for us,” he said, looking at her. She hadn’t bothered to close the electronic blinds, so there was light in the room—enough for her to make out the serious look on his face. She knew what Philip’s solution to his problems was like and fought against increasing panic.

“What kind of problems?”

“The kind we don’t need right now.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means we need him out of the way.”

“And how do you expect to do that?” she asked in a whisper, trepidation running through her slowly, until she felt as if she was becoming consumed by it.

Samuel sighed loudly, running a hand through his gelled hair. “You’re expected at that gala on Friday, and I think it’s best you disappear after that. From Wolfe, from this apartment, New York…”

“New York?” she asked in surprise. “But my mom. My mom isn’t,” she paused to swallow before continuing. “She’s not doing very well.”

“I don’t want to take you from your mother, I know she’s…” His words drifted over to Amara and hung heavily in her chest. Dying, that was the word she knew he was looking for, but nobody needs to remind you when somebody you love is dying.

“If I leave New York, you would take me back to Paris?” she asked brokenly.

Sam looked away from her, focusing on the floor beneath his feet and nodded. “I know you’re trapped in this, but we need to get that guy and find out who he’s working for, what he knows… you’re very important to us, to this case.”

“You have a collection of women that look like me, Sam. Can’t you use them?”

“Don’t you think we’ve tried that? This isn’t something new, Amara, we’ve been trying to find this person for years, and now we’re so close…so close.”

“He’s killed women that look like me. Don’t you think he’ll do the same to me? How would he even know it’s me?”

“He needs to take you to whomever it is he works for. He’s not going to show up here and kill you.”

She took a deep rattled breath. “And you’re sure it’s only one guy?”

“We don’t know for certain, but we have an idea of who it could be.”

Amara covered her face. “This is crazy. This is seriously insane. I can’t go back to Paris, Sam, not with my mom like this. Was the guy at the auction the other night?”

“He was. There were two men there that we suspect and are following.”

“Two?” she asked, her breath catching in her throat. “I thought it was just one guy?”

Samuel got up and stood in front of her, looking down at her. “We thought so too, but I guess we may be wrong. As I said, we’re not certain. I’ll do my best to keep your near your mother, and I expect that, in exchange for that favor, you’re going to come to me with anything you see or hear. If you don’t, I won’t be able to promise you Colin’s safety.”

Amara gasped as Samuel strode out of the room. She got out of bed, calling his name, but Samuel didn’t stop. He’d slammed the front door by the time she got to the kitchen. Resigned to her fate, Amara gave in to hunger and was trying to open a jar of pasta sauce when she heard the front door open again. Grabbing the nearest knife to her, she stood by the edge of the counter, waiting, listening to the heavy footfalls bringing the intruder to her in long, confident strides. The knife began to wobble in Amara’s hand as her fear escalated. Colin’s face appeared in the doorway, stopping short when he saw the look on her face and the knife she held in her white-knuckled grip.

“What the hell are you doing?”

With shaky hands, Amara tried to put the knife back in the block, but kept missing the slot it belonged in. Between the tears that pooled her eyes and her jittery nerves, she ended up having to put it down on the counter. Colin strode around the island and stood beside Amara, his hand rubbed lightly on her back. She kept her eyes on the counter, away from his.

“Hey,” he said in a voice that beckoned her attention. “What’s wrong?”

Leaning forward, she placed her elbows on the counter and buried her face in her hands. “What isn’t wrong?” she asked, a bitter chuckle escaping her lips.

His hand stilled on her back. “What were you going to do with that knife?” When she didn’t answer, he grabbed her arm and turned her to face him. “Amara,” he said, lifting her chin. “What happened?”

“They keep coming in here!” she said, finally, wiping the tears that began to spill down her cheeks.

He frowned, waiting for her to continue, but she didn’t. Couldn’t. “Who keeps coming in here?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

Colin’s jaw twitched. “Of course it matters! This is my place! I need to know who’s getting in here without your permission. Talk to me, dammit! Is it Philip?”

She opened her mouth to respond, but ended up closing it when she couldn’t find her words. When she didn’t reply, he brushed past her, strolling toward the bedroom. Amara followed him, watching his tall frame as he moved around the room, opening drawers and taking stuff out. He found her bag and started carelessly stuffing clothes in it.

“What are you doing?” she asked, frozen in place.

“Something I should have done a while ago.”

Amara stood silently, watching as he packed furiously, silently brooding, his hands punching her clothes into the bag, and she wondered if their time had come to an end. He was kicking her out. The more he packed, the smaller she began to feel. She was out of place, unwanted.

“Are you kicking me out?” she had to start the question over three times, clearing her throat, swallowing the lump that choked off her words, until it finally came out in a broken whisper.

Colin’s movements stilled and his head snapped to where she was standing between the door and the bed rooted in place. “You think I’m kicking you out? Do you really think I would…” He stopped short, his eyes confused and wild as he approached

Amara and held both of her shoulders. She tightened in his hold, unsure of what to expect. “Maybe I’ve been doing this all wrong, Amara. Maybe going after you and keeping you beside me… keeping you here… maybe my anger has gotten the best of me lately, but I fucking love you, dammit! I would never kick you out!” His words were a shout, and he was looking at Amara like she was crazy for not understanding that.

He took her breath away and she was unable to react properly. She should have opened her mouth to tell him she loved him too, more than he would ever know. That this time together yet so far apart had helped her understand that completely. That being engaged to another woman was killing her slowly—but Amara could only stare. Her uncertainty got the better of her. Her paranoia lurked around like unwanted gossip.

“I don’t know what to think anymore,” she grumbled, shaking her head with a dry laugh. “I can’t remember the last time my life made any sense.”

He stopped clutching the bag and closed his eyes for a moment, collecting himself, before taking long strides toward her. “Probably this time last year, when it was only me and you. Do you remember what it’s like to have someone put you before everything else? Do you remember what it feels like not to lie about everything? Look at you, Amara! You’re so scared you’re shaking, and to be frank, you’re starting to freak me out.”

He waited for her to say something, but the only thing Amara could think about was her conversation with Ava and how Colin always seemed to be everywhere. When she finally spoke, it was slow and cautious, with her head bowed as if she was ashamed to be asking such a thing. The real reason Amara couldn’t look at him, she realized, was because she was afraid of what the answer would be.

“How did you know I would be at the auction?”

“You told Brandon you couldn’t make it to the housewarming party because you were busy, and I checked the Méchant events, saw the auction, and figured I would go over there.” His answer made her exhale, just for a moment.

“How did you really know it was me? And I would appreciate it if you didn’t give me the bullshit answer about my eyes, because I know you couldn’t see them from where you were standing. I could barely make you out.”

Once the words were out there, she tilted her head up to look at him. Colin inhaled and exhaled loudly as he considered his next words to her. She could tell he was waging a hell of a battle inside that brain of his.

“If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me.”

“Try me.”

“Okay,” he said, looking away as he clenched his jaw. “When I got there, I saw Samuel and demanded he tell me which girl you would be, or I would put a stop to the whole auction. Obviously it went on so that didn’t work. Sam said he was waiting for somebody really important and that I should just leave and wait for you to call me.” Colin chuckled with a shrug. “When they got to you, I just knew. Call it intuition, I don’t know! All I know, Mara, is that I see you when I look at you. I feel you when you’re in a room. And that’s the truth. Now are you done wrongly accusing me of something I have no idea about? Or are we going to continue playing this stupid fucking game we’ve been playing? Because I can tell you right now who wins, and it’s not you, and it’s not me. It will be them because we’re letting it happen.”

Amara could only stare at him. She had nothing to say, couldn’t really form a coherent sentence when he looked at her like that. He looked at her. Through her. Inside her. It laid her bare and tore her apart at the same time.

“I just. I’m sorry, I just… For a moment I thought maybe you were him.”

“Who?”

“The guy looking for me,” she said in a whisper, bringing her eyes up to his.

“The one blackmailing you?”

“No.” She shook her head. “The guy looking for me is an entirely different person, but he’s the reason I’m still at Méchant.”

Colin took the steps needed to get to her and reached out to cup her face. Amara’s breath hitched at the sudden contact. Though his hands were gentle, the way he held her face made it impossible to look away. The words that tumbled out of his mouth seemed to surprise the two of them equally, judging by the way his brown eyes widened slightly as he spoke them.

“Let me help you,” he said, his voice soft, almost as if he was cajoling a child. “I want to help you, but I’m going to need you to trust me,” he said.

“Why would you want to help me when you’ve been so angry about all of this?” she asked in a shaky whisper.

Colin closed his eyes as he breathed out. When they opened again they were stricken with a tinge of sadness. “Oh, Mara,” he whispered, his breath fanning her face as he spoke. “Didn’t you graduate at the top of your class? For someone so book smart, you are very love stupid.”

The word love made her heart swell. She could have wondered if that was his intention, but the truth was written all over his face.

“I need you to trust me,” he repeated, cupping her face, still looking at her with an intensity that could burn through steel.

“I don’t know if I can.”

“I’m going to give you my trust, Amara. My complete trust, or as close as I can get to that, and I’m asking you to do the same. Whatever this is, you don’t have to do it alone. I know you’re scared—it isn’t like you to do any of this—I know you’re stuck and, for whatever reason, money isn’t getting you out of it, so please, let me fucking help you.”

She closed her eyes and saw the memories of her life with him playing in her mind like an old movie. Them in the empty lot with the stars, in the coffee shops near school, at her uncle’s café, family barbeques, times spent in their rooms talking about nothing and everything at the same time, their late night calls, the laughs they shared, the fights, the make-up sex, the dancing, the kisses and hugs and all of the tomorrows that were once promises—all faded away so much sooner than should have been possible. Amara took a deep breath and opened her eyes to see the man she realized would do more for her than she’d ever given him credit for, and nodded.

“Okay.”

One simple word, but it seemed to breathe life back into Colin, and he smiled at her. “I’m going to take you somewhere we can talk about all of this. We’re going to leave our phones behind.” He dropped a kiss on her forehead and, as she watched him grab the bag, it felt like he was squeezing her own heart.

“What if they call me from the hospital?”

“We’ll go by the hospital first.”

“I—” she began.

“I’m going to help you, remember? No matter what.”

“You don’t even know what you’re asking to get involved in,” she said brokenly as a tear escaped from her eyes.

“Because I don’t care,” he said, brushing the tear away lightly with his thumb. “I know that it involves you, and whatever that is, it’s hurting you, and that’s all I need to know.”

“You can lose Wolfe, Colin. You can lose everything,” she said in a hoarse whisper.

“I don’t care anymore.” He leaned down and pressed his lips against hers, and she believed him.


[image: ]

“YOU CAN WAIT out here if you want,” Amara said when they reached her mom’s floor.

He looked at her for a long moment, his lips parting slightly as he debated the options. “Would it be okay if I go in with you?”

Growing up, Colin had always gotten along great with her mom. She’d baked him cookies and made him his favorite curry dishes. He’d loved being over at their house and her mom had loved having him there, so Amara knew she would enjoy seeing him, but still she hesitated.

“She doesn’t look the way you remember her.”

“So?” he asked with a frown.

“I’m just warning you,” she replied with a shrug and continued to walk toward the room, greeting the nurses along the way. She laughed when all of the nurses at the station turned to checked out Colin before looking at Amara with raised, approving eyebrows. He walked by her side, his hand hovering over the small of her back before finally landing there and sliding to her hip, pulling her close. Amara looked at him in question, but he didn’t acknowledge it, only continuing to walk beside her until they reached the door, where he dropped his hand.

Amara pushed the door open and took a steadying breath; preparing her heart for the shock it always was to see her mother in such terrible condition.

“Hey, Mom, I brought a guest with me,” she said as she walked further in, holding the door open for Colin.

“Of course, my khorshid. Who did you bring?” Anna asked, curious.

Amara dropped a kiss on her mom’s cheek as Colin walked toward them. Anna gasped loudly when she saw him.

“Now there’s a face I’m happy to see!” Anna said, smiling widely as she adjusted herself on the bed.

“Hey, Mrs. M,” Colin said. There was no visible pity in his eyes, just slight sadness that he blinked away quickly as he hugged her.

“Sit right here,” Anna said, licking her dry lips as she tapped the spot she always saved for Amara. She would have complained, jokingly, but couldn’t stop smiling at the happiness she felt at the light in her mother’s eyes. “Tell me how you’re doing. How’s Nancy holding up?”

He sighed, running a hand through his wavy hair. “We’re fine—my mom’s getting by.”

Amara took a seat in the chair in front of Colin, where the tips of their feet touched, and watched them as they spoke. Colin’s eyes met Amara’s as her mother talked about the oxygen tank she needed to breathe. There was so much compassion in his eyes, so much of everything she missed about being with him. She wanted to freeze time and stay in that room with them forever.

“Amara tells me you’re engaged now,” Anna said nonchalantly. Amara felt her eyes go wide. It was like a punch to the gut, the mention of the engagement.

“For business purposes, yeah,” he said, still looking at Amara.

“You’re a good boy, Colin. Your dad was always proud of you. I hope your mom reminds you of that often.”

His gaze dropped from Amara’s. In all the years they’d known each other, he was always the one to make things happen. She could count less than a handful of times in which she’d seen that particular look on his face—where the guy with the wide, wolfish smile lost his cockiness and turned into an insecure boy. Hating to see that look on his face, Amara tapped his foot with hers. He didn’t look up at her, but she saw his lips tilt up into a small smile.

“Will you stay married to her once the business side of things go through?”

Amara couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t believe her mom was asking these questions. It was as if the filter she kept so perfectly screwed over her mouth had suddenly fallen off.

“Mom!” her words snapped through the silence that the question had placed in the room.

“It’s just a question. He knows he doesn’t have to answer it.”

“I don’t know,” Colin said after a moment of contemplation. His response sucked the air out of her body, but she tried to focus on the floor, bringing her feet in so they would no longer touch his. He continued, “I’m hoping it doesn’t get that far.” Amara felt his eyes on her face, but she refused to acknowledge his words.

Amara glanced at her mother, who returned her look with a twinkle in her eyes. This was definitely the most awkward hospital visit ever. At least her mom was in a cheerful mood, and that brightened her up, despite the blood rushing her face.

“You’re crazy,” she mouthed at her mom, which made both her and Colin laugh.

Colin stood from the edge of the bed and kissed Anna on the forehead. “It was good seeing you, Mrs. M, despite the circumstances. If you ever need anything, please know I’ll be here.”

Anna reached up and patted him on the cheek. “You know what I need.”

Colin chuckled and dragged his eyes back to Amara. “It’s not me you need to be having that conversation with.”

Her heart skipped at the meaning in his words, and at the fact he’d said them to the one person he knew meant the world to her.

“You know I love you like a son,” Anna whispered, tears gathering in her eyes.

“Then you know I’ll do everything in my power to keep our girl from harm.”

“I’m counting on it.”

He turned to face Amara, his hand reaching out to cup her face, his thumb caressing her cheek. “I’ll wait for you outside.”

Her response was a silent nod. She turned to her mother as soon as the door closed behind Colin and waited for her jumbled thoughts to get sorted out in her brain. “Oh my god, mom!” she said in a hushed whisper.

Anna coughed out a laugh as she adjusted the purple scarf that covered her bald head. “What?”

“You know what! I cannot believe you just did that.” Amara buried her face in her hands, mortified.

“I thought I did great.”

Amara couldn’t keep a laugh from escaping. “I’m assuming you’re having a good day.”

“I guess I am. So tell me, how did he end up coming with you?”

“Sam showed up at the apartment, telling me Colin was in the middle of their plan and he needed to get me away from him.”

“What did Colin say?”

Amara’s eyes widened. “I didn’t tell him. He just knows someone showed up uninvited.”

Anna frowned. “Are you going to tell him?”

“Well, I don’t know. I don’t know if I should.”

“Did you tell him you’re being blackmailed?”

“Yeah, and I don’t think that was the right thing to do. I wish I wouldn’t have.”

“Amara, come here,” she said, pulling her to sit beside her on the bed. Her hand, the one without the IV sunk into it, stroked her daughter’s hair to soothe her—the way she always had when Amara was little, and Amara sighed as she leaned into her touch. There’s nothing a mother’s touch can’t erase. If there was to be one cure for everything wrong with the world, it would be that. Amara could feel her mother’s collarbone pressed against her cheek, and could smell the iron that must coat her mother’s taste every day. “You can’t keep doing this to yourself. Talk to him. Trust him. He’s a good man. He loves you—you have to see that.”

She sighed, nodding slowly. “Sometimes love isn’t enough. You of all people should know that. I have to finish this thing with Philip, Colin won’t understand that.”

Placing a kiss on Amara’s temple, Anna pulled back. “Why don’t you let him decide?”

“He’s going to want me to marry him. If he really does get rid of Molly, he’s going to ask me again.”

“If none of this would’ve happened—if you wouldn’t have made that stupid deal with Philip for your father—do you think you would have married Colin?”

Her insides fluttered. “I’d like to think so, yes.”

“So do it.”

“There’s so much at stake, Mom, and I’m scared. I’m scared of what will happen if I drag him into this.”

Anna ran her fingers through Amara’s long hair. “It’s too late for that, Mara; he’s already been dragged into it.”

“I know, and it’s killing me already. What if Philip really hurts him? Or you?” Amara said, her eyes widening as reality rushed back to slap her in the face.

“Don’t worry about me, baby girl. There’s not much time left for me either way.”

“Don’t say that,” she whispered as tears burned in her eyes.

“I’m sorry, Mara. I know you want to keep me here forever, and I swear if I could stay, I would, only for you. I’m trying to hold on as long as I can, but some days I feel myself slipping.”

“Don’t talk like that, please.”

“I love you, my sweet child. I love you so much.”

“I love you too,” she whispered. “I can’t do this without you, Mom. I can’t.”

“You can, khorshid,” she responded as tears spilled down her face. The nickname made the fat tears rolling down Amara’s face multiply.

Amara stood and gave her mom an extra long hug.

“Remember what I told you,” Anna said.

Her daughter nodded. “I’m going to try. I promise.”

When Amara opened the door, she was surprised Colin wasn’t in the hallway, but took advantage and walked up to the nurses’ station, pleased to find her favorite nurse there.

“Hey, I thought you left for the day,” Cathy said with a smile.

“I had to come back. I won’t have my phone with me tonight and maybe most of tomorrow. As soon as I get a new number, I’ll call. I’m scared I’ll miss a call from here.”

Cathy nodded, smiling sadly. “She’s been doing well today. You know we take good care of her.”

“I know. I understand there’s nothing I can do, but it still worries me to have no phone.”

“Everything will be okay. Take a break.”

Amara nodded, thanking her as she walked toward the elevators. When the doors opened, Colin was inside, apparently on his way back to her, his hands tucked into his jeans.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey,” she replied, getting in and standing beside him. “Why are you smiling?” she asked, craning her head to look at him.

“Just thinking. Thanks for letting me see her.” His hand drifted between them until it reached hers, their fingers linking.

“Of course,” she said, squeezing his hand in hers.

“I had forgotten your mom called you that,” he said as they found the car in the parking deck

Amara smiled, knowing he just wanted to hear her say the word. “Khorshid?”

“Yeah,” he said, returning her smile. “My sun, right?” His words were a murmur against her lips.

“Just sun, no possession,” she whispered against his mouth.

“Some possession,” he replied, brushing his lips against hers in a soft caress. Their tongues intertwined, begging for forgiveness, pleading to possess the other. Amara knew she would tell him everything—anything to keep him this time.

They checked into a hotel an adequate distance away from their apartments. Colin called Brandon and told him he wasn’t going in to work earlier that morning, repeating to Amara that they needed the day to sort things out between them. They needed to work together, and he seemed optimistic. Amara, on the other hand, was just short of freaking-the-fuck-out. Still, she told him everything, from start to finish. Amara recounted how she stood up for her father all those years ago—how Philip came for her and everything that followed—and Colin listened patiently, encouraging her to continue. When she was finished, he simply stared at her.

“I… I need a moment to process this.” He stood and headed to the bathroom. Amara listened to the water, wondering if he would have a change of heart while he was in there, but when he walked out, he had a determined look in his eyes that assured her he was all in.

“What are you doing on Friday?” Colin asked, taking a bite of the burger he’d ordered for lunch.

“I have a thing to go to.”

“For Méchant,” he said, wiping his mouth.

“Yes.”

He raised an expectant eyebrow.

“I have the papers at home; Philip gave them to me a couple of weeks ago. Some guy needs a date to a gala or something.”

“Huh,” was all that he replied. His eyes stayed on her, intense, waiting, as if he was going to pounce on her at any moment. “I’m going to a gala on Friday as well.”

“For some charity?”

“That’s the one.”

“Are you… you’re going with Molly?” she asked, hating the way her throat clogged at the mere mention of her.

“I’m supposed to. I can have her not go though, either way, she knows the wedding is off.” He said the words as if they were no big deal—as if he didn’t know that they made her heart sing with joy.

“When?”

“Before the auction, after the office…”

Amara smiled slightly. “After the engagement party you skipped out on?”

Colin grinned. “After that.”

They looked at each other for a long moment, their eyes filling with building lust. Finally, when she couldn’t take the pressure building inside her any longer, Amara pushed her plate away, stood, and sauntered toward him. She pushed the rolling table with their unfinished food aside and straddled his lap, running both hands through his hair and gently pulling until his throat was exposed to her.

“And now you’re a free man?” Amara asked, placing open-mouthed kisses over his neck. Colin’s breath hitched every time he felt her tongue on him.

“I’ve never been a free man,” he replied, pivoting his hips upward so she could feel the hardness in his boxers. “Yet I have to share you once more.”

“It’s only one more job,” Amara said, moaning when he feathered his lips against the shell of her ear.

“A job I’d rather you not do,” he murmured against her mouth as he gripped her hips.

“I’d rather not do it either,” she said, kissing one side of his lip. “But I need to get it over with.” Her mouth skimmed to the other side, licking his lip there. “Once I’m done, I’m all yours,” she said, biting his bottom lip. “If you still want me.” She reared back slightly and looked into his eyes, waiting, hoping.

“I want you to be all mine now,” he growled, pushing his erection against her already wet core.

“Then have me,” she said, grinding her hips against him.

“Really mine, Mara.” He stilled her movements by tightening his grip on her. “Not just mine right now, not just your body. Mine completely.”

“Like I was before.”

His head shook in response, leaning forward to bury his face against her neck, breathing in her scent. “More than how it was before.”

Amara pulled his face from her neck and cupped it in front of her. “And I won’t have to share you with Molly?”

He spread his fingers over the thin shirt covering her breasts, his thumbs stroking her nipples gently. She shivered with pleasure. “You’ve never had to share me with her,” he murmured, his lips pressing against hers, his tongue plunging into her mouth, exploring.

Colin pulled Amara’s shirt over her breasts as she rocked against his cock, trying to gain more friction under the tiny cotton shorts she wore.

“You like that?” he asked gravelly, knowing damn well she loved it.

One hand left her breast and was replaced by his mouth, his hot tongue slowly licking her nipple as his other hand continued to tweak the other. He pulled back his head and blew on her nipple, making the bud harden.

“You really like that,” he said, moving to the other nipple and repeating the process. “I can feel how wet your pussy is for me. I can practically taste you on my tongue.” Amara moaned, pushing her chest further out, offering her breasts to his mouth as she held on to his shoulders. Colin’s hand drifted down between them and dipped into her shorts. “Hmmm, going commando for me.” He rubbed his finger from her clit down to her opening and back up. “So fucking wet,” he groaned. “So fucking wet for me.” Amara nodded, panting, her hips still circling, enjoying the sensation of rubbing against his cock. “You wanna come on my fingers, Mara? Or do you want my mouth?”

“Fuck,” she moaned. His words were pushing her over the edge. Colin pulled his hand out of her shorts abruptly and pushed her body away slightly so that he could look at her. His eyes were dark, blazing, completely hooded with desire and need for her. He stood, carrying her with him to the bed. He let her slide down his body to the ground, then yanked her shorts over her hips and pulled her shirt off. Their lips met in a frenzy, bodies colliding, hands scratching, clawing, and taking. Colin broke the dizzying kiss and took a breath, letting it tickle over her face as he exhaled.

“Come here,” he said softly as he sat on the bed, his eyes roaming over her naked body in appreciation before meeting hers again. Amara walked to him to stand between his legs. In a blink, she was airborne, pulled against Colin’s chest as he lay back on the bed. He palmed her ass cheeks and pushed her up his body until her pussy was spread open over his face. Her only protest was a loud “fuck” when she felt his tongue on her clit, his mouth sucking it into his mouth. “Yes, fuck,” he paused to say, licking in between her folds slowly. “Move.” He spanked her ass once, and then again when she stayed frozen in place. “Yeah, like that. Ride me, baby.” His hands gripped her inner thighs and opened her more as his tongue continued to work its way up and down until her legs were shaking so hard she fell forward on the bed.

“Oh god,” she screamed as her orgasm began to rip through her. “OhgodOhgodOhgod.”

“I don’t know if he can hear you, baby. You might have to scream louder,” Colin said with a chuckle as he licked her one last time.

He flipped her over so that she was on her back and nudged her legs wider apart as he sprung his erection free from his boxers. Amara stared up at him, at the contours of his chest, the scruff on his jaw, the wavy mess of his hair that fell over his eyes, and her breath caught with the intensity of her love. The lust in his eyes gave him a wild edge as he stroked himself, watching her.

“Please make love to me, Colin,” she whispered.

A smile appeared on his face slowly as he leaned down, placing his arms on either side of her face. “It would be my pleasure, Amara Maloof,” he murmured as he pushed himself inside of her. His thrusts were slow…languid. He took his time with her as he kissed her face, her neck, her throat, her shoulders, stopping only to look into her eyes.

“More than the stars,” Amara whispered to him as tears filled her eyes.

With one last deep thrust, he emptied himself inside of her.

“More than the stars,” he said, smiling as his lips fell onto hers.

He pulled out and lay beside her, rolling her body to rest against his and burying his face in her neck.

“So I never shared you with her?” Amara asked quietly, drawing circles on his chest with the tip of her fingernail.

“My heart only belongs to one woman.”

“Do you think she’ll insist on going with you on Friday?”

Colin adjusted her so that she could see his face. “Are you going as somebody’s date?”

Amara nodded.

“Molly and I had this set a while back. Her parents are very involved with this organization, so I agreed to go. If I go with her, I would meet her there and we would go our different ways after. I’m hoping I can take home this really hot girl with long black hair,” he said, twirling the ends of her hair. “She has the most amazing eyes that look like they can be made of gold.” He leaned in and kissed her eyelids. “She has the most incredible breasts,” he said, lifting the weight of her right breast in his hand. “And these curves that go on for days.” he said as his hand skimmed her waist and hip. “And she has these thighs, God, these thighs would drive anybody wild. Shapely and strong—you know what they’re good for?” he asked, throwing a leg over his hip to position himself between her again.

“What?” Amara asked breathily.

Colin picked her up suddenly, making her squeal in laughter. He walked to the door, holding her thighs around him and chuckling at the look on her face when he pushed her back to the wall. “Wall sex,” he said, letting go of her so that her thighs were forced to tighten around him. There they stood—him with a wicked grin on his face, her giggling like a schoolgirl—when she realized beyond a shadow of a doubt that she wanted him to share everything with her.

“Are you sure about this?” she asked quietly, her smile disappearing.

“I’m sure of two things, Mara—me and you. So yes, I’m sure about this.” He dipped his head and captured her lips as he pushed himself into her once more.
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THE WEEK AT Wolfe went by quickly. Between Amara daydreaming about Colin dragging her into his office to ravish her, and the reality of it happening, the days seemed to fly by. He hadn’t visited the apartment at all, but they talked on the phone until she fell asleep every night. It felt like old times, when he would call her late at night and she would pick up with a stomach full of flutters. By Friday morning, Amara wasn’t sure how much longer they could keep what was going on a secret from Brandon. He seemed to be clued in though, always watching them in amusement, as if he was in on an inside joke. Smiling to herself, Amara began the day in Colin’s office checking for any papers he may have left for her on his desk.

“You look well rested this morning,” Colin said, startling Amara as she entered his office. The blinds were pulled down, and she had assumed he hadn’t gotten in yet.

“Why are you sitting in the dark?” she asked, closing the door behind her and walking to the window.

“Leave it,” he said. Amara pivoted and walked toward him instead.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, turning his seat to face her. She sat on his lap and gave him a chaste kiss on the lips.

“I keep thinking about this gala tonight. I don’t want to go.”

“So don’t.” Amara combed his hair back with her fingers as she leaned her face on his chest. Colin’s exhale on her neck sent a shiver down her spine.

“I have to. You’ll be there, I already RSVP’d. Ben is going, and you know how he would be if I back out last minute.”

Amara didn’t know Benjamin Wolfe—not really anyway—she’d only met him in passing a handful of times. Still, she’d heard enough about him to know he would take any opportunity to capitalize on it, and Colin not going to the gala would mean he would turn it into a reason to criticize him.

“Is Molly going with you?” she asked, snuggling into his neck.

“Yeah, but like I said, she already knows we’re not going through with the wedding. I paid her—she even kept the ring—so she won’t be a problem.”

“You don’t have to reassure me, Colin. I’m here,” Amara said, sitting up to look at him so that he could see the sincerity in her words. Colin’s hand went up to her face and caressed it softly.

“You’re here,” he said, with a broad smile that reached his eyes.

“And you’re here.” She leaned in to press her lips to his, curving into him as his hand slipped to the back of her neck, his hold tightening as he drew her closer to him.

“You’re sure you’re going to be okay seeing me there with her?”

“Will you be okay seeing me there with another man?”

“Hell no,” he growled against her mouth. Amara shivered at the fervor in his tone.

“So I guess that makes us even.”

“This isn’t a competition to see who can piss of the other more, you know?”

Amara’s lips curved into a smile and she swiveled her body to straddle him in his seat. She placed her hands on his chest and scraped her way down to the top of his pants, to finger his belt buckle.

“Isn’t it?” she asked mischievously.

“Amara.” It was a warning.

“Yes?” she asked coyly.

Colin raised an eyebrow at her as his eyes volleyed from her face to her hands, traveling toward his hardening erection. “Are you going to do something about that?”

“I believe I will,” she said, laughing at the confused look on his face when she took her hand away and simply whispered in his ear. “Maybe after the gala tonight though. You have a meeting with your uncle in five minutes in the conference room, and I’m leaving early today, remember?”

“Are you kidding me?” he asked in disbelief as he watched her sashay toward the door.

She stopped in front of his desk and placed her hands on the edge, leaning in so that he could get a good view of the valley between her breasts. Amara licked her lips slowly, teasingly. “I hope you picture my mouth opening up for your cock and taking it in slowly.” She rocked her body forward slightly and shook her head in warning when Colin started to move. “And my tongue drawing circles, around and around and around, until it’s all wet and can slide as far back—”

“If you don’t stop talking, I’m going to get up and fuck you right now.”

“You have a meeting,” she said, smiling.

“I also have a really hard dick right now, and thoughts of you giving me the best head of my life. Choose. Go do your pretty hair and get your make up done, or get fucked so hard you won’t be making it to your little fake date tonight.”

Amara’s insides flip flopped. “That’s a really hard choice.”

Colin stood quickly, his chair sliding to hit the wall behind him. Amara copied his movement and began to walk backwards, away from him. She knew he wasn’t making an idle threat. He’d fuck her until she had no voice left—she knew that from experience—and since Amara finally found herself with the upper hand in this aspect, she blew him a loud kiss and left him cussing behind her.
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WHEN THE DOORBELL rang at seven-thirty, Amara was glad she had already been waiting around for a couple of minutes. The fake smile she’d practiced dropped from her face as she opened it and was met by Philip in a tux.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Change of plans,” he said, smiling as he strutted in, uninvited.

Gaping at him with her hand glued on the door handle, her mind raced with questions.

“Reid is downstairs waiting for us. He no longer needed a date, but you still need to go to the event.”

“He needs two dates?”

“No, I need one.”

Her hand finally let go of the door, it closed on synchronized timing with her mouth. “I’m supposed to be your date?” she nearly shrieked.

“Not supposed to, Amara. You are my date.”

She didn’t find the continuous humor in his voice endearing. “And you’re at my door because…you’re going to drill me on what and whom to pay attention to?”

Philip shook his head, tucking his hands into the pockets of his pants. “I’m just here to warn you privately that your father may be there tonight, so I want you to be prepared for that.”

Amara made a disgusted sound; the thought of seeing her father making her want to gag. “Why would he be going to a charity event that involves…charity for someone else?”

Philip chuckled, his blue eyes crinkling as he walked toward her. “I have no idea. He’s a peculiar man.”

“How do you even know he’s going?” she asked as she followed behind him, locking the apartment behind her.

“I have a copy of the guest list.” He pushed down the elevator button and stepped forward as it whooshed open.

“Huh,” she said, standing beside him.

The doors closed, and Amara looked at their reflection. Outwardly, they were a handsome pair, if you didn’t know what a shit he was. Philip wasn’t much taller than Amara. His hair was brushed perfectly to one side, and his classic tuxedo was perfectly made to fit his frame. Amara wore a mermaid-style black dress, with a closed front, the top like a turtleneck, the back completely bare to show off her perfectly arched back. It ended just above the curve of her bottom, which accentuated her body perfectly. Her lips were a matte red, the color making the bow of her lips stand out. Her normally straight, loose hair was made up into a classic, yet messy, up-do, giving her a youthful, but clean look.

“That’s a stunning dress,” Philip commented.

“Glad you approve.”

The driver held the door open when they reached the limo, and Philip let Amara slide in, being gracious enough to help her with the bottom of her dress as she did so. Reid was as gorgeous in person as he looked in his photo, and not surprisingly, he was equally as charming. His date, Laura, greeted Amara before focusing her attention on her phone. Amara stayed quiet, simply smiling politely until they reached their destination. Once again, Philip extended a hand as she exited the car, and offered her his arm as they walked into the museum. They paused for pictures along the way, smiling at one another for the camera, as if they genuinely got along.

Amara’s insides churned when she spotted her father speaking to a small group of men. It wasn’t Amir Maloof though, that turned her stomach; it was Colin, standing beside him, smiling. He held a drink in his hand and laughed along with the rest of the men as her father spoke.

“Funny how things work,” Philip said beside her, making her jump.

“What do you mean?”

“Amir and Colin. Who would have ever thought they got along so well? It almost makes you wonder…” he let his words drift purposely, planting a little seed of doubt in her already confused mind.

“Makes you wonder what?” she asked, cutting her eyes to his as she took a sip of the champagne handed to her.

“If they’re conspiring, or what they’re conspiring.”

Philip was dead serious, which made her narrow her eyes at him. “You’re trying to fuck with my head. It won’t work.”

He smiled and shrugged. “Believe what you want. I just say what I see.”

As if feeling her presence, Colin’s attention shifted from the group of men straight to Amara. His mask dropped for just a second, but it was enough to put her at ease. Philip grabbed her elbow, and Amara broke eye contact with Colin, but not before she saw his jaw twitch.

“Come, I have some people I need to say hello to,” Philip said. Amara nodded, but the weight of Colin’s stare held her rooted in place for a moment before her feet obeyed her command to move.

Through forced conversations, Amara found it difficult to laugh when others did, and her eyes remained uneasy, continually searching the room to locate Colin and her father. When she finally spotted Colin again, he was seated, smiling, although it seemed stiff. Amara watched as Molly approached the table and draped an arm around Colin’s shoulders. Amara was trapped in a conversation about the stock market with Philip and an elderly gentleman, as she watched Colin with Molly. She scrutinized Molly’s long black dress; the way her blonde hair flowed down her back in loose waves; the way she moved with ease around the table and chatted away with everybody as if she’d known them her entire life. Molly fit in. Amara might have felt like she did, had she been there with Colin. She really might have.

Colin didn’t look at Molly as she spoke to him. He met Amara’s gaze and never broke eye contact even as Molly’s lips neared his. Amara couldn’t bear to watch what happened next; she tore her eyes away from them and back to Philip.

“Amara.” Philip’s voice seeped through her thoughts and snapped her back into conversation.

Amara smiled, but stopped when she realized he was signaling at her father. Walking toward them in uneven steps, his bowtie listing to the side and his green eyes glossed over, Amir Maloof approached his daughter with a lopsided, alcohol-induced grin. It was very uncharacteristic of the man she thought she’d known her entire life—Amara had never seen her father drunk before. Panicked, Amara reached out and clutched Philip’s forearm, pleading to get her away from him.

“Amir, interesting to see you here,” Philip said as greeting.

Amara felt the room closing in; her palms were sweaty as she watched her father approach.

“Funny seeing you here,” Amir said, directing his slurred words toward Amara.

Her eyes widened, and she blinked rapidly, looking at Philip quickly, then at the stock market guy who seemed oblivious to the tension.

“Hello, father,” she said, muttering the words under her breath. She felt ashamed to call him that, and downcast her eyes as soon as the words left her mouth. No matter what, she couldn’t bury the habits that had been engrained in her.

Amir scoffed. “You’re not my daughter,” he slurred, pointing at her. “You’re a whore.”

“Jesus, Amir,” Philip said.

“What?” Amir shouted, cutting his eyes toward him.

“This is not the place,” Philip said.

But it was too late. Stock market guy was already eyeing Amara in a new light, as well as a few others who’d paused mid-conversation to turn their attention to them. Amara wanted to crawl under a rock and hide. Embarrassed and humiliated, she glanced toward Colin’s table, hoping he wasn’t watching the spectacle. She couldn’t bear for him to watch her get embarrassed. Unfortunately, Colin’s eyes were pinned on Amara.

“Not the place,” her father continued, his voice shaking with each word. “So where is the place? The whore house you keep her in?”

“What is your problem?” Amara hissed.

“My problem… I’m not allowed in my own house. I’m not allowed near your mother because you and your disgrace of an uncle have me banned from the hospital. I’m not allowed near my own goddamn company—”

“You’re not allowed in the hospital because you only make Mom worse when you visit. You’re not allowed in your house because you’re the reason we fucking lost it!” Amara said, stepping forward until she was standing directly in front of him.

“You’re a whore!” he said, glaring back at her, his face shaking with rage. “Nothing but a whore.” As he soon as the last word left his mouth, he spit on her face. It landed directly under her left eye and began to roll down her cheek. The only thing Amara could register was the loud gasps around her and Philip’s arm thrust between them, before she slapped her father across the face with as much force as she could put behind her hand. As she wiped her cheek, he pressed his hand against the one she’d slapped and charged at her. All hell broke loose as Philip grabbed Amara around the shoulders and pulled her away as Colin darted in front of her and pushed her father backward with a force that sent him skidding on his back.

Amir laughed as he stood and shook his jacket. “You of all people are defending the whore?” he asked Colin, disbelief dripping in his voice.

Amara shrugged off Philip’s arm and lunged at her father again, pushing his chest. “I wish I would have never signed that deal. I wish I had let him put a bullet through your fucking head. I. Hate. You.” Her words were grated, said through her teeth so that only he and whoever was close enough to them could hear.

Once she felt she’d made her point, she turned and made her way through the crowd, keeping her head down as she headed in the direction they’d entered. Her tears were on the brink of falling and she knew she wouldn’t be able to hold them in much longer, but damned if she’d let anyone see them fall before she was out of sight. As she reached the double doors, a security guard blocked her way and shook his head, indicating that the doors were locked.

“You have to use the side entrance.”

“Please, I just need to get out,” she whispered brokenly.

“I’m sorry ma’am, you’ll have to use the side entrance,” he said, pointing in the other direction.

Amara sighed and began the humiliating walk in the other direction, a tear seeping out with each step she took. She couldn’t believe she’d said that to her own father. She wished death on the man that gave her life! That he wasn’t the best father under terrible circumstances was true, but this wasn’t the way she was raised—this wasn’t how her mother had taught her to behave. Amara was heartbroken. Her own father spat in her face, literally and figuratively. She heard someone shout her name, but she didn’t stop—couldn’t stop—to acknowledge them.

“Amara!”

Grabbing the bottom of her dress, she lifted and picked up the pace, shaking her head rapidly as she finally reached the doors and stepped out to a balcony. The doors hadn’t even shut completely behind her, before she drew in a deep breath and welcomed the chill of the night.

“Amara!” Colin shouted as he burst through the doors. He reached her quickly, his hand grasping her shoulder to stop her from walking. Amara stopped but didn’t turn to face him. Soft sobs broke free, her shoulders shaking until she cried openly, shamelessly.

“Hey.” His voice was soothing as he turned her body toward his and cupped her chin to tilt her face. Amara jerked away quickly, refusing to meet his gaze. “Come here.” His hand snaked around her neck and pulled her face into his warm chest as he hugged her tightly. “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

She shook her head against him, wailing now more than crying. The more he soothed, the louder she cried.

Colin’s fingers worked their way through her up-do, relieving the tension pooling there. “Oh, Mara,” he whispered, his lips against her hair. “Let me get you home.”

Home. Where was home at this point? His apartment? She sure as hell didn’t have her old place, and she couldn’t go to Westchester where she knew everything was in boxes. The only place she could even consider calling home was a fucking hospital room, because that’s where her mom was.

Amara’s shoulders shook. “I have no home. I have nothing!”

Colin held her tighter. “You have me. You have your mom. You have you. You have us, and you can have everything.”

He tucked her into his side and began to lead her down the steps. “Can you walk on your own? Do you need me to carry you?”

“I’m not drunk.”

“I never said you were.”

“What about Molly?”

He stopped walking suddenly, then took two steps down and stood in front of her so that she was forced to look at him. This time she did.

“Did you take the deal with Méchant because you thought your father would get killed? Not because of your mother’s cancer treatments?”

Tears trickled down her face as she blinked rapidly, trying to keep them at bay. “Both. They said they wouldn’t pay for my mom’s treatments if I didn’t, and I knew he was in huge trouble by that point.”

“Did Amir know that he was part of the reason you did it?”

“In the beginning, he kept telling me not to do it—to stay quiet—but then something changed. When the time came to pay up, he threw me under the bus and gave me no way out. He chose himself over his own daughter.” Her voice broke and Colin released her chin to wipe away her tears. Amara took a shaky breath before continuing, “It doesn’t matter now.” She paused. “Aren’t you tied to Molly tonight?”

His hand reached out and touched her face again, feathering over the spot she’d been spat on earlier. His thumb circled there as if it was trying to erase the memory of it. “As far as I’m concerned, there’s only one person I’m anchored to on any given night, including tonight, and I’m looking at her.”

Amara sniffled loudly and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “It didn’t seem that way to me.”

Colin chuckled. “Let’s go,” he said, tucking her into his side and continuing down the steps toward the rows of black cars.

“I think he drove the one I came in,” she said, pointing at a man standing beside a black sedan. She shivered when a gust of wind hit them, and Colin held her tighter. It was a dark night— starless, and seemingly moonless. “The sky is so black tonight you can’t even see the stars,” she said, tilting her head back.

“Sometimes there’s only room for one star,” Colin murmured, lowering his forehead onto hers. Amara’s heart sputtered inside her chest as his lips brushed against the side of hers. She reached around his neck and pulled him close, her tongue peeking out to lick his lips before diving into his mouth, rushed and wild. His hands framed her face and pulled her near as his tongue flicked hers with the same intensity. Soon they were clawing at each other in front of an audience of valets and limo drivers, but they didn’t spare the onlookers a glance. They needed each other more at that moment than they needed air. They kissed one another with the kind of passion that only comes once in a lifetime—if you’re lucky—and when they pulled apart, both breathing heavily, their eyes were clouded with passion.

“Let’s go home,” he growled pressing his lips against hers once more. “Let’s forget about what happened, just for tonight.”

Amara nodded and looked over his shoulder. She wondered if Philip was still in there, and what was being said. Was the person who was looking for her part of that crowd? Her heart began to leap into her turbulent stomach for an entirely different reason as she stood there.

“They’re going to take me away from here soon. I just know it,” she whispered, unable to look at him.

“How do they think they’re just going to take you away from me?” Her eyes snapped to his, taking in the dark look that clouded them.

“I think they’re expecting me to go willingly.”

“And you’re considering it.”

Amara focused on the lapels of his jacket, smoothing them out as she spoke. “If I don’t, they’ll take me back to Paris. If I do, maybe I can stay right here, close to you.”

“If you even think about doing this without telling me, I’ll tie you up and hide you in my fucking closet,” he said in a quiet tone that made her eyes snap up once more. “I’m not kidding, Amara. Fucking try it. I’ll do what I need to do to keep you here,” his nose flared as he took a breath. “We don’t even know what or who the fuck you’re dealing with!”

“We talked about this, Colin,” she said in a soft reminder, her amber eyes soft on his fiery browns that darkened with his emotion.

“I’m not telling you not to finish the job; I’m telling you that I won’t let you do this alone.” His words held finality in them.

“It’s not going to be easy.”

“We’ll make it easy,” he said pressing his lips to hers lightly.

“We have to be careful,” she said with warning.

Colin’s mouth opened to speak, but stopped to simply look at her for a long moment, his eyes drinking in her face. His longing stare made her feel like an item in the museum behind them—something to be cherished, treasured. Colin had a way of making Amara feel loved, even when he was angry with her.

His hand clasped the back of her neck and he pulled her in for a slow, sensual kiss. It vibrated through her, and she felt from the tip of her toes to the top of her head. His lips left hers just as slowly as they’d met. “No more lies,” he said, his fingers stroking her neck lovingly.

Amara merely nodded, putting her hand in his as he led her to the limo. The driver’s head snapped up from his phone as they approached.

“Mr. Batiste is waiting for you,” he said as he held the door open.

With no time to think about their options, they slid inside the car to find Philip waiting for them with his hands folded over his lap.

“What the fuck do you want?” Colin asked, as he adjusted himself in the seat beside Amara, pulling her into his side.

“For starters, I want you to get out of the car. I’ve wanted to have a chat with you one on one, but that never seems to happen. You’re either busy at the office or busy fucking my… well, Amara.”

“She’s not your anything,” Colin replied in a menacingly low tone that made the hairs on the back of Amara’s neck stand up.

Philip smiled at that. “I admire your tenacity, Mr. Wolfe, but this is not the time for you to try to be a knight in shining armor. Why don’t you do us all a favor and get out of the car, go back inside, pick up your fiancée—“

“She’s not my fiancée.”

“No? Didn’t seem that way.”

“Fuck you. I don’t answer to you.”

“No, but you answer to Samuel.”

“He answers to me.”

Philip chuckled while Amara shifted in Colin’s hold and shot him a curious look. “What does Samuel have to do with anything?”

“Samuel has a lot invested in Wolfe,” Philip said, smiling. “He would hate to see his little protégé throw it all down the drain because he refuses to marry before Benjamin takes over the company. I don’t think anybody wants to see what would happen if Benjamin were to take over, do you, Mr. Wolfe?”

Colin’s hand shook and gripped Amara’s with a force that made her yelp and pull away. “Go to hell. You think I don’t have anything on you? You think you’re the only one who uses information to blackmail?”

Amara looked at Philip, whose smile was only slightly defused by Colin’s words. Shaking her head, she put a hand over Colin’s and spoke before any of them had another chance.

“What do you want?” she asked Philip.

“I will tell you as soon as he gets out of the car.”

“He’s not getting out. You might as well drive where you need to go.” Her hand squeezed Colin’s to keep him from speaking.

“Very well. It’s his funeral,” Philip said with a shrug. He paused to tell the driver where to go and shrugged when he saw it register in Amara’s face that they were headed to the hospital. “You left this behind. The nurse called, Anna isn’t doing very well. I figured we would go there first since you may not have a mother tomorrow.”

Amara blinked and blinked again. Philip tossed her phone and she was glad Colin caught it for her, because it would have hit her head. He held it out for her and she took it, scrolling through the numbers as if on autopilot. Three missed calls from the hospital. Her finger shook as she selected the last call, and once it started ringing, her heart lodged itself in her throat as she waited for a response.

“Amara!” the nurse said, and if her shrill voice was any telling of the situation, Amara wasn’t sure she could handle the words that came next. “I’ve been trying to reach you. She’s taken a turn for the worse. Her blood count is too low—you need to come in.”

Amara’s mouth opened, but nothing would come out. Taking a turn for the worse. You need to come in.

“Hey,” Colin said, concern etched in his voice as he took the phone from Amara’s hand. “She’ll be right there,” he told the nurse, hanging up as he pulled her toward him. As he held her, Amara was thankful he hadn’t gotten out of the car. She knew that had she been alone—or alone with Philip—she would have completely fallen apart.

Colin’s warmth held her together. The strong grip he held her with told her everything would be okay, even though she knew some of the worst was yet to come. Amara took a deep breath and gathered her thoughts as best she could before pushing away from Colin. She looked at him, into his eyes, the ones that said he would be there, that everything would be okay no matter what, and she nodded as she took a deep breath. She wasn’t going to panic, not until she knew what was going on. Her mother had taken a turn for the worse before, five years ago, and here they were. Amara would not panic. Still, as she sat in the limo holding Colin’s hand, the air pregnant with silence, she couldn’t help but wonder if her mother’s sudden turn wasn’t a natural cause. Was it Philip making good on his threat?

“You poisoned her.” Amara’s voice didn’t shake with the accusation, but her eyes felt like they were firing dart as she stared at Philip. “You fucking bastard! You told the nurse to inject her with whatever it was you threatened me with!” She lunged at Philip before Colin could react quickly enough to stop her. Her fist met Philip’s face first, landing on his jaw. Her other fist came up, but he was ready for that one and grabbed her hands. Colin’s arms circled Amara’s waist and pulled her back. His calming words were lost on her as she continued to thrash against him in attempt to claw at Philip once more.

“I had nothing to do with it!” Philip shouted, nursing his jaw.

The ache in Amara’s chest became unbearable, and the hot tears that were sad just minutes ago were now fueled with anger as they slid down her face. “You’re lying! You’re a liar! You wanted to kill my mother!” she cried. Her mournful shouts were muffled by Colin’s chest as he pulled her closer to him.

“We’re going to go see her now. She’ll be okay. Everything will be okay,” he said to her head, but the conviction in his voice was wavering as it hit him that it very well may not be okay. You couldn’t just shout comfort into the universe and hope it caught on and gave it back.

“Nothing is okay,” she said, her slim shoulders quaking as she sobbed against him.
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BY THE TIME the limo pulled up to the hospital, Amara had recovered and wiped the tears from her face. Although her eyes were swollen, she looked composed for the most part.

“I’m coming up with you,” Colin said as he helped her get out of the limo, but Amara shook her head.

“Not right now,” she whispered, looking up at him. She was thankful for his support, but she needed to see her mom on her own.

“I won’t go in, I’ll sit in the waiting room; I’ll wait outside her door—whatever you want—but I’m not leaving you alone right now.”

When they reached her floor, Amara didn’t walk to the hospital room, she ran, tossing her heels aside and picking up her dress on the way there. There was just no way that this was really happening. It couldn’t be. Maybe she should have been grateful for all of the time she’d had with her mom. She could’ve died sooner and not lived a full life. Still, Amara wasn’t able to be grateful for that because she couldn’t think past the pain stabbing her heart. And even though she should have had time to prepare for this inevitability, Amara couldn’t fathom a world without her mother in it. She didn’t want to. She wasn’t ready.

The pain inside her heart radiated through her entire body as she pushed the door open and caught a glimpse of her mom in the bed—pale, IV dripping, and an oxygen mask strapped to her gaunt face.

“Did you come by yourself?” her mother asked in a voice that was barely over a whisper. Amara sat on the bed and cradled her mother’s cold arm on her lap and responded in a voice that was just as quiet, just as broken.

“Yes,” she said, keeping her head down. She couldn’t bear to look at Anna’s face—not yet. Amara focused on her mother’s fingers. They were cold and frail. She still wore her wedding ring, despite everything. She’d said after so many years, she would feel naked without it, and that some of the years were good —despite the man her husband had become. Amara hadn’t argued with her, even though she’d felt her mother was celebrating a ghost of a man and not a good marriage.

“I’m glad you came by today,” Anna said, and Amara could tell the oxygen tank was working overtime to help her lungs. She finally looked at her mother’s face—her beautiful face. It was possible to see she used to be lovely despite her almost skeletal state. She still had beautiful green eyes, almond shaped just like hers, and perfect, porcelain skin. Anna wore a hijab on her head now, Amara suspected, because her father was no longer around and she was in the presence of male doctors. It was something they never discussed. Religion wasn’t always a big deal growing up. Both of her parents turned their backs on Allah when they were shunned from their home. They never taught Amara to believe in anything in particular. “Be a good person” was their motto. Sex was never discussed, but Amara knew they were big on waiting until marriage, although she didn’t follow that rule and she was sure they knew it, especially now. Still, they never treated her like she was dirty for it, not until her father had shamed her at the gala.

Amara leaned forward, lying beside her mother on the bed, feathering the tips of her fingers across Anna’s cheeks, her small pointy nose, her chin, and back up to the cream colored hijab that covered her bald head.

“Do you want me to get you a Sunni for prayer?”

Anna smiled at her thoughtful daughter. “There is no time for that now. A Catholic priest came by and read me my rites.” Amara’s eyes filled with tears and this time, she couldn’t stop them from spilling.

“Are you in pain? Is there anything at all I can do to make this better?”

“You’re here. That’s all that matters.”

Amara began to cry harder. “There must be something I can do for you.”

“There’s nothing, my daughter. Death only requires a little patience, nothing else.”

“I don’t want you to die,” Amara said, her words almost inaudible through her tears. “I’m not ready!”

“Neither am I,” Anna whispered, tears gathering in her own eyes. “I don’t want to leave you by yourself without knowing you’ll be safe. I wanted to be around to see my grandchildren—to take care of them and watch what an amazing mother you’ll be to them.

They wrapped their arms around the other and held on tight, the way they used to do when Amara was just a girl and she’d been awakened by night terrors.

“I’ll always be with you. Every time you look up at the khorshid, you will be reminded of me, and whenever it’s not shining bright, look in a mirror, at those beautiful eyes that have enough light to power muted colonies. You’ll find me everywhere, Mara. In your heart, in your words, in your love…I’m only physically leaving you.”

“But who will I talk to? Who will I tell things to? Who will I go to with my problems? I’ll have no one,” Amara cried.

“You can still talk to me; you’ll just have to wait a little longer for your answers. You’ll have Colin. Don’t let that boy go this time. He has my blessing.”

Amara tilted her head up to look at her mother’s face as she waited for her explanation.

“He came by to see me the other day and asked for it. He knew it was important to you.”

“I saw him talking to Dad, laughing with him,” Amara whispered as she wiped tears from her eyes.

“They do business together, love, that’s something you’ll have to learn to deal with.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

“Tell Colin. I’m sure if he knows that, he’ll stop laughing with him,” Anna joked. Amara smiled; it was unbelievable that the woman could still find her sense of humor through the pain.

“I always loved seeing you and papa together, you know? Growing up, I always thought that was real love—that was what I wanted for myself.”

“It was real love.” Her mother said it with a small smile. “He saved me from a monster. My father wanted me to marry his second-in-command, this terribly ugly man. He was just as ugly on the inside as he was out. He tried to rape me once, and your father was able to stop him. When he tried again, I wasn’t so lucky. Amir beat him to an inch of his life, then resigned his position with my father and took me with him.”

Amara turned her body in the bed so she could pay closer attention. She’d never heard the story before.

“At first I didn’t want to go. I said no to your father. I stayed behind for three days,” Anna continued. “When I approached my father with what had happened, he beat me and called me a liar—a whore—and said I was sleeping around with Amir, who had been nothing but respectful to me. That man—that disgusting man—all round and scarred and terrible, had taken my virginity from me. Something sacred that I’d been saving for my husband… and he just took it because he deemed it right. As he raped me, he kept saying that he knew I wasn’t a virgin and he was going to prove it.” Her mother didn’t shed a tear as she retold her story, but took a couple of pauses in between words to sip on some water to soothe her dry throat. “So finally, on the third night, when I could stand again from my father’s beating, I left and never returned. Philip took me to Amir, who lived in a shack for a house, and that’s where we stayed. We married, and I was pregnant shortly after, by Amir, thank heaven. Philip somehow got my father to give us money.”

“How do you think he managed that? I mean, after everything your father did to you?” Amara asked quietly, holding on to her mother’s hand once more.

“He wouldn’t say. I suppose it could have been his money, or money he stole from my father. I guess I’ll never know for sure, but I was always grateful.”

“Is that why you were okay with me working at Méchant?”

Anna inhaled a long breath and exhaled in a heavy cough. “No. I wanted you to go because I knew Philip could protect you from the men trying to get to you.”

Amara had heard this story before. It was what her mother had replied when Amara had confessed to the contract.

“Mom, I have to tell you something…I have to go to Paris because I signed a contract with Philip, to protect Dad and to help you. Dad is in a huge bind.”

“Oh, Mara. I know.”

“You know how bad it’s gotten? He can’t even afford the house anymore.” Tears beckoned as the reality hit her about how their lives would be affected in the future. She was raised in that house, and sure, they didn’t need the ten thousand square feet it boasted, but it was still home.

“I know.”

“And you know what Philip wants me to do?”

Anna screwed her eyes shut, tears seeping out of her own eyes. “I do. I’m so sorry, but it’s the only way.”

“I guess it is,” Amara whispered.

“I need you to listen to me,” her mother said in a rushed whisper as she wiped her tears away. “A long time ago, my father did something very, very wrong. He added your name to something with a lot of value, and apparently the wrong people found out about it. We’ve been getting strange phone calls, sometimes asking questions about you. Sometimes it’s different universities, sometimes it’s a student union, but it’s fake. Every time I track the calls, they go to unknown numbers, not schools.”

“What…I don’t get it.”

“Amara, this is important. Philip is taking you to Méchant because that’s the only place to keep you safe. He can keep you safe from whoever it is that is looking for you. You can’t disobey him, because you can fall into the wrong hands if you do.”

“But it’s a whore house,” Amara whispered, wide-eyed.

“He won’t use you as a whore. Maybe a spy or something, I don’t know, but you won’t be used that way.”

“He told you that?”

Anna shook her head solemnly. “You’re my daughter. I would hope he wouldn’t do that to you.”

“And if he did?”

Her mother’s shoulders shook with grief as she walked to Amara and wrapped her arms around her. “I pray that he won’t and that this will all be over soon. Just please, Amara, please do as you’re told. Don’t talk to any suspicious men, and if anyone tries to contact you, tell Philip right away. And whatever you do, do not talk about any of this, not even with me, over the phone.”

Amara swallowed her tears and nodded against her mother’s shoulder. “Okay. I guess I don’t have much of a choice in the matter. I just… I wish there was another way. I have to leave Colin.” She sniffed, unable to continue.

“Don’t talk about Colin. The less people you talk about, the better.”

“I’m supposed to suddenly become a recluse?”

“It’s temporary, love. It’ll be over soon. I trust that Philip will do this fast. My father is a dangerous man, Mara, and the moment he sets out to destroy somebody, he achieves it. We need to be cautious.”

“Does Dad know? Is that why he was so quick to give me up to them?”

Anna held Amara at arm’s length and gave her a confused look. “I don’t think he knows the extent of what’s involved.”

“So he didn’t hand me over to keep me safe?” Amara asked in a broken whisper.

Her mother paused, looking at her with tears in her eyes. “Oh, khorshid, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what’s become of your father.”

Amara saw the pain her mother carried for all that it was. She knew she would never begin to understand the life she’d lived, and on the same breath knew she would do anything she could to make what she had left of her life now more bearable.

Her mother’s words snapped her back to the present. Amara shook her head

“Sorry, what were you saying?”

“What they’re trying to take from you, from us… I think if anyone can get into that safe, wipe it clean, and start a great life for herself after all of this mess, it’s you, Amara.”

“What?” Amara asked, her voice full of confusion. She must have completely zoned out.

“Focus, Amara, I don’t have much time. You need to get to that safe before they do. Once you do, you’ll be able to clear everything out and leave my father with nothing, then the men will have nothing when they go search.” Anna’s words, filled with a conviction Amara could only hope to feel, surprised her.

“But I can’t, Mama. I don’t know the first thing about it other than the fact that Samuel forged my signature on a document! I still can’t believe he did that,” she said under her breath.

“I know.”

“Wouldn’t that mean the sultan asked him to do it? Aren’t you a little concerned that maybe Philip and Samuel’s loyalties are to the wrong people?”

“Of course I am. That only makes this harder, knowing that I won’t be here to protect you from all of that. You need to get the things in that safe, Amara and keep them for yourself. Give Philip his papers, and be done with it.”

“But I don’t want whatever is in there! It’s tarnished. It’s that… man’s! That terrorist!”

“It was also my mother’s and mine. There are family heirlooms and gold and money and of course those bloody papers, but everything else, Amara, please take it.”

“There’s a keyword and everything. I don’t know what it is.”

“You’ll figure it out.”

“How would I figure it out?” her voice was a childish whine. She couldn’t do any of this without her mom. She didn’t want to.

“Because I’ll make that easy for you.”

“Tell me what it is,” Amara said, her voice becoming desperate.

Anna shook her head. “The men that are after you, they have the power to break you, and if you tell them any of this… they’ll take it all, and then you’ll be left with nothing. I can’t leave my only child with nothing. I hope you understand that. I wanted Samuel to find the person behind all of this before they found you, but they’ve been doing a terrible job of tracking, which means this person is good—really good. You need to be more careful than ever.”

“You know it but can’t tell me?”

“I can’t. There are ears everywhere,” Anna whispered.

Amara’s tears were of frustration and anguish as she looked around the humble hospital room. “I hate this so much,” she said brokenly as her mother pulled Amara back onto her chest and placed a kiss on her head.

“Me too.”

“I’m sorry this couldn’t be done in time for you to see it. I’m sorry you didn’t get revenge on your father or…” Amara whispered into her mother’s hospital gown.

“Please don’t say that. I’m the one who’s sorry. Look at the kind of life I brought you into.”

Amara leaned on her elbow to look into her mother’s eyes. “You gave me a wonderful life, Mama. You have never let me down, ever. This has been less than ideal, but for you, I would do it over again a hundred times. You’ve given up more things for me than I can count: school, teaching, visits to see your own mother, you gave Uncle Vlady an amazing life, and you were there for me even when I didn’t think I wanted you to be. You never gave up on me. You always believed in me. You still believe in me—I mean, you think I can do the impossible!”

“You’re the smartest young woman I know, Amara. And all those things you think I gave up, I didn’t give them up. I just replaced them with something that was far more important—much too invaluable to me—and that has always been you. You’ll see when you have your own kids one day.” She paused to dry her eyes and sniffle back the tears that wouldn’t stop coming. “When you have a child, you learn what love really is, and that all those sacrifices you make for them aren’t sacrifices at all—they’re blessings in disguise. You were always enough for me. Your father was always enough for me. Our life was enough for me. And the house, the cars, the extras—I would have given all of it up to keep you out of danger and your father from his… afflictions.”

“Yet you want me to have all these extra things that I really don’t need,” Amara argued quietly.

“Please promise me that you’ll try. That you’ll at least take the heirlooms and some money, and the goddamn papers out of that safe. Please, Amara. For your future, your children, and your life.”

What was one last promise? In that moment, Amara would have given her mother anything she would have asked for.

“I promise,” she whispered, and her mother squeezed her hand. There was a knock on the door shortly after, and Anna’s brother, Vlady, walked in looking like he hadn’t slept in days. He was a short man—short and thin—but every time Amara saw him lately, he looked ill. His too-short, brown shirt hung loosely from his shoulders, and his cream pants looked like they were borrowed.

“I got here as fast as I could,” he said, strolling toward the bed.

“You’re fine,” Anna said. “I was waiting for you.”

“Please don’t say that,” Vlady said in a choked sob.

Amara looked between them for a moment. “I’m going to get coffee. You want, Uncle V?” When he shook his head to decline, Amara walked out toward the visitor’s area. Her father was in the hallway, headed toward her mother’s room. He looked terrible, his face bruised and swollen. His clothes were in disarray, and Amara wondered if it had been Colin’s doing or if her uncle Vlady had gotten to him as well. She didn’t want him there. She didn’t want to look at him or acknowledge him. The only thing she wanted to do was spit in his face, just as he’d done to her earlier. Old wounds surfaced as she looked at him, and she felt nothing but disgust. Amara thought of her mother—of her words and the condition she was in—and took a breath, closing the distance to her father. Colin stood from where he’d been seated along the wall, his large frame looking like an arch angel as he walked toward her.

“If you want to see her,” Amara said quietly to her father, “… you can. I’ll tell Vlady not to cause trouble.” She noticed the deflated breath he took, and the way his shoulders shook as he covered his face with his hands. For a moment, she wanted to reach out to him—to console the man who’d once comforted her. But the moment was fleeting. The bad memories replaced the good ones a long time ago.

She stood off to the side, thankful Colin had made his way to her by the time her father brushed past her and went down the hall to see her mother.

“How’s she doing?” Colin asked, escorting her to the waiting area. He sat down and pulled her to his lap, cradling her like a child.

“Not good,” she whispered as she blinked back tears. “I just… I mean, I’ve had so much time to prepare, you know?” Her voice broke.

“But it’s still hard,” Colin offered, stroking her hair and pulling her face to his neck. “I wish I could help.”

“You help too much,” she said, shaking her head against him. Colin chuckled lightly.

“Only when I can and when I want to.” He lifted his head so that she could look at him. “Always when it comes to you.”

Amara felt his words, but was too defeated to react to them, so she looked away. “She’s my constant. She’s the only person who’s never judged me.”

“What am I?” he asked, the tips of his fingers smoothing the tears on her cheeks. “I’m always here. I won’t judge you. I’m sorry that I ever did.”

She pushed herself against him and nodded slowly. “I have to go back in.”

“I’ll be here,” he said, holding her face when she tried to look away. “I’ll be here,” he repeated and kissed the bridge of her nose.

Amara stood and walked back over to the room. Vlady knelt on the floor in front of the room, his head buried between his legs.

“I don’t know what we’ll do without her,” he cried into his lap. “What will we do?”

She had no answers to that, no words of consolation to offer. Amara was the one losing a mother, and as much as Vlady thought of Anna as his mother, she wasn’t. Amara stood there a moment longer, staring at the man who’d helped her when she decided she wanted to go to the city for school and convinced her parents to let her work for him. She bowed her head and prayed they would all find peace once this was over, and then she turned and opened the door. Amara was quiet as she walked in, not letting the door make a sound as it closed behind her. She stood beside it as her father openly wept as he clutched her mother’s arm. It was something she didn’t understand, and wouldn’t for years to come. How somebody can claim they love another unconditionally and then betray them later? But if Anna held a grudge, she didn’t show it. She seemed glad to have Amir there despite the wrong he’d done, and Amara wasn’t going to intervene—not today. She stayed silent and listened to him talk about their life together, the way they met when they were just kids, the tiny shack they lived in, how he would have done anything just to see her smile. Amara wanted to yell at him, but the smile on her mother’s face was just…so sweet.

Tears formed in Amara’s eyes as she watched that smile she’d probably never see again. That thought hurt the most.

“Amara, come,” her mother called. Despite her reservations, Amara walked to the bed and stood on the opposite side of her father. “You look so beautiful,” she said as she touched Amara’s dress.

“Thank you.”

“Were you in the same gala as your father?” she asked, her voice weak and rough. A part of Amara figured Anna knew the answer to the question, but she played along anyway.

“Yes,” she said, looking at her mother’s frail hand. She couldn’t bear to look at anything else.

“I’ve done things, horrible things,” Amir said, his voice gruff. “Neither of you have to forgive me. I’ve…” He shook his head, pressing it on the bed. “I’m so sorry.”

Anna patted him on the top of his head, stroking his silky black hair as she comforted him. Amara wasn’t inclined to forgive him just yet, if at all, so she stayed silent. Vlady walked in shortly after and gave them a distasteful look, which Amara knew was aimed at Amir. Vlady kept his mouth shut as he walked over to Amara and placed his arm over her shoulder.

“My family,” Anna said in a whisper. She kept fighting the oxygen mask on her face, trying to readjust it so that she could speak, though her voice was hoarse and worn down. “This is how everybody should go, surrounded by those who care about them most. I know you’re sad, but please, be happy, I will not suffer, and I’ll be with you in spirit.” Her hand squeezed Amara’s. “I will always be here. Always. I love you, Amir—love of my life—and I forgive you for everything. You gave me the one thing I value more than everything.” Anna raised her tear-stricken eyes to Amara. “You gave me light when you gave me our daughter. And Mara, my beautiful khorshid, you gave me life when I thought we were doomed. I will forever be grateful for you. For your laugh when you woke up, your cries in the middle of the night, the endless hours of cheerleading, the late night pickups at parties, the headaches over boys. You have never failed me, even when I yelled—even when I got so angry I couldn’t bear to talk to you—you never failed me, and I hope I never failed you.”

Amara leaned down and placed her head on her mother’s shoulder to try to contain her sobs, but they broke through nonetheless. “I love you, I love you,” she kept saying, her words echoing one another. Don’t leave me, don’t leave me, she wanted to yell. I’m not ready. She cried as her mother addressed Vlady and asked him to take care of his niece, and shook when both he and her father promised they would. It’s hard to lose your best friend, but when your best friend is your mother, the blow of the loss worsens. Although she was grief-stricken almost beyond bearing, Amara held her mother’s hand and looked into her eyes as they began to droop closed. She wanted to reach in them and beg the light not to vanish. She rocked beside her instead, pressing her face to the back of the hand that fed her, bathed her, changed her, and reprimanded her… and wept. Amara wept loudly until the machines signaled that Anna was no more, then the sobs got louder, drowning out the alarm on the machine.
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THE WEIGHT OF losing her mother was unbearable. Amara kept replaying everything in her head—her words, her touch, her smile. Philip was long gone when they finally left the hospital, but Amara knew he’d be back. She was grateful he’d given her this time to spend with her mother, because she knew he could have forced her to leave. Colin carried Amara outside and put her in the back of a cab. He held her the whole way home as if he was afraid she was going to break without him, and she may have. When they arrived at her apartment, Colin undressed Amara and bathed her tenderly, pausing only to hold her and let her cry into his shoulder. You’re going to be okay, he kept saying, I’ve got you. He later dressed her and put her to bed as gently as if she were a frightened child, staying with her until she fell asleep. He tiptoed out of the room and poured himself a drink, settling down to watch over Amara.

Amara awoke with a headache. She groaned as she rubbed her heavily puffed eyelids, and looked around the still-dark room, unable to find the source of what woke her. Sitting up she listened for noise and heard it right away. It was coming from the kitchen. She went to the bathroom quickly before following the clatter of pots and pans followed by cursing and stood by the entryway to watch Colin as he fidgeted with the stove. He was wearing lounge pants and no shirt—his favorite thing to wear around the house. His brown hair was a mess, making him that much more adorably delectable.

“Hey,” Amara said, smiling when Colin snapped his head up and registered her presence. He put the pan in his hand down slowly and walked over to her until he was so close she had to crane her neck to look at his face. His eyes were somber as he brought his hands up to cup her face and stroke her cheeks softly. Colin didn’t ask her how she was feeling, he just let his hand wrap to the back of her neck and pulled her to him.

“What can I do for you?” he asked, kissing the top of her head.

Amara breathed in and out, tears springing from her eyes as she wrapped her own arms around his body. As upset as she was, Amara was glad to have her Colin back. They stood quietly as she cried. Even though she knew it was only a matter of time before Philip came around again, Amara didn’t know how she was going to cope with not having her mom to look after.

“What am I going to do today?” she said against his chest. “I have nothing to do.”

“You have a lot to do,” Colin said, stroking her back.

Amara dropped her arms and wiped her face as she looked at him, then wiped his chest, which was glistening from her tears. The last thing she wanted to think about were funeral arrangements. Even though there would be no ceremony, she had to pick a casket and her mom’s clothing. Amara was sure her uncle Vlady would want to at least say a few words as the casket was buried, but she didn’t think she would be able to speak.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked, grabbing her arm and leading her to the barstools in the kitchen.

“Funeral arrangements.”

“Want me to take care of everything?”

“I should do it.”

“We’ll do it together.”

Amara nodded, not trusting her voice to thank him.

“Anything you need, Mara,” he said, hugging her to him again. “Anything. You just ask, okay?”

She nodded again.

Colin went back to his pans, deciding on one for eggs and another for bacon. Amara watched as he diced onions and tomatoes to stir into the eggs. He kept going back and forth between the fridge, counter and stove. It was the longest egg and bacon making process she’d ever witnessed, but she wasn’t complaining. He stopped to look at her often, his eyes smiling as he mixed a glass of chocolate milk for her, knowing it was her favorite.

“You think Philip is going to come by today?” she asked as she sipped on her milk.

“He’d better not.”

“I should just call him… I mean, I should just get it over with.”

“Mara, your mother just died, I think whatever Philip needs you to do can wait.”

She sighed. “I don’t think I want to be there.”

“Where?” he asked frowning.

“The funeral…the viewing…whatever it is my uncle is going to try to make us do.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t want to see her like that. I want to remember her with that light in her eyes, the laughter in her voice, not…. not just lying there. Dead.”

“I didn’t want to go to my dad’s,” Colin said, placing his arms on the counter and reaching for her hands. “But I figured I would regret it later. The burial was fast—like four days after he died—which is… I don’t know, it felt fast. And I didn’t see the point. He would have hated the whole thing, but I still forced myself to go. You don’t want to miss something like this and regret it later.”

“I guess, you’re right,” she said quietly.

“Why don’t we go and get the bad stuff out of the way early and then we can do something a little more uplifting?”

“Like what?”

Colin grinned at her, the twinkle in his eye causing a dip in her stomach. “We can go get married.”

Amara laughed. “Really, Colin?”

“No,” he said, shaking his head with a small laugh. “I figured if anything would make you laugh it would be that.”

“We can go to Ellis Island.”

“Really, Amara?” he mimicked with a groan. Colin hated the mere idea of doing tourist things in the city. Too many crowds. Too many annoying people. Everybody is always bumping into you and they’re not even nice about it! They smiled at their own private joke as they held hands.

“This could be us every morning,” he said.

Amara’s eyes widened as she looked behind him. “You mean you burning our eggs?”

“Shit.” He slid his hands from hers and turned around, cursing the stove, the eggs, the apartment. As he threw the eggs away he looked at her. “Change of plans. First we’re going to go eat, then we’re taking your stuff to my apartment, and after that we’ll deal with the ugliness."

“Why would we take my stuff to your place?” she asked, genuinely confused.

Colin cocked his head. “Do you really want to stay here?”

Did she? The intrusions were something she didn’t accept but had come to expect, and that was the main reason for her not wanting to stay there. Her mom was gone now. Tears pricked her eyes at that. Her mom was gone. For good.

“Hey.” He whispered the words against her temple as his arms wrapped around her. She felt so small cocooned in them. It was one of the things she loved about being with him, he was so much bigger than she and it made her feel so feminine. Colin always managed to make her feel comforted and less alone. Amara leaned into him and wiped her tears away. She was thankful, for the thousandth time, that he was with her.

“I have nobody to take care of,” she whispered against his chest. “It’s like…suddenly my life feels so meaningless.”

Colin pulled back and held her face in his hands so that she could see the honesty etched in his eyes as he spoke. “You will never be meaningless and what are you talking about? You can take care of me. I need you.” His grin made her smile. “My laundry could definitely use some help,” he added.

“Okay, I’ll pack some things,” she agreed with a laugh.
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AMARA’S UNCLE VLADY had been in contact with her about funeral arrangements, which was helpful since he had a better idea of what she needed to do. Colin’s was with her when she picked the casket her mother would be laid to rest in and helped choose the flowers that would be used over it. Amara already knew what dress her mother would want to be dressed in and took it by the funeral home, along with the jewelry and a beautiful hijab to match. It was an emotionally draining day, but having Colin beside her helped her get through it. By the end of the day, when they finally got to his apartment, Amara felt better about everything.

As Colin turned the knob on the large dark wooden door, she couldn’t help but feeling that it was a new beginning for them. Taking a deep breath and the hand he was offering her, she stepped inside and looked around. She’d been there once before, but it felt different this time. The way he watched her made her feel like he was trying to tell her something. As if he was saying, I’m inviting you in. Will you stay? Amara looked into Colin’s eyes and smiled, the first real, happy smile she’d felt on her lips in a couple of days. She hoped it conveyed what she was not quite ready to say aloud: Yes, I’ll stay. Forever, this time.

Colin pulled her into his arms and held her there for a while, softly rocking side to side as if moving to their own lullaby.

“I love the way you smell,” he murmured into her hair. “Best smell in the world.”

“Like jasmine,” she said against his chest.

“Like home,” he said, his words radiating warmth through his chest and into hers. Amara’s heart swelled, and she squeezed him tighter.

“I love you,” she said, her words so low they were almost a whisper. Colin pulled back to look at her, not bothering to hide the surprise in his face. A blush crept into her face as he stared at her. Amara’s thundering heart filled her ears as she waited for Colin’s response to her words. She realized then that, although she’d loved him for a very long time, —longer than she cared to admit—she’d only said the words to his face once before, during the heartbreaking departure in New Orleans. Memories of that trip invaded her mind, but she blinked them away, not wanting to rekindle those dreadful feelings.

“Say it again,” Colin said finally, his voice a low rumble that made her stomach flip.

“I love you,” Amara said, just loud enough for him to hear her.

He stepped in and cupped one side of her face. The way he looked at her—with those dark eyes that promised the kind of trouble you want to get wrapped up in—was slowly setting her blood on fire. The way his hand traveled from her cheek down to her neck gave her goosebumps of anticipation.

“You love me.”

“More than anything,” she said in a whisper, her mouth parting slowly as Colin’s thumb rubbed over her bottom lip.

“More than anything.”

Amara nodded, taking a gulp. His hand made its way to the back of her neck and he dipped his head until their foreheads touched.

“You really know how to make a man happy, Amara Maloof,” he said against her lips just before he closed the distance, his tongue plunging into her mouth and doing a thorough, sensual dance around hers.

“I should have said it a million times before,” Amara said, panting when they pulled away. Colin’s mouth dropped to her neck, the hollow of her throat, the top of her breasts as he unbuttoned her shirt.

“I’ll let you make it up to me,” he said, pausing to assess her cleavage in the hot pink bra she wore. “Trust me, I’m counting on fucking a lot more of those words out of you in the next five minutes,” he growled as he picked her up and threw her over his shoulder, making his way to the bedroom.
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THERE WEREN’T MANY attendees at Anna’s funeral, a somber smattering of black-clothed mourners scattered through the sanctuary. Amara was with him, along with Amir, Vlady and his wife Genevieve, and Anna’s old housekeeper who couldn’t keep it together long enough to stick around. It was a sorrowful morning, standing over the hole that would soon become Anna’s permanent residence. Colin’s heart felt heavy as he stood beside Amara, a constant surprise with the level of the strength she exhibited. She’d cried a lot the night before as they lay in bed together, but once the tears stopped, the laughter began as they recalled fun times they’d shared with her mother. The Halloween parties, the barbeques, the boring business people they quietly snuck away from, only to find Anna also hiding out at the top of the stairs. “Just taking a breather,” she’d say with a smile, but they’d known she was exhausted. She’d been sick for a long time, but only those who knew her well were aware of the severity of her condition. Fire ran through Anna’s veins, and Colin was sure it was something she’d handed down to her daughter.

Colin’s eyes met hers when she looked up at him, offering a small smile as if to let him know that she was okay. He stared at her for a long moment, lost in the amber eyes that had put a spell on him so many years ago. Amara had spent the morning curling her hair into loose waves and painting that beautiful face of hers to “look good enough for her last goodbye to the woman who taught her everything she knew.” Colin didn’t argue with her—not because he didn’t think she looked perfect without all of that goop on her face—but because he knew how big Anna had been about her daughter always looking presentable. Colin turned to follow Amara’s gaze when a look of surprise passed over her face. He turned in time to see Nancy Wolfe making her way to them.

“You okay?” he asked in a low voice when Amara’s grip on his hand tightened.

“You’re mom’s here.”

“I know.”

“You knew she was coming?” she asked, looking up at him wide-eyed.

“I figured she would. They were friends.”

“Yeah but…”

His mother reached them before she could finish her sentence. She wore a black, knee length dress, very like the one she’d worn to his dad’s funeral. The blonde bob on her head always looked perfect, unlike Colin’s artfully messy mop of hair.

“Amara, I am so sorry for your loss,” Nancy said, reaching over to hug her. Colin smiled when Amara dropped her hand from his and hugged his mother back, shooting a look of gratitude and confusion over her shoulder. It was only then that he realized Amara had probably been worried that Nancy was mad at her for the canceled wedding fiasco, and damn him for not clarifying that nobody was upset with her. It was him that Nancy had an issue with, and he was okay with that.

“Thank you for being here,” Amara said in a whisper as she pulled away.

“Of course, doll, and if you need anything please let me know.”

Nancy looked at her son and could tell his mother was still upset with him, but she shook her head and leaned in for a kiss from him as well. She wouldn’t ignore him out in public. She was his mother, after all.

The pastor, an older balding man with a substantial belly, stopped by and asked if anyone wanted to say a few words. Amara shook her head quickly and downcast her gaze, pretending to swipe muck off of her shoe in the grass, but Colin knew her better. He smiled at his mom and reached out to Amara, pulling her back to his side where she belonged. The pastor said a few words and before they knew it, they were lowering the casket into the ground. He felt Amara shiver and rubbed his hand briskly along her naked arm. He hated knowing this hurt her. When the service was over, they said their goodbyes and waited for the crowd to disperse before saying a private farewell to Anna Maloof.

Once they were alone with Anna’s final resting place in front of them, Colin shrugged off his jacket and put it on the ground. As he knelt, he pulled Amara with him, dropping a kiss on her shoulder. They sat in silence, staring at the grave.

“It’s just weird, you know,” Amara said in a raspy whisper. He knew what she meant. To no longer be able to see someone you love so much—to have to leave them forever in a hole in the ground—it was sad. It was weird. It was terrible.

“She’s gone. I mean, I know she’s gone, but this is it…this is permanent. She’s really gone.” She was talking so low Colin could barely hear her. He wrapped his arms around her tiny body and dipped his face into her neck, breathing her in, the scent of jasmine—of Amara—that always eased his mind for the moment. He didn’t say anything, because there was nothing to say, but he knew his presence was enough for her. It was what he wished he’d had when his father died. His father’s funeral was a circus show; there were people everywhere with cameras, taking photos of him, of his mom, of the guests as they arrived. Everybody was going up to him and offering their condolences and the entire time the only thing Colin needed was Amara, who was in Paris, working in Méchant of all places. He was over it though; he had to get past it. He loved her too much not to.

Colin’s face was still tucked into her neck, his eyes closed, when Amara’s gasp made him yank his head up. His stomach rocked with uneasiness when his eyes found Philip standing on the other side of the cemetery, watching them. The guy was a fucking creep.

“I’ll handle this,” Colin said to Amara as he scooted her from between his crossed legs.

“No,” she said, grabbing his arm. He shot her a bewildered look. “I just… I don’t care. I just want a couple more minutes in peace. Let’s just ignore him.”

Begrudgingly, he sat back down and settled her into his lap again, though he spent the rest of the time glaring in Philip’s general direction until he left. Fucking weirdo. Amara had already let it slip that he liked to watch the girls at Méchant have sex with their clients, and the idea that Amara had been one of them made him want to rip him apart.

Philip wasn’t the type of man that walked around by himself. It was like he carried an invisible army around him that appeared when he needed them. Colin knew that first hand. He’d been out to lunch with Samuel, and his uncle Benjamin, when they ran into Philip. Samuel and Philip got into an escalated argument and suddenly two heavily muscled men appeared at his side. Samuel laughed at the time and ridiculed Philip for always depending on his men. Curious, Colin had asked Samuel questions about it, which Samuel hadn’t really appreciated. Samuel treated Philip the way you treat a brother you don’t get along with, you talk shit about him, make fun of him, but when an outsider does the same thing, you put a stop to it real quick, because it’s your brother, not theirs.

Their relationship was definitely something Colin didn’t understand. Amara shifted on his lap and he met her gaze, then let his eyes fall to her lips, full and soft. He pressed his lips against hers. It was a slow, comforting kiss. Any time he was around Amara, Colin could feel the explosiveness of their attraction for one another, even in a cemetery, apparently. He pulled away with a groan and watched with hooded eyes as she licked her lips slowly and stood. He followed suit and picked up his jacket, shaking the grass off.

“What did you mean the other day when you told Philip you had information on him?” Amara asked, grabbing the hand he offered. All things considered, he was surprised she remembered him saying that. Colin wasn’t going to keep anything from her. Anything she asked, he would tell her. A part of him hoped she didn’t ask too much though, for her own sake.

“The companies he owns are his and his brother’s, and Philip likes to use what he makes to invest in smaller companies—mainly to have something to show off with—but for the past two years he’s been taking a lot more than his cut. I doubt his brother knows.”

“I didn’t even know he had a brother.”

Colin shrugged.

“So what does he do with the money?”

“Puts it in Méchant.”

“Why would he do that?” she asked, confusion clear in her voice.

“Méchant’s a shell company. The investors just use it to clean their money.”

Amara dropped her hand from his as they reached his car, and he stopped in front of the passenger seat to face her. “Does that mean you’re laundering money?”

“I’m not… they are.”

“Can’t you get in trouble for that?”

“Nobody knows my dad was a Méchant investor. I still haven’t signed any papers to take his place in it.”

“But you—”

Colin shook his head and placed a finger on her mouth. “I haven’t signed the papers. I just got all of the information I needed to get in there. I have my dad’s access to everything, but my name isn’t on it.”

“If the company goes down though,” Amara began, pulling his hand away from her mouth. “You’ll be in trouble, Colin. They can take you down with them.”

He opened the car door for her and walked to the other side. Once he’d put on his seat belt he looked at her. She was staring at him impatiently.

“I’ll be fine, Amara,” he said, his voice steady and convincing.

“What if you’re not? Who else invests in Méchant?”

“Philip and Samuel, but they do it through Vivienne; they were smart about it, my father included. So if anybody goes down, it’s her.”

Colin began the drive home and looked over at Amara, who was quiet and thoughtful.

“Why are you smiling?” she asked in an accusatory tone.

“Because you’re worried about me. It’s cute.”

“It’s not cute, you moron. You could go to jail for this.”

“Would you bring me baked cookies?” he asked, chuckling when she crossed her arms and looked out her window. Much to Colin’s amusement, Amara still wasn’t talking to him when they got out of the car. In the elevator, she spoke to another tenant about his English bulldog, but refused to meet Colin’s eyes. She stood so far away from him that clearly the owner of the dog didn’t think they were together. His eyes were clued to Amara’s cleavage every time she bent over to pet the slobbery dog.

“Are you done being mad at me?” Colin asked her as they reached the door to the apartment.

“No.”

He bit the middle of his lip to keep from laughing as she slipped off her shoes and sashayed toward the bedroom.

“Does this mean I’m in the dog house?”

“Yes,” she said over her shoulder as she bit back her own smile. Her dark curls cascaded down her shoulder as she tugged on the zipper of her dress. Colin strode over to her and unzipped the dress slowly. As he exposed her soft skin, he tucked his hands inside the dress and caressed her back in a slow massage. Colin’s dick pumped in his slacks as Amara threw her head back and answered him with a low moan

“What can I do to get out of the dog house?” he whispered in her ear.

“Keep moving your hands.”

He unsnapped her bra and pulled the straps over her shoulders. Trailing his hands down her arms, he pushed the bra and Amara’s dress off of her wrists until the dress fluttered to the floor. Colin hooked his thumbs in the band of her thong and began to shimmy it off of her hips slowly, kissing the length of her spine as he did so— kiss, suck, kiss, nip, until his lips reached the dimple of her lower back. He let her step out of her thong before bringing the his hands back to her ass and palming her cheeks gently at first and increasing his grip as she hissed at him for more pressure.

Colin nudged Amara face down onto the bed and groaned at the sight of her. He loved the way her long hair fanned across her back and pooled on his bed, blending in with the black sheets. Her pert ass looked so good, Colin had to lean in and bite it.

“Ouch! Colin!” Amara protested, looking over her shoulder. He grinned, not sorry at all for what he’d done. If it were up to him, he’d bite every inch of her, not to mark her for every other man to see, but because he wanted to devour her. He wanted to consume her so completely that he’d become second skin to her, as she was part of him.

Amara rolled to her back, exposing her breasts and bringing one knee out to the side, treating him to a great view of the thin landing strip of dark hair between her legs. Colin undressed slowly, knowing how impatient she would become. She surprised him by not urging him to hurry. Instead, she pulled her legs open wider and began running her hand up and down between her breasts in a slow caress. He swallowed loudly, keeping the moan that threatened to escape from doing so, wanting to tease her into thinking he wasn’t as affected as he was. Amara added her other hand to the mix, palming both of her breasts and tweaking her nipples gently. Colin picked up the pace and pulled off his shirt. As he unbuckled his belt and pulled down his pants and boxer briefs, Amara’s hand dipped between her legs to find her clit. The moment her fingers reached her folds, Colin was on her, his tongue taking the place of her finger as his hands held her thighs apart. Amara moaned and pulled on his hair, bucking on the bed as she came hard and fast, saying his name over and over, just the way he liked it. His mouth moved along the inside of her thighs as he waited for her to regain her breath and then his fingers were in the spot his mouth had just worshipped.

Two of his fingers glided inside of her while his thumb grazed her clit in slow circles. Colin moved up on the bed kissed his way up her body until he reached her breasts, where he licked and sucked until her skin was pink. He didn’t talk as he normally did when they had sex. He stayed silent to enjoy the jagged sound of her uneven breathing and the way her body shimmied beneath him. When Amara came again with a loud, “Oh my…” Colin slid his fingers out and licked them slowly as she watched, her long lashes heavy as she blinked up at him in a fascinated, and sated. He positioned his cock between her wet folds and rubbed, groaning at the way it felt to wet himself with her juices.

“Colin,” Amara whispered. His burning gaze met hers as he began to push inside of her as if in slow motion. She tried to move and force him inside, but Colin was determined to take his time. They’d rushed sex too many times, and while he knew she wanted this just as bad as he did, he also wanted her to know that what they had was special; it wasn’t something that should be rushed. They could do it again and again and again if she wanted; he’d be happy to lose himself inside her every night if she let him. Amara’s eyes softened as she saw the tenderness on his face, and he felt his own gaze warm. Colin pressed his chest against hers as he thrust fully into her and threaded the fingers of both hands with hers.

“I love you,” he whispered. He’d never tire of looking at her.

“I love you,” she whispered back.

He could see that she was trying to hold in her tears, so he kissed both of her eyes, both cheeks, and covered her face with soft kisses, all while languidly thrusting inside of her. His cock was throbbing in her wetness, sliding in and out, as her walls constricted around him. Colin would have closed his eyes and lost himself in feeling, but he kept them open, holding her gaze, wanting to remember the moment forever.

“More than the stars,” he said, picking up the pace slightly and brushing her nipples with his lips when she smiled at him. He could definitely do this for the rest of his life.
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“DO YOU THINK you can trust Samuel?” Amara asked over her mug of coffee. They’d fallen into an easy routine—sex, shower, breakfast, work, sometimes lunch sex, work, back home sex, and dinner. Sometimes they caught a movie or a show after dinner, but she wondered idly if they were having too much sex. Amara told him as much and Colin laughed as if it were the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard.

“When we have kids, our sex life is going to slow down. Besides, we have lost time to make up.”Amara had just shaken her head at him in exasperation, asking him how he knew she even wanted kids. He’d said, matter-of-factly that she’d once told him she wanted four. The man had the memory of an elephant.

“Trust…” Colin breathed out, checking his watch for the time. “I don’t know. I wouldn’t necessarily use the word trust, but he’s been my dad’s friend for years, and Ben trusts him, so I have no choice but to deal with him. Why? You want me to stop doing business with him?”

“If I told you to stop doing business with him, would you?”

He paused, mid-drink, and narrowed his eyes at her. “Are you trying to tell me something?”

“I’m just asking. If I told you to stop doing business with him, would you?”

“If you gave me a valid reason, I would definitely take it into consideration.”

Amara looked down at her coffee when his heavy sigh drew her attention once more.

“Your opinion matters to me, Mara, and I want to know whatever is on your mind, but I’m not going to drop major clients unless you give me a valid reasons.” He paused and waited until she met his serious gaze. “Trust me, I don’t like knowing you may have been physically involved with the man, and I’d rather not even think about it because I don’t want to think about obliterating his face every time I see him. But. Business is business, baby.”

“I know. I get it. It was just a question,” she said with what she hoped was a reassuring smile. She took another gulp of coffee and stood to wash the empty mug. “Do you think you can get me Courtney’s file?” she asked over her shoulder.

Colin rocked back, visibly shocked by her request. He put down the toast he was eating and stood beside her. “Is there something you want to tell me?”

Amara sighed as she turned off the faucet and dried her hands with the paper towel Colin handed her. “I just need to know what it says. Maybe knowing what’s in her file will give me some sort of leverage over Philip. As it is I’m sitting here waiting, the same way I was last year, until he knocks on my door and takes me away again.”

“He’s not taking you away, Amara. If you don’t want to do whatever it is he’s asking of you, you don’t do it.”

“And risk people chasing me forever?”

“So we move. We get our stuff and get the fuck out of here. Or we stay and we hire round-the-clock security. You know I don’t want you to go with Philip, but if it’s what you feel you need to do, I’ll stand by you. I’m not going to lose you again over it, but what do you want to do? What do you want me to do for you?”

“I don’t know.” She really didn’t. On the one hand, she promised her mother she’d get those family heirlooms back. On the other hand, she didn’t care about any of that stuff. But what would she do otherwise? Depend on Colin for everything? Settle for sharing his money for the rest of her life? “What’s going on with Lotus?” she asked after a couple of beats of silence. Colin smiled and kissed the top of her head before taking a sip of coffee and heading to the sink.

“It’s there. I think we can salvage it,” he said as Amara watched the play of muscles under his shirt as he washed the dishes. When he was finished, he faced her with a smile on his face. “It’s yours whenever you want it—just say the word.”

Amara wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Her parents had started the company together, but her father was the one who really spent his time there. Her mom was more about teaching art and nurturing children than she was about business. Amara didn’t know what it would feel like to walk into Lotus every morning without having her father there. She’d never done it before. Obviously Amir had been disappointing in a multitude of ways and he’d flipped her world upside down…did she really owe him anything? But, her mother had also been involved…for better reasons.

“You don’t have to decide now, but it’s yours. I just want you to know that you’ll have Lotus to fall back on if you decide that’s what you want to do,” Colin said, his comforting words coating her negative thoughts.

“So I won’t have to be your assistant anymore… I can go my way and you go yours in the morning… no more afternoon sex in the office…” Amara started, a slow wicked smile spreading over her face as Colin strode toward her and settled between her legs. “No after work sex…” A throaty laugh escaped her at the sound of his growl on her neck.

“I’m going to fire myself and go work for you,” he said, sucking her neck.

“We’re both going to get fired if we get there late today. You have a board meeting.”

“Fuck the board.”

“We can fuck after the board leaves…”

“Or we can fuck now and after they leave.” His mouth made its way to her chest, snuggling between her breasts.

“You still need to finish your breakfast. Nobody likes you when you’re cranky. We don’t have time right now, Mr. Wolfe.”

“We’ll make some, Miss Maloof.” His large hands inched over her legs, under the black pencil skirt she wore, up to her thong. “And pussy is the breakfast of champions. It also happens to be my favorite meal of the day.”

“Colin, be serious,” she said, panting as his fingers began to move under her silk thong, finding her sensitive nub and rubbing methodically.

“I’m always serious about my fucking, babe. Now spread your legs.”

Colin drove his fingers inside of her to prove his point, and Amara spread her legs wider as she threw her head back with a moan, getting lost in the feel of his touch. The familiar tingling feeling started at the tips of her toes as Colin sucked her neck, the swells of her breasts, her throat, the lobes of her ears, all while finger fucking her until she could barely catch her breath. The surge of an orgasm overtook her body like rapid wild fire, leaving no spot within her unburned. She came hard, shouting his name as Colin pulled out his soaked fingers and rubbed them over her clit slowly, but insistently. She couldn’t catch her breath, but Colin wouldn’t let her come down from one orgasm before another rushed through her. Amara felt like she could pass out from her sensory overload. With a burst of energy, Amara darted a hand forward to unbuckle Colin’s belt and unzip his pants, pulling his boxer briefs down with them as she stood on shaky legs and switched places with him, pushing his chest until he sat on the barstool. Amara lifted her skirt, bunching it up to her waist and turned around to pull down her thong, bending over as she did, which earned a loud groan from Colin. Turning to face him once more, Amara watched as Colin stroked his hard cock slowly, his eyes hooded and hazy with lust. Amara braced herself with her hands on his shoulders and straddled his legs positioning herself over him. As Amara raised herself up, hooking her heels onto the bars of the stool beneath them, Colin aimed his cock between her folds and stroked her wetness. She took a moment to grind her clit against him, closing her eyes with a moan as her hips circled.

“Are you going to fuck me or taunt me?” Colin asked, his voice a deep rumble that made her stomach lurch in anticipation.

“Taunting feels so good right now,” Amara answered with a moan, her nails digging into his strong shoulders.

“Taunting is going to make me end this game and throw you over the kitchen counter. So unless you want to get fucked from behind right now, I suggest you sit on my dick, Amara.”

She bit back a smile as she covered his cock, slowly taking him in, inch by inch until she sat on him completely and they both froze with a relieved sigh. Then she began to move, slowly at first, pumping up and down, until Colin gripped her ass and helped her pick up the pace. Amara didn’t know who was fucking who anymore; she didn’t care that he’d taken charge. His hands left her ass and came up to her blouse as she continued to move over his cock, gasping every time he pushed in deeper as she rode him. He became impatient with the buttons of her blouse and ripped it open, lifting the cups of her bra to bury his face in her breasts, biting and sucking her nipples as his hands fell to her hips and moved her harder, making her fuck him faster.

Amara felt her toes begin to curl in her heels and felt the tingling sensation of another orgasm build inside of her. Colin’s grip fell to her ass again as he stood from the chair, keeping her in position as he pushed her torso face-first over the counter.

“What do you like better?” he asked, slowing down his thrusts just as she was reaching her orgasm. “When you’re in charge?” Thrust. “Or when I am?”

She felt her eyes rolling to the back of her head. “God, I don’t care. I don’t care. Just fuck me!”

“I am,” he said with a chuckle as he thrust again, pulling out all the way until only the wide tip of his cock was inside her and then impaling her with his length. Amara gripped the sides of the counter with each hand as she screamed his name, an orgasm ripping through her. Colin followed soon after, shouting out her name over and over.

“Now I have to go change,” Amara said, looking down to examine her torn blouse.

“Try not to wear a blouse with so many buttons.”

She laughed. “Now you’re going to come up with rules for attire?”

“Only for you though,” he said, pulling out of her and helping her stand.

“And what would this list consist of?”

“No panties, no bra, a short dress, and heels,” Colin said as he followed her to the room, picking up their clothes on the way.

“So you won’t mind if I have to bend over in front of Brandon to pick something off the floor and I flash him my—”

“Change of plan; you’ll dress like a nun,” he said, interrupting her with a growl as he picked her up from behind, making her squeal.
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LATER, AS THEY rode in the elevator at Wolfe, Colin looked at his watch and then at Amara, shaking his head and smirking. They were close to an hour late. It’s true about Colin that when he starts something, he’s thorough, and follows through with every promise he makes. When Amara got to her desk, she had notes from Brandon letting her know he was at the meeting and to please tell Colin to “hurry his ass up.” Amara smiled as she sat for a long moment, enjoying the silence. Looking around the empty office, she sighed contently and checked emails, finding one from Molly Parker. Her heart throbbed in her chest as she opened it. It was addressed to Colin, but Amara would be damned if she wasn’t read what the girl had to say to him. As it turned out, it wasn’t anything to worry about, and Amara went back to smiling and checking the rest of the emails, only writing back to the ones she could answer without his help.

The elevator chimed at the same time that her stomach growled, both a reminder of how long she’d been sitting at her desk without a break. Swiveling in her seat, Amara turned to see Brandon and Colin walking out of the elevator, her eyes glued on Colin’s smiling face.

“You two are sick. You need a break from each other,” Brandon said, rolling his eyes and laughing at Colin when his middle finger shot up in his direction.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Amara quipped.

“Don’t even bother trying to fool me again. Does this mean we can’t do lunch together anymore?” Brandon asked with a smile.

“You can, but I’m going with you,” Colin said, crossing his arms as he stood beside Amara’s desk, smiling at her.

“Scared I’m gonna try to move in on your girl? I’m a married man, Wolfe.”

“I’m not worried. I know you’re smarter than you look,” Colin said, winking at Amara as she laughed. “But I had a hell of a work out this morning, and I’m hungry as fuck.” Amara’s blushed deepened.

“Okay, TMI,” Brandon said, covering his face, pretending to be grossed out. “Let’s go kids. I’ve been wanting to try this new wok joint in Hell’s Kitchen.”

Colin offered Amara his hand and she took it, grabbing her purse with the other as she stood. They looked at each other for a moment, both smiling like love-struck fools. She knew they still had a lot to go through, but for the first time in her life, she felt… happy, at peace, complete. Home.
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AMARA WOKE UP inside the safe cocoon of Colin’s arms, to a blaring alarm clock and a ringing cell phone. Groaning, she peeled his arms and legs away and rubbed her face as she sat up. Colin mimicked her movements and dropped a kiss on her naked shoulder as he sat up beside her.

“Who the hell is calling at this hour?” he grumbled, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

Amara yawned. “It’s seven o’clock. We need to start going to sleep earlier.”

“But I like it when you keep me up late,” he said in a voice that promised trouble.

“Don’t start,” she said, getting up before he could pull her back into bed.

“I got an email from Molly yesterday,” Colin said to her back as she walked into the bathroom.

“Yeah, I know. I read it.”

He chuckled. “Good. I don’t want any crazy ideas in your head about me and her… or any other woman, for that matter.”

Amara rolled her eyes as she brushed her teeth, even though he couldn’t see her from where he sat. When she walked out of the bathroom she took a moment to appraise his naked chest, wishing she could jump back into bed with him just for a moment. Not wanting to be late, she thought better of it and checked her phone for the missed call, instead. The email from Molly had been very business-like, telling Colin she wished things had turned out differently, but wishing him the best and thanking him for everything. Amara wasn’t the type of woman that would worry about Molly or anybody else—especially when it came to Colin.

“I’m not worried about her.”

“You know I wasn’t going to marry her, right?” His statement made Amara pause and tear her gaze from her phone screen to him. Colin was stretched out in the bed, using his hands as a pillow. Her eyes traced the definition on his curled biceps just for a moment before meeting his amused gaze.

“What do you mean?”

“I would’ve let it get to the day of the wedding if that was what it took to get you back.”

“You were trying to pressure me into breaking up your wedding?”

Colin chuckled at the dirty look she shot him. “What is it they say, ‘all is fair in love and war’?”

Amara gasped and picked up a pillow, throwing it at his head. He caught it with a laugh. “That’s messed up, Colin.”

He shrugged, still laughing.

“You’re making me mad at you again.”

“Don’t tempt me with a good time, Mara. You know how much I love getting out of that dog house,” Colin said in a low rumble that made her stomach flip.

“You’re full of crap. Your mom would have killed you if you’d done that,” she said, taking a step back as he started to crawl toward her on the bed, looking like a predator waiting for his prey to make a wrong move.

“Once I got you here, I cared very little about what my mom said,” he answered, standing up now and taking slow strides toward Amara as she continued walking backwards. She hit the door, and Colin grinned.

“We don’t have time,” she warned, putting her hands up as a laugh bubbled up inside her. He licked his lips slowly, as if he could taste her on them. It turned her on and amused her at the same time. “You have an eight thirty meeting.”

His gaze flickered to the clock on the nightstand for a second. “It’s only seven fifteen.”

“Colin…”

“Amara…”

“You’re impossible,” she said, laughing as she shook her head.

“And you love me,” he said, lifting her up as he reached her. Her arms went to his neck automatically.

“I do.”

“Hmm… those words coming from your lips…”

“Colin.” It was a warning that made him smile harder. He was forever trying to convince her to marry him, and she was endlessly refuting his request. Maybe after the ordeal with Philip and the papers was over. Maybe once she felt completely at ease with everything.

Maybe.

Amara smiled as he dipped his face into her neck and breathed her in.

The phone rang in her hand again, and she began untangling herself from him when she saw Philip’s name on the screen. Colin’s demeanor changed when he saw it, he closed off quickly, but stood beside her as she answered the call.

“Amara, I’ve tried waiting as long as I could to call you,” Philip said on the line.

“Okay,” she said, not knowing what else to say as she waited for him to continue.

“You leave for Paris tomorrow morning. I’m already here. We’ll be going to Iran a couple of days after that. It should be a fast trip.”

“When will I be back?” she asked, watching Colin’s jaw work as he listened in.

“If everything goes well, we won’t take longer than a week.”

“Okay.”

“Be ready at seven o’clock tomorrow morning.”

“I will be.”

Colin was still staring at nothing in particular, grinding his teeth when Amara hung up the phone.“It’ll be a quick trip,” Amara said in a reassuring tone.

Colin nodded.

“I’ll probably be back by Saturday,” she said, running her fingertips over the scruff on his face when she reached him. “Talk to me,” she whispered against his chest, wrapping her arms around him. Finally, he hugged her back, squeezing her to him.

“I want to go with you,” he said, shocking Amara out of his arms.

“No. You can’t. It’s dangerous,” she said, her eyes wide.

“That’s why I want to go,” he said, his dark eyes narrowing on her.

Amara shook her head and looked away. His request, the worried look in his eyes, the thought of leaving him, it all weighed down on her heart. “You can’t, Colin. Please don’t.”

He crushed her back against his hard chest and held her, placing his chin on her head as he rocked slowly. “I should though,” he said, his voice barely audible.

“I’ll come back. I promise.”

“You better. And you need to call me every couple of hours if you don’t want me to hunt you down.” He pulled back so that she could feel the seriousness of his words. “I will hunt you down if you don’t call me,” he said, his voice stern so there was no room for doubt, and pulled her into his chest again.

“I love you,” she said, smiling against him.

“I love you more,” he answered.

Amara knew love couldn’t be measured, but she was sure that if it was, his love for her would register out of the metric system.


[image: ]

AMARA FLEW TO Paris on the first available flight. The way she saw it, either she stayed in New York with people chasing her, or she went to Paris and began the process of ending all this shit. Of course, Paris was only the first stop of the trip. The flight was long, and unlike the last time she flew to Paris, Amara got no sleep and couldn’t concentrate. At least Colin knows where I am and why, she thought. At least there was the possibility of him coming for her if she needed it. Eventually, sleep claimed her, and when Amara next opened her eyes, the Paris skyline greeted her. Taking a deep breath, she looked outside the airplane window. The lights were bright in the romantic city and she wished just for a moment that this was a trip of leisure, with Colin. It could be so beautiful here if she could share it with him.

Fishing her phone out of her purse, Amara switched it on and waited impatiently as it rang in her ear.

“Hey,” Colin said, his voice groggy from sleep.

“I just landed.”

“I was trying to stay awake until you did, but I guess I fell asleep.”

“It’s late over there. Go back to sleep, I just wanted to let you know I was here.”

He exhaled harshly into the phone and Amara shivered as if she felt it on her skin. “I miss you.”

“I miss you too,” she said, smiling as she pressed her face into the phone to her ear to hear him more clearly.

“Come back to me,” Colin said with a groan that made her insides swish.

“I will. I promise.”

“Okay. Call me as soon as you know what you’re going to do and where you have to go. Please be careful, Mara. I already told Philip if anything happens to you, I’m going to make him pay.”

“I’ll be fine. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Keep your phone on you.”

“I will.”

“I love you.”

Those three simple words knocked the breath out of her each time he said them.

“I love you too. So much,” she said, laughing when he groaned.

“Call me, Amara, don’t make me fly over there to bring you back here. You know I will.”

Amara laughed, knowing damn well that he would. She was counting on it. By the time she spotted Joshua, who was waiting for her in baggage claim, Amara was ready to get everything over with. They exchanged pleasantries as he led her to the car. When he opened the door to the back seat, she wasn’t surprised to find Philip there. Speaking into his phone, he held his hand up as Amara scooted in beside him.

“How was your flight?” he asked as he ended the call.

“It was fine.”

“Good. Because the contents of the account have been moved and we’re not sure where; we need to head to Iran as soon as tomorrow.”

Amara’s stomach knotted up at the thought. “What do you think he’ll say when he sees me?”

“He is aware of your mother’s death, so I think this will go smoothly.”

“I just want to get this over with already,” she said, blowing out a breath as she leaned her head back onto the seat.

“You have no idea how much I want to get this over with, Amara.” The way he said it, with a distant tone in his voice, beckoned her attention. He was rubbing his forehead as if to relieve a headache.

“Why are you and Samuel always at each other’s throat?” she asked, gaining a surprised laugh from him.

“We’re not always at each other’s throats.” Philip sighed, when Amara gave him a look. “Perhaps it’s because we’re so similar, or maybe because we’re brothers.”

Amara gaped at him and he chuckled.

“Brothers-in-law, same difference.” He shrugged. “We’ve known each other for as long as I can remember, and I’ve been in love with Valentina for just as long.”

“Valentina is his sister?”

He nodded, his face suddenly somber.

“Did she… is she alive?”

“Oh, yes, although she wants nothing to do with me.”

“Because of Méchant?”

“She never had a problem with Méchant. She always knew that was just about money for me, never the girls or the sex.”

Amara gave him a look, raising her brows.

“Well, I have to have fun too, and I’m a single man,” Philip said with a shrug.

“Courtney told me once that you were always pining after the same woman. Is it her?”

Philip rolled his eyes. “Yes.”

“But you divorced her?”

“No, she divorced me. There’s a difference. She served me divorce papers a week after she had a scare from one of my clients.” Amara stared at him, horrified, as he spoke. “It was a crazy lady who thought she and her husband had a connection with me. I’ll spare you the details.”

“Please do,” Amara said, giving him a look of disgust. She’d already heard he couldn’t function unless it was in a threesome, and Amara would rather not hear about it. She could tolerate Philip now, but only barely. “So you never tried to get her back or anything? You just moved on… with Courtney?”

“Courtney? I’m a bastard, but even I wouldn’t do that to Samuel. Well, not again, anyway.” Amara looked away from him as he smiled as he said that last part. “And I did not try to get her back, because Valentina isn’t the kind of woman you make unrealistic promises to, and I would have been lying if I told her something like that wouldn’t happen again.”

They reached the apartment building but continued their conversation as they walked into the lobby.

“And now it’s too late?”

“This is my last job of this caliber, but…” Philip shrugged as he walked into the elevator.

“Why are you smiling?” he asked, looking at her in confusion.

“Because if nothing else, at least I get to see Courtney again.”

As soon as Philip turned the door knob, they heard Courtney screech in excitement. Amara felt like she was… home.

“It’s so good to see you,” Courtney squealed, shooting at her like a torpedo.

“You too,” Amara said laughing.

They pulled away from each other and grinned. Courtney had cut her long blonde hair up to her shoulders, which made her look different, but her blue eyes as were as big and beautiful as ever.

“You look so good!” Courtney said. “Let’s go catch up! Hi Phil, I’ll go by your room later so we can catch up too,” she added, winking at him.

As Courtney led her away by her hand and they disappeared into her room, Amara gave her a confused look.

“What?” Courtney asked.

“Do you have sex with him?”

Courtney laughed. “Nope. He wouldn’t touch me. I just like to flirt with him because it makes him uncomfortable.” She pulled Amara onto her bed. “Tell me everything. How are you feeling these days? How are things with Colin?”

They fell into an easy conversation, the way they always had. The pair talked until Amara was too tired to keep her eyes open. She fell asleep to Courtney’s promise that they would finish catching up the next day.

The bed shook beneath her, rocking her body side to side vigorously until Amara’s eyes snapped open. She groaned and squinted as strands of gold fell over her face like strands of wheat. Propping herself up on one elbow, Amara used her free hand to push a laughing Courtney out of her face.

“Finally! Sleeping Beauty rises!” she said as Amara rolled her eyes.

“If I was a Disney Princess, Sleeping Beauty wouldn’t be the one I’d pick, and get out of my face. I’m tired,” Amara said with a groan as she fell back onto her pillow.

“You’re right; you’d make the perfect Princess Jasmine. That can totally be your Halloween costume.”

“Thanks for the approval—maybe we can go trick or treating together,” Amara said, rolling her eyes again.

“Whatever. You’re so cranky in the mornings. Colin’s called you like a hundred times.” Courtney laughed, shaking her head at the way Amara nearly jumped out of bed. “Geez, if I would have known that was gonna get you up, I would have used it sooner. You want to go get breakfast at our usual spot?”

“Sure. Let me call him back so he doesn’t freak out, and then I’ll shower.”

Court snickered as she plopped down on the bed. It was then that Amara noticed she was wearing high heel boots and a loosely fitted top tucked into a pair of skinny jeans.

“How long have you been up?” Amara asked as the phone began to ring in her ear.

“An hour. Couldn’t sleep.”

“Hey,” Colin said, his rough voice incinerating the butterflies in her stomach.

“Hey,” she said, sure he could hear the smile in her voice. “I just woke up.” He exhaled in relief.

“I was worried.”

“I’m fine, Colin.”

“Mara, I’m not huge on worrying. I’m just going to fly over there. This shit is going to kill me if I stay here.”

“What? I’m fine! You have work. There’s no need for that!”

“Babe, I don’t think you understand. I’m going fucking crazy. I’ll stay out of your way—you won’t even know I’m there—but I’ll feel better knowing that I’m nearby just in case.”

“Just in case what? I’m fine. And we’re leaving the country again soon, in case you don’t remember. Aaand, I’ll be back home in less than—”

“I looked into those files,” he said, interrupting her. “On Courtney.”

Amara’s gaze locked in on her friend who was sitting on the bed leafing through a magazine, pretending she wasn’t eavesdropping on her conversation. Sorting through her clothes in the open bag sitting on the cabinet, she picked out a couple of things and walked into the en suite bathroom. “And?”

“Are you with her right now?” he asked, his voice low, although not quite a whisper.

“Yes.”

He let out another harsh exhale that Amara she felt hot on her neck and caused her to close her eyes with a shiver. “I leave tonight. I’ll be staying at the Hotel du Louvre.”

“Colin…”

“Mara, stop. I’m going. There’s nothing you can tell me that will make me not take that flight, so save your breath.”

She leaned down to prop her elbows on the cabinet and sighed. “Fine, but I don’t approve.”

“I’m okay with that.”

Amara ground her teeth to keep from snapping at him. He was going to do it anyway, whether she liked it or not. She could kick, scream, and moan, and the only thing it would do was amuse Colin, so Amara held it in.

“Fine, but you can’t be showing up at Méchant or anything. Stay in your hotel.”

Amara felt herself soften at the low rumbled sound of his chuckle. “Yes, boss.”

“I’m serious, Colin. Please stay out of this.”

“Okay, Amara,” he said, letting out a long sigh.

“Call me when you’re on your way to the airport. I love you.”

“Love you too,” he said. She was about to press down on the end button when she heard his voice again. “Mara, please be careful around Courtney.”

“Why?” she asked in a whisper, her heart beginning to tumble uneasily.

“Just trust me. I’ll be there soon. Until then… I never thought I’d say this… but stick to Philip or Samuel if you see them.”

“Samuel’s not even here,” she said frowning.

“He’ll be there soon.”

“How do you know?”

“I sent him on the flight right behind yours.” She gaped at her reflection in the mirror, but before she could fire a million accusatory questions, Colin spoke again, “Before you say anything, I had to. He hasn’t let me down before.”

“How much did you pay him?”

“That’s not something you need to worry about.”

“How much, Colin?”

“Doesn’t matter. Think of the highest number your mind can conjure, and your life is worth more to me than that. Stop asking questions and follow directions.”

“You’re being an ass.”

“Just the way you like me.”

Amara showered quickly and dressed similar to Courtney, in wedged boots, skinny jeans and a loose blouse. It was windy out, but not cool enough for a sweater yet. They walked, their arms linked, to the little café they’d frequented when Amara was living there. Devon, the driver, followed them on foot per Courtney’s request. “You can never be too safe,” she said, raising an eyebrow at Amara, which she shook her head at.

“How are you doing?” Courtney asked over her cup of coffee, her blue eyes filled with compassion.

“Honestly? A little relieved. That’s terrible, right?” Amara said, whispering. “I mean, I miss my mother so much, but she was in so much pain. It makes me feel selfish when I wish she would have stuck around longer.”

“You’re the best daughter she could have asked for,” Courtney said, smiling sadly as she squeezed Amara’s hand. “You look well, though. You look happy.”

“I feel happy.”

“So things are working out with the boy after all,” she said with a wink.”

“I guess they are.”

“I knew they would.”

“Have you spoken to Samuel at all?”

Courtney made a face and shrugged. “Here and there. That’s not going to work out.”

“Why not?”

“Well, for starters, his kids would hate me because we’re almost the same age, and how awkward would that be? And… I don’t know. I think it ran its course.”

Amara frowned. “Does he feel that way?”

“I think so. I think he’s dating someone—an old friend of his.”

“You think?”

Courtney cocked her head and gave her an obvious look. “I stalked her on the Internet and she’s posted pictures of them together. They look happy.”

“I’m sorry,” Amara said, squeezing her friend’s hand. “He’s an asshole anyway.”

Courtney grinned. “Totally.”

The friends spend the day that way, walking the city and talking crap. Amara accompanied her to Méchant, where Courtney needed to drop off some paperwork and speak to Vivienne. Amara waited in the downstairs bar, unable to walk up the narrow, dark stairs and relive the memories there. By the time they were finished, it was dusk. The orange sky illuminated them as they walked home, still arm in arm and laughing as Devon trailed behind. Back in the apartment, Philip appeared as they shared a bottle of wine over dinner. As he questioned them, asking about their day, Amara checked her phone and found a missed call from Colin. Courtney and Philip were talking about one of her clients in Méchant, so Amara excused herself to call Colin back. As she spoke to him, she heard Philip say he was going to his room and Courtney offered to take him something to drink. Courtney avoided Amara’s eyes as she walked back to her seat, and poured herself another glass of wine.

Courtney was giggly and loud as she walked to her room when they finished the bottle. Plopping down on the bed, Amara sighed and fluffed her pillow.

“You going to sleep?” Courtney asked.

“You going to fuck Philip now?” Amara countered with the raise of an eyebrow.

“I already told you we don’t do that!”

“You say that, but I don’t know…” Amara said, her hands flailing in the air, mimicking her friend’s previous gesture.

“Well, we don’t.”

“Not even now that Samuel moved on?”

“Especially not now that Samuel moved on. That gives Philip one less reason to keep me around since he can’t make him jealous anymore. Either way, I think their little feud is over.”

“Yeah? Why do you say?”

“Seems like they found one thing they both agree on,” she said, shrugging.

“Which is?”

Courtney paused for a moment. “For once, I honestly don’t know.”

“Are you always going to work here?”

“Probably not.” Courtney’s eyes drifted down to the sheets. Amara waited in silence, but her friend didn’t elaborate. Instead she stood and walked to the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Sleep tight.”

“You too,” she said as Courtney opened the door. “Hey, Court?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks for today. I needed it.”

Courtney’s eyes glistened as she nodded sharply and shut the door behind her without another word.
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THERE WERE VOICES all around her, loud voices speaking in a different language. Amara tried to open her eyes, but they were too heavy. It felt like she was fighting her body for each blink. She caught a glimpse of one of the men’s feet, sandy brown feet were wedged inside of a black sandal. The long ivory gown he wore swayed rhythmically as if he was performing a chant above her. What were they saying? What were they doing? She couldn’t hear them through the pounding inside her head. They seemed to be walking in circles around her as they spoke. Amara blinked again, praying her eyes would catch up to her mind. The voices got lower, their feet shifting and stomping away from her as her eyes started to cooperate. Amara was still in her bedroom in Paris, she realized as she looked at the door. Just before it closed, Amara was able to see one familiar face. “It’ll be easier this way.” Amara heard Courtney say. Opening her mouth, she tried to call out, but a groan was all that escaped her lips and, as it did, the door shut and her vision went black once more.

When Amara was able to open her eyes again, she squinted against a bright light, as she realized she wasn’t in her Paris bedroom any longer. She sat up quickly, cringing at the pain in her head. It felt like a sledgehammer had been used on her skull. The room was cold and had cream-colored, bumpy walls that were uneven, like a cave. A shiver ran through Amara as she sat up in the bed, her hands gliding over rich, purple silk covers. There was a gold vanity across from her with three mirrors on it and once she was sitting upright, her reflection took up the full length of the middle one.

Amara’s heart began beating loudly in her ears and she gulped audibly as she began to panic. Although she was still dressed in the jeans and pink button down shirt she’d been wearing, she was also wearing a black hijab over her head, covering her hair. Her big amber eyes widened further as she stared at her reflection. Where was she? Where the hell was she? Amara scrambled out of the bed, tripping on a loose end of the sheets and landing on the hard marble floor with a thump. At the sound of voices outside the room, Amara gathered herself quickly and stood, flinching at the feel of the cold floor beneath her naked feet. The door to the room opened and Samuel walked in, closing the door behind him.

“Where am I?” she asked, taking a frightened step backward, her voice a hoarse whisper.

“At your grandfather’s house.”

“In Iran?” she asked with a gasp.

“No, just outside of Paris.”

Amara swallowed. “Why did you bring me here?”

“I didn’t.”

“I don’t remember… how did I get here?”

“You don’t remember how you got here?” Samuel asked, his frown deepening as his voice rose.

Amara shook her head solemnly, the realization that she’d been transferred as she was sleeping hitting her like a ton of bricks. Samuel stared at her as if she’d lost her mind.

“You’ve been gone for almost two days, Amara.”

“Two days? How is that … ” Her words died in her throat as she looked down again. She was wearing what she’d fallen asleep with. “I just got here yesterday,” she said, although it was more of a question than a statement. “I went out with Courtney. We went home, had dinner… I fell asleep in my bed.” She was shaking her head as she took another step back, narrowing her eyes.

“You got to Paris three days ago.” He glanced at the gold watch on his wrist. “Devon says the last time he saw you was over twenty-four hours ago.”

Impossible…. She was supposed to go to Iran…

“Where’s Philip?”

“He also went missing. I need you to think, Amara. I need you to really think.”

“Think about what? Where’s Courtney?” She placed both hands on either side of her face, starting to feel like she was losing her mind.

“She’s also missing,” Samuel said, letting out a long exhale as he rubbed his forehead. He had large circles under his eyes, making him look older than he was. “I’m going to go try to make sense of this. I’ll be back soon.”

“You’re going to leave me here?” she asked looking around the room bewilderedly. There were thick purple drapes over the windows, and not much else. Amara didn’t want to stay there; the place gave her an uncomfortable vibe.

“I have to. You’ll be safe here, I won’t be far.”

A cry-like sound bubbled out of her. “What are they going to do with me?”

He paused. “I supposed he wants to ask you a couple of questions,” Samuel said as he sat in the chair in front of the vanity. He looked at himself in the mirror for a moment, brushing off his crisp white shirt, before his eyes cut to hers.

“About what? I don’t even know him! Where’s Philip? I need to talk to Philip!”

“I do not know where he is. If I did, I wouldn’t be here!” he said with a low, annoyed growl.

She buried her face in her hands. “Ohmygod. I can’t believe this. Colin is going to…” Her head snapped up suddenly. “Where’s my phone? I need to call Colin.”

“Colin is in his hotel waiting for my call.”

“So call! I need to speak to him.”

Samuel looked over his shoulder in the direction of the door and shook his head. “What did Philip tell you about the meeting with the sultan? I need you to tell me everything, so that we can ease this as much as possible.”

“He didn’t tell me anything!”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m positive! Now can you please call Colin so I can speak to him?”

“I will let him know you’re okay. You have to trust me.”

A sob bubbled inside of her. “What could they possibly want from me?”

“There’s no way of knowing…. I suppose he’ll ask you questions… or he could want to punish you,” he answered with a shrug.

“Punish me? For what?” she asked, her voice escalating into a high shrill.

“I don’t know. His idea of punishing your mother with this account backfired on him because people are trying to find you to get to it. You’re the reason that your mother turned her back on him and got away with it, and he doesn’t like that she married your father; take your pick.”

“My mom’s dead. What more could he possibly want? She suffered enough. I’ve suffered enough!”

“Maybe he’s afraid you’ll figure out where the safe is.”

“I don’t care about the goddamn safe! I would have never even known about it had it not been for Philip!”

Samuel growled and threw his hands up in exasperation as he began to pace the room. “We need to find out who brought you. What did he look like?”

“I don’t know!”

“He knows about Colin.”

The air left her body just as the backs of her knees hit the bed. Amara sat, mouth agape, as she stared up at Samuel. “How?” she tried to ask, producing a loud gasp instead. Bringing her shaky hands to cover her thumping heart, she looked at him, horrified, as tears sprung out of her eyes. “How?” she managed to ask in a crying whisper.

“He has your phone.”

Burying her face in her hands, Amara tried to breathe—in…out…in…out…in…out… She didn’t hear Samuel approach her, but snapped her head up when the bed dipped beside her. Amara tried to scoot away from him when she felt his hand on her, but he gripped her shoulder. “I’m going to try to get information on Philip. I’ll be back.”

“Do you think Colin is okay?” she asked with a whimper.

“Yes. My men won’t let him leave his hotel.”

“He can’t get involved in this, Sam. Ohmygod,” she clutched her heart. “Please keep him safe.”

“I’ll do my best. I need to see if Philip and Courtney are in here somewhere. People don’t just disappear into thin air.”

“How are they letting you walk in and out of here?” Amara asked, shrugging his arm off.

“Because they trust me. Did you forget who hired me to put your signature on that account?”

“No, that’s what worries me. How did you find me?” She crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes as she waited for him to respond.

“Colin hired me to stay on you, so that’s what I’m doing. If I hadn’t picked him up at the airport I wouldn’t have lost track of where you were…” He let out a harsh breath and shook his head. “It doesn’t matter now. We can still fix this. I just hope he stays put and doesn’t start trying to track your phone.”

Amara was sure she could handle whatever was thrown her way as long as Colin stayed safe. She wished he would have stayed in New York—far away from whatever danger this brought.

“Please don’t let him come here. I’ll do anything. Anything, I swear. Just please don’t get Colin involved,” Amara pleaded.

“He won’t come here, but I’ve never met somebody quite as determined as him so I can’t make promises,” Samuel said as he stood. He left the room without another glance in her direction. Amara stayed seated until she got restless, jumping up to pace the room. How could they all have gone missing? Burying her face in her hands, she took a shaky breath as she tried to recall what had happened.

Amara had been lying down in Courtney’s bed after she left to speak to Philip. She closed her eyes for a moment and drifted into a slumber, but woke with a start when her phone beeped. Amara’s hand peeked out of the covers in a blind search for her phone until she found it and saw an email from Colin.

From: Colin O. Wolfe

To: Amara Maloof

Subject: Creeper Status

I know you’re going to roll your eyes, but I don’t care. Follow the directions on this email so that I can track your phone. Think of it as a “just in case you lose your phone” thing. Please. I just need to know you’re okay. I’ll see you soon.

<link>

I love you.

And miss you.

-Colin

Ps. Thanks for doing my laundry

To: Colin O. Wolfe

From: Amara Maloof

Subject: Re: Creeper Status

You wait until I’m in Paris to let your weird stalker tendencies come into the light, huh? I’ll do it, just so you don’t worry, even though you’re already coming over here to physically stalk me!

I love you too.

And miss you.

-Amara

Ps. You’re welcome, you big baby.

She fell asleep again, and woke when she heard a door slam. Still groggy, but unable to go back to sleep, Amara stood and walked out into the hallway, tiptoeing as she passed the empty kitchen and dining room. She figured she would eavesdrop on Philip and Courtney, just to put an end to her curiosity—were they or weren’t they fucking? She wanted to know. As she inched in on the large door, pressing her ear to it until she finally heard low voices. Closing her eyes, Amara placed her hands flat on the surface and concentrated on what they were saying, but could only make out a few words: bitch, untrustworthy, two-timing...clearly not sex going on in there.

Her eyes were wide as she backed away from the door and slowly walked back to her room. Amara’s head was swaying, as were her feet, she realized when she bumped into the wall. Her thoughts were murky by the time her body hit the bed again. She couldn’t remember what she was doing. The next thing she remembered was Courtney in her room again, saying something to her that she couldn’t understand. Two men walked into her room—dressed similarly—but only one wore a turban on his head. Then Amara was airborne, her head bobbing until it landed against a man’s chest. The smell of sweat and food punched her in the nose so suddenly that her eyes blinked opened long enough to catch a glimpse of Courtney walking beside them. When their eyes met, Courtney leaned in and pressed a tiny cup that looked like a shot glass to Amara’s mouth, the bitter liquid making her cough most of it out. Just as she thought she’d found her voice again, everything went pitch black.

Amara squeezed her eyes shut again. The memories seemed to be replaying in flashes, every time she blinked, she remembered a new one.

They rode on gravel for the most part, the car hitting rocky bumps and swerving to and fro. Amara’s head would hit the window of the SUV every so often, but she didn’t make a sound. She was too worried about where they were going to care about anything else. Her eyes weren’t covered, but she couldn’t make out much in the dark. She was seated and strapped in by a seatbelt, her shoulder against a burly man who sat beside her, but she couldn’t focus enough to make out his face. It was too dark; everything was just too dark.

Amara didn’t remember arriving at their destination. She only remembered the crunch of the gravel beneath their feet and the feeling of hanging like a helpless ragdoll, her body swinging side to side as the man who carried her stomped his way toward the house.

Anticipation coursed through Amara as she walked toward the door where she was being held, and peeked her head out, nearly yelping at the man standing right outside.

“Going somewhere?” he asked, turning toward her. Amara shook her head, rocking back into the room. The dark man, dressed in all black, stopped in front of her and grabbed the top of her arm roughly, squeezing until Amara felt tears in her eyes. He started walking down the long dark corridor, dragging her along with him. Amara protested and tried to rip her arm away from him as they walked. The rough, bumpy floor made her cringe with every step she took.

“The sultan will see you now,” the man said, jerking her against a large, round wooden door that looked like the entrance of a dungeon. Amara steadied herself against the door for a moment, gathering a deep breath as it opened in front of them. The room was unlike anything she’d ever seen in person. It really looked like the dungeon of a castle. The walls were rocky, like the ones in the room she’d been in, but the floors were marble, creating a mismatched look of old and new. Again as she stepped in, Amara shivered from the cold floors, but was glad to be walking on smooth surface. Four torches on the walls provided the source of the dim, orange lighting, as far as she could tell.

The man loosened his grip on her arm when they reached what looked like a stage in the middle of the room. The platform held a large, purple throne-like chair the middle of the space. An older man occupied the chair, his arms crossed over his crisp dark suit. Beside the chair, massive pillows were arranged on the floor and on them, two thin women lounged, dressed in colorful sari—one purple and gold, the other pink and ivory. Amara’s eyes flitted over them for a moment, then focused on the man in the chair. He wore a typical hijab on his head, much like the one she’d seen her father wearing in old photos, before he left his country and stubbornly abandoned everything he’d believed in.

“Bring her a chair,” the man said, in the same foreign, singsong voice as her father. The man who had taken her into the room scurried off and brought back a chair and placed it behind her.

“Will that be all Vladimir?” the man asked.

Amara drew in a breath, her stomach flip-flopping as she realized the man was her grandfather— “the sultan.” He gave the guard a sharp, dismissive nod.

“Amara, please, take a seat,” the sultan said as Amara stared at him with trepidation. “This will be a long chat; you will want to sit.”

Swallowing her hesitation, Amara took a seat and gripped the armrests of the chair.

“Do you know why you’re here?” he asked. She shook her head in response. “I need some questions answered, and then you will be free to go…”

“Okay,” she said with a nod.

“Who do you work for?”

The question sent a jolt of uneasiness down her spine. “I work as a secretary in Wolfe Investments.”

“You have also been working for Vivienne in Méchant, correct?”

“Yes,” she replied, swallowing again.

“There have been men looking for you. Yes?”

“That’s what I hear.”

“You have never personally seen these men?”

“No.”

“Somebody is trying to sabotage me—trying to take away something of mine—and I need to know what it is they’re after.”

“I don’t know. I was brought here by your people, but I don’t know—” She was shaking her head when he interrupted with a loud shout.

“Your father is employing them!”

Her jaw unhinged for a long moment before she recovered and was able to answer. “I… my father doesn’t even have money to employ himself.”

The sultan laughed at that. “Not for the life you were used to, but he has enough to employ people, and he knows what’s in my safe. He knows if he gets it, he won’t need to worry about anything else.”

“I… I don’t know. I don’t think…” She was still shaking her head. As smart as her father was, Amara didn’t think he was resourceful enough to pull it off. She was sure her mother had said Amir didn’t know about the account. The sultan was looking at her expectantly. “I really don’t think he knows about the account.”

“No?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “Nahir!” The man who’d taken her to the room rushed back in. “Bring me my files.” The two of them continued to examine the other as if trying to find similarities. Amara wished she would have found none, but he had the same color eyes with the same almond shape as she.

“You look just like your mother,” he said with a small smile. “The most beautiful daughter I had. Too bad she had to go and marry that trash. I should have married her off to Philip. He always had a weakness for her. Would have been better than that…. trash.” He muttered the word under his breath a couple of times before Nahir handed him the files. Amara watched as her grandfather took out papers, glossies, from what she could see, and leafed through them. He asked Nahir to hand them to her, which he did.

Amara glanced down at them in confusion as she looked from one to the other. They were series of black and white photos, most taken from a distance so that it was difficult to make out who was in them. When she reached the ninth one, she nearly dropped the entire pile. Amara saw an image of herself walking down the street in Paris. It wasn’t anything unusual, except that in the following five pictures, the same man followed her, never more than just a couple of steps away. As she continued to flip through the photos, the scenery changed from Paris to New York, but the subject of the pictures was the same. Some of them were recent, showing Amara and Colin walking hand in hand, smiles on their faces, as the man followed behind them. How could somebody be following her for that long and she never noticed? Amara glanced up at the sultan who was waiting for her to respond.

“Did you look at all of them?” he asked.

“No, but I see your point. Somebody was following me. Did you send somebody to follow me and take the photos?”

“Those are Philip’s photos.” He paused to glance down at his lap, where another file sat. “We took them from him when we brought you in.” He kept pausing, waiting for her to speak, but she didn’t. She’d learned the value of simply listening, and that’s what she needed to do now. “He must have called in a favor to get access to the street camera footage. It makes me wonder why he hasn’t come to me with this information. I pay him enough for it.”

“We were supposed to come to you yesterday,” Amara said, giving him a hard look.

“I got impatient.”

“What do you want from me? I can’t give you any more information than what you already have.”

The sultan chuckled and signaled the two women who’d been sitting on the pillows to leave the room. “Keep looking.” She sighed and did as she was told. Near the end of the pile, there was a close-up of the man who had been following her in New York. The sultan knew the moment she recognized him because she finally did drop the pile in her hands, all of the pages drifting forward and spreading like wings over the floor. Amara began to shake as she covered her mouth, tears springing in her eyes.

“I don’t understand,” she said in a whisper as she looked at her father’s face in the photograph. He was in disguise, but, forced to really look at the image, there was no question of his identity.

“He betrayed you just like he betrayed your mother,” the sultan said. Amara was afraid to ask what he meant, and his next words were like a punch in the gut to her. “Nahir! Bring her!”

And in Courtney strode.

“Maybe now we’ll get real answers,” the sultan said as Courtney was delivered to the middle of the room between Amara and the stage where her grandfather sat. Samuel walked in within seconds, and if she hadn’t already been scared, the look on his face would have made her shudder.

“What is going on Vladimir?” Samuel asked.

“Did you find Philip?”

Samuel shook his head. “He’ll turn up.”

“Somebody needs to give me some answers!” the sultan said in a rattling shout, but Amara was too busy looking at Courtney to acknowledge him.

“I already told you everything I know,” Courtney said, bowing her head to him. “And I brought her to you, just as you asked.”

“You brought her?” Samuel asked, confused.

“What do you mean you brought me?” Amara asked at the same time, their voices overlapping one another’s.

“What difference does it make?” her grandfather spat. “Who else wants the contents in my safe?”

“Why does it matter who wants it? Nobody can get in!” Amara said.

Vladimir’s glare cut to her. “Don’t speak unless you’re asked to! It matters because I need to know who’s trying to get what’s mine.” She kept her eyes on his as he spoke. “There are very important things in that safe. Things that can take away all of the power I have.” He looked at Samuel. “If I find out the United States government is trying to fuck me out of what I do best, I will bury them.” His grip tightened over the papers he held on his lap and laughed. “I’m glad I took those papers out of the safe months ago. I’ve been carrying them with me ever since word got back to me that people were sniffing around for them.”

“I have enough evidence to know that it’s not them trying to get it,” Samuel said.

“You’re sure about this?”

Amara was glad it wasn’t her he’d asked, because the chilling look he gave Samuel made her hold her breath.

“I’m sure.”

“And you! You double-crossed me,” the sultan said, looking at Courtney again. She shook her head rapidly, her ponytail swaying.

“I didn’t.”

“You did!” He growled, standing. “You were informing Amir about what was going on the whole time, you stupid whore! Do you know what the punishment is for betrayal?”

“Vladimir, I’m sure—” Samuel started, moving to stand between Courtney and the sultan.

“Do. Not. Speak!” This time, they all shook with the rumble of his voice. He sneered at Courtney as he stood and stomped forward, leaning toward her face. “What did you tell Amir?”

Courtney didn’t answer right away, and when she did it was a mumble that Amara couldn’t make out.

“Speak up!” The words came from Samuel, who was standing off to the side.

“I didn’t tell him anything important!” she said.

A sudden sense of unease struck Amara. She clutched on to the armrest until her hands started to hurt. “You’ve been talking to my father this whole time?” Her unwelcome words tumbled out of her mouth before she could stop them.

“I’m sorry, Amara,” Courtney said in a small cry. “I really am.”

“What did you do?” Amara growled, standing so quickly the chair squeaked against the marble.

“He said nobody would get hurt. He said he only wanted information about you, where you were, who you were talking to, what you had said. He said nobody would get hurt,” Courtney repeated in a whimper as her shoulders shook.

“Who? Who said this? Amir?” Samuel asked sharply.

“Yes. He said he didn’t want anybody getting hurt. That he just wanted the money.”

The sound of the sultan’s slap on Courtney’s face echoed through the room, her face turning with a loud cry, her head whipping to the side as if it had been unhinged from her neck. Amara gasped as Samuel took a step forward, and Courtney held her face as her shoulders shuddered with her sobbing.

“You’ve been informing him on Amara’s whereabouts while I’ve been paying you to get her here?” he shouted, his amber eyes wide with rage. “Do you think this is a game? I can lose everything! I will have you both killed!”

“You can’t kill me! I have copies of the papers inside that safe.” Courtney said as she spit blood beside his feet. “You’ve been supplying your army with the United States’ weapons. You’ve been aiding terrorist attacks for over ten years, you’ve been—”Her statement was cut by another slap, this one much harder than the last. Amara screwed her eyes shut with a cringe. She wanted it to stop. She wanted all of this to stop. In that moment she didn’t care if Courtney had been telling her father what she had been up to—it just didn’t matter. It didn’t matter because Amir had no power to do anything, but men in this room did, and the power they had made her blood run cold.

“What is she talking about?” The sultan’s question was posed for Samuel, who shook his head in dismissal.

“This is the first I hear of this.”

“Where did you get that information?” Vladimir asked in a dangerously low voice. He turned his glare from Courtney to Samuel, who was still rooted in place, though his eyes bounced around the room as if he was trying to figure out an escape route. Amara hoped he would think faster.

“I told you—I have copies,” Courtney mumbled. When she spit this time, the bloody spittle included the dislodged teeth.

Amara couldn’t see her face from where she stood, but tears formed in her eyes at what she must be going through. She knew Courtney had done terrible things, but knowing about them and witnessing the consequences were two completely different things. The idea that this was so normal to her that she was able to stand there and take the beating made Amara’s heart hurt. Such a beautiful girl—she could grace the cover of any magazine if she wanted to—and there she was, stuck in a dungeon being beaten and threatened. A loud gasp escaped Amara’s lips as Courtney turned to look at her. Her friend had a large bruise on her cheek and thick rivulet of blood dripping from her mouth.

“Amir sent someone after Colin,” Courtney said, her voice strained as she spoke.

“Colin has nothing to do with this!” Amara said, surprised she could even speak through the ball lodged in her throat.

“He’s going to use him as bait. He knows you’ll do anything for him.”

“How could you do this?” Amara cried, trembling as tears fell over her face. Why would you do this to me?” Her voice shook with anger as she cried.

“I’m sorry,” Courtney said, as tears of her own dripped down her face, diluting the blood gathered near her lips.

“Why? Why would you do this to me?” Amara repeated.

“It was a job.”

“A job? A job? This is my life!” she screeched, lurching forward and hitting what felt like an invisible wall when she was grabbed by her shoulders and restrained. Her eyes cut to Samuel, who seemed just as shocked as she was. He gave Amara a curt nod, which she understood as the international symbol for, “I’ll take care of it.”

“Vladimir?” Samuel said.

The sultan acknowledged Samuels question with a nod of his head “Amir needs to—”

“That’s taken care of. Anything else?”

“Find Philip.”

“On it.”

Samuel gave Amara one last meaningful look before he walked out. I’ll be back, it said. Hold on tight. If nothing else, Amara had faith that he would keep Colin safe, and in that moment, as scared as she felt, it was the only reassurance she needed.

Amara buried her face in her hands to stifle her sobs. After everything she’d already been through, she couldn’t believe it had come to this. Was her father really that money-hungry that he would use Colin that way? The kid who used to spend countless hours teaching him how to use new programs on his computer? Colin could have wiped him out of business, but instead, gave him for a pension from his old company. Amara felt embarrassed to say that he was her father. She felt ashamed to have ever defended him.

“Get her out of here!”

Amara popped her head up and wiped her tears as a man’s hands grabbed her by the shoulders, pulling her out of her chair.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked, startled.

“I’ll call for you when I need to finish this conversation.” Just as Amara was led under the threshold of the room, he called to the guard to stop. “I changed my mind. Sit her over there,” he said, signaling to the pillows on the floor. “She should see what happens to people who betray me.”

Amara’s eyes widened, her bottom lip trembling as she was led to where the two women had been sitting. She stood, still being restrained by the shoulders. He didn’t let her sit, but stood behind her so they were facing the sultan’s back. Courtney’s blue eyes were swollen half shut, but Amara could see that she was looking at her. She looked mournful, repentant, and even though Amara didn’t know if she could forgive her, she still didn’t want to see Courtney beat again.

The sultan called out and a man walked in the room soon after. This one, unlike the rest, was young—no older than thirty—and wore a beige military uniform. He had a shotgun strapped over his shoulder, which he swung over his arm and placed between his feet as he made a salute signal with his hand. Amara’s eyes bounced between the men and Courtney. What were they going to do? Would they shoot her? Is that what happens when somebody betrays him? The sultan said something that Amara couldn’t make out and the guy nodded, responding in their native tongue. It made her wish she’d paid more attention when her mother had tried to teach her the language.

In a quick series of movements, a group of men wheeled in a strange-looking table that had what looked like a guillotine-type blade suspended above it. Courtney was placed in a chair with her arms tied in front of her. As the scene unfolded, Amara was vaguely aware that what she was watching could be part of a horror film. Courtney thrashed her hands to try to get them out of the thick ropes, but it was a futile struggle. Amara lurched forward, only to be stopped by the man holding her shoulders.

“Do not move,” he said near her ear. Amara bit her lip to keep from shouting. Her eyes burned with tears as she looked at the fear on Courtney’s face.

“Please,” Courtney said. “I’ll tell you everything,” she screamed.

Amara looked on in horror as the sultan and the man beside them chuckled in unison. The blade came down hard and fast over Courtney’s wrists. Screams filled the room as both Amara and Courtney shrieked in terror. Amara felt like she was being smothered, unable to draw a breath. Thick drops of blood dripped down the table as Courtney continued to scream, her voice dipping down to a crying rasp and picking back up to a shriek that made Amara’s eardrums throb.

Amara wrenched her eyes from the bloody floor to the thin fingers attached to the detached hands of her friend. Her heart hammered as she glanced to the bloody stubs of Courtney’s wrists, the white of the bones colored pink, where blood still spurted from the wound. Amara’s stomach began to heave. She wrapped her arms around her midriff and crouched as far forward as she could, with the man’s hands still on her shoulders. Vomit spilled from her mouth and tears fell freely as her mind still tried to process what she’d seen.

“Stop!” The pleading cry was Amara’s. “Please just stop!”

Her long hair fell forward, curtaining her face as it swung to and fro with the swaying of her head. At the sound of three loud bangs in succession the other, the man’s grip loosened and Amara fell to the ground face first. She gasped, pushing up with her hands, cringing with realization that she’d landed in her vomit. Amara surveyed the room as the men shuffled around between shouts and began exiting the room. Another loud bang reverberated through the room, and Amara ran off of the stage and headed toward Courtney. Trying to ignore the stench of blood and the stumps of her arms tied to the table, Amara struggled as she tried to release Courtney.

“Untie me, please!” Courtney wailed.

“I’m trying!”

“It hurts so bad. It hurts so fucking bad,” Courtney cried.

“I’m trying!” Amara sobbed, tears blurring her line of vision.

“Step back!” It was a command that came from the door. Amara stood rooted in place until the words were repeated, “Step back!”

Amara dropped the ropes and took a shaky step back as Philip stomped toward her with a gun in his hand. He brought the gun up and aimed at Amara, her hands flying to her face as if they would shield her from the impending bullet. An icy shiver ran down her spine at the look on Philip’s face, and she shrieked loudly as the bullet shot out of the barrel with a click.
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HE KNEW HE should have gone with her. Even though he’d taken a flight to Paris the very next day, Colin should have listened to his instincts and gone with Amara. If he had, all of this could have been avoided, he was sure of it. The driver he’d hired kept giving him a wary look through the rearview mirror. Colin was sure the man thought he was crazy—not that he cared. He knew he was impatient. His eyes drifted from the driver to the screen of his phone, following the blinking red light that said they were going in the right direction. They were close. Finally. Wasting no time, he sent Samuel a text message telling him he was on his way. He pictured the look of disbelief on Samuel’s face as he read it, probably thinking, “Stupid fucking kid can’t follow directions.” He wasn’t wrong.

He’d hired men to watch Colin—to keep him safe in his hotel room. Word was, Amir had tried to send somebody to take him hostage. Colin shook his head in disgust at the thought. Stupid fucking man thought he was going to get away with his plan. It wasn’t shocking that he’d try to play Amara the way he was, he had tricked her into taking the fall for him the first time, after all. Colin was sure Amir hadn’t worked out the details of the plan though, and that’s where he’d failed. Hiring Courtney was his first slip-up, especially since Colin had started paying close attention to everything that girl did and all the clients she took on. As detail oriented as Philip was, Colin was shocked he hadn’t caught on to her. In her defense, she did cover up her tracks, except for that one… where she’d emailed her “client” and spoken about Amara, or “Jasmine,”—a huge Méchant no-no. You didn’t pass your clients off to other women in the company without approval from Vivienne, who had been keeping a tight leash on Courtney’s client list as it was.

Poor Amara. His wonderful girl with the selfless heart, who he wished he could shelter from all of the bullshit she’d been dealt. It was too late for that now though, and as the car pulled up to a house—which looked more like an old castle—Colin could only hope he’d be able to get her out without getting them both killed. He was banking on Samuel bringing her outside, so it shouldn’t be too difficult.

“Stay here. Whatever happens, do not leave this fucking spot. I’ll pay you triple your price, just… stay put,” Colin said to the driver before ducking out of the car. “And turn off the lights.”

The back of his neck began to prickle as he walked toward the dimly lit castle. He didn’t know which direction to go—it seemed like the entire thing was one huge rock with only one door, but there had to be another entrance. Even old castles had to have more than one way in. Colin reached for his phone and pressed a button to flick on the flashlight app. He cursed when he saw that he still hadn’t gotten anything back from Samuel. He’d better not be double crossing him. Amara wasn’t the best judge of character, but even she felt off about Philip and Samuel. People who do anything for the highest bidder can’t be trusted, she’d said. It helped to know that he was aware of the location of Samuel’s kids. He was willing to bury each and every known family member he or Philip had. He wasn’t surprised to admit he felt nothing about doing it. They were fucking with what was his, so he had every right to return the favor—and he would.

Colin stilled at the sound of running footfalls coming his way. He cursed himself for not thinking to bring a gun—not that he’d ever fired one before, but he would have figured it out.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Samuel asked, appearing from the side of the house.

“I told you I would come if I didn’t hear back from you sooner.”

“I called you two hours ago when I found her!”

“I told you I needed to hear her voice.”

“You’re going to get yourself killed!”

“Really? Then what the fuck am I paying you for?”

“Colin, this is serious,” Samuel said, exasperated.

“So I keep hearing. I want you to bring my girlfriend out here and continue your serious business without her.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Make it that fucking simple!” Colin growled as he glared at him. He took a deep breath to calm himself down and mentally counted back from five. Colin had always thought he was a simple man. He wanted simple things, but he did always expect to get those things when he asked for them. Maybe it was the curse of growing up well off, you always got what you wanted, when you wanted, because money talks. He was completely okay with that.

“Follow me,” Samuel said, shaking his head as he turned and walked in the direction he’d come from.

When they neared the back of the building, Samuel stopped walking suddenly and looked off in the distance as if he’d heard something.

“What?” Colin asked.

“I think they’re here.”

“Who?” Colin asked in a whisper that matched Samuel’s. The entire place had an eerie feel that made his hands clam up as he looked around. Before he could register movement, two men in camouflage showed up in front of them. They were so unexpected, that both Samuel and Colin took a step back.

“Them. I’ll leave the door open for you—you have to move fast. There are at least eight armed men in there,” Samuel explained quickly. He continued rattling off locations that he’d seen them in, and Colin listened attentively, slightly horrified. Amara was in there with all of those men. She’d been in there for at least a day, maybe two. The thought sent a chill down his spine.

Colin followed Samuel through the large wooden door and found himself in a dark hallway. The inside of the castle was just like the outdoors—rocky, cold and dark. The walls along the corridor snaked in two different directions, making them look like they had a mind of their own.

“Where is she?” Colin asked in a low whisper.

Samuel pointed to the right. As they were approaching, a group of men ran past, ignoring them as they shouted to one another. Samuel stopped walking and gave Colin a wide-eyed look. “You’re going to have to go look for her without me. I have to go that way anyway, and if I see her, I’ll bring her to you. If you don’t find her and I’m not back here by eight thirty, go back to the car and stay there.” When Colin didn’t make a move, he gave him an exasperated look. “Second door to the left.”

He nodded and walked in that direction. At the sound of a gunshot, he stopped dead in his tracks. A woman’s screams shook him to the core. It was all the fuel he needed for his body to kick into overdrive. Colin barged into the room and stopped his forward motion only long enough to quickly assess the situation. Philip’s arm was still in motion, bringing his arm down with a gun in his hand. Amara was screaming, both hands covering her face. Courtney sat in a chair, missing both of her hands, her neck wrenched to the side, blood sputtering from a wound on her head. Colin’s stomach churned. Pushing down the bile in his throat, Colin leaped toward Amara, wrapping his arms around her as he pulled her quivering frame into his chest. She screamed louder, her tiny body thrashing inside of his hold as she tried to fight him. Colin squeezed harder, his eyes on Philip, who stood over Courtney’s body.

“She’s not hurt. You need to get out of here,” Philip said, his voice as distant as the look in his eyes.

Colin curled his arm under Amara’s knees and picked her up, cradling her to him. “Shh it’s okay, I’m here now,” he said low into her ear. Her screams had died down, but tears continued to spill down her face, dripping down her chin and onto his shirt. He saw the moment his voice registered in her mind—the second she realized whose arms she was in. Her amber eyes widened slightly, and her limbs loosened in his strong hold, as she gave herself to him completely. He strode toward the open door and walked out, not bothering to look back. He made his way through the halls, carrying Amara through the passage he’d used to find her. Colin passing an American soldier along the way. His eyes registered the man’s name: Jennings. He nodded sharply at him, and the man returned the gesture.

“She okay?” he asked, looking at Amara.

“She will be.”

“As soon as you get to the car, drive away as fast as you can.”

That had been Colin’s plan anyway. Once they were outside, he picked up his pace into a sprint until he reached the car. He opened the door and got in, not letting go of Amara, even when he bumped his head on the ceiling. There was no way he was letting her out of his arms.

“Go!” he said as soon as the driver gave him a questioning look.

“It was Courtney the whole time. Following me. And she was working with my dad,” Amara said in a whimper. “They…they cut off her hands right there, and made me watch it… they…. Philip shot her. Just shot her… right there… I was trying to help her and he shot her,” she wailed. She began to cry again, and the only thing Colin could do was hold her as sobs rocked her body. He felt helpless in that moment, unsure of what he could do for her. No amount of money could take the pain away or erase the mental picture she would have for the rest of her life.

“I’m here. It’s going to be okay now,” he murmured into her hair. His promise was the only thing he had; the only thing he could stand behind. At least his vow was something he could control.

As they drove, Colin craned his head to look back and saw smoke. The castle was burning. For a second he wondered about Philip—about Samuel and the American soldiers he had seen run in there. He squeezed Amara in his arms as he thought of them and, for the first time in a long time, Colin said a short prayer. Those men ran into danger because it was their job. Somewhere, loved ones waited for them.

“I was so scared,” Amara said in a hoarse whisper as she wiped her tears and shifted on his lap so she could see his face. “They said my dad knew where you were and that he was going to use you—” Amara choked on the words and began to sob again, as Colin pulled her face to his chest and stroked her hair.

“He would have tried and failed, Mara. We’re okay. Everything is okay. Did they hurt you?”

Her head shook against him and Colin let out a long, relieved breath.

“What is this?” he asked, placing his hand over her stomach.

“Oh. The papers!” she said, wiping her face and scrambling out of his legs to sit beside him. She reached under her shirt and pulled them out. “I just snatched them when all the commotion was going on.”

“What do they say?”

“I haven’t been able to look at them. I just grabbed them and put them under my shirt.”

When they reached the hotel, Colin paid the driver and led Amara by the hand, ignoring the curious looks they earned from other guests. He ignored the security detail Samuel had hired for him as he opened the door and walked her straight to the bathroom, turning on the water in the tub.

“I need a shower,” she said.

“I’ll help you.”

Amara shook her head and looked away from him, giving herself a once

-over in the mirror before meeting his. “I want to do it.”

“Okay.”

Colin placed a towel beside the shower and went to the bedroom to get her one of his t-shirts. She was crying softly now, holding herself up with her arms stretched out in front of her as the water hit the top of her head. He debated stepping into the shower with her, but decided not to. Sometimes you need space to grieve alone. As he turned away from the bathroom, the papers on the counter caught his eye and he picked them up, taking them with him to the bed. There was a United States emblem at the top of the page, and it was addressed to Vladimir Salehi. Colin’s heart pounded as he read the contents of the letter. A dreadful feeling coursed through him as he realized what Amara had been unwillingly involved in. His head snapped up to look at her as she stood in the threshold of the bathroom. Her shoulder peeked out of the Giants shirt he’d given her. It went down to her knees and, even given the situation, she was adorable. Colin would have smiled at the sight, had he not been so somber over what he’d read.

“We need to get rid of these papers,” he said, waving them in the air.

“What do they say?”

He opened his legs and she settled herself between them, turning in his hold to look at the papers in his hands.

“It’s a contract between the U.S. and Vladimir. They were providing him with weapons and… bombs. Providing them with weapons and bombs,” Colin emphasized.

“Those are the papers Philip wants.” She reached out to look at the next page. “This one says they’re retracting the previous document though.”

“Look at how much money he was paying for this stuff.”

“Can that be right?” she asked in a whisper. “That’s like… almost in the billions.”

“Over the course of twelve years, yeah.”

“We have to call Philip.”

Colin thought about how the castle had been burning and wondered if there was a Philip to call. Amara didn’t wait for his answer. She stood and picked up his cell phone and began to dial. He held his breath as she looked at him, waiting for an answer, and when she said Philip’s name, he let it out. It wasn’t that he was glad the man was alive, but he was happy to get rid of these papers. At Colin’s insistence, they ordered food when Amara was off the phone. He watched her tentatively take a bite out of her hamburger, when a loud knock on the door took his attention.

“Here,” he said, throwing a white robe at her as he opened the door.

Philip had a hand propped on the door, his pants dirty and shirt torn. He had a cut on his face, and looked very much like he’d been through hell and back. Colin stepped out of his way and closed the door behind him.

“Would you like some water? Amara asked her mouth agape as she looked him over. Philip accepted and gulped down the bottled water she handed him.

“Where are the papers?”

Colin gave him the documents and watched as his eyes scanned the contents.

“Is this it? This is all he had on him?”

“Are those the papers you needed?” Amara asked, her voice a whisper.

Philip nodded. “He must have taken them out of the safe when he heard people were aware of the location.”

“Did Samuel make it out?” Colin asked.

Philip nodded again, his eyes flickering back to the papers in his hands.

“Does he know you shot Courtney?” Amara asked.

“If I hadn’t done it, he would have had to,” Philip said. “It was better that way.”

“Was she really giving my dad information all along?”

Colin hated the way her head was bowed, as if ashamed of who she was.

“Evidently.”

“What’s going to happen to… he’s dead already, isn’t he?” she said as she watched Philip’s face.

“I’m sorry.”

“It was bound to happen,” she said, averting her eyes. “I just wish I hadn’t suffered through this for nothing. He’s dead anyway and my mom’s dead.” She brought her glassy eyes up to meet Colin’s gaze. “I’m an orphan now. I’m an orphan and I sold myself. My body, my time—I lost everything for nothing,” she said as new tears began to spill.

“You paid your father’s debt and then some, Amara. What you did for Méchant wasn’t in vain. All of the money your father owed would have fallen on your shoulders eventually, and he owed a lot of bad men money—far worse men than whatever you’ve ever thought of me,” Philip said as his icy blue gaze fell to the floor.

Colin sat beside her with a sigh and pulled her into his arms.

“More importantly, you brought down a very powerful man today. Because of you, those people will have no one in the United States government to get their ammo from. You saved countless lives—innocent lives,” Philip said as he took a seat in the chair in front of them. He leafed through the papers again until he reached the last one. “You’re young; you’re more resilient than I gave you credit for, and you’re brave. Another woman in your shoes would have been a coward today, you weren’t. Your mother would be very proud of you.” Philip folded the paper in half and handed it to her. “You’re the heir to this. Claim what’s yours. There’s enough money there to last eight lifetimes. Anna would want you to have it. If you find any more copies of these, I’ll need them.”

“If there are any, I’ll get them to you,” Colin said before Amara could answer.

Philip stood and shook his hand. “We’ll be in touch about Méchant as well.” He offered Amara his hand and apologized for her parents once more before walking out.

They stood in silence for a moment, a sense of relief passing through Amara as they stared at the closed door. She felt Colin sit on the bed, then melted into his arms as he gathered her into his lap.

“Maybe it wasn’t all for nothing after all,” she whispered.

“I’m proud of you,” he said, burying his face in her neck and breathing her in.

“I can’t believe you showed up after I told you not to come.”

“I told you I wouldn’t listen.”

“You could have gotten hurt.”

“For you, Amara, I’d risk my life any day.”
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AMARA’S HAIR LIFTED as the wailing wind blew in her face. She braced herself against Colin, who stood beside her, holding her hand. Always holding her hand. They walked in silence through the narrow, pebbled street—one Amara had become so familiar with. It was one she so often wanted to escape from, but now they were back there, together. When they reached the front of the unmarked building, Colin let go of her hand and stood back, giving Amara space to gather her thoughts. She turned her face to him, took a breath and smiled. He was so handsome in his dark jeans and dark blue polo. His hand reached up to push his wavy hair back as he looked at her with those dark unreadable eyes. Colin stood close to her—she could reach out and take his hand again, but didn’t. They both knew she needed that moment to herself, to say goodbye.

It had been Colin’s idea to go back to Paris and make new memories—better ones—together. And there they were, standing in front of what used to be Méchant’s most successful location. Colin hadn’t torn the company apart from the inside as he’d planned. Once he learned everything about Philip and his motives behind having Amara there, and found out Anna and Amara’s safety were involved, he offered to sell Philip his share of the company. Colin wanted nothing to do with it. He’d gotten what he wanted, which was Amara. Call it a romance or an obsession, but the fact was, that he wasn’t going to let her go again—not that she’d have let him. She’d never been as happy as she was with him. Philip bought Colin’s portion of Méchant, but shut it down shortly after. He said too much attention was brought to the company, and there wasn’t much he could do with it anymore. He had never been in the business for the women anyway, although he did enjoy the perks every once in a while.

Amara suspected he would try to get his wife back now that this mess was over and their loved ones were no longer in danger. Even though she still didn’t like Philip—she probably never would—Amara smiled at the thought of him being happy. Tilting her head up she stared at the window of the room she’d spent many days and nights in, and brought her hand up to the purple pendant on her necklace, running her fingers over the shape of the tear drop. It was one of the items she’d taken from the safe and was both elegant and simple. It reminded Amara of her mother, and as she stood with her hand over it, saying her final goodbyes to the place she’d dreaded for so long, Amara smiled. Her mother would be proud of her. A slight shiver ran through her when she felt Colin’s hand close around hers, and Amara’s gaze cut from the building to his handsome face.

“You ready?” he asked.

“I think so. What are we going to do now?”

A slow, wicked grin spread over his face. “I have a couple of ideas.”

“Yeah? Like what?” she asked, pushing down the butterflies that threatened to take flight inside her.

“You really want me to tell you in public?” The way he growled his words and wrapped his arm around her possessively made her heart speed up.

She swallowed. “Yes.”

The sun looked like the inside of a grapefruit as it begun descending over them. They stopped walking when they reached an empty spot in the park to watch the hot air balloons that were taking flight in the horizon. Colin shifted to stand behind her and wrapped his arms around her middle.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Amara asked in a whisper. She turned in his arms, unsure if he could hear her, and ran her hands from his chest to his neck, wrapping them there.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, bringing his head down to meet her lips in a slow, sensual, toe curling kiss.

“Is that one of your ideas?” she asked against his.

“Is what one of my ideas?” he said in a low murmur and slowly, softly, barely licked the seam of her lips, parting them with the promise of more, but pulling away before delivering. Amara’s chest expanded and retracted exaggeratedly, her desire for him building with each touch.

“Seducing me with compliments.”

“I don’t need to seduce you with compliments. I’m just stating the obvious. I am planning to seduce you, though,” Colin said, trailing one finger from her lips down the length of her torso until it reached the top of her jeans. He stroked the strip of exposed skin that showed from under the hem of her tiny t-shirt. “You want me, Mara?” he asked. She nodded slowly, her lips slightly parted as she looked into his darkening gaze. Colin pulled her closer and growled against her lips before sucking her bottom lip into his mouth and letting it go with a pop. Everything he did seduced her. “I can dip my hand into your pants right now and make you come if you want. Nobody would know if you manage to keep quiet.”

Amara nodded in agreement, her eyes glazing over at the mere thought of it.

“Or… we can enjoy the balloons for a little while, go to dinner, and then explore all of my ideas.” He chuckled when she whimpered softly and sat on the grass, pulling him down with her.

“I don’t want to watch the balloons anymore,” she sulked.

Colin laughed wholeheartedly and hugged her body tighter, cocooning her in his long arms. “You wouldn’t shut up about the balloons when we were in New York, and now that we’re here, you don’t want to watch them?”

“Because you’re making all these promises of things you’re going to do with those magical hands of yours, and then I find out you’re just teasing me.”

“Magical hands, huh?” he asked. She didn’t have to look at him to know he was smirking.

“Sort of magical.”

He chuckled, the low rumble of it against her back making her nipples tighten. “Now they’re only sort of magical?”

“A little bit.”

“Hmmm, a little bit,” he said, licking the shell of her ear.

“Hmmm,” Amara moaned.

“I’ll show you a little bit,” he said, his lips traveling from one side of her neck to the other.

“Yes. I want to hear all of your ideas.”

“Marry me,” Colin said. It was so out of the blue that Amara’s stomach dropped. He hadn’t mentioned anything about marriage in months. Once he’d sold his dad’s side companies and managed to convince his uncle to give him more time with Wolfe, he gave Benjamin what he wanted: power over the board. Decisions made, Colin didn’t have to marry right away anymore. His mom was content with an account he’d set up for her, giving her access to more money than she would know what to do with for a while.

“Marry me,” he repeated, whispering it into her ear and dropping a kiss just below it.

“Are you asking me to sign another contract?” Amara asked, turning to look at him. She was sure her heart was going to explode out of her chest, and when he produced a small black box from his pocket and opened it for her, Amara felt her blood rushing to her head. Gasping, she looked at him with wide eyes, tears building in them as she looked not at the ring, but at the man holding it. He was the only person who would undoubtedly go to the other side of the earth for her, no questions asked.

“It’ll be the best contract you’ll ever sign in your life,” he said, brushing his nose against hers.

“Tell me more,” she whispered, smiling as tears spilled out of her eyes.

“Well,” Colin started, gently nudging Amara back to lie on the grass. He hovered over her and placed the box beside her head. “It would ensure that I give you anything and everything I can…”

“You already do that.” She reached out and grazed the scruff over his jaw with the tips of her fingers. Colin parted her legs with his knee and dipped his head into her neck, dropping a kiss there.

“You need more convincing?” he growled into her skin as his mouth moved to cover her collarbone, leaving trails of heat in its wake.

“I think so,” Amara said, tilting her head to give him better access. Colin dipped his tongue into the hollow of her throat.

“I’ll be indebted to you forever,” he said, snapping his head up to gaze at her seriously. “Anything you want is yours. Everything you need is yours. You’ll own me. You’ll have your own personal sex slave,” he said with a devilish twinkle in his eyes before his gaze got serious again. “I’m yours forever.”

Amara’s lips spread into a slow smile. “I like that.”

“Is that a yes?”

“That’s a yes, Mr. Wolfe.”

“It was the sex slave part that got you, wasn’t it?” he said, smiling as he picked up her hand.

Amara laughed. “That was part of it, but you had me at forever.”

“Finally,” he growled as he slid the ring on her finger. “Forever,” he said, gazing at her one last time before he covered her mouth with his.
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What is love?

I don’t know. 

I’ve never had it. 

Is it even real?

No, I don’t think so. I mean, how can I believe in love when I’ve never witnessed it? When it seems to only exist in books and films, or in the lives of more fortunate people than me? Trust me, I know. 

Love is my personal chimera. 

I am gazing at brown eyes, admiring the richness of the color, the beauty of the man to whom they belong to.

“You’re so beautiful, Blaire … so wet,” he murmurs, his hand going between my legs as he begins to rub me. His fingers spread me open to their soft invasion, tuning my body to his wants and needs, preparing me to be taken as the hot friction of his touch lights a wild fire within my body. It’s not the first time he has touched me like this, but each time feels better and better—the sensations all-consuming and heady.

One finger. 

Two fingers. 

One finger.

Two fingers.

Over and over again.

His invasion is fast and slow, deep and shallow. His touch is soiled heaven.

As I open my legs wider for him, I wonder if it feels this good because of him or because I’m taking something that doesn’t belong to me and making it mine. 

“Oh God … I love you, Blaire. I love you … I love you …” he pants in my ear.

“Don’t stop … it feels so good,” I breathe.

Okay, maybe it’s because at this moment in time this man thinks he loves me and no one else but me, however false his proclamation may be.

I close my eyes as his lips land on mine. He kisses me softly as if I’m made out of gold, kissing me with that familiar mouth I’ve seen smile tenderly at me so many times before. The assault of his tongue debilitates me but doesn’t incapacitate me.

 

“It’s four dollars, gorgeous,” the cute barista says, smiling at me.

I’m about to pay for my cappuccino when I hear a deep, manly voice say, “Let me get that for you.”

A man wearing a beige suit comes forward, standing next to me as he hands the barista some bills. “I’ve seen you around … you’re Paige’s friend.”

I smile, licking my suddenly dry lips. “Thank you, and yes … I know Paige.”

The smile on his handsome face seems to freeze as his gaze follows the tip of my tongue, the spark of hunger brightening his eyes. Inwardly, I smile because who knew it was so easy to make men desire me, particularly when I went without attention for so long.

“My pleasure. Are you,” he coughs, “here with someone else?”

I shake my head and look at him through fluttering eyelashes. “No, I’m here all by myself.” I pause, touching his arm invitingly, and smile. “Would you like to join me?”

He looks around the coffee shop, probably considering if he should, if it’s proper to do so, but less than five seconds later, he’s staring at me once again. “Sure.”

Yes, just like that.

 

The beige walls are spinning. 

The clock is ticking. 

The bedsprings creak as the moon cries outside the motel window. 

And the man above me kisses me while he fingers me, preparing me for him. Gotta love such a thoughtful man.

I can taste his sweet saliva mixing with mine, and I love it.

“Please,” I beg against his lips, reaching for his hard cock and wrapping my fingers around it. “I’m ready.”

I feel his mouth leave mine as he begins to make his way down my partially dressed body. “Are you sure, Blaire? Are you sure you want to do this with me?”

I open my eyes to witness what I think I want him to do. No, what I’m sure I want him to do. I can’t help the smile I feel playing on my lips as I see him struggling with his conscience. He asks me if I’m sure when he has already fucked my mouth with his cock countless number of times, when his fingers have filled every orifice of my body. Should I laugh? No … I decide to take pity instead. 

“I’m sure, so sure,” I say, letting my arms land like dead weight on the bed, the cheap fabric rough against my skin.

“All right.” 

When I feel the bed dip between my legs, I instinctively open them for him and watch as he brings a condom package to his mouth. As he rips it open with his teeth, I admire his perfect full lips that emphasize how masculine he is.

I feel pleased with myself. 

So fucking pleased because he wants me. 

Mr. Callahan wants me. Me. Can you believe it? Chubby Blaire. Ugly and awkward Blaire.

Unlovable Blaire. 

I guess I’m not that ugly anymore. My body? What was considered fat as a child is now called boobs and ass. Guys want it. They want me. They want to touch me, grope me, feel me … they want to screw me. And it feels good to be wanted … so good. It makes me feel powerful, and like a potent drug spreading inside your bloodstream, I want more. 

I need more.

“Hurry up,” I say, not bothering to be shy or coy about it. I mean, he brought me here to have sex, right? 

“Fuck, give me a second, Blaire. Trying to get the damn condom on my dick.”
As he rolls the rubber on his stiff dick, his eyes wonder over my bare chest, my face, my spread legs. Shaking his head as if trying to clear his mind, he mutters, “You’re so beautiful. I want you so much.”

That’s not the first time I have heard those words come out of a man’s mouth. Josh tells me all the time how beautiful I am, how perfect I am, how much he wants me, how much he loves me. But he’s my friend with benefits. The words kind of lose their meaning when it’s the same person saying them to you over and over again.  

“Show me.” 

Those two words are all it takes for him to spread my legs wider with his hands and finally enter me with his throbbing dick. Pain shoots through my body, and a groan escapes my mouth when he covers my body with his. I feel his whole length inside me in one deep thrust. 

“Christ, you’re so tight.” 

He lifts both my legs, wrapping them around his lean waist and starts to thrust. Hard. It hurts. But I like the pain. It sobers me. 

And that’s when reality comes crashing down on me. It hits me with the speed and blinding power of a torpedo, making me realize what I’m doing. What I’m giving away and the man doesn’t even know it.

What the hell am I doing? 

Proving that you are your mother’s daughter.

Making her proud.

The room is filled with the noises of the man grunting his pleasure and the wet slapping of our skin; it makes me want to gag.  I want to throw up. Maybe it’s the alcohol I drank. 

Maybe it’s self-disgust. 

The initial pain is gone and now I just feel sore. And strange. 

His beautiful face lowers, his lips about to connect with mine, and I feel the bile rise inside my throat. I turn my face to the side, his kiss landing on my cheek. My eyes watch the way the lights in the bathroom illuminate all its used and dirty ugliness.

“Oh God, I’m going to come … I’m going to come … I’m going to come,” he continues to pant in my ear, pumping in and out of my body. Before I know what’s happening, he half-screams and half groans, his body going tense on top of mine.

And just like that it’s over. In less than five minutes I’ve managed to kill a part of me.

Our breathing evens and he pulls out, moving to stand up. I push myself up on my elbows to see him inspect his condom. It still glistens. By the time he lifts his eyes, connecting with mine, I’ve already wrapped my body with the duvet cover. 

Confusion, shock, and pleasure reflect in those brown eyes. “I-I didn’t know … I …” His hands go to his hair as we stare at each other. “I didn’t know you were a virgin.”

I shrug my shoulder carelessly, causing the duvet to slide down, exposing my bare breasts to him. His eyes immediately flare with lust. “It doesn’t matter … I wanted it to be you.”

And that’s the truth.

“But—”

“But nothing. If it bothers you, then forget it happened. I already did,” I say, ending the conversation. 

This is my body. I will have the last word. Not him. Not anyone. This is my life. This is my decision. 

Without giving myself a chance to doubt my next words, I turn to look at him in all his naked beauty, the gold wedding ring on his finger catching my attention. “Don’t worry, Mr. Callahan … I won’t tell your daughter that you fucked her classmate.”

And with that, I seal my destiny.
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