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Book Description
SURRENDER
A House of Sin Novella
By Elisabeth Naughton
 
From New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Elisabeth Naughton comes a new story in her House of Sin series…
 
The leaders of my House want her dead.
 
The men I’ve secretly aligned myself with want her punished for screwing up their coup.
 
I’ve been sent by both to deal with her, but one look at the feisty redhead and I’ve got plans of my own.
 
Before I carry out anyone else’s orders, she’s going to give me what I want. And only when I’m satisfied will I decide if she lives or dies.
 
Depending, of course, on just how easily she surrenders...
 
**Every 1001 Dark Nights novella is a standalone story. For new readers, it’s an introduction to an author’s world. And for fans, it’s a bonus book in the author’s series. We hope you'll enjoy each one as much as we do.**
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One Thousand and One Dark Nights
Once upon a time, in the future…
 
I was a student fascinated with stories and learning.
I studied philosophy, poetry, history, the occult, and
the art and science of love and magic. I had a vast
library at my father’s home and collected thousands
of volumes of fantastic tales.
 
I learned all about ancient races and bygone
times. About myths and legends and dreams of all
people through the millennium. And the more I read
the stronger my imagination grew until I discovered
that I was able to travel into the stories... to actually
become part of them.
 
I wish I could say that I listened to my teacher
and respected my gift, as I ought to have. If I had, I
would not be telling you this tale now.
But I was foolhardy and confused, showing off
with bravery.
 
One afternoon, curious about the myth of the
Arabian Nights, I traveled back to ancient Persia to
see for myself if it was true that every day Shahryar
(Persian: شهريار, “king”) married a new virgin, and then
sent yesterday's wife to be beheaded. It was written
and I had read, that by the time he met Scheherazade,
the vizier's daughter, he’d killed one thousand
women.
 
Something went wrong with my efforts. I arrived
in the midst of the story and somehow exchanged
places with Scheherazade – a phenomena that had
never occurred before and that still to this day, I
cannot explain.
 
Now I am trapped in that ancient past. I have
taken on Scheherazade’s life and the only way I can
protect myself and stay alive is to do what she did to
protect herself and stay alive.
 
Every night the King calls for me and listens as I spin tales.
And when the evening ends and dawn breaks, I stop at a
point that leaves him breathless and yearning for more.
And so the King spares my life for one more day, so that
he might hear the rest of my dark tale.
 
As soon as I finish a story... I begin a new
one... like the one that you, dear reader, have before
you now.
 



“And some will awaken you to things you didn’t even know were sleeping within.”
–Natalie Peralta
 



Chapter One
Marco
 
She was temptation personified. Everything I was not supposed to be enticed by. And yet, one look at her pale skin, blond hair, and deep brown eyes behind that butterfly mask, and I knew I had to have her.
Not just because she was my target. Oh, this yearning had nothing to do with that. As I studied her across the ballroom in the skimpy black dress that showed off her tiny waist, voluptuous chest, and shapely ass, a fire built inside me, one that burned hotter and stronger than the reason I was here.
She was the sexiest thing I’d seen in all my thirty years, even with that ridiculous wig and those fake contacts. And before this night was over, I was going to feel those sexy legs wrap around my waist and draw me in. I would hear her scream my name as she surrendered to me...even if the name she screamed wasn’t really mine.
I crossed the black and white checked floor toward her, unable to stay still by the column where I’d been watching the masquerade party in the shadows for the last hour. The room was filled with wealthy men and the women they preyed upon, all hiding their identities as they met up, paired off, and disappeared to the lower levels of the mansion for whatever debauched activities they could imagine. I was already considering which room I would take her to. Would hers be a high-pitched scream? The kind that threatened to shatter glass? Or a low, throaty sound that vibrated through every cell in my body and triggered my own release?
My mission where she was concerned was obvious. She was the eldest child of the head of House Merrick, centered in the U.K., one of the five main Houses spread across Europe that made up the Entente. The other Houses were in Germany, France, Spain, and Italy. For over a thousand years, the Entente had been controlling the world from the shadows—manipulating world governments, militaries, even currencies and economies all for their gain. Most people didn’t know they existed. Those that suspected something nefarious was going on behind the scenes were labeled conspiracy nuts. This woman, though, was making waves for the Entente without her father’s knowledge. She was part of what had been labeled the Resistance—those working to undermine the Entente and destroy its power. And my House—House Salvatici in Italy—wanted her stopped before she ruined everything.
“Threaten her. Scare her. Make sure she gets the message that she is not to fuck with House Salvatici.”
Of course, we couldn’t just outright assassinate her. She was an heir, after all, and there were rules. Rules the rest of the world might find ridiculous, but which those of us in the Entente did not. Those ancient rules kept the Entente running smoothly. They were sacred. I’d been sent to make sure she surrendered to our will and backed down. And I fully intended to fulfill my duty. But after seeing her, after taking in those plump lips and that sinful body, I first intended to make her surrender to me. In every filthy way I wanted.
She was standing at the bar, sipping what looked like a bourbon or rum or tequila as she scanned the room. Most women I’d met didn’t like strong alcohol, though, so I was sure I had to be wrong. I moved up next to her—not too close, not too far away—and signaled the bartender. As he moved my direction, I said, “Large Laphroaig. On the rocks.”
“Ten year?”
“Eighteen.”
A nervous look crossed the bartender’s face. “That’s a very rare bottle, sir. I’m not sure we have that.”
“I’m sure you do,” I responded in my practiced Spanish accent. “I’ll wait while you find it.”
Beside me, the blonde lifted her auburn brow that didn’t match her hair color and sipped her drink, continuing to look out over the crowd of people drinking, laughing, flirting—some even dancing to the low, sultry beat of some jazz number I didn’t recognize.
The bartender disappeared into a back room and returned several minutes later with a bottle in his hand. “Turns out we did have it.”
Shocker. The masters of the universe running this masquerade didn’t drink the cheap shit themselves.
The bartender added ice to a glass and began pouring. Beside me, the blonde’s perfume—something that included gardenias, my favorite flower—drifted to my nose. Another enticement I couldn’t refuse.
I pulled a generous tip from my wallet and set it on the gleaming wood as the bartender handed me my glass.
“Thank you, sir,” he said in his clipped British accent.
I lifted the glass to my lips and took a large sip. As the bartender moved to help someone else, the blonde said, “A whisky connoisseur. That or you were just trying to see how cheap our host is.”
I smirked and turned toward her. “They always hide the good stuff.”
“Sounds as if you know from experience.”
Her accent was very posh. And very un-commoner. A dead giveaway she was from the upper British crust and not the mind-washed kitten she was pretending to be.
“Here? No.” I worked to accentuate my own accent so she wouldn’t realize where I was really from. “But at rich parties like this, they always keep the good stuff hidden.”
I offered my hand. “Marc Garcia. I’m in the computer business.”
I figured that was a boring enough cover. And a partial truth to my name would keep me out of trouble.
“Computers, hmm?” Her silky fingers slid over mine for a split second before disappearing way too fast. “What are you doing here, Mr. Garcia?”
There was definite interest in her eyes. I hadn’t been wrong earlier when I’d thought she was checking me out. The little minx was as attracted to me as I was to her. She was just working hard to hide it.
But I could also tell from the spark of curiosity in her eyes that she was feeling me out, trying to discover just what House Castellano in Spain was doing at this party. Most of the attendees were from House Merrick in the UK. A few from House Richelieu in France. No other Houses had been invited.
“One of my British business associates invited me. We’re negotiating a big deal on some, well”—I purposely acted evasive just like a jackass newbie making shady deals with these people would act—“surveillance software. I think he was hoping this party would persuade me to accept his offer.” I glanced over the masked couples and frowned as I sipped my drink. “Afraid to say, it’s really not all that exciting from where I’m sitting, though.”
She smirked and lifted her glass to her lips. “And what do you find exciting, Mr. Garcia?”
Blood rolled through my veins and gathered in my groin as I pinned my eyes on her. “Very proper British women who eye-fuck strangers across the room and act shocked and dismayed when they’re called out for it.”
For a heartbeat, she didn’t respond, then slowly swallowed what was left in her glass and turned my way. “I wouldn’t dream of appearing shocked and dismayed.”
She stepped in close, and I realized she was much more petite than I’d originally assumed. Even in her four-inch heels, she had to push to her toes so I could feel her breath against my skin.
And holy hell, did I feel it. She breathed so hot over the scruff on my jaw, a blistering need whipped through my body, making me hard in a heartbeat. “And if I was really interested, Mr. Garcia, trust me. I wouldn’t be doing something as boring as eye-fucking you from across the room.” The scent of gardenia melded with the whisky on her breath when she lowered her voice to a sultry note and added, “I’d be dragging you into a back room and literally fucking that dirty mind right out of you.”
Holy mother of God...
She lowered to her heels, pinned me with a steamy look mixed with a hefty dose of trouble, and took the glass from my hand. Tipping it back, she swallowed the last mouthful without breaking eye contact, then set my empty glass on the bar. “Mm. You were right. That was good.”
She pushed away and wove through the crowd. Blood pumping hard, I looked after her, unable to do anything more than stare at her sexy ass and those gorgeous legs.
Fuck. Me. I was as hard as stone and even more determined to make that little siren surrender to me. Screw what my House wanted. Screw what my associates wanted. I had to have her.
I would have her one way or another.
Tonight.
She bypassed couples and men ogling her as she stepped by. Twice, she looked back at me to see if I was watching, which only shot my desire that much higher. On the far side of the room, she stopped near a portly man with a bad comb-over who was only a few inches taller than her. I’d seen her watching him earlier—when she’d been trying not to watch me. She’d been sending him flirty smiles and coy looks all night, but the guy hadn’t taken the bait. My eyes narrowed as she held out a hand and introduced herself. The two exchanged a few pleasantries, then she threw her head back and laughed at something he said, following up the obvious come-on with a suggestive touch down his arm.
The man’s face turned bright red. His gaze kept drifting from her lips to her cleavage on display in the tight black dress. I was sure he missed half—if not all—of what she said to him. In between trying not to drool over her and occasionally come up with some response to her questions, he seemed completely confused as to why a hot number like her was even talking to him.
I was confused too as I watched the awkward conversation. She was up to something, toying with the man and overdoing it with her laugh. I focused on his beady eyes and what I could see of his weathered face above and below the black leather eye mask—he looked to be in his mid-fifties—but I didn’t recognize him. That didn’t mean a whole lot, though. There were men from all different levels of the Entente at this party.
My thoughts were interrupted when she leaned close and whispered in the man’s ear. He drew back with wide eyes, a broad grin, and an enthusiastic nod.
Grasping her hand quickly, the man turned for the hall. The blonde shot me a smirk and a mischievous waggle of her brows before following.
A light bulb went on. He was her mark.
Excitement flared inside me because this was part of the reason I was here. Except... I recognized another emotion bubbling inside me. Not just excitement. Not just lust. But something else. Something stronger. Something all-consuming in a way I’d never felt before.
This sudden, irrational desire to slam my fist through that man’s face, to break his fingers that had touched her came out of nowhere. And it was so strong, so completely not me, it held me up and made me suck in a breath when I should be going after them.
Jealousy was not something I had a lot of experience with. I didn’t get jealous over women, even ones I was hot to fuck. But that’s what I was, I realized. Rolling, roaring out-of-my-fucking-mind jealous.
And just my luck, I was still sober enough to realize that just might fuck up every one of my plans.
 



Chapter Two
Felicity
 
The Spaniard was trouble.
Not just light-me-up, set-my-body-on-fire trouble, but the kind of trouble that follows a woman for months. And lingers long after that.
As I let Basile—if that was his real name—pull me down the curved stairs to the lower level of the mansion, I tried not to think about the sexy Spaniard above who’d been distracting me all night from the corner of the ballroom. Bloody hell, the man was built, filling out that dark suit in all the right places, his white dress shirt open at the collar to show off a hint of tantalizing chest hair. He was also gorgeous, with bronze skin, thick dark wavy hair that brushed his collar, and that square, chiseled jaw under a day’s worth of stubble I wanted to run my fingers over again and again. But his deep, spine-tinglingly sexy voice was definitely something I did not need distracting me right now. Nor was the spark of challenge I’d seen in his dark, mysterious eyes. Not when so much was riding on my staying focused tonight.
Tonight, I had the chance to prove I was more than a name, more than a placeholder until my brother came of age, more than a nothing female in this fucked-up world dominated by men. Tonight, I was going to not only help the cause I’d been secretly supporting for months, I was also going to make a difference. A real difference. Not just for the people I planned to save, but for the countless others who’d be saved by them. And I wasn’t about to let some smooth-talking Spaniard get in the way of all my hard work. Not even if he was the greatest lay on the planet.
Do not think about what kind of lay he is. Do not think about sex at all.
Basile pushed a door open and turned to me with excited eyes. “Oui, mon p’tit chaton! This one is empty.”
It was all I could do not to break his fingers for calling me his little kitten as he pulled me into the room. I wasn’t his little anything, especially not his kitten. But instead of lashing out as I wanted to do, I reminded myself of the reason I was here. Forcing a smile I didn’t feel, I let him pull me into the room and close the door at my back.
It was a bedroom suite—big surprise—with an enormous four-poster bed, expensive fabrics, and eccentric furniture including a red velvet lounge chair with a rolled arm on one end, and a giant round ottoman in front of the fireplace that looked as if it could easily seat four.
It probably had. Though I was pretty sure “sitting” was not its primary use. Disgust rolled through me as Basile removed his jacket and carefully laid it on the ottoman. The only plus I could see in the entire situation was that he hadn’t dragged me into one of the raunchier rooms with BDSM furniture. Of course, if he had, I could have taken a flogger to him after I got what I’d come for. Something that was taking on more appeal by the second, and not in any kind of sexual way.
His beady eyes widened with lust as he moved toward me. “My, you are a delight,” he said in his slimy French accent. “What would you like me to do to you, mon p’tit chaton? Call you a bad girl? Spank you? Make you bark like un chien?”
Ew. Not even.
He grasped my arms and came right in with puckered lips. I cringed and quickly darted to the left, sidestepping his assault. “Monsieur, you’re rushing things. It’ll be over too quickly if you’re not careful.”
He turned my way with a frown. “I do not require foreplay. A true Frenchman always comes prepared to satisfy his lover.”
When he reached for his belt buckle to show me just how prepared he was, I quickly turned away. “Oh, you tease me, Monsieur.” I moved quickly to the sideboard where a selection of alcohol was waiting with a bucket of ice. “How about a drink. Whisky?”
He sighed. “I suppose if I must have something, I’ll have a cognac.”
Of course you will, pussy.
I refrained from rolling my eyes as I poured the golden alcohol into a glass and carefully added my own special ingredient from my clutch when he wasn’t looking. After swirling the glass to make sure it was dissolved, I poured one for myself so he wouldn’t be suspicious. Then I plastered on a smile, came back to him, and handed him his drink. 
“Cheers,” I said, clinking my glass against his.
“Santé.” He tipped his glass to his lips. But instead of lowering it and flirting again as I expected, he tossed back the entire thing until there was nothing left.
Smacking his lips, he pushed the glass into my hand. “And now we get on with the séduction.”
I fumbled the glasses in my hands and quickly moved back to the sideboard. After setting them down, I turned, only to gasp and jerk back because he was right in front of me.
“Mm, mon p’tit chaton.” He pressed his nose against my neck and drew in a deep sniff. “You smell so lovely. Like my own little jardin des fleurs. Come, let me inhale the petals of your hidden flower.”
Oh dear God. I was about to vomit. I ground my teeth as he grabbed me and ran his tongue down my neck. His breath stank of alcohol and cigarette smoke, and as he pressed his hips against mine, I felt his arousal—small and surprisingly thin—and instead of being turned on, I was extremely turned off, especially with the way he was groping me.
Just a little while longer, I told myself, looking up at the ceiling as he fumbled for the zipper at the back of my dress.
My gaze drifted to his salt-and-pepper hair as he continued to search for the zipper—that he wasn’t going to find—and he shifted his head so he could lick and nibble at the other side of my throat. The man really needed to just give up on the bad comb-over and accept the fact he was bald.
A knock sounded twice at the door. My gaze jerked in that direction. Basile froze, but when it grew quiet once more, he went back to gnawing at my ear.
Knuckles rasped at the door several times. “Ms. Harrington?”
I had no idea who Ms. Harrington was or who was on the other side of that door, but I jumped at the chance to get away from Comb-Over and give the roofie time to work.
“Mon chaton?” he asked in a truly confused voice as I pushed away from him.
I wasn’t his little kitten anymore? Just his kitten? Wow. I was moving up in the world.
“Patience, lover.” Even though it nearly killed me, I batted my eyelashes his way as I crossed the room. “Let me just get rid of whoever this is, then we can get back to...what was it you said? Making me bark like a dog?”
His eyes took on an excited gleam, then he growled and barked with a shimmy that nearly made me gag.
Bloody Ballocks. I was going to freakin’ kiss whoever was on the other side of this door for saving me from this letch.
I jerked it open and sucked in a shocked breath.
The sexy Spaniard stood leaning against the doorjamb, a smirk on his handsome face, a gotcha look in his wicked eyes.
“You don’t look like a Ms. Harrington,” he said in that low, sex-charged voice I recognized from upstairs.
And he didn’t look a thing like my savior.
He looked like sinful, tantalizing, delicious trouble. And I was dangerously close to grabbing him and sinking my teeth deep for one wicked taste.
A loud thump echoed through the room. I jerked around as Basile’s arm flopped against the carpet, and his body went still.
The Spaniard chuckled, moved past me into the room, and shut the door. “Couldn’t hold his alcohol, huh?”
Moving quickly toward Comb-Over, I checked to make sure the man was breathing. As expected, he was, just totally out from the drug.
“Is he alive?”
“Yes. I guess he had more than I thought.”
“Uh huh,” the Spaniard—Marc—muttered under his breath.
I wasn’t sure what that meant. And I wasn’t sure I wanted to ask. I took my time pushing Basile onto his side so he wouldn’t choke on his tongue or on his own vomit, should that come up, but really I was using the opportunity to run my hands over his pockets and anywhere he could be storing that damn electronic file. They’d told me it would be small—like a memory card—but I couldn’t find it, dammit.
“Done feeling him up?”
My hands froze, and my gaze jerked up to the Spaniard, standing with his suit jacket swept back and his hands in the pockets of his slacks as he peered down at me with an amused expression.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I pushed to my feet and brushed the irritating wig back from my face.
“I think they call that sexual assault in the real world.”
I huffed and stepped over Comb-Over. The file had to be in his jacket on the ottoman. “And gnawing on my ear a few minutes ago like a mouse with a slab of cheese isn’t?”
“I can’t make that call. I wasn’t here a few minutes ago.”
“You didn’t miss anything.”
I moved to step past him so I could check Comb-Over’s coat, but he captured me with an arm around my waist and drew me up against him.
I sucked in another breath—holy hell, I was doing that a lot around this man—and placed my hands against his chest. His very muscular chest. Except I didn’t push away as I intended. I faltered because he felt so good, and his scent—a mixture of something spicy and fresh, like the ocean—filled my senses and completely disoriented me.
“I think you are an anomaly, Ms...?”
“Harrington?” I managed when he let the question lag.
He smiled down at me because we both knew that wasn’t my name, and in the dim light I caught a flash of pearl white teeth and twin dimples in his cheeks.
Fuck. I was a sucker for dimples.
“A complete anomaly.” He fingered a lock of blond hair over my shoulder and whispered, “This color’s all wrong for you.”
For a heartbeat, as he stared at me with those challenging and heated eyes, I was afraid he might tug and pull the wig right off my head. But he didn’t. He only continued to tease with that smoldering look, with those plump lips, with the heat of his sinful body suddenly pressed up against mine from knee to thigh to—mother of mercy—hips, where something very large and very thick was taunting me beneath his slacks.
My mouth grew dry. Between my legs, I grew hot and wet and achy. Fighting against curling my fingers into his shirt and dragging his lush mouth toward mine, I focused on his dark eyes and said, “And what color is right for me?”
His grin widened, and his gaze flicked over my face. “I’m going to guess...auburn. Not dark ginger. That’s not right. More...reddish-brown undertones and honey-blond highlights.”
I stared at him as my pulse sped up, trying not to let my reaction show. I knew I should have dyed my damn eyebrows. But I’d never expected anyone to look past my disguise.
“You think you know a lot about me, Mr. Garcia.”
“I think you and I both know you’re down here with him”—he nodded toward Comb-Over passed out on the floor—“because you’re afraid to be down here with me.”
He was wrong. I was down here for the damn file. But he was also right. I was also afraid to be here with him. Because the longer he looked at me with those fiery, lust-filled eyes, the more my mind wandered from the reason I was even in this mansion and zeroed straight on him.
“Hm?” Those lush lips curled on one side, tempting me to kiss that sexy smirk right from his face. “Admit it. I scare you because you already know how good it would be.”
He leaned close to my ear. “Imagine it. My lips on your skin. Kissing. Licking. Biting you gently until you shivered.”
My eyes drifted shut. And as his warm breath sizzled over my neck and down my spine, my fingers curled against his shirt, and I struggled to keep from melting against him.
“I’d start right here.” He brushed his lips against the soft skin behind my earlobe. Not a kiss. A caress of his lips. One I felt everywhere. “Then I’d move to your throat.” He lifted the hand at my hip and gently trailed his finger down the side of my neck to my collarbone. “I’d take my time. Over the hollow right here.” He very softly skimmed the indent between my neck and my shoulder. “And when I got to the strap of your dress...” He fingered the thin strip of fabric, tracing it all the way from the top of my shoulder down to the square neckline of my dress, so low his touch teased my breast and sent tingles straight to my nipples. “I’d tug it off with my teeth.”
My whole body trembled, and my hands slid to his shoulders. Before I could stop myself I lifted against him and rocked my hips against his—against that heavenly erection that was all but calling my name.
“Mm.” His lips skimmed my throat again. And he whispered, “I think you’d like that.”
I knew I’d like it. And I was pretty damn sure this man could make a woman bark like a dog and enjoy every moment of it.
“You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you?” I said, fighting the urge to rock up against him again.
“No, luce dei miei occhi. I don’t want your death.” He kissed me, ever so gently right beneath my jaw, then carefully nipped at the spot. “I want your complete and utter surrender. To me. And every one of my wicked desires.”
Surrender...
The world swirled in my head as he turned me, as he pushed me back against the thick post at the end of the bed and kissed his way across my jaw. I wasn’t the kind of woman who surrendered to a man. I didn’t surrender to anyone. And that phrase he’d uttered...luce dei miei occhi. For some reason those words didn’t sound Spanish. They almost sounded...Italian.
What the hell was a computer programmer from Spain, who was here trying to do business with the Entente, doing lapsing into Italian?
He lifted his head and peered down at me. “You look confused, dolcezza.”
I blinked up at him, completely fucking confused because dolcezza was definitely Italian, not Spanish. It meant honey, or doll, or sweetheart—I wasn’t sure which. “I...I don’t surrender. Not to you or any man.”
A wicked grin curled his lips. “To women then?”
“In your dreams.”
His grin widened then faded. “I sense you’ve never experienced the freedom in surrendering your body to someone else. Your mind. Your heart.”
“We’re talking about surrendering hearts now?” My brow lifted. “I barely know you. Why would I surrender my heart to you?”
“Maybe you’re meant to.”
“Maybe you’re full of shit.”
He chuckled.
“Lust at first sight I understand. Love...” I glanced at the collar of his expensive shirt, open to show the fine dark hairs along his muscular chest. “That’s a myth.”
“You don’t believe in love?”
“Sure I do. I just don’t believe in the fairytale happily-ever-after kind of love where the prince rides in on a white horse to save the young maiden and remains faithful to her forever after.”
His eyes narrowed. “You were scorned once.”
“No. Not really. I’m usually the one doing the scorning in a relationship.”
“Your parents set a bad example?”
“No.” My cheeks warmed. How the heck had I gotten on this topic with him? “I mean, they’re still married.”
“Happily?”
“Is anyone really happily married anymore?”
When he quirked one brow in question, I knew I sounded like a pessimist, but I wasn’t. I was a realist. In my world, love was fleeting. Alliances were all that mattered. Those were the things that lasted, whether this businessman from wherever he was really from understood that or not.
I stiffened my spine, but he didn’t let me pull away. “It’s a moot point anyway since I’m not going to surrender a thing to you—body, mind, or heart.”
His eyes sparkled with a wicked gleam. “How sure are you about that?”
“Very.”
“I suppose we’ll just have to see, won’t we?”
He lowered his mouth to mine before I saw him move. One second he was staring at me, making butterflies whirl around in my belly, the next his lips were on mine and heat was all I felt.
I sucked in a surprised breath. But instead of deterring him, all my reaction did was give him room to dip into my mouth. And the second he did—the second I felt his warm, wet, sinful tongue sliding over mine—I was lost.
Thoughts fled. Reason disappeared. I opened as he pressed deeper, slid my fingers up into his thick hair and let him taste all of me, as much as he wanted. Then I simply held on as he plundered my mouth and kissed the world right out from under me.
I’d been kissed before. Lots of times. By many men. I was twenty-eight years old, after all. A professional woman who was not a virgin, by any means. But I’d never been kissed like this. Marc didn’t just kiss. He tasted. Explored. Savored. Left me breathless and shaking. And just about the time I was thought he was done, he dipped in for another sinful sample and devoured me all over again.
He took kissing to a whole new level. He made it an art form. As he drew back and lightly brushed my wet lips with his own, he left me
panting and ravenous for more.
He left me on the cusp of completely surrendering.
“Hm.” His hot breath ran over my lips, making me shiver. “Madre di Dio. You have absolutely no idea, do you?”
“I-idea?” I mumbled, staring at his lips, wanting—needing—to feel them against mine again. “About what?”
“What you do to me.” His heated gaze skipped over my features. “What you’ve been doing all night. I must know your name.”
My name? My mind spun. I couldn’t give him my real name. I had no idea who he really was. And yet...for some reason, I didn’t want to lie.
“F-Felicity. My name is Felicity.”
“Felicity. Of course.” His lips curled all over again as he repeated my name, and his smile sent a burst of heat straight to my center. “It comes from the Latin felicitus, which means luck and good fortune.”
His fingers slipped from my arm to my hand, and he brought my knuckles to his lips for a lingering kiss that sent electrical arcs all through my body and brought every cell to life. “Something tells me you might just be.”
His lips skimmed my fingers. His eyes held mine in the low light until I was seconds from turning into a puddle at his feet. Then very slowly, he relaxed and stepped away from me. “Perhaps the next time we meet, I can change your mind about surrendering, Miss Felicity.”
He released me and slipped out of the room. Alone—well, with Comb-Over still passed out on the floor—my heart pounded hard and fast, and my skin sizzled as if he were still touching me.
Holy. Fuck.
Forget trouble.
That man was sin and temptation to the nth degree. A devil dressed up as an angel sent to save me from myself. But I had no doubt, if I let him, he’d drag me straight into hell without a single glance back.
 



Chapter Three
Marco
 
Tonight had not gone at all the way I’d wanted. Not in any way, shape, or form.
I should have delivered the message from my House.
I should have already fucked the girl and satisfied this roiling lust inside me.
And I should have already looked at the names in that file and either destroyed the damn thing or turned it over to the men I’d secretly aligned myself with back in Italy.
Instead, I was standing on the ridiculously tiny balcony of my hotel suite at the Dorchester in London, overlooking the lights of Hyde Park, sipping eighteen-year-old whisky that was doing shit to cool me down.
Felicity...
I hadn’t expected her to give me her real name. Yet she had. In fact, she’d surrendered it easily, without even realizing what she was doing. That had rocked me. And it had stayed with me longer than that sexy as hell kiss I could still feel tingling in my toes. Even now, over an hour later, it was still swirling in my brain, keeping me from my responsibilities.
Felicity...
I already knew her name, dammit. I knew everything there was to know about her, including the fact she was a medical physician who’d gotten her license only a few months before, that she was currently working at a low-income clinic her father disapproved of, and that she’d had only three lovers in the last five years—all of them disappointments or else she’d have been rocking their worlds last night with those luscious lips instead of mine.
I also knew she’d been spewing bullshit a mile long when she’d said she didn’t believe in love because a woman like her, with the do-gooder attitude she had, still believed in fairytales and happily-ever-afters, regardless of what she claimed. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t be busting her ass trying to make the world a better place. She’d be kicked back, enjoying the benefits of her noble name, partying with the selfish and depraved elite in our world.
You don’t have time for love, a voice whispered in the back of my head. Not with any woman, and especially not with this one.
That was true. I didn’t.
I turned away from the view and moved to the desk in the living room of my suite. As I plugged the memory card reader into my laptop, I told myself not to think about the tempting Felicity. I’d gotten what I’d really come here for. I wouldn’t see her again. When I returned to Italy, I’d tell the leaders of my House that I’d delivered their message. If she continued to cause problems, well, I’d let them deal with her.
I inserted the memory card I’d taken from the bald guy’s coat when Felicity had been pretending to make sure he was still breathing but was really checking his pockets. It had been easy enough to steal the damn thing when she wasn’t looking, then distract her so she didn’t realize what I was really after. I only wished that I hadn’t been so distracted. Or that I could stop thinking about the chick for ten freakin’ seconds.
The dial spun on my laptop while the file loaded. As I tossed back the rest of my drink and set my glass on the desk, my eyes narrowed because it was taking longer than expected. I’d been told by my House the file consisted of nothing more than a list of compromised members—those people in various Houses secretly working against the Entente. I wasn’t supposed to look at it, but I was anxious to see the list for myself—to see if my name was on that list. But a list of names should have already loaded. I glanced at the file size as the card loaded and the little percentage bar gradually increased to the right. Whatever was on that card was huge.
Several minutes later, a single window opened. I clicked the folder button, and only one file was stored on the card.
My fingers passed over the keypad. A video player opened, and my eyes widened when I realized it was a movie of some kind. The screen flashed dark, then slowly an image came into focus. A dark parking garage. Whoever was filming was hidden behind an SUV, holding the camera to see the open area near a cement pillar. I grabbed the arrow and slid it to the right until a face I recognized appeared.
The man was an Intel Officer with Interpol. He was dressed in a long wool coat and hiding his features under a fedora, but I recognized his face. And the other man, approaching from the opposite direction, was none other than Felicity’s father. Charles Merrick. The Head of House Merrick in the UK.
I watched as the two spoke in low voices. The audio wasn’t great, but I got the gist. Charles was turning over information to Interpol on nefarious activities being carried out by the Entente. The Interpol agent thanked him, took the envelope Charles handed him, then turned and disappeared.
The screen went dark. And I sat there stunned, staring at it, until it jerked back on and another image appeared. This one wasn’t a dark parking garage, though. This one was a room with blood red walls, columns, and a circle of men in black robes, their faces shadowed, chanting.
Candles burned on tall pillars around the outside of the circle. In the center was a long flat table. And on the table was a young woman, probably in her early twenties, wearing a short white nightgown and restrained at her wrists and ankles.
My stomach pitched. I couldn’t see many of the faces, and the ones I could make out, I didn’t recognize. But the voices were definitely chanting in Italian, telling me this had taken place under House Salvatici rule. It wasn’t a gathering I recognized though or had attended. And while I knew some of the sick fucks in my world took matters into their own hands and set up their own deviant gatherings, something about what was happening here made my blood turn to ice.
I breathed slowly as I watched the hooded figures move forward and caress the woman’s body. She was gagged and couldn’t speak, but she flinched with every touch. I swallowed back the bile, waiting for the first one to take advantage of her—this was obviously some kind of unsanctioned sex party—but it didn’t happen. Instead, a short, fat figure stepped forward from the group and held up an object that shimmered in the candlelight.
The chanting grew louder, and the man moved closer. And when he was standing at the end of the table, just behind the woman’s head where she couldn’t see him, he lifted the object high in the air, and I realized what it was.
A knife.
My heart jumped into my throat. I jerked forward. The man’s hood dislodged a fraction of an inch, and just before he brought his arms down, I caught sight of his face.
The screen went black. Then the file flipped over to the beginning of the video, the image of the empty parking garage staring back at me.
My pulse raced like wildfire as I processed what I’d just seen. The man with the knife was the fat fuck from tonight. The one Felicity had been alone with. And that gathering had clearly been hosted by House Salvatici—sanctioned or not.
I knew there were some depraved elites in my world. My House routinely hosted debauched parties worse than the one I’d attended tonight at House Merrick as a means to blackmail those they needed to suck into our world. Women were considered property. Men used them like objects and easily discarded them when their usefulness was gone. But I’d never seen a gathering like this. Whoever that revolting Frenchman had been, he’d had tastes that went way darker than mere sexual deviancy. He’d wanted the thrill of committing murder, and someone in my House had set it up so he could.
Options spun in my mind. I didn’t know who the girl had been. I didn’t know what had happened to her. If Charles Merrick had been turning this file over to Interpol though, odds were good she was already dead. But if Interpol already had the video footage of the murder, then why had that sleazy Frenchman been carrying this file tonight at the party?
It hit me like a sucker punch straight to the gut.
The file was already with Interpol. This wasn’t about reporting any kind of crime to the international police. Entente members didn’t even follow international law. They followed Entente law. No, someone at that party had wanted the file to be found. Someone within the Entente wanted to expose the Head of House Merrick as a traitor to the rest of the Houses. And how better to do that than to make sure his own daughter was caught with the evidence?
I opened a new file and quickly copied it to a cloud server I used on the dark net—one that couldn’t be accessed by anyone but me, just in case. Then I opened the file and edited out the actual murder so I could attach only the portion of Charles meeting with the Interpol agent into an email.
I typed a quick message and hit Send. Then I logged off the dark net, wiped my computer of any sign of that video, and sat back and tried to think about what I should do next.
A banging sound echoed from the front door of my suite. I jerked in that direction and held my breath. It was close to midnight. There was no reason for anyone to be barging in on me at this hour.
The incessant pounding sounded again.
I wasn’t sure who could possibly know I already had the file, but I wasn’t taking chances. I yanked the memory card from the computer, dropped it to the ground, and slammed my heel against the plastic casing. The casing cracked and popped open. Once I had the metal circuit board inside, I snapped it into several pieces and moved to the bathroom where I flushed the whole damn thing.
The banging on my door continued. Confident there was no evidence, I headed for my closet, quickly grabbed the Sig .45 from my bag, and flipped the safety off.
I inched my way toward the entryway of my suite, the gun trained on the door, but was careful to stay back, near the corner that led into the living room, just in case I needed to duck for cover.
“Who’s there?” I called.
“Ms. Harrington. Open the door, asshole.”
I drew up short, not just because she’d found me, but because...holy shit...she was here.
My fingers fumbled with the safety, and I tucked the weapon into my waistband at my back. One look through the peephole confirmed it was her, and she was alone. I flipped the lock and tugged the door open.
“How did you—?”
She thrust a pretty little dagger against my throat and held it there as she narrowed her eyes on me. “Move back slowly. And don’t make a sound.”
I lifted my hands and did as she said. Her eyes were on fire as she stepped toward me, careful not to let the blade budge, then closed the door at her back. “You were very smooth, I’ll give you that. I didn’t even realize what you’d done until you were long gone.”
I inched back into the living room and stopped when my butt hit the back of the couch.
I’d been right. She’d taken off the wig and her hair was definitely auburn. A dark reddish-brown auburn with honey highlights that matched her brows. And her eyes weren’t brown. They were a very pale green. Shockingly pale...and incredibly mesmerizing.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said slowly, taking in every inch of her. She was no longer wearing that skimpy black dress but had changed into fitted black pants, knee-high boots, a thin white shirt, and a black leather jacket. I thought she’d been hot before all dressed up like an offering, but I had to admit, this kickass ensemble made me fucking hard as stone.
“Oh yes, you do.” Her eyes darkened. “You know exactly what I’m talking about. Where’s the file you stole from me?”
“You mean the file you meant to steal from that fat prick?”
“His prick wasn’t fat at all.”
Oh, she had not slept with that douchebag...
“Tell me where it is.” She pressed the blade against my throat.
“Okay, fine.” I lifted my chin a little higher. “It’s in the bathroom.”
“The bathroom?”
“I was about to flush it when you showed up like a banshee.”
“You bloody idiot.”
She tugged the blade away and rushed toward the bathroom. I caught up with her just before she pushed the door open.
I wrapped one arm around her waist. With the other, I grappled for her hand holding the blade. I jerked her back against me. She gasped and yelped. Closing my fingers around her wrist, I pressed into the tender point beneath the heel of her hand until she cried out and dropped the weapon. She struggled against me, reaching down to dig her fingernails into my arm holding her tight, but I ignored the pain and dragged her to the bed, then tossed her onto her back and climbed over her, holding her wrists still against the mattress on both sides of her head.
“Let me go.”
“You just tried to kill me.”
“I wasn’t going to kill you.” She kicked out at me, but I had her hips locked between my knees and she couldn’t even reach me. She grunted in frustration and glared up at me with those sexy eyes. “I just want the file. It’s not even important to you, goddammit.”
I struggled to hold her arms still. She was stronger than she looked. “It could be.”
She slowed her fighting and stared up at me. Then her eyes flew wide. “I knew it! You’re not Spanish. You’re Italian. You’re from House Salvatici. You bloody fucking lying son of a bi—”
“Calm down.” I squeezed her hips with my knees until she gasped and quieted, then quickly released the pressure. “If you’ll shut the hell up for two damn seconds, I’ll answer you. Yes, I’m from House Salvatici, but I’m on your side.”
“No one from House Salvatici is on our side.”
“That’s where you’re wrong. There’s an entire resistance movement building in Italy. Spurred on by what’s happening here in the UK. Some of us want change as much as you.”
Her eyes grew skeptical. “How do I know you’re telling me the truth?”
“Because I’m going to show you what was on that file.”
“It’s a list of members working for the cause.”
“That’s what I was told. I assumed you were on it. My House sent me to warn you to back off what you and your group are doing or you’d pay the price.”
Her eyes flew wide again. “So you are on House Salvatici’s side.”
“They sent me to warn you.” I tightened my hold on her, pinning her down again when she flailed. “But the resistance movement I’m secretly aligned with sent me to intercept that file. They want to see who’s on that list as much as your people do.”
“So you’re working both sides?”
“Depends on who’s asking. I’m doing what I need to do to stay alive and instill change. Same as you.”
Her jaw clenched down hard. She didn’t like that answer. Or maybe she just didn’t believe it. I wasn’t sure. “Where is it?”
“Safe.”
“You said you’d show it to me.”
“I will. As soon as I’m sure you’re not going to try to murder me again.”
“I no longer have the knife.”
“Something tells me you’re a threat with or without a blade.”
A smug expression slid over her face. One that made me hot all over again. One that made me hard.
I quickly released her so she couldn’t tell. Being turned on by her when we were flirting was one thing, but I wasn’t like the other men in my House. I didn’t get any kind of pleasure from hurting women.
She sat up quickly and brushed the hair back from her face as I crossed and grabbed her dagger from the floor. Moving to the closet, I jerked the door open, threw her dagger into the open safe, and closed and locked the metal door.
When I turned, she was already on her feet, her arms crossed over her chest, her head cocked to one side, her eyes narrowed. “Really? You were afraid I was going to murder you? You have a handgun tucked into the back of your pants. You could have reached for it at any time.”
“I didn’t want to scare you.”
She rolled her eyes, and the action was so cute, I had an uncontrollable urge to grab her, to drag her against me, and kiss that exasperated look from her pretty face.
“Fine. Whatever.” She dropped her arms with a huff. “Where’s the damn file? I just looked in the bathroom when you were confiscating my weapon, and it’s not there, liar.”
I chuckled. Damn, but I liked this woman. I liked her a lot. She had spirit and fire inside her, and she wasn’t afraid to let it show. And now that she’d ditched the wig and color contacts, she was even hotter than she’d been before. The perfect version of my ideal woman.
You’re not looking for a woman...
I cleared my throat and pointed toward my laptop. “I uploaded it.”
“To the cloud? Are you mad?” She rushed for the desk and pushed the laptop screen open.
“Give me a little credit, will you? I’m not stupid.”
She pulled out the desk chair and sat as I typed in my code, fired up the dark net, and accessed my cloud. But when the file was loading on the screen, I hesitated with my fingers over the keypad because I suddenly realized this wasn’t something any woman should see.
Fuck.
“Um...” I fumbled for an excuse, for something I could say that would explain why I was going to shut it down before she watched the whole thing.
“That’s not a text file.”
I glanced down only to realize the file had finished loading while I’d been trying to get my brain to work. “No, it’s not.”
“It’s a video file?” Her confused green eyes glanced up at me. “Of what?”
“A meeting. Between a high-ranking member of the Entente and Interpol.”
Her eyes widened. “Oh shit. Someone turned on the Entente? That’s not good. If the House leaders find out, he’ll be executed.”
No kidding. I leaned back against the desk but still didn’t start the video.
Her eyes grew wary. “What else is on there?”
I didn’t want to tell her but couldn’t hold back. Not now. “I’m pretty sure it’s the evidence that was being handed over to the Interpol agent. It’s graphic.”
Her face paled. “Turn it on.”
“I don’t think you should watch it.”
“I’m a licensed medical doctor. I can handle graphic. Turn it on.”
I scratched the back of my head. “Felicity—”
“Marc,” she tossed back.
I grimaced.
“Oh. I get it. Marc isn’t your real name, is it?”
I hated that hint of disappointment in her voice. I wasn’t sure why, but it gutted me. In a way I didn’t expect. “No, but it’s close.”
“How close?”
“My real name’s Marco.”
“And your last name?”
When I didn’t answer, she nodded, lips tight all over again. “You’re not gonna tell me. Fine. Whatever. Turn on the video.”
“I really don’t think—”
“I don’t care what you think. I’m going to watch this video one way or another, and if I have to steal your gun to do so, I will. I’ve got tricks up my sleeve that don’t include knives, so save us both the trouble of a knock-down, drag-out fight I’m going to win anyway, and just turn the damn thing on.”
I stared at her irritated eyes and that cute little mouth tossing out threats she could never follow through on. But instead of being annoyed or amused, I was impressed. The woman was outgunned and she knew it, but she was still fighting, still putting me in my place, still making me crazy for her in ways that scrambled my brain.
“Fine. Okay.” I pushed away from the desk. “Just know I tried to stop you.”
“Yeah, you’re a big ol’ knight in shining armor, aren’t you?”
As I moved away, she hit the play button. And after only twenty seconds she gasped, “Oh shit.”
Something in my heart went out to her as I stood behind her, watching that awful video all over again. “Now you understand why I have to destroy the damn thing.”
 



Chapter Four
Felicity
 
A mixture of disbelief and disgust rolled through me as the screen went dark.
Marc—correction, Marco—leaned past me, closed the window on the dark net, and shut down his laptop.
“I...” My throat was thick, my hands damp against the thighs of my pants. “That girl. Do you think they really...?”
I pursed my lips, unable to even say the words.
“I don’t know.” He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back against the wall.
He was still in the slacks and dress shirt he’d been wearing earlier, but now there was no jacket, and his shirt sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, showing off muscular forearms covered in dark hair. He’d undone another button at his chest, too, and every time I glanced his way, the glint of skin between the two halves of his shirt was like a blinking beacon, taunting me with the chiseled physique I knew he was hiding under that cloth.
It was ridiculous to be turned on by the man after what I’d just watched, but I was. This wild attraction had absolutely nothing to do with what had been on that tape and everything to do with the way my whole body seemed to come to life whenever he was near. A reaction that unsettled me, because I didn’t experience it around men often. If ever at all.
“It’s possible,” he went on. “God knows there are some deranged men in my House. House Salvatici has a reputation for being particularly debauched.”
And savage, I thought. Since that was what the name translated to.
“I didn’t recognize anyone from my House on the recording,” he said. “And that kind of ritual is not sanctioned by any means. But you know how the Entente works. The parties and gatherings aren’t just for fun. They’re blackmail events, so the Entente can lure in business, military, and political leaders outside the Entente who will do their bidding so they can go on controlling from the shadows. Most of those sickos who get lured in are satisfied with the orgies. But if this guy had a snuff fetish...”
My stomach pitched as his words hung in the air. “Then it was a ghastly form of Choose Your Own Adventure.”
“Yeah.”
“That was the guy from tonight. The French guy, wasn’t it?”
“I think so.”
He studied me carefully from several feet away. Close but not close enough. And I wasn’t sure how I felt about that at the moment. I also wasn’t sure how I felt about the concern brewing in his eyes. Concern for me—a woman he barely even knew. I was still reeling from what I’d seen and the fact my father had turned on the Entente to try to right the situation. Something that would get him killed if he were ever caught.
“There is another explanation,” Marco said quietly.
“And what’s that?” I was willing to grasp onto anything that didn’t involve ritualistically killing some poor girl.
“It’s possible it was a set up.”
My gaze lifted to his. “How so?”
“That girl didn’t seem scared to me. The knife was visible in that guy’s hand before he moved around behind her.”
“She could have been drugged. They’ve been known to do that to poor, unsuspecting women.”
“True. But now that I’ve watched it again, it struck me that she wasn’t scared when he first flashed the knife. If it was all staged, that would explain her reaction.”
“Why set something that elaborate up?”
“To frame your father. Everyone knows the resistance movement is strongest in House Merrick. My House leaders blame the spread of that resistance on your father for not squashing the uprising when he could have. If someone wants him gone, I could see them filtering a tape like this his way and waiting to see what he does with it.”
That made sense but... “If that’s the case, then what’s the purpose of this recording? Showing him handing it over? If they already have evidence he betrayed the Entente to Interpol, the Entente would just go after him. But they haven’t. I spoke to him tonight after I left that party. He was fine.”
“Yeah, I thought about that. I’m not so sure he was the target tonight.”
My eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”
He shifted his back against the wall. “How much do you know about the Entente?”
“Um, everything. My father’s the head of House Merrick.”
“Women aren’t supposed to know everything. It’s forbidden.”
“My father doesn’t agree.”
“And that’s why he’s not the sole target.”
I had no idea what he was getting at.
“Your father’s been debating changing the order of succession in House Merrick. He wants to hand it over to you. The other Houses are fighting him on it.”
My brow lowered. “I knew he was thinking about it, but I thought it was just a precautionary measure. In case something happens to my younger brother Jasper. He’s only sixteen, and he has a history of health problems.”
“That’s your father’s excuse. The truth is, he knows the stronger choice to head your House eventually is you. The other House leaders know it as well.” He pointed at the computer. “If you were to be caught by any other Entente House with that recording in your possession, how would it look?”
The blood drained from my face. “It would look as if I was trying to cover up my father’s crime.”
“Right. And the question of whether or not that murder was even real would be moot.”
Shit. He was right. I looked up at him. “You think someone was trying to set me up?”
“To get you and your father? It’s looking like it. I got in the way.”
Bloody hell, he had.
“And the French guy? Basile?”
“Little prick? The one you slept with?”
I frowned up at him. “I did not sleep with him.”
“Then how do you know he had a small dick?”
“Because before you got there he was pawing at me. I couldn’t exactly knee him in the balls because I didn’t want to make him suspicious. I was waiting for the roofie to work so I could search him for the file. He rubbed up against me a couple of times.” Revulsion rolled through me at the memory, but it quickly morphed to rage. “In retrospect I should have cut his balls off.”
He chuckled. “Remind me never to piss you off that bad.”
I tipped my head trying to gauge his mood. Was that relief I heard in his voice?
“And he’s a pawn,” he said, his voice sobering. “The fact he was the one transporting that file makes me believe it really was a staged ritual and not an actual murder.”
“How so?”
He pinned me with a look. “You got up close and personal with him. Did he strike you as someone who could commit murder?”
No, he hadn’t. He’d struck me as a horny little Frenchman and that was about it. In fact, I could have easily subdued him even without the drugs.
“There’s still something I don’t understand, though.”
“What?”
“If that was their plan, to set my father up to betray the Entente, to frame me and make it look like I was trying to destroy evidence so no one would find out, then why hasn’t anyone come after me?”
“Maybe they weren’t planning to until you got home tonight. What did you do after I left you?”
I bit my lip, thinking back. “I checked the Frenchman for the file again. Then I checked his coat. When I couldn’t find it, I went back upstairs and checked all the places where I’d seen him loitering earlier in the evening, in case he’d stashed it somewhere. That’s when I realized you must have taken it.”
“And how did you find me?”
“I called around to the most expensive hotels in the city and made a list of the ones that offered eighteen-year Laphroaig on their after-dinner menus and I ticked them off alphabetically.”
“And they just gave you my room?”
“Well.” I shrugged. “I had your description. And I can be very persuasive to the right people.”
He smirked. “House Merrick either has inside people at all the best hotels, or you are one incredible seductress.”
My lips curled. “I am a woman of many talents, what can I say?”
He chuckled, and the sound sent a thrill through me because I knew I’d just impressed him.
“That still doesn’t answer my question about why no one has come after me.”
“Maybe they’re waiting for you at your house right this minute. Or...”
“Or what?”
His eyes narrowed. “Or maybe they just haven’t caught up with you yet.”
Yet. My heart skipped a beat. They could have followed me here.
I pushed out of the chair. “I should leave.”
He shoved away from the wall and dropped his arms to his sides. “Where you go, I go.”
“Why? You’re not involved in this.”
“My House is involved. And I don’t like that involvement one bit. Until I know what’s really going on, we’re partners.”
A wicked thrill whipped through me with that word—partners. And my heart sped up, bruising a rapid rhythm against my ribs. I could think of a dozen different ways I’d like to partner up with this man. And every single one had the potential to ruin me for life.
“I...I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” I managed.
A knock sounded at the door. We both jerked toward the sound and froze.
The knock echoed again.
Lifting his forefinger to his lips to signal me to be quiet, Marco said, “Who is it?”
“Room Service,” a male voice answered. “I have your order.”
“Did you order room service?” I whispered.
Marco shook his head and reached back for the weapon at his back. Pushing me behind him, he yelled, “Hold on one minute. I’m not decent.”
He turned and shoved me into the bedroom, then headed for the door. I waited with bated breath until he returned to me several seconds later.
“Well?”
“No way that’s room service out there.”
“Shit. Is he alone?”
“Nope.” He tucked the weapon into his back waistband again and quietly opened the balcony doors. “How good are you at climbing?”
My eyes flew wide. “You want to climb down?”
“Not all the way. Just one level. The railing’s iron. Lots of places to hold on. All you have to do is drop down to the next balcony.”
“It’s at least a fifteen-foot drop.”
“I’ll go first and catch you.”
My hands were already sweating as he started climbing over the railing. When he was on the other side, he shot me a quick smile, then slowly worked his way down, using the decorative iron bars as hand holds until he was dangling several feet above the balcony below us.
Gripping the railing tightly in my hands, I leaned over as far as I could to watch. If he didn’t angle in, he’d drop straight down to his death. Gripping the bars tightly, he swung his legs back and forth to get his momentum going. And then he let go.
I held my breath as he sailed through the air. He disappeared from my line of sight, then I heard something heavy smack a hard object.
“Porca troia.”
“Are you okay?” I called, trying to be quiet, desperate to know if he was all right.
“Yeah, I’m fine.“ He suddenly appeared below me and looked up. “Come on. Your turn. They’re gonna realize I’m not getting dressed any second.”
I glanced back into the suite, my heart racing. I really hated heights. But I hated the idea of being executed for something I hadn’t done even more. Careful not to snag my pants, I climbed over the railing and braced my feet on the outside of the bars.
“Don’t look down,” Marco called below me. “Just start shimmying. I’ll catch you.”
“Oh God...”
My hands started moving. When I got as far as I could without releasing my feet, I paused.
“Step off,” Marco said.
I was going to die. My heart thundered in my chest and my hands grew so damp, I was terrified I’d slip right off. “I...I can’t.”
“You’re almost there,” Marco called. “Step off with your feet so I can catch you. I won’t let you fall. I promise.”
I barely knew this man. I had no idea if he was lying or telling the truth. And this wasn’t the moment for me to try to decide.
“No. I can’t.” I started to climb back up.
“Felicity—”
The door to the bedroom suite jerked open, and two men with guns rushed into the room, spotted me, and started shouting.
“Oh fuck.” My foot slipped. Gunshots echoed above me. Pinged off metal. I screamed, and my hand slid down the railing, sending pain all across my palm. “Marco!”
“Drop!” he yelled.
There was nothing else I could do. The heel of my hand hit the base of the railing, and the force of the strike shot my hand open. Air whooshed around me, and before I could even scream, I was falling.
Falling to my death in the middle of London with a man I barely even knew.
 



Chapter Five
Marco
 
I caught Felicity around the waist.
Her body weight knocked into me, sending me sprawling across the small balcony. Pushing quickly against me, she scrambled up and said, “Oh my God. Are you all right?”
Gunshots echoed above us, followed by angry voices screaming in what I was pretty sure was Italian.
I grasped her hand and lurched to my feet. “We have to hustle.”
Reaching for the sliding door, I pulled, expecting it to be locked, but to my surprise it slid right open. At least one thing was going right tonight. Pulling Felicity after me, I entered the suite and hustled through the bedroom toward the living room and front door. A shadowy figure sat up in the bed and mumbled, “Who’s there?”
I gripped Felicity’s hand tighter and picked up my pace. In the entryway, I pried the door open and peeked into the hall. Finding it clear, I pulled her after me and made a beeline for the stairs at that end of the corridor.
“French,” she mumbled at my back, looking behind us but still gripping my hand. “They were speaking French.”
“Which makes me think this was a total set-up by someone in House Richelieu.”
“Were they chanting in French on that video? I couldn’t tell.”
No, they’d been chanting in Italian, which was the only part of this I didn’t understand. Somehow House Salvatici was involved as well.
I pushed the stairwell door open. Finding it clear, I dragged her with me and skipped steps to get to the ground level as fast as possible. The lobby was empty when we rushed into the space. Hustling for the front doors of the hotel, I said, “Do you have a car?”
“In Hyde Park. I wasn’t sure what I’d find here, so I thought it’d be wise to park away, just in case.”
“Smart thinking.”
The street was quiet and dark at this time of night. I tugged her across the three-lanes heading north, the grassy divider lined with trees, and the other three lanes heading south, and didn’t breathe easier until we were in the park and heading toward her car a quarter mile away. As we stepped under a streetlight she looked down at the ground then up at me and gasped. “Oh my God. Are you bleeding?”
She pulled me to a stop and reached for my other hand. A gash I hadn’t even felt was dripping blood.
“Merda.” I didn’t have anything to wrap it in, and it was too freakin’ cold to take off my shirt.
She glanced at the wound then pushed my arm up. “Hold it above your heart. I have gauze in my car. Come on.”
We picked up our pace. Her Audi was parked under the lights in an empty parking lot. She unlocked the passenger door, pulled it open, then pushed me into the seat. “Wait here.”
“I’m fine,” I said as she rummaged around in the trunk, feeling like an idiot. “It’s just a cut.” My gaze slid back toward the Dorchester. I was more concerned about someone following us than I was about my stupid hand.
“Here.” She shoved a wad of gauze at me. “Wrap this around it. I’ll stitch it up when we get to the flat.”
She slammed the passenger door, then hustled around to the driver side.
“What flat?” I asked as she started the ignition and backed out of the space.
“I’ve got a friend with a flat in Notting Hill. She said I could use it anytime I was in the city. She’s not there right now.”
“Where is she?”
“A medical mission trip to Africa.”
Her family’s main residence was in Scotland, but her family also split time at their estate in Wales. “Would anyone think to look for you there?”
“No. We actually haven’t seen each other in several years. Went to different medical universities. She left me the code.”
That was good enough for me. I wrapped the gauze around my hand several times, ignoring how the blood was already seeping through the thin fabric, and said, “Lead on.”
Felicity’s friend’s flat was a third floor garden-view one bedroom unit in a white stucco period building in the heart of Notting Hill Village. The living room was cozy with vaulted ceilings and bookshelves that lined one whole side and ran all the way to the ceiling, but the room itself was small. In fact, everything was small—the kitchen, the bathroom, even the one tiny bedroom that was just barely big enough for a king-sized bed and two night stands—and as Felicity maneuvered me around the white-painted walls and pushed me to sit on the end of the bed, I felt ginormous. And completely out of place.
“I don’t want to get blood all over this white comforter.” I held my hand out in front me, not caring much about the hardwood floor. At least that could be cleaned.
“Wait right here and I’ll get some towels.”
She was back as quickly as she left, laying towels over my lap and the bed, even underneath my feet, just in case.
“Mindy’s got a suture kit in here somewhere, I just have to find it. Don’t pass out on me while I’m gone looking.”
I snorted. As if that would ever happen.
While she was searching for what she needed, I glanced at the books on the shelves in the bedroom. The owner of this place clearly liked to read. There were travel books from all over the world, lots of medical research books, and fiction books scattered throughout.
I grabbed the closest paperback with my good hand and glanced at the cover. It featured an attractive couple kissing.
Felicity moved back into the room with what looked like a plastic fishing box. “Planning to fry me up and eat me for dinner?”
“Very funny.” She knelt on the floor in front of me, placed my hand on the towel over my thigh, and began carefully unwrapping the gauze. As soon as the wound was visible she said, “That needs stitches.”
“It doesn’t look that bad. Just wrap it up.”
She rolled her eyes and pushed to her feet. “Don’t be a baby.”
I frowned as she left the room once more. When she came back she had a bottle of whisky in her hand. “Here. Drink this. “It’s not Laphroaig or Macallan. But it’ll do in a pinch.”
I took the bottle with my good hand. It was some off brand I’d never heard of. “Trying to get me wasted so you can take advantage of me, Ms. Harrington?”
She smirked. “No, I’m trying to get you drunk so you don’t pass out on me. I couldn’t find any lidocaine, so we’re going to have to do this the old fashioned way.”
“Porca puttana.“ I cracked the top and took a deep drink. When I lowered the bottle she said, “No, take a few more gulps. It’s not going to feel too good once I start stitching. The more relaxed you are the better.”
I did as she said, not because I particularly liked the taste of the cheap stuff, but because I was not a fan of needles. My head grew light pretty fast. Either I hadn’t eaten much today or I’d lost more blood than I’d thought. “Mind if I lie down? Less distance to fall when I pass out.”
She helped me stretch out on the bed and cleaned off the nightstand so I could lay my hand over the wood and she’d have an easy space to work. As I clutched the bottle to my side and stared up at the peaked ceiling while she started cleaning the wound, I thought about that book again.
“Your friend likes to travel.”
“Huh?”
“Lots of travel books on the shelves.”
“Oh. Yeah.”
“Do you?”
“Do I what?”
“Like to travel.”
“I suppose.”
She supposed. Wow, she was really easy to talk to.
“She also likes kissing books.”
“What?”
When she glanced over at me, I pointed toward the paperback I’d dropped on the foot of the bed. “All kinds of those on the shelves.”
She smirked and went back to cleaning my hand and inspecting the wound. “Those are called romance novels. And yes, Mindy’s a hopeless romantic.”
“A hopeless romantic.” I looked back up at the ceiling, slowly moving above me. Or maybe I was moving. I wasn’t quite sure which. “As in the fairytale happily-ever-after kind of hopeless romantic who believes the prince rides in on a white horse to save the young maiden and remains faithful to her forever after.”
Her eyes narrowed, and she glanced my way with a mischievous look. “Yes. That kind of hopeless romantic. She’s doomed.”
“What if she’s not?”
“What on earth are you talking about?”
“What if that kind of love actually exists?”
“It doesn’t.”
“It did for my parents.”
“You’re telling me your parents are still happily married and faithful to each other after all these years.”
“No.”
“See?”
“They died when I was a kid. Car accident.”
“Oh.” She paused whatever she was doing and softly said, “I’m sorry.”
“It was a long time ago. But they were madly in love, right up until the moment they were taken from me. They were married for thirteen years.” A smile tugged at my mouth as I thought of my mother sitting in the kitchen of our farmhouse, telling me how she and my father had met. “It was love at first sight. Bam. Hit them both like lightning. They were married three weeks later.”
She frowned and reached for something at her side. “Then your parents are the exception, not the rule.”
“Maybe. Maybe not.”
“Take another swig of your alcohol, Marco.”
I did and relaxed even further into the bed. It was soft. Softer than it had been before.
“All I know is that when that lightning hits me, I’m gonna go for it and not hold back. Lightning never hits twice, you know.”
“Yeah, I know. Deep breath now.”
Those were really weird words. Deep and breath. I opened my mouth to tell her that only to gasp out “Porca puttana!” when she stabbed me with her freakin’ needle.
“Drink!” she said, not stopping what she was doing.
Motherfucker, that hurt. I ground my teeth against the pain, then lifted my hand and and guzzled the whisky.
I wasn’t sure how long it took her to stitch up my hand. I was already drifting by the time she finished. But I was still coherent enough to feel her lips skim my forehead when she said, “Good job, tough guy. It’s all done. Now you can sleep.”
I smiled and let my eyes slide close.
Then I dreamt of masquerades and ballrooms and dangling off balconies and being hit by lightning. Lightning so sudden and electrifying, it changed everything.
Including me.
 
* * * *
 
It was still dark when I opened my eyes. Blinking, I looked up at a vaulted, rustic white ceiling and a fan in the center, circulating the air with a slow rotation of its blades.
For a split second, I couldn’t remember where I was. Then I rolled and caught sight of Felicity sound asleep on her side on the big bed, facing me. Her hand was up near her face on the pillow, her dark lashes skimming creamy skin, her shoulder-length auburn hair fanned out around her like a blanket.
Heat spread through my body. A heat I didn’t want to bank. All kinds of electrical images flashed in my brain, the strongest of which was lightning striking me square in the chest, just as it had in my dream.
I sucked in a steadying breath and shifted to my back once more. More than anything I wanted to touch her, to drag her my way and wake her with my hands, to thank her for stitching up my wound with my lips and mouth and entire body. But I could still feel that lightning charge rippling through my limbs, and even though I wanted the sexy little Brit with an unquenchable fire, I was also smart enough to realize I barely knew her.
She was the heir to a rival House. Her ultimate goals, though similar to mine, went against everything I represented in public. If I had any hope of instilling real change within House Salvatici someday, I had to keep up the ruse that I was one hundred percent committed to my House and had no other affiliation. And that meant getting personally involved with someone well known for supporting the resistance was not a smart idea.
Needing space to clear my head where her warmth and that sexy gardenia scent couldn’t distract me, I rolled to my side, slid my feet to the floor, and stood. The room spun a little, and I reached out a hand to steady myself on the mattress. I’d probably overdone it with the whisky but I didn’t care. I had a serious aversion to needles—thanks to two weeks in the hospital as a kid I’d just as soon forget. Passing out drunk in front of Felicity had been way better than passing out screaming like a little baby when she came at me with a needle.
I was still a little light-headed from the whisky, and I hobbled more than walked my way into the bathroom, something I was glad Felicity didn’t see. After using the facilities, I splashed water on my face with one hand so I didn’t get my bandages wet. In the medicine cabinet, I found a new toothbrush and tube of toothpaste, which I helped myself to since my mouth tasted like a still. As I was putting everything away, I also noticed a box of condoms.
I reached for the box and opened it. The twelve-pack hadn’t even been broken into. All kinds of dirty images filled my brain, shoving aside every bit of common sense I’d been trying to hold on to.
I pushed the box back in the medicine cabinet, closed the door, then made my way out into the dark living room. One glance at my cell phone told me my contact at Interpol whom I’d emailed from my hotel suite had tried to call me earlier.
It was close five a.m., but I wasn’t worried about waking him. Patrick Delaney was a night owl.
I dialed and waited. The line picked up right after the first ring, and a familiar voice filled my ear. “Are you up here causing trouble for me, Marco?”
I couldn’t keep from smirking. Patrick and I had gone to school together at Cambridge ages ago. He occasionally kept me filled in on what Interpol was investigating, and I kept him up to speed on anything serious the Entente was doing. “Always. I got your message.”
“Thought it’d be easier to chat instead of type it all out. This line secure?”
“Yeah. You know I can cover my ass.” I sat on the couch and perched my elbow on my knee as I held the phone. “What can you tell me?”
“You’re not the first one to bring that to our attention. We spent a lot of time investigating that video. The Frenchman featured at the end is Bastian Gautier. He’s a high-level banker we were able to track down thanks to face recognition software.”
“Guy was an idiot not to keep his face hidden.”
“Agree. But he claimed it was a prank. A video created for an event in which no one was harmed.”
“Were you able to confirm that?”
“As best we could. He gave us enough information to track down the girl. A...” Papers shuffled over the line, then he said, “Margaux da Silva, also French. She’s a model and actress. She confirmed his story.”
I frowned. “And you’re sure that was her?”
“Look, I’ll be honest with you. We can’t be a hundred percent sure of anything. It looks like her, but the girl on that video never lifted her face toward the camera so we don’t have enough to go on facial recognition. And the video does not actually show any kind of assault or murder.”
I knew it didn’t. But in my world I also knew nothing was as it seemed.
“What about the French guy? Gautier? You questioned him and just let him go?”
“We didn’t have enough to hold him. Didn’t have enough to refer him to local authorities either.”
I understood that, but the fact Gautier had been transporting that video tonight at that party told me he was dirty. “And Merrick?”
“Well, that’s where I’m confused. The video you sent me shows Merrick turning that video over to an Interpol agent.”
“Yeah. I recognized the agent’s face. I know I’ve had drinks with him when I was with you. Tall guy, kinda sandy-colored hair. Broken nose.”
“Morris. He’s on medical leave right now. I already have a call in to chat with him about this, but here’s the thing. According to the records we have, Merrick wasn’t the one who delivered that video to Morris.”
“Are you sure?”
“Absolutely. Whoever it was gave us a fake name—Charles Merrick would have as well, but we’re all well aware of Merrick’s description. This guy wasn’t nearly as tall, was thicker around the middle, and had a Cockney accent.”
“That was definitely Charles Merrick on that video.”
“Yeah. Which means what you sent me was a different transaction, or—”
“Or the video was doctored.”
“Exactly. As I said, I’m going to chat with Morris in the morning to verify but he usually keeps accurate files. So I’m pretty sure this isn’t wrong.”
“What’s he on medical leave for?”
“Gunshot wound. Shoulder. From a human trafficking raid last week. Your Houses keep us busy over here.”
I knew they did. Just as I knew that someday, I planned to change that.
“Thanks for all the info.”
“Hope it helps. I’ll text you once I hear from Morris. You wanna tell me what this is about?”
“I’m still not sure. But I think someone’s trying to set up House Merrick to take a major fall within the Entente.”
“That can’t be good.”
“No.” House Merrick was the only House in the Entente actively trying to make changes for the good at the moment. “We need them to stay in the game.”
“Absolutely. And how does House Salvatici figure into all this?”
“Not sure yet. When I know, I’ll be sure to fill you in.”
By the time we hung up, the only thing I knew for certain was that the man who’d actually turned over that video to Interpol was likely the person trying to set up Felicity and her father. Somehow, I had to figure out who that was.
“Hey. Everything okay?”
Felicity’s soft voice washed over me like a heated caress, and I glanced from the phone in my hand to her sleepy face where she stood next to the couch looking down at me.
“Yeah. Fine. I hope I didn’t wake you.”
“You didn’t.” She dropped onto the couch beside me, tucking one leg under her and perching her elbow on the back of the cushions as she covered her mouth and yawned. “How’s your hand? Are you in pain?”
“No. And it’s fine.” I set my phone on the coffee table because I didn’t want to get into everything with her just yet. At least not until I heard back from Patrick about who had really delivered that file to Interpol. Leaning back into the cushions, I said, “How are you?”
“Sleepy.” She rested her head against her hand as she looked over at me in the dark. “You talk in your sleep.”
“I do not.”
Her lips curled in the sweetest smile. “You kept mumbling words like lightning and mine and bam.”
“I did not.”
Her grin widened. “It was actually very cute. Until I was trying to sleep. The ‘bam!’ kept waking me up. You said it just like that, too. ‘Bam!’”
I chuckled. “I was delirious from pain and alcohol. I have no other excuse.”
“It’s enough. Here.” She reached for my injured hand resting against my thigh. “Let me see.”
Heat sizzled across my nerve endings everywhere she touched me. She turned my hand right and left in the low light coming through the windows, making sure the wound wasn’t bleeding through the bandages, and even though there was absolutely nothing sexual about the way she handled me, blood gathered in my belly and shot straight into my groin.
“I think you’re going to survive.”
“Thanks to you.”
“You would have been just fine with any old nurse or doctor.”
“I’m not so sure. I have an aversion to hospitals and doctors.”
“Why?” she asked, still checking out the bandage.
I shrugged. “PTSD.” When her curious gaze lifted to mine, I said quickly, “From that car accident that killed my parents. I was in the backseat. Spent two weeks in ICU. Lost my spleen and part of my liver. Lots of broken ribs. I was pretty banged up.”
“How old were you?”
“Ten.”
“Oh my God.”
I had not intended to turn the conversation into a downer. “It wasn’t as bad as it sounds. I got to live with my uncle who let me get away with a lot of shit my parents never would have.”
“Yeah, but still.” She’d stopped examining my hand and now was just holding it—which I liked—but not when she was pitying me.
“And hey,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. “I got a pretty damn cool scar out of it that makes me look like a serious knife fighter. All I have to do in a tough situation is whip my shirt off, and guys back away, trembling in fear.”
Her lips curled once more. “Oh, I have to see this. Lift that shirt.”
I reached for the tail of my untucked dress shirt and lifted it halfway up my ribs before I realized I could have used the opportunity to strip in front of her. Something I desperately wanted to do. Something I would have done if she were any other woman.
“Oh, wow.” Her soft fingertips landed against my ribs and gently traced the long scar that ran vertically down my side. And, holy hell, her touch felt good. Warm, soft, electrifying.
“Does that hurt?” Her gaze lifted to mine, but she didn’t stop touching me. And when I looked over at her, I realized she was close—closer than I’d thought—her lips mere centimeters from mine as she leaned toward me.
“No. It’s still a little numb.”
“So you don’t feel this?” Maybe I was imagining things, but I thought I detected a hint of arousal in her voice as she skimmed the scar again. And even just thinking she was enjoying touching me—any part of me—sent sparks ricocheting from her fingertips straight into my dick.
“Oh, I feel it,” I managed, fighting not to give in to the lust churning inside me.
“You’re right,” she whispered, still not moving back. “It’s definitely a damn cool scar. Mine’s not nearly as cool.”
“You have a scar?”
“Yeah. Motorcycle accident when I was a teenager. Was out in a field with some friends. Got thrown from my bike and hit a rock.”
“Merda. You were lucky you weren’t killed.”
“Yeah. Could have hit my head. I was a stupid kid.”
“Where?”
“Up in Scotland.”
I smiled. “No, where’s the scar?”
“Oh.” She reached for the hem of the thin white T-shirt she was wearing and tugged it up and over her head before I even realized what she was doing. In nothing but the cream-colored bra that molded to her sexy breasts, she turned her back toward me and pointed at her shoulder. “Here.”
Mother of God. The image of her in that bra was going to flash in my brain for at least the next week. Swallowing hard, I shifted on the couch so she couldn’t tell what she was doing to me and placed my suddenly shaking fingers on the crescent-shaped scar on the back of her shoulder that was roughly the size of my palm.
“This must have hurt.”
She drew in a breath that lifted her back beneath my hand as I traced the curve of the scar. “Not right now, it doesn’t. Feels bloody good at the moment.”
My fingers stilled against her skin, and my gaze lifted to her face and perfect profile in the dim light. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I detected a hint of seduction in her voice.
My pulse notched up. I tried not to read too much into that as I looked down at her sexy skin once more. “I think it’s a pretty kick ass scar.”
“Yeah? You don’t think I should get a tattoo to cover it or anything?”
“No way. A woman with scars is mysterious. A survivor. Real. Tattoos are like a mask. Scars are the windows to a person’s history.”
She turned a tiny bit more and met my gaze. And the second I saw the heat in her light green eyes, it was as if another zap of lightning slammed into me and stole my breath. “History, huh?”
I nodded. “They also make for way better stories than a needle and ink.”
Her lips curled. Twisting around, she faced me once more in her bra and tipped her head, but she didn’t move to put her shirt back on. “Can I ask you something?”
“Yeah,” I said slowly. Not because I didn’t want to answer, but because, holy God, her bra was so thin I could see the outline of her areolae through the fabric.
“If I had surrendered to you in that room the way you wanted, would you have really fucked me on that bed with the drugged Frenchman passed out on the floor?”
Mother of God... My whole body sizzled at just the thought. “That would have been dependent on your level of kink at the moment. Are you into being watched?”
She shrugged and shot me a sensual grin. “I’m not not into it. I’m definitely not a prude. That would have been a new one for me, though.”
Fuck me. The more time I spent with her, the more she was becoming my ideal woman. I nodded because it was all I could think to do to keep from grabbing her and devouring her, which wasn’t a smart idea in our current situation.
“Speaking of the French guy, there is one other question I have.”
“Oh yeah?” I glanced her way. “What’s that?”
“Well, the guy was a total letch.” She rested her elbow on the back of the couch and perched her head on her hand, sifting her fingers through her silky locks. “He asked me if I wanted him to spank me, which, okay, fine, some women are into. But then he also asked me if I wanted him to make me bark like a dog. Now, I’ve never met a man who could make a woman bark like that, and I’m fairly certain if any man could, it wouldn’t be him. But then you came into the room and got me all hot and bothered with your words and lips and touching and everything, and it made me wonder...”
My whole body was on the verge of exploding. “Wonder what?”
“Well...” Her sultry gaze locked on mine. “It made me wonder if you’re that kind of man.”
Mother of mercy...
My pulse skyrocketed, and any hope I had of keeping my erection under control completely evaporated.
She reached back for something from her pocket, then held up a small square object.
A condom. A condom that looked exactly like the ones I’d seen in the bathroom cabinet.
“Don’t suppose you’d be up for finding out?” she asked. “If, that is, your hand isn’t hurting too much. Seeing as how we’ve got time to kill and neither of us seems all that tir—”
I closed my mouth over hers and kissed her. Just gave up the fight and dove in headfirst. And when she groaned and wrapped her arms around my neck, I tugged her onto my lap and kissed her the way I’d wanted to kiss her since I’d first set eyes on her.
She was breathless when she drew back and looked down at me. Breathless and not nearly as confident as she’d seemed only moments before. “Promise me something.”
“Anything.”
Her gaze skipped over mine. “Promise me there won’t be any lingering effects from this after tonight.”
“I know how to use a condom without breaking it.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
The vulnerability I saw in her eyes made my chest seize, because I understood she wasn’t talking about anything physical.
Another bolt of lightning slammed straight into my chest, jolting my heart to life like a defibrillator. And unable to make that promise, I kissed her again.
I kissed her hard, intent on making her feel that lightning too.
 



Chapter Six
Felicity
 
I was probably being reckless, but I didn’t care. The moment I’d seen him sitting out here in the dark, I’d wanted him.
No, that wasn’t right. The second he’d kissed me earlier tonight, I’d wanted more. I’d wanted everything. And I didn’t care about the consequences any longer. I just wanted him.
I sighed as he explored my mouth, as he drew back and nipped at my bottom lip, then dipped in for another sinful taste. God, the man could kiss. I felt my whole body melting as he used that wicked tongue to tease me to new heights of desire. And I knew if I wasn’t careful, I was going to do exactly what I’d vowed not to do earlier—surrender not only my body to this man’s demanding touch, but my mind and heart as well.
Sex was one thing. Falling for the guy? Not possible. Not this soon, and definitely not when I barely knew him.
“Mm, cara,” he whispered against my lips. “Sono pazza di te.”
My Italian wasn’t all that great, but I was a sucker for that accent. And I knew enough about the language to know he’d just said he was crazy about me. “Show me.”
His arms tightened around my waist, and he pushed to his feet. Gasping, I held on and said, “Oh shoot, your hand. I didn’t mean for you to—”
He kissed me quickly as he turned into the bedroom. “I know exactly what you meant, bella.” He knelt on the bed and laid me out in front of him. Letting go, he looked down with smoldering dark eyes as he made quick work of the buttons on his shirt. “And I plan to give you exactly what you want.”
My stomach caved in. Heat rushed between my legs. Biting my lip, I pushed up on my elbows and helped him with his shirt. When the buttons were free, I slid the fabric down his strong arms so he could wiggle out of it, and nearly groaned at the muscle beneath.
I’d been right. He was built. Impressive pecs, carved abs, and that sexy line of dark hair that disappeared beneath the waistband of his slacks.
I couldn’t keep from pressing my palms against his muscular belly then skimming my lips over his skin. He sucked in a breath and worked faster to get his bandaged hand out of his shirtsleeve. His spicy scent surrounded me. Made me light headed. Made me hungry for more. I slid my lips to the right until I found his scar and kissed my way up and down until I heard him groan.
“Cazzo.” He threw his shirt to the floor, slid his fingers into my hair, and tugged my mouth up to his as he pushed me down to the mattress. “You make me wild, Felicity.”
His mouth closed over mine, devouring me. I gasped and kissed him back, spread my legs so he could press between them, then moaned long and deep when I felt his very hard and very thick erection rubbing against me, right where I wanted it most.
“Oh, yes,” I whispered against his lips. “More.”
His fingers streaked down my arms, then one slipped between us and freed the front clasp of my bra. Warm fingers shoved the garment aside, and then he was cupping me, squeezing my breast until I groaned, rolling the nipple between his thumb and forefinger in a way that sent electrical arcs of desire straight into my sex.
“Marco... Oh, fuck, yes.” I held on to his face as I rocked up against him. As I dropped my head back to the mattress, his lips explored my jaw, my throat, as they worked their way down. My skin was on fire. My sex completely drenched. If he slipped his hand into my pants, I was sure I would come. It had been a while for me, and the man already had me on the edge of a blinding orgasm. That should have embarrassed me, but it didn’t. It just made me hotter. Especially because we’d barely just begun.
“Dio, sei bellissima,” he whispered, sliding lower until I felt his lips at my breasts. “I have to taste you everywhere.” I moaned as he traced my nipple with the tip of his tongue. “Then I promise to make you bark like a dog, amore.”
I laughed. Then that word he’d used hit me—love—and I faltered. I knew it was a common term of endearment, like calling someone your lover, but just the sound of it from his lips caused my heart to jerk as if someone had shocked it, and our conversation earlier to roll through my mind.
“What if that kind of love actually exists?”
“It doesn’t.”
“It did for my parents.”
“Then your parents are the exception, not the rule.”
“Maybe. Maybe not. All I know is that when that lightning hits me, I’m gonna go for it and not hold back. Lightning never hits twice.”
“Hold on to the comforter,” Marco said in a low voice.
I blinked up at him only to realize he was gripping my pants at the waist and trying to tug them down my legs, only they were tight and he was having trouble.
Hands shaking, I reached for the comforter at my sides and fisted the white fabric while I lifted my hips. He tugged, and the fabric slid down my legs. My head was still spinning as I heard him shrug out of his own pants, as I heard the condom wrapper tear. Seconds later he climbed back over me, all naked and warm and already ready, and as I looked up at him in the dark I thought again of what he’d said. About that lightning. And I felt it. Striking right in the middle of my chest. So strong, it was as if something had finally shocked me to life.
“What?” He hesitated on his elbows above me, his hands in my hair, his worried gaze suddenly skipping over my features. “Did you change your mind?”
“No. Absolutely not. I just...”
Oh my God. I blinked up at him. I wasn’t sure I was ready for this. I barely knew him. This kind of thing didn’t happen in real life. It certainly didn’t happen to people like me.
“Felicity?”
I couldn’t describe the force of what I felt. I only knew that I couldn’t fight it. “I want you,” I whispered.
He pushed back and started kissing my breasts again, my belly, but I didn’t want that. I wanted him. I grasped his face and pulled him back up to me. “No. I’m already on fire. I need you inside me. Now. Right no—”
He groaned and captured my mouth in a searing kiss I felt everywhere. And then he shoved me to the mattress and pushed my legs apart. And when he thrust inside me, I moaned and lifted toward him, taking him deep in one stroke that felt like pure heaven.
“Santo Dio,” he gasped, drawing back, then shoving in deep all over again. “So wet, so tight. I think you were made for me, amore.”
He gripped my jaw in his bandaged hand and pushed his tongue into my mouth while he thrust hard again and again, using his other hand for leverage against the mattress. And with every plunge, with every slip and thrust and glide and stroke, I felt his cock striking my G-spot, hitting it at the perfect angle, driving me faster to a release I was sure would destroy me.
“More.” I licked into his mouth. Lifted my hips against his every downstroke. Gripped his shoulders with my fingertips, and squeezed my pussy around his thick length. He answered by driving harder inside me. Faster. Fucking me deeper than before and grunting every time he bottomed out.
Pleasure spiraled inside me. I felt the climax growing. Swelling inside me with every thrust. I was going to be sore tomorrow but I didn’t care. I needed more. I wanted it all. “Oh, God, Marco...”
“Let go, amore,” he whispered against my lips. “Surrender to me. Let me have all of you, and I’ll take you straight into paradise.”
Sweat slicked my skin. His teeth scraped my throat. I was so close I couldn’t hold out any longer. I fisted the comforter as I wrapped my legs around his waist. “Yes.” I threw my head back and arched up against him. “Oh fuck, yes, there, there, there. Right there...”
The orgasm consumed me, exploded like a million fireworks inside my body, dragging a scream from my throat I was sure would wake the neighbors. And just after it claimed me, even though I was still shaking, I felt his cock swell even bigger inside me. I felt him thrust even harder. And I felt his body shake against me as he grunted through his own release.
He collapsed against me, sweaty, breathless, two hundred pounds of solid muscle that pressed me deeper into the mattress. But I loved it. I loved the little aftershocks still zipping through me. And I loved that I could feel him, still hard but softening slightly inside me. That he hadn’t immediately rolled off me like every other guy I’d ever been with. That he seemed as shaken and overwhelmed by that as I was.
“Mio Dio,” he gasped against my neck. “I think you just broke me.”
I smiled and wrapped my arms around his back, tiptoeing my fingers across his sweaty skin. “You don’t feel broken.” I kissed his shoulder—the only part of him my lips could reach. “You feel good. Mm. Taste good, too.”
He chuckled against me, and I felt the vibrations all through my body.
Pushing up on one hand, he looked down at me with sexy, sated eyes. “You are a surprise, amore.”
Love...
God, I could get used to him calling me that. I shouldn’t but... I loved the way it rolled off his tongue. And he was the surprise, not me.
I lifted my lips to his, and when he brushed the sweaty hair back from my face and gently kissed my lips, I gripped his shoulders and opened my mouth, showing him I didn’t want gentle. I wanted more of what he’d just given me. I wanted everything.
He tasted me deeply but drew back long before I was ready to let him go. “Merda.”
A wave of worry rippled through me. “What?”
His brow lowered. “I didn’t make you bark like a dog.”
I grinned, unable to hold back my delight. “Good thing we have eleven more condoms in that box so you can try to get it right.”
“Oh, vita mia.” Heat flushed his features and flooded his eyes all over again. “I’m just getting started. And I intend to put every one to good use, trust me.”
 
* * * *
 
We didn’t use all twelve condoms. Which was a good thing, because after three blinding orgasms, I was afraid I might not be able to walk if we kept going. I was clearly out of practice.
The sun was just rising as we lay in bed drowsing. Neither of us had gotten much sleep and though I knew I needed it, now that the sexual tension in my body was banked, I couldn’t keep stop thinking about that video.
“You’re not sleeping,” Marco said, his drowsy voice rumbling in my ear where I lay with my head on his chest.
“How can you tell? You can’t see my eyes.”
“You keep tapping your foot against me.”
“Oh.” I smiled and rubbed my hand over the soft hair on his chest. “Sorry.”
“It’s okay. I just thought after all that barking you’d be ready to pass out.”
I pressed my fingers into his ribs. He chuckled and wiggled away from me. “Stop. I happen to be very worn out. It’s hard work making a woman bark.”
I smirked and snuggled back into him. “Quite proud of yourself, aren’t you?”
“I am. That’s a first for me.” He ran his hand down my arm. “So? Why aren’t you sleeping?”
“I was thinking about that video. And your theory that someone is trying to set me and my father up to take a fall. If that’s the case, then whoever sent me to get that file has to be in on it, wouldn’t you think?”
“Yes, possibly. Do you know who sent you, or was it just someone with the resistance movement?”
“Oh, I know who sent me, I’m just having a hard time wrapping my head around his setting me up.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s my Uncle Callum. My father’s brother.”
Marco pulled his arm out from under me and slowly sat up. “I didn’t know your uncle was active with the resistance movement.”
“Most people don’t.” I fluffed my hair against the pillow and rolled to my side, looking up at him. “He’s very secretive about it. It’s not the kind of thing he wants getting out. I shouldn’t even be telling you about him, it’s just...you made wonder whose side he’s really on.”
“Is he your father’s brother?”
I nodded.
“And there are no other siblings?”
“Nope.”
“So if your father were to be overthrown and you and Jasper were out of the picture—”
“He’d be installed as head of House Merrick.”
“Has he ever acted as if he wanted to lead your House?”
“Not that I’ve ever seen. He’s never acted jealous, if that’s what you’re asking, but people in this world are good at hiding their intentions. We all know that.”
Marco looked around the room, which was growing brighter from the morning’s sunlight. “We need to get the original video.”
“What are you talking about? We have the video.”
“No. We have a copy. And I’m pretty sure it’s been altered.”
I grabbed the sheet and slowly sat up. “What are you talking about?”
“I returned a call when you were sleeping. That’s why I was out on the couch when you found me. I’ve got a university buddy who works at Interpol. We keep each other up to speed on things happening in our corners of the world. I emailed him before you showed up at my hotel last night and he left me a voice mail.”
My eyes narrowed. “And you were going to tell me this...when?”
“Relax.” He reached for my hand and squeezed. “I was planning to tell you about it after he got back to me. He wanted to double check with the agent who was involved in the handoff of the file. Plus, you just distracted me out on the couch before I could tell you. Very well, I might say.”
Okay, I could cut him a little slack there. “So how do they know the video we have was altered?”
“Because he said your father wasn’t the one who made the handoff. It was someone else.”
“Who?”
“He wasn’t sure. All he had was the description in the file, no picture. But he said the guy was definitely shorter than your father, softer around the middle, and he had a Cockney accent.”
I caught my breath.
“What?” he asked, eyes narrowing on my face.
“My Uncle Callum is shorter than my father, chubby around the waist, and I’ve heard him do a Cockney accent multiple times. In fact, he pulls it out at family parties. Thinks he’s hilarious with it.”
He stared at me for several seconds, then said, “I think maybe we should go check your uncle’s house and see if we can find that file.”
Oh, I definitely planned to drop in on my dear old uncle’s estate and take a look around. But as I stared at him, I realized there was no reason for him to join me.
“What?” he said again.
I scooted back and clamped my arms around the sheet so it wouldn’t fall. “I appreciate all the help with this, but now that we know this is about my uncle, you don’t have to stick around. It has nothing to do with House Salvatici.”
“I’m not here for House Salvatici. I’m here for you.”
“That wasn’t why you were originally here.”
“Things change.” He fingered a lock of hair near my shoulder. “What’s really going on, Felicity? Why don’t you want me to go with you to find that file?”
“Because I don’t want you to get in trouble, that’s why.”
“With who?”
“Anyone from my House who happens to see you.”
“No one will know who I am.”
“Anyone who listens to you can tell you’re Italian.”
“I fooled you with my Spanish accent. I’ll use it again.”
I huffed. “I knew you weren’t Spanish.”
“How?”
“Because you kept lapsing into Italian when we were together in that room.”
“Only because you distracted me.” He pushed my hair aside and brushed his nose against the curve of my jaw and breathed hot over my neck, distracting me. “Admit it. You like having me around.”
I did. More than I should. Especially because no matter how fabulous this...thing...was between us, I knew it wouldn’t last.
It couldn’t. He was House Salvatici, I was House Merrick. We didn’t blend. Not to mention the fact that I was a realist, and he was very clearly a romantic.
“Marco...”
“Yes?”
“I really think...”
He lifted his head and pinned me with dark, sexy eyes. Eyes that made me falter because as they gazed into mine, so intense, so focused, I had the strangest sense he was seeing all the way into my soul.
“You think what, amore?”
Dammit. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to him yet.
“I...think the best time to search my uncle’s estate would be in the evening. When he’s preoccupied with his mates. Or his mistress.”
One side of Marco’s sensual lips curled. “I think it’s a great idea. But it’s still morning. What could we possibly do until then?”
I slid my hand around his nape and pulled him down with me into the pillows. “I’m sure we’ll think of something.”
His grin widened. And just before he kissed me, he said, “I’m pretty sure we just did.”
 



Chapter Seven
Marco
 
Felicity’s uncle’s home was an estate in the countryside of Wales not far from where her parents lived. The house was huge—not quite a castle, but not a simple farmhouse, either. At this time of night—close to ten p.m., she was sure her uncle would be out at the local pub, a place he frequented most nights now that his wife had passed.
I was skeptical about just showing up, but Felicity assured me Christine, his live-in housekeeper, wouldn’t think much of it. She’d called earlier in the day to tell Christine she’d be stopping by to borrow some books from his library, an excuse I found extremely flimsy but which she thought was rock solid.
“Stop worrying,” she said to me as we parked and climbed out of her car. “We Brits like to read. Trust me, if he shows up, he won’t find it odd that I’m here. And once you see his library, you’ll understand.”
I still wasn’t sure, but I tucked my hands into the pockets of my jeans as I followed her across the drive toward the double front doors. We’d swung by my hotel and picked up my things. My weapon was tucked safely at my lower spine, just in case, but a shiver racked my spine, and I shrugged in my sweater, wishing I’d thought to grab a jacket. September evenings in the UK were considerably cooler than they were in Italy.
She rang the front bell and waited. I moved up behind her and inhaled a deep whiff of her gardenia scent, already thinking about what we’d do once we had the video in our hands. Clearly, we needed to take it right to Felicity’s father so he was aware his own brother was trying to doublecross him. But once we’d done that, I wanted to find a romantic hotel out here in the countryside and repeat those things we’d done this morning when we’d been killing time.
I glanced down at her sexy auburn hair and her stiff shoulders in the fitted leather jacket as she stared ahead at the door. I really couldn’t get enough of this woman, and that was new for me. Usually one tumble through the sheets, maybe two if it was good, was enough to satisfy my craving. But with Felicity, every time only made me hungry for more.
The door pulled open, and a thirty-something brunette with her hair wrapped up in a bun smiled at Felicity as she wiped her hands on a dishtowel. “There you are,” she said, pushing the door open wider so we could enter, her accent not quite as refined as Felicity’s. “Was beginning to think you changed your mind. I was about to head to bed.”
“Sorry we’re so late.” As we stepped into the entry of the immaculate house, Felicity said, “Christine, this is my friend Marc. He’s Spanish and doesn’t speak much English.”
That wasn’t what we’d discussed, but I played along. Reaching for Christine’s hand, I brought her knuckles to my lips for a kiss and said, “Buenas tardes, señorita.”
The brunette blushed. At her back, Felicity narrowed her eyes at me and scowled.
I shot her a grin as I released Christine’s hand, recognizing that look as pure, unadulterated jealousy. And boy, did I like it.
“Don’t feel like you have to wait up for us,” Felicity said when Christine only continued to gaze up at me.
Christine finally tore her eyes from me and looked toward Felicity. “What?”
“Bed? You said you were tired. We’re just going to grab the books and go. No need for you to wait up. I know how early Uncle Callum expects you to rise.”
“Oh. Sure.” She glanced back my way with a lingering look. “G’night, Felicity. Goodnight...Marc.”
She wandered down the hall away from us, but she kept looking back, and I encouraged her with a little wave.
As soon as she rounded the corner, Felicity smacked me in the arm with the back of her hand. “Stop egging the poor woman on.”
I chuckled and reached for her hand. “Something tells me you’re jealous.”
“As if.”
She tried to pull away from me but I tugged her up against my chest and lowered my mouth to hers. She resisted all of a half second before melting and opening to my kiss, drawing me into her sweet and succulent mouth.
Not nearly as satisfied as she thought, I drew back. “Admit it. You’re wild for me.”
“I’m not sure what I am. Every time you kiss me, it crosses the wires in my brain.”
“That’s not exactly a bad thing.” I tucked a lock of hair behind her ear.
“It is for me. My life is very structured. This”—she waved her hand between us—“whatever it is, is a complication neither of us needs.”
“Before yesterday, I’d have been inclined to agree with you. But now...”
“Now what?”
I smiled and wrapped my arms around her waist. “Lightning.”
“Are you for real? Marco, our Houses do not blend.”
“According to who? Look, I’m not saying we need to define it or anything. I just think we should give it a chance. See where it goes.”
“It has nowhere to go.”
“I’m not so sure.  I also know lightning doesn’t strike twice. And no matter how much you want to deny it, you felt it too.”
She stared at me for several heartbeats, and I saw the internal struggle in her soft green eyes—between what she wanted, and what she thought would never work. Then she looked away and quickly wiggled out of my arms. “Why are we even talking about this? We need to get that file.”
She turned and disappeared down another hallway, and as I followed, I realized she was scared. Not of our Houses or what our relationship would mean to the Entente. No, she was scared of taking a chance. Of trusting someone with her heart. Scared that if she believed in the fairytale and it didn’t actually come true, it would leave her worse off than she’d been before we’d ever met.
Did I believe in happily ever after? I did. My parents had lived it. Did I think this was that? I had no idea. But I was willing to take a chance. I just needed to find a way to convince her I was worth taking a chance on.
She turned into a large study with dark wood paneling, leather furnishings, bay windows that looked out over the dark yard, and a massive mahogany desk. Rounding the desk, she flipped open the laptop and sank into the deep green leather chair. “I’m going to guess he’s got a digital file on his computer or in his cloud, but look around and see if you can find a memory card or something.”
I doubted it would just be lying around, but I checked the desk drawers and file cabinet as she fiddled with his computer. “You don’t know his passwords, do you?”
“No.” She typed in a series of keys and hit Enter. “But my younger brother Jasper does. He’s got a photographic memory and he’s devious about watching people key in their codes. I called him earlier and got him to give me what he had.”
“I thought you said he wasn’t that smart.” I perched a hip against the desk and looked down at the computer as she keyed in the second set of codes.
“He’s not street smart. He’s nerd smart. Big difference. And if this works, I’m going to owe him big time, which he will make sure I don’t forget.” The screen unlocked. “Bingo. The kid can be useful now and then.”
She opened his files, and we both started scanning. She clicked on three different ones she thought might be right, but none were. I checked file sizes, searching for one that was similar to the size on that memory card.
“Try that one.” I pointed toward a file labeled with numbers near the bottom.
She clicked it, and a video screen popped open. We both watched as she clicked the play button, and a portly man walked across a parking garage toward a tall man in a fedora and long wool coat.
“Damn.” Felicity sat back in her seat. “It really is him. I was sort of hoping we were wrong.”
I placed my hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Feli—”
The door to the library pushed open, and we both glanced that way as Felicity’s uncle stepped into the room.
“Well, well,” he said as Felicity pushed the chair back and stood. “I wish I could say this was a surprise, but it’s not. Not really, anyway.”
Two more men moved in behind him, both taller and darker than Felicity’s balding uncle, wearing expensive dark suits. And I stiffened because I immediately recognized both.
“Uncle Callum, I—”
“Oh, hold your tongue, girl. I know why you’re here. I’ll deal with you in a moment.” He looked past Felicity to me. “Mr. Romero? I’m sure you remember your associates, Mr. Alfonsi and Mr. Ricci. This worked out nicely, if I do say so myself. After that French idiot screwed everything up last night, I thought it was going to have to get messy. Especially after the way she ran from these two at that hotel. But here you are, delivering her right to my doorstep. Well done, sir. I’m in your debt.”
My adrenaline surged. Felicity turned wide and shocked eyes toward me, but before she even opened her mouth, I warned, “Don’t.”
“Fuck you, and fuck your ‘don’t’.” Her eyes hardened. “You lied to me.”
My first instinct was to deny, but I knew if I did, things would quickly escalate. The two men with her uncle weren’t high up in my House, they were muscle. I’d seen them at a recent gathering, providing security. I knew they were armed, and all I had was the one Sig holstered at my spine. If they were here, it meant Callum Merrick had obtained backing from House Salvatici for his little coup. And if that was the case, it explained why my House had sent me to warn her to back off.
Callum clearly knew Felicity well. And now that I knew her, I could easily see that warning her would just fire her up to do the exact opposite. He’d bet on the fact my warning her would drive her harder to get that file.
Which meant my only hope to save her was to play along and hope like hell her uncle didn’t catch on to the fact I wasn’t in on the whole thing.
“Does she have the file on her?”
“No,” I said carefully, not looking her way. “I think she lost it when she ran last night. That’s why I brought her here.”
“Pity, but no matter. We have plenty of copies. Gentlemen, take my troublesome niece downstairs, would you? I need to call the heads of the other Houses and get the ball rolling.”
The two men behind her uncle stepped forward, and it was all I could do to stand still as they grabbed her. She struggled, kicked out, tried to scream, but they slapped a hand over her mouth and easily picked her up off the floor, heading for the door.
She managed to pry the hand off her mouth and yelled, “You son of a bitch. You won’t get away with this!”
“Oh, my dear.” Her uncle turned her way. “I already have.” Looking at me as if she were already gone, he said, “Now, Mr. Romero. Once she and my sniveling nephew are out of the way, and I’m in charge, our Houses will have to work together again.”
“Sure,” I said as I stepped back from his desk. “Why not.”
The two men disappeared around the corner with Felicity. Their footsteps faded, but I could still hear her screams. My heart raced, and my fingers grew damp as her portly uncle waddled toward the desk.
“I bet you’re more than ready to be done with her. She is far too spirited for a woman. A woman should know her place, don’t you agree?”
As he reached out to open his laptop, I debated my options. I could shoot the fucker, but I wanted him to pay. And I didn’t want to do anything to alert the other two men to what was going on in here.
“I completely agree.” I grabbed the paperweight from the corner of the desk and swung out, nailing Callum Merrick in the side of the head.
The blow took him by complete surprise. He grunted, sailed out of the chair, and hit the ground with a thud.
Moving quickly, I yanked the computer cord from the wall outlet and pushed him over to his belly, using the cord as a rope and tying his hands behind his back. Then I rummaged through his desk and found a handkerchief, which I rolled up, shoved between his lips, and tied at the back of his head, in case he came to and started screaming.
Heart in my throat, I dragged him toward the door. Finding the hallway clear, I pulled him two doors down and into what looked like a guest suite across the hall. The guy weighed easily over two hundred pounds, and by the time I had him sprawled on the adjoining bathroom floor, I was sweating, but I figured this was far enough. If those goons came back and walked into his office, they’d figure he’d gone somewhere else.
Tugging the phone from my back pocket, I quickly messaged Patrick at Interpol, then I reached for my Sig and hoped I could find Felicity before it was too late.
And that when I did, she’d listen to reason.
 



Chapter Eight
Felicity
 
They’d dragged me down a dank stairwell into a dingy basement I’d never been in before. The scents of mildew and dirt filled my senses. I continued to struggle against the man holding me at my back and the one fighting to keep control of my feet. If they thought I was going down without a fight, they were sorely mistaken.
They spoke to each other in Italian. Words I couldn’t make out. Words that only fired me up more because they reminded me what an idiot I’d been to trust Marco. He’d been in on it the whole time. He hadn’t even denied it! He’d been good, I had to give him that. He’d even made me think coming here tonight to get the original file had been my idea.
They dragged me toward a wooden door. The man struggling with my feet let go long enough to pull it open. Inside, I saw nothing but darkness, and I fought harder, refusing to be thrown in there.
The two men started yelling at each other, but they were stronger than me, and before I realized it, they pitched me forward and sent me sailing into the darkness.
I hit the ground on my stomach and grunted. Dirt sprayed up into my face. Before I could push up on my hands, a heavy clank echoed at my back, then footsteps receded into nothing.
My heart rate jackknifed. I jerked to my feet and shot back until my spine hit a solid wall made of stone. I couldn’t see a single thing in the dark. Had no idea where I was or what was about to happen. But I knew if I didn’t find a way out fast, I wouldn’t last long.
Fighting to keep the panic at bay, I felt my way along the wall until my fingers slipped from stone to wood. The door. I’d found the door. I felt up and down, searching for the handle. Something round and metal filled my grip. I twisted it, only to find it locked.
“No. Come on.” I jiggled it harder. Kicked my foot against the base of the door. “Goddamn motherfucker, let me out of here!” I slapped my hand against the wood and kicked harder.
The door whooshed open, and before I could stop myself, I flew forward, right into a hard male body.
He grunted and fell back onto the ground. I landed on top of him. Pulse racing, I scrambled to climb off him and drew my fist back to protect myself, when I realized the man beneath me wasn’t one of the two who’d dragged me down here. It was Marco. “What the—”
He slapped a hand over my mouth and quickly sat up. “Don’t yell or they’ll come back. I’m not in on it with them, I promise.”
I jerked back from him and shot to my feet. “You expect me to believe that?” I hissed. “It’s a little convenient considering you’ve been in the right place at the right time the last two days.”
“You came to me last night at the hotel, remember? I walked away from you at the party.”
I faltered, trying to make sense of that. “You knew I’d go after you.”
“How? How would I even think you’d know how to find me?”
I wasn’t sure. I shook my head. “That doesn’t change the fact your House is trying to overthrow my father.”
“I’m not. I’ve had no part in this. I swear to you. I was as blindsided by what happened up there as you were. You have to believe me about that.”
I didn’t know what to believe. I only knew that I’d been stupid, and I wasn’t about to be stupid again. I brushed past him and moved to the stairs. “None of you are getting away with this.”
“Felicity, wait.” He grasped me by the arm and whipped me back to face him. “I’m not lying to you.”
Footsteps pounded close. I turned toward the sound, but Marco jerked me behind him before I could see who was there. Pulling a weapon from his lower back, he pointed it toward the staircase and yelled, “Get down!”
“Freeze!” voices echoed around us as the room suddenly flooded with officers. “You’re surrounded. Drop your weapons!”
Things happened so fast I barely knew what was going on. One second I was standing, then the next I was sprawled on the ground, with someone in a uniform at my back shouting orders. The dark hallway quickly filled with several people, and I heard Marco talking rapidly as he was yanked up the staircases, trying to explain that neither of us were a threat, but no one seemed to be listening. And then I was being hauled up from the ground, my hands cuffed behind my back, and shoved into the stairwell too.
“What’s going on?” I tried to ask.
No one answered.
“I have a right to know what’s happening,” I yelled. “Someone say something!”
Then I heard Marco’s voice from somewhere ahead say, “Just do as they say and answer all their questions. Everything’s going to be okay, Felicity. Trust me.”
My heart raced all over again.
I wanted to trust him. I just wasn’t sure if I could anymore.
 
* * * *
 
“So let me get this straight,” I said, looking across the table at the Interpol agent in the Brooks Brothers suit. “He was telling the truth? He knew nothing about the deal my uncle made with House Salvatici?”
“Yep.” The agent, a good-looking, dark-haired thirty-something Englishman named Patrick Delaney, studied me in the stark white interrogation room. “They used Marco as a pawn to push you into action.”
“So when he suggested we get the original tape, he didn’t do it knowing I would take him to Callum?”
“No. It was a coincidence. Your uncle wasn’t expecting you. At least not so soon. I think he figured you’d show up at some point, considering he was the one who sent you after that file in the first place, but he assumed it would take a few days.”
And my uncle would have been right. I’d have figured it out and gone over on my own. And if that had happened, I’d likely be dead now.
I stared at my hand on the table, then looked up at Agent Delaney. “Is my father safe?”
“Completely. And already handling things on his end, don’t worry.”
I wasn’t entirely sure what that meant and didn’t want to ask. “And what about Marco? What happens with his House?”
“Nothing.”
“Nothing? If they were working with my uncle, and they find out Marco freed me—”
“They won’t find out. We have your uncle. We have Alfonsi and Ricci from House Salvatici who were working with your uncle and who grabbed you. We even picked up Bastian Gautier.”
“Who’s that?”
“The Frenchman who was instructed to pass you the file at the masquerade party.”
I was almost afraid to breathe easier. “So Marco’s safe? They can’t punish or hurt him for this?”
“He’s safe.”
I closed my eyes and exhaled.
Delaney’s chair scraped the floor, and I opened my eyes to see him close the file folder where he’d been jotting notes from our conversation and push to his feet. “I’m assuming that means you’re up for seeing him? He’s been pacing out in the hall for the last ten minutes.”
“He’s here?” My heart stuttered, and I quickly rose.
Delaney smirked. “I’ll take that as a yes.”
He pulled the door open and motioned to someone in the hall. With a smile my way, he said, “It was nice to meet you, Ms. Merrick. Hopefully we won’t have to cross paths again.”
“Yeah. You too.”
He moved out into the hallway and disappeared, and seconds later, Marco filled the space where he’d just been.
“Hey,” he said quietly, looking completely unsure as he tucked his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. “You okay?”
I’d been relieved when I’d realized we’d been rescued by Interpol, not arrested. But that relief paled in comparison to what I felt now. I crossed the room in two strides and threw my arms around his neck, holding on tight.
He caught me around the waist, and I saw the surprise in his eyes a split second before I lifted my mouth to his, but it didn’t stop me. I kissed him and pressed my body against his and lost myself in him all over again. In something I’d been too afraid to believe could possibly be real.
Breathless, I finally drew back and whispered, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t believe you.”
“You don’t have to apologize. It looked bad. Even I can see that.”
“Yes, but I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions. I know you’re different. We’re different.” I lifted my lips back to his and kissed him all over again, loving the way he sighed and held me close, as if he didn’t want to let me go.
“This is crazy,” I whispered. “It’s not supposed to happen like this.”
“I know.”
“You were right, though. I felt it. The lightning. It hit me too. I was just...afraid of it.”
“I know you were.”
I eased back and looked up at him. “I don’t want to be afraid of it. I want to take a chance. With you. Let’s forget about Houses and Ententes and rebellions and just be. Can we do that? Can we just be us and see where it goes? Like you said?”
Something dark passed over his eyes. Something that gave me pause.
“What?” I asked.
“Felicity, I can’t leave my House.”
I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I had a sudden feeling he was about to tell me, and that I wasn’t going to like what he had to say.
“Before all this,” he went on, his voice soft and dripping with regret, “I think we could have given it a go. And I think it could have been something great. But now...” He shook his head. “They were working with your uncle. It’s not safe for you to come to Italy with me.”
“Okay, so you come here. House Merrick will protect you after what you just did for us.”
“It’s not that easy. I can’t leave.”
“Marco, your House is evil.”
“Not everyone in my House is. Just a few select leaders. That’s why I have to stay. If House Salvatici is going to change, it has to change from the inside out. I’ve been working behind the scenes for a long time to make that happen. If I go now, it could all fall apart. Felicity, you know Luciano Salvatici, right?”
“Luc?” He and I had gone to Oxford together. Our fathers had tried to arrange a marriage between us at one point because we were both of noble blood and the elites were all about preserving the bloodlines, but neither of us had been interested. We’d been friends back in school, nothing more, and I hadn’t heard from him in ages. “What’s this got to do with Luc? He’s been missing for years.”
“Not missing. Figuring things out. He’s going to come back one day, and when his father passes, he’s going to become the head of House Salvatici. He’s the heir, and he’s not like his father. You know that. When he’s installed as the Grand Duke, he’ll need men like me who can help him make the changes that need to be made. And I promised him a long time ago I’d be there when that happened.”
“You know that’s what I’m working for too. Change in the Entente. You can do that here.”
“I wish I could, but... I can’t. House Merrick is years ahead of House Salvatici in its progressiveness. Our movement’s just starting. And I believe in it. I have to, otherwise the whole world is doomed if people don’t stand up and fight. My parents did that. It’s why they were killed. Their accident wasn’t random. And I promised myself a long time ago, I’d make their deaths matter.”
My chest squeezed so tight it was hard to draw air. I couldn’t fault him for that. For believing in something so strongly, especially when it was the same thing I believed it. Which meant asking him to stay, to give up the one thing that made him him... There was no way I could do it.
“Wow.” I stared at his sweater, realizing just what he was saying. “There’s really no way this is going to work, is there?”
“No. I want it to, but if I come back here and start visiting you, if they see us together, they’ll know. They’ll know I was involved in what happened here, and then—”
“And then you won’t be any help to Luc or the movement because they’ll get rid of you.”
“Yeah,” he said softly.
Tears filled my eyes. Tears I didn’t expect. My heart was breaking, after only knowing this man for a few short hours. And there was nothing I could do to stop it from shattering.
He pulled me against him and held me. And long minutes later, he whispered, “For what it’s worth, I know it would have worked. It would have been the fairytale, happily-ever after kind of love you deserve. And it would have been absolutely amazing, amore.”
 



Epilogue
Marco
 
December was not my favorite month. My parents had died in December when I was ten. I’d lost a dog in December when I was a teenager. And my university girlfriend had broken up with me in December, right before the holiday break during my second year away at school.
I’d learned long ago not to get my hopes up just because it was a festive time of year, but this year as I built a fire in the farmhouse on my new property after work—well, old property, since it had been my parents’ originally and I’d finally decided to start living here—I couldn’t stop thinking about Felicity. About where she was, what she was doing, and if she was thinking of me. I also couldn’t stop wishing I could see her one more time. Even though I knew it was useless to do so.
She’d left the UK not long after I’d returned to Italy. I had no idea where she’d gone. No one seemed to know where she’d gone, to be honest. When I first realized she’d disappeared, I‘d been worried, until Patrick Delaney had reassured me she was safe. I wasn’t sure how he knew that, but I trusted him. And when he told me not to go digging too deep, I decided to follow his advice. I didn’t want to give my House any reason to put her life in any more danger.
A knock sounded at my door. I stirred the coals one last time, pushed up from the floorboards, and leaned the poker against the hearth. “Un momento,” I called.
I rubbed my hands together against the chill and headed for the front door. It was too early in the season for us to get snow, but I felt the chill in the air, and I wondered if I’d wake to a layer of white in the morning.
I tugged the front door open and went completely still.
“Surprise,” Felicity said, standing on my front porch wearing boots, slim jeans, a pink parka and knit hat.
For a heartbeat, I was sure I was imagining things, then Felicity said, “Um, it’s cold out here. Are you going to let me in or should I just continue to stand here shivering?”
The sound of her voice jerked me from my daze, and I stepped back to let her in. “Yeah. Sorry. I...” I closed the door as she stepped into my house and looked around. “I’m shocked to see you.“
“I can see that.” She glanced around the entryway and stepped into the living room. “Hm. My father said this place needs some work. He wasn’t kidding.”
The place needed a ton of work. The plaster on the walls was crumbling, the floors needed to be redone, and I had very little furniture. But I didn’t care about any of that right now. I stepped after her. “Your father? What are you talking about? And what are you doing here?”
She turned to face me. “After you came back here to Italy, I took a leave from my job. I have a friend who works at MI6 who made it possible for me to just disappear for awhile. Your friend Patrick helped.”
I had no idea where she was going with this.
“My dad was worried about me, though, and he came to see me a few weeks ago. He could tell I was unhappy. I didn’t know it until yesterday, but after he left me, he came here.”
“Here?”
“To Italy. He met with the head of House Salvatici.”
“Why?”
“To threaten him, I think. To make sure he knew my father was aware of what he’d done. Antonio Salvatici denied any knowledge of my uncle’s attempts to overthrow my father, of course, but we all know he was complicit. Then my father made a deal with him. He wouldn’t tell the leaders of the other Houses what had gone down so long as House Salvatici ensured my safety here in Italy.”
I was sure I had to have heard her wrong. I blinked. “Here in Italy.”
“Yep.” She stepped toward me, looking absolutely adorable in that hat and ski jacket. “Since you can’t be with me in England, and I can’t seem to live without you anywhere else, I figured it was time I joined you here. If, that is, you were telling the truth about the whole happily-ever-after thing.”
I could barely breathe. She was here. She was staying. This was real.
I moved into her and kissed her so fast, we both gasped. And when we were breathless, she smiled up at me and said, “I guess that means you’re happy to see me.”
“Oh, vita mia. You have no idea how happy I am to see you. I’ve been miserable without you.”
She wrapped her arms around my waist. “I’ve been miserable without you too.”
I kissed her again, softly. “Your father really made that deal? For you to live here with me and become a Romero?”
She chuckled. “Don’t get ahead of yourself just yet, handsome. He’s okay with me living here, but the marriage thing will have to wait until Luc takes charge of this House. My father’s still old fashioned enough not to let his only daughter live under House Salvatici rule while the madman Antonio Salvatici is in control.”
I could live with that. Once Luc took his father’s place and my uncle stepped aside as a Knight, I’d assume his position and have more sway in my House. I smiled and pressed my lips to the tip of her nose. “So he’s okay with us living in sin? I like your father already.”
“Well, your House is known as the House of Sin.” She lifted her lips to mine. “Seems kind of fitting, don’t you think?”
No, it seemed like a miracle. And I had never been so happy. There was one thing I was still curious about...
I eased back and looked down at her. “Just so we’re clear...in case it comes up down the line or something... Did you just surrender to me?”
She laughed and lifted to her toes to wrap her arms around my shoulders. “That’s what you got out of all this? You really do want the whole fairytale.”
“Nope. I just want you, Felicity Merrick. However I can get you.”
“Well, you have me, Marco Romero. For as long as you want. And guess what that means?”
“What?”
“It means...” She leaned close to my ear and breathed hot over my neck. “You have plenty of time to perfect all the different ways you think you can make this sassy British girl surrender.”
“Oh, amore...” My whole body tightened in anticipation of doing just that. “We are definitely getting started on that tonight.”
 
* * * *
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Erebus–Dark in every sense of the word, a skilled and lethal warrior, and sinfully sexy by design.
 
Since the dawn of modern man, Erebus was Hades’ secret weapon in the war between the immortal realms. Until Hades lost the minor god in a bet to his older brother Zeus. For the last hundred years, Erebus has trained Zeus’s Siren warriors in warfare and the sexual arts. But he’s never stopped longing for freedom. For a life filled with choice. And lately, he also longs for one Siren who entranced him during their steamy seduction sessions. A nymph he quickly became obsessed with and who was ripped from his grasp when her seduction training was complete. One he’s just learned Zeus has marked for death because she failed the last Siren test.
 
Before Erebus can intercede on the nymph’s behalf, she escapes Olympus and flees into the human realm. In a fit of rage, Zeus commands Erebus to hunt her down and kill her. Erebus sees his opportunity to finally go after what he wants, but he’s torn. Freedom means nothing if the Siren at the center of his fantasies doesn’t truly crave him back. Because defying the gods will unleash the fury of Olympus, and if he chooses her over his duty, whether she joins him in exile or not, the hunter will become the hunted.
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Ari — Once an Eternal Guardian, now he's nothing but a rogue mercenary with one singular focus: revenge. His guardian brothers all think he’s dead, but he is very much alive in the human realm, chipping away at Zeus’s Sirens every chance he can, reveling in his brutality and anonymity. Until, that is, he abducts the wrong female and his identity is finally exposed. It will take more than the Eternal Guardians, more even than the gods to rein Ari in after everything he’s done. It may just take the courage of one woman willing to stand up to a warrior who’s become a savage.
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PROMETHEUS – One of the keenest Titans to ever walk the earth. Until, that is, his weakness for the human race resulted in his imprisonment.
 
For thousands of years, Prometheus’s only certainty was his daily torture at Zeus’s hand. Now, unchained by the Eternal Guardians, he spends his days in solitude, trying to forget the past. He’s vowed no allegiance in the war between mortal and immortal, but when a beautiful maiden seeks him out and begs for his help, he’s once again powerless to say no. Soon, Prometheus is drawn into the very conflict he swore to avoid, and, to save the maiden’s life, he must choose sides. But she has a secret of her own, and if Prometheus doesn’t discover what she’s hiding in time, the world won’t simply find itself embroiled in a battle between good and evil, it will fall in total domination to Prometheus’s greatest enemy.
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He is temptation. Forbidden fruit. A craving she couldn't resist.
 
When Natalie James leaves her small town for Manhattan, she hopes to find answers to her best friend's death. Instead, she finds him.
Luciano Salvatici.
Dark and commanding, Luc radiates power and heat, yet protects sinister secrets. Natalie knows she needs to keep her distance, but despite the danger, she can't help falling prey to his seductive looks, to his forceful touch. Can't stop aching for one sinful taste of his wicked lips.
Their desire is wild. Intoxicating. Dangerous. But before she can surrender to the fire smoldering between them, Natalie must discover what Luc's hiding behind the forbidden doors of the House of Sin...
 
* * * *
 
The force of his smile made him so devastatingly handsome, my irritation wobbled. But that word—kitten—set me on edge.
I didn’t like those cute little nicknames some men used. My stepfather called my mother princess, and I’d never liked it. Not because she didn’t deserve to be worshipped at that level by her spouse, but because he used it as a weapon against her. When he was happy with her he called her princess. When he wasn’t, he tossed out romantic terms of endearment like bitch and cunt.
Did I think Luc was like my controlling stepfather who had to know where my mother was at all times and who kept her isolated from her friends? I didn’t know. I didn’t want to think he could be like that, but the truth was, I honestly didn’t know that much about him aside from the fact he had a good heart buried beneath layers of something heavy and that he could make my body melt with just one touch.
Yes, he liked to be in control—he’d proved that last night when he’d told me to remove my dress and had commanded me to do things I hadn’t expected to want to do—but there was more to him than this façade of domination. I’d sensed it when I’d pulled him to me and kissed him last night. I’d seen it in the way he’d melted against me and gentled his touch. And I’d felt it when he’d slid deep inside me and we’d made love. Because that was exactly what we’d done. He hadn’t dominated me then. He hadn’t fucked me. He’d made love with me. Something he’d told me he never did. 
“Something on your mind, gattina?”
I blinked, realizing I’d been staring at him, lost in thought. Lost in him. Shaking my head, I looked out the window. “No,” I lied. “I’m fine.”
But I wasn’t fine. My heart was racing and my mind was spinning because somewhere inside, I knew I liked both sides of him. I liked the tender lover who made my body tremble with one simple touch, but my body also craved the domineering man who could make me nearly come just by ordering me to my knees.
Elena’s words suddenly popped into my head. “It’s like I’m two people. The innocent model from Montana everyone knows by day, and the seductive bad girl at night who says ‘yes, sir’ and is willing to do anything he commands.”
My stomach pitched, and I felt the blood drain from my face.
I wasn’t becoming Elena…was I?”
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