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    CHAPTER 1


    


    “How’s the fit?” Chris Lander, the stunt coordinator asked while pushing his fingers into the padding on Jillian’s arms.


    Jillian Finnegan flexed her shoulders and nodded. “Perfect.”


    Once again, she was suited up for a stunt scene. This time, she would be rolling a car, something most people assumed was obsolete because of computer-generated images. Not to producer Barbara “Barbs” Higgins. She wanted every scene in her epic sci-fi movie to appear authentic. She had a hit in Terra Frost and knew it. The media was already talking about it because of a few scandalous pictures of Jillian and an assumed feud with the lead actress, Margo Jenkins. Barbs was too classy to say it, but she must be loving the free publicity.


    Jillian adjusted her gloves and secured the Velcro closing. The entire outfit—suit, gloves, and the helmet—was an exact copy of the one Margo would wear once Jillian finished doubling for her. Jillian used to wear cheaper and inferior replicas, but things were different now because of her fiancé, Lex Fitzgerald. He hadn’t joked about making her safety his number one priority. According to him, Jillian deserved the best, and he had the means to give it to her.


    Lex was a billionaire. Not the narcissistic, self-centered kind that expected everyone around them to do his bidding and acted like a baby when he didn’t get his way. Nah, Lex was complex. Giving. Demanding. A sex god. No whips, chains, or balls for him either. Not that there was anything wrong with those things. To each their own. Lex had the equipment, the stamina, and an arsenal of sexual tricks to rock any woman’s world.


    He had rocked hers. Ripped apart the foundation of her crazy, extreme-adventure-loving life and redefined it, then dared her to say she hated it. How could she? She’d screamed her approval with every orgasm. Screamed and demanded more. And Lex had delivered and kept delivering. She’d never met a man like him.


    Until Lex, she’d gotten her kicks performing bike tricks with her family inside the Globe of Steel and on the Wall of Death, and then doing stunts in Hollywood. She had actually believed nothing could give her the same high as cheating death while hopping off burning buildings and flipping cars. God, she’d been naïve.


    Lex gave her a better high. An addictive high. The things that man could do with his mouth. His tongue. His fingers. The ten-inch gift to women… He wasted nothing in the bedroom. He even talked dirty.


    Jillian blew out air. Was the padding making her hot, or were her wanton thoughts responsible? She glanced around at her coworkers and wondered if the stunt crew nearby could tell she was fantasizing about multiple orgasms. She might be at a film location in Vancouver, Canada, but her mind was in Los Angeles with Lex.


    She pressed her knees together and tried not to think about the sorry state of her nether regions. It happened every time she thought about Lex. He had her, body and mind. She just didn’t know yet how deeply her heart was involved.


    Jillian forced herself to focus on the stunt crew and the new state-of-the-art gear. Lex had replaced every piece of equipment, and others had noticed. His mother was funding the movie, yet he was more concerned with the stunt crew’s comfort because of Jillian. They had a new trailer. The largest in the parking lot. That it wasn’t brand new meant Chris had put his foot down and insisted on doing the buying. Chris, the stunt coordinator, was her honorary uncle and mentor. Lex had a way of making people do his bidding, but Chris was equally stubborn. If he hadn’t insisted, Lex would have gone all out and not cared whether the trailer outshined Margo’s or her costar, Keith LeBlanc’s.


    Margo Jenkins was a total diva. There was enough tension between her and Jillian without throwing in more keg powder. On the other hand, Keith, her hot Aussie costar, was a total sweetheart. In fact, the last two nights, he’d hung out with the stunt crew in their trailer during filming.


    “Okay, let’s go,” Chris said, placing the helmet in Jillian’s hand. “Preston, stay,” he added, shooting the eager young man in tight, skinny jeans, checkered shirt, and black hipster glasses a hard look. Chris wasn’t too thrilled about Troy Preston’s presence on the set.


    Troy was her new assistant and another surprise from Lex. She’d protested that she didn’t need an assistant when she and Lex had arrived at the airport to find Troy waiting inside the Boeing.


    “Then fire him,” Lex had said nonchalantly, but Jillian hadn’t. She couldn’t.


    Troy had an eager-to-please-and-learn air of someone fresh out of college. Totally adorable. He seemed more interested in what went on behind the scenes than being in front of the camera, despite being talented—he did amazing improvs. Whatever his interests, Jillian knew how hard it was to break into the movie business, whether it was in front of the camera or behind it. She’d been lucky to have Chris when she went to Hollywood, so she never went through the hardship most aspiring actresses or stuntwomen experienced. Having Troy tag along during her scenes was her way of paying it forward. Maybe he’d learn a thing or two.


    So she’d conceded defeat and kept Troy, then made it up to Lex for being such a wonderful fiancé. He tended to be dominant in the bedroom, which she didn’t mind. But when she wanted to assert her independence, a lover had better watch out. Her aggression had scared many a weaker man from her bed. Not Lex. The sexy billionaire had loved every minute of it. And she’d made their flight to Vancouver very memorable.


    God, how she missed him. Missed the sound of his voice. His scent. The way he smiled. He had the most beautiful smile. It started with a twinkle in his gray eyes. Then a twitch of his lips created creases around his mouth, turning into the most brilliant grin she ever saw. But his laugh was sensual, raw, straight from the gut. Sexy. It made her go all soft and gooey inside. Most often, she stopped whatever she was doing and just watched him, then jumped him.


    “Snap out of it!” Chris hissed.


    Jillian’s cheeks warmed. Nothing but the sequence of action should be on her mind before she did a scene. She pulled Chris aside. “How is Troy ever going to learn anything when you keep telling him to stay in the trailer?”


    “It’s not my job to teach him.”


    “No, but you were once someone’s protégée.” Her father’s to be exact. She didn’t have to say it, but it dangled in the air between them.


    Her family, the Fearless Finnegan Troupe, was once part of the Bay Area Circus. They’d thrilled crowds with bike stunts and gained a serious following. Jillian had been the youngest of the Finnegans, the only girl to ride the Globe of Steel in the troupe, and Chris and her brothers had taught her everything she knew about bikes. But her father had taught Chris.


    So yes, she was guilting him into doing her bidding. She refused to have the two people closest to her not getting along. As it was, she had very few friends in this production. Heck, she had few people in Hollywood she’d call friends. She’d never been part of the “in” crowd. Worse, she didn’t know why Chris disliked Troy, so she couldn’t fix it.


    “Dad taught you all he knew with patience and lots of praises,” Jillian added.


    Chris scoffed at the very idea. “Your father does not have a patient bone in his body, and he is stingy with praises. And boy, can he hold a grudge.”


    Despite his attempt to sound indifferent, Jillian heard the sadness in Chris’ voice. Her father had never really forgiven him for leaving the Fearless Finnegan Troupe for Hollywood.


    “I don’t know about that,” Jillian said, naturally coming to her father’s defense. “He sent me to you.”


    “That’s because you were hell-bent on killing yourself, and he knew I was the only one you didn’t have wrapped around your fingers.” Jillian rolled her eyes, but Chris had already turned to glance at Troy. “Come on, Preston, but stay with my crew. I don’t want Barbs complaining that you’re underfoot.”


    “Yes, sir,” Troy said.


    Chris grunted. “What was Fitzgerald thinking?” he murmured, as they headed toward the set. “You don’t need an assistant.”


    Jillian grinned. “Actually, I do. Troy has an amazing sense of fashion. He’s found gorgeous wedding dresses.” She glanced over her shoulder and winked at the younger man. “He created a file with the names of the designers and the cost for each gown.” Most of them were expensive, but she planned to splurge. This was her dream wedding. Her one and only time to walk down the aisle.


    “I thought Lex’s cousin was designing your wedding dress,” Chris said, a frown creasing his forehead.


    “Yes, but you know me. I always have a plan B just in case,” Jillian said.


    On Sunday, after family dinner, Faith Fitzgerald-Lambert—a couture designer and Lex’s cousin—had whisked Jillian to a private bedroom and taken her measurements. She’d promised to make her gown her first priority. That was three days ago. Jillian hadn’t heard a peep from her, yet her wedding was on Saturday.


    The annoying churning started in her stomach again. Every time she thought about her wedding, a flutter kicked into existence in her core. Part of it was excitement, and the other was dread.


    Yes, she was getting her dream wedding, something she’d almost given up on, but she was also worried things could go wrong. Her relationship with Lex was complicated. He’d wanted a temporary wife to convince a competitor to see things his way, and she’d agreed to help him at a price. They’d never factored in sex. Sex between consenting adults wasn’t complicated when the parties involved stayed true to why they were doing it. But it had gotten messy fast when rules were changed and emotions became involved. Lex played by his own rules. He’d pulled a fast one on her, and she’d had to either fight it or go with the flow. She’d dived in, willingly participating in his sensual games. Half the time, she wasn’t sure whether she loved him or just wanted him. The man was unpredictable and unstoppable. Heck, the whole Fitzgerald clan was unstoppable.


    Lex’s mother, Estelle Fitzgerald, had told Jillian not to worry about the wedding. She had a wedding planner on speed dial, who would consult with Jillian’s father and have everything ready by Saturday. Jillian had a feeling the Fitzgeralds’ idea of “ready” was different from her daredevil family’s spur-of-the-moment way of doing things. Her parents had swung by city hall to get married and so had her brothers. It was simple. Fast. Cheap. That was how they did things. Jillian was expecting a call from her father threatening to kill someone. Her father was theatrical and mercurial.


    Then there was Lex. What if he changed his mind about a real marriage? He didn’t love her. The plan to show his prospective Japanese partner that he was a stable, happily married man was still on, but he could always change his mind after signing the contract.


    Jillian sighed. Maybe she was fishing for straws where there were none. Sex between her and Lex was still hot, so that was something. On the other hand, sex alone never sustained a relationship. She could merely be a novelty, the latest toy for a man who had everything. Heck, he could get bored and move on to someone or something else before the year was over.


    “Jillian!”


    Jillian blinked and stared at Chris.


    “Where’s your head?” he asked, scowling.


    “Right here.” Grinning, she pointed at her neck, but he only scowled harder. He was in one of his moods, which meant he wouldn’t want to hear that she was having wedding jitters. If he thought she was too distracted, he would pull the plug on the scene.


    Jillian walked to the rigged, mock futuristic silver and chrome Jeep, slid behind the wheel and strapped in. The first director, Barbs’ husband Michaels, was already seated in a mounted chair for a better view. Camera crews were stationed along the street with the last one near the spectators at the barricaded end of the street. Hopefully, she’d stop the car without storming it or hitting someone.


    Jillian put on her helmet and wiggled her hips, but she couldn’t find a comfortable position. The car’s seat harness was too snug.


    “What is it?” Kenny asked.


    Kenneth “Kenny” Mittack was a permanent member of Chris’ crew. Others came and went, but not Kenny. He often worked one-on-one with Jillian.


    “The straps are a bit tight,” Jillian said.


    Kenny adjusted the harness and made sure every pointed object was perfectly padded. When everything was to his satisfaction, he squeezed Jillian’s shoulder and stepped back.


    Jillian ignored the goggles on the passenger seat and looked around the car. All the safety precautions had been taken care of, and nothing could possibly go wrong. They’d fitted the car with a miniature gas tank, so there was minimal danger of explosion during the roll over. A cage had also been fitted inside the car to reinforce the body against collapsing.


    Chris braced himself on the open door and studied her. She gave him an innocent smile and received a scowl. “What?” she asked with a touch of attitude.


    “Are you ready for this?” he asked.


    “Yep.” Jillian gave him a thumbs-up. He hesitated, continuing to study her. She should have known she couldn’t hide anything from him. “Chris, I need to finish this, so I can go relax in the trailer and watch TV or something. Oh, I saw a tub of mint chocolate chip ice cream in the freezer. Yummy.”


    “The mint is mine, so keep your paws off it. Pay close attention to the speed,” he reminded her. “If you can’t maintain it, skip the last ramp and we’ll redo the scene.”


    And add a couple of hours to the production? No way. She nodded anyway and waited for him to step away from the Jeep. He was a worrywart, but he had reasons to be. A stunt company was held accountable when a stuntman or woman got injured, not the production company.


    Jillian put on the goggles and looked through the sugar-glass window at the street lined with cars. The pyrotechnic team had taped explosives under each car’s chassis, and would detonate them as her Jeep shot past, giving the illusion of a collision. The last car was parked behind a pipe ramp set at an angle so that when the right side of the Jeep ran over it, that side would be catapulted upward. At just the right speed, the Jeep should roll over several times, land on its hood, skid for a few seconds and come to a stop. It wasn’t just a theory. They had done dry runs of the scene and timed everything to the last second.


    Jillian understood why Chris had reminded her to check the speed. The rollover was tricky. The angle of the ramp and the speed of the car determined how many times the car flipped, and whether it landed on its hood, the side, or back on its wheels, which were also reinforced for sudden impact.


    Michaels gave the signal, and Jillian started the engine. As they’d done in the rehearsals, she accelerated after three seconds. The mixture of anticipation and nervousness translated into euphoria. She loved this. Loved the thrill and adrenaline rush that came with it, but it was not better than sex. It could never be better than sex with Lex.


    Sweat broke out on her brow as her heart pounded faster, but her eyes stayed focused on the other cars. Gripping the steering wheel a little harder, she took a deep breath just as she approached the first car.


    The pyrotechnician in charge punched the detonation button at the right moment, and the car was flung away from Jillian’s. The rest of the sequence went just as smoothly, until the last car.


    The explosion was louder, her windows rattling. Her Jeep flipped into the air, rolled over three times, and landed on its hood, the glass exploding around her. Shards bounced off the plastic goggles and Jillian squinted, but she didn’t close her eyes despite the instinct to do so. The Jeep skidded for a while before it came to a stop by the spectators.


    She was upside down and could see feet shuffling forward. Some people squatted for a better angle and continued to take pictures and videotape her. The huge lenses said paparazzi were around.


    Security tried to push them back. One even told them to stop recording. Wasn’t going to happen. Jillian ignored them as the crew converged on her car, tipped it upright, and helped her out. The rapid clicking of cameras mingled with gasps when she removed the helmet and goggles, and the onlookers realized she was a woman.


    Neanderthals. Sometimes it amazed her how sexist people were. Who did they think did stunts for their favorite action actresses? Men in drag?


    “That was perfect,” Kenny said.


    “Thanks to you guys,” Jillian said. Every stunt was a team effort. They perfected it, and she followed their instructions to the letter. One miscalculation on either side and everything went kaboom.


    “Over here, Ms. Finnegan,” someone yelled from the crowd, and Jillian turned. A woman with a mic asked, “Is it true you are the last Zakarian princess?”


    Jillian froze, her mind going blank.


    “Did your grandmother come all the way from Armenia to find you?” another reporter yelled.


    “Did the circus family who raised you know who you were, or were they surprised by the news?” the first one added.


    “Are you going to inherit the Petrosian fortune?”


    Silence followed as everyone waited for her response. Jillian couldn’t respond. Instead, panic rose like a tsunami and threatened to drown her. This could not be happening. Not now and not here. No one was supposed to know about her Armenian side of the family. She glanced at the crowd pressing against the barricade. Their interest in her had doubled.


    Screw freedom of the press. She hated reporters with a passion. Hated their intrusiveness and inability to take no for an answer. But mixed with the hatred was fear that went back years.


    As though time reversed, she was sixteen again, cornered by overzealous reporters eager to further their careers at her expense. She’d just lost her mother, but they hadn’t cared. Instead, they’d hurled questions and planted ugly thoughts in her head.


    Did she blame the circus for her mother’s death? Did she blame her father? How was she coping? Will she ever perform again? Was she there when it happened? One had stalked her for days. Totally creeped her out until her brothers took care of him.


    Jillian blew out air. She wasn’t a teenager anymore. And neither was she a princess. She opened her mouth to tell them exactly that, but that annoying, paralyzing, irrational fear had stolen her voice. All she could mutter under her breath was, “Fuck… Fuck…”


    “Can you repeat that, Princess Jillian?” a reporter yelled.


    “Let’s go,” Chris said, appearing at her elbow.


    “Come on, Ms. Finnegan, give us something,” a man yelled as Chris led her away. More questions followed, and Jillian ground her teeth.


    “Are you going to continue doing stunts now that you know you are an heiress?”


    What heiress? Whatever her family in Armenia owned had nothing to do with her.


    “What was it like being raised a circus rat?”


    A circus rat? She turned and lifted her hand to give the speaker the finger, but Chris grabbed her wrist.


    “Don’t even think about it,” Chris warned. He knew her too well.


    “They’re being assholes.”


    He sighed. “Doesn’t mean you have to be one, too.”


    “When are you going back to your country?” someone yelled.


    Jillian turned and yelled, “America is my country, you—”


    Chris covered her mouth before she finished the sentence, and she swallowed the rest of her words. More questions were hurled at her, but she already regretted her outburst. Damn vultures. Jillian hopped on a golf cart, anger chasing the fear away.


    Her grandmother, Alin Petrosian, had done this. Since their first meeting, Jillian had visited her at Montage, Beverly Hills, and learned a lot about her people in Armenia and about her biological father. Her grandmother had also told her that a crime family in New York had murdered her father and Jillian had witnessed it. She’d only been seven at the time and couldn’t remember a damn thing, but that wouldn’t mean jack to anyone who wanted the truth buried. Lex had convinced her grandmother to keep their relationship quiet in case some overzealous thug connected the dots and realized Jillian was that same little girl. There was no statute of limitations on murder. But her grandmother was impatient for Jillian to embrace her heritage. Jillian already did. Everything about her father and his people fascinated her. She just didn’t want the media circus that would follow if they did things her grandmother’s way. The woman didn’t understand the meaning of baby steps.


    “What was my grandmother think—?”


    Jillian bit her tongue when the security guy driving the cart cocked his head. She knew how word spread fast in show business. All it took was one careless word around someone people usually overlooked.


    “This was your last stunt of the day, so head back to the hotel and lay low,” Chris said when the cart stopped where the director and the others were waiting.


    Jillian shook her head. “No, I’m okay. I’ll stay in the trailer and drive back with you guys.”


    The crew stared at her, some glancing at their phones and tablets. The ones who’d been near the barricade whispered to the others. Probably filling them in on the latest Jillian gossip. First was the imagined feud between her and Margo, which seemed to have died down since it was one-sided and senseless. Then there were pictures of her and Lex in the tabloids. Racy pictures. Now this.


    Except for Chris’ regular stunt crew, she didn’t have a close relationship with the personnel or the stars on the set and hadn’t told them about her grandmother or her upcoming wedding.


    “What happened back there?” Barbs asked, hurrying toward them. Her husband wasn’t far behind. When Jillian glanced back, security was pushing back the people who’d stormed the barricade.


    “The fans are acting crazy,” Chris said, but Jillian knew they couldn’t hide the truth from the director and the producer for long. Besides, Barbs was friends with Lex’s mother.


    “Were you hurt?” Barbs asked.


    “No, I’m fine,” Jillian said. Her eyes locked with Barbs. “Someone leaked information to the media without talking to me first, and they got it wrong.” She was no heiress or a princess. The nobles in Armenia had no power to brag about, just their lineage. She also had no interest in her grandmother’s money even though the family owned a lucrative textile company and a thriving vineyard. She glanced at Chris, who was studying her with a frown. She gave him a brief smile. “I’ll be in the trailer if you need me.”


    “Do we need to call Sorenson?” Barbs asked.


    Phil Sorenson was the PR guy for Barbs and her husband’s production company. Jillian didn’t hear Chris’ response. As she walked past the crew, whispers followed her. A few mentioned popular news channels that focused mainly on the movie industry. To cause those kinds of waves, her grandmother must have called someone higher up at some network to make the announcement. But then again, Alin Petrosian never did things quietly. That she didn’t bother to call and give her a heads-up royally pissed off Jillian.


    Troy fell in step with her, but Jillian didn’t say anything. She wanted to get inside the trailer, lock the door, and shut out the world. She didn’t deal well with stress.


    Lucky for her, no one was inside the trailer. She threw the gloves on the couch with more force than necessary and started unbuttoning her suit, her movements jerky. She didn’t realize she was cursing up a storm until her eyes fell on Troy. He was staring at her with wide eyes.


    “Yeah, I fucking curse,” she snapped. “Deal with it.”


    He grinned. “So do I. Uh, Mr. Fitzgerald called several times,” Troy said tentatively. “He wants you to call him back.”


    She was too pissed to talk to Lex. She might say something she’d regret. “Not now,” she murmured.


    “Your grandmother—”


    “Can go to hell on a damn camel. She’s trying to manipulate me with this stunt.”


    “Mrs. Vivian Fitzgerald also called again.”


    Jillian growled. How she wished she hadn’t given that woman her cell phone number. Three days of listening to her was enough to contemplate murdering her. Jillian had even agreed to a prenup just to shut her up. But if she continued to insinuate that Jillian wasn’t good enough for her precious nephew, being Lex’s aunt wasn’t going to mean diddly-squat. She would let her have it.


    “Delete her number,” Jillian said.


    Troy didn’t bat an eyelid. “Your father called several times. Your brothers, too. They’re worried and want to know if you are okay. Your brothers said they’ll beat up any no-good, bottom-dwelling piece of shit reporter who bothers you,” Troy added. “I’m supposed to take pictures so they can ID them later.”


    Jillian shuddered at the thought. Her family might be loud and a bit crazy, but they didn’t play when it came to her. Her brothers and cousins had beaten up a reporter who’d stalked her and ambushed her twelve years ago. She still didn’t know how they’d escaped being charged. They wouldn’t get lucky the second time around.


    Then there was her father. He had worried about the Petrosian enemies finding Jillian. He’d even quit partnering with the Bay Area Circus in case these people tracked her to him, yet the circus had been his life. He must have been going nuts.


    She took the phone and speed-dialed her father’s number. Troy walked past her to Chris’ room—as they now called the bedroom inside the trailer—grabbed a robe, and held it out to her. Only then did Jillian realize she’d stripped to her panties and bra. Heat crept up her face.


    “Sorry. I’m not thinking straight right now,” Jillian mumbled, shrugging the robe on and wrapping it around her.


    Troy smiled. “Don’t worry. I don’t mind.”


    She did. It didn’t matter that he was gay. “Thanks.” She disappeared into Chris’ room, where she’d left her regular clothes, just as her father picked up.


    “Jilly? Are you okay?”


    Tears rushed to her eyes at the love and concern in his voice. She was once again the little lost girl who’d needed reassurance and stability after months of moving from place to place with her mother. Daniel Finnegan had shortened her name even before he married her mother, and the nickname had stuck. It evoked all sorts of warm, fuzzy feelings.


    “Yes, Daddy. I’m fine.”


    “Some idiot videotaped you doing a car stunt and made it seem like you were in an accident,” her dad said. “The studio retracted their original statement, but the damage was already done. Mrs. Petrosian almost had a heart attack,” he added with glee.


    Jillian sighed. Her father and her grandmother couldn’t stand each other. Her father was a salt of the earth type, who believed respectability came from hard work and doing right by your family. Mrs. Petrosian came from a royal bloodline, and even though she’d fallen in love with a regular Joe and married him, she still acted like bloodline and breeding set her apart from everyone. She also didn’t approve of the way Jillian was raised. Motorbikes, stunts, and the circus were not appropriate pastimes for a Zakarian, she’d muttered several times in Jillian’s presence. She’d been tempted to tell her they were not pastimes. It was how she earned her living.


    “You were with my grandmother?” Jillian asked.


    “Yes, and because of that stuck-up Fitzgerald woman, news of your connection to the Petrosians is all over the TV. Where do they find these wackos? What do they mean you were a circus rat?”


    Jillian had gone into selective listening as soon as he’d mentioned the stuck-up Fitzgerald woman. “You talked to Lex’s aunt?”


    “Is that who she is?” her dad asked and shuddered audibly. “I always say meet the family first and make sure they are normal before marrying into it. There’s something not right with that woman. She had the nerve to insinuate that I can’t afford to pay for your wedding. You’re my only daughter. Of course, I can pay for your wedding. I wed your mother in a beautiful ceremony, and your brothers’ weddings were talked about for months afterward.”


    By circus clowns and trapeze artists. Jillian groaned and sat on the bed. Her father was talking about a civil union. She wanted a real wedding. It might sound childish, but a walk down the aisle, stepping on flower petals, and taking dainty steps with her father by her side until she reached Lex was her fantasy, damn it.


    “Dad,” she said weakly.


    “The woman even dared to lecture me about the way I raised you, Jilly,” her father continued. “Who tells a father that? A pompous, know-it-all windbag, that’s who.”


    “What exactly happened between you and Mrs. Fitzgerald?”


    Silence followed, and then he grunted. “She pushed my buttons, and I told her to shut her big mouth. No one talks to me like that.”


    Jillian tried hard not to laugh. She would have liked to see that. “How could you, Dad?” she asked in mock outrage.


    “The woman’s attitude annoyed me. By the time I was done, she wasn’t looking down her nose at me anymore. She left to call your grandmother to confirm everything I’d told her. I’m a man of my word, but she just had to confirm it. Next thing I knew, she was talking to the reporters.”


    Why was she not surprised he was the instigator of all this mess? Yes, Vivian Fitzgerald rubbed people the wrong way, not just her father. Lex had warned her and so had his sister and cousins. But her father could be a total pain, too.


    He was still talking, so Jillian plopped on the bed and went into selective listening. She sipped her water and listened to him rant while studying the ceiling of the trailer. Usually, she was the only one who could interrupt him when he got on his soapbox. Today, she didn’t feel like it. Besides, it was nice to know she wasn’t alone in her dislike of Vivian Fitzgerald.


    Jillian studied the trailer. One couldn’t tell by looking at the inside that it wasn’t new. The wood paneling gleamed, and the carpet looked new. It had everything the stunt crew needed while at a location—big-screen TV, couches that pulled out to double beds, a kitchenette, a nice circular couch, a semi-circular table, two bathrooms, a bedroom, and bunk beds.


    “I wanted to punch her on the nose, but we Finnegans don’t hit women.” Her father’s voice pulled Jillian back to their conversation. “Lex Fitzgerald is lucky to have you in his life, and his entire family should know that.”


    Yeah, he’d offered her money to be his fake wife and she’d accepted it. Not exactly something to share with a father. She’d always be perfect in his eyes, even though she was far from it.


    “I know, Dad,” she said, hoping to placate him.


    There was silence, and then he asked, “You are not going to make me a grandfather, are you, Jilly?”


    Jillian choked on the water and sat up. “Dad! Where the hell did that come from?”


    “Watch your mouth, young lady,” he reprimanded her. “And it’s crossed my mind. Not that I would complain if you were pregnant,” he continued. “We can help you raise the child without you getting shackled to some blue blood, Jilly. I’ll babysit. I’m retired now and have plenty of time for grandkids.”


    Jillian grinned. He was a wonderful grandfather to Sophia, her niece. “I would not be doing stunts while pregnant, Dad. What an idea.”


    “Then what’s the big hurry? Is he the one pushing you to marry so soon? It’s not right. You know what they say about rash decisions and regrets.”


    “Lex is not like that, Dad. He’s giving and nice, and a really great guy. I’m crazy about him.”


    “I’m crazy about Irish whiskey. You don’t see me married to it. Get to know the man. His family. His values.”


    “I love him, Dad,” the words slipped out, and Jillian blinked. Then she grinned. How had she not seen it? Saying them out loud just made her realize the truth. She hadn’t agreed to marry Lex for real because of the sex or the money. In fact, she couldn’t say when it had stopped being about sex. Her heart was his. “I love Lex Fitzgerald,” Jillian added, grinning.


    “I was afraid of that.” Her father sounded resigned. He hadn’t said anything about Lex since the day Jillian told him they were getting married. That was a little over a week ago. He’d made it clear he didn’t approve of her announcement at the time, but she’d assumed that was all in the past, that he’d accepted her decision. Lex must convince him he loved her or her father was going to be difficult.


    “I thought you were meeting with Lex’s mother, not his aunt, to discuss the wedding,” Jillian said.


    “Aah, now that’s a lady. Classy and lovely. She showed me where they’ll hold the wedding and reception and asked for my approval. Then she drove me to this fancy restaurant and introduced me to the caterer. Nice girl. She did everything to accommodate our wishes.” He chuckled. “Estelle is a good listener, too. She liked my idea about what other foods to serve and only tweaked them a little. She was gracious when she came to the house to meet our family, too. Won over everyone. She and I agreed on everything, except on two things.”


    Jillian was bemused. Her father never agreed with anyone on anything. He often had a list of complaints when he relented. She’d been sure he would be impossible to please. On the other hand, Lex’s mother could sell sand to a desert sheikh. Jillian was sure she’d started planning their wedding the night Lex introduced them.


    “Only two?” Jillian teased.


    “The two of you shouldn’t be rushing into marriage is the first one. I told her you should wait, but she insisted there was no need. She wants grandchildren.” He chuckled. “So do I, but I can wait. I have a feeling that woman always gets her way.”


    Jillian’s face warmed. She and Lex hadn’t even discussed children. “And the second one?”


    “She wanted to pay for the wedding. I told her no. The quotes from the caterer and the hotel were reasonable. They gave her a discount because all her children were married there.”


    Discount? Chances were a relative was catering the reception and a Fitzgerald owned the hotel, or Estelle had already paid for most of it. There was no way Estelle would use a cheap dive for Lex’s reception.


    “So everything will be ready by Saturday?” Jillian asked.


    “Of course. I just wanted to confirm that this is what you wanted and, uh, to tell you how this mess with the reporters started.”


    “It’s okay, Dad. I can deal with the paparazzi.”


    “That’s my girl. Okay. Here, talk to your brothers.”


    “Did you say fuck on national television?” Cian asked, and the smile disappeared from Jillian’s face.


    Oh crap! Her older brother was a pain. She was hoping to talk to Ricky. Ricky would have found all this amusing. Cian had no sense of humor.


    “It was taken out of context, Cian. Technically, I didn’t really say it. I mouthed it.”


    


    


    CHAPTER 2


    


    


    


    The footage zoomed in on Jillian’s mouth.


    Lex changed the channel, but most networks were talking about the Armenian princess with a potty mouth. Screw them. He loved her mouth. Loved when she talked dirty to him.


    “Maybe she’s like that character in The Princess Diaries,” a talk show host said and laughed. “She needs to be taught to talk, walk, and act like a princess.”


    Jillian was perfect the way she was. If it weren’t for freedom of the press, he would sue the whole lot of them. Lex changed the channel again just as the private flight attendant entered the stateroom with a drink and placed it within his reach.


    “Would you like anything else, sir?” she asked.


    “No, Tina. Take care of the others.” He still found it hard to believe he was getting married on Saturday. Then Jillian would be his forever. He couldn’t wait.


    Lex waited until the flight attendant closed the door before focusing on the screen again where a male host was speaking.


    “There you have it, folks,” he said. “A lost princess in America. What do we know of nobility in Armenia, Lindsey?”


    “Not much, Jim,” his co-host answered. “But we’ve confirmed that Ms. Finnegan is indeed the last direct descendant of Prince Zakare. Prince Zakare was…”


    Not wanting a recap of Jillian’s ancestry, Lex changed the channel again. This time, five women seated around the table were dissecting everything Jillian had supposedly done and said. No one knew Jillian like he did, and she was a lot more than the footage on national news. He had no idea what the program was called, but he recognized one of the hostesses.


    “I don’t think a girl who uses the F-word on national TV represents America,” a blonde said. “She’s royalty for heaven’s sakes. She should act it.”


    A sputtering applause from the audience followed.


    “Have you seen the footage?” a brunette hostess cut in, shooting the blonde a censuring glance. “She muttered the word under her breath. How many of us have done that?” She raised her hand and so did most of the audience. “Thank you. Now wave if you wouldn’t mind being in her shoes.” She laughed when the audience waved. “Personally, I don’t think she’s representing America. We leave that to Miss America. She’s a lost princess that’s just been discovered on our soil. We should cheer for her, not bring her down.”


    “That’s true,” the hostess with dreadlocks said while staring into the camera. “We don’t know anything about this young lady, but we wish her luck, and we wouldn’t mind having her come to our show to tell us about her journey. We’ll be back after this message from our sponsors.”


    Lex reached for his phone and pressed a number. The phone was picked up after a ring. “When will your people go on the air?”


    “In a minute,” Rod said. “We’re going live and streaming online. Five networks carry our channel, so this piece will go viral in no time. Several radio talk shows are also discussing it. Tune in, Fitz. We’re going to turn her into an American sweetheart. You can write me a fat check later.”


    Which he would rip up. Roderick “Rod” Thorne was a longtime friend and the owner of a multimedia empire. Thorne Multimedia owned several radio and television stations, as well as weekly and monthly publications. Rod loved to yank Lex’s chain for the fun of it. Lex switched channels to one of Rod’s network just as the cameras zoomed in on two commentators. Behind them was XSN News.


    “Good afternoon. This is Extreme Sports Network News at four,” a female commentator announced. “I’m your host, Diana Ford.”


    “And I am Conrad Ryan,” her companion said. “Tonight, we’re going to deviate from our usual programming while staying true to our core audience—regular folks and their love for extreme sports.”


    “This story takes us to a small town in the west coast, where a family of daredevils took their act a step further and became icons,” Liana said.


    For the next several minutes, they showed a younger Jillian riding dirt bikes with her brothers, playing softball, and doing gymnastics. Then the clip changed to when she was in her teens working on various stunts with Chris and fixing bikes with her brothers. They summarized her growth from a tomboy to the budding teen Lex had seen on online videos a few weeks ago.


    “Earlier today, footage showed Stuntwoman Jillian Finnegan perform one of the most daring stunts in Hollywood,” the male host continued. “She flipped a speeding car with such ease I wished I’d been there to see it. But some dared to call her to task because she didn’t want to talk to reporters about her personal life. Others claimed she cursed at them.” He chuckled. “Rumors and false reports have filled the airwaves the last couple of hours about this young lady and her family, questioning her conduct, her upbringing, and her right to call America her home.”


    “We think she deserves to claim the titles Zakarian Princess and an American Sweetheart,” the hostess added. “We’ll let you decide.”


    The footage showed the Fearless Finnegans and the Bay Area Circus honoring military families at Fort Bragg Army Base. An entire family served as guest ringmasters. The father had just returned from a tour of duty. They showed them in Nevada at Nellis Air Force Base, Lackland Air Force Base in San Antonio, at some university in Fairfax, Virginia…


    They wore red, white, and blue outfits, and flew an American flag as they entered the arena. Lex shifted in his seat as another clip showed Jillian on the wire, riding her bike while her sister-in-law performed aerial tricks below her. Seeing her and her brothers inside the Globe of Steel was both awe-inspiring and scary as hell.


    The commentators returned with more stories and anecdotes about Jillian. The movies she’d appeared in and the causes she’d supported. Lex recognized her agent and Chris Lander at a gay-pride parade. In another, she was yelling the loudest while carrying a placard with a large red circle around Prop 8 and a line across it. Prop 8 was the infamous proposition against same-sex marriage in California.


    Lex’s phone buzzed, and he reached for it. “Where the hell did you get all this?”


    Rod laughed. “I don’t ask my people to reveal their sources. It’s bad for business. Have I delivered or what?”


    “You have. I owe you,” Lex said, grinning.


    “Can I have one night with the lovely Jillian?”


    “Anything but her.”


    “Come on. We’ve shared before.”


    Lex stopped smiling. “I’m hanging up now before I forget what you just did and delete your number.”


    Rod laughed. “Say hi to the lovely Jillian for me.”


    Lex let the annoyance ebb, then dialed Jillian’s number again. Rod liked to goof around, but there were certain things Lex didn’t joke about. Any man touching Jillian was one of them. He didn’t understand why she hadn’t returned his call, but the piece Rod’s people did should ease things a little for her. She must have been going nuts over this information coming out.


    She picked up after a ring and whispered, “Lex.”


    Desire shot through him. The effect of her voice on him had only grown stronger. “Hey. Are you okay?”


    “Yes. No. I wish you were here to wave your magic wand and make all this go away.” She sighed dramatically. “It’s like a zoo. I finished a stunt and the reporters shoved their microphones at me. Then I had to call Dad because I knew he was worried sick, and of course my brothers just had to put in their two cents about my swearing. How was I supposed to know the damn reporters could read lips? And now everyone knows about me and my Armenian connection, which sounds like I have a mob family.” She laughed. “I’m being forced to hide from the paparazzi. I don’t hide from anyone.”


    Lex tried hard not to laugh. He loved it when she swore. Made him want to make love to her mouth. Her openness was one of her endearing traits. He’d dated his share of women. Some played games. Others kept secrets. But not his Jillian. She didn’t hide. She was raw, and real, and down-to-earth. She wasn’t afraid to show her vulnerabilities or strengths, giving in to him without fear of losing herself or challenging him without turning it into a power play. She could be classy or raunchy depending on her mood. The best part was she kept her naughty side for the bedroom.


    “Hide? Where?” he asked.


    “Inside the trailer at the filming location. I’m done for the day, but the vultures are waiting to swoop in as soon as I leave.”


    Lex looked his watch. He should be with her in an hour. “I’ll take care of them for you if you’d like.”


    Jillian chuckled. “You’re not above the law, Lex. You can’t have your people make calls and threaten to sue them. There’s something called freedom of speech, and Canadians have it too. No, I’ll come up with something.”


    He grinned. Three days apart and he’d missed her sassiness. She was the only woman, other than his mother, who could scold him when he offered to help them. He couldn’t wait to surprise her.


    “Are you saying you don’t need me?” he asked.


    She chuckled, the sound sexy and low. “I always need you.”


    And just like that, she switched to a temptress. “How much?” he asked.


    “Wrong question, lover man,” she shot back.


    “Are you standing?”


    “Reclining on a bed.”


    “Are you alone?”


    “Just me and the walls,” she whispered. “Stop playing twenty questions. Ask me what you want to know.”


    “Are you thinking about me right now?”


    “What do you think? Your voice is in my ear, and the image of you is in my mind.” She moaned. “Ask me what I’m doing?”


    He imagined her hand sliding under her waistband as she touched herself. Lex swallowed. He wanted her. Every sound she made drove him insane with desire. Time to change the subject.


    “How did this happen?” he asked. “I thought you and your grandmother agreed not to go public.”


    Jillian groaned. “You want to discuss my grandmother now? You’re losing your touch.”


    “I’ll make it up to you,” he promised.


    “So you’ve been saying since I arrived here.” She sighed. “Okay. This whole mess started with my father and your aunt.”


    Annoyance surged through Lex. What had his aunt done now? He settled back against the pillow and listened to Jillian put all the blame on her volatile father. Lex knew better. His aunt could drive a sane man crazy. She must have done something to provoke Finnegan. It was time to have a long talk with his aunt Viv.


    


    ***


    


    Eyes followed Jillian and Troy when they joined the stunt crew during lunch. She’d showered and changed and should be relaxed, but she wasn’t.


    As usual, her group was more boisterous than the rest of the personnel at the location. Either Chris had told them not to bother her or they really didn’t care about all the princess/heiress stuff. Conversation focused on stunts until…


    “So when were you going to give us the news?” Keith asked, joining them.


    Silence followed, and Jillian wanted to kill him for putting her on the spot. Even the people at the neighboring tables grew quiet and angled their heads to catch her answer. Keith was the lead actor, yet he preferred to do his own stunts, a first among the actors Jillian had worked with. That had made her like him. Not anymore.


    She faked ignorance. “News?”


    “That you are part Armenian,” he said. “I have friends in Yerevan. Beautiful city. Exotic food. If you ever visit, check out the Cascade. The sculptures at the base are amazing. Each piece was done by a different artist. Then there’s the genocide museum. Very heartbreaking.”


    He was back in her graces. She didn’t know anything about Armenia because her grandmother had talked mainly about their family.


    “I just found out about my relatives in Armenia.” Jillian glanced at the eyes not bothering to hide their curiosity. “I’d like to visit someday, but right now I have a lot to process.” She didn’t say, “So back off,” but she hoped her expression made that clear.


    She stood, and Troy followed her to the trailer. “You don’t have to come with me. I’m going to lie down and watch some TV.”


    Troy showed her the magazine in his hand, and she groaned. Wedding magazines. A fashion-crazy gay assistant could be a curse sometimes. They’d narrowed the designers down to two in Vancouver and four back at home, but she would willingly skip the Vancouver ones. That was how pissed off she was.


    “Do we have to do that now?” she asked.


    “No, but you had a fitting”—he glanced at his watch—“thirty minutes ago and have another in an hour. Do you want to try to make the second one?”


    Jillian made a face. The reporters would be waiting. “Nah.”


    “Okay, don’t bite off my head, but those gowns were so a stuntwoman marrying a billionaire. Now we’re talking princess wedding.” Jillian glared at him, but Troy pretended not to notice. “That means reporters taking pictures,” he continued. “Videotaping you. Your face on TV, magazines, and online. You need something more. I know people who know people. I could make calls.”


    Reporters on her wedding day? Jillian shuddered, feeling a little sick to her stomach. “What people?”


    “Couture designers. I just need permission to go all out.”


    Jillian glanced at the crew they’d left in the catering tent, and her eyes met Chris’. He was worried about her. She waved to him as though she had her act together, took Troy’s arm, and led him inside the trailer.


    “Define all out,” Jillian said, opening the fridge and reaching for bottled water. She threw Troy one and twisted the lid off her bottle. “And FYI, I didn’t like your stunt woman marrying a billionaire comment. He’s very lucky I agreed to marry him.”


    “I should hope so.”


    Nice comeback. “You’re forgiven.” She hated that her insecurity was rearing its ugly head again. She blamed Lex’s aunt. Lex’s family was big on education. All the women had college degrees. Heck, his sister was a professor. What did Jillian have? A community college diploma in physical ed. She never cared about being book smart. She had plenty of talents, an accountant who kept an eye on her monies, and she diversified her investments, thanks to the advice from Chris. Listening to Vivian was screwing with her head. “What do you have planned?”


    “Every designer is going to beg you to wear their creation. It’s free publicity for them. I know assistants to some big names. All I need is your permission to say that you are looking for a wedding dress. You won’t have to pay a dime.”


    Jillian knew couture designers threw clothes and jewelry at stars for free publicity. No one had ever offered her anything. “Me or Princess Jillian?”


    He gave her a cheesy grin.


    She shot him a mean look. “Not happening. I’m not cashing in on something that’s not me. Just reschedule the appointments I missed today.”


    While Troy made the calls, Jillian flipped through channels, looking for something to watch. Disgusted by the slim pickings, she turned off the TV. She hated seeing her face and hearing the comments. Instead of stressing about things, she needed to escape being cooped up in this trailer.


    Jillian left for the makeup trailer. Penny Gilmore, an older makeup artist, didn’t even blink when Jillian asked for a wig and makeup.


    “Disguise?” Penny asked.


    “Yes. How did you know?”


    “I’ve been in this business long enough to know when a star needs one.”


    “I’m not a star, Penny.”


    “You are in my book, sweetheart. And a class act.” She pushed a bag in Jillian’s hand. “You won’t go wrong with these. If you need help, you know where to find me.”


    Wow, her heart warmed. Penny had never said more than two words to Jillian. Troy was done with his calls when she returned to the trailer. Her flight was in the evening, and she only had one stunt left, which was early in the morning. She would have time to check out the gowns. Maybe even ride her bike around Vancouver. She was often wired after a stunt, just like now.


    Sex, exercise, or riding her bike often calmed her down. How she wished Lex was around. He could help her burn off some of the energy fast. Riding her bike would have to do. The paparazzi would not see her coming.


    “Can you help me with these, Troy?” She dumped the contents of the bag on the couch. There was a wig, moustache, a beard, and bushy eyebrows.


    “Let’s talk about your clothes,” Troy said as he worked on her face.


    “Let’s not,” Jillian retorted.


    “A princess cannot wear ripped jeans and sweatpants,” he continued as though she hadn’t spoken. “You have gorgeous hair, but—”


    “If you ever call me a princess again, I will fire you, Troy Preston,” she warned and meant it.


    He stopped talking. When he was done with her face and hair, he stepped back and grinned. “Damn, I’m good. Take a look.”


    Jillian studied her reflection. The dark wig was perfect, but the moustache and eyebrows added a little something to her face. She looked androgynous.


    “I would do you if you were a dude,” Troy said.


    “I would do me if I wasn’t crazy about a certain billionaire.” She wiggled her thick eyebrows and shot Troy a glance. “I’d be crazy to fire you.”


    “Do I get a raise?”


    “After three days?” Jillian laughed and hugged him. “Don’t think so. Oh, next time I go on a shopping spree, you’re coming with.” His eyes lit up. “As long as you don’t criticize my choices. Nah-uh,” she added when he opened his mouth to speak. “I like my jeans ripped, and sweatpants are comfortable.”


    He rolled his eyes and muttered something that sounded like, “We’ll see,” but she ignored him. She removed her shirt and let him flatten her breasts with the bandage. She shrugged on a T-shirt and then the leather jacket. She studied her reflection and grinned.


    Perfect.


    A reflection caught her attention, and she whipped around, her heart skipping. A man was walking toward the trailer. She recognized the broad shoulders. The powerful build. The walk.


    Her heartbeat kicked into overtime. By the time she yanked opened the door, Lex was standing at the bottom of the steps. He radiated such raw sexuality her knees almost buckled. His eyes roamed her body, his stare intense and possessive. Her insides turned molten, and every cell in her body ignited.


    Jillian did something she’d never done with a guy before, not even her father or brothers. She flew into Lex’s arms, trusting him to catch her. Lex did just that and chuckled, the sexy sound rumbling through his chest.


    “Now that’s the kind of welcome a man could kill for,” he whispered. “Even when his woman is dressed as a man.”


    Jillian leaned back, her eyes caressing his handsome face. She wanted him so much she couldn’t breathe. “Why”—she swallowed—“why didn’t you tell me you were on your way here?”


    “And miss seeing you in clown paint again?”


    She laughed and kissed him, holding his head in place as their mouths fused, and their tongues caressed and danced. Cupping the back of her head, he took over, showing her that despite the fact that she’d started the kiss, he was in charge. He kissed her hard, nipped her bottom lip, and soothed it with his tongue before sucking on her tongue.


    A moan escaped her. Her skin tingled, and she felt a little faint. How she’d missed him. His scent. The feel of his arms. The texture of his skin. When she tried to lift her head, he followed. His lips didn’t leave hers as he lowered her to the ground.


    He wrenched his lips from hers, his body tense with need, the evidence of arousal pressing against her. The look on his face said he wanted to devour her.


    Then he sneezed.


    “Oh no. Are you coming down with something?” She placed the back of her hand against his forehead. “Do I need to take you back to my room, feed you cold meds, and tuck you in?”


    He chuckled and pressed his forehead to hers. “Sure, after two orgasms,” he whispered.


    Heat pooled between her legs. “Three.”


    “Let’s make it an even four.” He skimmed her moustache. “You are bad for my reputation.”


    Jillian wrinkled her nose. “How?”


    “I flew all this way to rescue you and look at you. You don’t need me.”


    Oh, she needed him. She rubbed against him. “I told you, there are some needs I can’t fulfill on my own.”


    “You could have fooled me last night.”


    Jillian laughed. The naughtiness he’d brought into her life was beyond her wildest dreams. “There’s something about being watched by the man you’re fantasizing about that’s really inspiring.”


    “I’m happy to be your muse.”


    He brushed his thumb gently across her lower lip. She took his thumb in her mouth and nibbled on the tip. Lex groaned. His reaction thrilled her.


    “You sing beautifully,” he added.


    “So do you,” she whispered, hugging him and inhaling him. She screamed his name every time she reached orgasm. The two of them were combustible, and she couldn’t wait to get him alone. She’d missed falling asleep with his scent surrounding her. Hell, she had missed making love with him. He kissed her again. This one was gentler, sweet. She sighed and reached for his cheek, caressing his warm skin.


    His eyes moved lower to her chest, then back up to meet hers. Heat flared in his eyes. “I want my woman back.”


    “Come inside the trailer and she’s all yours.”


    “No, we’re going to the hotel. I don’t intend to let you out of my arms for hours.”


    She needed him something bad. “You’re going to make me wait?”


    “Yes.”


    “Four big Os or Bobby is coming out to play,” she warned.


    He kissed her again. Hard this time. “Bobby only comes out when we are apart, and even then, I get to watch.” He gripped her hand and glanced over her shoulder. “Can you find your way back to the hotel, or do you need a ride, Troy?”


    Jillian glanced over her shoulder. She’d completely forgotten about Troy.


    “If Ms. Jillian doesn’t need my help with anything, I’d like to stay here until they finish filming, sir.”


    Ms. Jillian? They’d done away with formality on their first day together. Jillian threw Troy a wink. “Enjoy yourself.” She planned to. Three days without Lex had left her starved. “And don’t let Chris’ grouchiness bother you.”


    Troy shrugged like it was nothing, but Jillian knew Chris’ attitude bothered the younger man. Maybe she would talk to Chris again.


    Lex led her to the parking lot, arm around her waist. Douglas didn’t bat an eyelid when he saw her. Good ol’ Doug. Nothing ever fazed the ex-CIA. He was Lex’s security consultant slash bodyguard slash cook slash somebody you didn’t mess with. He’d rescued her and Lex from her grandmother’s overzealous partners, which earned him serious brownie points in her book.


    The uniformed dude by his side probably came with the limo. He didn’t hide his shock as he watched them approach. He probably thought she and Lex were a gay couple. He touched his hat and opened the door for them while Douglas stood on the side and faked a nonchalant posture, but his eyes gave him away. He was alert and prepared for anything.


    “Hey, Douglas,” Jillian said, and the driver’s eyes widened in shock. A dude talking in a woman’s voice would do that to you.


    Douglas inclined his head. The poker face didn’t change. “Ms. Jillian.”


    “Thanks for coming to my rescue.” She planted a kiss on his cheek, and he winced. “Ooh, sorry. I completely forgot about your tooth. You still haven’t taken care of it?”


    “I did, Ms. Jillian. The dentist pulled it out.”


    “Did you take pain meds for it?”


    “No, ma’am. I’m okay.”


    She rolled her eyes. Men. “I have some in my room at the hotel, so yeah, you will take some even if I have to force it into you.” She threw him a challenging look. He nodded. “Was it hard getting past the press?”


    “Nothing we couldn’t handle. Pardon my observation, but I don’t think you need rescuing, Ms. Jillian. You seem to have it covered.”


    “Yeah, I was planning on flying over their heads on my bike like hell on wheels.” His lips twitched. Lex paled. He worried too much. She rubbed his back in soothing circles. “On the other hand, I didn’t fool Lex, so I’m sure they would have seen right through me.” She gave Douglas another smile. “Thanks for coming anyway.”


    She slid inside the cool interior of the limo. Lex spoke briefly with the two men before following her inside. The partition was already up, giving them the privacy they needed.


    Lex’s heated eyes stayed locked on her as the engine purred to life and the limo pulled away from the parking lot. She smiled, inviting him to play, but he didn’t move. The tease. He was deliberately keeping his distance when she wanted him all over her. He always did that to draw out the tension between them. Sometimes she played along and let him get away with it, and other times she got too impatient.


    She uncrossed and recrossed her legs and leaned back, grinning at the way his eyes followed her every movement. She crooked her finger.


    He moved closer. “You didn’t fool me because it doesn’t matter what you wear. I’ll always know it’s you.”


    “How?”


    His broad shoulders lifted and dropped. Then he reached out and stroked her cheek. She leaned into his hand, welcoming his touch.


    “I know when you enter a room. When you fall asleep and the moment you wake up. When you want to make love, or when you just want to fuck.”


    “What do I want now?”


    He traced her lower lip again, then moved to the top and touched her fake moustache. “Why don’t you get rid of this and I’ll show you?”


    Her stomach dropped a little. She felt safe with the moustache. To get him off the subject, she turned her head, took his finger into her mouth, and sucked on it hard. A groan rumbled through his chest, his eyes growing fierce. She let go of his finger, pulling it out slowly, and kissed the tip.


    “Is the moustache a turnoff?” she purred.


    “No. You could be covered with fur and I’d still want to fuck your brains out.”


    She laughed throatily. “Is that what you plan to do to me?”


    “For the next several hours.” He cupped her face. “You don’t need to be afraid of the reporters, Jillian. I’m here now.”


    Easy for him to say. He’d probably been talking to the press since he was old enough to say his name. If she were honest with herself, she’d admit that her reluctance to visit Armenia was deeply rooted in her issues with reporters and their intrusiveness. Her grandmother would parade her around, and she would have to talk to them.


    “I’m not afraid,” she fibbed.


    Lex interlaced their fingers and lifted her hand to his lips. He pressed a kiss on her knuckles. “I’ll not let anyone hurt you.”


    He could reassure her all he wanted, but in the end, she’d have to face her demons alone. She jumped from burning buildings and flipped cars, yet reporters scared the crap out of her. She had reasons for that.


    Lex lifted her chin and studied her face. Concern turned his gray eyes into molten mercury, and she realized why. She was gripping his hand tightly, probably cutting the circulation to his fingers. She relaxed hers and gave him a tiny smile.


    “Talk to me, sweetheart,” he said.


    “Do you have senseless fears?” she asked.


    “No.” She rolled her eyes, and he chuckled. “I mean I have fears, but I don’t consider them senseless. They’re rooted in something.”


    It was hard to imagine him scared of anything. “So what makes the great Lex Fitzgerald shake in his custom-made boots?”


    “Clowns.”


    Was he serious? “Clowns?”


    “If you laugh, I’m going to make you really, really sorry,” he threatened.


    She bit her inner cheek to stop from laughing. “Sorry how?”


    “Tie you to my bed and not let you leave the room for a week.”


    She grinned. “I could work with that.”


    He chuckled. “I was seven when I sneaked into my parents’ bedroom instead of going to sleep. They were watching a movie about a clown serial killer.” He grimaced. “I slept with them that night and the next night. My father was big on conquering one’s fears, so he took me to the circus often so I’d see that clowns were harmless. It didn’t help. I’ve watched every clown movie ever made to desensitize myself, but nothing works.”


    The poor, adorable man. “You call my makeup clown makeup,” she said, elbowing him. “Does that mean I scare you?”


    “In ways you couldn’t possibly understand.” He lowered his head to kiss her, but stopped just before their lips met, angled his head, and sneezed again.


    He had to be allergic to synthetic hair. Forget about the stupid disguise, her insecurities, and the damn reporters. She wanted his mouth on her. She peeled off the moustache, the eyebrows, and the wig, and shook her hair.


    “Kiss me now,” she said.


    He chuckled. “Is that a request?”


    It had come out like a plea. “No, an order.”


    “Then how can I possibly refuse?” He cupped her cheeks and captured her mouth. The kiss wasn’t slow or dreamy, both of which he could do easily. It was wet and hungry, flooding her veins with heat.


    The taste of him went straight to her head as his tongue slid against hers. He nipped at her lower lip, causing her to gasp. Pain and pleasure shot through her, and she welcomed it. He leaned back, pulling her to him. Her tongued flicked across the corner where his lips met, then along his lower lip, savoring the texture, but he wasn’t in the mood to play. He captured her mouth again on a soft groan, completely taking over her senses. Jillian couldn’t get close enough to him. Her breasts ached behind the bandages, begging for his touch. Her panties were soaked.


    He pulled her onto his lap and threaded his fingers through her hair, his touch not gentle. She didn’t need gentle. The combination of a stunt and Lex’s unexpected arrival was like a double dose of adrenaline. She needed primal. Hot. Hard. Roughness around the edges.


    He tore his mouth from hers and blazed a trail along her neck, at the same time angling her body so she sat facing forward with her back to him. He swept his hand along her waist, pushing her shirt out of the way and reaching under her pants. The loose man pants gave him plenty of room to move.


    He ran the tips of his fingers along the edge of her panties. She trembled and tilted her hips, inviting him to play her. She was taut like a fine instrument, and he was the master. She needed those fingers to get to work.


    “Touch me,” she begged, leaning against him as he bit her ear, his breath hot on her nape.


    A growl worked its way up his chest as he moved lower over her silk panties. “I was wrong.”


    “About?”


    “Waiting until we got to the hotel. I need this.” His hand stroked the wet silk panel. “I want you naked. My mouth on you.” His lips mapped her neck. “I’ve thought of nothing else since we spoke on the plane. Would you like to come in my mouth?”


    “Yes.”


    “You will. You’ll sing for me, Jillian. Because nothing makes me happier than hearing my name on your lips. I’ll take you fast, then slow.” He nipped her skin, and she shuddered. “For now, you’ll have to settle for this.” He pushed aside the wet fabric and ran his fingers across her swollen clit.


    Jillian gasped as sparks shot up her spine. She loved his fingers. They were long and talented, and gave the most amazing orgasms. Her head fell back on his shoulder, her eyes closing. He slid a finger inside her, and her thighs tightened around his hand, an instinctive reaction to the invasion.


    “Open up, babe,” he ordered, his powerful thighs wedging between hers from behind.


    She let her knees fall open for him, lifted her hips, and wished she wasn’t wearing anything. He slid in the second finger, and a moan escaped her, the sound reverberating around the limo. The sensations were intense. It was one thing to pleasure herself while he watched from miles away and quite another to have his hands on her.


    His breathing grew heavy, his erection pressing on her butt cheeks. He drove his fingers in and out of her wetness, plundering her, playing her like a fine-tuned instrument. Her breathing grew harsh as she egged him on with gasps, moans, and the wiggle of her hips. And boy did she sing for him, yelling out his name as he pushed her over the top.


    Those beautiful fingers did not stop moving. The strokes became gentle, his other hand angling her head so he could capture her mouth in a searing kiss. Reluctantly, he let go of her throbbing flesh and cradled her close. Tremors still shot through her body.


    “One down,” she murmured when she could speak.


    A chuckle worked his way to his lips. That sexy sound did things to her insides. She wanted him naked now. She reached for his belt, but he stopped her.


    “We are at the hotel,” he warned.


    When had they stopped moving? He waited as she adjusted her pants and finger-combed her hair. Then he tapped the window. Douglas opened the door. He must have been waiting for the signal, which meant she was probably not the first woman Lex had tried to ravish in the back of a limo.


    The green monster rose from deep inside her, but she pushed it back. Being jealous of Lex’s past girlfriends was pointless. She had him now, and she planned to be the last woman he ever touched.


    A crowd of photographers was outside the hotel. This time, the questions were hurled at Lex, too. Were they engaged? When was the wedding? How did they meet?


    Douglas and the driver shielded them. Even the desk managers came to the door to warn the paparazzi to stay back.


    “Enjoy your stay, sir,” one of them said.


    “I plan to,” Lex said and traded a grin with Jillian.


    


    


    CHAPTER 3


    


    


    The ride to the top floor seemed to take forever. With Douglas in the elevator with them, Jillian had to be content with gripping Lex’s arm when she wanted to rip his clothes off. His eyes said if they were alone, he would have stopped the elevator. He often made love to her in unusual places.


    Douglas opened the door to the suite, swept the room with narrowed eyes as though searching for an intruder, and stepped aside for them to enter the room. A look passed between the two men before Lex closed the door.


    Jillian had her top off and was unbinding her breasts when Lex gripped her hips and pulled her against him. His erection pressed against her ass, his mouth descending on her shoulder, her neck, her ear. He kissed her greedily, showing her he wasn’t in the mood to coddle or cuddle. She wiggled her ass against his erection, and he groaned.


    “You like that?” she teased.


    “Love it,” he growled and whipped her around, kissing her so hard her head spun. He lifted her up and took long strides toward the bedroom.


    “I’ve missed you,” she said, rubbing her cheeks against his stubbled jaw, inhaling him. She wanted to devour him.


    He stopped in the middle of the room, and she saw what had distracted him—the welts left by the bandage on her breasts. He lifted her higher and laved the marks with his tongue. Her breath caught. He lowered her to the bed and went to work removing her pants and panties.


    “Lie on the bed,” he ordered, a glint in his eyes.


    She didn’t need a second urging. Jillian scrambled to the middle of the bed. She was burning, her thighs wet with her juice.


    “Spread your legs,” he ordered again, undoing his shirt, his eyes not leaving hers despite his words. A ripple of desire rolled through her. She propped herself on her elbows and did as ordered. She loved it when he was masterful, which was huge for someone who hated to be controlled.


    “Further apart, Jillian. Show me what I’ve been missing.”


    Three days apart must have felt like an eternity for him. “Want me to pleasure myself while I’m at it, too?” she teased, her hand creeping down to the joint between her legs.


    “No. You can play with yourself when I’m not around. When we are together, you’re mine to play with.”


    “That sounds like ownership,” she said.


    “Considering I’m yours, I’d say that’s fair.”


    She grinned and disobeyed him anyway. There was something incredibly erotic about Lex watching her as she slowly stroked herself. Being apart and video sex with him had taught her that much.


    “You continue with that and you’ll have to beg me to take you,” he warned, almost tripping in his haste to remove his pants.


    “I don’t beg, babe.” She arched her back as she pushed a finger inside her moist interior. His eyes flamed. From the purposeful way he closed the gap between them, she was in for it. A thrill shot through her. She stroked herself again, knowing it drove him crazy.


    Instead of kneeling between her legs, he tugged her wrist and brought her hand to his lips. Slowly, he licked her fingers, humming, eyes closing. “The taste of you is like nothing on this earth.” He let her go, lowered his head, and kissed her breasts. “These should never be bound.”


    He flicked his tongue against her nipple. While she shuddered, he drew it in his mouth and sucked. She gripped his head. When he bit down, just enough to reach the border of pleasure and pain, Jillian cried out. He licked his way down to the valley between her breasts and focused on the other one. Her hips shot up.


    She expected him to touch her, but he continued running his hand up and down her thighs, stroking her stomach, teasing her. So this was her punishment for disobeying him. Every lick and touch designed to drive her insane, but he still didn’t give her what she wanted—his long, naughty, and oh-so-talented fingers stroking her throbbing clit again. His mouth continued down to her belly button.


    “Mmm, the scent of you,” he growled against her skin, then lifted his head and studied her with a dark, hooded gaze. “Tell me what you want?”


    “You,” she moaned.


    “Here?” he teased, nipping her stomach. She ground against him.


    “Lower,” she begged.


    “Mmmm,” he hummed as he angled his head and trailed his lips along her thigh, deliberately ignoring her throbbing flesh. The tease. Her right hip left the bed again, her thighs trembling. “Beautiful pussy.”


    His sexy words shot her need to a new height. “Hurry.”


    If he heard her, he didn’t show it as he licked his way down to her toes. She never knew her toes were sensitive until Lex.


    “Do you want me to kiss you, eat you, or bite you?” he asked, working his way back up, fingers playing with the strip of hair covering her and barely grazing her clit. She was going to explode as soon as he touched her. That was how ready she was.


    “I want it all.” She was hyperventilating, her words coming out in spurts. Jillian arched her hips, knees bent to give him better access. There was need, and there was this… burning ache. Like she would die if he didn’t touch her. Desperation kicked in. “Please, Lex.”


    He lifted his head, eyes darkened to charcoal. Then his gaze shifted lower to the area between her legs. The hunger in his eyes as he studied her had her sucking in a breath.


    “Offer yourself to me,” he said.


    Years of gymnastics and dance came to her rescue. She opened up to him as he zoomed in on her throbbing flesh and rubbed his nose and lips against her. She gasped as sparks shot up her rear. He licked her, swirling his tongue around her clit. She cried out, her hips arching as an orgasmic wave tore through her.


    He chuckled, the sound vibrating and intensifying the sensations. “Your response never ceases to amaze me.”


    “Only with you,” she said.


    He used his teeth. She moaned and rocked against him, welcoming the roughness and the potential of pain. He pinned her thighs down and covered her with his mouth, his tongue sliding in and out of her, lavishing attention to her clit, sucking on it.


    He was unstoppable. Masterful. In his element. She might disobey him because she had a thing against authority, but when he had her like this, spread out for his pleasure, completely open and vulnerable to his whims, he was in charge. He hummed as though her juice was the sweetest in the world, and the low rumbles vibrated through her.


    With his hand firmly anchoring her to the bed and restricting her movements, she had no choice but to hold on to his head and direct it. Heart pounding, pulse racing, she ground his mouth against her.


    Another orgasm tore through her, the waves slamming into her with the force of a tsunami. It sucked her to a place where nothing mattered but him and the amazing things he could do with his tongue and mouth. Tears rushed to her eyes, and the echoes of his name filled the room. She’d yelled it. Probably more than once.


    As the feelings ebbed, he kissed his way upward, lingering on her breasts. His touch was feather light and gentle. Then he claimed her lips. She could taste herself on his.


    Jillian stroked his broad shoulders, skimming around to his rock hard stomach. His massive erection jutted between her thighs, hot and ready. She wrapped her legs around his hips, dying to take all of him inside her. When he didn’t accept her invitation, she wrapped her hand around him and stroked him while wiggling into position.


    “I want to feel you deep inside me.”


    “How do you want it?” he asked against her skin.


    “Hard and fast. Fuck me, Lex.”


    He shuddered and rolled back on his haunches, his eyes feverish with passion.


    


    ***


    


    Lex reached for a condom, but she gripped his wrist. “Don’t. It’s okay. I’m on the pill.”


    Skin-on-skin, he’d died and gone to heaven. She had a body made for sex. A body made for him. Her plump pussy glistened with her juice, begging him to indulge himself. She was perfection, and she was his. His Jillian.


    He reached down and rubbed a finger between her labia. She hissed.


    “Do you want me on my knees?” she asked.


    She knew what he liked and how he liked it. But there was something he loved more—making love to her.


    “Not yet.” After being away from her for three days, he needed to reconnect with her. Breathe her. Feel her skin against his and her warm breath on him. He wanted to savor her, watch every expression on her face as he slid in and out of her. “I need to see you.”


    Somehow, she understood.


    He positioned himself, gripped the hard length of his cock, and teased her wet entrance with the head. She trembled and whimpered. He entered her slowly, watching her pupils dilate as he became part of her.


    “Don’t close your eyes,” he warned. Her hips lifted up just as he pushed to the tilt.


    She felt amazing. Moist heat. Tight. His breath stalled in his chest. Home sweet home. That was what she was. His sanctuary.


    “Lex,” she moaned. “That feels good. You feel—” She gasped when he withdrew until he was almost out of her, then slid back inside. She moaned. “Faster.”


    “No.”


    She lifted her hips. “Yes.”


    He stopped moving, rained kissed along her shoulder and neck. “It’s been three days. I’m not going to take you mindlessly and ruthlessly.”


    “Why not?”


    He chuckled. “Because I want to savor you first.” He rubbed his cheek against her soft skin, and she trembled. “I want your sweet responses. Your warmth. The way you hug me and pull me in. Only then can I give you what you want.”


    “You’re going to drive me insane.”


    That was the idea. He locked their hands and took his time sliding in and out of her moist heat, his movement measured. The feel of her never failed to humble him. Bring him to his knees. Her expression and moans became his cues. Rolling his hips to intensify her pleasure, his thrusts slow and tantalizing, he whispered endearments and trailed kisses on her skin.


    Her eyes filled with tears. He’d noticed she cried sometimes when she peaked. It scared the crap out of him the first time, until she’d explained. Now, the acknowledgment that she could become this undone in his arms without shame brought satisfaction. She was close. He felt it in the contracting muscles hugging his cock.


    He changed the tempo, moving faster and faster. Her mouth opened into a perfect O, her pupils dilating. He wanted to ride her orgasmic wave. Moving faster and faster, prolonging her pleasure. When her trembling slowed, he kissed her hard then changed their position and entered her from behind. Her muscles contracted around him as she cried out. He slammed into her, each thrust deeper.


    “Yes,” she wailed.


    He tilted his hips, going for a deeper penetration.


    “Don’t stop,” she gasped.


    He pushed her hard, hands gripping her hips, gut clenching as adrenaline pulsed through his veins. He cupped her perfect ass and squeezed, while she told him what she liked and how she liked it.


    “More,” she urged, wiggling her ass.


    Her uninhibited reaction set him on fire. He gave her what she needed, reaching for parts of her no man would ever touch again. He’d missed her. Missed touching her. Missed watching the light bounce off the sweat glistening on her golden skin. Missed hearing her scream with orgasm. He stroked the sexy curve of her body, moving down to her waist and caressing her stomach.


    Her knees lost their anchor on the bed. Lex lifted her off the bed and slid her along his shaft. Her breathing became harsh, a moan escaping her with each stroke. He knew he was being unfair, taking her with a ruthlessness that could have shocked any woman. Not Jillian. She knew when to dominate him and when to let him dominate her.


    She threw him a saucy look over her shoulder, her eyes feverish with passion. She liked seeing him lose it like this. Mindless with passion until he became merciless. He lowered her back on the bed and curved onto her back, one hand reaching down to stroke her swollen clitoris while the other cupped her breast and teased her nipples. She bucked, cursing. She was close again.


    His orgasm was building fast, but he refused to let go. He wanted her to scream his name one last time. Her body, coated with sweat, became slippery. Her erratic movements didn’t help.


    He grabbed her hair. It was enough to stop her from bucking. Now she was completely at his mercy. Faster and faster he moved, each movement angled for deeper penetration.


    “I’m going to come again,” she wailed.


    He licked her skin, then sunk his teeth into her shoulder until her moans became cries.


    “Lex…” She wailed.


    He knew the moment she fell apart because she gasped as though taking in her last breath, and then the trembling began. He drove into her again and again, wanting her entire body to feel the vibrations of her orgasm. He was helpless in the face of such undiluted passion and couldn’t hold off.


    His orgasm sucked him into a world where nothing else mattered but Jillian. Lex threw back his head as pleasure rippled through him. Her name tore from his lips, his body jerking as spasms rocked him. They didn’t stop. They went on and on, making his gut ache.


    They collapsed on the bed, limbs intertwined, skin glistening, and their breathing harsh. He held her tight, both of them shaking. It was a while before the roaring of blood in his ears stopped.


    “That was amazing,” Jillian whispered. “Every time, you find a way to push the pleasure up another notch. How?”


    He kissed her shoulder and nuzzled her neck. “I follow your cues. The sighs. Moans. Cries. Bites.” She chuckled, her muscles tightening and triggering his. He started to harden inside her.


    “Nah, I think you just know your way around a woman’s body,” she said.


    “More like around my woman’s body. Because no matter what labels people give you out there, Jillian Finnegan, you are mine.”


    


    ~*~


    


    Lex swatted Jillian’s butt cheek an hour later. “Time for a bath.”


    “Watch it.” Jillian threw him an admonishing glance over her shoulder. “I’m an equal opportunity spanker.”


    He wasn’t into bondage, but he wouldn’t mind experimenting with her. His eyes drank her in as she uncurled her limbs and stretched lazily. She was deliciously sweet and wickedly sexy. He loved that she was toned yet still managed to have lush curves. And that hair draping her back like a curtain of spun gold was perfect for gripping during intense sexual moments.


    He wanted nothing more than to stay in bed with her, but his cousin was waiting. Faith and one of her seamstresses had accompanied him, and he’d promised to stay out of their way while they finished Jillian’s wedding gown.


    Faith was a perfectionist and a worrywart. His sister would have no problem marching to his room and knocking on his door. Not Faith. She’d pace and stress, until she was ready to explode. “You have a fitting before dinner.”


    “Fitting?” Jillian mumbled.


    “Your wedding dress,” he said and scooped her up. She looped her arm around his neck as he headed to the bathroom. “You need to get it out of the way.”


    “Did someone call? Troy cancelled today’s visits and changed them to tomorrow. The rest are back at home.”


    “Faith will be disappointed,” Lex said, lowering her to the floor.


    “Faith? Oh, no, don’t tell her. I wasn’t sure whether she was still on board. Troy can cancel everything. My last stunt is in the morning. If we head back immediately afterward, I could see her tomorrow afternoon.”


    Someone rattled on the door, but Lex ignored the sound. Instead, he tucked strands of hair away from Jillian’s face. “Faith flew in with me. She’s finishing your dress with a seamstress down the hall. In fact, they were working on it during the flight.”


    Jillian’s jaw dropped. Then she playfully smacked him on the chest. “Why didn’t you say so earlier? I would have skipped the sex and gone straight to the fitting.”


    He laughed. “Liar.”


    “Okay, maybe not the first round. The second round definitely.”


    “Are you saying I didn’t perform to your expectations the second time?”


    Pink tinted her cheeks. “Quit fishing for compliments. Did you see my dress? Is it pretty?” Then her eyes narrowed. “You’re not supposed to see the dress before the wedding. You’ll jinx us.”


    He chuckled. “I’m not supposed to see the bride, not the dress.”


    “Same difference. I have to see it.” A dreamy expression settled on her face, and the corner of her mouth lifted in a sweet smile. “I wonder what it looks like.”


    He loved the look in her eyes. It meant she hadn’t a single doubt about marrying him, something that had worried him since he proposed. “I’m sure it’s nothing like the woman who’ll wear it.” He cupped the back of her head and captured her lips in a kiss, taking his time as he relished the taste of her.


    She protested and wedged a hand between their lips.


    “Oh no you don’t.” Then she spoiled her protest by kissing him and nipping his lower lip. “Now go,” she ordered, taking a step back and pointing at the door. The dreamy expression she’d worn was gone. In its place was the kick-ass stuntwoman who feared nothing and no one. It only made her more desirable, especially since she was naked and her rosy nipples were puckered so invitingly. She saw the direction of his eyes and grinned. But when her eyes lowered to his mindless cock, which was already responding to his thoughts, she groaned. Lex grinned.


    “No, you can’t do this to me again, Lex. You can’t shower with me either. You’re too distracting.” The knock came again. “That’s probably Faith at the door. Tell her I’ll be out as soon as I’m done. If it’s Douglas, order him to take pain meds for his tooth. You made me forget to give him some.”


    It wasn’t Faith. He and Douglas had signals that had served them well over the years. From a single knock on the window of a limo that indicated it was okay to open the door to when he could interrupt Lex in the bedroom.


    Lex planted his hands on his hips and almost laughed at the longing in Jillian’s eyes as she stared at his erection.


    “Well?” he teased. She hated seeing an erection go to waste, she’d often said.


    She growled and pointed at the door. “Go.”


    Lex was still chuckling when he closed the bathroom door behind him. Jillian was a woman after his heart. She wasn’t afraid to show him that she had a healthy sexual appetite, or that she enjoyed his body. She didn’t complain when he wanted a mindless fuck or when he wanted to make love to her again and again. Of course, if she ever complained, he’d stop and then show her what she was missing. She’d hinted that she wouldn’t mind watching him masturbate. He hadn’t had the pleasure of doing that in her presence yet. She tended to take over. And he didn’t believe in forcing a woman to do something she didn’t want to do, but he had no problem luring her back to his bed.


    He grabbed a robe and headed for the door. Douglas was walking away when Lex yanked open the door. He noted the camera with a large zoom lens slung around his neck. Douglas had promised to take care of the reporters, not join them.


    “Do I need to ask about that?” Lex indicated the camera with a nod.


    Douglas’ expression didn’t change as he walked back. “No, sir, but the owner will be grateful when he gets it back. He said something interesting though. One of the film crew called and told him Jillian was in the limo with us. He didn’t reveal his source, but he knew you were engaged and that you’re getting married on Saturday.”


    He didn’t care if the whole world knew he was marrying Jillian, but how Douglas got his information mattered. He never cared before. He’d been perfectly happy leaving things in his capable hands. Now that Lex had Jillian, he worried that anything they did could impact her.


    “He’s not hurt, is he?”


    Surprise flickered across Douglas’ face. “No, sir. Just unconscious. I used pressure points to knock him out.”


    Lex nodded. He could live with that. “How did the rest go?”


    “They’re scrambling to contact their editors about the piece the XSN people did. It was also on a syndicated radio show an hour ago. From what I heard from the callers, the tides are turning fast.”


    That was a good start. By the time Jillian gives the press her statement, they’ll all be on her side. “Is the film crew back?”


    “Yes, sir. The press plied them with questions about Ms. Jillian, but no one was willing to talk to them. A few mentioned the fact that she keeps to herself.”


    Lex frowned. The press could spin that either way. They could make her a shy person who shunned publicity, which would endear her to people, or snooty, leading to the opposite effect. “Was Chris with them?”


    “No, sir, but a few of the guys told the reporters to leave Ms. Jillian alone.”


    Must be the stunt crew. He’d noticed how protective they were of her. “Okay, Douglas. That will be all for tonight.”


    “Will you be going out to dinner, or should I dismiss the limo for tonight?”


    Lex didn’t think Jillian was ready to brave the outside world yet. She was a contradiction, an entertainer who hated the press. “Go ahead, unless you need his services tonight.”


    “No, sir. The food downstairs is decent enough. Would you like me to order something for you and Ms. Jillian? There are nearby restaurants with varied cuisines.”


    “We can take care of ourselves tonight. Tell the driver to be here by eight.” Jillian was filming around ten, but he knew a restaurant that served amazing pancakes and wanted her to try them. “And Douglas, take something for your tooth, or she’ll wake you up in the dead of the night and force you to take them.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Bidding Douglas goodnight, he headed back to the bathroom, getting rid of the robe along the way.


    Jillian was still in the shower when Lex entered. She was singing off-key. He grinned. Now he knew one thing she wasn’t perfect at. Once, he’d imagined himself singing in a band, but then his father had died and his brothers had needed guidance. Afterward, everything he’d done was not just for himself. He’d become the yardstick they measured themselves up against, watching him and emulating his mannerisms, until they outgrew the pimply-face stage and became their own men. He’d endured a garage band, dirt bike craze, drag and street races, and girl problems. He’d never tested his voice or experienced youthful escapades, which he regretted. And he never had women problems until the day he met Jillian. But she was one bundle of mayhem he would never regret.


    He opened the door and joined her. He liked showering with her. It always led to interesting things.


    “Was it Faith?” Jillian asked, glancing at him over her shoulder.


    “Douglas.” He wrapped his arms around her waist, brought her back to his front, and dropped his head to kiss her, water pelting his head. He shook his head. “He came to tell us he’s taken care of the reporters downstairs.”


    She frowned. “How?”


    “He gave them something to focus on for now. We’ll have to do a lot more to get them off your back.” He stroked a sensual line from her shoulder to her chest.


    She turned and created space between them. “What exactly did Douglas do?”


    “This and that.” Lex reached for the shampoo.


    She grabbed the bottle and hid it behind her. “What kind of answer is that? You’re not doing things behind my back, mister. I don’t like people micromanaging my life. You want to help me deal with any situation, discuss your plans with me first, so we’re on the same page. No, we come up with a plan and execute it. Together. Get it?”


    Her hands were now on her hips, and she looked glorious. His chest warmed with a familiar feeling he now associated with her. “You are adorable when angry.”


    She growled in frustration. “Don’t do that. Don’t try to win a fight with a compliment. It’s insulting to both of us.”


    He grinned. “Is that what we’re having? A fight?”


    Her eyes narrowed. She jabbed the shampoo at him. “You’re skating on thin ice, pal. Start talking. What did Douglas do?”


    “You need to give a statement to the media. I’ll make the call and get the reporters in a room. You tell them what they need to know. Or what you need them to know.”


    Fear flashed in her eyes, but she recovered quickly. “Bad idea on so many levels. One, I don’t talk to reporters. Let them say and write whatever they want. Two, I have nothing they need.”


    Lex frowned. He hadn’t imagined the fear in her eyes earlier in the limo. “Are you worried about something?”


    “Nope,” she said and pressed the shampoo in his hand. “Once the press realizes I’m not going to enable them, they’ll leave me alone.”


    For someone who’d been in show business all her life, she was naïve. He’d work on her later. “Forget about talking to them now. We’ll come up with a better solution. Together.”


    “You are a fast learner.” She reached up and kissed him. When he reached out to hold her, she slipped away and left the shower, laughing. He didn’t understand the sparkle in her eyes until cold water hit him and he realized she’d adjusted the setting of the water temperature.


    He shuddered and turned it off. “I’m going to get you for that,” he vowed.


    He heard a tinkle of laughter, then, “You’ll have to catch me first.”


    Lex stepped out of the shower and went after her. She squealed and ran out of the bathroom. He followed her laughter to the bedroom. If someone had told him a month ago he’d one day be chasing a naked woman in a hotel room with no intention of screwing her brains out and loving every moment of it, he would have called them crazy.


    “You can’t pull that shit and get away with it,” he warned, blocking the only escape route—the door to the living room. She stood by the bed, ready to hop on it and scramble to the other side. “I have a thing about cold water.”


    “Boohoo, big baby.”


    He feigned a move to her right. She jumped on the bed and headed in the opposite direction. She ran for the door, but he was faster. He caught her by the waist and lifted her up. She squealed and kicked, the sound of her laughter bouncing around the room. He carried her to the bed and threw her on it, trapping her with his thigh and arm.


    “You know you can never escape me, don’t you?” he whispered against her lips.


    “Now, why would I want to do that when I love playing with you?” She freed her leg and wrapped it around his thigh. The back of her other knee cradled his erection. “Kissing you.” She planted kisses on his cheeks, nose, and forehead. “Making you laugh.” She skimmed a hand along his side. “Are you ticklish?”


    “Of course not.” He was. Lex tried to get off her, but her leg tightened around his thigh.


    “Liar,” she said and zoned in on his armpit, but he trapped her hand. “Admit it.”


    “No way.” He buried his face in her nape, determined not to squirm as she wiggled her fingers. He tried to distract her by kissing her sensitive neck and nibbling her ear, but she was unstoppable. He laughed.


    “I love seeing you like this,” she said, easing up on the torment.


    “Like what?” He stroked a sensual line down to her waist.


    “Relaxed.” She caressed his temple and traced his eyebrows to the area between them. “No frown lines.” She swept a finger down his nose to his lips. “Sensual lips curved into a smile.”


    “I was relaxed and smiling earlier,” he whispered, letting her map his face as though memorizing his features with her fingers. He loved her touch. It was gentle. Feather light. Loving. His chest warmed again.


    “That was the release of sexual tension you’d built up.” She stroked his shoulders. “This is different.” She smiled and kissed him. “But as much as I love it, I have to go now.”


    He didn’t want to leave her arms either. “Dinner is at seven. Here in my room. I’ll make the arrangements. We’ll get your things from your room and move them in here afterward.”


    She groaned. “No-oo. It’s too much work to move now, Lex. When I pack, I’m heading to the airport.”


    “Tell Troy to do it. His duties include packing and unpacking for you.”


    “Uh, no way. I’m not letting him touch my delicates. We’re not that close.” She bucked as though to push him off her, but he trapped both her legs with his. “Come on, hun. Move.”


    “You’re not sleeping a floor below mine while I’m here, Jillian. You either bring your things in here, or I’m moving in with you. Take your pick.”


    She swatted his ass playfully. “With that attitude, I’m better off staying in my room tonight. Alone.”


    Stubborn woman. He stood, pulled her up and into his arms, and pressed a kiss on her temple. “Don’t fight me on our sleeping arrangements. You’ll lose.”


    “You already lost, you knucklehead. I told you not to micromanage me. What room is Faith in?”


    


    


    CHAPTER 4


    


    Of course, she planned to sleep in Lex’s arms. It didn’t matter which room they used. She missed falling asleep while listening to the firm beat of his heart and knowing he’d be there to wake her up with a kiss.


    Lex was a passionate man and unconventional. Some men preferred late night sex, while others wanted it in the morning. Lex made love whenever and wherever. He could be aggressive in what she now called his fuck-mode, but he could also be gentle and wickedly sensual when he switched to the lover. He might rock her world when he plundered her at a ferocious pace, but when he made love to her, he completely screwed with her head. She wasn’t a crier, yet she did every time.


    With a different man, Jillian would be afraid to show that much vulnerability. Not with Lex. She knew he would never exploit her weaknesses because he let her see him vulnerable, too. There was nothing she liked better than having him at her mercy. Those moments might be few and far apart, but she treasured them just as much as she did the times when he made her cry.


    Troy wasn’t back in their suite. She got rid of her borrowed man clothes and studied the marks Lex had left on her skin. She bruised too damn easily. She got to work covering the pink blotches.


    “Pathetic,” she murmured.


    Giving up, she changed with Lex in mind. He loved her in sexy things, and she loved his reaction. She studied her reflection after putting on the stockings, garter belt, and matching panties and bra. She pulled on a simple tube dress. It didn’t take a lot of movement for it to hike up and show the edge of the stockings. It was going to drive him nuts.


    Grinning, she dialed Troy’s cell number.


    “Hey, we were just talking about you,” he said.


    Not exactly what she wanted to hear. “Why?”


    “We’re hanging out in the trailer and invited some of the reporters for a chat.”


    Her stomach dipped. She hated feeling vulnerable like that. “Why would you guys do that?”


    “Just a second.” There was silence, and then Troy came back on the line. “The reporters ambushed us when we came back, and they started making comments that ticked off the crew. Chris told them that if they wanted to know about you, they should either talk to you or to people who know you. Then he invited them inside the trailer, and the guys did a Q and A about working with you.”


    Annoyance flashed through Jillian. What the hell was Chris thinking? “Like what?”


    “Nothing personal,” Troy said quickly. “Just about work.”


    She relaxed and grinned. She should have known Chris would not betray her. “I can imagine.”


    “They told them about the time you sprained your wrist but didn’t tell anyone because the production was behind schedule and you didn’t want the director to blame Chris and the stunt crew. And when you helped an actress who was having a hard time getting her sequence right after she nearly had you fired. In fact, one of the reporters tried to bring up the topic of your grandmother and Mr. Fitzgerald, but no one responded. He finally got the hint that certain subjects were off-limits. Oh, two things. Someone called the local reporters and told them about your engagement and wedding. Who did you tell?”


    Jillian frowned. “You, Chris, and the stunt crew. I handed out the invitations days ago, but they are my people and they wouldn’t talk. Not after I told them it was a private affair.”


    “Hmm, strange. Isn’t Barbs friends with Lex’s mother?”


    Jillian couldn’t see the producer using her for free publicity. On the other hand, anything was possible in this business.


    “Someone talked, Jillian,” Troy said, sounding pissed. “From now on, I’m going to screen people who have access to you. Expect questions from reporters about the piece a station did on you.” The door to the suite opened, and Troy entered.


    She hadn’t known he was headed upstairs or she would have told him not to bother. She terminated the call. “What station?”


    “XSN News.”


    “Really?” XSN or Kisn as it was usually called, was her go-to place for everything extreme in sports. “What did they say?”


    “They did a piece on you and your family, showed footage of your family performing for the troops. It’s on right now.” He turned off his cell and picked up the remote control for the TV. “You should see it.”


    Jillian looked at her watch and groaned. “I can’t. Maybe later. I’m changing then leaving.” He followed her into the bedroom. “In fact, you didn’t have to come upstairs.”


    “I thought you wanted me.”


    “It can wait. Are you familiar with Faith Fitzgerald’s work?”


    “Falasha Designs? Yes. She’s gifted, but far from being a household name. In a few years, maybe. It’s a cutthroat business.”


    “Household name or not, she’s designing my wedding dress, so cancel all the appointments you’ve made.” She threw him an apologetic glance. “I’m sorry. I know how hard you worked to find what I liked.”


    Troy shrugged. “I’m sure they’re used to cancelations. It’s not like they created the gowns after my call. I’ll contact them first thing in the morning.”


    “Thank you.” She touched his arm and started for the door. “I’m going to see her now. I’ll let you know how it goes.”


    “She’s here?” Troy asked, following her. “Can I come with?”


    “Nope. You’ll see the dress with everybody else on Saturday. I’m sure she doesn’t want an audience while she pokes and prods me like a pin cushion.” Jillian ignored Troy’s disappointed expression. “Go hang out with the gang.”


    Back upstairs, Jillian hurried to a door down the hallway from Lex’s. Douglas once told her that Lex tended to take an entire floor when they booked into a hotel. He liked his privacy, but he also made sure his people stayed close-by, which meant Douglas, his pilot Mathews, the temporary co-pilot, and flight attendant were all on this floor.


    Jillian knocked, and the door swung open to reveal a beaming Faith. “Finally,” she said and pulled Jillian inside. “I was beginning to doubt Lex would ever let you leave.”


    Jillian’s cheeks warmed. “We had some catching up to do.”


    Faith chuckled. “Oh, I understand.”


    Jillian had forgotten how gorgeous this particular Fitzgerald woman was. Even in sweats and hair pinned up in a messy bun, she looked stunning. Behind her was a middle-aged woman who looked more worried than pleased by Jillian’s arrival. Not exactly confidence inspiring. From the sewing paraphernalia in the living room, they’d been busy since their arrival. But busy doing what? There was no form with a wedding dress.


    “Are you ready for the unveiling?” Faith asked.


    “Oh yes,” Jillian said, her nervousness shooting up. What if she hated the dress? Would she be forced to wear it just to please Lex’s family? Faith disappeared into a bedroom, and Jillian gave the seamstress a tiny smile.


    “It’s our best work,” the woman reassured Jillian in a heavily accented voice.


    Jillian bit her lower lip, her eyes going to the door through which Faith had disappeared. She owned one of Faith’s gowns, a gift from Lex’s mother after a pool accident at the family mansion. It was beautifully tailored, but that didn’t mean her wedding gown had received the same attention. Faith and her people had only three days to work on it, hardly enough time to create a masterpiece.


    Faith appeared pulling a rolling form, and Jillian jumped up. Slowly, she walked forward, her jaw dropping at the one-shoulder, trumpet style. It was ivory, not white. Its deep neckline was sexy and the corset bodice elegant. Her eyes followed curves of the formfitting dress that seemed to have been made for her body.


    As the awe spread through her, she noticed the thin layer of tulle that covered the dress. It had the most beautiful appliqués of Chantilly lace she had ever seen. The lace appliqués were delicate flowers with pearl and Swarovski crystals. Each flower was perfectly placed on the dress as if it were falling from the sky and onto the dress. A delicate layer of tulle went from the bodice to her left shoulder, creating a thin strap. The tulle would cover the skin, but it still allowed the view of the neckline. It was a perfect combination of sexy and demure.


    The appliqués continued cascading down the bodice, hips, and skirt of the dress until they seemed to rest at the bottom, giving the illusion of a pool of fallen petals and buds. Jillian took a step closer and tilted her head to study the back. It was gorgeous. The corset closed in a low V in the back with beautiful crisscross ivory satin ribbons that held it together. The skirt had the same cascading flowers all over the chapel-length train.


    Then Jillian realized no one was speaking. She glanced up, and her eyes met Faith’s. From the way she was biting her lower lip, she was nervously waiting for her verdict.


    “It’s the most exquisite wedding gown I’ve ever seen.” Her throat tight, Jillian closed the gap between them and hugged Faith. “Thank you.”


    “I’m happy you like it.”


    “Like? I love it.” Jillian stepped back, glanced at the seamstress and mouthed, “Thank you.” The woman nodded. Jillian focused on Faith. “It surpasses my wildest dream.”


    Faith dismissed Jillian’s words with a wave of her hand. “That’s because you gave me free rein. Never tell a designer to surprise you. The lace is Chantilly, imported from France. Each piece was hand-cut and appliquéd onto silk by my talented seamstresses led by Ms. Larissa.” She indicated the seamstress. “The cascade of falling floral motifs gives the gown a romantic feel. We’re still working on the veil, but the pattern matches the gown.” Larissa handed her a veil. “I’m partial to a crystal encrusted veil, but I thought it might be too much if you are wearing a tiara, so I went simple but elegant. The corset back is perfect if you want to adjust the fit.” Her eyes went to Jillian’s stomach.


    Jillian rolled her eyes. “Don’t start. Even my own father asked me if this was a shotgun marriage.”


    Faith chuckled. “People will speculate. On the other hand, I know Lex. When he wants something, he is unstoppable.” She started to loosen the back of the gown. “And no one questions him.”


    “In other words, I’m the one people will hound with questions.”


    “Oh yes. Our family won’t whisper and stare. They come right out and ask. Try it on.”


    “Maybe we should have eloped,” Jillian muttered as she shimmied out of her tube dress.


    Faith heard her and shuddered. “Don’t even joke about that. Aunt Estelle is in her element once again. She planned everyone’s wedding, and Lex is her first born and last child to get married. His wedding means everything to her. If you’d gone to Vegas, she would have been devastated, not to mention a certain family member would have blamed her.”


    Or me. Jillian’s apprehension increased. Maybe her father was right about knowing the family before marrying into it.


    “Vivian?” slipped from Jillian’s mouth before she could stop herself.


    Faith shot her a look. “Yes. We call her the dragon lady. Have you spoken to her since Sunday?”


    “Several times.” Her distaste must have shown because Faith chuckled.


    “She has that effect on most people. I swear she must have a list of questions for every man and woman about to marry into our family. She gave my Ken such a hard time he wanted us to elope, too. But he stood up to her. That’s the way to treat Aunt Viv.” Faith chuckled. “Stand up to her. You’ll receive glares during family gatherings for a while, but she’ll respect you for it. I don’t think she forgave Ken until our son was born.”


    Great! She had no intentions of popping babies just to win over the old hag. Sighing, Jillian finished undressing and kicked off her heeled stilettos.


    “Oh, I like that,” Faith said, eyeing Jillian’s sexy under garments. “An original Noelle?”


    “Sexy Temptation line.” Being nearly naked didn’t bother her. She was used to changing in front of the costume crew, and her hickies were covered. Kind of. “I splurged a few weeks ago.”


    “Their Blissful Bride line is amazing, but I love the Sensual Delight more.” That line was all about the bedroom and Jillian’s favorite, too. Faith lifted the wedding gown off the form and shot Jillian a side glance. “Ever try their Wicked and Wild line?”


    Bondage? “No.”


    “Me neither, but I’m tempted.”


    “Me too.” They exchanged a grin, bonding over lingerie. “Maybe when things get boring.”


    Faith laughed. “That’s exactly what I told the girls during our night out last week. I wish I carried a few of their lines in my shop. Katarina Cavalaro is such a recluse, which only makes people covet her designs even more. I’d kill to get a direct line to her daughter. She represents her at shows, but it is impossible to reach her because of the long line of editors wooing her.”


    Katarina Cavalaro must be Sloan and Deedee’s mother. Jillian was amazed at how very few people knew the truth about Noelle Lingerie. Sloan, not his mother, was the genius behind the exquisitely tailored apparel women loved. As for Deedee, maybe Jillian would give her a call. They’d met once, and the flamboyant woman had unofficially invited herself to their wedding. Jillian hadn’t really thought about her until now.


    “Speaking of family,” Faith continued, “the rest of ours is nothing like Aunt Viv. They can’t wait to meet you. The ones from Ireland will be arriving tomorrow.”


    Other than her family and her grandmother, she’d invited a few circus friends of her father’s, Chris and Greg, and the stunt crew. Her side of the hall, or wherever they’d hold the wedding, was going to be nearly empty. Jillian sighed. Maybe she shouldn’t worry about the number of people attending her wedding, but rather if they could mingle with Lex’s family.


    “I’d really hoped for a smaller wedding,” she mumbled, and Faith frowned. Feeling like she had to explain, Jillian added, “My family is small.”


    “Don’t worry about it,” Faith said. “Ken felt the same way. He has one sister who’s unmarried, one grandmother on his mother’s side, and of course his parents. Vince, Jade’s husband, had no one, except an uncle who couldn’t make it to the wedding. From the list your father provided, you have a sizeable number of people coming.” She smiled. “I enjoyed meeting your family. Your father is funny, and Sophia is adorable.”


    Jillian smiled. “I hope Dad wasn’t too, uh, blunt.”


    Faith grinned. “He and Aunt Estelle clicked, which was a relief. Bride’s family and future in-laws not getting along is a recipe for disaster. I’ve worked with enough brides to know. Oh, my cousins wanted to thank you for allowing their girls to join Sophia as flower girls. They’re going to love their outfits. I don’t do children’s dresses, but I found the perfect ones, shoes, flower baskets with cute little bows and rhinestones around the rim, and the most adorable tux for Sean, your ring bearer.”


    Sean was Lex’s nephew, his sister’s son. From the sounds of things, Faith had thought of everything. Elena, Jillian’s brother’s wife, had teared up when she’d asked her to be her matron of honor. Somehow, Elena had assumed Jillian would ask her more famous Hollywood friends.


    One chat had dispelled misconceptions and years of strain between them. Her sister-in-law, like everyone in her family, always assumed Jillian led a glamorous life. Elena had even admitted to being jealous of her. Jillian had confessed to being isolated in Hollywood and how the cattiness in the industry made it impossible to make meaningful friendships. She’d even explained how she’d hoped to rejoin the Fearless Finnegan Troupe again.


    “Are the bridesmaid dresses ready?” Jillian asked.


    “Almost. My other seamstresses are working on them. Your bridesmaids loved the shade of blue you chose. I plan to use it to make bows for the flower girls and a tie for Sean.” Faith adjusted the corset back. “How’s that?”


    “The strap is a bit loose.”


    Faith pinned it for a better fit. “Now?”


    “Perfect.”


    Faith led Jillian to the full-length mirror in her bedroom. “I usually work from a toile, but since this was a rush job, I improvised. Good thing you are a perfect model. No weight gain.”


    “Ha-ha, very funny.” Jillian studied her reflection. “They told you to ask me, didn’t they?”


    “Yes, but I’m a lot subtler. They won’t stop until they see a bump.”


    Then they’d wait a long time. The dress fit her perfectly around her chest and hips. It fell to the floor with enough length for heels.


    “I love it, Faith.” She turned to check her back. Sexy, yet classy. Except for the hickies she’d missed on her back, it was perfect. Jillian bunched her thick hair and lifted it off her neck. “The back is gorgeous.”


    “Are you wearing your hair up or down?” Faith asked.


    “Curled and pinned at the base of my neck.” She faked a messy bun, her eyes connecting with Faith’s in the mirror. “What do you think?”


    “You have a long neck and the perfect shape of face to carry it off. Tiara or hair clip?”


    Jillian hadn’t thought about that. “I don’t know. Either.”


    “Aunt Estelle has a gorgeous pearl hair clip with matching pearl earrings that would go with the entire outfit.”


    Jillian cringed. “I wouldn’t dare ask her.”


    “As your wedding planner, it’s her job to make sure you have everything you need. She already offered. It could be your something borrowed.”


    “Oh, that’s nice of her.” Then something registered. “She saw my dress already?”


    Faith chuckled. “Of course not. She saw the lace when I was trimming it. She wanted to, but I told her no. Even my cousins wanted to take a peak. No one except you, my seamstresses, and me has seen it. Not even Lex saw it during the flight.”


    Jillian felt bad for overreacting. “Sorry. I have this weird belief that if anyone sees it before the day of the wedding, they’ll jinx everything.”


    “They won’t. I have a safe no one can break into, and believe me, every reporter will want to know what you are wearing once word gets out that you are getting married on Saturday.”


    Jillian groaned. “According to Troy, they already know. Why can’t they just leave me alone?”


    Surprise flickered across Faith’s face. “Such is the price of fame,” she said calmly. “But with Lex by your side, you can’t go wrong. He’s an expert at dealing with the media.”


    Yeah, like asking her to give a statement. That would be a major disaster, especially if they hurled intrusive questions at her. She was likely to say something insulting.


    “We were about to take off when his office called and told Mathews to file a different flight plan because Lex was joining us. He spent the flight talking to a friend of his,” Faith continued, starting to undo the corset. “By the time we landed, a new piece about you had already aired and was trending online.” Faith chuckled. “They’re debating which hashtags to use. American sweetheart. Biker princess. Biker heiress.”


    Not sure how to react, Jillian asked, “The piece XSN did?”


    “Yes. It was picked up by a lot of media outlets. They find you even more fascinating now.”


    And that was good how? It didn’t matter whether they called her an American heiress, princess, or sweetheart; she didn’t deserve the titles or the attention. Worse, the only media mogul friend of Lex’s was Roderick “Rod” Thorne, and that man could publish anything without an ounce of shame. Instead of feeling relieved, she started to worry. She’d warned Lex not to micromanage her life. She should have known he was already doing it on a large scale.


    Jillian didn’t speak as Faith helped her out of the dress. “I should have the strap and the veil completed by tomorrow. If you need anything changed, let me know.”


    “No, it’s perfect. Just send the bill. I’ll pay whatever you ask.”


    Faith chuckled. “You don’t owe me anything, Jillian.”


    “Of course I do.” A bad feeling washed over Jillian. “Please, don’t tell me Lex paid for it, because I swear, if he did, I’m going to kill him and—”


    Faith gripped Jillian’s arm reassuringly. “No, he didn’t. I make all Fitzgerald wedding dresses for free. The weddings make society pages, and I get free publicity. It’s a win-win situation.”


    Jillian didn’t know whether to believe her or not. How could she be making a profit? The Chantilly lace alone was worth thousands. She didn’t argue with her. Lex would tell her the truth. If she didn’t kill him first for the piece he and Rod had done on her without her permission.


    


    


    


    CHAPTER 5


    


    Back in her suite, Jillian flipped through the channels, but found nothing about the piece everyone was talking about. She had no idea when Canadians aired their news or how much of the U.S. stories they reported.


    She grabbed her laptop from where she’d left it on the table and went online to XSNnews.com, the online arm of XSN. Five minutes later, her jaw dropped.


    How the hell had Rod’s people gotten a hold of such personal videos? Didn’t investigative reporters fish things from dumpsters? She pulled out her phone and saw her grandmother had called again. Jillian sighed. Now that she knew her grandmother hadn’t started the media hubbub, she felt a little bad for not calling her back. She checked her watch. Her grandmother went to sleep early, so calling now wasn’t an option. She’d visit her the moment they landed.


    Jillian dialed Ricky’s number. Her brother picked up after a few rings.


    “Hey, sis. Saw you on TV. You, Fitzgerald, and the bodyguard saying, ‘No comment… No comment…’” he said, imitating a gangster boss in one of his favorite movies.


    “Ha-ha, Mr. Funny Man. Listen, did you guys throw away our old home videos? You know, the ones Mom took when we were kids?”


    “Of course not. We uploaded all of them on the family channel online. It’s actually for the troupe, but everything ends up there. We have lots of subscribers.”


    Jillian groaned. “When were you planning on telling me? Did you add some of mine? Phantom-rider, gay-pride parade…?”


    “It’s the Finnegan Family Troupe channel, princess. Last time I checked, you were still a part of this family. And, uh, who said we have to check in with you before posting anything online?”


    He probably hadn’t seen the news, and she didn’t want to explain. Rod and Lex were behind this, and no matter how much she griped, they’d saved the day. She owed them a big thank-you.


    “Call me princess again and I’ll whoop your ass, Ricky Finnegan.”


    “You fight like a girl. Do you remember your first princess birthday with us?”


    What a disaster that had turned out to be. Bikers and circus clowns, and ice cream cake and tiaras at a downtown San Juan playground didn’t mix. Even her mother couldn’t save the day. And now Jillian wanted the same circus people mingling with the Fitzgeralds at her wedding. “Don’t remind me. I just wanted to know about the videos. Gotta go.”


    “Whoa, not so fast. When are you coming home?”


    “Tomorrow. Why?”


    “Stop by the house to talk to Pops. He’s taking your marriage harder than he did ours. Don’t know why. You’ve been nothing but a pain in his ass.”


    Jillian laughed. “Takes one to know one, pinhead. I’ll swing by after I square things with my grandmother.”


    “She started this media mess, didn’t she?”


    “No, she didn’t.”


    “It’s something she’d do. She’s a stuck up b—”


    “Watch your mouth, mister. That’s my grandmother. I can call her names. You can’t. Talk to you later.” She hung up and went to refresh her makeup.


    As soon as she entered the room, she knew something wasn’t right. Opening the closet and drawers confirmed it. Even her toiletries were gone from the bathroom.


    That arrogant bastard moved her stuff!


    No, she wasn’t going to get mad at him. He was her hero today because of the piece Rod ran. Jillian left the room and was on her way to the door when she saw Troy’s black trench coat. Like most of his clothes, it was trendy and gorgeous. An idea popped into her head.


    She dialed Troy’s number. “Can I borrow your trench coat? I promise to return it tomorrow.”


    “Sure. Do you need me upstairs?”


    “No. I’ll see you in the morning.”


    Jillian removed her tube dress and shrugged on the trench coat. She was tying the belt when something heavy bumped against her thigh. There was something in one of the pockets. She fished it out and grinned.


    Handcuffs. Man-size.


    “Troy, you freak.”


    She found the keys too. Hoping Troy wouldn’t mind, she slipped them back into the pocket and left the room. Troy was a few inches taller than her and skinny for a guy, so the coat fit her perfectly. The heeled stilettos added a little something to it.


    Jillian was sure people could tell she was naked underneath the coat. The few in the elevator stared. She smiled back, shameless in her naughtiness.


    Lex opened the door when she knocked, his eyes lingering on the stockings and heels. His eyes said he approved. He’d changed into casual black pants that hinted at his powerful thighs and a matching polo shirt that hid nothing. His masculinity was potent, and her poor heart and body responded. There was something electrifying about him when he left his corporate image behind. Like a shark in a dolphin suit. Throw in the six o’clock shadow and he was a poster boy for decadent fantasies.


    “Done?” he asked, his eyes twinkling.


    She gave a melodramatic sigh. “I was hoping you’d open the door wearing nothing but an apron.”


    He chuckled. “There’s always next time.” He stepped back. “How did things go with Faith?”


    “Great. She is amazing.” Her eyes went to the table set for two and packed with plates covered with silver domes. He’d gone all out. Candles and flowers. Or maybe she should say Douglas had gone all out since he did everything for Lex. And from the utensils, she could tell the food hadn’t come from the restaurant downstairs.


    “This looks good,” she said.


    “I’m told it tastes even better. May I take your coat?”


    She studied his face to see if he knew about her outfit, or lack thereof. The glint in his eyes said he did. “No, I think I’ll keep it on for now.”


    He chuckled and pulled out a chair for her, lowering his head to whisper, “I hope it doesn’t get too hot in here for you.” His warm breath fanned her ear.


    “You know, if a certain arrogant man hadn’t gone to my room and packed my clothes, I would not be wearing borrowed things,” she said.


    “Do I need to apologize?”


    She tilted her head to the side as he nuzzled her nape. His stubble against her skin was sensual. She wanted to turn her head and kiss him. Bet that was his plan, the rotten man. He was too used to being in charge. Heck, Faith had admitted no one ever questioned him. Jillian wasn’t going to join the pack and enable him. The cuffs hanging heavy in her pocket would suit her plans for tonight. She leaned away from his tempting lips and gave him an innocent smile.


    “Let’s leave it for later. I promised myself I’d go easy on you after seeing what Rod had broadcast. That earned you some brownie points. Him too since I was on the fence on whether I liked him or not.”


    “I’m sure he’ll be happy to hear that.” Lex smoothly changed the subject without asking her how she’d known about the piece, which was something she’d noticed about him. He wasn’t good with compliments. It was almost like he was embarrassed to be thanked.


    “Thank you for coming to my rescue,” she said and waited.


    “It was nothing,” he said dismissively, then added, “I hope you’ll try some of this.” He opened a bottle of wine and poured some into two glasses. He made sure he didn’t pour too much for her. He knew she wasn’t much of a drinker.


    Jillian crossed her legs, and the side of the coat with cuffs dropped lower, revealing her hip and the lacy top of her black stocking. Lex’s eyes zeroed in on it. She leaned back and grinned. When their eyes met, he chuckled.


    “So you plan to drive me crazy?” he asked.


    “Something like that.” She ran a finger across her lower lip. “But I’ll make it up to you later.”


    “How?”


    “You want details?”


    He nodded. “I like to be prepared.”


    Jillian eased her foot from her shoe and lifted it until she found his knees. She slipped between them and followed his thigh until she reached his erection. “Honey, you’re already prepared.”


    He groaned, not moving back or hiding his response. She rotated her ankle and curled her toes. Finally, he trapped her foot and rubbed it against him. He slid a hand along her stockinged leg.


    “These are my favorite,” he said, watching her as he crept closer to the garter belt.


    “I know.” They were so sheer it felt like she wore nothing. Before he could reach her skin, she dropped her foot and scooted away from his hand. “No touching.”


    He studied her with narrowed eyes and seconds ticked by, his eyes intense and dark. She was sure he’d sweep the food aside and haul her onto the table. That would not suit her plans. She picked up her glass and took a sip of the wine. Fruity.


    “Nice,” she murmured and ran her tongue along her upper teeth. Big mistake. Lex’s eyes were on her lips now. Dinner was going to be interesting.


    And it was. The food was good, the wine chilled to perfection, even though she only took a few sips, and she had him anticipating her touch with every bite. When he looked like he couldn’t take it anymore, she anted up the stakes, loosening the belt and letting the lapels fall apart.


    The fire in his eyes flared, but he stayed glued to his chair, giving the illusion that he was the lamb and she the fox. They both knew he could switch roles on her in the blink of an eye.


    “How much do I owe you for my wedding dress?” she asked, running her finger around the rim of her wine glass.


    Lex leaned back against his seat and studied her with hooded eyes. “Didn’t Faith explain?”


    “Oh, yeah, she did. I just didn’t believe her.”


    He chuckled. “She was right. She doesn’t charge a dime.”


    “That’s generous of her, but unacceptable to me.”


    Lex crossed his arms. “Faith and I have a deal. She designs signature wedding dresses for family members, and I buy the materials needed and pay her girls to sew it. I tend to buy a lot more than she needs so she has extra to use on a few more designs for her other clients. It’s a win-win situation.”


    In other words he paid her with materials. The satin and the lace used on her dress must have cost a fortune. “Clever.”


    “Thank you. The women in my family are stubborn, and I’ve learned to never argue with them. I come up with solutions that benefit everyone.”


    Micromanaging everyone. She had him pegged right. “So how much do I owe you?”


    “Nothing. My money is your money.”


    “Not yet, it isn’t, which reminds me. I need a prenup.” He stopped smirking and leaned forward. She didn’t lean back. His scent teased her, and she almost pushed aside their conversation. His scent always filled her with naughty thoughts. “If you ever cheat on me and I demand a divorce, I don’t want you to get a dime of my hard-earned stunt monies. And since I’m an heiress, I don’t want you touching my vineyard or my grandparents’ company. Oh,” she gave him a saucy smile, “and I’m a princess, which means you’ll have some lame title as my, uh, consort. You cannot keep that title when we divorce. So yeah, I need a prenup.”


    He had started laughing before she finished. “When did my aunt call you?”


    She should have known she couldn’t fool him. “What aunt?”


    “Jillian, I know you, and I know my family. Aunt Viv called you about a prenup.”


    “No, she didn’t. This is all me. I don’t want you micromanaging me, so I insist… What are you doing?” He had pulled out his phone and was punching buttons.


    “Calling my aunt.” He put the phone to his ear.


    “No, don’t call her.” She jumped up, came to his side of the table and tried to wrestle the phone from his hand. He grabbed her waist and pulled her onto his lap.


    “Behave,” he warned in a hard voice.


    “I was planning on telling her that I want a prenup,” Jillian said.


    “She asked you to sign one after I told her to back off.”


    Jillian blinked. “You did?”


    “Of course. You and I will make decisions about us. What we do is none of my family’s business. Ahh, Aunt Viv, sorry to interrupt your evening.”


    “Let me talk to her,” Jillian mouthed.


    Lex squinted and shook his head. “Yes, Vancouver,” he said into the phone. “Jillian needed me.”


    “No,” Jillian mouthed.


    “Of course, she’d never admit it. Yes, she’s very stubborn. Aunt Viv, remember I told you I didn’t want Jillian signing a prenup?”


    Jillian indicated to him to cut the call. When he refused, she tried to get off his lap, but his arm tightened around her waist. She elbowed him hard. He didn’t even flinch.


    “She agrees with you,” Lex said and angled his head as he listened. “She has an addendum she wants added to what your legal team drafted.” He listed everything Jillian just told him. “Now is not a good time. She’ll contact you as soon as we get home. Okay, Aunt Viv. Goodnight.” He turned off the phone and placed it on the table.


    Jillian wanted to kill him. “You are an ass.”


    His hand slipped under her trench coat to caress her stomach. Heat shot straight to her core, and her nipples pebbled. “I gave you what you wanted, and you didn’t have to talk to my aunt. You should be thanking me.”


    “I intend to. About the prenup…” she said, covering his hand and stopping him from further exploration.


    “You can have it if you think you need it to protect your assets. Personally, I don’t think we need one. I’ll never cheat on you or ask for a divorce.”


    “What if I cheated on you?”


    He smiled as though there was no chance in hell of that happening. He tugged at the trench coat. “Can we get rid of this now?”


    “You first.” She slid her hands under his polo shirt and pushed it upward. He pulled it off, baring his masculine chest. She dropped a kiss on his chest and stood. His eyes followed her.


    She played peekaboo with her coat, opening one lapel so he caught a glimpse of her body and closing it. She rolled her hips to a silent tune as she did the other side. “You want to see more?”


    “Yes.”


    “Anything for you.” Jillian sashayed behind him, removing the cuffs from her pocket before shrugging off the coat. “Give me your hand. No, don’t turn around. Just give me your right hand.” The adorable man did exactly as she asked, and she snapped the cuff on.


    He glanced over his shoulder. “What are you up to, Jillian?”


    “Micromanaging every cell in your body for the rest of the evening. Lean forward a little bit; then give me the other hand.”


    “I don’t know if I like this,” he said, but complied. Using the wooden slats on the back of the chair, she bound him to the chair.


    “You’ll love it.” She moved around and faced him. She read doubt in his eyes. “You don’t think I’m up to the challenge?”


    “I think you can do anything you put your mind to. Is this going to be part of our daily fun?”


    “Only if you ask nicely.” Reaching back, she unhooked her bra and set her breasts free. He wore an expectant expression, his eyes raking her body, his muscles taught. He swallowed. “Or if you’ve been naughty.”


    She straddled his legs, and he naturally turned his head to pull a nipple into his mouth, but Jillian scooted out of reach. “No, hun. You don’t touch. Just sit back and enjoy.”


    Cupping his face, she tilted his head and rubbed her lips across his. Licked his lower lip. When he opened his mouth to let her in, she darted away, moving to his cheek, rubbing hers against his stubble. She kissed her way to his forehead and then the other side. She wanted him to remember the gentleness of her lips down to his bones. The reverence in her kisses. The love in her touch. Only then would he understand that she would never hurt him. Just as she knew he’d be there to catch her when she fell, she would be there to catch him.


    Her lips met with his again. This time, she kissed him deeply. The blend of wine and his unique masculine taste was intoxicating. Heat flared through them and a deep groan worked its way from his core.


    She tilted his head to kiss the corded column of his neck. Usually, she’d whisper dirty words in his ear. Not tonight. Tonight was about love and giving in, feeling safe.


    “You are so beautiful.” She nipped his neck, and he jerked. Thrilled by his response, she caressed his arms. “So strong,” she added, caressing his shoulders, loving the way his muscles spasmed under her palm. He was completely under her control now, his pleasure in her hands.


    “I think you have it backward. You are the gorgeous one. The one—” He hissed when her teeth grazed his nipple. She blew and sucked on it. Gentle, then hard. His hips lifted, seeking her softness.


    “You like that?” she said.


    “Do it again.”


    She did and was rewarded with a groan and a shudder. Then she realized what he was doing. No matter how often she started their love making, he always finished.


    “I’m in charge now, so you have to ask,” she warned, kissing the hard planes of his stomach, deliberately ignoring the bulge behind his pants.


    “Please, bite me,” he said, desperation coloring the words.


    She did, working her way back to his nipples and then lower to his stomach. His breathing became labored, his chest rising and falling, sweat starting to dot his skin. She unzipped his pants, taking her time, dropping kisses on exposed skin. She pushed them down to his ankles and left them there, effectively holding his legs captive. The hunger in his eyes said he didn’t care. She had him. No longer wanting to tease him, she pulled down his briefs, the ten-inch erection jutting in the air in all its glory.


    Jillian had bedded her share of men, but no one had a cock like Lex’s. It was hard and ridged with veins, both a thing of beauty and a merciless weapon for pleasure. She’d died many deaths under it. Above it. Sideways. In the bedroom. In the elevator. On the counter. She could go on forever.


    She wrapped a hand around the base and stroked the full length of him. He hissed again when she slid her hand back to the base then licked him. His hips jerked. She threw him a wicked smile then rolled her tongue around the blunt tip. Tremors shot through him.


    “Take me,” he growled. “All of me.”


    No longer caring that he was giving her orders, she obeyed, humming, knowing how the vibrations from her throat heightened his pleasure. She stroked him with her tongue, relaxing her throat for him to fit. He rocked his hips, but she was determined to do most of the work, sucking hard and fast. She pushed her hair on one side so he could watch her lush lips wrapped around him. She raked his stomach with her fingers and did something she’d never done before—let her teeth graze him as he rocked into her.


    He groaned. “Fuck. Do it again.”


    She did, and he became undone. He bucked, sweat coating his body, muscles trembling with the effort to hold back. She went for the kill, taking him deeper and deeper.


    “I’m getting close,” he warned.


    She knew it. Felt it in his taut thighs and stomach. His ass lifted off the seat, his breathing raspy. She reached under him and grabbed his butt cheeks while sucking harder and harder.


    “Any second now,” he warned jerkily as though giving her a chance to stop. She wanted him to come in her mouth. She hummed, and the sound was drowned by his guttural cry of her name as an orgasm tore through him.


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 6


    


    Lex stood beside Barbs on Georgia Viaduct, an overpass leading out of downtown Vancouver, and watched Jillian’s car roll over several times before it came to a stop. Third time wasn’t a charm. He was never getting used to this shit. His stomach churned, and his jaw hurt from clenching his teeth too hard.


    He tried thinking about last night, replaying the look on Jillian’s eyes as she’d taken him into her mouth, licked and reduced him to a pubescent boy getting his first blowjob. But images of last night didn’t help. There was something about watching the woman he loved play Russian roulette with her life that was sobering. Even though last night had taught him that he liked being held captive by his siren, future bride, he was contemplating cuffing her to a bed indefinitely just so she wouldn’t sign on to another movie. One of these days, these mini panic attacks would morph into something fatal.


    “That was her last stunt,” Barbs said reassuringly, and Lex knew he’d given himself away. He didn’t care. He wanted to scoop Jillian up and get the hell out of Canada.


    He watched as she got out of the car and hugged a buff guy who looked like he could snap her in two. He said something, and her laughter echoed around the underpass.


    The sound restored his balance. She was okay. He was the one who was a mess.


    “You can’t bear to watch her do stunts, yet you keep coming back. Have you thought of just telling her how you feel? I’m sure she’d stop if she knew.”


    Lex let that stew. Jillian wasn’t the kind of woman you told what to do or guilted into doing things. She’d confessed she didn’t like Hollywood, so he hoped she’d walk away when she was ready. On the other hand, performing with her family had been a more appealing option at the time. Now that it was no longer an option, he wondered what her plans were. Whatever they were, he would support her. It didn’t matter what he wanted. When it came to her career, it was all about what she wanted.


    “The decision to quit or not will be Jillian’s, Barbs. Not mine.”


    “Then there’s only one solution, my dear boy,” Barbs said.


    Only Barbs and his mother could get away with calling him a boy. She and his mother were age mates and sorority sisters. Barbs’ youthful face was more due to cosmetic surgeries than her age. “And what is that?”


    “Get her pregnant as soon as you slip a ring on her finger.”


    Jillian carrying his child. The idea made his heart race a little faster. They hadn’t talked about children, yet the idea of little girls with golden curls and their mother’s spirit was appealing. He’d seen Jillian interact with her niece and knew she would someday be an amazing mother.


    No, he didn’t want kids yet. He wanted to give Jillian his undivided attention first. Enjoy her. Spoil her. Show her the world. They would talk about babies in a couple of years.


    “Here she comes,” Barbs said. “See you back in the States on Saturday.”


    Lex heard her, but his focus had shifted to Jillian. As usual, once she commanded his attention, everyone and everything else ceased to matter. She still wore her padded suit and wig, and the crazy makeup that covered her natural beauty, yet she managed to take his breath away. Perhaps it was her smile, or the twinkle in her turquoise eyes. Or maybe it was the knowledge that behind the Hollywood mask was an extraordinary woman and she was his. He might panic every time she did a stunt, but as soon as she was done, he felt nothing but awe and pride, and the need to connect with her in the most basic sense. He’d done his share of extreme sports and knew the euphoria accompanying it. He wanted to share hers.


    “Done?” he asked.


    “Yes.” She wrapped her arms around his waist and sighed. “Let’s go home.”


    Home. He loved that she now considered his place home. They started toward the blocked end of the viaduct, where the limo and the trailers were parked. The bridge was closed to traffic though Barbs had mentioned a lane being opened later in the afternoon. They’d be gone by then.


    Troy and Douglas were talking by the limo. The younger man saw them first and said something to Douglas.


    “Thanks for Troy. He’s made my life so much easier I wonder why I complained about hiring him in the first place.”


    “That’s because I know your needs before you voice them.”


    She bumped him with her head. “What am I thinking right now?”


    He glanced down at her and grinned. “You want to use my body to burn the adrenaline rush after your stunt. And before you ask, the answer is yes. Use me. All you have to do is name the place. The plane, the trailer, or the limo.”


    She laughed, her voice carrying and drawing the attention of the crew. Some nodded. Others waved. A few mentioned seeing her on Saturday. “Are Faith and her seamstress in the limo?”


    “No, the plane.”


    She bit her lower lip and eyed the limo, where Douglas waited patiently. Troy had disappeared inside, so they wouldn’t be alone.


    “The trailer.” She grabbed Lex’s hand and pulled him toward the trailer. He locked the door behind them. “How did you know about the adrenaline and stunts?”


    “Get naked first, talk later,” he said, shrugging off his blazer. He threw it on the couch. Her wig landed on top of it. While he closed the curtains, she tore through her padded suit.


    “Usually, I run or ride my bike, but—”


    “You can ride me now.” He turned from closing the last curtain, and his breath caught. Jillian stood at the other end of the trailer in a thong, her breasts released from their binding confinement. The welts crisscrossing her flesh bothered him. She should not be binding her breasts to play someone’s double. She should be giving out orders, not receiving them. His eyes followed the slope of each mound to the pebbled peaks before meeting her eyes.


    “I’m ready, and you’re still dressed,” she said, fingers sliding under the strings of her thong and playing with it. She lifted a foot and planted it on the nearest chair, then slowly slid a hand under the front fold and stroked herself.


    Lex’s breathing became erratic. Her boldness and the challenge to step up his game or she’d take care of her own needs was such a turn-on. He needed to own her and control her pleasure.


    He yanked the tails of his shirt from his pants and started toward her. “How ready?”


    She stroked herself again and teased, “Come here and find out.”


    “I want a nude painting of you hanging in our bedroom,” he said in a voice he didn’t recognize as his.


    She chuckled, eyes sparkling. “Why would you want a copy when you already have the real thing?”


    “I want to immortalize you.” He shed the shirt and reached for his belt. “One day, your portrait will hang in a museum, and people will come from all over the world to marvel at your beauty.”


    “You are insane, but whatever makes you happy,” she said, reaching for his belt. “Now, if you want to make me happy, you’d get naked faster.”


    Her lack of inhibition never failed to excite him. Nudging her fumbling hands aside, he unbuckled his belt and pushed his pants and underwear down to bare his painfully hard erection. Her eyes found him and darkened with desire. As if possible, he grew harder.


    “I’m serious about the painting.”


    “I know.” She kissed his chest and raked his stomach with her nails. His mindless organ leaped with anticipation, but she deliberately teased her way up and circled his neck. “Anything for you.”


    He lifted her up, pinned her against the wall of the trailer, and crushed her lips with his. His blood sang with euphoria, heart pounding with need.


    “Take me right here, right now, Lex,” Jillian panted when he let her go.


    He shook his head. The raging need pulsing through him said they’d rock and possibly tilt the damn trailer if he took her against the wall. “Not here.”


    He took the necessary steps that brought him to the only bedroom in the trailer and dropped her in the middle of the bed. He joined her, hands reaching for each other, lips devouring as they strained against each other.


    “Don’t make me wait,” she gasped.


    “Not this time.” He slid her thong off her hips, lifting her legs and almost folding her in two. Her perfect pussy glistened in invitation, and for one insane beat, he contemplated slowing things down just so he could bury his face between her thighs and taste her. God, she was perfect. And tempting. And sexy.


    No, the blood pounding in his veins needed something primal. He needed to bury himself deep inside her. He needed to connect with her soul.


    He drove into her in one smooth move, and she cried out at the thorough invasion. He didn’t give her a chance to catch her breath. He withdrew and plunged into her again.


    “Lex,” she screamed.


    “You want me to slow down?”


    “God no. Give me more.”


    “Anything for you,” he repeated her earlier words and thrust into her again and again. He didn’t have to keep her legs up anymore. They were over his shoulders, her hips rocking upward to meet his.


    She writhed and pumped against him, her wetness drenching his cock and the scent of her arousal filling the air. Her skin glowed, and her eyes grew unfocused. He angled his hips, so every thrust slid against her throbbing clit.


    “Are you going to come for me, baby?”


    “Yes.”


    “How hard?”


    “Mind. Fucking. Blowing. Hard.” She pushed harder and harder against him, her moans filling the room. As he kissed her and reveled in her response, Lex accepted a humbling fact. Being able to control Jillian’s pleasure was a privilege and an honor, not a right. He was lucky she allowed him to participate as an equal partner, sometimes leading and sometimes following, because she could easily pleasure herself without him.


    Her muscles tightened around him, and he knew she was close. He rolled over so he was on his back and she was astride him. “Then ride. Ride and take me with you.”


    Her eyes feverish, sweat glistening on her skin, she picked a fast tempo. The look of pure bliss on her face was breathtaking. He stroked her warm skin. Cupped her breasts and teased her nipples.


    She took him on the wildest ride of his life, changing positions every few minutes, driving him a little insane. Making him watch as she rode him, bracing herself against his thighs and giving him the opportunity to rub his thumb against her wet clit, lowering herself and offering him her tits while grinding herself against him. He couldn’t take it anymore. He gripped her hips and joined in on her fun.


    Her body went taut. Then she convulsed. He pulled her to him and swallowed her screams. His body shuddered, his stomach clenching as he found his release. When she lifted her head, Jillian rained kisses all over his face. He smiled. They should not have started this in the trailer.


    “I don’t want to get up,” he said.


    She laughed, which was the wrong thing to do because her muscles clenched around him and his mindless cock responded. She went still.


    He chuckled. “That won’t work either.”


    “We can’t do this again. Douglas is probably going numb from standing still outside the limo door all this time.”


    Lex wasn’t worried about Douglas. Douglas had been with him long enough to know when to alter plans. Lex didn’t even need to contact him.


    Lex stretched. He needed a long nap, preferably with his fiancée. Jillian was busy searching for something on the ground, her perfect naked ass in the air. He wanted her again. He sat up and swatted her ass.


    “You don’t want to start that, handsome, because I spank back and I’m not gentle. Where did you throw my thong?”


    He had no idea, but he helped her search for it. “You sure Lander didn’t come in here and we were too busy to notice?”


    “Don’t joke.” She hauled a large bag from a closet, fished out a dress from it, and stepped into it. Watching her shimmy into it had him swallowing with need. He could never get used to the way he reacted to her. It was mind-boggling, yet refreshing. He had no plans to get bored in this marriage.


    Lex pulled on his pants and found her lacey thong under them. He dangled it on his fingers. “Look what I found.”


    She dove for it, but he lifted the thong out of her reach, transferred it to his other hand, and pocketed it. “Finders keepers.”


    She crossed her arms. “Front pocket? Really? You just want us to play pocket pool, don’t you?”


    He hadn’t heard that expression in years. “Can we?”


    Jillian laughed. “You are into some kinky shit, Lex Fitzgerald.”


    She had no idea. He had a few naughty things planned for their honeymoon. He went to the main part of the trailer where he’d left his shirt and jacket.


    “This trailer is an improvement from the last one, but not by much,” he called out.


    “Don’t even think about it,” Jillian warned, opening a window in the bedroom to let in fresh air.


    “Think about what?”


    “I heard it in your voice, you faker. You’re not buying me a new trailer. I like to hang out with the crew during filming, so this one”—she joined him and waved a hand to indicate the trailer—“is perfect for all of us.”


    He closed the gap between them, pulled her into his arms, and swept a hand along the curve of her ass. Bold and beautiful. Man, the woman pleased him to no end.


    “Have you ever thought of producing or directing a movie?”


    She tilted her head sideways. Then she wrinkled her nose. “Not really. You know how that saying goes—once a stuntwoman always a stuntwoman. Doing stunts is in my blood. Nothing gives me the same high.” She kissed him and added, “No, you do, but stunts come a close second.”


    “Ouch. I need to up my game. And what better time than when I have your undivided attention during our honeymoon?” He opened the door and checked outside, blocking Jillian from view. He might have stifled her screams, but they tended to be loud and he didn’t want anyone embarrassing her because they’d overheard them.


    The crew was still filming and Douglas was no longer standing by the limo. Sounds of laughter and voices came from nearby trailers, which had the words Wardrobe and Makeup printed on the side. No one paid him any attention, and no hidden reporters jumped out to take pictures.


    Lex went down the steps and lifted Jillian. “For our honeymoon, choose anywhere around the world, and that’s where we’ll go.”


    “Really?”


    He kissed her knuckles. “Really.”


    She hugged his arm. “Hmmm, somewhere sunny.”


    “Damn. I was hoping you’d say somewhere cold. I have wonderful ideas on how to keep us warm.”


    She chuckled. “One track mind. Bet it involves a lot of snuggling under covers and kissing.”


    “Snuggling? I plan to make stunts feel like foreplay. Close second will become a distant second.” He pressed a kiss on her temple. He already had a villa waiting for them in St. Martin, but they could head to Alaska for all he cared. He stopped outside the limo, cupped her face, and gave her a languid kiss. “If you want the sun, I’ll give you the sun. If you want the moon, I can get us as close to it as possible. The Space Station is still receiving visitors. I’m an anywhere kind of man.”


    She grinned. “I’ve noticed that. How about you surprise me? Tell me what to pack and I’ll pack it.”


    St. Martin had nude beaches. “Or not.” The driver opened the door for them, but Douglas also left his front passenger seat. “Do we have a new flight plan?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Good.” His team worked like a well-oiled machine. Whenever he had a change in schedule, they adjusted their plans accordingly. Douglas could anticipate most of his needs without talking to him.


    Troy smiled briefly at them and went back to whatever he’d been doing on his tablet. Jillian curled up beside Lex, rested her head on his lap, and closed her eyes. She was asleep before they left the city. She didn’t even wake up while he carried her inside the plane. She mumbled something and curled against him.


    In less than an hour, they were in the air. While she slept, he caught up on work. He’d shifted appointments around yesterday, but some were too pressing. Yoshi Hujimura was flying to the United States next week with his wife and son.


    While he waited for Hujimura Jr, he studied Jillian. She looked so angelic, not the temptress who stroked his fires with just a look. He might panic whenever she did a stunt, but she was worth it. The worrying came with the laughter and the mind-numbing sex, and he wouldn’t have it any other way.


    After finalizing Hujimura’s itinerary, he called his secretary, Paula, then Eddie, his cousin and the soon-to-be sole owner of Leeds—the motorcycle company they’d started together. He’d just finished the paperwork that would give Eddie full control of Leeds.


    Eddie was in the middle of a meeting, but promised to call him back. Lex put the phone down and pinched the bridge between his eyes.


    “Hey,” Jillian whispered, and he looked up. She sat up, her hair mussed and eyes dewy from sleep. “We’re in the air already? Why didn’t you wake me up?” Then she groaned. “Oh no. Did you carry me inside?”


    He chuckled and walked to her side. “No, I dragged you up the air stairs feet first.” She smacked his thigh and scooted to create space for him. He settled beside her, brushed a soft kiss on her temple, and closed his eyes.


    “You look tired,” she said, finger-combing his hair. “You should have rested with me.”


    “Then I would not have talked to Ryo Hujimura. They’re arriving on Thursday, visiting the factory on Friday, and leaving the next day for New York. The wives want to do some shopping. I think we’ll have a dinner party for them on Friday.”


    She frowned. “What can I do to help?”


    He snuggled with her. “We need entertainment on Friday evening. Until Paula finds out what they like, I’m not sure what to do with them.”


    “When do you sign the contract?”


    “Friday after the factory visit, if things go according to plan.” His phone rang. He took one look at it and sat up. It was Rod. “I need to take this.”


    “No, honey. You need to rest.” Jillian took the phone from his hand and brought it to her ear. “Yes?” She angled her head. “Oh, hi, Rod. It’s Jillian.” She laughed. “I’m his assistant for now. Can he call you back? Thank you.” She hung up and put the phone on the side table. “Come here.” She slid back on the pillow and opened her arms.


    Helpless against the tenderness in her eyes, he settled in her arms and allowed her to stroke his hair and cheek. “I can’t rest when my face is pressed against your chest.”


    “Shh, stop talking and close your eyes.”


    He did, but he wanted to know why Rod was calling him. His friends didn’t just call to say hi. He turned his head and listened to Jillian’s heartbeat. She smelled so good. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close.


    


    ~*~


    


    Lex must have fallen asleep because when he opened his eyes, Jillian was gone and two hours had passed. They’d be landing in about thirty minutes. He stretched and grinned. He was well rested and energized.


    He tended to push himself hard when it came to work. Came from years of knowing his family was depending on him. Not just to be there for them, but also to show them he had his shit together after his father had died. So he’d mourned his father’s death in the privacy of his bedroom at night, but stayed strong and stoic during the day. His mother had dealt with her grief better. Like her, the twins had adjusted faster, too. His sister Jade hadn’t and had married a much older man, a father figure. Lex didn’t understand the psychobabble, but he’d accepted and respected her choices and he’d assumed she was okay. Turned out her piece of shit husband had become emotionally abusive. Once Lex had learned what was going on, the man had to go. He’d made sure the bastard paid for hurting his baby sister. Jade was okay now. Physically fragile because of her heart, but mentally stronger and happy.


    It was amazing what love could do to a person when given freely and openly without the mind games people played. His brothers, his sister, and cousins had it, and watching them, he’d longed for the same kind of relationship. He’d seen the potential of having it with Jillian, and she’d just proven it. She was the one. The whole package. The woman who completed him. Not just physically, but mentally and emotionally. She had known he needed to let go and had taken charge. Just like last night. But the cuffs weren’t going to be necessary from now on.


    Smiling, Lex picked up his phone and called Eddie. After a brief conversation, he called Rod. “Don’t tell me you’re ready to collect already, my friend.”


    “Jillian answered your phone,” he said, and Lex could hear the smile in his voice. “Did I interrupt something? You know I wouldn’t have minded listening. My imagination would have taken care of the rest.” Then he chuckled. “Or you could have just turned on the video feed for me to watch.”


    “What do you want, Rod?” Lex asked calmly. If anyone could see him, they’d think he was an idiot. He couldn’t stop smiling.


    “So you’re saying I didn’t interrupt a mile high f—?”


    “Cuddle,” Lex said.


    There was silence, then a laugh. “Yeah. Right.”


    “You wouldn’t understand. What’s going on?”


    “Check your spam folder,” Rod said. “Warwick got in touch again.”


    A cold knot coiled in Lex’s stomach. He reached for his tablet and logged on to his mail. In the last three years, they’d all received an e-mail annually from Paul Warwick, a former frat brother. Warwick was a genius, a serial rapist, and murderer. Lex and his buddies had put him in San Quentin, a rehabilitation center for men in California, and in the process, created a common enemy. Because of Warwick, they’d started their charity organization Infinitus Agendum—“forever mission” in Latin. At first, they’d used IA to win justice for those who would otherwise lack representation, like most of Warwick’s victims. Then they’d expanded and gone global, bending laws in some countries and even breaking a few.


    “How the fuck does he keep doing this?” Rod asked. “Cade checked the visitor’s log, but he hasn’t had any in the last five years. His father is dead. His mother, uh, step-mother disappeared along with his step-sister. No one knows what happened to his family fortune.”


    “The IP address?” Lex asked.


    “Different, just like the others. This one belongs to someone in Fargo, North Dakota.”


    They went through this every year. The computer experts in their group—Cade, Rake, and Lucien—got pissed each time because despite their firewalls and computer security measures, Warwick always managed to find a way around them, using a different e-mail address every time.


    Lex searched his spam folder. “Are you guys headed to Sloan’s?”


    “Yes. Get over here as soon as you land. It is worse this time, and there’s more.”


    Lex found the e-mail.


    


    The subject line read: Congrats, Fitz?


    Don’t think so. Guess the Brit wasn’t good enough. Jillian… Pretty name for a pretty lady. She looks like Gigi, totally our type. Right, Rake? Keep her close, Fitz. Keep her real close because none of you bitches deserve to be happy. You won’t see me coming.


    


    Anger flashed through Lex, but accompanying it was a hollow feeling in his gut. Warwick had better not go after Jillian. The e-mail wasn’t signed, but they all knew it had come from him.


    Twenty-five years had passed, and he still blamed them for his incarceration. At first he’d sent them e-mails sporadically, reminding them he hadn’t forgotten or forgiven them. Prisoners had no access to computers, yet he always managed to pull this shit. He’d never mentioned the women they’d dated in the past either. This time was different. He’d threatened Jillian and even mentioned his ex-lover, who’d been more of a friend-with-benefits than a girlfriend.


    Lex cursed, he’d put off telling Jillian about Infinitus Agendum until after the wedding, believing things were crazy enough without bringing up Warwick. He must rectify it as soon as possible.


    He put the phone down, his palm sweating. There’s more, Rod had said. How much more?


    


    


    


    CHAPTER 7


    


    Lex’s voice reached Jillian as she walked past the bedroom with a drink, and she smiled. He’d fallen asleep in her arms, and every time she’d tried to ease from under him, his arms would tighten around her. Finally, she’d stopped trying and stayed, until a few minutes ago.


    Douglas was watching something on the TV screen by his seat and switched it off when he saw her. After the craziness in Vancouver, she wouldn’t be surprised to learn he was watching her life story, which was now an open book, unfold. She’d shunned the kind of notoriety most Hollywood stars craved, yet now it was being forced on her. Life was a bitch.


    Troy and Faith were discussing fashion while Faith’s seamstress dozed off a few chairs away.


    “You do know she’s paid handsomely to see to your every need,” Faith said, her eyes going to the drink in Jillian’s hand. Jillian knew she was referring to the flight attendant.


    “I know. But I was asleep and missed lunch.” Truth be told, she was still getting used to people anticipating her needs and fulfilling them. Tina, the flight attendant, had been mortified by her sudden appearance and hastened to give Jillian whatever she wanted. “She’s fixing me a plate.” She sat next to Troy and asked, “How did things go?”


    “I just finished arranging the last ones.” He swiped his tablet. “Mona said she’s already dropped off a few wedding things from the bridal line and some dresses, but since you weren’t home she left them with Paula. She also found several satin pumps with Swarovski crystal details you could choose from. She’ll be available today and tomorrow if you don’t like them and want something else.”


    “Wonderful. She’s so sweet to offer to get my shoes, too. What?” Jillian added when she caught a weird expression on Troy’s face.


    “Who are Mona and Paula?”


    “Mona works at Noelle Lingerie.” She was her personal shopper. Jillian never had a personal shopper before, but the woman was proving to be a gem. “And Paula Watson is Lex’s assistant.” The woman was intimidating. Lex had introduced her to Paula a week ago. No one went into Lex’s office without her permission.


    “So does that mean you don’t need me to shop with you?” Troy asked, and Jillian grinned. He was jealous. How cute.


    “Yes, I do. Mona only helps with lingerie from Noelle, and the shoe thing was a favor.” She elbowed him. “You’re still my man.”


    He grinned. “You have an appointment tomorrow afternoon with Simi. He’ll be at the penthouse at two in the afternoon for a wash and trim, and on Saturday morning to style your hair for the wedding. He’s bringing his team to give you a mani-pedi and a facial, too.”


    Jillian’s jaw dropped. “You got my diva hairstylist to come to me? How? I usually have to wait two weeks to get an appointment and never for all three treatments.”


    “Magic tongue,” Troy bragged. He lowered his voice to add, “They’ll also take care of anything else you might need.” He glanced pointedly at her crotch.


    Jillian laughed. Her Brazilian wax was fresh. She always made sure of that. “We’re good.”


    “I’m seriously considering stealing him from you, Jillian,” Faith cut in.


    “Sorry, he’s mine.” Jillian had given Troy her appointments this morning, hoping he’d convince one of Simi’s girls to squeeze her in. Simi was a genius when it came to women’s hair. That bigwig Hollywood stylists weren’t beating down his doors still surprised her. “Simi actually said he would come to the house to do my hair?”


    “Tomorrow afternoon,” Troy said, speaking slowly “And style it on Saturday morning for your wedding.” He sighed. “I’m repeating myself.”


    Jillian grinned. There were perks to being famous, or infamous.


    “She doesn’t get it,” Troy added with a dramatic sigh and exchanged a glance with Faith.


    Jillian elbowed him playfully. “I get it, smarty pants. He’s cashing in on my temporary fame.”


    Troy exchanged another glance with Faith.


    “What?” Jillian asked, getting a little irritated.


    “Did you happen to catch the news since last night?” Troy asked.


    “Nope.” She’d been busy teaching Lex how to let go. And what a student he’d turned out to be. As soon as she got home, she was shopping for a pair of man cuffs. “What are they saying now?”


    “The Consulate General of Armenia was interviewed today when he arrived at the hotel to meet with your grandmother.”


    Jillian shrugged. “So?”


    “So he said he was looking forward to meeting you and introducing you to his people,” Troy explained. “Your fame may not be temporary. The people in Little Armenia can’t wait to meet you.”


    “Do you have plans this evening?” Faith asked.


    “If it involves meeting Armenians, then I do.” She had no interest in being the poster child for anyone.


    Faith laughed. “No, I was hoping you had time for dinner. The girls want to spend a few hours with you.”


    The girls meant the Fitzgerald women. Jillian was in. “I’m meeting my grandmother this afternoon, then my dad, but I should be free for dinner.”


    Faith flashed a grin. “Perfect. I’ll tell the others and make arrangements. Is seven o'clock okay?”


    “Seven is perfect.” She hoped Lex would be okay with it. Immediately, Jillian gave herself a mental kick. She didn’t need his permission. Or did she?


    A mental debate followed, and she lost. Or rather, her emotional side lost to her logical side. She should at least check with him in case he had something planned for them. Jillian sighed. It was going to take a while to get used to putting someone’s feelings ahead of hers. She’d been independent for too long. She glanced toward the door to the bedroom, debating whether to check on Lex. She just decided to do it when the flight attendant left the galley with a tray.


    “Thanks, Tina. See if Mr. Fitzgerald wants something,” Jillian told her after she placed the tray in front of her.


    “Yes, Ms. Finnegan.”


    Jillian moved to a different chair and ate while listening to Troy and Faith discuss fashion. She was not fashion savvy. She just knew what she liked, casual chic—jeans with whatever top she picked from her closet. Her weaknesses were jackets, scarves, and shoes. Amazing what those three things could do to an outfit


    She was debating whether to rejoin Lex when she saw what Douglas was watching. CGEN—Celebrity Gossip and Entertainment News. She could recognize the five commentators lounging around an office. They were cattier and bitchier toward celebrities than most panelists out there.


    Douglas wore headphones, so Jillian couldn’t hear a thing, but she knew she and Lex were the subject, because on the screen was footage of the two of them walking arm-in-arm at the Georgia Viaduct after she finished her stunt. That was only two hours ago. Someone must have videotaped them using some serious video recording device because the image was clear and not shaky at all. Most zoomed-in recordings were never that clear.


    Jillian tuned in to CGEN and caught the tail end of the conversation.


    “America’s fallen in love with her, but his family hasn’t?” a bearded man said. “What’s wrong with them? I mean, look at her. What’s not to like?”


    The footage switched to a picture of her in a two-piece. Her jaw dropped when she realized where it had been taken. The fucking pool by her old condominium complex. Perverts. She always knew some lived in her complex. Bet they also had recordings. Jillian hadn’t decided what to do with her condo, because she’d just renewed the lease. Now she couldn’t wait to unload it on some poor unsuspecting person.


    “The girl has a body and an ass… wow,” the commentator continued.


    “I agree,” a heavyset woman quipped. “She’s an heiress to boot. If I were a dude, I’d marry her.”


    “I’m single and a dude. Marry me, Jillian Finnegan,” another man said, clutching his chest while staring at the camera. “Please. I can stop hanging out with these losers and be your prince consort. We’d live on wine from our vineyard and ride elephants in the circus, and… and… What else will she inherit?”


    “Stop it, guys,” a second woman cut in. “He is marrying her despite objections from certain members of his family, and he’s loaded, so he’s not after her money. We should be rooting for them. They are our Kate and William. And theirs is an American love story.”


    “So it’s official,” the first guy who’d spoken said. “American sweetheart and her billionaire fiancé should elope. Hashtag this.” He added a few things that were bleeped out.


    Jillian switched off the screen and shook her head. Only those very close to her knew about Vivian Fitzgerald’s objection to their marriage.


    “Where the hell does the media get information about me and Lex?” she asked, glancing at the others. From Troy and Faith’s expressions, they had watched the whole thing with her. Douglas didn’t comment, but his expression said he was pissed.


    “Someone could be selling them information,” Troy suggested.


    “Or not watching who is around them while they vented.” Like her father. No, she needed to stop blaming her father just because he’d started this storm. Anyone could have heard her talk to Vivian while on the set or vent to Chris and Troy. The woman had called her often, pissing her off every time. As for the footage, it was so clear the person who’d recorded it had to be right there on the bridge.


    Which one of the film crew was behind this?


    For the rest of the flight, Jillian mulled and stressed. She wanted to stay angry, but it was impossible and it took too much energy. The media was in the business of selling information, and she was trending now, which meant they’d dig and find out more stuff about her. Good or bad. Then there was the source. Someone close to her was supplying the media with information about her.


    Captain Mathews announced that they were approaching Van Nuys Airport, and Lex joined them. He seemed preoccupied.


    Everything happened fast once they landed. Faith’s husband was at the airport to pick her up. “I’ll call you this evening,” she reminded Jillian before they took off. The seamstress and Jillian’s gorgeous wedding gown left with them.


    Mathews, the copilot, and the flight attendant also left in their respective cars. Douglas had left the Escalade at the airport, so the four of them drove back to the penthouse with Troy riding shotgun. Troy lived not far from her condo in Burbank, but he wasn’t going home until the evening.


    “What’s wrong?” Jillian asked Lex after they took off. She spoke softly so their conversation wouldn’t carry to Douglas and Troy.


    Lex flashed her a brief smile. “What makes you think something is wrong?”


    “Because I’m good at reading people.”


    “I’ll be going out this evening,” he added. “Do you think you’ll be okay on your own?”


    Jillian chuckled. She’d worried over nothing. “I’m a big girl, silly. I’ll be fine. Besides, I’m going out, too, after I see my family.”


    He didn’t ask where she’d be going. Maybe he knew she had a date with Faith and the other Fitzgerald women, or maybe he was learning he couldn’t control her every movement. Whatever the case, she was happy he wasn’t insisting on knowing all the details.


    As soon as they arrived home, he gave her a quick kiss, spoke briefly with Douglas, and disappeared downstairs. Assuming he was headed to his office, Jillian gathered the bags Paula had left in the living room and hauled them to the bedroom. She’d look at the lingerie later, but the shoes…


    They were gorgeous. Jimmy Choo and Valentino bridal shoes. If she could wear them all, each pair for an hour or so, she would. Refusing to decide right away, she grabbed her jacket, gloves, helmet, and keys and left the bedroom.


    Douglas and Troy appeared to be having a heated discussion, but stopped when she re-entered the living room. She gave them a brief glance as she shrugged on her jacket.


    “I’m heading to my grandmother’s hotel and then my father’s. So, I’ll see you two later.” Douglas blocked her path when she could have headed to the door. “What?”


    “Mr. Fitzgerald said I should drive you to wherever you need to go.”


    “I’m riding shotgun,” Troy said. “In case the reporters are there.”


    “I don’t think so, guys,” Jillian told them. “Believe me, I’ll be less conspicuous arriving on my bike and keeping my helmet on until I’m inside the hotel than arriving with an entourage. Namely you two.” She took a side step, but Douglas blocked her again.


    “I’m sorry, Ms. Jillian, but you can’t leave unless we come with you,” he said.


    She sighed. Lex knew how she felt about a bodyguard. She didn’t need one and was insulted he hadn’t listened. “Listen, Douglas. I like you and I know you can kick ass, but I can take care of myself. Okay? I need the wind on my face after being cooped inside a plane for hours.”


    Douglas didn’t budge. “I’m sorry, Ms. Jillian. I’m following Mr. Fitzgerald’s orders.”


    She wondered what he’d do if she ducked and raced for the doors. Probably use some ninja move to render her unconscious.


    “Fine. I’ll go downstairs to the office and talk to Lex. Feel free to follow me because by the time I’m done with him, he’ll need help…” Her voice trailed off when she spied the helicopter lifting off the helipad. Jillian ran outside to the balcony and waved frantically, but Lex was already flying away.


    Pissed, she turned and faced the two men who’d followed her outside. “Excuse me.” Not wanting them to hear her conversation, she disappeared into the bedroom and slammed the door behind her. She speed-dialed Lex’s number.


    “You are an ass, Lex Fitzgerald,” she snarled when the voice mail prompted her to leave a message. “You do not dictate what I can or cannot do. I warned you not to micromanage me. Warned you I will not tolerate being followed around. So call off your watch dogs or I swear…” No, she’d take care of this on her own now, then neuter him later. She hung up, took a deep breath, and went to splash water on her face.


    Now, she needed a plan. She wasn’t enabling Lex and his annoying overprotective tendencies. Once she gave in to him, he’d think it was okay to take charge of her life.


    Eyes narrowed with determination, Jillian fixed her makeup, ran a brush through her hair, and left the room. Troy and Douglas were talking in whispers. Probably conspiring on how to force her to follow their boss’ instructions.


    “Okay, let’s go.” She picked up her things.


    Surprise flashed in Troy’s eyes while Douglas’ gave nothing away as usual.


    “You are taking the…” Troy’s voice trailed off when she glared at him.


    “The bike, yes,” she said so calmly she gave herself a mental pat. “You follow me in the Escalade. If there are reporters, and that’s a big if, they’ll recognize Douglas from Vancouver.” Her voice became steely. “Once we get there, the two of you stay by the SUV like the nice bodyguards you are while I slip inside unnoticed.” Douglas opened his mouth, but Jillian shook her head. “That’s the plan, Douglas, and it’s not negotiable, or I swear, I will deliberately jump out of the car while you’re driving. I have the training to do so and sustain minimum injuries.”


    Douglas crossed his arms without a change in his expression, clearly not impressed by her threats. “Ms. Jillian,” he said, speaking slowly. “We cannot use separate vehicles. Those were Mr. Fitzgerald’s orders.”


    Screw his orders. If looks could kill, Douglas would be six feet under. She whipped out her phone and speed-dialed a number. Her niece picked up.


    Smiling at Douglas, she spoke into the phone. “Sophia, sweetie, could you put Grampa on the phone? I want him to know exactly what’s going on.” Something flickered in Douglas’ eyes. Annoyance or admiration, she couldn’t tell.


    “Okay, Aunt Jilly. I’m going to be your flower girl. The pretty lady said so.”


    “Yes, you are,” Jillian responded, trying to keep the anger from her voice.


    “She said she’ll find the perfect dress and shoes and hair bows just for me.”


    “I know, hun. Now, go find Grampa. Okay? It’s important.”


    “Okay, Aunt Jilly. The pretty lady also said I’ll meet her family,” Sophia continued in a breathless voice, which meant she was walking, “and other girls just like me and have a big party…”


    Jillian endured her niece’s monologue, which was messing up her showdown with Douglas. She sighed with relief when her father came on the line. “Hi, Daddy. What are you doing?”


    “Going to meet with your grandmother. The woman had the nerve to tell me to wear a suit and a tie. Not happening. What time is your flight back?”


    Jillian wondered what her grandmother was up to now, but having her father in town would save her a ride to San Juan. “We just arrived. I’m going to see Grandma, but I was wondering if you could swing by…” She frowned when Douglas mumbled something and stepped back. “Just a second, Dad.” She pressed the phone against her chest and cocked her head at Douglas. “Yes?”


    “We’ll follow you,” he said, his expression blank. She couldn’t tell whether he was pissed or not. Troy wouldn’t meet her eyes.


    Fighting a triumphant grin, Jillian went back to her conversation with her father. “Never mind, Dad. I’ll see you there, too.”


    “Good. We can grab coffee down the street, not that bland tea they serve at her hotel.”


    Jillian did have her own issues with the tea at Parq Bar, but that was another story. She hung up the phone and led the way to the elevator.


    Two down, one to go. The problem was, unlike Douglas and Troy, Lex would not be intimidated by her father. She needed a different approach to tame her billionaire.


    


    ~*~


    


    Lex landed the chopper on the pad beside Dom’s, and took two steps at a time to the house. Last time he was here, there were only two boats anchored below on the private dock. Today, there were four, which meant everyone was here.


    He pulled out his cell phone as he cleared the stairs, listened to his voice mails, and grimaced. Jillian was pissed. He’d make it up to her.


    He dialed her phone, but it went unanswered. Next, he tried Douglas’. “How did it go?” he asked even though he already knew the answer.


    “She threatened to jump out of the car.”


    Lex stopped, feeling a little sick at the thought. The problem was she could really do it and not mind the bruises. She had zero regard for her well-being, the stubborn woman.


    “I wasn’t letting her leave the house with that threat hanging over our heads. Then she called her father, and I lost the fight, sir,” Douglas continued. “Mr. Finnegan would shoot me in the kneecap if he thought I was mistreating his daughter and somehow convince everyone it was my fault.”


    Lex grimaced. He’d stared down the barrel of Finnegan’s gun and didn’t need a reminder. The eccentric man was a lousy shot, which was worse. He might aim at a knee and hit the gut.


    “Are you following Jillian now?”


    “Yes, sir. She reassured me she’d stay within sight. So far so good. Do I have permission to cuff her to a chair until you get home next time?”


    Douglas sounded ready to throw in the towel. Lex had known Jillian would be a handful to guard. Maybe he needed a new strategy.


    “You could try, but we’d both suffer for it. I’ll talk to her about Warwick, and maybe she’ll understand where we’re coming from.”


    “He made contact again?”


    “Yes. I’ll fill you in later.”


    “If you need me to do anything, sir, just say the word. I’ve always said he would get bored with hacking your e-mails and do more damage.”


    Lex frowned, imagining all possible ways Warwick could fuck up his life. It would take more than hacking to destroy his business. Money was the least of his worries. The asshole had threatened Jillian. Somehow, he’d known that the only way to really hurt Lex was through her. He’d never tried with Lex’s previous girlfriends.


    “I’m entrusting you with the most precious person in my life, Douglas. If you need more man power…”


    “That won’t be necessary, sir,” Douglas said quickly. “Troy was my star pupil and knows how I operate.”


    Jillian wasn’t going to like it when she learned that Troy was more than just her assistant. He was the product of a rigorous security training program run by Douglas’ former CIA colleague. Graduates of Mousey Security Training College (MSTC) were paid outrageous fees to watch people’s backs while they slept. Their training covered martial arts, surveillance and counter surveillance measures, private investigation skills, and laws. Majority of the recruits had prior field experience as law enforcement officers, but some, like Troy, were fresh out of college. The trick was finding one loyal enough to stick around for years, like Douglas. Troy seemed to have clicked with Jillian, so maybe he would.


    Sloan opened the back door. As usual, his windblown hair and tanned skin said he’d been out sailing, his way of dealing with stress.


    Sloan shunned fame in any form and worried about Warwick finding out he was the designer behind Noelle Lingerie. Growing up in the limelight as the famous prima donna Katarina Cavalaro’s son had left its scars. So while his sister still craved the limelight, Sloan did everything he could to stay out of it.


    Lex and Sloan clasped hands and hugged. “How are things?”


    “Everyone is pissed. He’s never threatened our women before.”


    Lex followed Sloan into the house. Why they couldn’t stop Warwick’s machination was starting to bug Lex. He was a real estate developer, so computers weren’t his specialty except when he needed it to perfect an architectural design. And even then, he was more concerned with the latest software in the field and how it could save him time and money.


    Sloan was like him, using software without caring how it was developed. He’d inherited some money from his father, but he’d been smart enough to listen to Rake and the others, pooled his monies with them, and invested it in dot com.


    They entered the theater to find Aiden dozing. He’d just returned from his home country—England—and was suffering from jetlag. Unlike Lex and Sloan, Aiden was computer savvy. He owned several cargo ships and imported custom-made, luxury cars. His customers, Lex included, paid handsomely for the latest anti-theft technology he’d developed and installed in all his cars.


    Rod spread information the old fashioned way—via radio, TV, and magazines. His online presence was lagging, but that didn’t seem to bother him. He was no computer man either. Dom was an oilman, more comfortable using his hands and managing huge mechanical gadgets like rigs than the inner workings of a handheld device.


    The geek squad in the group was Lucien, Cade, and Rake. All were good at what they did, yet Warwick kept dancing circles around them. Lucien’s company created video games, while Cade owned a multi-billion-dollar social network site and was into everything. Both could hack their way in and out of anywhere. For once, Lucien and Cade weren’t having a pissing contest with their laptops, which meant they’d tried and failed at finding the leak and were regrouping.


    Rake didn’t need to regroup. He was like a machine on autopilot and coffee. He was known to forgo sleep until he finished debugging one of his satellites if it had a problem. Perfectionist didn’t begin to describe him. He was hunched over a laptop he’d built to his specification, and on his face was a scowl that could scare an army.


    No one acknowledged his arrival, but Lex knew they were aware of his presence. He slid behind Rod, who looked like he’d slept in his clothes, or dressed in a hurry. Knowing him, it was the latter. Ten to one, a woman was involved.


    Rake tapped a key, and the e-mail they’d all received appeared on the screen. He zoomed in. Anger coursed through Lex as he reread the e-mail.


    “Who is Gigi?” Lex snapped, his eyes on Rake. “And what does he mean by she is our type?”


    “Marge Delany,” Rake said. “Warwick used to call her Gigi.”


    Marge was Rake’s first love. The woman he would have given the world to. Instead, she’d fucked with his head, kicking him while he was down by sleeping with Warwick. From Rake’s voice, he hadn’t gotten over her betrayal.


    “Why would he think Jillian is like Marge?” Lex asked.


    “Because he’s an asshole,” Rake snapped.


    “I know why,” Rod said and lifted a hand like they were in some goddamn classroom. “Jillian bears an uncanny resemblance to Marge.”


    “No, she doesn’t,” Lex shot back. Other than their wheat-colored hair, Jillian was nothing like Marge. Jillian was unforgettable, warm, loving, and giving. Marge had no redeeming qualities. How the hell hadn’t she known about Warwick raping girls on campus? She’d spent all her free time with him. Lex never understood what Rake saw in her.


    “Jillian is nothing like Marge,” Rake ground out.


    “Damn right. Is Warwick still in jail?” Lex asked.


    Cade nodded. “We checked the prison records and confirmed it,” he said. “He’s still there.”


    Checked meant they’d hacked into the system.


    “We also checked with the parole board,” Lucien added. “He’s still on death row. Still wasting taxpayers’ money with useless appeals. He’s never getting out.”


    “There’s more.” Rake brought up a satellite feed and zoomed in. “I rerouted one of my satellites and picked up a feed a few hours ago from San Quentin when the prisoners were out in the yard.”


    The prisoners appeared to congregate in the middle of the yard in a random fashion. Lex leaned forward, his eyes narrowed. They weren’t just moving around. They were forming something on the ground. Lex recognized the letter A and then the infinity sign. It was the symbol for Infinitus Agendum. The only people who knew about their organization were in the room.


    “The bastard found us,” Cade said, sounding insulted. Warwick was as good a hacker as Cade. In college, they’d try to out-hack each other.


    “He’s not doing this alone,” Lucien added.


    “The question is how do we find his partner?” Sloan asked. He was a man of few words. He did what he did best—kept quiet, observed, and then gave his opinion. “We never cared before. Things have changed. He’s threatened your woman.”


    “If you guys want him taught a lesson, I know people,” Dom, who’d also been quiet since Lex arrived, said.


    “You don’t want to go there, mate,” Aiden said and got up to replenish his drink at the bar in the back of the room. “I’ve been there, and it’s not pretty. We need to be subtler. Find out who his jail buddies are. He might not have visitors, but he’s passing out instructions through somebody.”


    “I’ll get to it,” Cade said.


    “What about Infinitus?” Lucien asked. “Do we go deeper underground, break it up, or come up swinging?”


    “He expects us to continue hiding, so let’s do the unexpected,” Lex said and glanced at Sloan. The two of them had discussed this before. It was time they became transparent. He wasn’t worried about himself. His main concern was Jillian. He didn’t want Warwick’s madness touching her.


    “We should come out of the shadows and come out big,” Sloan said.


    They bounced some ideas on what to do, from sponsoring local charities and events to video games. Most were doable, and everyone was on board.


    Finally, Sloan said, “Let’s talk about the bachelor party.”


    


    


    CHAPTER 8


    


    Her plan worked. While the two photographers outside the Montage focused on Douglas and Troy, Jillian entered the gleaming foyer and headed straight for the front desk to check in with the manager. He saw her coming and beamed.


    “Good afternoon, Ms. Finnegan. Go on upstairs. The Grand Dame Petrosian is expecting you.”


    Grand Dame? Was this the same manager who’d frostily told her she must check in at the front desk before going upstairs?


    “Thank you.” She didn’t bother to say his name even though she could see it on the pin on his shirt.


    Her grandmother’s bodyguard, Narek Vart-something-or-other, opened the door and scowled down at Jillian. He hadn’t forgiven her for disarming him and threatening him with his own gun the day she’d met her grandmother.


    “Hi, Narek,” Jillian said with a huge smile.


    “Good afternoon, Ms. Finnegan,” he said slowly with a heavy Armenian accent and stepped back to let her enter.


    She handed him her helmet, goggles, gloves, and jacket. “Will you ever forgive the gun thing?”


    He bowed stiffly. “There’s nothing to forgive, Ms. Finnegan.”


    She wagged her finger at him. “I’m not giving up. And my name is Jillian.”


    “Yes, Ms. Finnegan.”


    She rolled her eyes. So much for trying. She entered the spacious suite and followed the sound of a beautiful piano tune to Zorah Grigorian, her grandmother’s assistant. Jillian had met the petite Armenian with pitch-black hair and brown eyes the first time she’d come to visit her grandmother. Zorah tended to talk slowly and hesitantly too as though translating sentences from Armenian to English in her head before speaking. Like Narek, she had a heavy accent.


    Zorah stopped playing and jumped up when she saw Jillian. “Ms. Finnegan, I didn’t know you were back.”


    “I wanted to surprise Tatik, Zorah. That’s how you say it, right? Tatik?” Jillian asked.


    Zora grinned. “Or just Tat. I’m happy you’re learning our language. Your grandmother will be pleased.”


    Tatik was the only Armenian word Jillian knew. Her linguistic skills were nonexistent. “Where is she?”


    “Outside. Enjoying the view.”


    Probably napping. The first time she’d visited her grandmother, Jillian had marveled at the luxury in the suite. From the living room’s stuffed chairs, electric curtains, and imported Persian carpets to marble bathrooms with Turkish cotton robes and five-hundred thread Egyptian sheets. Her grandmother felt right at home here, she’d told her. Yet Jillian always found her on the balcony. She had a feeling she missed her vineyard.


    Jillian grinned when she stepped outside and found Alin Petrosian resting with her eyes closed. The view was wasted on her.


    “Tat,” she said, planting a kiss on her cheek. Her grandmother’s eyes flew open, and she mumbled something in her native language.


    “Dear child, don’t sneak up on me like that. You almost stopped my heart.” She gave Jillian a once-over and sighed. “Why do you keep wearing such deplorable clothes? They’re absolutely unsuitable for someone of your station.”


    “My station is on the seat of a motorcycle, Grandma.” Jillian walked to the balcony and took a long breath. The view was spectacular. The city. The mountains.


    “When did you get back? And why didn’t you answer my calls?”


    “We arrived less than an hour ago, and I couldn’t call you because I was working.” Jillian turned around and faced her grandmother, her back to the balcony rail. “I was also angry about the mess with the media. Someone told the world who I was without calling me first.”


    She chuckled and pointed at the lounge chair next to hers. “Sit down, please.”


    “It wasn’t funny,” Jillian said, not taking the seat. “I had to dodge reporters. Even now, some are parked downstairs. I don’t like people poking their noses in my business or yelling questions at me.”


    “I smiled because I like your honesty. You get that from me. Instead of dodging reporters, talk to them. In your line of work, you should be used to it by now.”


    “News flash, Grandma. I’m not.”


    She shook her head. “So you’re still angry?”


    Jillian sighed. “No. It was bound to come out. I just wanted a heads-up.” Confusion flashed in her grandmother’s eyes. “You know, to be a little bit prepared.”


    “Yet you rose to the occasion.” She sounded a lot more cheerful than usual. “And since you won’t sit, help me up.” She extended her hand. “Come on. I want to show you something.” Jillian helped her to her feet. “Is your wedding dress ready?”


    “Yes. It’s gorgeous.”


    “May I see it?”


    “No, you may not,” she responded primly.


    Alin stopped and leveled her a censuring look. “How am I supposed to know if it is appropriate if I don’t see it?”


    Jillian gave her a toothy grin. “You take my word for it?”


    “Word of someone who runs around with jeans so old they are falling apart? Don’t they pay you enough to buy decent clothes?” Jillian grinned while her grandmother sighed. “Young people today do not care about tradition. It is bad enough I have to watch you risk your life on national television and they call it entertainment. I refuse to see you wed in those”—she waved to indicate Jillian’s jeans—“or flying one of your motorcycles. You do that and my heart will stop.”


    Jillian chuckled. Her grandmother was just like her dad, melodramatic. “The dress is perfect, Grandma. You’ll love it.”


    She led Jillian to her bedroom where a metal suitcase sat on an ottoman at the foot of her bed. It looked old. “And if I don’t? Am I allowed to buy you a different one?”


    Jillian peered at the suitcase and wondered what was inside. “No. If you don’t like it, I’ll wear jeans and marry Lex inside the Globe. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure we have a doctor on standby in case your heart stops.” Jillian glanced up and caught her grandmother’s smile before she pasted a stern look on her face. Her grandmother might complain about her ways, but she enjoyed sparring with her. Jillian went back to peering at the box. “What’s in it?”


    “Patience.” Her grandmother sat on the bed while Jillian hovered. She was never good at waiting, and she hated surprises. “These are some of the things that have been passed down to women in our family for generations,” her grandmother said, punching in the combination to unlock the steel suitcase. Then she opened the lid.


    Inside it were two leather boxes. One was rectangular. The other was round like a hatbox. They looked old and had a crest or emblem of two lions on their lids. The first one, when she lifted it, had a silk wedding bouquet of ivory roses, blue hydrangea, and orchids. The blue satin around the stems had matching satin gloves.


    “My mother used this on her wedding day and so did I,” she said, reaching out, to touch the petals. “Your mother would have used it if I had known about her marriage. Now it is yours. One day, you can pass it down to your daughter. It could be your something blue.”


    Jillian lifted the flowers from their satin bed, her throat tightening. She couldn’t express how she felt. She’d planned to use fresh flowers, but this… The blue was a shade lighter than the color she’d chosen for the bridesmaids’ outfits, but she didn’t care. This was a bouquet that had history. Her history.


    “And this could be your something old,” her grandmother continued, lifting a tiara from inside the round box. “It’s not as sparkly as modern tiaras, but the porcelain roses were handcrafted by our people and the freshwater pearls were artfully added. The diamonds may not sparkle as bright as—”


    “Stop, Grandma,” Jillian said. She took the tiara and put it back in its box, tears rushing to her eyes. She hugged her grandmother. “Thank you.”


    Alin wrapped her arms around her shaking frame. “There, now. No need to carry on like this. You are a Zakarian. We carry ourselves with dignity.”


    “Screw dignity.”


    She didn’t realize she’d spoken, until her grandmother chuckled and leaned back. Jillian found herself getting even more emotional as she stared into the same turquoise eyes she’d inherited through her father.


    Her grandmother wiped the wetness from Jillian’s cheeks. “You swear like a sailor, but I understand why you use such words this time. In the future, bite your tongue or your inner cheek. My granddaughter must watch every word coming out of her mouth at all times.” She smiled. “So you will carry on the family tradition?”


    Like she needed to ask. “Yes, Tatik.”


    “Good. You’ll have a throwaway bouquet because you can never throw these away. You are now the keeper of our tradition and you must pass it down to the next generation. One day, your daughter will use it, and then your granddaughter.” She secured the tiara in its box, placed the bouquet in the satin bed, and closed the boxes. “I’ve found the perfect pomanders for your bridesmaids, and corsages for me and Estelle. Oh, she has exquisite taste and a very efficient wedding planner making sure her wishes are met. They promised to deliver arrangements for the banquet hall and the gardens, and the candelabras with flowers for the tables. Estelle showed me the pictures on her, uh, tablet.”


    Jillian blinked, completely blindsided. “I didn’t know you were working with Lex’s mother.”


    “How else am I supposed to plan your wedding in this foreign land? She might have brought in the wedding planner, but I am standing in for your mother. Your father is clueless. Not that he would ever admit it. Men.” She started for the door, walking more briskly than earlier. “Estelle and I want you to approve our plans before he gets here. He argues a lot, but offers no solution. Just like your grandfather.”


    Jillian followed her out of the bedroom, totally bemused. She loved it when her grandmother reminisced about her past. “How many bridesmaids did you have in your wedding?”


    “The traditional six, and I wore white. Those days white meant something.” She threw Jillian a knowing glance.


    “Are you saying you and Grandpa never did it before tying the knot?”


    She made a sound that was part disapproval, part annoyance. “Of course not.”


    “You sure you were in love?”


    “Very much so. And the wait was worth it. Your grandfather was a very virile man.”


    Too much info, but she couldn’t stop now. “Oh, details, please.”


    “You are impossible.”


    Jillian was still laughing when they entered the living room. Troy and Douglas had finally made it upstairs, and from the way they stood apart from Narek, the Armenian wasn’t happy to see them either.


    Jillian’s grandmother studied Douglas. “I know you. You are Fitzgerald’s man.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Douglas said, bowing slightly. “Douglas, and this is Troy Preston.”


    She glanced at Troy briefly before focusing on Douglas. “So what are you doing in my home?”


    Pink crept up Douglas’ neck.


    “Leave him alone, Grandma,” Jillian rushed to his rescue. “They came with me.”


    “He can’t speak for himself?” she asked, continuing to pin Douglas down with a stern look. She was taking out her issues with Lex on poor Douglas. Jillian didn’t know how to fix things, but she couldn’t help wondering if her grandmother and her father would bond over their mutual mistrust for Lex.


    Jillian sighed. “Of course, he can. Quit harassing him.”


    “Are you guarding my granddaughter, Mr. Douglas, or just driving her around?”


    “I do both, ma’am.” There was relief in Douglas’ eyes.


    “What credentials do you have that make you qualified to be her bodyguard?” her grandmother asked.


    Poor Douglas’ relief was short lived. Annoyance flashed in his eyes. “I’m not at liberty to share my qualifications, ma’am. Suffice to say that I can detect a threat and neutralize it.”


    “I see,” her grandmother said, and Jillian couldn’t help wondering if she really did. Douglas talked like a super spy. Neutralize it, sheesh.


    Troy flashed a toothy grin when she studied him like she would a mangy stray that had wandered into her home.


    “And what do you do, Mr. Preston?”


    “I’m Ms. Jillian’s assistant, ma’am,” Troy said. “I fetch, carry, advise, and listen without judging.”


    “Do you approve of what she’s wearing right now?”


    Troy shot Jillian a glance. She glared at him and indicated decapitation.


    Her grandmother clapped to draw his attention. “Don’t look at her. Do you think she’s dressed appropriately?”


    Troy shot Jillian an apologetic look, then said, “No, ma’am. She knows my opinion on her wardrobe. I hope one day she’ll listen to me and throw the whole lot out, so we can start from scratch.”


    “Traitor,” Jillian cut in.


    Her grandmother grinned. “I think I like this young man, Jillian. Give me your arm, Troy. May I call you Troy?” He cocked his arm, and she gripped it. She glanced at Zorah. “Book two tables for us downstairs, dear. Tell the pastry chef we’ll be there in an hour for tea. She knows the drinks and pastries Jillian and I like.” Alin’s focus shifted to Jillian. “She asked how you were doing. I told her you were fine. All this will blow over. Nice girl. A bit high-strung, but she makes the best pastry in this town. Do you like tea, my dear,” she asked Troy, leading him toward the door.


    “Oh, yes, Mrs. Petrosian. The selection at Parq is superb.”


    “I agree. Have you tried the rooibos bourbon tea?”


    Jillian half listened to their discussion about tea as she followed them from the suite and into the hallway. Having tea at Parq was something they did whenever Jillian stopped to visit her. Her grandmother always asked for the Armenian blend. Jillian was sure they’d probably bought a sack of it just for her. She, on the other hand, often ordered pomegranate tea with lemon myrtle.


    Douglas and Narek took the rear and talked in whispers, probably plotting the best way to kill her grandmother. Poor Narek. It couldn’t be easy working for her. Even Jillian barely tolerated her high-handedness. Case in point, their afternoon tea at Parq.


    The variety of teas was amazing, but the hand-painted china was tiny and so delicate Jillian often worried about snapping the handle off her cup. The sandwiches and the pastries were to die for too, but the servings were small.


    “Is my granddaughter ready for her wedding?” She heard her grandmother ask. The nosy old bird. Jillian stared at the panels inside the elevator and faked disinterest, but she cocked her head to catch Troy’s response.


    “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Her hair, shoes, nails, and gown are all arranged.”


    “Have you seen the gown?”


    “No, but the designer said it was her best work. She does exquisite needlework. You should pay her showroom a visit while you are in town, Mrs. Petrosian.”


    Jillian grinned. Her grandmother would like Faith. They’d bond over fashion, or Jillian’s lack of it. Her grandmother stopped and waved her forward. She took Jillian’s arm and led her to the hotel’s terrace. The terrace had Mediterranean architecture, arches, lush, artfully sculptured gardens, and inlaid tiles between the flowerbeds and grass. A gorgeous water fountain dominated the central section.


    “This is where the wedding ceremony will take place,” her grandmother said.


    “Here?”


    “Yes. The arch can be there.” She pointed to the top of the nearest steps.


    Jillian ignored the few guests enjoying tea out in the garden and visualized her wedding—the place packed with friends and relatives, a decorated pavilion, and a live band playing the wedding march. She smiled. They walked around, her grandmother’s description vivid. Narek followed them faithfully. Douglas and Troy had disappeared.


    “And now for the ballroom.” She led Jillian into a hall with a paneled ceiling, gorgeous chandeliers, and draperies. “This is the Marquesa. It is large enough to hold the large number of guests invited. The opera balconies are perfect for throwing bouquets.”


    Her father thought he could pay for this? “It is gorgeous.”


    “I thought so, too. They cater, but we are going to go with Eros. I like their food.”


    So did Jillian. Her first date with Lex was at Eros. Jillian wondered what she would have done without her grandmother and Lex’s mother. Probably eloped like CGEN channel had suggested.


    They headed back inside to Parq. A waitress escorted them to her grandmother’s favorite table by a harpist playing a melodic tune. Douglas and Troy were back. They tried to resist joining them for tea, but no man could stand up to Alin Petrosian once she made up her mind. She had them seated and ordering from the gentlemen’s menu before they knew what hit them. Lucky for them, the men’s menu had pies and cakes, not dainty sandwiches Jillian could easily eat in two bites.


    The service was great as usual. The sandwiches, pastries, and assorted desserts were scrumptious. Her grandmother loved raspberry macaroons and chocolate torte, while Jillian preferred buttercream scones. The scones were served warm and fresh, the jams tasty, and the spread so smooth it melted in their mouths.


    After her first tea, Jillian had learned to just copy her grandmother. Taking dainty sips. Nibbling on the sandwiches. Sticking out her pinky as she sipped tea.


    She almost choked on her drink when her grandmother said, “I’ve already booked a suite for you and the bridesmaids for tomorrow night. Regular check-in time is four o’clock, but the manager has been very accommodating. You can check in anytime after one. You have a spa appointment at two-thirty.”


    Jillian put her cup down and dabbed her lips with the napkin. “You didn’t have to do this, Grandma. I have my place. It’s close enough.”


    “Jillian, your little apartment is charming, but there’s hardly enough room for all of us.”


    “All of you?” Jillian asked, thoroughly confused.


    “You, your bridesmaids, flower girls, and ring bearer. Estelle, the mothers of the flower girls, and me. Then there’s the hair and makeup people Troy said would come to get you ready. No, it’s been decided. You’re checking into a suite here. Even your father agreed it was a good idea.” Alin paused to take a dainty sip of her tea. “Troy will make sure your hairstylist brings enough helpers to take care of everyone’s hair. If he can’t, there’s a hair salon right here. They can come upstairs and take care of us all. I’ll be using their services. Ah, here comes Estelle. And your father.”


    Her father, who was wearing a suit after saying he wouldn’t. And it wasn’t his stage suit either. She got up to give him a hug, and Douglas stood too. Jillian thought he was standing out of respect, until he pressed a hand to his neck. His face seemed different.


    “Douglas,” Jillian said, frowning. “What is it?”


    “I need a doctor,” he said, sounding funny.


    “Someone call 9-1-1,” Jillian shouted and hurried to his side. “What happened?”


    “Tea.”


    She urged him back in his seat and yelled to the others to get help. People got up from their tables and moved closer to gawk. Jillian overheard Troy demand to talk to the person in charge. Their voices faded as her concern for Douglas escalated.


    His eyes were swollen now. He had to be allergic to whatever he’d ingested. She asked the others to move out of the way so he could lie down. If his face was swollen, his tongue and throat were, too. He might have difficulty breathing.


    “What did he eat?” Estelle asked.


    “He didn’t eat anything, just the tea.” Troy pointed at Douglas’ cup. “Three cups of it.”


    “What kind of tea?”


    “Pomegranate with lemon myrtle.”


    “That’s my favorite tea. He must be allergic to something in it,” Jillian said. She always ordered that same tea, but had changed her mind today and went with ginger- green tea.


    The manager arrived, bowed to Alin first, looking completely ridiculous, before focusing on Jillian. “What’s going on, Ms. Finnegan? Is he sick?”


    “He is allergic to something in your tea. We need an ambulance.”


    “And tell these people to go back to their tables,” her grandmother ordered. “There’s nothing here for them to gawk at.”


    Her attention shifted when a scream came from a different table. Two more followed. “My friend needs help,” someone yelled.


    “My mommy,” a little girl screamed.


    People stopped drinking and got up from their tables. The manager hurried to the other tables, and it didn’t take long to realize that the people affected had ordered pomegranate tea with lemon myrtle. What were the chances that several people would be allergic to the same ingredient at the same time? Slim. Something else was going on.


    There was mass exodus from the restaurant. Some almost collided with the EMTs rushing into the room with a stretcher. Chaos followed as everyone yelled for help. Parq workers stood around doing nothing, completely blindsided by what was going on. The desk manager looked ready to have a heart attack, and Douglas was turning blue.


    “Dad, do something,” Jillian yelled.


    Estelle and her dad took charge and brought the two EMTs to Douglas. One put an oxygen mask on him while another started an IV. The other guests started yelling and complaining.


    “Hey! He reacted first,” Jillian yelled as a man marched to the EMT and demanded they treat his wife. “He gets seen first, so back off.”


    “My wife is pregnant,” the man yelled. “What was in that tea? If she lost the baby…”


    The rest of his words were swallowed by the desk manager’s voice. “Ladies and gentlemen, please, stay calm until the situation is handled. Please, do not panic. The paramedics will see all of you.”


    They turned on him.


    Jillian focused on Douglas. He looked bad. He didn’t seem to be getting better. Jillian pulled out her cell phone and dialed Lex’s number.


    He picked up after one ring. “Hey, sweetheart.”


    “Douglas is sick, Lex. He drank pomegranate tea at Parq and now he can’t breathe. So many people are affected. I don’t think it’s an allergy. I think they were poisoned.”


    “Whoa, sweetheart,” Lex said. “Slow down. Poisoned?”


    “Or something.” Her voice shook slightly. “His face is swollen, and he’s not getting better.”


    “Where are you?”


    “The Montage. The paramedics are trying to help, but nothing is working.” More EMTs arrived and so did the cops. They started rolling Douglas toward the exit.


    “I’m going with him,” Jillian said, and something in her voice had the EMT nodding. She glanced over at her father then her grandmother and Lex’s mother. She hoped they understood. Douglas needed her.


    “I’ll follow in the Escalade,” Troy said.


    “I’m going to the hospital with Douglas,” she told Lex. “The police just arrived too. I think… I think someone put something in the tea, Lex. It’s my favorite tea.”


    


    


    CHAPTER 9


    


    


    In the Cedar Sinai ER, they whisked Douglas away and left Jillian and Troy pacing in the waiting room. No one was giving them answers. By the time Lex stormed into the ER, followed by Dom, Jillian was ready to commit mayhem. Instead, tears of relief rushed into her eyes.


    “They won’t tell us anything,” she said as he hugged her tight, almost crushing her ribs. “I’m okay. Lex, I’m fine. Check on Douglas.”


    Reluctantly, he let her go, exchanged a look with Dom, and went to the nurses’ station. Jillian had no idea what he told them, but the nurse took him inside to see Douglas. She kept her eyes on the door he’d disappeared through while Dom grilled Troy.


    When Lex came out, more guests from Parq were being wheeled into the ER. The man with the pregnant wife glared at Jillian. Why the hell was he taking out his anger on her? She hadn’t known his wife was pregnant.


    “They’re running tests, and he seems to be doing better,” Lex said, his eyes not leaving her face. “How are you holding up?”


    “I’m fine. I just want to make sure Douglas is okay. Can I see him?”


    “Sure. After I talk to the doctor.”


    “I need to get the chopper from their helipad,” Dom said before Lex could leave. “Keep us updated.”


    Lex nodded and went to the nurses’ station. Within minutes of saying something to a nurse, a doctor came out to talk to him. He waved Jillian over and introduced her to Dr. Jeffries. Then the three of them went inside to see Douglas.


    Douglas looked bad. He was attached to machines and they were pumping fluids into him, but his face was still puffy. “Can’t you do something, doctor?”


    “We’re dealing with a toxin of unknown origin, Ms. Finnegan,” Dr. Jeffries explained. “As soon as we get the toxicology results, we’ll know for sure what he ingested and start him on the right treatment. We’ve admitted about ten people with the same symptoms. For now, all we can do is give them epinephrine and steroids to help with—”


    A nurse entered the room and whispered something to the doctor. He turned to leave the room.


    “What’s going on, Dr. Jeffries?” Jillian asked, following them.


    “The toxicology results just came in. We’ll have answers for you and your uncle as soon as I know what we’re dealing with, Ms. Finnegan.”


    Jillian stared at the door, completely confused. Uncle? She moved the curtains aside to peer outside. The doctor was issuing orders, but he was too far for her to catch his words. The urgency in his gestures and the way the nurses dove for the phones said something was wrong. Lex appeared beside the doctor, and the two spoke briefly before he whipped out his phone. He took a picture of something on the piece of paper the doctor was holding and started thumbing his phone.


    Jillian blew out air, frustration setting in. She hated not knowing what was going on. A quick glance over her shoulder and she went back to Douglas’s side and took his hand. He squeezed it. Or at least she thought that was what he was trying to do.


    The doctor entered with a nurse, and Jillian looked up. Immediately, he checked Douglas’s mouth and nodded.


    “What’s going on?”


    “The pomegranate tea at Montage was laced with snake venom, Ms. Finnegan. Viper venom.”


    “Is it fatal?”


    “Not when ingested,” he said. “The digestive system breaks it down. However, if you have a cut, sore, or an ulcer in the mouth or stomach, the venom gets absorbed into the blood stream. Your uncle must have an open wound somewhere.”


    “He had his tooth removed a few days ago.”


    “Then the poison got into his system through it.”


    “So you can treat him?”


    “We will as soon as we get the antivenin. Most hospitals don’t stock antivenin for all vipers.”


    Her head was starting to spin. “What are you saying, doctor? You can’t treat him because you don’t have the antivenin?” Panic made her voice sharp.


    “That’s correct. But we’ve contacted Arizona Poison and Drug Information Center, the American Zoo and Aquarium Association, and the American Association of Poison Control Center. One of them should identify the viper we are dealing with and provide the right antivenin.”


    They still had to identify the viper? Jeez. Jillian squeezed Douglas’s hand. “I’m so sorry, Douglas.”


    “Not. Your. Fault.” He spoke slowly.


    “Don’t speak, please. Lex and I are here, and we’re not leaving until the damn treatment gets here.” She glared at the doctor.


    The curtains moved, and Lex stormed in looking furious. The gray in his eyes was now silver. He jerked his head, and the doctor followed him outside. What the hell was going on? Minutes later, he returned and sat beside Jillian. He leaned on his elbows, the fury that had been on his face replaced by deadly calmness. Somehow, that was scarier.


    “What is it, Lex?” she hissed. “Because you’re beginning to scare me.”


    He took her hand, pressed his lips to her knuckles, and then exhaled. “It’s nothing. We know what viper we’re dealing with.”


    “And?”


    “We’ll get the antivenin. Douglas is going to be okay.”


    Jillian nodded. She reached out and squeezed Douglas’ hand. “Did you hear that? Everything is going to be okay.” He didn’t respond. In fact, he seemed to be getting worse, not better. Frowning, she turned and caught Lex’s expression. She hated the cold look in his eyes. She’d rather have them blazing. “What are you not telling me?”


    “Jillian.”


    “Don’t Jillian me. I know you, Lex. You’re pissed off about something, so whatever it is, I need to know,” she whispered.


    “The venom came from a viper indigenous to Eastern Europe.”


    Jillian’s stomach dropped. “Where in eastern Europe?”


    “Turkey, Azerbaijan, Iran, and”—he hesitated—“Armenia. But several local aquariums in L.A. carry them,” he added quickly, but Jillian was already thinking ahead. Armenia. Her grandmother. Did he think she did this? It explained the fury she’d seen in his eyes, but that was an illogical conclusion. Alin Petrosian had gone through too much to find her just to try to kill her. Besides, she never left her side this afternoon.


    “Did you say you always ordered pomegranate tea with lemon myrtle?” Lex asked. “Except today.”


    Oh God. The poison had been meant for her. And the only Armenians at the hotel were her grandmother and her people. No, she refused to believe it. “I know what you’re thinking,” Jillian whispered. “My grandmother didn’t do this.”


    He shot her an unreadable look. “The person responsible for this is not going to escape unscathed,” he ground out.


    “I know how this looks, especially after the media circus of the last couple of days, but you haven’t talked to my grandmother like—”


    “We’ll talk about this later,” he said with a quick glance at the hospital staff moving in the halls.


    Jillian watched him as he grew pensive. Whoever did this had known what she always ordered at that restaurant. Zorah and Narek never joined them during tea. That left her grandmother and the chef.


    Maybe this wasn’t about hurting her but cancelling her wedding. If someone wanted to do that, they’d have the venue cancel the booking. The Montage was the venue for her wedding. Accusing the hotel of poisoning its guests, and the ensuing investigation, could shut them down. But where could they have gotten the poison? Locally? Possibly. Or someone could have brought some from Armenia, a tiny voice at the back of her head whispered. She hated herself for thinking it, for even remotely suspecting her grandmother of wanting to harm her. But the person who’d brought her family heirlooms—a tiara and bouquet—could easily have brought a vial of snake venom, too.


    Jillian’s eyes flew to Lex. “Oh, God.”


    “What is it?”


    “I think I was the target. Someone brought my grandmother family heirlooms from Armenia. A tiara and bouquet she used at her own wedding. They’ve been passed down for generations, she said. And she wanted me to have them, so I could pass them on to our children and grandchildren. What if… What if they brought the poison, too?”


    


    ~*~


    


    Lex hated the pain in her eyes. He’d seen her wear that exact expression when she’d thought her father had abandoned her. He refused to let her go through the same heartache because of something Warwick probably did. Getting to know her grandmother, learning about her birth father’s family, his people, and her history was important to her. She’d talked of nothing else the week before she left for Vancouver. He refused to let her believe they were out to hurt her.


    He took her hand. “Come with me.”


    She patted Douglas’ hand. “We won’t go too far.” Then she allowed Lex to lead her back to the waiting room, where Troy was flipping through a magazine.


    “How is he?” Troy asked.


    “He’s going to be fine,” Lex said. “They’re flying in the treatment.” He led Jillian away from other people in the waiting room. Troy followed them.


    “I’m going to call her and tell her someone in her family... my family did it,” Jillian ground out.


    He wanted to tell her about Warwick, but he couldn’t with Troy around. Another couple planted themselves a few chairs from them.


    “We don’t know that for sure,” Lex said gently.


    “What?” She stared at him with annoyance. “A few minutes ago, you acted like…” She growled. “Never mind. Someone did it, Lex. Maybe it was to scare me.” A nurse walked past and stared at them with wide eyes. Jillian glared at her until she looked away. “But the bottom line is that tea was meant for me.”


    Lex gripped her arms and peered into her eyes. “Look, there is an explanation for the poison. But until we know what it is, no one is confronting anyone. I think someone else did this,” Lex continued.


    Jillian stared at him with hopeful eyes. He could tell she wanted to believe him.


    “My grandmother has two employees. Narek stayed with us during the tour, but Zorah could have easily slipped downstairs to the kitchen and added the poison to the tea. Alin told her to call the chef.”


    “Don’t make assumptions. I’ll find the person responsible.”


    “No, we will find the person responsible,” she corrected.


    Instead of arguing with her, he made a call. “Tell me you have something.”


    “San Diego has some,” Cade said from the other side of the phone. “We are using a delivery service Aiden trusts. It will be here in an hour. How’s your man holding up?”


    “You know Douglas. Nothing holds him down. Thanks, man.”


    Jillian was wringing her hands and chewing on her lips when he hung up.


    “The right antivenin will be here in an hour.” He gripped her hand. “Douglas will be fine and yes, we will figure out who did this.”


    She nodded, but her eyes were haunted. “Do you need me here now?”


    He knew she planned to speak with her grandmother. “Yes, sweetheart. I need you here.”


    She shot him an annoyed glance. “No, you don’t. You’re just saying that because you don’t want me to leave.”


    “Don’t you mean I don’t want you to go to the Montage and accuse your grandmother’s employees of something they may or may not have done? We don’t have proof. Chances are this is the work of some deranged lunatic playing mind games.”


    “Yeah? Like who?”


    Warwick. He lowered his voice. “I have an enemy who might try to hurt me through you.” She shot him a disbelieving glance. “I’ll explain later. Now, I need to tell Jeffries the good news.”


    The next hour dragged. Jillian’s grandmother called, but Jillian barely said two words to her. Her father called, too. That conversation lasted a little longer.


    The delivery company came through as promised. By the time they left the hospital, Douglas and all the other victims were responding to the treatment and Jillian was smiling again. The doctor wanted to monitor Douglas for the next forty-eight hours.


    Dom had flown Lex to the hospital, so they took the Escalade and dropped Troy off at his place. Lex got out of the car to speak privately with him.


    “I want you with Jillian at all times, so be ready to drop whatever you’re doing whenever she calls. If you need help while Douglas is in the hospital, call the school and recommend one of your guys.”


    “That won’t be necessary, sir. I have this covered. She’s going out tonight with your cousins and sister.”


    “No, she’s not.” Lex glanced back at the car, but Jillian wasn’t staring at them. Her eyes were closed, yet he knew she wasn’t sleeping. Her smile had disappeared once they left the hospital. He hated seeing her so tense. They were getting married in two days. She should be euphoric, not miserable. “But if she’s going, I’ll make sure she calls you. When she does, get back up.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Good. Goodnight.” Lex went back to the SUV. Jillian didn’t even ask about the conversation he just had with Troy. She rested her head on his shoulder as he drove them toward the Montage. The guys were throwing him a party tonight, but Lex wasn’t going. If he could change the venue, he’d have the wedding at his family’s mansion and have security check every gift, purse, and bag, and do body searches.


    He glanced at Jillian. He hated seeing her like this. Quiet. Sad. Shutting him out. He loved to listen to her voice. It didn’t matter what she said. Something about the cadence of her voice pleased his senses.


    “You okay?” Lex asked.


    “No,” she said. “I’m pissed. I couldn’t afford to be earlier because I was worried about Douglas. I mean, who in their right mind dumps snake venom in tea at a restaurant? What if the pregnant woman lost her baby or that little girl had drunk it? Whatever happened to poison at the tip of a shoe or an umbrella and targeting one person?”


    Namely her. Lex chuckled even though he wasn’t amused. Only she would reference a technique used by eastern Europeans in old spy movies. “We still don’t know you were the target.”


    “Yes, we do. If someone wanted to scare me, snakes would have done the trick,” she mumbled and shuddered. “Everyone knows I hate snakes.”


    “Why? I thought you were invincible,” he teased, hoping she’d stop talking about the attempt on her life. Warwick was behind this. His hands tightened on the wheel. If he wanted her cooperation regarding her security and safety, he’d need to tell her about the bastard.


    “I’m serious about someone hurting you to get to me. I testified in the trial of a guy from college, and he’s now on death row. He has friends who could easily be behind the poison incident today.”


    Jillian’s jaw dropped. “You put a guy on death row? I thought you said your enemies were white-collar criminals.”


    “Warwick is different. He is a serial rapist and a murderer. He’s been sending us threatening e-mails for years, but we just ignored him. He’s the reason I asked Douglas and Troy to stay with you when you leave the house.”


    “Us? Who?”


    “Dom, Sloan, and the others too. We all testified at his trial, and he’s never forgotten or forgiven us. He has people who watch our every move and report to him.”


    “But he’s in jail, right?”


    “Yes. As long as he was just watching, we never cared. I think, this time he went too far.” He pulled up outside the Montage.


    “What did he do?”


    A valet smiled at them. “Let’s discuss this later. Now promise you will behave.” She made a face. Lex waited, his gaze steady. She was unpredictable, which was great in the bedroom, but not so when he wanted her to behave.


    “Don’t look at me like that,” she said. “I’m not going to cause a scene. Remember what I told you when we first met? I’m a stuntwoman. I improvise when things don’t go according to plan and become anyone I want to be. I’ll get my things, pretend I adore everything Armenian, and leave.”


    Except she looked heartbroken. Lex wanted to buffer her from the world and hurtful people. “You adore everything Armenian.”


    “No, I don’t.” Then she made a face and groaned. “Yes, I do. Come on. Let’s do this and get it over with.”


    “Not yet.” He cupped the back of her head and kissed her. When he lifted his head, she wore a loopy expression. “You have me. Others may come and go, but you’ll always have me.”


    Her eyes grew shiny. “That was…” She swallowed. “If that was meant to distract me and make me do things your way, it’s not going to happen. I’ll smile until my jaw hurts, but that’s it.”


    It was business as usual at the Montage, guests checking in and out. As soon as they entered the foyer, the desk manager from earlier hurried around his station to meet them.


    “Good evening, Mr. Fitzgerald.” His focus shifted to Jillian. “We apologize for what happened earlier, Ms. Finnegan. We pride ourselves on ensuring the safety of our guests and their friends. Is your friend okay?”


    “He will be,” she said.


    “Did the police find the person who poisoned the tea?” Lex said.


    The manager looked around and lowered his voice. “No, sir, but there’s an investigation, and the restaurant will be closed indefinitely.”


    “Are there any surveillance cameras in the kitchen?” Lex asked.


    “The police took them. I’m sorry I don’t have copies.”


    “Keep us updated.” Lex led Jillian to the elevators. He waited until they were in the elevator before asking, “Why do you hate snakes and reporters?”


    “A snake killed my mother. Sort of. It escaped its cage and curled around a pole. She panicked when her hand closed on it during an act. Reporters hounded me for days, asking stupid questions and making my life miserable. Both are bottom dwellers. They are worse than vultures. My brothers and cousins beat the crap out of one persistent reporter who stalked me for days and even came to her funeral.” She shuddered. “I hate reporters as much as I hate snakes.”


    No wonder she didn’t want to talk to reporters. He took her hand just as the elevator opened and a couple entered. He angled his body so he was between them and Jillian. “You don’t have to talk to them unless you want to.”


    “I don’t intend to,” Jillian said. “If I must, I’ll just give Rod an exclusive. At least he seems nicer.”


    Lex groaned. “Don’t tell him that. He’ll go out of his way to prove you wrong by being a total jerk. Then you’ll want to kill him, and I’ll be forced to take your side and lose a dear friend.”


    She grinned. “How long have you known him?”


    “Since elementary school. He was the smart aleck who caused trouble a lot and always managed to get away with it.”


    “Teacher’s pet?”


    “A hundred percent. After freshman year in high school, he disappeared. We didn’t reconnect until college when we ended up in the same frat house. An incident during spring break sealed our relationship.” He’d managed to distract her in the elevator, but tension stiffened her shoulders when her grandmother’s man opened the door.


    “Good evening, Mr. Fitzgerald. Ms. Finnegan, your grandmother is expecting you. She’s been very worried.” He stepped back and opened the door wider to reveal a roomful of people speaking in Armenian.


    Mrs. Petrosian wasn’t in the room. Those closest to the door noticed them first and became quiet. The silence spread. Lex counted around sixteen men and women of various ages, including an older man dozing in a wheelchair and a boy who looked like he’d barely hit puberty. All were dark-haired with swarthy complexions. Animosity mixed with curiosity was apparent in their eyes as they stared at Jillian. As though she felt it too, she moved closer to Lex. His hand tightened around hers.


    “Ms. Jillian Finnegan and her fiancé, Lex Fitzgerald,” Narek announced as though they were at a formal gathering. No one moved. Then one man with a Van Dyke beard and gray hair put his drink down and came toward them.


    “Jillian, I’m Dareh Petrosian,” he said in a heavily-accented English. “I want you to meet my father, your grandfather’s youngest brother. When he heard about you, he insisted on coming to meet you,” Dareh explained, pulling Jillian toward the now alert old man in the wheelchair.


    “Closer,” the old man said, peering at her. “You have your grandmother’s eyes.”


    “I like to think of them as my father’s eyes,” she corrected.


    The old man chuckled. Then Dareh introduced his wife, Margarit, a tall, skinny woman with a long nose and beady eyes. “Lucine and Ruben wanted to be here too, but they were away on business when Alin called,” he added.


    “Lucine is a fashion designer,” Margarit said, eyeing Jillian’s jeans with distaste. “She and Dareh run Petrosian Clothing Company in Yerevan. They’ve done it the last ten years. Ruben manages the Vineyard.”


    “I hope I get to meet them some day,” Jillian said, but her smile was strained. Lex wanted to buffer her from the woman’s malice, but he knew she wouldn’t appreciate it.


    “Eight years and ten months, Margarit,” Alin Petrosian said, entering the room. Everyone’s attention shifted to her. The animosity Lex had glimpsed on faces melted away. “No need to exaggerate.” She searched Jillian’s face. “How is Douglas?”


    “He’ll be okay,” Jillian said.


    “I’m happy to hear that. Have you met everyone?” She waved to indicate the gathered relatives, but she didn’t look happy. “I wanted to surprise you.”


    “Thank you, Grandma,” Jillian said, sounding wooden. “Having them here for my wedding means a lot.”


    If Alin noticed her stiffness, she didn’t show it. “Good. We will have a family luncheon tomorrow and get to know each other. Your father and the rest of the Finnegans will be here, too.” She patted Jillian’s shoulder. “May I borrow your young man while you get to know everyone?” Alin waited until Jillian nodded before she turned. “Come with me, Mr. Fitzgerald.”


    Lex was reluctant to leave Jillian. As far as he was concerned, the pool of possible accomplices had just expanded. When did they arrive in the country? Or maybe he was becoming paranoid. His eyes met Margarit’s. She gave him a once-over and smiled. Lex nodded. He didn’t think he was going to like any of these people.


    He left the room and closed the door behind him. On the balcony, Mrs. Petrosian stood by the rail and stared at the view without speaking. Lex joined her and waited.


    “I called the hospital, and I was told about the poison. I don’t think Jillian should check into this hotel tomorrow,” Mrs. Petrosian said. “Estelle, Finnegan, and I discussed it, and we all agree it’s not safe. Do you agree?”


    “Yes.” He’d thought she would fight him on this.


    “Estelle also suggested we move the wedding to your family’s home.”


    His mother never failed to amaze him, but Lex wasn’t ready to celebrate yet. “I’ll talk to Jillian about staying at the mansion tomorrow night. I’ll spend the night at the penthouse.” Like his penthouse, Douglas had wired the security system at the family mansion in Palos Verdes. There were cameras and motion detectors in most rooms and around the compound.


    Mrs. Petrosian turned to face him, her gaze direct. “It’s not often I admit to being wrong, Mr. Fitzgerald,” she said, speaking softly. “I’m always right in my assessment of people. But in your case, I must confess I was a mile off. You love my granddaughter.”


    It was a statement, but Lex nodded anyway and said, “Yes, I do.”


    “Will you protect her?”


    “With everything I have.”


    She frowned. “I figured as much, which is why I called you out here. I was also wrong to ask Jillian to come to Armenia with me. She would not have been safe there.”


    Now that was an interesting confession. Lex had assumed she would use the snake incident to prove that he couldn’t protect Jillian. “What caused you to change your mind?”


    “My husband’s relatives.” She waved to indicate the people inside her suite. “I inherited them when I got married, and I support them the best way I can.” Anger flashed in her eyes, and her voice shook as she continued. “They arrived yesterday and today someone tried to poison Jillian. Tomorrow they might succeed.” She glanced at Lex. “I don’t have a lot of faith in the police in this country. They’ve failed me before.” Her face grew pale. “I will not have history repeat itself.”


    For the first time since they met, Lex felt sorry for Alin Petrosian. Her son Jivan—Jillian’s father— had died years ago, and she was convinced someone had murdered him.


    “Douglas looked into the death of your son, Mrs. Petrosian. There was no sign of foul play. His death was an accident.”


    She nodded. “I know. I’ve had an investigator looking into it since I arrived here, but I’d rather use your resources, Mr. Fitzgerald, to find the person who tried to hurt Jillian. Can you do that for me?”


    Lex nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


    


    


    CHAPTER 10


    


    “Did you enjoy meeting your relatives?” Lex asked as soon as they pulled away from the Montage’s entrance.


    “Enjoy is not a word I’d use. Most were nice, considering. A few of them…” Jillian shuddered, remembering Margarit. “I would have been fine not knowing we were related. What did my grandmother want?” She tried to sound nonchalant and failed. “You two spent a lot of time out there.”


    “She wants me to track down the person who tried to hurt you.”


    Jillian frowned. “She knows?”


    “She called the hospital and put two and two together.”


    That meant she had nothing to do with it. Though she hadn’t thought so, it relieved her to hear evidence to that fact. But someone had done it. And the person hadn’t cared about hurting other people. Fear coursed through her. Lex could get hurt if he looked into it. “Why you?”


    “She doesn’t trust the police to find out the truth.” Lex let his left hand control the steering and took her hand. He brought it to his lips. She’d noticed he did that when he was about to give her bad news. Jillian braced herself. “She thinks one of your relatives might be behind it.”


    A hollow feeling settled in Jillian’s core at hearing her suspicions confirmed. She just discovered she had relatives and already one of them wanted her dead. Probably Margarit. She had a Cruella DeVil vibe going on. “Let me guess, they think I want the family fortune.”


    “That is a possibility.”


    “Stupid reporters and their stupid hashtags. What part of I’m a stuntwoman don’t they get? Maybe I should have a billboard with hashtag Not-an-Heiress next to my name.”


    Lex chuckled. “Where will we put it? On my helipad or on my office building?”


    She glanced at him and grinned. He was such an enabler sometimes. “Nah, too tacky. I love your building the way it is. Subtle and not Trump Tower-ish. We can tell them I’m marrying you and your money is mine. You said so yourself, and you can’t take it back.”


    “I never say anything I don’t mean.”


    True. He was the real deal and she loved him for it. She sank against his side again and sighed. “Do you really believe my grandmother had nothing to do with the venom?”


    “Yes. She was angry that someone wanted to hurt you. No one can fake that kind of anger.” He pressed a kiss on her temple and stepped on the gas when the light turned green. “She even apologized for trying to interfere in our relationship and wanting to take you to Armenia for her royalty revival program.”


    Jillian shuddered just thinking about it. “Good, because I don’t wear pearls or kiss babies.”


    A chuckle escaped him. “We also think you shouldn’t check into the Montage as previously planned. You and your bridesmaids will spend tomorrow night at the mansion. It’s the new venue for the wedding and the reception. My mother is already taking care of the arrangements.”


    “Oh. How is that going to work? The invitations have already been sent.”


    “New ones will be re-sent by special couriers tomorrow. My mother already talked to your father and grandmother so everyone is on board. Troy will contact Chris and your stunt friends. I was supposed to talk to the guys tonight but after what happened, I think we should stay put. They’ll get their invitations tomorrow.”


    She rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to hide at home because some relative thinks money is better than blood. I’m hanging out with the girls tonight, Lex. And before you go all ape-man on me, the Petrosians are new here and have no idea where we’re going tonight. And you”—she rubbed his thigh, loving how his muscles flexed under her palm—“are going to Sloan’s. Which reminds me, it wasn’t fun taking on Douglas earlier today. Next time you want him to play bodyguard, check with me first.”


    “So you can say no?” he asked, entering the street to their building.


    “That’s right. I don’t like fighting with Douglas. He is mean. I could tell he wanted to lock me in the bedroom.”


    “I would too.”


    “But you’d stay in with me.” She squeezed his thigh and sat back in her seat. “I think the girls and I will be okay tonight. I’ll be careful.”


    He frowned. “I can come and stay invisible.”


    “Are you kidding?” First, he wasn’t a man women could ignore. Jillian wasn’t sure where they were headed, but chances were there would be other women. Second, his cousins and sister would not be themselves with him around. “You are going to Sloan’s, Lex. End of story.”


    “Then take Troy with you.”


    Jillian opened her mouth to say no, but she backtracked. It was time to compromise. Troy had hit it off with Faith, and being gay, he should be able to hang out with the girls. “If he doesn’t mind.”


    “Call and tell him he is accompanying you tonight,” he said.


    “Ask him, sweetheart, not tell him,” Jillian corrected him. “When are you going to learn you can’t bark orders at people?”


    “When it comes to your safety, I don’t compromise. I give orders and expect them obeyed.”


    His attitude was such a turn on. If they weren’t in traffic, she’d jump him. “Tyrant.”


    “I have enemies that could hurt you, Jillian.”


    “So you keep saying. I don’t see Troy stopping them. He’s the fun, gay best friend slash assistant, and I like him that way.” The way she saw it, she was more likely to rescue Troy if someone became physical than the other way round. She pulled out her phone and called him.


    Lex was entering his building when she hung up.


    “He is in.”


    “Good.” Lex’s headlights hit two women standing by a red coupe in his reserved spot by the elevators. She recognized Faith in white leggings and a duster top. The woman with her had her back to them, so all Jillian could see was an asymmetrical haircut that was now the rage. As they got closer, the woman turned.


    Deidre Noelle.


    Lex rolled down his window and said, “You parked in my spot, Deedee.”


    “You own the damn building, Lex. Park anywhere.” She walked toward the SUV after Lex parked, her eyes zeroing in on Jillian. “Hey, bride-to-be. I told you to wait for me, and you two almost got hitched behind my back.”


    “We, uh, Lex sent you an invitation,” Jillian said. She still wasn’t sure why the girl decided to be chummy with her. As a socialite, Deedee must have plenty of friends.


    “So my brother told me once I landed. But no harm no foul. I’m here now.” She spread her arms and hugged Jillian. Then her hand strayed and patted Jillian’s stomach. “Hmm, flat, but then again, it could still be too early for it to be showing.”


    The assumption that she was rushing into marriage for nefarious reasons was seriously beginning to piss her off. Lex was a catch. Any woman would be lucky to marry him. Her eyes met with Faith, who was trying hard not to laugh.


    Deedee turned toward Lex and playfully smacked him in the arm. “How come you never introduced me to your cousin? She’s gorgeous, and talented, and in my line of business.”


    “What are you doing here, Deedee? We thought a certain tennis player was keeping you busy,” Lex teased.


    “That’s yesterday’s news, gorgeous,” Deidre said airily, then she reached up, cupped his face, and planted a kiss on his lips. “Talk to my brother, please. He is running to Mommy dearest’s château after the wedding again, and I can’t stop him. The evil bitch has her claws so deep in him I keep praying she croaks under her latest boy toy and frees him.” She glanced over her shoulder and caught Jillian’s eyes. “Family skeleton. We have one, and she’s determined to outlive us.” She laughed as though enjoying a private joke, but Jillian saw pain in her eyes as she stepped away from Lex. “Are we going upstairs or what?” Deedee hooked an arm through Jillian’s and the other around Faith’s. “Faith and I have been plotting. We have big plans for tonight.”


    “What big plans?” Lex asked.


    “None of your business, darling,” Deedee said. “Yours is on the island. Sloan has planned something decadent and scandalous in your honor.”


    Jillian shot Lex a quick glance and cocked a brow.


    “Let him get his last lap dance, sweetie,” Deedee said, squeezing Jillian’s arm. “You and I will have ours, too.”


    “Don’t include Jillian in your craziness, Deedee,” Lex warned.


    “Decadent?” Jillian asked, her eyes on Lex.


    Deedee’s eyes volleyed between them, and then she chuckled. “I was just kidding.”


    “Causing trouble, you mean,” Lex said, activating the private elevator to the penthouse.


    Deedee laughed. “How come Douglas didn’t open the elevator for us? I had to wait down here to be beamed up, and you know how I hate waiting. I tried his phone, and it went unanswered. He always answers. He could be on the moon and still answer. That’s how efficient he is. Faith’s timely arrival saved me from calling 9-1-1.”


    “Douglas is in the hospital with food poisoning,” Lex said. His eyes were reassuring when they met Jillian’s. “He should be home by tomorrow. Where are you ladies going tonight?”


    Deedee and Faith just laughed. They wanted to know about Douglas, but Lex deflected their questions, which Jillian appreciated. She didn’t want them feeling sorry for her. She went into selective listening as they rode the elevator, her thoughts shifting to her Armenian family.


    She couldn’t decide which one of them was greedy enough to want to hurt her. Even though Margarit had openly shown she didn’t welcome Jillian into the family, Jillian doubted the woman would be stupid enough to hurt her in such a public manner. Margarit was like Alin. She spoke her mind and didn’t care how people perceived her. It’s the attitude she’d seen among the privileged. Whoever poisoned the tea was sneaky. The kind who smiled in your face and stabbed you in the back. Maybe Lex’s enemy was behind this.


    If only she’d met her family under different circumstances. She would have enjoyed knowing them. They’d wanted to know everything about her life, the younger ones more interested in her career as a stuntwoman and performances in the circus. They’d watched every video posted online after learning about her existence. The older ones had wanted to know how much she remembered about her father, sharing anecdotes from his visits to Armenia when he was growing up.


    She loved a big family. The day her mother became a Finnegan had been the happiest day of Jillian’s life. She hadn’t just gotten a father. She’d gotten instant brothers, cousins, an aunt, and an uncle. In fact, the entire circus had become part of her family. They’d never missed a birthday or holiday. Thanksgiving was huge and loud. Christmas bright and crazy. They weren’t her blood yet they’d been more of a family than the people she’d met today at the Montage.


    Upstairs, she left Lex entertaining Deedee and his cousin, and went to shower and change. She’d just finished blow-drying her hair when Lex entered their bedroom.


    She watched him through the mirror as he unbuttoned his shirt. Her eyes went to his broad chest and drifted lower to his rock-hard abs. Her stomach clenched and desire pulsed through her. He had such a beautiful body. She lifted her chin, and their eyes met. The heat in his eyes said he’d been aware of her scrutiny. He didn’t tease her about it.


    He closed the gap between them, his eyes caressing her face. Her insides softened. How she loved this man. He was her shelter from all the pain and the hurt the world inflicted.


    “You look beautiful,” he said, stroking her hair. He tilted her chin and dropped a kiss on her lips. “When do you think you’ll be back?”


    “I don’t know. Midnight? You?” she asked.


    “Before.”


    “I’ll try to make it back earlier. We can watch a movie. It’s my turn to choose.”


    “As long as it is Jack Black, not Lifetime.”


    She laughed. He loved heist movies, she liked Lifetime, but they both enjoyed spy sagas—James Bond, Jason Bourne, Jack Bauer… Because of the initials JB, she’d picked a Jack Black movie—Kung Fu Panda. Lex had enjoyed it, but he drew a line at Lifetime movies. He’d fallen asleep the two times she’d chosen one.


    Jillian stood. “Maybe I’ll let you choose again. So why do you think the poison is related to the man you sent to prison?”


    “He threatened you.”


    Jillian blinked. “What? How?”


    “He sent us an e-mail and hinted that he had access to you and I should watch you carefully. I saw it while we were flying back.”


    No wonder he’d seem pre-occupied. Whoever this bastard was, he had cojones to openly threaten her like that. “Do you have the e-mail?”


    Lex pulled his phone from its holder and showed her the e-mail. Jillian wasn’t sure who Gigi was, but the threatening e-mail was chilling. Jillian shivered. “Is that where you went after we arrived home? To talk to the others?”


    “Yes.” Lex rubbed her arms, a frown creasing his forehead. “We didn’t care when he threatened us before. He was egotistical even in college.”


    “Before? He’s threatened you before?” She sounded outraged. “Who does he think he is?”


    “He is a sociopath, and he’s hurt a lot of people. Women. After we put him away, we started a secret organization to help his victims. The ones who needed therapy or startup funds for business, we made sure they got it. Then we expanded to help other victims, those without the means to fight their abusers and attackers. Not just here in the U.S. but globally.”


    Jillian stared at him slack-jawed. “You help rape victims globally?”


    He nodded. “Not just rape victims. All victims. It doesn’t matter whether they are casualties of war or famine, tribal, religious, or racial cleansing. We do whatever we can to lend a hand, channeling funds, medicine, and food through trusted middle men and organizations.”


    She was in awe of this man. He never ceased to amaze her. “Do people know who you are? What you do?”


    He chuckled. “No. We prefer to remain anonymous. What’s the fun in having our faces all over the news? It’s a lot more satisfying to be silent benefactors. But Warwick has found out about our organization. He didn’t just threaten you, he knows we are members of Infinitus Agendum.”


    Infinitus Agendum. It sounded so exotic. God, she was so proud of him. Proud to know him and be associated with him. To love him and to have him love her. Yeah, well, he hadn’t said it yet, but she didn’t care. He would one day. When he was ready.


    “What does it mean?”


    “Forever Mission. Endless goal. It’s Latin with varied meanings. I see it as a mission that never ends. The eight of us have decided Infinitus will go public, so I’m not worried about what Warwick can do with his knowledge. But I’m not taking chances when it comes to you and your safety.” He peered at her. “Work with me, sweetheart. Take Troy or Douglas with you whenever you leave the house.”


    After what he just told her, she’d be a fool to fight him on this. “Okay.” Lex sighed with relief, and she chuckled. “So when do you have time to save the world when Sloan throws decadent and scandalous parties?”


    “We discuss business first then have all-night orgies with multiple partners,” he said with a deadpan expression. “Best way to release steam.” Somehow she couldn’t help wondering if there was some element of truth to what he’d just said.


    “I don’t care how many women you screwed in a night.” She cared and hated that he’d done the things they did together with some faceless women. “It stops now. I don’t like sharing.” He grinned. “Because I know you wouldn’t like it if I slept with another man.” He stopped smiling. “Or men,” she added and received a glare. Grinning, she gripped his shirt, went on her toes, and looked him straight in the eye. “I’m proud of you, Lex Fitzgerald. Proud of the man you are, and I’m lucky to have you in my life, but tonight will be your last lap dance. Just a lap dance. Nothing else. Whatever the bitch starts, I’ll finish at home.”


    “Have you had many threesomes?” he asked.


    Despite never meeting a man who rocked her world like Lex did, she’d never gone for a threesome. Not with another woman or man. She was too possessive to share.


    “No. I’m a one-man woman, big guy. Always have been. Just remember that I will not share you with anyone. You break my heart and I’ll make your life a living hell.” She kissed him and started to sashay away, but he caught her hand and pulled her into his arms.


    He kissed her properly, taking his time, molding her to his will. She soaked it all in. Greedily and without shame. He was hers, and she reveled in it.


    “Be careful,” he warned when he eased off the kiss. “If anything happens to you, no law will protect the person responsible.”


    He spoke calmly, but Jillian knew he meant every word. He was deadly and borderline scary when he pulled that cool and serious tone. She grinned and patted his chest. “Okay, hun.”


    “I’m serious, Jillian.”


    “I know. I know.”


    A haunted look flashed across his face so fast she might have imagined it. He pressed a kiss on her temple. “Be safe.”


    She grabbed her shoes and blew him a kiss on her way out. She would be careful. Not just for her sake, but for his too.


    


    ~*~


    


    As soon as Jillian and the others left, Lex made a call. “Did you get extra guards?” Lex asked.


    “Yes, sir,” Troy said. “They are tailing us. The driver is also one of our guys.”


    “Call me if anything seems off.” He hung up and made another call. Dom picked up after a ring. “How long before you get here?”


    “Do I look like a taxi service, Fitz?”


    “Screw you, Dom. If you didn’t insist on dropping me off at the hospital earlier I would have my own ride.”


    Dom laughed. “You were in no state to control the chopper. You lost it, man.” Someone said something in the background, and Dom laughed. “Sloan says you almost mowed down Rod in your haste to get out of the house. What? Really?” Dom asked, his voice fading. Music filtered through. Then his voice came back strong. “The guys said I should wait until you get here before I start pissing you off. Will be there in thirty minutes.”


    Lex refused to apologize for his reaction. Loving Jillian and worrying about her came hand-in-hand. When she’d mentioned poison right after their discussion about Warwick, he’d seen red. Lex didn’t believe in coincidences. He hoped it was one of her relatives playing mind games and trying to scare her off. Handling a few greedy Armenians was a piece of cake. Warwick was much more unpredictable.


    Dom arrived just after Lex finished changing.


    “Sloan went all out,” Dom said during their ride. “He even has a surprise for you.”


    A surprise usually meant a higher ratio of women to men. Sloan often used an exclusive “hostesses-for-hire” agency. Most of the hostesses were aspiring actresses and models. Whatever happened during the party and afterward was confidential and mutual.


    “You guys understand my participation tonight will be limited.”


    “And hurt Sloan’s feelings? Come on, Fitz. This is the last time you’re going to score before you get hitched. Several girls plan to show you what you’ll be missing once you have that noose around your neck.”


    “Spoken like a man who’s never been in love.”


    “Oh, I’ve been in love plenty, my friend. The women I bed know my position on monogamous relationships. I do short-term sexual arrangements. I have many interesting positions for that.”


    Lex chuckled at the double entendre. “I’m getting married, jackass, not having an arrangement. Have you guys ever hosted a bachelor party?”


    “Nope. I’ve attended a few. Mainly for my employees, but I never hang around after the obligatory toast. It is against nature to expect a man to be satisfied by one woman.”


    “Let’s have this conversation after you meet her.”


    “Who?” Dom asked expectantly. “Please tell me Jillian has unmarried bridesmaids. Seducing one might make up for not being your best man.”


    “I’m talking about the woman you’d be willing to break rules for.” Lex checked his phone. He wanted to call Troy again to check on them.


    “Damn, you’re whipped. I’m never falling in love or getting married,” Dom vowed. “If I’m forced to, I’ll have several mistresses on the side for variety.”


    Lex resigned himself to listening to Dom talk like an idiot. He couldn’t wait for him to eat those words. He, on the other hand, had always known he’d one day find the woman for him. He’d watched his brothers fall in love with amazing women. The rough edges in their personalities smoothed out and the hungry looks in their eyes disappeared. None of his brothers or brothers-in-law bothered to hide their smugness whenever they looked at their women. It wasn’t a look of possessiveness, but one filled with love and appreciation, shared secrets, and desires. And the women were no different. It was as though they belonged to an exclusive club for two.


    He’d looked forward to joining them. Falling for Jillian hadn’t surprised him. Having her love him back was something he’d hoped for. He still did. One day, she’d return his love. He hadn’t miscalculated his ability to make her fall in love with him. Before the year was over, she’d be looking at him with love and appreciation.


    Lex pushed that nagging thought aside and focused on Dom, who was now talking about an employee of his who just got married and almost caused an accident. “He’s on desk duty until he gets his shit together.”


    Dom and the rest of their friends ascribed to their own set of rules. Despite believing there was a woman out there for him, Lex had enjoyed their sexual escapades. Sleeping with several women in a night was something he’d done with willing partners. Some women considered it a challenge, while others saw it as a fantasy. He’d even doubled the pleasure of a few of them by partnering with one of the guys. They all had. But the idea of sharing Jillian with one of his friends was abhorrent. If any one of them looked at her wrong, he’d gut him.


    Music greeted them before they reached the top of the stairs. Nude and semi-nude women frolicked in the pool. Lucien was drinking champagne off the belly of a chocolate exotic beauty while the other women cheered. Not an easy feat when treading the water while she lay on a floatation device.


    Lex recognized a few of the women from previous parties. He never asked for last names, and their first names were forgettable like their brief encounters. If their paths ever crossed off this island, he’d never recognized them. Most kept their distance because of the disclosure agreement Sloan made them sign. The man took his privacy seriously and lived by one motto. What happens on his island stays on the island.


    Rake grinned at him from a lounger, a stunning brunette working hard to keep his attention. She was wasting her time. Rake was on self-imposed celibacy for reasons he refused to divulge.


    “Can I get a ride home before midnight?” Lex asked.


    Rake raised his glass, which Lex took as a yes. In college, Rake would get wasted every weekend. Lex couldn’t remember when the heavy drinking had started. Probably after his breakup with Gigi. Just before graduating, he’d gone and quit drinking. He had stayed sober since and was often the designated driver/pilot/captain, depending on where they were and the mode of transportation.


    A woman placed a champagne flute in Lex’s hand, her perky breasts brushing against his arm as she kissed his cheek. “Congratulations.”


    “Congratulations,” others added, raising their flutes, except the two kissing at the edge of the pool and entertaining Rod. He looked ready to join them or haul them out of the pool and disappear inside one of the private and lavishly decorated bedrooms.


    “Don’t let me stop you, Rod,” Lex teased.


    Rod laughed, dragging his eyes away from the two beauties. He gave Lex a manly hug. “Nah, you get to choose yours first. If she lets you,” he added and smirked.


    Jillian would yank the women’s hair out and rip apart his friends if he so much as touched another woman tonight. He planned to drink, hang out, get the obligatory lap dance, and then head home.


    “She doesn’t have to. I’m willingly giving them all up”—he waved to indicate the women by the pool—“for her.”


    A twinkle entered Rod’s eyes. “Damn, I suspected she was good, but…”


    “No nefarious thoughts about my woman, Rod,” Lex warned, keeping his voice mild. Rod thrived on being outrageous, but he wasn’t enabling him when it came to Jillian.


    Rod blocked the doorway and reached up to stroke his beard, a telltale sign that he was about to say something outrageous. “I was hoping I’d take her off your hands tonight.”


    The fun went out of their conversation.


    “Never going to happen,” Lex said, his voice calm, but the punch he delivered on Rod’s arm was hard. “So where’s my surprise? I hope she’s British with a V12 engine and a smooth power delivery system.” Aiden had promised to replace his totaled Phantom before his wedding. The Jag was nice, but he had a special connection with his Rolls. He had a Wraith too, but the Phantom was Jillian’s favorite. He planned to give it to her as a wedding present.


    “She’s definitely British,” Dom said, chuckling. He’d been quiet during Lex and Rod’s exchange. Now he could barely contain himself.


    “V12? You didn’t tell him?” Rod asked.


    “And miss watching you make an ass of yourself?” Dom asked. “Nah.”


    Lex was entering the house when Rod asked, “Then who the hell does he think I’m talking about?”


    “Jillian,” Dom said and burst out laughing.


    “Shit! No, Jillian is off-limits. Fitz!”


    Lex ignored him, but then he realized who Rod had been discussing when a stunning brunette entered the foyer with Sloan. Jocelyn Grayson. British. Brilliant. CEO of a software company—Grayson Inc. He’d had his share of long-term sexual arrangements, but his and Jocelyn’s had lasted the longest. She’d loved Sloan’s parties, preferring a threesome with another woman.


    “You are an ass,” Rod snarled from behind Lex.


    “Happy to know my skills are appreciated,” Dom shot back, his voice carrying. Jocelyn looked up and saw Lex.


    “Lex, dahling,” she said in her upper-crust English accent, closing the gap between them. She cupped his face and kissed him, her exuberance not toned down despite the fact that she probably knew he was getting married in two days.


    Lex waited for the hum of his senses that often accompanied Jillian’s kisses, touch, or scent. He felt nothing, except the pleasantness that accompanied a kiss.


    “I don’t hear from you for a few months and you go and get engaged.” She smacked his chest with the back of her hand, the gesture so like Jillian’s he wanted to protest. “Rod. Get me a drink.”


    Rod placed champagne in her hand, and she guzzled half of it. Usually, she took dainty sips.


    “Come with me.” She grabbed Lex’s hand. “We need to talk in private, then party.” She drained her glass and pressed it in Sloan’s hand. “I want to hear all about her.”


    Lex was frowning by the time Jocelyn pulled him into a spare bedroom and closed the door.


    


    ~*~


    


    Jillian tried the next cake and moaned. “Oh, that tastes even better. What is in it?” she asked, glancing at Deanna.


    They were at Eros—the same restaurant Lex took her to on their first date, same private room. Once again, Deanna Marshal was plying them with mouthwatering dishes. She was also the one catering Jillian’s wedding reception and making her wedding cake.


    Deanna smiled. “Lemon-coconut with lemon curd filling and French vanilla buttercream icing. The fondant will have lemon extract.”


    The woman was an amazing cook. Dinner had been delicious, and the assortment of cake samples literally melted in the mouth. Jillian sipped her mint drink to clear her palette and moved to the next one—an almond paste piece with raspberry puree for filling and French vanilla icing. She’d already tried all six samples and had narrowed it down to two. She took another sample and let the moist blend of flavors and textures spread across her taste buds.


    She sighed blissfully and opened her eyes. “Almond wins.”


    A cheer swept the room, and she grinned at the Fitzgerald women and Deedee, who extended her hand toward Faith. Faith placed a pile of one-dollar bills in her hand.


    “We made a bet, and I won,” Deedee said. “I told them you looked like an almond girl.”


    Jillian had no idea what an almond girl looked like, but she’d warmed to Sloan’s sister as the evening progressed. Deedee was fun once she stopped acting like a glamorous socialite. Or maybe Jillian had forgiven her for the way she freely kissed Lex whenever she saw him. Deedee wasn’t as perfect as she’d first thought. Jillian had caught the longing in her eyes as she studied the Fitzgeralds, making her wonder if she was envious of them. She couldn’t be lacking in the female friendship department because she’d mentioned female friends several times.


    Jillian moved back to her seat as Eros workers cleared the tables and someone placed a drink in her hand. The evening had started with a limo ride to Eros. She’d been concerned they’d want to go to a club and had dreaded being recognized and people intruding on their time. But they were keeping tonight low-key. Even the music filtering into the room was turned so low it was just background noise. Best part, she was getting to know her future in-laws.


    The Fitzgerald women were down-to-earth. They plied her with questions about her years in the circus and Hollywood and laughed at her anecdotes without being condescending. Nikki, Chase Fitzgerald’s wife, even pulled up an online video of Jillian’s performances on her cell phone and passed it around.


    Jillian didn’t mind answering their questions. The only time silence filled the room was when discussion moved to her mother and her untimely death. Then things got downright morbid as others shared stories of their losses—Troy, Ashley Fitzgerald-Noble, and Faith had all lost their mothers at a young age.


    Troy had also lost his brother, and the pain in his voice when he talked about him was obvious. He must have lost his brother recently, and the wound was still fresh.


    “He is… was a lot older than I and practically raised me after our mother died,” Troy said. “She used to tell us to hold on to each other because family bond was the most important thing in the world and shouldn’t be taken for granted. Luke would smirk and roll his eyes. I didn’t believe he took her seriously. But when she died, he fought for me to stay with him. First in the same foster home and later to live with him.”


    “How old were you when she died?” Jillian asked.


    “Eight. Luke was sixteen. When he turned eighteen, he got a job and came for me. He got a break and started taking evening classes at a nearby community college, but he ended up dropping out. It became too hard for him to balance everything. Me, school, work. If he’d left me with the foster family and taken off, he would have made it.” Troy studied his hands, and then gave them a sheepish grin. “He knew I needed him. He was the only one I listened to, so he sacrificed everything for me. Everything.”


    “How did you lose him?” Faith asked.


    Troy just stared at her. Then he excused himself. Jillian ran after him and gave him a hug. “I’m so sorry for being such a downer,” he whispered, shaking and teary.


    “No, you’re not.”


    “This is your bachelorette party, Jillian. It’s supposed to be fun. Please, go back inside. I’ll join you after I take care of this,” he said and indicated his face. She rubbed his back and nodded.


    Jillian waited until he disappeared in the men’s room before joining the others.


    “Is he okay?” Faith asked.


    Jillian nodded. “Yeah.”


    “That was powerful,” Deedee said. “His brother reminds me of Sloan. Same sacrifice, except our mother pretended she was dead to us. No, we were dead to her.”


    Silence followed.


    “Okay, enough with the morbid talk,” Deedee continued. “I want to hear about a younger Lex and how he and Jillian met. Just so you know,” she added, giving Jillian a naughty grin, “I had a serious crush on your man back when Sloan would bring him home from college. Not sure I’m fully over him.”


    “Is that why you take every opportunity to kiss him?” Jillian asked, and the others laughed.


    “I had to know what I missed. Besides, I love the way your eyes flash whenever I do it. Like now.”


    “Try it next time and see my reaction, Deedee,” Jillian shot back, smiling, but she was dead serious. “I don’t share.”


    Talks shifted to the guys, and Jillian saw Lex’s childhood through his sister’s and cousins’ eyes. He had missed out on a lot as the oldest in the family. He’d had to be sensible from when he was a teenager, which might explain why he kept his daredevil activities from his family. But Jillian couldn’t reconcile the Lex she knew with the one they portrayed. To them, he was their big brother, aloof and private. Lex was anything but aloof. He had expressive eyes. She could always tell what he was feeling.


    “He is playful and quite vocal when he wants something,” Jillian said.


    “Are you talking about in or out of bed here?” Deedee teased.


    “You, I’m never letting out of my sight when my man is around,” Jillian said, pointing at Deedee. “I don’t trust you.”


    “What? You think I might tie him down and have my way with him?”


    Jillian laughed, remembering the cuffs, which she’d yet to ask Troy about. After his confession about his brother, Jillian wasn’t sure she should tease him. The evening had brought revelations about everyone.


    “See what I have to deal with? This is why I’m marrying him as fast as I can.”


    “How did you two meet?” someone asked.


    Of course, there was no way Jillian could ever tell them the truth, but she stayed as close to it as possible. “Lex came to the set where I was filming, and a friend challenged me to talk to him. I had no idea who he was. I just thought he was a hot studio exec.” Jillian rolled her eyes. “I had sworn off dating anyone connected to the movie industry, but I love challenges, so I had a little fun with him. The next thing I knew, he was asking me out to dinner.”


    “And you said yes because no one says no to Lex,” Jade said.


    Jillian giggled and frowned. She never giggled. What the hell was in the blue drink she’d been sipping, and how many glasses had she consumed? She put the glass on the table and pushed it away.


    “Actually, I said no and rode away, but he can be very persuasive and I’m only human. What is in this drink?” she asked, but her voice was drowned out by Troy.


    “Ladies, it’s time,” he announced, entering the room. He seemed to have recovered. “One last game before the surprise,” Troy said and started the Never Have I Ever game. He’d directed conversations and played the part of the host most of the evening. He wasn’t even drinking.


    As though she wasn’t already having a nice buzz, Jillian had do shots because Never Have I Ever was technically a drinking game. For every wicked thing someone in the group had never done, the rest who’d done it chugged. The Fitzgerald women might look all proper on the surface, but they had naughty pasts and presents.


    “I never cuffed a guy up and had my way with him,” Jillian said on her last turn.


    Everyone chugged except Troy, who was on the phone.


    “Troy, come on,” Jillian urged. “Drink.”


    The others chanted, “Drink! Drink! Drink!”


    “Sorry, ladies. No drinking for me, and I’ve never done it. I’ll check on the last surprise.” He bowed and headed for the entrance, the phone in his ear.


    Jillian was confused. She’d seen his handcuffs. Used them on Lex. She opened her mouth to ask him, but he’d disappeared.


    They were still playing when a policeman entered the room and asked, “Which one of you is Jillian Finnegan?”


    Jillian raised her hand and waved. “Over here,” she yelled.


    “I’m Officer Rock, and this is my partner, Officer Smith.” A second cop entered the room. “You are under arrest.”


    He whipped out cuffs, and a different kind of music started playing.


    


    ~*~


    


    Jocelyn cradled Lex’s hand. “Tell me about her. She must be quite a woman for you to want to marry her this fast.”


    Lex didn’t know what to say. He was sure there was a rule against discussing your future wife with an ex-girlfriend. Not that Jocelyn was ever that. They had slept together. Whenever they could. Neither of them had ever mentioned a relationship.


    “She is,” was all he said. “But I want to hear about you. When did you get into town?”


    For a brief moment, she stared at their hands. Her porcelain ones with red nail polish was in sharp contrast with his tanned skin. He wasn’t sure what was going on, but he was getting weird vibes from her. When she looked up and smiled, she was back to being the woman he’d always known. Confident. Cocky. Hardworking when it came to business and equally unstoppable when it came to seeking pleasure.


    “I arrived last night, called your office to see if we could catch a bite and make up for lost times, but Paula said you were out of town. So I called Sloan, and here I am. And you are getting married while I…”


    The vibes returned. “Jocelyn?”


    “I’m having a baby.”


    Lex’s eyes flew to her stomach. They had sex six months ago, and she wasn’t showing. “Are you saying I’m going to be a father?”


    She laughed. “No, dahlin’. I’m planning on having one as soon as I find a suitable donor.”


    The relief was sweet. “What happened to getting one the old way?”


    She shrugged. “Sometimes a girl has to take matters into her own hands. I’ve been seeing this guy on and off. I gave him hints, but he wasn’t listening, so I’ve decided to do things my way.” She ran her fingers along Lex’s knuckles. “If I’d asked you before Jillian, would you have volunteered?”


    He would never be an absentee father. When he and Jillian had children, he planned to be a hands-on dad. “You should have asked. Now, we’ll never know.”


    “You sure? I won’t ask for anything, other than the deposit, and you won’t have to be a part of his or her life.”


    Lex chuckled and jumped up. “Come on. Let’s dance.”


    His friends were busy being entertained and didn’t seem bothered by their brief absence. Jocelyn didn’t stay by his side for long. She chatted with the guys, flirted with some of the girls, and glanced at him to see if he was watching. She even kissed one.


    When they’d had threesomes, she’d chosen the woman and usually watched Lex with her before joining the fun. But at times she’d have him watch them first. She insisted she wasn’t bisexual, but Lex had his doubts. He had no interest in watching her tonight, but she kept appearing in his line of vision. Jocelyn was a sexy and beautiful woman, and he didn’t want to hurt her feelings, which meant leaving early before she got drunk. She tended to be completely uninhibited when drunk.


    The food wasn’t bad and the champagne was the finest money could buy, but then again Sloan had discerning taste even though he hated champagne. His poison was a brew he got from his West Indies business partners. The drink was potent and probably illegal in all fifty states. Lex had tried it a few times, and each time he’d swear was his last.


    Halfway through the lap dance, Lex’s senses heightened as he watched the woman gyrate in front of him. Jillian was better. Her lap dances were sensual and often led to something decadent. Funny how her Armenian heritage explained some things about her. From her sensual belly dancing moves to the way she’d decorated her bedroom at her condo with bold colors, Turkish rugs, and Persian beddings.


    “Did I lose you?” the woman whispered in his ear.


    Lex leaned back and blinked. She sounded just like Jillian. She cupped his face and pressed it against her cleavage. She smelled just like Jillian, too.


    Lex looked into her turquoise eyes and grinned. It was Jillian. Somehow, having her here made sense. What had she told him? A lap dance and nothing more? Somehow she’d known he wouldn’t want to do this with another woman. He stroked her hair.


    “Couldn’t keep away?” he teased.


    “You didn’t think I’d let anyone else give you a lap dance, did you?” she asked, her sexy voice stroking his senses. She forked her fingers through his hair. “No one touches what’s mine.”


    Lex chuckled, wrapped an arm around her waist, and pulled her closer. The other hand cupped her nape just before he claimed her lips. She tasted… different. Or maybe the drink was messing with his head. He should stop drinking Sloan’s special brew.


    He stood and staggered. Faces floated around, his vision blurry one second and focused the next. He shook his head and found his bearings. Since he knew his way around the house, he didn’t slow down until he reached the first guest bedroom. Lights were on, and the bed was inviting. He closed the door with the heel of his foot.


    His vision blurred again, the side bed lamp splitting into two images before merging. Jillian slid from his arms, and for a brief second a strange face was superimposed on hers.


    What the hell?


    He lost time because when everything swung into focus again, he was on his back on the bed, his pants around his ankles, and she was touching him. Lex lifted his head and studied the wheat-colored hair. Her touch was different. Just like her kiss. Jillian’s touch was filled with reverence as though he was delicate, and she’d be talking. He loved her potty mouth.


    Lex protested and reached down to touch her hair. The texture was different. It wasn’t silky like Jillian’s. She lifted her head, and he saw her face. His mind said it was Jillian smiling at him, touching him. His senses knew it wasn’t her. Everything about her was off.


    Lex tried to push her away, but his arms were heavy as though being weighed down by sacks of sand. The woman was all over him, and a strobe light flashed to his right, distorting his vision. The still functioning part of his brain wondered if he’d been drugged.


    Jillian.


    Roaring, he rolled over, knocking the woman off him. The momentum took him off the bed and onto the floor. A scream and the sound of something crashing echoed around the room. Thuds and voices reached him as though from afar.


    “Jillian! Find her. Help…”


    Darkness crept in fast and sucked him under before he finished talking.


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 11


    


    


    


    


    The women shoved dollar bills in the men’s underwear and smacked their asses like a bunch of horny, hadn’t-had-sex-in-months nymphomaniacs. From the way their men had looked at them during that Sunday brunch, Jillian knew they weren’t going without in the bedroom. They were just in the moment tonight, and she loved them for it.


    Where was Troy? He was missing all the fun. Jillian leaned back from the dancer dry humping the air by her face. He moved closer, then lower.


    “Can I take a selfie of us, princess?” he asked, his eyes on her face.


    Damn, he recognized her. “No.”


    “Come on.” He was practically on her lap, gyrating like he was on the peak of a massive orgasm. “Is not like I’m asking for a kiss. Your fiancé is getting more than just a lap dance right now.”


    Okay, this bachelorette party was so over. Jillian scooted her chair backward and scrambled to her feet. The man reached under his tight skivvies, and she imagined him whipping out an erection. He was buff and the bulge down there wasn’t something to sneer at, but she was not interested in another man’s body parts. Worse, he kept leering at her.


    Anger coursed through her. Behind him, the other women realized something was going on. One by one, they stood, leaving his partner in the middle of his routine. The one in front of Jillian pulled his hand out¸ and Jillian saw a cell phone.


    So that package wasn’t him? Go figure. She started to cover her face, and at the same time, she angled her foot to knee him in the nuts.


    “See? He’s having a good time,” he said.


    His words reached her, but it was too late. Her knee was on an upward swing and connected. The cell phone flew from his hand as he doubled over, his hands closed between his legs. He landed on the floor with a thud, but she didn’t pay him any attention. Her eyes were on his phone.


    Jillian picked it up and stared at a picture of Lex carrying a blonde wearing only a thong, their lips locked. Jillian’s heart dropped.


    No, this couldn’t be happening. She swept her thumb across the screen. More pictures. Lex standing as the woman pulled his pants down. Lex on the bed on his back, his eyes closed in ecstasy, as the woman touched him.


    Pain slammed through her. She became aware of the others converging on her. Someone had turned off the music, and the dancer at her feet was now cursing. She wanted to ask who had sent him the pictures, but the instinct to protect Lex outweighed her anger. Jillian dropped the phone and crushed it with the heel of her boot.


    “What happened? What did he do?”


    Jillian didn’t know who asked the questions, and frankly, she didn’t care. She wanted to go home. Not only was she going to skin Lex alive. She was going to make it hurt.


    “He wanted selfies,” Jillian said. She glanced around the room. “Where’s Troy?”


    “He left before the dancers arrived,” Deedee said. The dancer she’d kneed was still curled up on the floor while the other one yanked on his pants a few feet away. He looked ready to bolt.


    “What did you do, you bastard?” one of the Fitzgerald women snarled. Amy, Eddie’s wife. “Did you touch her?” She poured her drink on the guy, and the others joined her.


    “I didn’t. I swear,” the man said, sputtering and covering his head. “I just wanted a selfie.”


    “Get up, take your things, and leave,” Faith snarled, pointing at the door.


    “We’re reporting you for inappropriate behavior and asking for a full refund,” Deedee said.


    Jillian heard them, but her thoughts were with Lex and the pictures she’d just seen. Destroying the phone wouldn’t make them go away. The sender still had them on their phone.


    There was one thing she couldn’t stand from a man, and that was cheating. If Lex couldn’t keep it in his pants, he wasn’t worth her time. She wasn’t joking when she’d told him she didn’t share.


    Someone touched her arm.


    The two dancers scurried to the door, the one Jillian had kneed struggling to pull on his pants. His partner waited until they were by the door, turned, and said, “We don’t need to be paid, Ms. Finnegan, because you didn’t hire us. Paul Warwick did.”


    Deedee gasped and went pale. The next second, she was rummaging through her purse. She pulled out her phone. Jillian also noticed the glances the Fitzgeralds exchanged, and Faith whispered Warwick something to Amy. They all knew about Warwick.


    “When they appeared, I assumed Deedee had hired them,” Faith said.


    “And I assumed you’d hired them,” Deedee said. Then her eyes widened. “Oh my God.”


    Jillian followed the direction of her gaze and saw what she was staring at. The dancers were back in the room with their hands up. And behind them was Troy with a gun leveled. He also had a nasty cut on his temple.


    “Troy?” Jillian asked.


    “Sit down!” he ordered, not sounding like the easy-going guy she’d come to know the past week. The women shuffled away from them. “Jillian,” Troy called out and pulled handcuffs from the pocket of his trench coat, the same ones she’d borrowed last night. He extended the cuffs toward her. “Cuff them.”


    But Jillian couldn’t move. Nothing made sense. Not Troy and the way he was behaving. Not Warwick hiring dancers behind bars. And definitely not the man she loved letting another woman put her hands on him. How could Lex betray her like this? Anger and pain bombarded her, and tears rushed to her eyes.


    Faith took the cuffs and snapped them around the wrist of one of the men, looped it around the rung on the back of the chair and cuffed the second man.


    “I’ll keep them here until Lex and the others get here,” Troy said, his voice hard. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead. He really didn’t look good. “The limo is downstairs. The driver will take you home.”


    No one moved.


    “Go,” he ordered, sounding like a drill sergeant at a boot camp.


    The women grabbed their purses and fled. Jillian didn’t move. Couldn’t. Was it only a few hours ago Lex had told her about his enemy behind bars? His men had beaten up Troy while she’d been busy chugging drinks.


    “Should I call the police?” Jillian asked.


    “No, Jillian,” Troy said. “Lex will deal with these people. Go with the others.”


    He spoke with such authority she obeyed. Faith and the others were waiting at the top of the stairs discussing what had just happened in low voices. Deedee was still on the phone, and Jillian overheard her side of the conversion as they headed downstairs.


    “Yes, Sloan. The bastard said Paul Warwick hired them. We’re leaving. I don’t think anyone wants to stay. Troy is with them. He’s cuffed them and is waiting for you guys to get here. Are you sure about not calling the cops? Okay, fine. Just a second.”


    They were almost on the main floor of the restaurant and were already drawing attention. Deedee caught Jillian’s arm. “Sloan said we shouldn’t leave. It’s not safe out there.”


    “Not safe for who?”


    “You. Me. Them.” She indicated the Fitzgerald women who were walking ahead of them. “Paul Warwick is a sociopath who won’t care who he hurts in his revenge against Lex, my brother, or their friends. Chances are those two upstairs aren’t working alone.”


    A hollow feeling settled on Jillian’s stomach. She glanced down at the women who were now at the foot of the stairs. A man of Lex’s wealth was bound to have enemies, but she would never have imagined someone like this Warwick. If he could hire dancers, he could definitely hire someone to poison her or wait outside for defenseless women and attack them. He hadn’t cared about hurting people at the restaurant. The more Jillian thought about the incident at the Montage, the more she was convinced Warwick was behind it.


    “I’ll tell them,” Jillian said and continued downstairs. “Lex wants us to wait here until he arrives. It’s not safe. Warwick’s people could be waiting for us outside.”


    They didn’t argue. The hostess found them seats in the lounge and brought them drinks. Jillian didn’t want to touch anything alcoholic. She wanted to be sober for the inevitable confrontation between her and Lex.


    Her anger grew as seconds ticked by. The others discussed Warwick, but she didn’t bother to listen. Lex had broken her heart and destroyed her trust tonight. Warwick had merely sent dancers, and there was the poison. If he was as smart as Lex had implied, he should have known that ingesting poison was not dangerous. This could all be a game for him.


    It seemed like forever before there was a commotion at the entrance and Dom appeared looking like a dark angel. He was dressed in his usual black, his hair mussed as though he’d run his fingers through it, and his don’t-fuck-with-me expression plastered on his face. The hostess stayed rooted on the same spot and watched him with a mixture of fascination and wariness. She wasn’t the only one. He drew the attention of the customers, men and women.


    Jillian sat straighter, her eyes moving behind him, hoping to catch a glimpse of Lex. Instead of Lex, Rake followed. Something about the way he scanned the restaurant said he was on a mission and would annihilate anyone standing in his path. The hostess actually took a step back when he glanced at her.


    Like Dom, Rake was dressed in black. Unlike Dom who wore a black trench coat, Rake’s T-shirt hugged his masculine arms and showed off the wicked tattoos on his right arm and the side of his neck. He looked even more threatening than Dom.


    Then they started doing that annoying manly way of conversing, talking from the corner of their mouths without glancing at each other. They looked like they were casing the place and were about to rob it.


    Where the hell was Lex?


    Even as the question flashed through Jillian’s head, Rod and Aiden walked in. The hostess almost looked relieved by their appearance. Her gaze alternated between Aiden and Rod even though the other two Rocks of Gibraltar were right in front of her. No one could ever mistake Aiden for a robber. From his thousand-dollar haircut and tailor-made dinner jacket to his wing-tipped shoes, he exuded wealth. As for Rod, even though his dark hair was as long as Dom’s, the twinkle in his eyes made him approachable.


    Aiden walked around Dom and said something to the hostess. She pointed upstairs, and the four men started toward the stairs.


    What the hell? Why wasn’t Lex with them? He was probably too busy screwing the bimbo in the photographs to come and get her himself, the asshole. The two-timing piece of shit.


    Jillian stood and waved. The men didn’t see her. The Fitzgerald women were talking in whispers behind her, some turning to see the person she was waving at. Deedee was flirting with the bartender and had no idea the cavalry had arrived.


    Jillian placed her fingers in her mouth and whistled, drawing everyone’s attention.


    Dom saw her first, said something to the others, and changed directions. Rod followed him. Rake gave her a weird look and continued upstairs with Aiden. Dom reached her first.


    “Are you okay? Did they touch you?” he asked, eyes searching her face, his expression saying he’d rip the dancers apart if she said yes.


    Jillian shook her head, a little choked up by his concern. The problem was she didn’t want him. She wanted Lex. He was supposed to be her hero, damn it.


    “Where’s Lex?” Jillian asked. “Why is he not here?”


    Dom scowled as though offended by the question. “He has to take care of something. We’ll take you home.”


    “No, you won’t. What is he taking care of that’s so important?”


    “Jillian—”


    “What is he doing, Dom?”


    “We have an emergency at Sloan’s,” he explained, but he couldn’t meet her gaze. He was a terrible liar. A quick glance over her shoulder and she saw the person he was staring at. Aiden. Now there was someone who couldn’t lie to her.


    Aiden reached them and pulled Dom aside. Whatever he told Dom sent him cutting across the restaurant for the stairs, his coat flying behind him. Aiden joined Jillian while Rod continued to flirt with the Fitzgerald women.


    “What’s going on?” Jillian asked.


    “Your assistant, Troy, is an interesting guy. Was he once a cop?”


    Jillian didn’t care. “No, what’s going on with Lex?”


    Something flickered in Aiden’s eyes before he lowered his eyelids. “He’s a bit tied up with some nasty business that needed his attention. Don’t worry, we’ll get you home safely.”


    “No, I’m leaving.” Jillian grabbed her jacket and turned, but Aiden blocked her path.


    “Please, don’t go. Lex insisted you don’t leave without us. The penthouse might not be safe. You know about Warwick, right?”


    She nodded.


    “He is a sick bastard, and there’s nothing he wouldn’t do to hurt Lex. Troy will be downstairs shortly. He’s hurt and might need you.”


    Jillian wanted to say she didn’t care, but she did. Troy was a great guy. She pulled out her phone and tried Lex’s cell. Tied up was he? Nasty business? What was it that only he could take care of? The phone went unanswered. She opened her mouth to tell Aiden that she was going to check on Troy, but he was staring at someone with such a weird expression she turned to see who it was. Jade, Lex’s sister.


    “Do you want to meet her?” Jillian asked and wished she hadn’t. Aiden’s interest in Jade would lead nowhere.


    “I did once.” He exhaled softly. “She was…” A sheepish expression settled on Aiden’s face. “Never mind.”


    Morbid fascination tugged at her. “Was what?”


    Aiden grinned. “Exquisite even then. I wanted to ask her out, but never got the chance.” He threw Jillian another sheepish grin. “Is she married?”


    Jillian was tempted to say no to see what he’d do, but she couldn’t do that to the poor guy just because she was angry at Lex. Jade was very much in love with her husband, and they had two adoring kids—twins. Her son was going to be the ring bearer at her wedding. Her sham of a wedding.


    “Yes,” Jillian said.


    “Is she happy?”


    Jillian sighed. She wanted to get Troy and leave. “Go ask her.”


    “Nah. It’s okay.”


    “Go, please, or you’ll always beat yourself up for not finding out.” She wanted him to stop hovering like a damn bodyguard.


    Aiden frowned. Funny but she hadn’t noticed that with his lean body, blondish-brown hair and pretty smile, he could easily pass for a model.


    “You sure?”


    Men. Even billionaires were insecure. “Yes.”


    He stepped away, tapped Rod’s shoulder and jacked his thumb to indicate upstairs. “Upstairs. They need you.”


    Jillian took advantage of the opportunity and started for the stairs. She’d get Troy and head to her condo. Thank goodness she still had the lease. She got to the foot of the stairs and stopped. Rake was coming downstairs. She could stand most of Lex’s friends, except this one.


    “Ready?” he asked as soon as he reached her side.


    “For what?” she asked with just a little attitude.


    “To leave. Lex is tied up, but…” Rake sighed. “Let’s just go.”


    There was that expression again. Tied up. Maybe he was literally tied up by that bitch while his friends covered for him. Just thinking about it made Jillian’s blood boil. Why should she make it easy for him by leaving?


    “No, I want Lex, Rake. Not you or Dom or Aiden. Lex. Here. Now!”


    Something flashed in his eyes—anger or pity, she couldn’t tell. “Listen. This is not the time to be difficult, Jillian. We have to get out of here.”


    “Then go.” Jillian sat on the nearest empty chair just vacated by a customer. “I’m staying until he gets here. He’s not answering my phone calls, so call him. I bet he’ll answer yours.” They were drawing attention, but she didn’t care.


    Rake squatted, the expression on his face hard to read. “I’m trying to be understanding,” he said, speaking slowly and calmly. “But you are making it very difficult.”


    “Good, because I’m done trying to understand why you’re covering for Lex. I saw the fucking pictures, Rake. I thought you had integrity. Y’all are just a bunch of enablers.”


    His eyebrow shot up. “Pictures?”


    “Of Lex and that fake blonde bitch,” she said, keeping her voice low. He didn’t even act surprised. “And you guys let it happen. I can’t stand looking at any of you right now, let alone talking to you. But I’m going to be a bigger person and take my anger out on Lex. So get him on the phone and tell him to get his ass down here, because I am not going anywhere.”


    Rake’s eyes narrowed, and for one brief moment, she thought he’d snap. “I’ll let you in on a little secret,” he said, sounding slightly amused.


    “Not interested,” she shot back.


    “I have no problem carrying you out of here.”


    “Try it,” Jillian shot back, crossed her arms, and leaned against her seat. Rake stood, and Jillian had a feeling he was actually going to haul her up and sling her over his shoulder.


    “Bloody hell, Rake. Tell her what happened,” Aiden said.


    “No,” Rake snarled. “We’re leaving.”


    “Tell me what?” Jillian asked, her eyes volleying between Aiden and Rake. She stood, her hands fisting when he shot her a look that said he was done playing. “You touch me, and I’ll scream.”


    Aiden chuckled. “Not Gigi, is she?”


    “Screw you, Brit.”


    “Come on, ladies,” Aiden said, chuckling. “The limo is waiting. They’ll join us after she’s done with him.” The women hesitated, but Jillian urged them to go with a wave of her hand. One of them must have asked Aiden something because he said, “Battle of wills. My bet is on Jillian.”


    Faith kept glancing back at them. Rake stared right back at her with narrowed eyes until they left the restaurant. Then he faced Jillian, and something in his eyes sent panic through her.


    “What is it?” she asked in a whisper.


    “Warwick got to Lex, too.”


    Jillian’s stomach dropped. “What do you mean?”


    “Lex was drugged tonight. He’s unconscious, but he’ll be okay. Sloan called a doctor to take a look at him.”


    Jillian didn’t bother to ask why they hadn’t rushed Lex to the hospital. All of the guys valued their privacy to a point where anything that could cause a scandal or affect their businesses was dealt with promptly and secretly.


    “Will you take me…?” Her voice shook to a stop.


    “He’s going to be okay,” Rake repeated, his voice gentle. She’d never heard him speak like that. He was all thorns and no roses. Jillian also noticed that she was gripping his hands. Flushing, she let him go and placed her hands on her lap.


    She swallowed and cleared her throat. “I want to see him, Rake.”


    Rake nodded. “I know. That’s why I wanted you to leave with me.”


    And she’d thought he was being his usual impossible a-hole self. Jillian couldn’t remember getting to her feet, but she realized Rake’s hand was gripping her arm when they reached outside.


    “Wait here,” he said and pulled Aiden aside for a brief talk. Jillian ignored the questions in the eyes of the Fitzgerald women as she said her goodbyes.


    It would have been fun having these amazing women as her in-laws, but after what she’d seen tonight, her marriage to Lex was only going to last long enough to secure his contract with the Japanese company. She didn’t give second chances to cheaters, no matter how hot the sex was or how she felt about them. It wasn’t the first time a man hurt her. She recovered before and would again.


    “Thank you for tonight,” Jillian said, giving each woman a hug. She brushed off their protests that the dancers had spoiled their evening. “No, they didn’t. I had fun, and I’m going to remember this evening for a long time.”


    “I’ll bring everything to the mansion tomorrow evening,” Faith whispered as they hugged. “Aunt Estelle wants us to have a rehearsal, so we’ll all be there with the kids.”


    Her dream wedding was going to be a disaster. It had started on a lie and was now a mockery of everything she’d wanted. All because Lex couldn’t keep it in his pants. Feeling tearful and hating herself for it, Jillian stepped back and watched as the women disappeared into the limo. Only after they left did she turn and face Rake.


    He led her to an SUV. In less than ten minutes, they pulled into Lex’s building. He punched in the code for the elevator, and once inside, he pressed a button and asked, “Jarvis?”


    “I’m here, Mr. Ashworth. Good evening, Ms. Finnegan.”


    Jillian mumbled a response. Who the hell was Jarvis? Probably a security guard. Wait. Did the elevator have a video feed? The things she and Lex had done in this elevator. The cheating, no-good bastard.


    “Taking the chopper back to Mr. Fitzgerald,” Rake said.


    “I figured you would come back, sir.”


    “Is there a video feed in this elevator?” Jillian asked.


    “No, Ms. Finnegan. Just audio, which can be activated. There’s a video feed outside the elevator.”


    Relieved, she ignored the pointed look from Rake. The doors opened to the foyer of the executive floor of Fitz Enterprise. She’d been to Lex’s office once, before she left for Vancouver. The view was amazing. The rooftops of the surrounding buildings reminded her of her Parkour days when she’d free run with her friends, leaping from rooftop to rooftop, running, jumping, and vaulting. Anything to get to the end of the race in the shortest distance possible. She’d joined Parkour trainers to help her deal with the pain and the loss after her mother died. It had made her feel like there was no obstacle she couldn’t overcome. Of course, her father had misunderstood her reasons for doing it and sent her packing to stay with Chris.


    They took the stairs to the helipad. She looked up at Lex’s penthouse. Other than the security lights around the pool, it was in total darkness. Her heart squeezed, her thoughts returning to Lex.


    


    ~*~


    


    Not wanting to distract Rake, Jillian didn’t speak during the ride. The island came into view. Even though everyone called the place Sloan’s island, his property was on Santa Rosa, an island off the coast of Santa Barbara. Lex never explained how Sloan got his hand on the property, and Jillian never asked.


    The closer they got to the landing, the tenser she became. The helipads were on a stretch of land with sparse vegetation, but the house was nestled among pine trees above them. Lights lit up the steps and the rails.


    “This Warwick guy, what’s his story?” she asked.


    “It’s complicated.”


    “I can do complicated.” It was better than stressing about Lex. “Lex said he was a guy you knew from college, but Deedee implied he’d been a friend and a frat brother. Why can’t you guys stop him from messing with your lives?”


    “Fitz will tell you everything you need to know about Warwick,” Rake said after landing the helicopter. “This way.”


    Jillian wanted to snap at him, but she bit her cheek. Every time she came to this island, something horrible was happening. The first time, Lex had been kidnapped and she’d been too distraught to look around. Tonight, he was unconscious and she needed answers.


    Lights from the mainland winked at her like fallen stars from a distance, and the sounds of waves crashing against the beach were rhythmic and comforting. Too bad she couldn’t be comforted. Every time she thought about Lex and that woman, she wanted to scream or punch something.


    Lights blazed inside and outside the sprawling ranch house, but it was quiet. If there had been a party here, the guests were long gone. Sloan opened the door before they reached it. From the decanter in his hand, he was drowning his sorrows in alcohol. Jillian’s stomach clenched with dread.


    “Is he still unconscious?” she asked.


    He nodded. “The doctor is with him. I’m sorry this happened at my party,” he added.


    “Warwick did this. Not you.” You just supplied the women. Once again, she bit her cheek to stop from saying something she’d later regret.


    He led the way to a hallway. Cade and Lucien stood outside the room, all looking glum.


    “He’s not dead, so stop it!” Jillian snapped, not caring how she sounded. As though on cue, the door opened and a skinny man with red hair and freckles stepped out of the room. He carried a leather bag like old doctors on call.


    “His vitals are good,” he said. “The symptoms you listed indicate this wasn’t just one predator drug. They gave him a cocktail of several. I took both blood and urine samples and will have my lab run tests first thing in the morning. Until we know the results, I can’t predict the side effects or how long before they wear off.” He pinched his nose and smiled. “Most often, these drugs are metabolized fast, so it’s a good thing you called me.” He glanced toward the room and added, “It was nice talking to you, Ms. Grayson.”


    “No problem, doc,” a woman with a British accent responded.


    Rage coursed through Jillian. What was she still doing here? Holding his hand. She pushed her anger down and focused on what the doctor just said.


    A predator drug was the polite name for a date rape drug. A cocktail meant Lex had ingested a mixture, each with a different side effect. She’d done stunts in a movie where a rapist used mixtures of drugs. She had no idea how accurate the movie was, but some of the drugs had made the victims hallucinate. Others made them dissociate from reality and not remember anything they did or saw afterward. The movie had made her sick.


    “Thanks for coming out, Henry,” Sloan said. “Call us with the results as soon as you get them.”


    “No. No, you can’t leave him like that,” Jillian said, nudging Sloan out of the way and blocking the doctor’s path. “I need to know what they gave him tonight.”


    The doctor’s eyebrow shot up. “And you are?” Then recognition flashed in his pale blue eyes. “Ah, Ms. Finnegan, I’m sorry—”


    “So am I. You can have your lab run the tests tonight and confirm it, so we know for sure that he will be okay. I mean, you said they have different side effects. Combined they might hurt him.”


    The doctor scratched his forehead. “Yes. It is rather late—”


    “But possible,” she finished, her eyes clinging to his, begging.


    “Yes, it is. However—”


    “Please. I’ll pay whatever you ask. Just have them run the tests tonight. I have to know that he’ll be okay.” She didn’t care about the woman he’d screwed. Not now.


    The doctors glanced at Sloan, then said, “I’ll make the call.”


    “Thank you.” She shook his hand. “Thank you so much.” Now for the bitch who thinks she can touch my man.


    Jillian slid past the doctor and entered the room. A pretty brunette woman lay on the bed by Lex’s side, stroking his hair away from his face. She wasn’t the woman in the pictures. This one had class oozing out of her pores, from her white designer pants and silk red top to her pearl wristwatch. There was something familiar about her. She had the look of someone who could be on the cover of business magazine with the world CEO by her name.


    Jillian cleared her throat and the woman looked up and smiled, but she didn’t move. What the hell was her problem?


    “I’ll take you back,” Rake said to someone in the hallway. “Dom and Rod expect me to pick them up from downtown…”


    The men’s conversation faded in the background as rage washed over Jillian. “Get up and get the hell out,” she said through clenched teeth.


    “Ah, Ms. Finnegan. Nice to finally meet you.” She gave Jillian’s leggings, top, and boots a once-over, probably cataloguing each item and placing a price tag on it.


    Jillian was used to such behavior in the Hollywood circle, so she didn’t care. Besides, she’d bought the entire outfit weeks ago while on a shopping spree with Lex. She was rocking designer labels tonight, from boots to scarf.


    A derisive smile curled the lips of the British woman as she sat up. “Let this be a lesson to you, dahling. Never let Lex come to Sloan’s parties alone. I never did. They sleep with multiple partners, and what’s the fun in that if you’re not a part of it. This could have been avoided if he were still with me.”


    An ex-girlfriend. Great. One into group sex, too. Too bad Jillian wasn’t that generous. She didn’t believe in sharing herself or her man. Lex touched another woman tonight. His ass was toast. But until that was official, he was still hers. She didn’t care that Ms. British had him before. He was hers until she let him go.


    Jillian moved closer. “You need to go. Now.”


    The woman didn’t look up. “Give me a moment with him,” she snapped.


    If she’d asked nicely, Jillian would have let her say her goodbyes. “You have three seconds to get the fuck away from my fiancé or I will kick your ass, bitch.”


    “Violent and vulgar. Where did he find you?” Then she grinned. “Oh, how forgetful of me. It’s all over the news. You are the circus rat. Sleep tight, my prince,” she added, leaned down, and pressed a kiss on Lex’s forehead.


    Jillian’s hands balled. Just for that…


    Taking her time, the woman walked around the bed to where Jillian stood. “You’re pretty, but utterly unsuitable for him. I’ll give your marriage six months, maybe a year. Then he’ll get bored and crawl back to me.” She grinned smugly. “And I’ll be waiting.”


    “Then you’ll wait a long time, because he’s already made his choice and it’s me,” Jillian said, her hand closing around a glass behind her on the nightstand. She dumped the entire contents on the woman’s face. “That’s for thinking you have the right to touch and kiss him. No one paws my man.”


    While Ms. Grayson sputtered and cursed, Jillian pushed her out of the room and into the arms of Lex’s friends. “Get her away from here or I’ll personally throw her off the island.”


    She slammed the door and walked to the bed. For a moment, she stood over Lex and studied his face. He looked so peaceful. So innocent. “I don’t know what I’m going to do about you, but you better wake up soon so I can kick your ass for doing this to me!”


    Jillian took the woman’s place, hating the expensive perfume she’d left behind. “I don’t know what the hell happened here tonight, but you’d better have an explanation for the pictures I saw, Lex.” She slipped an arm around him and rested her cheek on his shoulder. “Because no matter how much I love you and want us to work, I’ll leave your sorry ass if you knowingly slept with that woman. But if Warwick—”


    Damn, in her anger and jealousy, she’d completely forgotten the bastard who’d done this. Whoever had sent those pictures to the dancers at Eros had received them from someone on this island.


    Jillian left the room and followed voices to the living room. Sloan, Cade, and Lucien were cradling their drinks and hurried to their feet when they saw her. The woman was gone, she noted. Good riddance. Jillian wasn’t even going to ask about her or why she’d been at Lex’s bachelor party.


    “I want to know everything about Warwick,” she said.


    The three men traded glances.


    “Don’t,” she said. “Please, do not do that silent communication and give me macho bullshit about Lex telling me everything when he’s ready. Rake already said it, and the only reason I didn’t yell at him was because he was controlling the damn helicopter.” She moved closer. “Lex is in there”—her voice shook, but she didn’t stop—“unconscious because of that psycho Warwick, so I have a right to know what’s going on. Who is Warwick? Why does he hate you guys so much? How can he do all this while behind bars? And what are we going to do to stop him?”


    They had poker face down to a science.


    Getting frustrated, Jillian focused on Sloan. “The man who danced at my bachelorette party tonight showed me pictures of Lex with a woman in that room.”


    “Pictures?” they said in unison.


    “Yes,” she snapped. “Of some bimbo all over him. I’d like to believe that he was under the influence of the drugs and that you guys broke down the door to tell him he can’t cheat on me. What are you doing?” she asked Cade, nearly biting his head off.


    “Calling Dom to take the men’s phones,” he said, heading out of the room. “If those pictures got out…”


    Lex’s competitors would have a field day, and the whole world would know their marriage was a sham. Jillian sighed. She gave Sloan and Lucien a tiny smile. “You know what? If you don’t want to talk about Warwick, then don’t. I don’t care anymore.”


    She turned to walk away.


    “Don’t go,” Lucien said.


    


    


    CHAPTER 12


    


    “Don’t believe what you saw in the pictures,” Lucien said. “The woman was about your height, wore a wig the color of your hair, and Fitz called her Jillian, which wasn’t her name.”


    Jillian gave an unladylike snort. “And that’s supposed to make me feel better?”


    “The drugs caused him to hallucinate, Jillian.” Sloan spoke slowly and calmly. “He thought the woman was you. I’m sorry we didn’t stop him right away. Lex is not the kind of man you stop when he wants something. Not that he wanted her, you understand,” he added hastily, wincing. “He was in the room with her for… what?” He glanced at Lucien.


    “Two minutes. She must have done something to make him realize she wasn’t you,” Lucien said. “He pushed her off him, and she fell and banged her head. Before he blacked out, he yelled to us to find you and help you. He knew that if Warwick could get to him, he could easily get to you.”


    She wanted to believe them. God, how she wanted to believe them. “How do you know he pushed her off?”


    “She had a bruise on her elbow from hitting the side table,” Lucien answered. “We interrogated the women before letting them go. They were given a list of instructions. What color wig and perfume to wear, what to do and say. She said Lex kept saying she tasted different and her hair wasn’t silky. Even under the influence of those drugs, Fitz knew she wasn’t you.”


    Jillian studied their faces, trying to see if they were lying. “Where are they now?”


    “We got them off the island,” Lucien said.


    “You shouldn’t have done that. I would have loved to talk to them, especially the one who was all over him.” She wanted to run over the bitch with her bike. “I’d still love to talk to her.”


    “The cops have them.”


    “Oh. I didn’t know you guys dealt with cops.”


    Chuckles came from the men. “We are not above the law,” Sloan said.


    “Tell me everything about Warwick.”


    “Warwick is a serial rapist who terrorized women on campus for two years without anyone knowing about it,” Sloan said. “When a girl came forward and claimed he had raped her, no one believed her.”


    “Why not?”


    “He was charming, and girls loved him. He also had a steady girlfriend who gave him an alibi,” he said.


    A classic sociopath. “He drugged them, too?”


    “Yes and used a spermicide. For two years he never made a mistake,” Sloan repeated. “Most of the girls never reported the rape because they blacked out and blamed themselves since they’d been drinking.”


    “What happened after two years?” Jillian asked.


    “He made a mistake,” Sloan said just as Cade came back into the room.


    “Dom wants to run something by you,” Cade said, handing Sloan the phone. Jillian sighed with frustration as Sloan left the room. Now she was never going to hear the rest of the story.


    “What did I miss?” Cade asked.


    “Sloan was telling Jillian about Warwick,” Lucien said. “We’ll spare you the details. Our fraternity was on a cruise during spring break when we busted Warwick. The girl was dead. They found the bottles of drugs that tied him to the other rapes. We testified against him, and they threw the book at him.”


    “How is he hiring dancers? Don’t they freeze murderer’s accounts and throw them in maximum security prisons?” Jillian didn’t realize she was pacing until Sloan entered the room and stopped her in mid-stride.


    “Someone is helping him,” Sloan said. “Cops interrogated the two girls and the male dancers. Someone wired money into their accounts, gave them instructions and burner phones to use. All in the last twenty-four hours.”


    “Someone close to me is working with Warwick,” Jillian said. “It could be whoever hired these people or someone else. It doesn’t matter. They know personal things about me. What perfume I wear, how I talk to Lex, my favorite tea.” From their expressions, they’d reached that conclusion. “The person might also be the one leaking information about us to reporters. Lex showed me the e-mail Warwick sent. He did that because he knew he could get to me.”


    “The police will follow the money and find the people working with Warwick,” Cade added.


    “The police take forever. Lex says you are the best in your fields,” Jillian said, her eyes volleying between Cade and Lucien. “Find the traitor, and shut down Warwick.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” they said in unison.


    She would have smiled at their meek response if the situation wasn’t so scary. Jillian left and went back to the bedroom.


    Lex was still out. She sat on the edge of the bed and stroked his cheek, wishing he were awake so she could hear his version of the events. She hated seeing him this vulnerable. Some women might like to see their men helpless and dependent on them, but not her. She liked hers masterful. Challenging her with a look. Controlling her breathing by his mere presence.


    She kissed his forehead. “You come back to me, Lex. Whole.”


    Instead of lying down, she called her family and spoke with her brothers, then her sisters-in-law about tomorrow. The last call was to her grandmother. Jillian hated that her grandmother was blaming her people for the poison attack when Warwick might be behind it. She felt worse because she couldn’t tell her about him.


    Jillian curled up beside Lex and tried not to think about Warwick and how much she hated him. She was falling asleep when there was a knock on the door. It was almost one in the morning.


    Sloan was on the other side of the door with the phone in his hand. She tried to read his expression as he handed it to her.


    “The doctor,” he said.


    Jillian closed the door and brought the phone to her ear. She didn’t understand the medical jargon or the dosage the doctor quoted, but his last sentence filled her with relief.


    “He’s strong and healthy, and he should be up and about by tomorrow morning.”


    “Thank you, doctor,” she said. “I know I insisted you run these tests tonight, but—”


    “You needed answers, Ms. Finnegan,” he said. “I understand completely. Just remember, he might not recall what happened, so go easy with information.”


    She didn’t care about the memories from last night. Heck, she didn’t want him to remember. “Thank you for understanding, doctor. Send me the bill, please.” Sloan shook his head, but Jillian ignored him. “To Lex’s address. Do you have it?”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    She gave the phone back to Sloan.


    “I appreciate your generosity, Jillian, but I can’t accept it. Send me the bill, Henry,” he said into the phone. Then he hung up. “Before you say anything,” he added when Jillian opened her mouth to protest. “This was my party, so anything that went wrong is my fault and, therefore, my responsibility.” He paused, then said, “Come with me.” He indicated the hallway to his left and grinned. “You need something to sleep in.”


    Jillian followed him downstairs to the basement, where he pressed his thumb on a scanner and unlocked a door. “This is my spring collection. I’ll be unveiling a new line in September during Fashion Week.”


    September was months away. Jillian looked at the displayed sexy lingerie. Some demure. Others scandalous. She moved from one mannequin to another, wishing she could touch them. Her eyes met Sloan’s. He was enjoying her reaction.


    “So no one has seen them?” she asked.


    “Only Deedee,” he said. “And now you. Pick whatever you like.”


    Jillian’s jaw dropped. Then she snapped it shut when he chuckled. “Are you serious?”


    He walked to a mannequin and undid the belt on a rose-colored silk robe to reveal a two-piece lingerie set. “What do you think of this one?”


    “It’s gorgeous.” The silk was the softest she’d ever touched. She moved from mannequin to mannequin. Each piece was different. Whether it was the cut or the placement of the lace. “They all are. Are these going to be available in your stores?”


    “Yes, but as my couture line. Each will be unique and unduplicated. You like that one?” He nodded at the one Jillian was stroking.


    She nodded, untying the silk belt. The lapels had delicate lace on the hip and shoulders. The robe went down to the ankle, but the sexy baby-doll reached the hips. Jillian let the sleeve caress her skin and sighed. “It’s sexy and elegant.”


    “Then it’s yours.”


    She shook her head. “Sloan, I didn’t mean to imply I wanted it. As it is, you’ve trusted me with a trade secret. That’s huge and risky.”


    “I know you won’t run to the nearest sweat shop and make copies.”


    Jillian chuckled.


    “But I figured you’ll need something to sleep in tonight and it is the perfect wedding present. So we’re killing two birds with one stone.”


    Jillian pressed the silk and lace robe against her cheek. Sloan grinned when she looked at him. “You are too generous.”


    He turned, opened a drawer, and pulled out silk panties of the same color as the lingerie. “These should be a perfect fit for you.”


    “How do you know my size?”


    He shrugged, the corner of his mouth twitching. “I can tell what cup size or panties-size a woman wears by, uh…” He grinned. “Just by looking.”


    Jillian’s cheeks grew warm. “That’s terrible. You can’t go around checking out women and imagining them, uh…” She couldn’t bring herself to say naked. Her face was burning.


    “Wearing my creation?” Sloan finished. “I think it is a compliment. No matter what shape or size a woman is, I see sexy. A goddess.”


    Whoa. Who knew the quiet man was such a romantic? He opened a cupboard. This time, he removed black stockings with the same lace and a garter belt. He placed them on top of the lingerie. “Those should complete the outfit.”


    Jillian shook her head. “Sloan. The lingerie is enough.”


    “I insist,” he said firmly and started for the door. Jillian was more than happy to take the gifts even though she was starting to see through his generosity. When she reached him, she went on her toes and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”


    “You’re welcome,” he mumbled, pink creeping on his cheeks. He was an interesting man. Strong yet gentle. Macho yet in tune with everything feminine.


    “Could you do me a favor?” Jillian asked when they reached upstairs.


    “Anything.”


    “Stop blaming yourself for what happened to Lex.” She had a feeling that giving her the lingerie from his couture line was his way of apologizing. “It sounds like this Warwick guy has smart people working for him out there and they know how to get to you guys. Which brings me to the second favor.” She waited until he nodded before adding, “If Lex’s memories from last night are gone, promise me you won’t tell him about what happened here unless it is absolutely necessary.”


    Sloan shook his head. “No, I can’t do that. He’ll want to know. Any one of us would want to know. Everything he did wasn’t his fault. The drugs—”


    “Caused him to hallucinate, I know. Listen, he was furious when he thought someone tried to poison me, and the venom is not even dangerous when ingested. Imagine how he will react when he finds out Warwick had him drugged, and then the women involved took pictures of him and sent them to me. He’ll go ballistic.” Sloan still didn’t look convinced. “Give me a week. I want our wedding to be perfect. Not just for me, but for him too. It won’t be relaxed or happy if he’s worrying about Warwick. He also has an important business meeting next week. We don’t want anything going wrong with it either. I promise I’ll tell him everything after that.”


    Sloan sighed. “Okay. I’ll talk to Rake. He tends to be difficult.”


    Jillian grinned. “What else is new?”


    “Lex will be pissed when he finds out.”


    “I can handle him.”


    “Will you protect us from his wrath?” Sloan asked.


    This time, Jillian laughed. “I’ll tell him I strong-armed you into seeing things my way.”


    He pretended to think about it. “Okay. I can live with that.”


    “And if Rake proves to be difficult, call me. I can help.”


    He laughed. “Deal.”


    “One last favor.” They stopped outside Lex’s room. “Do you think we could have extra blankets? Lex is on top of the bed, and I can’t move him.”


    “Oh, I can help with that.”


    


    ~*~


    


    Hell! He had the mother of all hangovers. Lex squinted and checked his surroundings. Shafts of light crept through the edges of the slats, but his watch said it was barely seven. He wasn’t home, and last night was a blur. He couldn’t even remember removing his own clothes. Not that it mattered. Jillian was in his arms.


    She was curled up next to him, her perfect ass fitting perfectly against his crotch. Usually, she slept sprawled on top of him. The rose lingerie was new. It suited her.


    He stroked her hair. She mumbled something and rubbed her cheek against his arm. He might not be in his house, but he was definitely at home. Jillian was here.


    He stroked her hips, and she moaned, turning slightly toward him. He loved that even in sleep, she recognized his touch. He shifted, bunched the silk, lifted it out of the way, and dropped kisses on her skin. He moved up until his mouth closed on a nipple through the silk.


    She moaned, her hand sinking into his hair. “Lex?”


    He suckled hard and a shudder rocked her, but her grip on his hair didn’t lessen. He lifted his head. “Who would be waking you with a kiss this early but me?”


    She searched his face. “Are you okay?” she asked in a sleepy, sexy voice. The timbre never failed to send heat to his groin.


    “I was until you messed with my morning ritual.” He started to lower his head, but her grip tightened. He cocked an eyebrow at her. “Do you want me to stop?”


    “That depends. Who am I?”


    He chuckled. “You”—he planted a kiss on her shoulder—“are my savior. Thanks for rescuing me from that terrible lap dancer.”


    “Terrible dancer?”


    “Yep. Why should I settle for second best when I have you? I’m not sure what Sloan served, but the rest of the night is blank.” He ran a finger along the edge of her panties, slipped under the front panel, and swept along her clit. She was wet.


    She sucked in a breath, but still watched him with an expression he couldn’t describe. “I’m not sure if that’s a challenge in your eyes,” he said, pulling her panties down to her knees. “But I’m game if you are.”


    “Surprise me,” she said in a voice that made him want to shock her.


    He pushed her panties to her knees and left them there. “No,” he said when she tried to dislodge them by moving her legs. “They stay there.”


    “Is that an order?”


    “Yes. Do you have a problem with that?”


    A gleam that said she was intrigued entered her eyes. Just in case she tried to get rid of them, he knotted them around her ankles.


    “Hey, careful. Those babies are one-of-a-kind.”


    He pushed her legs up with one hand, almost folding her in two, and slid a finger along her pussy. She fell back against the pillows with a moan. Her response to his touch was like music to his ears. He shifted lower, his senses appreciating her scent and the sight of her glistening pussy. At thirty-nine, he’d bedded his share of women, but none had a body like Jillian. And she was all his. To play with. To love. To spoil.


    “I’ll buy you more in every color, then rip them off you just so I can do this.”


    She cried out as his mouth replaced his finger. He savored her juices, the taste of her intoxicating. It was a good thing that years of gymnastics and daily workout regimen had made her nimble, or her position would be intolerable. She gripped the headboard, her eyes closing, her hips lifting as she pushed against his mouth. He worshipped her with his tongue, mouth, and teeth.


    With every sound of pleasure she made, heat shot to his groin, his dick getting harder. He rubbed his face in her pussy, drove his tongue inside her as she shuddered and rocked her hips against him. Her breathing became erratic.


    “God, Lex. Yes.”


    He gave her what she wanted, sucking on her clit, plundering her with his tongue. She tried to push his hand aside and remove the panties constraining her, but he wasn’t having it. He grabbed her ankles. His other hand headed in the opposite direction. He slid two fingers inside her just as her muscles contracted in the perfect orgasm.


    She cried out, the sound echoing around the room, her body convulsing. Grinning, he released her ankles and removed her panties.


    Jillian watched him with luminescent eyes, her skin flushed. She sat up, removed the lingerie, and threw it without looking where it landed. He couldn’t explain why his hands were unsteady. She caressed his cheek.


    “Kiss me,” she whispered, and warmth curled in his chest.


    He did, taking his time. He trailed kisses down her neck and lower until his mouth closed on her nipple. She arched, her hands sliding across his shoulder, nails digging into his muscles. He nuzzled the valley between her breasts before laving the second nipple with his tongue. When he nipped it, she gasped. He was ready to explode.


    “Now, Jillian,” he whispered in a voice he didn’t recognize as his.


    “And always,” she finished, reaching for him, stroking his erection.


    He loved how she said that, making their union something more powerful and unique, something better than themselves. He hitched her legs around his waist and slid inside her, slowly.


    She gasped at the invasion even though he knew she would stretch and accommodate his girth and length. He was a big man, but he would never have to worry with her. He paused to savor her warmth and the way she hugged every inch of him. Her muscles tightened, inviting him to indulge himself.


    He began thrusting, his movements slow and sensual. Each drive was deeper, sending sensations up his shaft to the base of his spine. He linked their hands, his eyes locked with hers as he rocked his hips.


    Her mouth opened in a moan. Legs lifted higher as she met his thrusts. He picked up speed. She matched him. He let go of her hands and gripped her butt cheeks. She cupped his face and kissed him. Everything ceased to matter except Jillian and this moment.


    She hit the eye of the storm and went still, then wailed his name as another orgasm rocked through her body. The look on her face at that very moment was priceless. He surged into her once, twice. Then his senses exploded as pleasure shot up his spine and he joined her.


    He didn’t move until she stopped shaking. Then he rolled with her and tucked her to his side. He pressed a kiss on her temple. “Good morning, sweetheart.”


    Jillian chuckled and stretched, rubbing her leg against his. “Best morning.”


    He grinned and savored the moment. Jillian drifted off to sleep, her head on his chest as though listening to his heart. He tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and watched her.


    He didn’t know how long he lay there until his stomach growled. He eased from underneath her head, covered her, and looked around for his clothes. They were neatly folded and placed on the chair. He couldn’t remember entering this room or undressing. Had his friends carried him inside here?


    Lex got dressed, pressed a kiss on Jillian’s lips, and grinned when she stirred. He left the room, made a call to the hospital to check on Douglas, and then followed voices to the kitchen.


    Sloan was making breakfast while watching ESPN. He lived on oatmeal, and veggie and fruit smoothies with an occasional steak. “Where is everyone?”


    “Outside. Dom is barbecuing. You want breakfast?”


    “Not yours. I’ll have whatever they are having. So what the hell were you serving last night?”


    Sloan poured the oatmeal into a bowl and threw him an unreadable glance. “Why?”


    “I blanked out and can’t remember a damn thing.”


    “You should go easy on my special brew.”


    “It should come with a warning, my friend.”


    Lex headed outside. Dom was flipping steaks and frying eggs. The rest of the gang soaked in the morning sun, sunglasses covering their eyes. They looked like they hadn’t slept in decades. He had Jillian to thank for his mental state. Making love to her had cured his hangover.


    Lex rubbed his stomach. “I’m starved. When is the food going to be ready?” A collective groan came from the guys. “What happened to you guys? You look like shit.” He slapped Rake on the back. “What’s your excuse?”


    “Screw you, Fitz.”


    Lex laughed. “What did I do? You don’t drink or have sex.”


    “He was planning to last night,” Rod said.


    “Drink or have sex?”


    “Sex.” Rake slouched lower in the lounge chair. “But it didn’t happen because of you.”


    “Come and get it,” Dom yelled, waving Lex over, but Lex didn’t move from Rake’s chair.


    “Why me?” Lex asked. Instead of answering him, Rake got up, grabbed a plate from the deck table, and stomped to the grill. Lex turned his attention to Lucien and Aiden, both hiding behind their sunglasses. “What happened last night? Where did all your women go? From my counting, you could have easily gotten four each.”


    “We can’t pull that shit with Jillian in the house, mate,” Aiden said. “New rules starting last night. No scantily dressed women around when fiancées and wives are in the house.”


    Lex was touched, but not surprised. They were honorable men.


    “I like it,” he said.


    “We hate it,” several of them said in unison, and Lex chuckled. He grabbed a plate and headed to the mammoth grill where Dom was serving steak, eggs, and country potatoes.


    “Where’s Jocelyn?” She was not the type of woman you told what to do. “You didn’t kick her out too, did you?”


    “No, Jillian did that,” Rake said and smirked. “It was hilarious.”


    “Asshole,” Cade mumbled.


    “More like an ass-wipe,” Rod added.


    Rake gave them the finger and went back to his chair. Lex was used to their ribbing. He was more concerned with what happened between Jillian and Jocelyn. “Did she fly back?”


    “No, she’s in town on business,” Sloan said.


    “Did you catch where she’s staying?”


    “Rake dropped her off,” Sloan answered, joining them.


    Lex glanced at Rake, who stared right back at him.


    “Why do you want to know?” Rake asked. He was in one of his moods.


    “None of your business.”


    “Jillian chewed our asses last night, so I’m not enabling you if you’re thinking of paying Jocelyn a visit behind her back,” Rake shot back. “Your woman is a pain the ass, Fitz, but she’s the real deal and I respect that shit.”


    Lex glanced at the others, and they all nodded.


    “Stay true to her, bro,” Dom said.


    “If you want to mess with other women behind her back, don’t do it here on my island,” Sloan said.


    “Or anywhere else. We”—Cade pointed at the others—“won’t enable you.”


    “I’ll leave the fighting to you guys,” Rod said, stretching. “Jocelyn is at the Montage, Beverly Hills.” The others glared at him. “Hey, I’m just cracking the door for him. If he walks through it, that’s not my fault. I’ll court Jillian if he’s stupid enough to lose her.”


    “And I have a thing for blondes, so count me in,” Lucien said.


    Lex glanced at Aiden and smirked. “No comment?”


    “We Brits keep our cards close to our chests, Fitz. By the time you realize what I’ve planned, it will be too late. Remember that when dealing with one of us.”


    Lex frowned. He was pleased they were looking out for Jillian, but he wondered if Aiden was warning him about Jocelyn. He’d introduced her to Lex.


    


    


    


    CHAPTER 13


    


    Jillian closed her eyes and let the incessant chatter from the pool deck fade into the background. She loved scalp massages. Simi was firm, yet gentle. Today, he wasn’t in a hurry to finish with her and move on to the next customer, so he was taking his time. She sighed and smiled blissfully.


    Simi and his girls had arrived at the penthouse and set up shop on the patio right after Lex brought her home from Sloan’s. They were by the door to the steam and sauna rooms, which gave them easy access to the sinks.


    While his mani-pedi team had done Jillian’s toes and fingers, the esthetician had worked on her face. Now she was on the last stretch, having her hair washed and trimmed. A few feet away, her bridesmaids were getting their mani-pedis and facials. Sophia was splashing in the pool. Troy was in his element as the host. Jillian didn’t know what she’d do without him.


    Memories from last night drifted through her head. She refused to feel guilty for not telling Lex the truth about the drugs and what Warwick had done to him. Weddings were supposed to be fun. Worry-free. Hopefully, his friends would take care of this mess with Warwick without involving him.


    Simi finished with her hair and stepped back to study his work. “Beautiful. Tomorrow, we go for the perfect hairstyle for a tiara. Take a look at some of these and tell me what you want.” He placed a tablet in her hand then started collecting his things. “And remember, I’ll always be available when you need me to stop by.”


    And charge her an arm and a leg. She might splurge for her wedding, but she wasn’t sure home visits were necessary. Jillian found the right hairstyle. It was perfect for her hair length. Before she could stop herself, she clicked on an icon and was soon searching for her family video channel at an online video-hosting site.


    She hated the idea that someone close to her was a traitor. But could Warwick and his minions have gotten the information somewhere else? The most likely place was her family channel. Ricky didn’t have a filter and could have answered a fan’s question without weighing in the consequences. Hell, they might even know her favorite food and that she’d been so insecure as a child and had hated sharing her things, including her family. She’d hated girls hitting on her brothers, or using her to get closer to one of them. That was why she’d never gone for a threesome. Why she was possessive of her things and those she loved.


    Their videos had gone viral because of the piece Rod had done on her. Some people wanted to know when they’d be performing again. There were no mentions of Jillian, but some of Ricky’s responses had her sitting up and scowling.


    “Why are you frowning? You didn’t like any of the styles?” Simi asked, entering the room by the sauna.


    “Oh. I do.” She quickly went back to his website and showed him the one she’d chosen, then gave him directions to the Fitzgerald mansion in Palos Verdes. After he promised they’d be there by eight, she escorted him and his team to the elevators.


    Jillian came back and paused by the door to watch Troy with Sophia. The man was truly amazing. He’d refused to discuss the events at Eros, except to say that Dom and Ron had taken the men off his hands. There was more to him than met the eye.


    Sophia ran to Jillian to show off her new nail polish. Jillian oohed and aahed. Her niece gave her verdict on Jillian’s white-tipped toe and fingernails—they needed color.


    “We should head to the Montage soon,” Jillian reminded Troy. “My grandmother expects us at one, and it’s”—she checked her watch—“twelve-thirty.” Her father and the rest of the family were meeting them there.


    “Mr. Fitzgerald is on his way,” Troy said. “He said he’d like to escort you.”


    Not a bad idea. Even though her Armenian relatives clammed up around Lex, this was a chance for all her family to get to know each other. That meant the new, the old, and the future—Lex. He and her father might even get a chance to talk. She hadn’t received a call from Cian or Ricky about the venom incident, which meant her father hadn’t told them yet. He probably knew they’d go ballistic and make lunch a nightmare. Ricky had no filter, like her father. As soon as he learned about the viper’s origin, he’d start his independent investigation, asking people point-blank if they’d brought snake venom from their country.


    “Is Lex in the office?” she asked Troy.


    “No. He went to pick up Douglas. He just texted that they are on their way.” He waved her cell phone.


    “I need to run something by Paula. See if she can see me.” She joined her sisters-in-law on the patio.


    Ginger was trying to change Sophia, but the four-year-old wanted to get back inside the pool. She ran toward Jillian, almost tripping as she ducked inside the house. Her mother followed, threatening to remove Sophia’s nail polish if she didn’t behave. Sophia’s giggles echoed around the house.


    “So, how are the guys dealing with not performing?” Jillian asked, sitting on an empty chair and letting her gaze sweep the three remaining bridesmaids.


    “Cian is miserable,” Elena said. “He’s not cut out for a regular job. And Ross has been calling him and Dad, begging them not to quit the show.”


    Ross was the owner of the Bay Area Circus. Jillian glanced at Selene, Cousin Aiden’s fiancée. “How is Aiden?”


    “You know how he likes to crack jokes to cover what he really feels? He’s doing it more, but I see through it,” Selene said. “He’s miserable.”


    “Des too,” Anne Marie said. She and Des had been dating for years. She and Selene hadn’t really been involved with the Fearless Finnegan Troupe. She taught pre-school, while Anne Marie was an aerobics instructor.


    “Since your story aired, they’ve gotten calls from people asking when they’d perform again,” Elena said, gently rubbing her stomach. She was only a few weeks pregnant and wasn’t showing yet. “One even asked if they’d perform for veterans on Armed Forces Day.”


    Great! “And Dad?”


    “He’s bored. He’s always calling to ‘check on us,’” Elena said.


    Her father might have said he was ready to retire, but Jillian knew he’d done it to protect her identity. The whole world knew who she was now. Based on Ricky’s online comments, he wasn’t happy either. All of them should be following their passion and dreams, not pushing them aside to protect her.


    Ginger came back to the patio without Sophia, her face pale.


    Jillian jumped up. “What is it? Where’s Sophia?”


    Ginger pointed at the house. “She ran into your bedroom and, uh, Mr. Fitzgerald arrived with another man.”


    Jillian chuckled, relieved. “That’s Douglas. I’ll get her.” She went back inside to find Douglas talking to Troy. “Welcome home, Douglas.”


    “It’s nice to be home, Ms. Jillian.”


    She gave him a hug. Going by the redness on his face, she was embarrassing him. She stepped back. “I hope you’re ready to eat something other than hospital food.”


    “Oh, yes, ma’am.”


    Jillian grinned. “Good. We are going to the Montage Rooftop Bar and Grill. Unless your tooth is still hurting,” she added when he frowned. “We could bring you back something easier to chew in a doggie bag. Might be a better idea. You need to rest.”


    “No, Ms. Jillian,” he said quickly, panic flashing in his eyes. “I have been following Mr. Fitzgerald’s orders and resting or I would have checked myself out last night. Rooftop Grill sounds great.”


    “Good.” She patted his arm.


    “Ms. Watson said she’ll be upstairs shortly,” Troy said, joining them.


    Jillian stopped and turned. “Why?”


    “You said to see if she could see you.”


    “Troy,” she scolded him. “I meant to stop by her office. Paula is too busy to run up here whenever I want to chat. Tell her…” Sophia’s laughter drifted from the bedroom, followed by Lex’s voice. “Tell her I’ll call her.”


    “This one?” Sophia’s voice reached Jillian before she entered their bedroom.


    “That’s your Aunt Jillian’s favorite color,” Lex said.


    “And this one?” Sophia asked as Jillian peered into the room. Lex was seated on the vanity chair while Sophia sat on his knee and pointed at bottles of nail polish.


    “That one too.”


    “But I want you to pick one.” Sophia’s bottom lip stuck out. Jillian grinned. She’d been at the receiving end of that little imp’s adorable green eyes to know that Lex didn’t have a chance.


    “Please, Uncle Lex,” Sophia said.


    Uncle Lex? Since when? And what do you know? Lex caved like a cheap suit and chose a color. Bad idea. Now, he was going to get it.


    “Open it. Open it,” Sophia said, clapping. “I’ll put some on your nails like I put on Daddy and Grampa.”


    Jillian laughed. Lex glanced up and mouthed, “Help.”


    She just shrugged and leaned against the doorway. He’d bragged about being good with kids. Here was his chance to prove it.


    “Okay, Sophia. Just my left pinky,” Lex said and shot Jillian a triumphant look. She blew him a kiss. Sophia took her time plastering green polish on Lex’s nail.


    Jillian joined them, admired the terrible paint job, then lifted the child from Lex’s lap. “Go to Mommy, Sophia. She’s looking for you.” Jillian watched her niece skip out of the room and then turned to face Lex. “You, poor man.”


    He pulled her down to his lap and stole a kiss. “You should have warned me about her.”


    “Only those with inner strength can resist our future Oscar winner.” She took a cotton ball and dabbed polish remover on it. “You already tangoed with her at my dad’s. You should have learned to be firm with her.” She cleaned his nail. “There. Good as new. Did you learn anything about the venom?”


    I’m supposed to talk to Paula, but since you are here, can I bounce my idea off you first?” She looped her arms around his neck.


    Lex caressed her arms, but his eyes stayed focused on her face. “Sure. What is it?”


    “It’s about how you can entertain Hujimura,” she said. “Next Friday is Armed Forces Day. There will be celebrations in the days leading to it, giving us an opportunity to impress him.”


    “Take him to the parade?” he asked, frowning.


    “No, I’m thinking big. Leeds can sponsor Bay Area Circus’ performance for the military families—active, veterans, and reserves. They’ll all be out for Armed Forces Day.” Lex’s head shot up. “Cian knows the local brass and will set everything up. He’s done it before. From what Elena tells me, their phone’s been ringing nonstop since yesterday with people asking when they’ll perform again. Ross from Bay Area Circus is desperate to have them back, too. The online videos have gone viral. In fact, Leeds could be a sponsor. But if the Fearless Finnegan Troupe uses Leeds’ bikes or even just one bike, Hujimura can see the bikes in action. And supporting the military families will also make Leeds look good.”


    Lex nodded. “I like it.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Where’s the enthusiasm?”


    “Actually, I love it. But I’m a little confused. The Fearless Finnegan Troupe no longer exists.”


    “Not for long. According to Elena, my family’s been miserable since everyone gave up performing for boring, office jobs.” She grinned when his eyes narrowed. “Sorry. Once a circus performer, always a circus performer. It’s in our blood. Well, their blood. And since Dad gave up the circus to protect me and I now have you to keep me safe”—she planted a kiss on his cheek—“they can go back to doing what they do best. Being the Fearless Finnegan Troupe, and we get to wow Hujimura.”


    He didn’t speak right away, his intelligent eyes locked on her face with unnerving intensity.


    “Say something.”


    “You are brilliant,” he said. Cupping her face, he pressed his forehead against hers. “Paula tried to find tickets to a show or a game, or anything with little success. We were thinking of flying them to Vegas, but this is perfect.”


    “There’s a catch.”


    He chuckled. “Whatever it is, I’m in.”


    “You have to pitch the idea to my father like it’s your own, and you have to do it in”—Jillian checked her watch—“twenty minutes.” Lex visibly winced. She smacked his chest with the back of her hand. “Hey! That’s not the reaction I expect from my fiancé. He is going to be your father-in-law. It’s bad enough he thinks you are dragging me to the alter without you acting like he’s an ogre.”


    “He shot at me.”


    “You were trespassing,” she said, trying hard not to laugh.


    “He made you cry.”


    “He was protecting me.”


    “He doesn’t think I’m good enough for you.”


    Jillian grinned. Lex was the love of her life. Even with his imperfections, he was perfect for her. “You’re not, but he’ll meet you halfway because he loves me.”


    Lex chuckled and kissed her, one second hard and possessive, the next languid and sweet. One of his hands gripped the back of her head while the other lowered to her breast to play with her nipple.


    “The sooner you are mine, the faster I’ll have the right to everything Jillian Finnegan, body, heart, soul, and brilliant ideas,” he whispered.


    Silly man. He already had the rights to her, mind, heart, and soul. “Just so you know, Dad thinks you’ve knocked me up.”


    Lex laughed this time.


    “It’s not funny. He offered to help me raise the child without you.” Lex sobered, his expression fierce. “Your family thinks I’m pregnant, too.”


    “Do you want me to talk to them?”


    Jillian shook her head. “The more we deny it, the more they’ll think we have something to hide.” She tried to get up, but Lex’s hand slipped under her shirt to caress her stomach. Her muscles contracted and heat pooled low between her legs. Would it always be like this between them? A touch and her body melted? She hoped so. She covered his wandering hand. “No time for monkey business. I promised my grandmother we’d be there at one. After yesterday, she might just call the police if I’m not on time.”


    “We’re going, but I need to make something clear first. No one raises my child without me. I’ll make sure your father understands that.”


    Whoa, what had she started with her confession? She tried to downplay it by patting his cheek. “I wouldn’t have it any other way, hun. You’re great with Sophia, and you’re going to make an amazing father.”


    He grinned. “Not for a while, I hope. You and I have some catching up to do.”


    Now she was confused. “Catching up?”


    He lifted her up, stood, and set her on her feet. “I’ve been waiting a long time for you, Jillian Finnegan. I want you to myself for as long as I can before we bring a child into the world.” He frowned as though something occurred to him. “Unless you want to start a family right away.”


    Was he serious? She wanted his undivided attention for as long as possible. “Does that mean that when we have children we won’t have time for just us?”


    “We will make time for us,” he vowed. “Because no matter how many children you give me, you’ll always be first in my life.”


    He had her. Hell, he’d had her since the moment he dismounted from his bike outside the trailers at Perris Valley Skydiving field. Jillian had to swallow before saying, “Children?”


    “I want to fill our house with them. If you haven’t noticed, I come from a huge family.”


    Couldn’t miss that if she tried. She kissed him, pouring all her love, hopes, and dreams into it. “For the record, I want to catch up too, because I’ve been waiting for you to find me. And FYI, you have me, Lex Fitzgerald. Body, heart, soul, and brilliant ideas,” she added, repeating his words. “I want children, too. Lots of them. I was an only child for a long time, and family means everything to me. The bigger the better, but I can wait. I want you to myself for as long as I can have you. And no matter how many children you give me, you’ll always be first.” Her throat closed, and she knew she’d tear up if she didn’t take a step back. “Speaking of brilliant ideas… I was going to talk to Paula about the circus. You know, suggest it as a possible—”


    He scooped her up and started for the door. She grabbed onto his shoulders.


    “Lex?”


    “I want you now. The Montage is five minutes away.” He deftly locked the door. “We have time for a quickie.”


    “I like quickies,” she said, her arms tightening around him.


    “I don’t, but it will have to do.” He lowered her on the bed and reached for the waistband of her pants.


    “What brought this on?” she asked, starting to unbutton her shirt.


    “Do I need a reason?” He pulled her pants off and threw them over his shoulder, then gripped the lapels of her shirt and pulled, buttons flying around them. She didn’t bother to scold him. “It won’t matter where we are. Every time you dazzle me with that mind of yours, I’m making love to you.”


    Making love. Before, he’d say fuck your brains out. She loved his new wording. She went to her knees and reached for his belt. “Challenge accepted.”


    “And I promise to rise to every occasion,” he said just as she pushed down his pants and underwear and his beautiful erection sprung free.


    She stroked his erection and grinned. “I love the way you rise to the occasion.”


    


    ~*~


    


    They took two cars. Troy took Jillian’s family in the SUV while Douglas drove Lex and Jillian in the Jaguar, giving her a chance to talk to Paula about Hujimura. She had the speakers on, so Lex could listen.


    “I think a thirty-minute private bike show before the real show starts would be great,” Jillian said.


    “I love it,” Paula said, chuckling. “I’ve been talking to Keiko, Hujimura’s assistant, and she said he loves bikes. He might like the opportunity to try the Globe.”


    Jillian made a face and glanced at Lex.


    “Sounds like a wonderful idea, Paula,” he said.


    “How old is he?” Jillian asked.


    “He’s in his seventies. Is that going to be a problem?” Paula asked.


    “My father has a thing about who rides in the Globe, so don’t say anything to Hujimura’s people until we run it by my father. He’ll want to meet the old man first and insist on knowing his health history. You know, just to be on the safe side. He will have him sign a waiver, too.” Jillian glanced at Lex. “You’ll have to convince him.”


    He nodded. He wasn’t looking forward to talking to his future father-in-law. His only consolation was the fact that Finnegan had a soft spot for his daughter and would do just about anything for her.


    Jillian finished her conversation with Paula before they pulled up outside the Montage. The front desk manager escorted them to the restaurant after apologizing profusely to Douglas and offering him a complementary stay.


    The Petrosians and the rest of Jillian’s family were already sipping drinks at Rooftop Bar and Grill. The restaurant had a spectacular view of Beverly Hills estates and landscape, but Lex was more interested in Jillian’s father.


    The old man was regaling a few Petrosians with circus stories. The brothers and the cousins were talking about bike stunts to the younger Armenians. The uncle and aunt were with Alin Petrosian. But everyone’s attention shifted as soon as they realized Jillian had arrived. She was the glue holding these two families together.


    She smiled and waved, punching her brothers’ arms and hugging her uncle and aunt. She and her grandmother exchanged hugs and kisses. “I hope we’re not late.”


    “By two minutes, but I forgive you because you are looking very lovely, my dear,” Alin Petrosian said. Jillian had changed into a dress after they made love.


    “Told you I could clean up,” Jillian said.


    “I have pearls downstairs that would go very well with that dress.”


    Jillian laughed and held her arm. “Let’s talk pearls later, Grandma. Right now I want you to meet the rest of my family.”


    While Jillian introduced her in-laws, Lex tried to figure a way to draw Daniel Finnegan away from his adoring crowd. Lex left Mrs. Petrosian fawning over Douglas after insisting he join them for lunch and made his way to Finnegan. He didn’t interrupt. He reached them, and one by one, Finnegan’s audience melted away.


    “You know you have an air about you that makes people very uncomfortable,” Finnegan said, staring up at him. He only reached his shoulder.


    “I don’t mean to be intimidating,” Lex said.


    “I think you know how you affect people, Fitzgerald, and use it to your advantage.” He glanced at Jillian. “Do you intimidate her, too?”


    Lex followed his eyes to where Jillian was laughing at something one of her cousins said. His chest warmed. “Jillian is not easily intimidated. What most people fear, she faces head on.” He dragged his eyes away from her and faced her father. “I’m in awe of her and humbled that she’s agreed to become my wife.”


    “Why are you humbled?” Finnegan asked. “You can have any woman you want.”


    “But I can only love one, sir, and that’s Jillian. She’s the one, the girl with a big heart and a thirst for life. The girl who forgives and gives second chances to those she loves because she focuses on the good in them, not the bad. Most of us are not like her. I’d like to think I am, but when it comes down to it, I don’t give second chances when someone hurts those I love.”


    Finnegan nodded, and they both turned to look at Jillian. As though aware of their eyes on her, she turned and smiled. Lex’s stomach dipped. The effect of that smile had never changed since the day they met.


    “She’s my only daughter, Fitzgerald, and I would do anything to protect her.”


    “So would I, sir. I love your daughter and promise to take good care of her. If she has dreams she wants to fulfill, I will not stand in her way. I’ll make sure she has everything she needs to make them come true. If anyone hurts her, I will not rest until they pay for it.” Finnegan frowned as though mulling over Lex’s words. Panic coiled tight in Lex’s gut. “I want your blessing, Mr. Finnegan, because it is important to Jillian that you approve of her choice.”


    “You never asked for my blessing before you asked my daughter to marry you. What if I say you can’t have it?”


    Annoyance flashed through Lex. The man was deliberately making him jump through hoops. But as annoying as Finnegan was, he was Jillian’s father and Lex had to put up with him.


    “Then I’ll marry her tomorrow without it, because I can’t live without her. I won’t.”


    Finnegan studied Lex intently and then slapped him on the back. “That’s all I wanted to hear, son. Speaking of those who want to hurt her, have you found the people responsible for the venom?” His glance went to Douglas, who was talking to Mrs. Petrosian’s assistant.


    “Not yet,” Lex said. “Now that Douglas is back on his feet, he’s back on the case.”


    Finnegan glanced at the Petrosians. “You think one of them was behind it?”


    “That’s a possibility. Or we could be dealing with a different enemy.”


    “Yours or New York?”


    “Douglas already checked into the death of Jillian’s father, but the case was never considered a homicide. They’d ruled it as an accident and closed it years ago, so yes, this is likely one of mine.”


    Finnegan nodded. “I like your honesty, so I’ll be honest too. If anything happens to my little girl because of you, I will come for your head, Fitzgerald,” he warned.


    “I expect nothing less, sir.”


    “Good.” He shook Lex’s hand.


    Lex stayed by his side and watched the two families mingle. “How’s retirement, sir?”


    Finnegan didn’t answer right away. “We always thought we’d have lots of things to keep us busy when we retire. Rowan wanted to take up golf. He works at an auto body shop and is driving his wife crazy.”


    The man was deflecting. “What about you, sir?”


    “With the New York threat out of the picture and your man on the job, I should just buy myself a boat and take off into the sunset like an Eskimo.”


    Lex chuckled. That was ancient tradition that was no longer practiced by the Inuits. But even then they’d only done it during famine. “I was hoping you’d help me with something if you’re not too busy.”


    “I’m listening.”


    “I own a resort in St. Martin that is undergoing extensive renovation. In a month’s time, we will open for business. Like most places on the island, the main building has a casino and a large theater for live performances. The manager tells me he needs to hire someone to be in charge of entertainment.” Actually, Hank Beaumont, head of the Caribbean office of Fitz-Valdez, hadn’t started searching yet. “The theater was previously used by acrobats, aerial, and bike stunt artists. The Director of Entertainment will be in charge of booking shows. This is a salaried position.”


    Lex had Finnegan’s full attention.


    “I’m also looking for an in-residence attraction that will be featured several times a week. This could be a bike stunt show.” He was laying it on thick, but he didn’t want the old man to have a doubt of what he was offering. “The show can always expand to include other performances.”


    “Like the circus?”


    “No. No animals and no clowns.” Lex shuddered. “Aerial. Dance. More like Cirque du Soleil. The Director of Entertainment will decide what should be included in the acts.” Lex paused and sipped his drink. “There will be a housing stipend for the key personnel.” Lex watched the man’s expression. He could almost taste his excitement. “So if you happen to know a small company that would be interested in a deal like that, I’d really appreciate an introduction.” He pulled out his card and handed it to Finnegan. “In the meantime, I have a dilemma on my hands.”


    Lex talked about the possibility of the Fearless Finnegan Troupe and the Bay Area Circus performing on Armed Forces Day and having a private show for his business associates before the main attraction.


    “When?” Finnegan asked.


    “Next week on Friday. We can book the Staples Center and find sponsors. All we need you to do is come prepared.” Lex waited. He saw the interest in the man’s eyes and the struggle to do the right thing.


    “Cian has contacts in the military. If you can get a venue…” He whistled. “We’ve never performed at the Staple Center. But with the publicity we’ve been having, we can do it. We haven’t sold our rigs yet. Rowan told me to hold on to them for a little bit. He’s not going to believe this. The boys would love…” The light dimmed in Finnegan’s eyes. “I’ll ask them,” he said, speaking slowly as though already formulating a plan.


    “Let me know as soon as you can. My secretary can start making arrangements. Also, think about my other offer. St. Martin is not a bad place for retirement, and employees get to use the golf course for free.”


    Finnegan still frowned, but he smiled when Jillian came to join them. “Come on, you two. Lunch is about to be served and you’re still talking.” Her eyes volleyed between them. “You can finish your conversation later.”


    Jillian took each of their arms and guided them to a table. As soon as she let her father go, he went to join his brother Rowan and waved over Jillian’s older brother. Throughout lunch, Lex kept an eye on them. He’d expected them to pull Jillian aside and tell her what was going on, but despite glancing at their table several times, they didn’t.


    


    ~*~


    


    After lunch, Lex escorted Jillian and her grandmother upstairs to her suite to collect an old box, then to the penthouse. The others joined them, and the noise level shot up. Lex went to find Jillian and found her in the bathroom.


    “We’re never sending our children to visit your grandmother.”


    Jillian looked up from zipping up her toiletries bag. “Why?”


    “She doesn’t like kids. You should have seen her face when Sophia started acting up.” One medium suitcase was on the bed and a smaller one was on the floor. “Two suitcases?”


    “And a hat box. I’m packing for our honeymoon in a cold and a warm place since you didn’t tell me where we are going.”


    “We’re going somewhere warm.”


    “Good. How did it go with my father?” Jillian asked.


    “He said he’d think about it.”


    She groaned. “What’s there to think about?”


    “He wants to check with your brothers and Uncle Rowan.” Annoyance flashed in her eyes. “No, stay out of this, Jillian. Do not call your father.”


    She gave him an innocent smile. “Now why would you think I’d do that?”


    He tapped her nose. “I know that look in your eyes. You asked me to convince him, so let me do things my way.” She nodded, but he didn’t believe her. She was chewing on her lower lip, and she wore a calculating expression.


    “I don’t understand,” she finally said. “Elena said they were bored and unhappy. Ricky’s online comments are practically a cry for help. Don’t get me wrong. He loves to work at Leeds, but”—she shook her head—“I know my brother. He misses the troupe. They haven’t sold the rigs yet, so it’s just a matter of telling Ross that they want to do a gig together.”


    Lex had a feeling they might be discussing his other offer too, but he was not discussing St. Martin with Jillian until it was a done deal. “Are you sure you still don’t want to know where we’re going for our honeymoon?”


    She threw him a disgusted look. “Changing subjects on me doesn’t make this discussion go away. And no, I don’t want to know.” She dragged the suitcase off the bed.


    “Whoa. Leave that alone.” He took the suitcase from her and hefted it. “What are you carrying in here? Your entire wardrobe?”


    “Never ask a woman what she’s packed, sweetie.” She wrapped her arms around his waist and squeezed. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Have fun tonight, because tomorrow…”


    “You’ll be my wife.” He stroked her cheek.


    “And once we exchange vows, you are mine to do with as I please.” She grinned and wiggled her brows. “Wherever and whenever.”


    Just like that, nothing else mattered but capturing her smile. He lowered his head and laid siege on her mouth, savoring her sweetness. When he lifted his head, her face was flushed. “You became mine the moment you left that trailer and feigned interest in my bike. The ring is just a formality.”


    “It wasn’t feigned. Your bike is beautiful.” She slipped out of his arms and blew him a kiss as she started for the door. “You were just the hot guy riding it.”


    “I’ll take hot over beautiful any day.” He caught up with her before she opened the door. “Douglas and Troy will drive you to the mansion. If you need anything while there, let them know. If you need to talk to me, I’m a phone call away.” He lowered his head to steal another kiss just as his phone went off.


    He ignored it, but not Jillian. She reached behind him and plucked the phone from its holder. She lifted it to see the caller while still kissing him. Amused by her antics, he grabbed the phone from her hand and scowled at the name on the screen.


    “I must be losing my touch if you can kiss me and answer the phone,” he growled.


    Jillian grinned. “I’d hoped it was my impossible father.”


    “I told you to stay out of my business, woman,” Lex warned, smacking her ass as she opened the door. She blew him a kiss and left the room with the smaller suitcase. He brought the phone to his ear. “What’s happening, Paula?”


    “Your future father-in-law is here.”


    


    


    CHAPTER 14


    


    Lex escorted Jillian downstairs, waited until the Jaguar left the parking lot, then headed to the office. “Is Finnegan alone?”


    “No, he is with his son and brother.”


    Lex thanked her and pushed open the door. Finnegan was by the window admiring the view. His son Cian sat on the edge of his seat, while his brother Rowan was sniffing one of the Cuban cigars Lex kept in his office for his guests. He put it back when he realized they were not alone.


    “Help yourself,” Lex said.


    Rowan grinned. “Don’t mind if I do,” he said and took one. “Thank you.”


    “Nice view you have up here, Fitzgerald,” Daniel Finnegan said, turning to face him. “Has Jillian seen it?”


    “She has.” He closed the door behind him.


    “Did she ask if she could walk from your building to that one over there on a tightrope?” He pointed at a building across the street, and Lex felt a little ill. The old man grinned at Lex’s reaction.


    “Dad,” Cian warned while his uncle chuckled gleefully.


    “Stop messing with the boy’s head, Danny. Sit down, son, before you keel over,” Rowan urged Lex, pointing at the chair behind the desk. “We have business to discuss.”


    “She gave me plenty of gray hairs, and now it is his turn,” Daniel said, slapping Lex on the back on his way to his seat. “He said he would support all her crazy ideas, and I thought that was the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”


    “Do you remember the first time she saw Jonas do the tightrope and she decided she could do it, too?” Rowan asked, then he and Finnegan burst out laughing.


    Lex didn’t find anything funny about Jillian on a damn tightrope. Worse, they continued with more anecdotes, the next ones even less funny. The more they talked, the more Lex realized he was about to be saddled with the in-laws from hell. They were enjoying watching him squirm, and the more he did, the more outrageous their stories became. Cian shot Lex a pained look and shrugged.


    “It wasn’t funny at the time because she was only twelve and the bike was too big for her. I almost crapped in my pants watching her ride it,” Finnegan continued.


    “She almost broke her neck that time,” his brother said, and both men became quiet as though reliving the moment.


    “I was going to ground her, but the look on her face stopped me,” Finnegan said slowly. “She was so proud of herself. I was proud of her. Scared and angry, but proud. She was finally a Finnegan.”


    “That’s what she told Cian when he scolded her,” Rowan mumbled. “If you give our Jillian the freedom to do as she pleases, she will send you to an early grave.”


    “She was seventeen when she started free running with a bunch of kids in the neighborhood.” Finnegan glanced at Lex. “That was it for me. So I sent her off to Hollywood to Chris where it’s all smoke and mirrors. She was unhappy with my decision, but I couldn’t let her do that free running nonsense.”


    “Free running?” Lex asked.


    “Jumping from rooftop to rooftop, doing flips on ledges to the ground, running and climbing walls…” Finnegan shook his head. “If she suggested this idea about the Fearless Finnegans working on your island resort just so she can get back on the stage, I have to say no to your proposal, Fitzgerald.”


    “She doesn’t know about my offer.” He studied the three men. “I don’t do family members favors,” he lied smoothly. “This is a business proposition. If you choose to accept my offer, you have to work hard or I’ll get someone better to run it. I pay top-notch dollars for top-notch shows. From the ones you book”—he glanced at Cian since Jillian had said he was the PR guy for the troupe—“to your own performances. If you need to add more stuntmen and women to your troupe, that’s your choice. I only insist you keep the name the Fearless Finnegan Troupe. That name means something to many people.”


    They nodded.


    “I have some stipulations,” Lex said.


    “Like what?” Finnegan asked.


    “You must use at least one Leeds bike in your stunts.” He searched their faces. The others nodded, but Finnegan didn’t. “Is that going to be a problem?”


    “No,” Cian said.


    “Yes,” Finnegan said at the same time. “Bikers are like jockeys. Once they find a favorite ride, they don’t like to change.”


    The man was being deliberately difficult, or testing him. “Horses die and jockey’s move on, Mr. Finnegan,” Lex said, keeping his voice even. “They bond with new rides. Your riders will get used to Leeds bikes or modify them to suit their needs.” Lex leaned back. “We could even start a whole new line based on your specifications.” Something flickered in Finnegan’s eyes—amusement or respect, Lex wasn’t sure.


    “We can do the performance next week for Armed Forces Day, too,” Cian said.


    Lex dragged his eyes from Finnegan to focus on his son. Cian was a man Lex could conduct business with. “That’s good news. Can you use a Leeds?”


    Cian nodded. “Yes. Ricky likes your Street Rider XDs. He can ride it.”


    For the next half an hour, they discussed both deals. “Mrs. Watson will draw out a contract and send it to you. Have your legal team take a look at it. Then we’ll meet again to sign it. She will also be in touch with you about next week’s performance.”


    By the time Lex escorted his future in-laws to the door, everyone in the office had left, except Paula.


    “I’ll take care of the rest,” she said. “I have a list of sponsors who will be more than happy to have their names associated with the Armed Forces Day event.”


    “No, there’ll only be one sponsor. Infinitus Agendum.”


    “I don’t have their contact,” she said, frowning.


    “I do. I’ll send you all the information you need tonight.” He kissed her on the cheek. “Thanks for staying. See you tomorrow?”


    She grinned. “Wouldn’t miss it. Will Dom be there?”


    “I’ll make sure you are seated beside him.” He grabbed his things and headed to the penthouse. It was too quiet. He’d gotten used to having Jillian and Douglas around. His brothers, in-laws, and cousins would not be arriving for the bachelor party for another hour. To chase away the silence, he turned on the TV. It was nice not to hear people discuss Jillian, thank goodness. He switched to ESPN and hiked the volume. Immediately, his phone rang. He recognized Rod’s number


    “What the hell is that noise in the background?”


    “Television, Mr. Media Man. What’s going on? Please tell me your people have something on Warwick and his foot soldiers? Douglas is back and is itching to get to work.”


    “Nothing so far. My people got a hold of the footage from the Montage. Now, feel free to chew my ass, but I figured you’d want to know what was in it.”


    Lex tensed. “Go ahead.”


    “Douglas and Troy paid a brief visit to the kitchen and spoke to the chef before Jillian and her grandmother went to have tea.”


    Annoyance coursed through him. The implication of what Rod was saying was not lost on him. There was no way Douglas would want to hurt Jillian. He trusted the man with his life. “I’m sure there’s a perfectly good explanation.”


    “The guys told me to leave it alone, but I thought you needed to know. The camera covers the entrance to the kitchen. It showed them going in and a few minutes later, they came out with the chef.”


    “Thanks, Rod. Like I said, there’s a perfectly a good explanation for their presence there.” Lex hung up and frowned. What were Douglas and Troy doing in the kitchen at Parq? Of course, they’d never try to poison Jillian. Douglas had been with him for years. The man would be sick and still drag himself out of bed to take care of him. He was loyal. Lex helped him with his investments, so he knew Douglas could have retired years ago and lived comfortably for the rest of his life, but chose to stay in his service. There was no way he would want to hurt Jillian. Troy might still be new to his household, but he was already devoted to Jillian. Besides, he was Douglas’ protégée.


    Still… this was Jillian.


    Lex checked his watch. He had time before his brothers arrived. He placed a call to the Montage, then grabbed his helmet, goggles, gloves, and a jacket and headed downstairs. Next, he called his brothers. He was in the garage when he changed his mind about going to the Montage and called Douglas.


    “Did you and Troy talk to the kitchen staff at Parq before Jillian and her grandmother had tea yesterday?” Lex asked.


    “Yes, sir. Mrs. Petrosian instructed her assistant to book a table at the restaurant and asked the chef to make their usual. I went downstairs to make sure everything was okay. That they had everything Ms. Jillian and her grandmother wanted. The chef promised me she would personally prepare their tea. Troy tagged along to learn.”


    Now Lex was confused. “Learn what?”


    “The responsibility that comes with being a member of your staff, sir. I showed him what I’ve always done since I started working for you. Every restaurant you visit, I always make sure I know the people handling your food. That way if anything goes wrong, I know exactly who to hold accountable. I talked to the chef this morning, and she has no idea how the venom got in the tea.”


    Lex was astonished. No, amazed. He wanted to thank the guy, but wasn’t exactly sure what to say. “Are you saying you’ve been doing this since you started working for me?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “I had no idea.”


    “You didn’t need to know, sir.”


    Damn! He was one lucky bastard to have Douglas. “Remind me to give you a raise.”


    Douglas chuckled. “That won’t be necessary, sir. Was there anything else?”


    “No. Yes. Are you at the mansion?”


    “Almost there, sir. I will check in once everyone is safely behind the gates.”


    For a few minutes, Lex just sat on his bike and stared into space. Employees like Douglas were rare. No, Douglas was no longer an employee. He was family. Hopefully, Troy would one day be just like him.


    Lex started the bike and pulled out of the parking lot. He had one person he needed to talk to before his wedding tomorrow. He was closing a chapter in his life and he wanted everyone to know about it.


    


    ~*~


    


    “You do that?” Jillian whispered, so amazed by the conversation she’d overheard between Lex and Douglas.


    Douglas chuckled. “Yes, Ms. Jillian.”


    “My God, you are amazing. Lex is so lucky to have you. No, we are so lucky to have you.”


    “I’m just doing my duty, Ms. Jillian.”


    She imagined an old Douglas living with them, bouncing their kids on his knees. They’d probably call him Uncle Douglas or something. She’d make sure of that.


    Jillian waited as the massive wrought iron gates to the Fitzgerald mansion swung open. She couldn’t remember seeing the initials FF on the gate on her previous visits. But then again, she’d been too nervous.


    “Thanks for letting me drive,” she said, pulling up into the circular cobbled driveway.


    “Letting you, Ms. Jillian? I didn’t think I had a choice in the matter.”


    Jillian grinned. “Ha-ha, very funny. You always have a choice, Douglas.”


    “I’ll try to remember that next time.”


    He didn’t even crack a smile. She’d begged and promised not to give him a hard time guarding her or escorting her anywhere. She switched off the engine and turned to drop the key in his hand. “Are you spending the night here?”


    “Yes, as per Mr. Fitzgerald’s orders.”


    She frowned. What if Warwick got to Lex again? “I wish you were with him. Warwick is a sneaky bastard, and there’s no telling what he might do next.”


    Surprise flickered across Douglas’ face. “You know about Warwick?”


    “Oh yes. Do you think Lex will be okay tonight? The last bachelor party didn’t go so well.”


    He nodded. “The security system at the penthouse is impenetrable. And two of my guys are parked outside the building, with orders to stay with him if he leaves and to report any unusual activities.”


    After the conversation between Lex and Douglas, nothing Douglas did or said surprised her anymore. “You care about him, don’t you?”


    “He’s my responsibility, Ms. Jillian. You both are.”


    “But you care about him, too.”


    “Maybe not the same way you do, Ms. Jillian. You love him.”


    She grinned. “Am I that obvious?”


    “To anyone watching you together, yes. You were worried about him when he was talking to your father.”


    Jillian shrugged. She didn’t care if they knew. “My father can be very rude and stubborn, and we need his help when Hujimura gets here next week. Thanks for reminding me.” She pulled out her phone and speed-dialed her father’s number. It was picked up right away.


    “Jilly, my girl. What can I do for you?”


    “Have you made up your mind, Dad?”


    “About what?”


    “Helping us next week during Armed Forces Day. This is an important client, and we really need to have that private show.” There were mumbled words in the background as though her father was talking to someone. “If you can’t do it, that’s fine. I’ll do it with Hollywood stuntmen and women I’ve worked with over the years. They have no experience with circus stunts, but we can wing it.”


    “Wing it?” her father barked. “The idiots will break your neck. Then I’ll be forced to bury them in unmarked graves. And what makes you think I’d let someone who is not a Finnegan inside my Globe?”


    Jillian sighed. Her threats were empty, but damn it, her father could be a total pain in the ass. His refusal to help was probably because he still thought Lex wasn’t the right man for her.


    “We need your help, Daddy, but I’m not going to force you to do it. Just like I’m not going to force you to like Lex or approve of our marriage. I chose him and that should be good enough for you.”


    Her father sighed. “It should, but no man would ever be good enough for you. He comes close. He’s stubborn and used to getting his way like most blue bloods, but there’s room for growth. You can fix him, Jilly.” Someone said something in the background. Sounded like his uncle. Then her father said, “He’d better be good to you, because I’ll be watching him. I’m coming to your wedding to give you away with a lighter heart than last week.”


    Relief coursed through Jillian. One down. “And the show next week?”


    “We’ll do the show.”


    “Could you please call Lex and tell him so he doesn’t worry? He might not show it, but this deal is very important to him. And please don’t tell him I called. I promised him I wouldn’t interfere.”


    Her father hooted with laughter. “And he believed you? I’m not envying that boy. You’re going to lead him to a merry dance.”


    “Dad…”


    “Jilly, my girl, we just left his office fifteen minutes ago. His people will draw the contracts and we’ll have them signed and neatly tied with a bow by the time you come back from your honeymoon.”


    Jillian threw her arm in the air. “Why didn’t you say so before?”


    “You didn’t give me a moment to respond. Always talking a mile a minute. He is right, you know. You shouldn’t be going behind his back and calling me. He can take care of himself.” The rebuke stung. Before she could think up a response, her father added, “Do you want to join us on stage next week?”


    “No, I’ll pass. Lex freaks out whenever I perform, and I don’t want to do that to him. Not on that day anyway. And Dad, it’s okay to go back to performing. My Globe of Steel days are over, so I won’t be sneaking behind your back to ride it.”


    “Well, I’ll be damned. My little girl has finally grown up.”


    Jillian rolled her eyes. “Bye, Daddy. See you tomorrow.” She turned off the phone and said, “Yes!” Then she glanced at Douglas. He’d been quiet and hadn’t left the car even though he could have. He grinned at her. “What?”


    “You are a good woman, Jillian Fitzgerald,” he said. It wasn’t just the way he said it that send heat to her cheeks, but the awe in his voice. “I think Lex chose well. You have his back even though he doesn’t know.”


    “So you don’t think it’s wrong to hide the mess with Warwick from him? I don’t want him worrying about it tomorrow or while we’re on our honeymoon. Tomorrow is special and should be memorable.”


    “What mess with Warwick?”


    “The drugs and pictures…” Her voice trailed off when she saw his expression. “Troy didn’t tell you?”


    “Tell me what?”


    The change that came over his face made her wonder if she should be confiding in him. “Have you spoken to Sloan or the others?”


    “No. No one told me anything about drugs and pictures. When did this happen?”


    “The night you were at the hospital.”


    He went a little pale. “Tell me everything.”


    Someone lifted the curtain and peered at them, but no one came outside. Jillian was sure they were wondering what was keeping her and Douglas in the car. From the number of cars lining the driveway, the house was packed.


    She told him everything that had happened to Lex and at Eros with their dancers and what the doctor told them. “Dom has some cop friends investigating it, but I’d feel much better if you were involved, too.”


    Douglas nodded. “I understand why you chose not to tell Mr. Fitzgerald. He would have cancelled the wedding and sent you away until it was safe for you to return.”


    She’d always wondered whether Douglas knew why she’d agreed to marry Lex, and this answered it. He didn’t know about Hujimura. Lex couldn’t afford to send her away. “Do you think he’ll be angry when he learns that we didn’t tell him?”


    “Yes,” Douglas said without hesitation. “But he’ll understand once you explain. I do it all the time. Go inside, Ms. Jillian. I’ll bring in the suitcases when I’m done making a few calls. Then Troy and I will have a long talk,” he added in a hard voice. “It’s his duty to inform me of anything that happens to you and Mr. Fitzgerald as soon as it happens.”


    Except he’d been hospitalized that evening, Jillian wanted to remind him. Shaking her head, she got out of the car. Douglas was still seated and was busy searching for something on his phone. The fact that he hadn’t hurried around to open her car door indicated just how furious he was. He looked it, too.


    “Douglas.” He looked up. “Go easy on Troy. You were in the hospital, and he’s been amazingly supportive.”


    He pushed open the door and came around to her side. “I can’t do that, Ms. Jillian. Not telling me what happened shows a level of incompetence and lack of judgment I don’t expect from him.”


    “Okay, Douglas. We are talking about my assistant here, not the new recruit at the CIA. He forgot to tell you this once. And to be honest, Troy answers to me, not you or Lex. And look at me.” She lifted her arms and smiled, hoping to placate him, but Douglas’ expression didn’t change. “I’m not mad. He was amazing that night. Those bastards beat him up, but he managed to free himself and got the upper hand. He gets major kudos for that. He’s the best assistant I’ve ever had, and I don’t want you to scold him or scare him.” Troy was the only assistant she’d ever had, but that little fact wouldn’t help her case. “So I’m asking again. No, I’m begging you to please go easy on him.”


    A weird expression crossed Douglas’ face, but all he said was, “Yes, ma’am.” Then he turned and went to gather her suitcases.


    The door opened before they reached it, and Jillian was enveloped in Estelle Fitzgerald’s expensive scents. “I was ready to send a search party,” she said.


    “Sorry about that,” Jillian mumbled, feeling a little guilty. “I had to talk to my father.”


    “It’s no problem. Faith and the girls are upstairs with your bridesmaids. She did an amazing job. She still refuses to show us your dress.” Estelle glanced over her shoulder at Douglas. “There you are, Douglas. Thank you. Take them to Lex’s quarters.” Estelle escorted Jillian toward the living room. “Your grandmother is down here with Vivian and me. She insists on talking to you.”


    “My grandmother?” Please, say yes.


    “No, Vivian.”


    Jillian blew out air. She didn’t want to talk to that wretched woman, but she pasted a smile on her face as they entered the spacious living room. Her grandmother was seated across from Vivian Fitzgerald, both of them with a glass of wine in their hand.


    “There you are, my dear,” her grandmother said.


    Jillian dropped a kiss on her cheek. “Nice scarf, Grandma.”


    She touched the silky piece of clothing around her neck and smiled. Jillian had given it to her. “Thank you. You have good taste. We can’t wait to see your wedding gown.”


    “As soon as I get upstairs.” She closed the distance between her and Vivian. Reluctantly. “Ms. Vivian.”


    “Hello, dear. Come with me, please,” Vivian added, standing and reaching for Jillian’s arm.


    Jillian allowed Vivian to escort her out of the room. Not sure where they were going, she kept quiet, but her heart beat a steady staccato. She didn’t want a showdown with this woman. If she handed her a prenup, she would sign it just to get this over with.


    “Let’s use the waiting room,” Vivian said.


    They passed the pillars in the broad hallway until they reached the paneled room at the corner where another hallway led to Estelle’s quarters. Jillian looked around, expecting to see a piece of paper by the vase of flowers on a side table.


    “Sit, please,” Vivian said and waved to a chair, taking the one across from it. Jillian sat, hating that she was nervous. “You know, Alexander is my favorite nephew.”


    What’s not to like? The man was the total package. Not that his aunt would know. Not sure how to respond, Jillian just smiled.


    “We thought he’d never settle down,” Vivian said slowly as though reflecting on the past. “He seemed content being a bachelor, running around with his friends, moving from one woman to another. Then Estelle called with the news that he was bringing home a fiancée. Naturally, I assumed it was that British woman he’d been seeing on and off. She is the CEO of a multi-billion dollar company. So when I met you, you can imagine my surprise. You are nothing like her, or the women Lex had dated before.” She studied Jillian. “Naturally, I found myself comparing you to Jocelyn.”


    And found Jillian lacking. Pearl-wearing Jocelyn was a CEO of a multi-billion dollar company while she, with her bikes and stunts, was the CEO of a priceless company—herself. Jillian grinned at her thoughts.


    “Did I say something funny?” Vivian asked, her voice sharp.


    “I was comparing the British woman to me.”


    “And?”


    “I’m winning.”


    Vivian frowned. “How do you figure that?”


    “I got the man. She got bupkes.”


    Something flickered in her eyes—amusement or annoyance, Jillian couldn’t tell. “You seem like such a nice girl, Jillian.” That sounded so condescending Jillian almost rolled her eyes. “You’re hardworking and grounded,” Vivian continued. “You are not like most Hollywood people, acting crazy for publicity. I had a chance to meet your father. He might be eccentric, but he is a good man. And your grandmother dotes on you.” She leaned forward, her expression serious. “I love my nephew, so when I say this, I’m doing it from the goodness of my heart. Alexander will bring you nothing but heartache.”


    Jillian’s jaw dropped. Who the hell tells a bride-to-be something like that? Someone who was mean, petty, and judgmental.


    “Is this about the prenup? I’ll sign it once you ad my stipulations.”


    “Lex already made it clear there is no need for a prenup. I’m looking out for you, Jillian. You are young with a whole life ahead of you.” She reached out to touch her arm, but Jillian moved away from her. “My nephew is not the right man for you.”


    “Listen, Ms. Fitzgerald,” Jillian said. “You’ve made it very clear that you don’t think I’m good enough for Lex. I get it. But Lex chose me. Not Jocelyn or other suitable women out there. Me. My father approves of our marriage and so does his mother. And that’s all we need. Tomorrow, we are getting married.”


    Vivian’s gray eyes flashed with annoyance. “I’m trying to help you, you impossible girl. My nephew leads a double life, and the men he considers his friends have questionable morals and lifestyles. You do not have what it takes to reel him in and away from that life.”


    Okay. It was official. She loathed this woman. No wonder her father had told Vivian to shut up. Every time she opened her mouth, Jillian wanted to knock out her teeth.


    Smiling, Jillian stood. “It’s been nice having this conversation with you, Ms. Fitzgerald. I’ll see you around.” Jillian turned, changed her mind, and whipped around. “I was going to do the right thing and just walk away, but I can’t. You are the most insufferable and judgmental person I’ve ever met. I know Lex’s friends. I’ve talked to them, gone to them for help, and watched them agonize over things people like you ignore all the time. They are good men. They might have lifestyles you think are below your standards and you may consider their womanizing ways immoral, but they are loyal and honest, which is more than I can say about you. You claim you love Lex, but you have no respect for him. You question his choices in a wife and friends. Friends who’ve stood by him over the years. Friends he can count on anytime and anywhere. And now, you’re trying to ruin our wedding. His wedding. Have you stopped to think about his feelings? How he will react when he hears about this conversation?” Vivian blinked, her face turning pale. “What did you think I’d do after this little chat? Walk away from him? I know Lex. I know his strengths and I know his weaknesses, and yes, he is not perfect. But from where I’m sitting, he is the perfect man for me.”


    Jillian whipped around and walked away. Just before she reached the doorway, she turned and caught a smug look on Vivian’s face. What was she so smug about? Could this be a test of some kind? Was the woman playing mind games to prove something? In Jillian’s book, that was worse than if Vivian had told her outright that she hated her.


    “I’m marrying your nephew tomorrow, Ms. Fitzgerald, and no one is going to stop me or ruin it for me. Not some rapist in San Quentin and definitely not you. So stay the hell out of my way.”


    This time, Jillian did not look back.


    


    


    CHAPTER 15


    


    Lex parked his bike outside the Montage and whistled as he headed for the entrance. The conversation with Douglas had bolstered his spirits. If anyone could fix this Warwick mess, it was Douglas. Lex knew Cade and Rod’s security people were working on this, too, but Douglas could dance circles around their combined teams. Dom was a former CIA agent and tended to depend on the law enforcement to deal with security breaches. Sloan and Rake were self-contained units and didn’t trust anyone, while Lucien and Aiden had teams of private investigators on speed dial. Still, none of their people could get results fast like Douglas.


    A different front desk manager was on duty and couldn’t tell Lex what the cops or their internal investigators had learned about the poisoning. The call to Jocelyn’s room went unanswered. He’d called before he spoke to Douglas, and his assistant had said she was in.


    Lex left her a note and was walking away when a petite redhead waved to him. She couldn’t be more than twenty and was red-faced as though she’d been running.


    “Mr. Fitzgerald,” she called in a breathless voice, and Lex stopped. Like Jocelyn, she had an uppercrust British accent. “My name is Marta Ellis, Ms. Grayson’s assistant. She’d like to see you.”


    Lex frowned. “I was told she wasn’t in her room.”


    “She didn’t want to be disturbed, until she realized it was you. Please, come with me. She really needs to see you, sir.”


    Lex followed the girl to the elevator. She stared straight ahead, but he felt the nervous energy coming from her. The last time he’d seen Jocelyn, she’d had a different assistant. She changed them often.


    The elevator opened, and he followed Ms. Ellis to one of the suites. Jocelyn opened the door, and the first thing he noticed were the rivets of red coloring the whites of her eyes. She had been crying. She was also wearing a robe as though she’d been in bed. It was barely six.


    “Lex, dahling. What a surprise. Come inside.” She reached up and kissed his cheek, then stepped back. “Looks like you’ve recovered from last night.”


    He ignored the dig at last night’s binge drinking. “What’s wrong?”


    She chuckled. “You never mince words, do you? Ellis, two martinis. Dry with extra olives.” The girl scurried away.


    Jocelyn knew him, including his favorite drinks. If he didn’t know any better, he’d say she’d planned all this. Opening the door in a silk gown and a robe that left very little to the imagination. Looking vulnerable because she had been crying. He’d confided in her that he couldn’t stand to see a woman in tears. And of course, his favorite aperitif with extra olives, just like he liked it. He wasn’t going to stay long.


    She indicated the couch then took the chair adjacent to it. The smile she gave him was wobbly as though her tears weren’t far away.


    He scooted closer and rested his elbows on his knees, his eyes not leaving her face. “Talk to me.”


    Her eyes welled, and she made a disgusted sound as though annoyed and lifted her chin. She blinked her eyes repeatedly. “I feel ridiculous breaking down like this.”


    “We knew each other for years before we started sleeping together,” he said calmly. “I’d like to think we are friends and you can still talk to me if you have problems.”


    She gave him a wobbly smile. “Your directness is one quality I’ve always admired about you, Lex. The other is the ability to make problems seem insignificant.”


    He took her hand. “What happened?”


    “It’s Grandaddy,” she said, sounding both annoyed and hurt. “I came to the U.S. to close an important deal in Silicon Valley, but it fell through. We were outbid by a Dutch rival company. He’s livid.”


    Lex was a good listener, and she loved to vent about her grandfather. The old man might have started way before his time in the electronic industry, but he was now a dinosaur. Without Jocelyn, Grayson Inc. would have gone under years ago. He was also old school. He believed that one was only as good as their last deal. Jocelyn’s father had refused to live under his thumb and walked away, leaving Jocelyn behind. With her mother dead, Jocelyn was all the man had, something he kept forgetting. Usually, she never failed to close a deal.


    “I was distracted and didn’t realize the Dutch had two teams. I don’t plan to go home empty-handed.” Her assistant handed her a glass. “Thanks, dahling. I’ll stick around for one more week before heading home.”


    Her assistant miscalculated the distance between their hands, or maybe she was just nervous, something he’d noticed in the elevator. The glass dropped, the cold liquid drenching Lex’s shirt and pants.


    “I’m so sorry… so sorry…” the girl wailed.


    Lex jumped up, lifting the shirt off his skin. The damn olives slid down his shirt. “It’s okay.”


    “You, silly girl,” Jocelyn snapped, getting up too. “Get a towel.”


    “It’s fine,” Lex tried to reassure her. “This will wash off.”


    “The shirt is ruined, Lex,” Jocelyn said.


    Lex yanked the tails from his pants and removed the offending olives. He shrugged off his jacket just as Ellis returned with a towel. Both he and Jocelyn reached for it. He dabbed at his chest, wishing he could just leave. She’d seemed so vulnerable at the party, and his protective instinct had appeared. Still, coming here had been a stupid idea. What had he hoped to accomplish anyway? Jocelyn was a big girl who could deal with her ex getting hitched.


    He realized she was unbuttoning his shirt, all the time cursing her clumsy assistant. “All this is unnecessary, Jocelyn. I wasn’t planning on staying for long.”


    “You cannot leave wearing wet pants and a wet shirt, Lex. Get a bathrobe, Ellis.” The girl disappeared into the bathroom. “There’s a Domenico Vacca store downstairs, and I just happen to know the woman who runs it. She’ll find you a shirt.” She grinned. “Don’t look at me like that. If I wanted to get you naked, I wouldn’t resort to spilling a drink on you or drugging you. And I would definitely not let you keep your pants.” She grinned, reminding him of their times together. She tugged his shirt and helped him remove it.


    Ellis returned with a bathrobe, and Jocelyn snatched it, then shoved the shirt in her hand. “Go downstairs and tell the concierge to take you to Sasha. Tell her you need a shirt. Show her that one so you don’t get the wrong size.” She turned to Lex and grinned. “This brings back memories, doesn’t it?”


    He chuckled, tying the sash.


    “I’ll get you a drink, and then you can tell me why you came to visit me on the eve of your wedding. Oh, and I want to hear about last night. Did the doctor tell you what drugs those girls slipped you? You were out so fast they had to be powerful.”


    Lex frowned. What the hell was she talking about? “What drugs?”


    “The ones the girls at Sloan’s party put in your drink.” She came back with the drinks and handed him his. “Didn’t they tell you?”


    Lex put his drink down without touching it and searched her face, conversations he’d heard with his friends flashing through his head. “No. My memories from last night are sketchy at best. I remember arriving with Dom. Then you and I talked briefly before rejoining the party.”


    “We ate, drank, and watched the women dance. Then came the lap dancers. You had two, one in front and the other in the back.”


    He recalled a girl, but Jillian had replaced her.


    “Others were entertaining your friends, too. You kissed the dancer, got up with her, and left the room. The other dancer followed. A few minutes later, we heard a scream and a bump from your room. The guys stormed in and found you out cold on the floor.”


    How could he not remember any of this? “You sure Jillian didn’t replace the lap dancer?”


    “No, dahling. Jillian came later. You were hallucinating. The drugs’ side effect, the doctor said.”


    “Doctor?”


    “Sloan called one, and Rake picked him up while Dom interrogated the girls then got them off the island with the others.” Jocelyn sipped her drink and shook her head. “I can’t believe they didn’t tell you.”


    What the fuck was wrong with his friends? How dare they hide this from him and call Jillian? She must have seen him out cold. What explanation did they give her? He didn’t want to think of this as betrayal because they’d been through so much shit together, but they’d better have a damn good explanation for keeping him in the dark.


    “Then what happened?”


    “You didn’t just sink into oblivion right away,” Jocelyn said. “You were restless, probably fighting the effects of the drugs. I did what I could to calm you down. Jillian arrived just when you completely lost consciousness. The rest you know.”


    No, he didn’t know. He couldn’t remember a damn thing, except Jillian giving him a lap dance and waking up beside her in the morning. Of course, that had been an illusion. The girl had looked and smelled just like Jillian. No wonder Jillian had asked him if he was okay and who she was the next morning. She’d known. Why hadn’t she said anything?


    Lex was caught between asking for more details and just shutting up.


    “She didn’t tell you, did she?” Jocelyn asked and reached for his hand. “I’m sure she has her reasons to be quiet, Lex. Personally, I wouldn’t want to keep something that big from you. I hate secrets. They erode trust. I mean, those girls could have been planning to blackmail you or something even worse.” She searched his face as though trying to read his reaction. “I wish I knew what happened afterward so I could tell you. Jillian wasn’t too happy about my presence. She threw a drink in my face and told me to leave when I was only trying to help.”


    Lex didn’t like the way she was harping on Jillian. Jillian was only guilty of going along with his friends. Chances were they forced her to.


    “I didn’t really blame her, you know. I wouldn’t want to see my fiancé in another woman’s arms either.”


    Yet she hadn’t said anything. He didn’t know how he felt about that. He needed to make calls. The door opened, and her assistant appeared with a shirt.


    “I’m sorry you had to hear it from me, Lex,” Jocelyn said, squeezing his hand.


    “It’s okay.” He removed his hand from hers, stood, and indicated impatiently to her assistant to give him the shirt. Jocelyn was still talking, but he tuned her out as he got rid of the robe and shrugged on the shirt. “I have to go.” He reached for his jacket.


    “But you never told me why you came to see me,” Jocelyn said, eyes searching his.


    “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” He closed the gap between them and gripped her hands. “I hope you close the new deal, and next time you are in town, give me a call. We could grab dinner or something.”


    She smiled. “Oh. I’d love that.”


    He dropped a kiss on her cheek and shrugged on the jacket on his way to the door. He yanked it open, turned, and gave her a brief smile, then continued to the elevator. Lex was already dialing Sloan’s number.


    “What happened last night?” Lex asked, his voice calm.


    Sloan groaned. “You’re not cursing.”


    “Would it make you feel better if I did?” Lex asked.


    “Yes. You only curse when mildly irritated. When pissed, you are scary calm.”


    “I’m puzzled by why my friends would hide something this big from me.” The elevator opened, and Lex entered. The couple inside stared at him with wide eyes. “Why involve Jillian when you should protect her from such ugliness?”


    Sloan sighed. “You know how I often hire girls from Serenade Lodge for my parties? Warwick’s people got to two of the dancers, paid them five grand to drug you and take pictures.”


    Blood drained from Lex’s head. “Go on.”


    “We deleted them. The girls he used weren’t your average party girls. They followed his instructions to the letter, which included taking the damn pictures and hiring two male dancers to go to Jillian’s bachelorette party at Eros.”


    Lex almost tripped getting out of the elevator. “Are you saying the dancers…?”


    “At Jillian’s party were working for Warwick’s people,” Sloan finished. “The girl sent one of them the pictures, and he showed them to Jillian.”


    Lex stopped walking, white-hot rage flashing through him. The son of a bitch. “I see.”


    “You were out when I received a call from my sister that Jillian kneed the man and destroyed his phone before the women could see the pictures. Troy took the phone after subduing the men and removed the sim card.”


    Lex cut through the foyer without seeing the guests milling around as Sloan continued talking. He explained Jillian demanding to see him and Rake flying her to the island.


    “You should have seen her, Fitz. My doctor tried to come up with excuses, but she wasn’t having any of it. She wanted the toxicology results done and refused to take no for an answer. She was amazing. I want my own Jillian. A woman willing to kick ass for me.”


    Would she be willing to lie to protect him, too? His gut told him yes. He wasn’t thrilled about it, but he could see her doing it.


    Lex adjusted the phone piece and pulled away from the Montage. A car started and eased behind him. He kept an eye on it. Maybe he was being paranoid, but he could swear it was following him. Instead of going directly home, he took a detour and kept an eye on the black SUV.


    “Then she wanted to know more about Warwick,” Sloan continued. “I’m afraid I cannot refuse your future wife anything. I’m not sure which one is more potent. The way she stares you down and won’t take no for an answer or the utter disappointment on her face when you don’t give in to her request. So we talked.”


    He’d been at the receiving end of both looks. They were both potent. Lex slowed down and pulled into a gas station. The driver of the SUV pulled ahead, slowed down, and entered the gas station across from his. He definitely had a tail. Warwick’s people? Too bad Douglas wasn’t around.


    “Why the hell did you decide to keep me out of the loop? We made a pact to always deal honestly with each other.”


    “I’m to blame,” Sloan said. “I figured you didn’t want to deal with Warwick now. You know, your wedding tomorrow, honeymoon, and of course, the deal next week. You want to kick my ass, go ahead,” he added.


    Sloan was a terrible liar. Always had been. He just made a slip by mentioning next week’s deal. None of his friends knew about it. He was also the only one in their group who didn’t curse. “How did you convince Jillian to go along with your crazy plan?”


    “I’m charming.”


    “It was her idea, wasn’t it?”


    “No-oo. All mine.”


    “What did she do? Twist your arm? Cry? Not telling me hasn’t stopped Warwick’s people,” Lex added, his eyes on the SUV.


    “Actually, her concern was for you. Hmm, how did she put it? She doesn’t want you worrying about Warwick on your wedding or during your honeymoon because these are supposed to be fun, relaxed, and memorable. She also mentioned the important business deal next week that needed you to be on top of your game. So she asked me not to tell you anything until after the deal was done. Did I mention that I think I’m falling in love with her?”


    “She’s mine.” In every way. She had his back, his heart, his body, and his soul.


    “You’re a lucky man, Fitz.”


    “I know. We need to follow the money trail and sever the connection to Warwick. Without financial backing, his network will collapse. Tell Lucien and Cade to step up their game. ”


    Sloan laughed. “Jillian already told them the same thing, only she was nicer and more effective. They already have a lead.”


    “Good. I gotta go now. See you tomorrow.” He terminated the call and called his cousin. “Are you at my place?”


    “On my way there,” Eddie said. “Amy forgot Raelyn’s special bracelet. I just dropped it off. What’s up?”


    “I need a favor.” Lex quickly explained what he wanted, then sat back and waited. One phone call from Eddie should do the trick.


    Less than five minutes later, wailing sirens filled the air. Then two squad cars converged on the SUV, lights blazing. Lex watched the scene unfold—the cops ordering the two men to step out with their arms up then questioning them. Eddie arrived at the scene and spoke briefly with his former colleagues. Then something happened that had Lex cursing—the two men lowered their arms, shook Eddie’s hand, then went back inside their SUV. By the time Lex parked beside his cousin’s car, the cops had pulled away.


    “What’s going on?” Lex asked, so furious he wanted to punch someone.


    The corners of Eddie’s lips twitched. “These are Douglas’ men. They are, uh, keeping an eye on you, big guy.”


    Damn! That should have been his first conclusion. Paranoia was starting to kick in because of Warwick. “If you dare laugh…” Lex warned and walked past his cousin who didn’t contain his mirth. Lex spoke briefly with the two men, then followed his cousin back to the penthouse.


    


    ~*~


    


    As far as Jillian was concerned, the evening went downhill after her confrontation with Vivian. The women’s incessant chatter irritated her. The children’s high squeals hurt her ears. And Vivian’s presence grated on her nerves. The bitch should have just left after their showdown.


    She didn’t appear moved when the others teared up when Jillian came downstairs in her wedding dress and the family heirlooms her grandmother had passed on to her. She even walked with them to the north lawn as they rehearsed the wedding procession with poor Douglas standing in for Lex and Troy for her father. The only time the children calmed down was during their practice walk. Three of the Fitzgerald grandchildren joined Sophia and came behind the ring bearer—Jade’s little boy, Sean.


    Estelle and her grandmother’s excitement made the evening bearable. Both women had sent wedding announcements to their local society newspapers and shared anecdotes from their weddings. As she listened to them, Jillian wished she could escape to her room. Their anecdotes only reminded her that her wedding wasn’t going to be perfect. Every last one of them had known that their man loved them before they walked down the aisle. Lex hadn’t said he loved her, and there was a psycho out there determined to ruin her wedding.


    “Tired?” her grandmother asked.


    Jillian smiled. She was, but she didn’t want to spoil everyone’s evening by leaving. Her grandmother was enjoying herself and so were her in-laws. Even Sophia had bonded with the younger kids and was watching something in the home theater.


    “I’m okay, Grandma.”


    “No, you look exhausted. I think it’s time for the bride-to-be to retire,” her grandmother said, raising her voice. No one argued. “And I should be heading back to the hotel. Thank you for an enjoyable evening, Estelle.”


    Jillian helped her get to her feet. Then she went to find Troy, Douglas, and Narek. The three were in the den, tuning up the mansion’s surveillance system. A cupboard with an array of TV screens with panels showing the exterior of the mansion, various hallways, and the foyer. Lex had said the place was wired better than Fort Knox. Funny how it didn’t make her feel safer than when she was with him. He was her shelter, not human gadgets that could fail if someone switched off the electricity.


    “My grandmother is ready to go back to the city,” Jillian told the men.


    “Troy, take the back seat with Mrs. Petrosian while Narek rides shotgun. In the meantime, start the car and adjust the air temperature before we bring her outside,” Douglas said. He was already walking toward the door and didn’t see Troy’s reaction. For a second, Jillian was sure Troy would tell him to go screw himself, but he composed himself and a smug smile settled on his lips.


    Douglas was still treating Troy like he’d broken some code. She accompanied Troy outside and waited until he started the car before asking, “Are you okay?”


    “Yeah.” He crossed his arms and leaned against the car. “I’m looking forward to tomorrow. Douglas said to pack light. Do you know where you are going? He didn’t tell me.”


    Jillian grinned. “That’s funny. I didn’t know you and Douglas were coming.”


    For a moment, Troy just stared at her. “You are a nice person, Jillian.”


    “Okay,” she said slowly. “I don’t know where this is coming from, but thank you. You are nice, too.”


    He scoffed at the idea. “No, I’m not. I wish I…” He sighed.


    “What?”


    “It’s nothing. I’m sorry.” He looked over her shoulder and straightened. Jillian turned to see what had caught his attention. Douglas was back with her grandmother and Estelle. The hug the two women exchanged was warm and comfortable.


    Douglas’ phone rang just as he and her grandmother reached the SUV. He walked a few steps away to answer it while Troy settled her grandmother in the back of the car.


    Cursing drew her attention to Douglas. He was usually so calm. She approached him. “Hey.” He looked flushed under the security light. “Is everything okay?”


    “Yes, Ms. Jillian. Go back inside the house, please. We’ll take your grandmother back to the hotel. Please, go inside,” he added when she hesitated.


    She waved to her grandmother. Instead of joining the women still talking in the living room, she headed upstairs. It was only eight, but she crawled into bed. Sleep didn’t come easily.


    She thought of calling Lex just to hear his voice. She missed him, despite being surrounded by his scent and things. Apprehension and excitement vied for dominance, making her edgy even though she was tired.


    A car started and moved toward the gates. God, she hoped that was Vivian leaving so she wouldn’t have to see her smug face in the morning at breakfast. The mothers and their flower girls were spending the night here. According to Lex, the main part of the mansion had six bedrooms, while Estelle’s quarters on the other side had two extra bedrooms, which were just enough for everyone. Still, she really hoped that was Vivian’s car leaving.


    The others came upstairs and settled in for the night. Everyone was going to bed early. The house grew quiet, yet sleep still eluded her.


    She turned on the TV and looked for something boring to watch. Documentaries usually lulled her to sleep. She flipped through the channels and stopped to watch a rerun of an earlier NASCAR race. Then she found something she’d missed while filming. MotoGP—Motorcycle Grand Prix road racing world championship. Some of her favorite bikers were competing. She watched and tried to keep it down as she cheered.


    Leeds should consider creating a custom bike for MotoGP. It could give the company a serious boost in the industry. She’d mention it to Lex. They already built Superbikes. With a little tweaking, they could enter Superbike World Championship.


    A car drove up, and Jillian knew Douglas was back. She glanced at her watch. An hour and a half had passed since he’d left. She would be in la-la land by now if she’d gone for a documentary. Instead, she was wide-awake and wired after watching some of her favorite bikers compete. Before Lex, she’d try to catch up with the races. She’d even attended Formula One and MotorGP in Austin, Texas.


    A knock came on her door, startling her. Jillian jumped up and went to answer it.


    “Ms. Jillian?” Douglas whispered just before she opened it.


    She grinned. “Hey.”


    “I just want to inform you that I’m back. Should you need anything, I’ll be downstairs in the den.”


    “Thanks, Douglas. Goodnight.” She closed the door and started across the room, then pivoted on her heel, hurried back to the door, and opened it, but Douglas was already gone. She went to the bathroom, grabbed one of Lex’s luxurious tarry robes and shrugged it on, then headed downstairs.


    Douglas didn’t seem surprised to see her when he opened the door. “Still can’t sleep?”


    She gave him a sheepish grin. “No. How did you know?”


    “Your TV was on when I drove up.” He stepped back. “Come in.”


    She recalled the first time she’d entered this room with Lex. Who would have thought she’d fall in love with him weeks later. The kiss should have warned her. The memory of that first kiss came back with clarity along with the moment his mother almost saw the wads of cash he’d offered her to be his fake wife. Now all she wanted was to be his real one. His love. His heart.


    Her eyes fell on the pillows and a blanket on the couch. “Lex keeps these in here for you?”


    Douglas chuckled. “No. Mrs. Fitzgerald brought them this evening. I usually use one of the bedrooms.”


    Jillian shoved her hand in the pocket of the robe and rocked on her heels. She glanced around the room before coming back to Douglas. He was closing the cupboard with security screens.


    “What happened to Troy?” Jillian asked.


    “I dropped him off at his place to pack and get ready for tomorrow. He’ll be here first thing in the morning. He mentioned a stylist coming to see you. Simi. He’ll be here to verify his identity. Please sit.” He walked to a cupboard and pulled out a poker set. “Do you play?”


    Relief coursed through her. She’d do anything rather than go back upstairs. “Oh yes. My father taught me how to play the regular way and the other way.” She rubbed her hands. “Be ready to get trounced.”


    “The other way?”


    “The Finnegan way.” It involved tricks and treachery. Her father had refused to call it cheating, but basically that was what it was. All bets were off whenever she and her brothers played, and the winner was often the one with the most skilled hands.


    He chuckled and placed the set on the table. Jillian slid off the couch and sat on the floor. She picked up the cards. “I’ll deal. Five-card draw?”


    Douglas eyed her for a bit, then nodded and distributed the chips. She distributed them each five cards, and they made the same bet.


    He was a good player, an honest player, and she beat him soundly in two games, but the third time, he came back swinging. Put up a good fight too, but Jillian wasn’t her father’s daughter for nothing. She stacked the deck, dealt from the bottom, palmed and marked her cards.


    “I don’t know how you did it, but there’s no way you beat me honestly,” Douglas said, folding. “What exactly is the Finnegan way?”


    “One last game. You deal.” This time, she played a clean game. When she won, he sat there scowling.


    “How did you do that? I watched your every move,” he griped.


    She chuckled and stood. She’d used the first three games to study his “tells”—the way he betted and his demeanor when he had a good or a bad hand.


    “If I told you my secret, I’d have to kill you.” Douglas shot her an annoyed look. Jillian laughed. She’d finally gotten a reaction from the man.


    “We must have a rematch,” he said, walking her to the door.


    “Sure, but I warn you, I’ll still win,” she shot back. She was still grinning when she crawled in bed upstairs. She would show him in a year or two.


    This time, sleep came easily.


    


    


    


    CHAPTER 16


    


    Surprisingly, Jillian woke up fresh and energized the next morning. She stretched and walked to the window to admire the majestic view of the Pacific Ocean. Below, people were hauling things from huge trucks, setting up the north lawn for the wedding.


    It was her wedding day! Yikes.


    Jillian ran back inside just as a knock came at her door. “Come in.”


    Jade walked in with a cup of coffee. “Morning,” she said in a singsong voice. “Douglas said you might want coffee to wake you up since you guys were gambling until the wee hours.”


    “Midnight is not wee-hours, and thank you.” She took the mug and hugged her. She liked Lex’s sister. She was warm and sweet. She was an art historian professor and had some weird heart defect, but that didn’t stop her from doing what she loved, like participating in archeological digs. “Do they want me downstairs?”


    “Oh no. The workers are busy setting things up, and I’ll bring you breakfast shortly. Shower. Take your time. I’ll be back in thirty minutes. Oh, your hairdresser just arrived. Tell Douglas to chill when you see him. He treated the poor man and his assistants like they’d just escaped San Quentin.”


    Jillian smiled and nodded, but she was telling Douglas no such thing. Paul Warwick was in San Quentin, and anyone could be working for him. “Is Troy here yet?”


    “I haven’t seen him.”


    After she left, Jillian called his number, but it went to his voice mail. “Simi is here, and you are not. Hurry up before Douglas kicks him out.”


    Jillian showered then tried to eat the breakfast Jade had brought, but she couldn’t swallow. So she nibbled on toast and wandered to the next bedroom, where the bridesmaids were getting ready. Ginger was helping Sophia get dressed first while the other three focused on themselves.


    “You’re supposed to be getting ready,” Elena scolded her. “I’ll be there to help you.” She was the matron of honor, but Jillian didn’t expect her to hold her hand or anything like that.


    She went back to her room just as Douglas brought Simi and his assistant upstairs.


    “Hello, sweetie,” Simi said. “Are you ready for… Oh my.” He’d seen her gown on a form by the couch. He approached it as one would a famous painting. “This is exquisite. Please, I have to see you in it.”


    “Just remember, no pictures,” Faith said, entering the room. “You can take one neck up for your portfolio, but that’s about it. Do you have a business card?” she asked, and the confused hairdresser fumbled through a pouch around his waist for one. “I’m always signing up different hairstylists for each Fashion Week. I’ll call you next week for an interview. Have a video portfolio ready.” She turned to Jillian and smiled. “I promised Elena I’d help, so anything you need, I’m here for you. I’ll start by getting this out of your way.” She scooped up the tray and swept out of the room.


    Simi stared after her, then at the card. The next second, he pulled Jillian into his arms for a big hug. “Thank you.”


    “I didn’t do anything.” Except sing his praises yesterday and on their flight back from Vancouver.


    “You introduced me to Faith of Falasha Designs, sweetie. Doing your hair is already opening doors for me. Doors I’ve worked my tail off for twenty-years and didn’t even budge. Fashion Week, oh my.” He clasped his hands together and gave an unmanly squeal. “Okay, enough of this, Simi. Get to work, woman. Where’s the bathroom?” He turned around. “Wow, loving the décor and the view.” He walked to the window. “One day, I want all this. The house. The view. The wedding. How many famous people are coming?”


    “None,” Jillian said, heading to the bathroom. “This is a private affair, just family and friends.”


    “Hmm-mmm,” he hummed in disbelief.


    From then onward, things happened fast. Simi finished with Jillian’s hair and face, while his assistant videotaped the whole thing. Then he got his headshots, including a selfie with her. Faith made sure they stored their cameras and left their phones in their car after that. She hadn’t been kidding about no pictures.


    The room grew crowded once Jillian finished getting dressed. The bridesmaids, the flower girls, and their mothers joined her. Outside guests started arriving in high-end sports cars and limos. The valet directed the drivers or parked. Security around the compound was tight. Ashley already told her that Noble Security, her husband’s company, was in charge. Some of the Noble employees acted as valets while the others directed the guests to the lines of chairs arranged in front of the wedding arch.


    Jillian didn’t know anything about weddings, but she knew what a colonnade arch was from a movie she’d worked on a year ago. She loved what Estelle had done with the white arch and the chairs. The arch was decorated with different flowing fabrics ranging from white to aqua-blue. Gorgeous flowers decorated the upper corners and the spaces between the four columns. A blanket of white petals covered the carpeted aisle between the rows of white and aqua-blue sashed chairs. Along the aisle and on the outside were short columns with urns of flowers. A lot of whites with yellow and blues with splashes of red, which she was sure were her grandmother’s ideas. Armenian weddings were colorful.


    It was perfect. Jillian was definitely getting her dream wedding. Why then was she nervous? Like she expected the other shoe to drop. Her stomach churned, and her mouth was dry. She was close to throwing up.


    She wanted to call Lex. See him. Hell, she wanted to look out the window every time a limo pulled up to see if it was his. Faith must have noticed her nervousness and constant glances outside because she sent the flower girls to keep an eye out for their daddies, then winked at Jillian. The woman was scary efficient.


    The children stood on the balcony and waved to those they knew. Sophia, refusing to be overshadowed by the older girls, was right there with them. She knew most of the circus people they’d invited and supplied names and what they did in detail.


    “Is that Daddy’s limo?” they’d ask and peer down until the occupants stepped out.


    “Who is that?” was for those they didn’t know.


    Jillian knew when her family arrived because Sophia yelled, “Daddy! Grampa!” Then she tried to take off. Poor Ginger had to explain to her why her Daddy would have to wait to see her special princess dress and shoes. In the middle of the pouting and whining, Lex must have arrived, because the Fitzgerald flower girls weren’t too thrilled either about waiting.


    “It’s time,” Estelle said, entering the room. She glanced at Faith and Jade. “Escort Sean and the flower girls downstairs, and have them wait by the entrance.” She touched her grandchildren as they walked past her. “Remember how we practiced last night?”


    “Yes, Grandma,” the two older flower girls said.


    “You are next. Go take your positions, ladies,” Estelle added, directing her words at the bridesmaids. They picked up their flowers and left.


    She waited until everyone left, and then she focused on Jillian, fussing with the veil and straightening the skirt of the dress. She was nervous, too. Jillian never pegged her as the nervous type.


    “Ready?” Estelle asked.


    Jillian nodded, not sure how to begin thanking her future mother-in-law for all she’d done and was still doing. “I am. Thank you for everything. I don’t know if this”—Jillian waved toward the window—“would have happened without you.”


    “I didn’t do it alone. Your grandmother is a formidable woman when she wants something, and it didn’t hurt that people have been reading about you and her. Besides, I couldn’t help myself. You’re marrying my oldest son.” She rubbed Jillian’s arm and grinned. “Come on. Let’s not keep Lex waiting.”


    Estelle stayed by Jillian’s side until they reached the top of the stairs. Then she harrumphed and muttered, “Wait here, sweetheart.”


    Jillian wasn’t sure why she took off, until she looked down and saw her father talking to Chris. No, not talking. Arguing. Her father kept shaking his head and gesturing wildly while Chris tried to calm him down.


    Somehow, Jillian had known something would happen to ruin her wedding. This was it. Of course, it had to involve her father. She closed her eyes and counted slowly backward from ten.


    She wasn’t going to get angry. No, sirree. Not today. Today was her day, the beginning of the rest of her life with Lex. And she refused to let anyone ruin it.


    Estelle reached the two men and said something. They looked up at Jillian with guilty expressions. Her father hurried to the foot of the stairs, his face still flushed.


    “My Jilly,” he said in a wobbly voice. “Your mother would have been proud to see you like this.”


    Disaster avoided or postponed? Jillian wondered, her eyes following Chris as he left the house. What were they fighting about?


    Jillian reached her father’s side, took his arm, and whispered, “What’s going on, Dad?”


    “Nothing to worry about. You look…” Tears filled his eyes, and Jillian’s throat closed. “Beautiful, and you’ll always be my little princess.”


    “Always.” She kissed his cheek. “And Daddy?”


    “Yes, Jilly?”


    “If you ruin my wedding, I’ll restart the new and improved Fearless Finnegan Troupe with Hollywood stuntmen and women, and you won’t be invited to join.”


    He laughed. “Fitzgerald would never let that happen. He has my permission to put you under house arrest if you try to pull something like that.”


    “Now, now, no time for this,” Estelle said, coming to stand in front of Jillian. “Lex would never do that, but he will march in here if you’re not out there in the next few minutes.” Then she disappeared outside.


    Jillian looked at her father. “Ready?”


    “No.”


    “Daddy!”


    “I’ll never be ready to give you away, Jilly, but I figure if I don’t, you’ll just elope with the man. He better treat you right. By God, he better, or I’ll make him pay.”


    Her throat closed again. She lifted her veil and kissed his cheek. “I love you, Dad. Now let’s go.”


    They left the house to find the procession waiting. She couldn’t see the arch yet, but the bridesmaids were lined up with the maid of honor, Elena, taking the rear. Next was three-year-old Sean with the rings secured to a pillow. He looked so adorable in a black tux and white shirt. The flower girls stood behind him with satin-covered baskets filled with petals.


    Her heart pounding and stomach churning, Jillian mentally went over her vows. The band started playing, and the bridesmaids left, one by one. Jillian could now see the guests seated in the back. As the ring bearer followed, her eyes collided with Chris’. Why was he seated in the back row instead of the front with her brothers and grandmother? And where was Greg? Chris looked away quickly.


    Chuckles and giggles, “ooohs” and “how cute” came from the guests as the ring bearer followed. The first two flower girls were next, their tiny fingers scattering rose petals. Jillian’s eyes went to Chris again. The man that was seated next to him turned his head to speak to him, and Jillian’s stomach dropped. The hooked nose and the scar on the man’s cheek were unforgettable. It was the reporter who’d hounded her after her mother died.


    What was he doing here? And why was Chris seated with him?


    Chris had left the Fearless Finnegan Troupe after Jillian’s mother died, but he’d known about her brothers and cousins beating up this particular reporter. He’d never given a hint that he knew the guy. Or maybe he was the one who’d stopped Scarred Face from pressing charges against her brothers. Chris always looked out for her without saying anything. Outside her family and Lex, she could always count on his loyalty.


    As Jillian watched, the man reached up and squeezed Chris’ shoulder, the gesture oddly intimate. A crazy idea popped into Jillian’s head. What if Chris was the leak and Scarred Face was his media contact? Someone had called reporters and leaked information about her. Things only someone really close to her would know.


    No, Chris would never do anything to hurt her.


    “Jilly?”


    She heard her father, but her eyes were on Chris and Scarred Face.


    Her father tugged at her arm. “Let’s not keep your young man waiting.”


    Jillian dragged her eyes away from the men. The wedding march was playing, and people were already on their feet. She held her father’s hand a little tighter as they started forward. “Do you recognize the man with Chris, Dad?”


    “No. Never seen him before. Forget about everything else and focus on you. Today is your day.”


    Her father just lied to her. He must have recognized the reporter, which could explain his fight with Chris. Why did everyone in her life keep hiding things from her and lying about it? A few minutes ago, she’d never have believed Chris would be in cahoots with a shady reporter from her past.


    The wedding march tune started again, and Jillian wondered how long she’d stood there staring at Chris and kept Lex waiting. He came into view and everything else ceased to matter, except him.


    Lex had never done anything to make her question his word. He was honest and honorable, and the only man she could trust with anything, including her heart. It didn’t matter that he didn’t love her. She loved him and didn’t care who knew about it. And her father was wrong. Today wasn’t just her day. It was their day, hers and Lex’s, and it had to be perfect.


    


    ~*~


    


    Lex was considering taking off to find his bride when she and her father appeared. He pushed down the panic that had started to swell when the wedding march song had played for the third time without his bride appearing. He exhaled slowly.


    Eddie, his best man, gripped his arm reassuringly. On his far left, the rest of the grooms—his brothers and his cousin—exchanged grins. He ignored them. He’d had enough of their teasing last night. Today, nothing they said or thought mattered. Jillian was about to become his.


    The pounding of his heart increased, but it had everything to do with the effect she had on him, not the fear that something was wrong. The dress hugged her lush curves then fell to the ground like flakes of snow. His cousin was a gifted designer, but only Jillian could make a wedding dress look both ethereal and sexy.


    He wished he could yank off the veil and see her eyes. Her gorgeous, expressive turquoise eyes never lied. Sloan’s words had stayed with him since yesterday, kept him awake and haunted his dreams. He wanted this woman to love him as much as he loved her. Everything she did screamed that she loved him. Call him old-fashioned, but when they exchanged their vows, he wanted every word to be true.


    Her father lifted Jillian’s veil, hugged her, and shook Lex’s hand. He shot Lex a warning look as though to say, “Treat her right or else,” then went to sit by Alin Petrosian. Lex smiled. The mean glare didn’t bother him. He meant to dedicate his life to making Jillian happy.


    He focused on Jillian, and his breath stalled in his chest. She never failed to take his breath away, most often at the oddest of times. This morning was no different. Her makeup subtle, her lush lips glossy, and her eyes luminous, but those weren’t the reason he was struggling to breathe. The look in her eyes left no doubt about her feelings for him.


    “I love you,” she mouthed.


    Lex swallowed, convinced he’d imagined it.


    Father O’Malley cleared his throat and started, “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here…”


    “I love you, Lex Fitzgerald,” Jillian said louder, drowning the good father’s words. “From the moment you looked at me like I was the world’s worst excuse of a woman in my clown makeup and cheap stunt suit, I’d known that you were the one,” she continued, speaking faster as though she couldn’t wait to get all the words out. “I love you even when you make me angry with your arrogance or overprotectiveness, and I plan to continue loving you for as long as I have breath left in me.” She glanced at Father O’Malley. “Sorry I interrupted, Father. Continue.”


    The guests laughed and even Father O’Malley joined them. “Yes, your timing is off, my dear, but—”


    “No, Father O’Malley,” Lex said, his eyes locked with hers. “Her timing is impeccable, just like she is. I love you, Jillian Finnegan. From the moment we met outside the trailer and you took my breath away with your smile and your brilliant mind, I knew you were the one.”


    “You did?” she asked, grinning.


    He heard the disbelief in her voice and chuckled. “Yes, I did. My bike might have gotten all your attention, but I saw the real you underneath the clown makeup.”


    The guests laughed again.


    “I vow to love and cherish you every second of our lives. I will be your champion and your shelter, your—”


    “Enough!” Father O’Malley snapped, and the guests stopped snickering. “Why are young people so impatient these days? You have the rest of your lives to affirm your love. Right now, we’re doing this the right way.” He pinned them down with a glare. “I will make the announcement first. Then you shall exchange your vows with the rings young Sean carried with such patience. And no, you cannot talk or touch her or kiss her, until I say so, Alexander Fitzgerald,” he added when Lex opened his mouth. He indicated the space between them. “Move apart.”


    Pink tinged Jillian’s face. She gave the father a sheepish glance. “I really am sorry for interrupting you. I needed to say it and get it out of the way.”


    Father O’Malley shot her a censuring glance. “It could have waited,” he reprimanded her. “And I did say no talking.” Sporadic snickers came from the guests. Father O’Malley shot them a disapproving glance and then cleared his throat. “Dearly beloved…”


    The rest of the ceremony went without a glitch. Then she was in his arms. The presence of an audience didn’t lessen the intensity of their kiss. He wanted to devour her. Make love to her slowly and hear her say she loved him again and again. The well-wishes and the pictures seemed to take forever when all he wanted was time alone with his bride. He took some ribbing from his friends, but he didn’t care. Jillian loved him.


    “Can we skip the reception?” he asked as they walked to the backyard, where a pavilion had been erected and decorated on the basketball court. “We could take off before they realize our plans.”


    “We could,” she said, her eyes on her father, who was talking to her uncle and several men. “But our families would not forgive us. Besides, I owe my father and Chris a dance.”


    Throughout the reception, he’d noticed that she was distracted. Something about the people at her uncle’s table bothered her. Her grip tightened whenever her eyes strayed to them.


    Lex knew Chris came with members of his stunt team, some of whom Lex recognized, but the guy in a white suit was a stranger. Whoever they were, they were making Jillian uncomfortable. Even more interesting was the fact that Greg, Chris’ partner, was not sitting with them. Lex had just vowed to be Jillian’s shelter, which meant taking care of anyone or anything that bothered her. This was as good a time as any to start.


    He made eye contact with Douglas and indicated the guy join them. He explained what he wanted, then went back to enjoying the festivities. They were on the dance floor when Douglas escorted Chris and his guests toward the house.


    Lex looked around for his brothers, but they were busy dancing with their wives or daughters. The hit of the reception were the circus people. A few had brought their props and were entertaining the younger kids. Jillian had gotten it right. Once an entertainer, always an entertainer.


    He searched for his friends. Dom was talking to his assistant Paula and her husband. From her husband’s expression, he was aware and amused by his wife’s obvious infatuation. Lex didn’t think he could handle Jillian showing interest in another man.


    Cade was having an intense conversation with his Uncle Mo. They were probably discussing social issues. His uncle was a litigator, and Cade had been pre-law before switching to computers. Rod was chatting up Eddie’s sister. From the expression on Eddie’s face, he would be interrupting soon. Aiden and his accent tended to attract all sorts of women, just like now. From the looks of things, the younger generation must have learned Lucien made popular video and online games. Rake had an audience of one, his Uncle Hawk from Montana. Hawk was a rancher with Native American ancestry and so was Rake. Barbs and her Hollywood friends had cornered Sloan. He’d probably started it by complimenting their outfits, which tended to confuse women because they erroneously assumed he was gay. He looked ready to bolt. The poor man needed to get out more.


    His father-in-law cut in on their dance and took Jillian for a spin around the floor. Lex started for the house, stopping to shake hands of well-wishers. Then he rescued Sloan.


    “Keep Jillian busy on the floor, will you?”


    Sloan grimaced. “I hate dancing.”


    Lex understood where he was coming from. He had a past injury that tended to flare up. “Get Dom to help.”


    “Help with what?” Dom asked, appearing beside them.


    Lex winked at Jillian when their eyes met. Her brow lifted questioningly. “Keep my wife busy while I take care of a few things,” he said.


    “Like what?” Sloan asked. “Unless this has something to do with the familiar guest Douglas discreetly escorted to the house.”


    Sloan never missed a thing. “Just keep her busy and away from the house. And tell Rod to stay away from my niece before Eddie breaks his nose.” Lex started for the house. Rake caught up with him before he reached it.


    “What’s going on? What did I miss?”


    They weren’t in college anymore, yet still reacted the same way. If any three of them stood together, the others felt left out. “You owe my wife a dance.”


    “Like hell I do,” Rake ground out.


    “Keep your hands waist up. I don’t want you copping a feel behind my back.”


    Rake shot him a venomous look. “She’s gorgeous, but I’m not feeling her like that.”


    Lex knew that, but the only way to make Rake do something was by challenging him to prove something. “And here I thought you’re always such an ass to her because she looks like Gigi.”


    “Screw you, Fitz.” He stomped off toward the tent.


    Grinning, Lex headed to meet his mysterious guests. He glanced back once, but Jillian was still dancing with her father while his friends stood in a group conferring, probably arguing about who would dance with Jillian first.


    Douglas was waiting for Lex by the door. As usual, it was impossible to read his expression. “Who are they?”


    “Guests of Ms. Jillian. They came with Chris Lander. They are in the den.” Douglas fell in step with him. “Have you ever heard of the Gagliano family of New York, sir?”


    “No. Why?”


    “The Gagliano family was once one of the six families that dominated organized crime activities in New York. Vito Gagliano rose quickly in the ranks in the seventies. He was ruthless and seemed destined to be the new don of organized crime. Within five years, he was poised to make the Gaglianos as strong as the other families. Then he just disappeared. That was sometime in the nineties, about the time the joint task force came down hard on organized crime across the country and abroad. Some said Vito was killed in the raids. Others said he went underground and continued to run things. Then there are those who believed he’d testified as a witness against his former associates and was offered a place in the Witness Protection Program.”


    Lex stopped suddenly, and Douglas almost bumped into him. “What’s going on, Douglas? Why are we talking about some Italian mafia?”


    “Vito Gagliano is very much alive and is in the den.”


    Lex studied Douglas. He wanted to ask him why these men were in his home, but he already knew the answer. What had Finnegan called them? Blue bloods from New York. And they were here because of one person. His wife, Jillian.


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 17


    


    Jillian was laughing at something her father said when Sloan appeared beside them. He looked good. She’d only ever seen him in sailor shirts and pants, and loafers.


    “May I cut in, Mr. Finnegan?” he asked politely.


    Her father looked at him and whistled. “Another Fitzgerald? Where do they grow you people? Cornfields?”


    Sloan chuckled. “I’m not a Fitzgerald, Mr. Finnegan. Just a friend of the family. She’ll be in good hands with me, sir.”


    “Friend of the family or the groom?” her father asked, looking around before pinning Sloan with a suspicious glare.


    “The groom, sir.”


    “I see.” Her father planted a kiss on her cheek and stepped away. Within seconds, he was hurrying toward the house. Her father was acting weird again, but she decided to stop worrying about him and rested her hand on Sloan’s shoulder.


    Someone must have requested the band to play a slower tune instead of the fast numbers they’d been playing—including a few Armenian songs to the delight of her relatives. Sloan moved slowly and stiffly, and Jillian had a feeling he was regretting asking her to dance.


    “Congratulations on a beautiful wedding,” he said.


    “Beautiful? Even after that rocky beginning?” she asked, hoping to put him at ease.


    He laughed. “It was an unusual opening, but I expected that from you,” he said. “You are a very unusual woman.”


    “Oh, thank you, although the credit goes to my Armenian blood and my mother’s mysterious background.” He chuckled again and relaxed. His dancing improved, but he was still stiff. “I think today’s heroes are Lex’s mother and my grandmother. All this wouldn’t have been possible without them.” The food had been a blend of the east and the west—American and Persian—and her worries over the circus guests not feeling comfortable had been for nothing. They’d devoured the more spicy dishes and entertained the children and adults alike. “And thank you for not telling Lex about the you-know-what. I know it couldn’t have been easy.”


    “Uh-mmm, that ship sailed,” he said.


    Jillian tilted her head. “What? You told on me?”


    He grinned. “Someone else did, but I confirmed it.”


    She wondered which one of Lex’s friends caved first. Probably Rake. He was brutally blunt. “Was he pissed?”


    “No. He didn’t think it wasn’t funny either. I think Rake wants a dance,” he added quickly.


    Jillian turned her head and found Rake. He looked quite dapper in his formal wear. She received a scowl when their eyes met. “Are you sure? He looks annoyed.”


    “That’s his happy face.”


    The song ended and Sloan left her with Rake. Jillian had a feeling he was running away. The tempo of the next song was faster. While Sloan had appeared stiff and rusty, Rake was a smooth dancer. He twirled and dipped her with such ease she gawked.


    “You’re an amazing dancer. Let me guess. Ballroom dance lessons.”


    The corner of his lips twitched. It was the first time she’d ever seen him appear amused. “That’s the most ludicrous thing I’ve ever heard.”


    “Hip-hop? Jazz? Swing? Country?”


    He sighed. “If I’ve ever said or done anything inappropriate to you, I apologize,” he said.


    Now where did that come from? “Other than scowling at me a few minutes ago and not telling me how you learned your dance moves, you’ve been a perfect friend. I mean, you’re blunt and swear a lot, but so do I. You can be a grouch sometimes, but everyone is allowed a few Oscar moments. I don’t consider any of those inappropriate.”


    He stopped dancing and was back to scowling again. “You are very, uh…”


    “Wise and intuitive?”


    He chuckled. “Blunt. Sorry for scowling on your wedding day,” he added, looking contrite and so adorable. “I didn’t realize I was doing it.”


    “How about I introduce you to one of my friends?”


    Panic flashed in his eyes. “Uh, later. Dom wants a dance.” He gestured furiously, and in seconds, Jillian caught sight of Dom striding toward them, leaving behind a few disappointed friends of Barbs and Estelle. One of them looked like a cougar on the prowl for her next victim.


    Rod replaced Dom, then Cade, Lucien, and finally Aiden. Her feet began to hurt, and she also realized that Lex’s friends had been deliberately monopolizing her time while her handsome groom had disappeared.


    “Where’s Lex?” Jillian asked.


    “Am I boring you?” Aiden asked, leaning back and cocking his eyebrow.


    “No. I mean, other than the fact that you keep turning me so you can stare at Jade, you’re an amazing dancer.”


    “She looks happy.”


    Jillian chuckled. “Don’t sound so disappointed. There’re plenty of women out there.” He sighed. “I’d stop staring at her if I were you.”


    “I danced with her twice. Maybe one more time to say my goodbye.”


    What a sucker for punishment. “Do you know where Lex is?”


    “Talking to the wedding crashers.” Then he winced as though he hadn’t meant to say that. “But he’ll be out shortly.”


    What wedding crashers? With the security, uninvited guests shouldn’t have made it inside the compound. The song ended, and Jillian started for the house, taking a long route to escape Lex’s friends. Unfortunately, guests wanted to congratulate her and she was forced to stop and trade kisses and hugs. She paused to hug her grandmother.


    “Thank you for making this day perfect, Tat,” Jillian whispered.


    “Is it time for you to leave?”


    “Soon. I’ll come find you before we leave. I promise.” She picked up the hem of her dress and hurried toward the house, almost bumping into Troy. “Hey, where have you been? You owe me a dance.”


    “Are we leaving?”


    “Soon.” She disappeared inside the house. Douglas, not Lex, should be dealing with security breaches. Unless the people worked for Warwick.


    “Spying on them for years? How the hell do you explain that?” Her father’s voice reached Jillian before she turned into the hallway leading to the den. She slowed down.


    “Watching over them, not spying,” Chris shot back, not sounding sorry.


    They were at it again. Why couldn’t they just enjoy the food and the drinks and let her have her moment without the drama? Unless this was about Chris and the man she’d seem him with.


    “She’s not going to like this, Chris. You didn’t just lie to me, you lied to her, too.” Jillian stepped forward, and her father saw her. “Jilly, what are you doing here?”


    “Looking for Lex. What’s going on, Dad?” she asked, her eyes volleying between her father and Chris. Guilt was written on their faces. “Chris?”


    “We were talking about something that happened years ago. You owe me another dance.” Her father closed the gap between them. “Let’s rattle these old bones on the dance floor one more time.”


    “Don’t, Dad. I overheard what you said. Who were you spying on, Chris? Me? I recognized the man with you during the ceremony,” she added.


    Silence greeted her.


    “How well do you know him, Chris?”


    “Jilly…”


    “Don’t Jilly me, Daddy. He knows that reporter. How long have you been passing him information about me?”


    “I had no choice,” Chris mumbled.


    Jillian sighed, the anger draining out of her. She should be angry, yet all she felt was sadness. She’d trusted Chris, and he’d betrayed her. “You always have a choice. You could have told me he was forcing you or blackmailing you, or whatever. How long have you been working for him?”


    “Tell her the truth,” her father cut in, his voice firm.


    Chris sighed. “Since the moment you and your mother joined the Finnegans. They approached me to keep an eye on both of you and to report if anyone bothered you or showed too much interest in you. That’s all I did.”


    His eyes begged Jillian to understand, but she was confused. All this time she’d thought he cared about her. “My mother? Reporting to who?”


    “Vito Gagliano. I know there’s no excuse for what I did, but I was young and broke, and I saw a way to make a quick buck. After your mother died, I told him I was done. When your father sent you to me in Hollywood, I was no longer working for him. I swear.”


    Jillian knew that should make her feel a little better, but it didn’t. She was still confused, and the sense of betrayal still lingered. “Who is Vito Gagliano?”


    “Your mother’s uncle.”


    Her mother’s what? Jillian took a mental step back and tried to remember her brief and traumatic meetings with Scarred Face. The man hadn’t looked old enough to be her uncle. And why the heck hadn’t he just told her who he was? “The man who sat beside you during my wedding, the one with the scar is my uncle?”


    Chris shook his head. “No. That’s Joey. Joey was sent by Vito to investigate your mother’s accident and to make sure you were okay. And when the boys beat him, they knew you would be safe with the Finnegans. They knew you”—he glanced at Jillian’s father—“considered Jillian one of your own. I never heard from them again until this morning.”


    “Why is he back now? Did this faceless uncle send him again to make sure I was okay?” She scoffed at the idea. “I’m better than okay. I’m happier than I’ve ever been. I’m in love, and I have a family. No, three families that want me. I don’t need someone who has never shown interest in meeting me or getting to know me. Tell this Joey to tell my uncle, he can either show his face and explain himself or stop sending people to check on me.” She started to walk away, stopped, and turned. Her chin went up. “Where is he? I’ll tell him myself.”


    Chris inclined his head. “In the den. And it’s not just Joey who is here, Jillian. Your great-uncle is here, too.”


    Jillian blinked. She glanced at her father, but he didn’t move. In fact, he was scowling as though something bothered him. Had he known about her mother’s family in New York? Did it even matter? She was tired of the secrets, but she didn’t want to be angry with people she loved anymore. If her father had known about them, he must have had his reasons for keeping quiet. As for Chris, she shouldn’t punish him for putting himself first. He had agreed to spy on her and her mother before he really got to know them.


    Before Chris could knock, the door swung open from inside and her eyes met Lex’s. She tried to see around him, but his broad shoulders made that impossible.


    Smiling, he reached for her, and Chris stepped aside to let her through. She took his hand, her eyes searching his face for hints of what was going on inside the room.


    “You okay?” he asked, pulling her closer, his touch reassuring.


    Jillian nodded.


    Inside the room, the first person she saw was Douglas, then the man with the scar, but he wasn’t alone. An older guy in a white suit and white hair was with them. He had sat in front of Chris and Scarred Face, and had worn a white hat.


    He started to stand and Scarred Face hurried forward to help him, but he stopped him with a raise of his hand. He leaned on a stick and made it to his feet. He smiled, showing her crooked teeth. There was something familiar about him. Memories teased her and disappeared, but with them came a weird feeling she couldn’t explain. It wasn’t fear. More like wariness. Not sure what to say, Jillian glanced at Lex.


    “This is Mr. Vito Gagliano. He’s here to meet you,” Lex said, glancing briefly at the man in a white suit. She had a feeling he was warning him to behave. Someone closed the door, but Jillian continued to study the man, a memory teasing her. “Mr. Gagliano, this is my wife, Jillian Finnegan-Fitzgerald.”


    Once again, she heard the warning in his voice when he said wife. The man must have heard it, too, because he smiled, showing crooked teeth. She knew that smile. Those teeth.


    “You don’t remember me, do you?” he asked in a heavy New York accent.


    The memory solidified. She’d seen him in the back of a car outside her new school in San Juan right after she and her mother arrived in California. Not once, but several times. He’d also been in the audience during her mother’s performances a few times. She remembered because he’d smiled at her and nodded.


    “Who are you?” she asked, despite the introduction.


    “I’m your great-uncle,” he said and indicated the seat across from him. He waited until she sat before he did. Lex stood to the right of her chair. His presence was reassuring without being distracting. “Your mother was my grandniece,” he added.


    Her mother was an orphan. That was what Jillian had been told as far back as she could remember. Even her grandmother had said so. Someone somewhere had started a lie and made it a reality, or this man was telling the greatest whopper of the century.


    She glanced at her father. His expression said he wasn’t surprised by this revelation. Once again, he’d hidden something from her. She smiled to show him she wasn’t mad. He smiled back.


    “Are you Italian?” she asked, focusing on her newfound great-uncle.


    He chuckled. “No, dear. I’m American. My sister and I came to this country from Corleone, Sicily and settled in the Bronx years ago. Arabella, your grandmother, fell in love with a Polish boy who liked climbing rocks and jumping from airplanes.” He chuckled, and the chuckle became a cough. The kind that said he’d been a smoker and was paying dearly for it now. He removed a handkerchief and dabbed at his mouth before glancing at Jillian. “I think you get your, uh, interest in bikes from his side of the family. But I’m happy you no longer do it, because most people who live like that don’t last long. Your grandfather died young, leaving your grandmother to raise your mother alone.”


    “Alone?” Jillian asked. Where was he?


    “I never had children, and she preferred to live far away from New York, where no one knew she was my sister.” He chuckled. “Arabella might not have approved of how I lived my life and ran my business, but she never forgot she was a Gagliano. She told Mira about me.” He grinned with pride. “When she died, Mira came to find me. She lived with me, but no one knew she was my niece. It was better that way.”


    Jillian wondered about his business. Money laundering? Racketeering? She’d bet he had a club as a front. She’d watched enough mafia movies and did stunts in a few to know how they operated. From her conversation with her grandmother, her grandfather hadn’t approved of her mother because she’d been a dancer.


    “Was she a dancer at your club?” Jillian asked.


    Mr. Gagliano grimaced. “My club? Never. She was, uh, una ballerina di talento. She had a bright future with a dance troupe. She had just auditioned and was waiting for her acceptance letter into one of those fancy New York dance schools when she met the Armenian boy.” He made a face as though reliving something unpleasant. “Love has a way of getting in the way of destiny. Your mother would have been a prima ballerina. But by the time the letter came, she was pregnant with you.”


    Jillian was impressed and proud. Her mother chose her and her father over the stage. She had always assumed her mother had been an exotic dancer.


    “Why are you here, Mr. Gagliano?” Jillian asked.


    He smiled. “To make sure you are happy. I’ve been watching the TV, and they talk about you and your, uh”—he glanced at Lex—“husband and his family. I wanted to see for myself that you are okay.”


    Jillian glanced at Lex. “I am more than okay.” He took her hand and squeezed.


    “I also decided it was time you knew the truth about your mother,” Mr. Gagliano continued. “The media talks about your Armenian family and your husband’s. But what did they say about your mother? She was an orphan from New York and a trapeze artist. She was the best dancer at her school.”


    Jillian had stopped watching TV days ago. She glanced at Scarred Face before focusing again on her great-uncle. “You were outside my school several times when we first arrived in San Juan, and you attended performances when Mom was still alive,” she said. “So you must understand why I’m confused. For someone who claims to care about me, why haven’t you tried to talk to me? Why did you pay Chris to keep an eye on me and send him”—she glanced at Scarred Face—“to question me after Mom died. It would have been nicer and easier if I had known who sent him and why.”


    “Nicer, yes. But I would have broken a promise I made your mother.” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees, but his eyes didn’t waver. “I promised Mira when she left New York that I’d never contact her again.”


    “Why?”


    “Mira, like Arabella, did not approve of my business or business associates. And even though your father’s death was an accident, she blamed me. I admit I didn’t approve of their relationship and his family did not get along with the Italian businessmen at the waterfront, but his death was an accident. When she left New York, she severed the ties between us and vowed to disappear.”


    That explained their constant moving for three years. Jillian had assumed they were running from her Armenian family. Instead, it seemed like they were running from the Italian mafia—her mother’s people. Her people. Someone should shoot her and bury her in an unmarked grave. Not a good thought to have, but damn it. Her family was messed up. Her great-uncle probably had people whacked on a daily basis.


    “But I also made a promise to my sister to always look after her daughter,” he continued. “So you see the dilemma I had, my dear. I couldn’t keep the promise I made to your mother and break the one I made to my sister, so I had someone follow the two of you.”


    “We moved around for three years,” Jillian said, remembering the cheap apartments and trailer parks, and her mother going to job interviews.


    “I knew everywhere you lived and what you and your mother did, until you reached California. I did what I could to make sure she always found a job and that you were safe.” He glanced at Chris before adding, “And when she died, I made sure it was really an accident.”


    Jillian shuddered, imagining what he would have done if someone had been responsible for her mother’s death. Would he have taken care of them? No wonder Scarred Face had asked her those weird questions. She still needed to process everything. Nothing was ever just straightforward with her family.


    “Now that I’ve witnessed this joyous occasion and confirmed that you are in capable hands, I can retire in peace.” He got up, and Scarred Face moved closer. “The wedding was beautiful, my dear. Your mother and grandmother would have been very proud.”


    Jillian felt a rush of emotions. “Maybe I could call you sometime or visit…” her voice trailed off when he shook his head.


    “No calls or visits, my dear.” He placed the hat on his head and adjusted it. “Today was an exception, which reminds me. Joey.” He snapped his fingers, and Scarred Face moved closer. “Do you have something to say to my great-niece?”


    “I’m sorry, Mrs. Fitzgerald,” Joey said. “I shouldn’t have scared you after your mother died.”


    “He was overzealous, but that time, he went too far. If you ever need me for anything, my dear, or if anyone is bothering you”—he tapped his nose—“I’ll know.”


    “Chris can’t spy for you anymore,” Jillian said. She wasn’t sure what to call him. Mr. Gagliano sounded too formal and Great-Uncle Vito was too personal. “He’s family, and family doesn’t do that to each other.”


    Mr. Gagliano spread his arms. “Jillian, we are all one fam—”


    “No. Leave him out of this. He’s done enough.”


    He studied her, then Chris. “Okay.” He moved closer, his gait slow. Then he stopped in front of Jillian. “You look so much like my sister, except for the eyes. Those are from your father. She would have enjoyed having you as a granddaughter. She loved life too, which was why she fell in love with your grandfather. She was also stubborn and opinionated.” He patted Jillian’s arm. “I have enjoyed watching you blossom. Even though you didn’t see me, I like to think I didn’t miss a thing.” He glanced at Jillian’s father. “You did a good job raising her, Finnegan. You should be proud.”


    Her father shrugged like the compliment meant nothing, but Jillian saw his expression. He liked it.


    “I’m afraid it’s time for me to disappear. Maybe we will meet again.”


    “But—”


    “No buts, my dear. You should never try to find me. Even now, my former business associates can never know you are my great niece. It is better this way. Safer.” His eyes went to Lex. “Your husband has reassured me that he’ll take good care of you, but Joey will stop by occasionally to make sure he keeps his word. For my peace of mind, you understand.” He smiled, his hazel eyes twinkling, but the threat still dangled in the air. “Now, may I give you a hug?”


    Jillian hugged him, not exactly sure how she felt. She didn’t really know him, but at the same time, he was the last link to her mother and her side of the family. Then he gripped her hand and stepped back.


    


    ~*~


    


    Lex watched from the den window as the car carrying their surprise guests pulled away. They’d quietly slipped away the same way they’d sneaked into his home, with the help of Chris Lander.


    Lex’s grip tightened on Jillian’s hand. Her father had left with Douglas, leaving the two of them in the den. He didn’t want to think about anything but his wife, alone, at a secluded beach. No more relatives popping up to surprise them or Warwick playing mind games. Douglas vowed to ferret out the person he claimed was leaking information about Jillian to the press. He was convinced the same person was working with Warwick.


    “Were you surprised by anything he said?” Lex asked, his hand tightening around Jillian’s waist.


    She scrunched her lips in thought. “Oh yeah. Mom was an amazing dancer and gymnast, but she never talked about where she took lessons. It’s nice to have an explanation. Then there was my daredevil grandfather, whoever he was. I thank him for that gene, but the rest? The mob great-uncle part…” She made a face. “There’s still time for an annulment if you want get out out.”


    Lex chuckled. “Sorry, babe. You’re not getting rid of me that easily. His business practices have nothing to do with you.”


    A thoughtful expression flitted across her face, and her turquoise eyes darkened. “When I heard that Chris worked for him, I was sure he was the one leaking information about us to the media.”


    “Douglas reassured me he was on top of things. He’s working with Cade’s people to dismantle Warwick’s system. Chances are he’s working with other prisoners and their visitors.” He let go of her waist and gripped her hand. “Let’s change and get the hell out of here before anyone else delays us.”


    “Don’t you mean my relatives?” Her eyes twinkled as though she was struggling hard not to laugh.


    “Yeah, they seem to pop up like daisies when we least expect them,” he murmured.


    “Pop up?” She bumped him with her shoulder. “That’s mean.”


    He led her out of the den, past the side door to the secret stairs. He scooped her up and started upstairs. “The next ones might be from your daredevil grandfather’s side. I don’t think I can take any more surprises.”


    “I’m sure they won’t trump Great-Uncle Gagliano.” She started to laugh, arms tightening around his neck. “The entire time he was talking, I kept thinking he whacked people on a daily basis.”


    They entered the bedroom, and he kicked the door shut. He lowered her on the floor by the bed, and she plopped onto it, laughing hard. Only Jillian would be amused by the revelation that she had the mafia in her family tree. He shed his tux and bowtie.


    Lex walked to the foot of the bed and studied her while undoing the buttons of his shirt. She was unlike any woman he’d ever known, and she was his. Their lives would never be boring.


    “I wonder if he knows someone in San Quentin,” she said, sobering. She sat up, gripped the waistband of his pants, and pulled him closer, her eyes searching his. “He could whack Warwick for us and make him sleep with the fishes.”


    Lex caressed her cheek. “You are too beautiful to spend the rest of your life in jail. Unless we run for the border.”


    “And live in a cute little hut in a quaint village in the middle of nowhere.” She turned her head and kissed the palm of his hand. “Of course, you’d redesign all their huts and create a little paradise.”


    Probably. He tended to see possibilities in the most decrepit buildings, but he’d be perfectly happy anywhere as long as she was with him. He ran a finger down her nose past her lush lips, lifted her chin, and kissed her. She hummed, sending heat through his veins.


    “I love you, Lex,” she whispered.


    His chest tightened. “Always.”


    He got up and pulled her to her feet, then turned her around. He started on the hooks. The gown parted and exposed more skin. The curve of her back was distracting, the silkiness of her skin begging for his touch. He lowered his head and mapped her skin with his lips. He traced the edge of her gown to the strap and eased it over her shoulder. He nipped her exposed shoulder, and she shuddered. Her skin was flawless. Soft.


    He lifted her hair and left a trail across her shoulder, nipping and laving her skin with his tongue. He moved lower as he lowered the gown until it pooled at her feet and he was on his knees. The white stockings and garter belt against her lushness kicked things up a notch. He wanted her now.


    “I don’t think we are going anywhere for a while, babe. The honeymoon starts now.”


    She glanced over her shoulder at him. “Isn’t Mathews waiting for us?”


    “He can file a new flight plan,” he growled, running a hand up her stockinged leg. He rubbed his face against her skin, the scent of her arousal hitting him hard. He slid a hand between her legs and stroked her through her silk panties. “Hmm, you smell amazing. Feel hot and ready for me. I need you now.”


    “Thank God.” She stepped away from her wedding gown and reached up to remove the tiara her grandmother had given her. She placed it carefully on the side table and closed the gap between them. “I didn’t want to wait either, but I was trying to be the obedient wife.”


    A dutiful Jillian? Scary thought. He removed the clips pinning her hair up, and it fell to her shoulder in gentle waves. “I noticed you hesitated before saying obey when we exchanged our vows.”


    “The rebel in me will have a problem with that, but times like this…” She spread her hands across his chest, over his shoulders, and locked them behind his neck. “I’m willing to obey.”


    “Kiss me,” he ordered, and she did, exploring his mouth with a hunger that set his pulse racing. He lowered her to the bed and followed, his heart thumping harder as though this was their first time together. In a way it was. It was their first time as a married couple, and he wanted it to be special.


    He rolled over so she was on top, his hands drifting down to her perfect ass. She wiggled, rubbing against his erection. He groaned.


    “No teasing me tonight,” he warned.


    “I need to remove my stockings and—”


    “No. Stockings and garter stay on. Husband’s orders.” He caressed his way up her back, appreciating the tiny shudders that rocked her. He threaded his fingers through her hair and made love to her mouth, her lush lips. She moaned and pressed against him.


    He rolled her over and moved lower, laving her neck with his tongue. He paid homage to her breasts, reducing her nipples to tight nubs.


    Someone rattled on the bedroom door just as he scooped her up. “Go away.”


    “Sorry, sir,” Troy said from the other side of the door. “It’s urgent. You’re needed downstairs.”


    


    


    CHAPTER 18


    


    Jillian watched her husband disappear out the door and groaned. He just had to leave her hot and tingly. She needed him back in her arms, focusing on her needs, not racing downstairs to take care of others.


    Sighing, she scooted to the edge of the bed. She might as well join him.


    Her suitcases were missing. The last time she saw them, they’d been in the closet. Instead of her getaway outfits, a gorgeous maxi print dress with a slit on the side was laid out on the chaise lounge and beside it were designer high-heeled shoes she’d admired in a magazine a few days ago in Vancouver. Troy must have talked. The note said:


    


    I hope you love it, Lex


    


    She slipped on the shoes and grinned while studying her reflection. She stepped into the dress and pulled it up. She was working on the zipper when a knock resounded and Troy called out, “Are you dressed?”


    “Come in. I could use your help.”


    He entered the room with two flutes and champagne in a wine bucket. “I’ve been ordered to keep you entertained until Mr. Fitzgerald comes back upstairs.”


    She chuckled. “I don’t need to be entertained, Troy. And whose champagne is that? You know me and alcohol don’t mix.” She gave him her back. “Zip me up, please.”


    He zipped her up and lifted her hair out of the way. “You made such a beautiful bride.” He sounded so close. She turned and caught him sniffing her hair. “Smells nice. No one was dry-eyed by the time you kissed,” he added.


    “They were laughing that hard?”


    “You have a sick sense of humor.” He popped the champagne. “It was the way you openly admitted to knowing you were meant for each other when you first met. I want that one day.”


    “You’ll get it.” She hugged him. “I might hate all this publicity, but he’s worth it.”


    “Someone already leaked pictures of you in your wedding dress to the press and it’s trending. Hashtag fairytale wedding. They love the gown. They want to know who did your hair.”


    Jillian didn’t let the leaks bother her. Nothing was going to ruin this day, not even nosy press. “They’ll lose interest now that we’re married.”


    “I doubt it. They already know your family will be performing at the Staples Center on Armed Forces Day. I didn’t get a chance to toast your wedding, so you owe me.” He handed her a flute of champagne and raised his. “To the beginning of your beautiful, charmed life, and partnership. And thank you for making me a part of it.”


    “That was beautiful, Troy.” She took a tiny sip. It tasted sweeter than the one they’d served during the speeches and toasts. “Hmm, this is not so bad.”


    “Then finish it. Don’t make me finish the bottle all by myself.” He tilted the base of her glass, forcing her to guzzle most of the drink.


    “Enough,” Jillian said, laughing. “You finish the bottle.”


    “Sit down with me.” He nudged her toward the sitting area and pushed her onto a sofa, then poured more champagne into her glass. “I want to hear more about how you two met since we’ll never have a chance to talk like this again.”


    “Well, I refused to go out with Lex the first time he asked. Whoa, what do you mean we won’t have a chance to talk like this? Are you thinking of leaving me?”


    “Not willingly,” he said, his eyes not leaving her.


    Jillian frowned. “Did you just say ‘not willingly?’ Is Douglas giving you a hard time because you didn’t report to him? I told him to take it easy. I like you, and you are not going anywhere, mister.” She pointed at him. “Not over something as ridiculous as not reporting to Douglas.” She sipped more of her drink.


    “Douglas is a lot smarter than I thought,” Troy said. He sounded sad.


    “He is. Why would you think he wasn’t?”


    “I played him and won. I worked my ass off for six months at MSTC to impress him because he always chooses his best students whenever he needs legwork. I knew it was just a matter of time before he picked me, but your presence accelerated the process.”


    “What are you talking about? What is MSTC? And what’s wrong with your voice? You sound different.”


    This was why she never drank alcohol. She had zero tolerance. She placed her glass on the side table and then tried to focus on Troy. He blurred out, then swung back into focus. A ringing started in her ears, so when he talked, she couldn’t hear a thing. Jillian stuck a finger in her ear and wiggled it.


    “What did you say?” she asked.


    “I said this is my normal voice.” Troy got up and put his drink down. There seemed to be several of him, before they coalesced into one. “I’m really sorry you got caught in this mess. I like you and I wouldn’t have minded working for you, but I had to choose between you and my brother. He needs me; you don’t. So he won.”


    Jillian frowned. Nothing Troy said made sense. He also kept shifting in and out of focus faster. What does he mean by normal voice? Was he pretending to be gay? She’d stripped in front of him. And why was she thinking about that now?


    “Your brother is dead, Troy. You said so during my bachelorette party.”


    “I said I lost him. Not the same thing. I lost him to the penal system. Don’t worry. Nothing bad is going to happen to you. Once Lex does what Warwick wants, they’ll let you go.”


    Warwick? Troy was the one working with Warwick. Jillian tried to get up, but the floor appeared to move and she lost her balance. Her elbow connected with the side table, sending pain radiating up her arm. The pain gave her a moment of clarity. Troy’s glass was still full. She couldn’t even remember him drinking from it, but he’d insisted she drink her glass of champagne and had even replenished it.


    “You drugged me,” Jillian said. Her voice sounded strange, and her words were slurred.


    “Same drug cocktail my girls put in Lex’s drink a few nights ago.” Troy gripped her arm and pulled her back to her seat.


    Jillian wrenched her arm away, but she was growing weak fast and couldn’t break his grip. She was also processing information at a slower rate. Soon, she’d black out. She opened her mouth and screamed, but no sound escaped her. Troy had slapped his hand over her mouth.


    “Damn it! You’re supposed to have blacked out by now,” he snapped. “I put enough drugs in your glass to knock out a horse.”


    Jillian jerked her head sideways and sunk her teeth in his hand. He cursed, but his grip didn’t loosen. She pushed, kicked, and wiggled, but the world tilted and she lost balance. Troy fell on top of her, and the sound of breaking glass filled the air.


    Her heart pounding, Jillian fought to stay conscious even as darkness crept into her periphery. Everything Troy had done played in her head like a B-movie. He’d hired the girls at Sloan’s party, which meant he’d hired the dancers at her bachelorette party, too. Was he even attacked that night, or had he just hidden somewhere and played the victim?


    Fun, eager-to-please Troy. She should have listened to Chris. He’d warned her not to trust Troy. He’d probably seen through his fake gay act.


    “Now look what you’ve done,” were the last words she heard before she blacked out.


    


    ~*~


    


    “Follow the others to Torrance Memorial,” Lex said and closed the limo door.


    He stepped back and glanced around, rage burning through him. He wanted to rip Warwick apart. When Troy had told him he was urgently needed downstairs, he’d thought another relative of Jillian’s had appeared. Instead, he’d found his guests doubled over in their seats and curled up on the ground clutching their stomachs in pain.


    The chaos around him was heartbreaking. Cars were no longer in the driveway. They were lined up on the lawn and flowerbeds. As soon as one filled up, they took off for the ER.


    How the fuck had Warwick’s people bypassed security measures Douglas had set in place and poisoned his guests? The question was driving Lex crazy. He hadn’t had a chance to talk to Douglas, but someone had better have answers.


    The only thing Lex knew was that the poisoning had happened in the last hour and the medium had to have been alcohol. He, Jillian, Chris Lander, and Finnegan were in the den with the former crime lord at the time and weren’t affected. And the children were okay, according to Dom. Most of them were inside the house somewhere under Jade’s care. She didn’t drink.


    His family and friends refused to leave until everyone was taken care of even though they were in pain, too. Lex didn’t bother to argue with them even though they looked like hell. Rake had quit drinking after college and was not affected. He was using the helicopter to transport the sick. Sloan drank, just not champagne. Since he’d escaped unscathed and was coordinating things at the hospital, whoever did this must have laced the champagne.


    Lex glanced up at his bedroom balcony. Knowing he couldn’t protect Jillian from Warwick and his people ate at him. He might not have answers about how they had sneaked into his home, but he would break the news to her gently. He was sending her to Armenia with her grandmother until Warwick was no longer a threat.


    He went in search of Mrs. Petrosian. The last time he’d seen the woman, she’d been with his mother helping some Armenians into a limo. The pavilion was almost empty. Dom was helping a woman—one of the circus people—to her feet.


    “Has Douglas found anything?” he asked.


    Lex shook his head. Dom looked like hell, but he wasn’t leaving until the last person left. “I haven’t spoken to him. Have you seen my mother or Mrs. Petrosian?”


    “They’re in the house with Jade and the children.”


    Lex passed the catering crew by the pool. From the looks of things, Douglas’ men were grilling them like they were responsible for the catastrophe. Deanne, who’d catered the event, had red eyes like she’d been crying. On a different day, Lex would have reassured her. Today, everyone was a suspect.


    Lex went straight to the home theater. Nemo and Dory from the film Finding Nemo were on the screen. His first date with Jillian flashed in his head. That had been weeks ago, yet he remembered every expression on her face. Every sound. Every gesture. That was the night he’d asked her to be his wife and offered her a pittance. She could have asked for the world and he would have laid it at her feet. That was how much he’d wanted her. It had all been about sex then.


    Now he couldn’t imagine life without her, yet he had to send her away. On the day of their wedding. It was insane, but he couldn’t knowingly keep her with him when he’d failed to protect her. She could have been one of the people writhing in agony at the hospital because of that asshole and his people. As long as Jillian was with him, her life would be in danger.


    Lex pushed his thoughts aside and searched for Mrs. Petrosian in the darkened room. His sister was carrying one of the babies, but her twins sat close to her. Jade didn’t touch alcohol because of her heart. To her left was his mother with another baby. The baby was asleep. But the surprise was Mrs. Petrosian. Lex could have sworn the woman hated children, yet Jillian’s niece was curled up on her lap. Sophia must have gravitated toward her when her mother and father became ill. Mrs. Petrosian also seemed okay, but his mother looked like hell. Knowing her, she was trying to be strong for her grandchildren when she ought to be at the hospital.


    Lex went to his mother and took the baby. Jade indicated a playpen by the wall, and Lex carefully placed the boy in it and covered him.


    “Come with me,” he told his mother, but she shook her head. “They need you, Mom, but you don’t want them to see you like this. The sooner you take the treatment, the better you’ll feel. Then you can do what you do best. Watch over all of us.”


    His younger cousins glanced at him then his mother. He saw the questions in their eyes. Questions he couldn’t answer yet. He helped his mother to her feet and led her out of the room. As soon as the door closed behind them, he picked her up.


    “Put me down, Lex,” she protested.


    “You’re close to falling flat on your face, Mom. How are the cramps?”


    “Not so bad, and I can walk, you silly boy. You have a wife to carry now, not me. Where’s Jillian?”


    “Upstairs with Troy.” He pressed a kiss on her temple. “And I’m allowed to carry you, until you remarry and become someone else’s responsibility.”


    Silence followed. Usually, she’d be insulted that he dared to insinuate she needed a man to take care of her. This time, she buried her face in his shoulder. Before they reached the helicopter, he realized she was crying.


    Lex cursed Warwick to hell and back. His mother was one of the strongest women he knew. She’d worked so hard to make this wedding happen, even putting up with a change in venue, and now this. She must be devastated. The fact that she didn’t ask who’d want to ruin his wedding said that she already knew the answer.


    “I noticed you’ve been spending a lot of time in Vegas,” he said, hoping to distract her. “I thought your plus-one was going to be a certain silver-haired business associate of mine.”


    She lifted her head. Her eyes were red, but she was in control of her emotions again. “Mothers of the groom don’t have plus-ones. Besides, this was your day. Yours and Jillian’s. My announcement can wait.”


    “So you and—”


    She pressed her finger to his lips. “Enough, Lex. Put me down.” He placed her inside the helicopter, and she buckled up, her hands unsteady. Then she pinned him with piercing eyes. “Find out the person who did this, Alexander,” she said, anger making her voice sharp. “Then do what you must to stop Warwick.”


    “Yes, Mom.”


    He stepped away from the helipad just as a car took off toward the gate. Lex didn’t give it a second thought until he reached the garage and realized the doors were open. His Rolls-Royce Wraith was missing.


    Most of the people driving the sick to Torrance Memorial worked for his brother-in-law, Ron Noble, and they had been given permission to use whatever car was available. Someone must have given out the key to Lex’s Wraith. On a different day, he would have been concerned. Today, he couldn’t care less.


    Lex headed back to the home theater and pulled Mrs. Petrosian aside. “How fast can you be ready to travel back to Armenia?”


    Confusion flashed in her eyes. Then anger followed. “Are you implying one of my people did this?”


    “No, ma’am. My enemy did this, and I plan to stop him. I can’t do that while worrying about Jillian’s safety. I want her out of the country with people who love and care about her.”


    Mrs. Petrosian blinked. “Oh. I wasn’t planning on leaving for another week or so, but we can be ready in two hours, or one. Narek and Zorah don’t drink while on duty and were not affected. They are keeping an eye on the rest of my family at the hospital.”


    “Call them. I’ll have the pilot file a new flight plan. He’ll take you and anyone traveling with you. All I ask is that you take Jillian, too. It’s the only way to keep her safe now. I can send my people to keep an eye on her if you like.”


    Mrs. Petrosian shook her head. “No, no, no. Until you find out who’s betrayed you, we should only have my people guarding her. Anyone who is not Armenian will stand out.”


    He imagined how Jillian would react to his decision. She was going to be angry. She’d also been reluctant to commit to visiting Armenia, but with Troy to keep her company, she might not feel out of place.


    “Jillian has grown attached to her assistant. I want him to go with her,” Lex said firmly.


    “Troy,” Mrs. Petrosian said. “A nice young man. Of course, he can come. I know this is a very hard decision, Mr. Fitzgerald.”


    “It’s Lex, please. And no, this was not hard. All I have to do is focus on Jillian and everything falls into place. It is the only solution.” And it hurt like a bitch.


    She patted his arm. “We’ll take good care of her.”


    “I know.” Lex left her making calls and contacted Mathews.


    Lex entered the den to find Douglas on the phone by the window. Two of his men had their eyes glued to the screens. From the looks of things, they were going through the recordings from this morning when the caterers arrived.


    “Anything?” Lex asked.


    “No, sir,” the first man said. “Whoever did this added the drug to the bottles in the last case using a very thin hypodermic syringe. We found holes in five of the corks. What doesn’t make sense is why he chose the last case. If he wanted maximum damage, he could have gone for the first few ones.”


    Whoever did this wasn’t interested in maximum damage. The timing meant something to them, but what? Lex’s eyes met Douglas, who was still on the phone. He didn’t have to say anything. They both knew they needed answers. He left the room and headed upstairs.


    Troy was going to get a huge bonus for keeping Jillian out of the mayhem downstairs. As for going with her to Armenia, Lex was going to pay him handsomely. Troy would keep her mind off things.


    The bedroom door was open, and no sounds came from inside. Frowning, Lex started forward and noticed the smear of blood on the doorframe. His stomach dropped.


    “Jillian!” he bellowed.


    He burst through the door even though he couldn’t remember moving. The room was empty, different sections registering as though illuminated by the flash of a camera.


    Broken flute on the side table. Drops of blood on the shards. A bloody towel on the floor. A bottle of Cristal in a bucket in the middle of the coffee table. Another flute, filled and untouched, on the other side table.


    “Jillian!”


    He tore through the room. The closets. The bathroom. When he re-entered the bedroom, Douglas and his men had arrived. His thought process slowed down as panic coiled in his gut.


    “She’s gone. I left her here with Troy, and now she’s gone. There’s blood, and I don’t know if it’s hers or his.”


    Douglas spoke, but Lex couldn’t hear over the blood roaring past his ear. Someone else entered the room, and his attention shifted. Dom. He said something, but Lex could only hear his own thoughts.


    They’d taken her from right under his nose. Rage like he’d never felt before coursed through him, chasing away panic. With the rage came focus. He was weird like that. He didn’t lose control of faculties when pissed. It often had the opposite effect. He caught the tail end of Douglas’ words.


    “…his brother,” Douglas said. “He re-invented himself, changed his name, and applied to the school.”


    “Who re-invented himself?” Lex asked, his voice whipping across the room. For one brief moment, everyone stared at him. Dom had the phone glued to his ear, but his eyes were on Lex as though he expected him to rip through someone. “Douglas, who?”


    “Troy. Cade’s people just called. Troy’s brother went to jail a few years ago for vehicular manslaughter. He got two years. He became a model prisoner, helped the teaching staff with the Last Mile program, and even taught those enrolled in the Prison University Project. Six months ago, they reduced his sentence. He was slated for early release when he killed an inmate. The courts threw the book at him and moved him to death row at San Quentin.”


    Troy was the link they’d been searching for. All this time, he’d been inside Lex’s home as a trusted employee, privy to information about them. Lex wanted to ram a fist through the wall. The man had better run, because when he caught up with him, he was going to rip him apart.


    “We just saw footage of him going to the wine cellar about an hour ago,” Douglas continued, regret in his voice. “He told the caterers he needed a bottle of champagne for you and Ms. Jillian for your trip to the airport. He’d assumed you were getting ready to leave when you and Ms. Jillian left the party. They didn’t question him.”


    The knot inside Lex’s gut tightened. This explained the timing. Poisoning his guests at the last minute had given Troy the distraction he needed to get Jillian alone and out of the house. Warwick believed none of them deserved to be happy because they’d locked him up. Grabbing Jillian after their wedding wasn’t an attempt to stop them from leaving. He meant to keep them apart indefinitely.


    He knew Lex would never look at another woman or take another wife as long as Jillian was out there.


    


    CHAPTER 19


    


    


    


    Lex started to leave the room and realized the others hadn’t moved.


    “Troy used the Wraith to get Jillian out of the house,” Lex said, his calm voice belying the boiling emotions inside him. “I saw them leave twenty minutes ago and assumed Noble’s guard was driving more sick people to the hospital.”


    If he had bothered to check, Jillian would be here. The pain and anger threatened to drown him. Sheer will kept him going.


    “Release Deanne’s people and apologize to her and her team, Douglas,” Lex continued. “She blames herself for this incident. I’ll talk to her later.” Before the three men left the room, he pulled out his phone and speed-dialed Aiden. “I need a lock on the anti-theft chip Aiden installed in the car,” he explained, glancing briefly at Dom. “Call Rake. We’ll need the chopper and his satellites to retrace the path of the Wraith if Aiden’s system has failed.”


    “Already called him,” Dom said. “He’s on his way back with his computers. He said the tox results are back and the doctors know the drug Troy used to lace the champagne. They’re on the right meds. Sloan is using Infinitus’ account to take care of the expenses. Do you want the others back here? They are helping Sloan, but Cade or Lucien might be useful.”


    Lex could always count on his friends, and for once, he didn’t care if they broke every law imaginable to hack into a system to find Troy and nail Warwick. He wanted the bastards to disappear.


    “Douglas may need their help locating Troy’s money trail and where he’s holed up. I want to be updated while I’m out searching for her.”


    “We just heard what happened, Fitz,” Aiden said over the phone, and Lex walked away from Dom to talk to him.


    “He took the Wraith, Aiden,” Lex ground out. “Activate the anti-theft chip now.”


    “Consider it done,” Aiden said. “The system should keep us updated in real time. Rake is about to leave, so I’m hitching a ride.” There was a background voice as though someone was talking to Aiden. Then he was back on the phone. “Cade said his people should have access to all bank accounts under Troy and his brother’s name. They’ll coordinate with Douglas.”


    “Keep me updated.” Lex hung up the phone and walked to his closet for his jacket and gloves. He was on autopilot now, his focus on one thing—finding Jillian. If he stopped to think about how badly she might be hurt, he would stop functioning. He couldn’t afford to stop.


    “What’s going on?” Dom asked.


    “I’m taking out the Road King to start the search. Cade’s people are hacking into Troy’s bank accounts.” Lex shrugged on the jacket. “Aiden is activating the chip. He and Rake should be here to pick you up. What are you doing?” Lex asked when Dom blocked his path.


    “You can’t go out there blind, my friend.”


    “Get out of my way, Dom,” Lex said, his voice calm.


    “Stop for a fucking second and think, Fitz. Which direction will you take?”


    “Any direction,” Lex snarled. “I’m not sitting here doing nothing while she’s out there hurting and scared.” He clenched his fist. “Move.”


    “You want to take me on? Because I will give you an outlet for that rage eating you from the inside out, Fitzgerald. And we’re not doing nothing, damn it!” Dom snapped. “We need Aiden’s system to locate the fucking Wraith before we leave. Yes, I’m going with you.”


    “I don’t recall asking,” Lex shot back, wanting to punch his face.


    “Screw you!” Dom retorted. “You think you’re the only one who cares about her? We all do. We’re behind you a hundred percent, so fucking deal with it!” He jabbed his hand toward the window. “That pipsqueak fooled all of us, not just you. He beat up his men at Eros and claimed he’d interrogated them, and we bought the shit. I bought it. You think you are pissed? I’m fucking furious. With my skills, I should have seen through his bullshit a mile away.” Dom was breathing hard by the time he finished. He scrubbed his face and sighed. “Troy is Warwick’s inside man, which means that bastard is coming after us with everything he’s got. Chances are he already has people in our companies reporting back to him. We all need to do some housecleaning.”


    The chill in Lex’s chest spread, threatening to cripple him. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Dom was right. It was time for the gloves to come off. He glanced around, his eyes zeroing in on the broken glass and the blood. His anger mushroomed. He needed to get out of there.


    Dom followed him out of the room. “Where are we going?”


    “Away from you. If you ever threaten me in my own home, Dominic, I will bury you.”


    Dom smirked and continued to shadow him around like a damn babysitter. Lex ignored him. The guests were gone, and the caterers were cleaning up. Someone must have called the people who’d set up the pavilion because they were dismantling everything. Lex spoke briefly with Deanna, then went to find his sister.


    “Are you leaving for the hospital?” Jade asked, trying to hide the concern in her voice. Jade had never been good at hiding her feelings. She was probably worried about her husband.


    “No. But everyone will be okay. Vince too.”


    “I know. He’s on his way back.” She glanced briefly at the kids, then nudged Lex outside the room. “How are you holding up?”


    “I’m fine.”


    “No, you’re not,” she countered, rubbing his arm. “You can’t always be strong for everyone, Lex. No one deserves this on their wedding day. Where’s Jillian? She must be devastated.”


    Lex didn’t respond. He couldn’t tell her about Jillian. She’d call their mother who’d tell his brothers and uncles, and everyone would want to get involved. His uncle was with the LAPD. “She’ll be fine.”


    Jade sighed. “Is it true that Warwick is behind it?”


    Lex nodded. “He recruited Troy.”


    “That nice young man? He was so great with the kids last night. He played hide and seek with them and… Oh crap! He probably used last night to poison the champagne.”


    “No, he didn’t. He did this today, not last night. Douglas found a recording showing him going inside the cellar.”


    Jade sighed. “Did Jillian go to the hospital, too?”


    Lex wasn’t ready to tell his family that he’d lost his bride. He, who always planned everything down to the last detail, had lost the woman he loved to a madman and his henchman. If anything worse happened to her…


    One of the kids yelled for Jade and rescued Lex from responding.


    “I have to go. Let me know when they finish outside. The kids have had enough screen time and need to be outside.”


    The sound of engines starting yanked Lex’s attention, and he hurried toward the front of the house. Dom was in his monster truck with the window rolled down. Douglas’ SUV was already down the driveway.


    “Get in,” Dom said. “They located your car.”


    Hope returned. “I’m taking the Road King. It’s faster.”


    “You are in no state to operate a vehicle, my friend, so get in.” When Lex ignored him and continued toward the garage, Dom hit reverse and almost hit him. “Damn it, Fitz! Douglas and his men already left. Do you want him to reach Troy first and rescue your wife for you? Because that’s going to happen if you take the bike and end up in a ditch.”


    “Let’s take one of my cars,” Lex said. “They’re faster.”


    “Why would I want to be cooped inside a puny foreign car when I have my baby?” He patted the dashboard and smirked.


    Lex growled, yanked the door, and hopped in the front passenger seat. The man was married to his truck. All his friends had come with their drivers, except Dom.


    “Why did Aiden call you and not me?” Lex asked as they took off with squealing tires.


    “Because no one knows what goes on in your head when you go all calm and shit. Cursing we can deal with.” Dom chuckled and added, “And I promised your sister I’d keep an eye on you.”


    They were micromanaging him now. Lex shot Dom an annoyed glance. “You didn’t tell her about Jillian.”


    “No, man. She thinks Jillian is at the hospital with everyone else. What are you going to do with Troy when we find him?”


    “Put him six feet under,” Lex said calmly, imagining the ways he planned to fuck up Troy. Memories of Jillian crept in, torturing him. The little unconscious gestures she made when focusing on a task. The way she smiled. Teased him. The sound of her voice. He could listen to her for hours and never get bored.


    He had to find her. The alternative was incomprehensible.


    “So how come you never introduced us to your sister or invited us over to hang out during college? Didn’t think we were good enough?” Dom asked.


    Lex ignored him. Dom was trying to distract him with mindless conversation about something that was a no-brainer. His friends weren’t into relationships. They screwed around with women and left behind broken hearts. Even monogamous ones like Sloan and Rake were emotionally unavailable.


    “Jade could have been the one, and I’d be the one married with twins,” Dom continued. “Aiden has a thing for her, so he and I would have probably duked it out. Needless to say, I would have won and sent him packing back to England.”


    Dom’s cheerful monologue was starting to distract him.


    “Then there’re your cousins. Faith would have been perfect for Sloan. Both of them in the fashion industry, she would have been the perfect camouflage for his creativity. And she seems to have hit it off with Deedee. Oh, and I heard she used to be a swim suit model.”


    “Shut up, Dom.”


    “Ashley, the artist, hmm,” he continued as though Lex hadn’t spoken. “I would have paired her with Rake. He needs someone to disrupt his perfect life. Add chaos to his order. Eddie’s sister hit it off with Rod, but I don’t think Eddie was pleased with that. On the other hand, she’s an adult…”


    Lex ignored Dom the rest of the way and stared out the window without seeing the scenery, until Dom signaled to enter a building and Lex realized they were at a familiar entrance.


    “What are we doing in my building?”


    “Troy is here.”


    Lex sat up as Dom entered the underground garage and pulled up beside his Wraith and two limos. Douglas stopped chatting with the limo drivers and hurried toward the truck. Lex stepped down before he reached them.


    “You found him here?” Lex asked.


    “Yes, sir. We followed the signal. Mr. Ashworth reverse-tracked the route and said he’d driven straight here from the mansion,” Douglas said. “He’s upstairs in the penthouse.”


    “And Jillian?”


    “She’s here, too. But she’s, uh, unconscious,” Douglas added.


    The relief that rushed through Lex was sweet, but short-lived. Unconscious meant Troy had drugged her. He might have found her, but he was still sending her away. He couldn’t keep her under lock and key or have an entourage of bodyguards following her around everywhere. Either scenario made her a prisoner. It would make her life a living hell. Lex refused to give Warwick the satisfaction of caging Jillian. Living without her was going to be hell, yet it was the only solution.


    He entered the elevator ahead of the others and punched in the code. No one spoke, but thoughts continued to zip through his head. Troy’s actions didn’t make sense. Why bring Jillian back to the penthouse? What was his end game?


    Aiden, Cade, and Rake looked up when they entered the penthouse. They looked somber, like they were at a damn funeral.


    “She’s okay,” Cade added as though he’d read his thoughts. Cade could be so intuitive sometimes.


    Seated on one of the dining room chairs was Troy. That he didn’t have a single mark on him said no one had taken a swing at him yet. Lex had wanted to rearrange his face, but all he cared about now was Jillian.


    “Where is she?” he snarled in a voice he didn’t recognize.


    “The bedroom,” Aiden said.


    Lex stormed down the short hallway, his heart pounding so hard each breath he took hurt. He wanted to burst through the door and confirm Cade’s words. Instead he stopped, took a deep breath, and blew it out slowly, striving for calmness. For once, the stupid breathing technique wasn’t working. He was a mess. His palms sweated, vision swam, and vertigo hit him. He swallowed, or tried to, but his throat had gone dry.


    Man, get your shit together. She is okay. She must be.


    He glanced over his shoulder and caught Dom watching him with concern. Aiden and the others joined him. Dom cocked an eyebrow as though asking Lex if he needed help. If the situation were different, Lex would have given him the finger. He turned, slowly opened the door, and peered inside.


    Jillian lay on top of the covers, hair in disarray and covering half her face. As he got closer, he noted her chest rising and falling as though she was in deep sleep. She’d changed into the dress he’d left her. He had a whole trunk filled with new things her personal shopper had picked up at his request. Dresses. Pants. Jackets. Lingerie. Sandals and boots. Jillian loved boots and pants, but he’d told the woman to cover all bases. Now her dress was ripped, and her stockings ran as though she’d struggled.


    Maybe he would rearrange Troy’s face after all.


    Lex sat on the edge of the bed, reached out an unsteady hand, pushed her hair out of the way, and bared her face. Her makeup was smudged from tears, yet he’d never seen a more beautiful sight.


    Troy had made her cry. He would pay dearly for that alone.


    He rested his hand on her neck and closed his eyes. She was warm. He pressed two fingers to the pulse at the base of her neck. He was no doctor, but her heartbeat was strong. She was okay. She was going to be better than okay by the time he was done. His lips replaced his fingers, then moved to her lips and her closed eyelids.


    “I’m so sorry I couldn’t protect you, sweetheart,” he murmured. “I’ve failed you, and because of that, I’m letting you go. Not forever. Just for a little while.” He lifted Jillian’s arm and untied the bandage around it. The cut wasn’t deep, and Troy had cleaned it. Lex wrapped it again and dropped a kiss on her temple.


    He went to the bathroom for a face towel, wetted it with warm water, and came back to the room to clean up her face, removing tearstains. Warwick wanted a target? Lex would give him one.


    Lex pulled out his phone and called Sloan. He needed a doctor knowledgeable about Warwick’s drugs and their effects. “Can I borrow the doctor who flew to the island? I need someone to keep an eye on Jillian until she regains consciousness.”


    “That’s Henry. We were in college together.”


    Lex frowned. “I don’t remember a Henry.”


    “He was kind of quiet. When and where do you want?”


    “Van Nuys Airport. In an hour. I’ll need him for two to three days because of the time difference, and he must be willing to fly out of the country.”


    “Will he need a visa?”


    “I’ll take care of it.” After hanging up, he called the Montage and was connected to Mrs. Petrosian’s room. “Are you ready to leave?”


    “Yes. There will be six of us. I’m taking my brother-in-law, his son, and his daughter-in-law. I hope that’s okay. The rest of the family will fly back in a few days.”


    “We’ll pick you up on our way to the airport. Jillian is not well, and I need a visa for the doctor flying with her.”


    “I’ll call the consulate.”


    Lex hung up and phoned Douglas. He didn’t wait long before Douglas entered the room. “We’re leaving for the airport. We’ll pick up six other people at the Montage.”


    Confusion flashed in Douglas’ eyes, but all he said was, “Yes, sir.”


    Lex carried Jillian out of the room, his eyes zeroing in on Troy. “Did you give her the same cocktail your people gave me?” Lex asked, his voice whipping across the room.


    Troy flinched and nodded jerkily.


    Lex glanced at his friends. “Get everything you can from him,” he said and followed Douglas to the elevator.


    Douglas took one of the limos and rode shotgun while Lex settled in the back with Jillian. He cradled her close, his eyes not leaving her face. He had no idea when he’d see her again, but he never wanted to see her vulnerable like this again. This was not who she was. Jillian was vibrant, full of life. She was not a victim. He had done this to her by making his enemies hers.


    They drove in silence, but he felt tension coming from Douglas. Lex could imagine how Douglas felt. He’d trained and selected Troy for the job and was stewing in his own guilt. Lex didn’t try to ease it. There was a fair amount of self-recrimination going around. He felt it. Dom did. Hell, he was sure all his friends felt it. Troy had fooled all of them. Lex had a simple code he expected his employees to live by: you screw up, you own it and learn from it. Do it again and you were out the door. He didn’t believe in babying his employees.


    They were close to the Montage when Douglas cleared his voice and said, “May I say something, sir?”


    “Go ahead.”


    “I’m sorry I slipped up. I should have dug deeper into Troy’s background before I chose him and when I started having doubts about him. Whatever decision you make is fine with me.”


    “You had doubts?”


    “He didn’t tell me what happened to you and Ms. Jillian while I was in the hospital. I only found out last night from Ms. Jillian. I also believe that he must have poured the venom in the pomegranate tea while the chef was showing us around. I must have missed it while I was talking to her.”


    Maybe he’d make an exception with Douglas. The man was a loyal, discreet, and dependable employee. This was his first fuck up, and Lex knew he would learn from it.


    “Troy fooled us all, so there’s no point beating ourselves up over it. Besides, there wasn’t much you could have done overnight. I’m sure you would have revealed Troy’s true identity if you had more time, so there’s nothing to decide. We have work to do to shut down Warwick. In the meantime, I’m sending Jillian to Armenia with her grandmother.”


    Douglas’ eyes met his in the mirror. He couldn’t mask his surprise. “For how long, sir?”


    “For as long as it takes to bring down Warwick. I will not have the bastard use her as a bargaining chip in his mindless games.”


    The Armenians were waiting when they pulled up at the entrance of the Montage. As soon as Mrs. Petrosian sat, she reached out and stroked Jillian’s hair.


    “How is she doing?” she asked.


    “I don’t know.” It pained him to even admit that much. “But she’ll be okay. Did you get the visa for the doctor?”


    She patted her purse. “The consulate faxed a signed and stamped copy, but left it blank for us to fill out.”


    “Jillian’s passport is on the plane. She already has a visa because I was going to surprise her with a visit after our honeymoon. I’ll join her as soon as I can.”


    From the confusion on the others’ faces, Lex knew they wanted to ask about Jillian. He appreciated their restraint when they didn’t speak.


    Mathews, a temp copilot, and a flight attendant were already on board when they arrived. Dr. Bates was the last to arrive. By then Lex had already explained everything to Mrs. Petrosian. He studied Bates as he checked Jillian’s vitals. He couldn’t remember him from college.


    “Her vitals are good,” Bates said. “I’ll contact you as soon as she regains consciousness.”


    Lex gave him the visa papers, then closed the door so he was alone with Jillian. Saying goodbye was a lot harder than he’d thought. He wanted to hold her and never let go. Wrap her up in damn bubble wrap. He’d known that loving Jillian would be a full-time occupation and had looked forward to it. He hadn’t factored in living without her for even a second. It was about the scariest thing he’d ever contemplated, and not knowing how long they’d be apart was screwing with his head.


    Douglas knocked on the door. “Mathews says it’s time.”


    Lex heard him, but he couldn’t summon the willpower to leave her side.


    “Sir?”


    Hell! What was he doing? Sending Jillian away was a stupid idea. What if Warwick found out and went after her? She’d be alone and vulnerable. They could weather this storm as long as they were together. Reaching a decision, Lex stood, slid an arm under her shoulder blades, and another under her knee.


    A hand landed on his shoulder before he could lift her up. “I know this is hard, Lex, but letting her go right now is the right thing,” Mrs. Petrosian said. Lex glanced at her, feeling tortured and helpless, both feelings foreign to him. “She’ll be fine with us. Just don’t stay away too long. She gets impatient.”


    Lex let Jillian go and stood. He scrubbed his face and threw Mrs. Petrosian a brief smile even though he didn’t feel like smiling. “You’re right. Patience is not one of her virtues. Thank you.” He left the room before he could lose his resolve.


    He and Douglas stayed on the tarmac until the jet disappeared into the horizon.


    “Ms. Jillian is not going to be happy when she regains consciousness, sir,” Douglas said.


    That was an understatement. Lex had twelve hours before she called to read him the riot act. A lot could happen in twelve hours. “Then let’s get to work. I have several calls to make.”


    


    ~*~


    


    Lex was on the phone during the drive home. If things were different, he would have called his uncle with LAPD and let him deal with Warwick and Troy. Even Eddie still had connections with his former colleagues. Warwick’s case was special. As an inmate, he was under the jurisdiction of a different law agency. Troy, on the other hand, was another story.


    “Did he give out any information?” Lex asked when they arrived back at the penthouse.


    “Every question we asked, he answered by talking about his brother,” Dom said and leaned in to study Troy as one would a bug they wanted to crush. “We should take him to my oil rig. No one would hear him scream.”


    Troy looked defeated and miserable. He didn’t even flinch at Dom’s words. The urge to beat him to a pulp had waned now that Jillian was safe. Or maybe it was the fact that Troy had brought her to the penthouse, an act that made no sense whatsoever.


    “We have his deposit and withdrawal history and have linked large withdrawals to the people working with him,” Cade said.


    “The four dancers and some guy in Santa Barbara,” Rake cut in. “He’s refused to tell us who the guy is and what he’s doing for Warwick. I agree with Dom. Let’s fly him to the rig.”


    “We don’t even have to go to the rig,” Cade said. “Let’s just dangle him from the helicopter.” He glanced at Aiden and smirked. “No comeback? I thought you had a thing against torture.”


    Aiden shrugged. “In most situations. This is an exception.”


    “No, not torture. As much as I’d love to hurt him, it won’t get us anywhere.” Lex pulled a chair and sat facing Troy. He studied the younger man. Troy looked like shit, but Lex didn’t feel sorry for him. Not after what he’d put Jillian through. Sweat drenched his armpits, and he looked dehydrated.


    Instead of grilling Troy, Lex got a glass of water and gave it to him. Troy hesitated before taking the water. He guzzled all of it, then placed the empty glass on the table.


    Lex pulled out his phone and made a call. He pressed the speaker button, so everyone in the room could hear his conversation. “Nora, looks like I’ll need twenty-four hours before I hand over my source to CDCR special agents,” Lex said.


    “Not good enough,” a woman said. “I already called the warden and told him to place the inmate, uh, what’s his name?”


    “Preston,” Lex said, his eyes not leaving Troy. “Luke Preston.”


    “Right,” the woman said. “To place Luke Preston under protective custody. I’ll need more than ‘his life is in danger’ to keep him there, so I hope your source comes through. I ran on the platform of transparency and can’t issue blind orders just because I’m the governor, Lex. Not even for a friend. CDCR special agents will need more than a directive from me before they open an investigation. Who is your source? How does he know Preston needs protection and that Warwick is involved? What the hell is going on?”


    Lex chuckled. The others joined him.


    There was a reason Nora Corrigan was the first female Governor of the State of California. She didn’t take crap from anyone, including campaign contributors like Lex and his friends.


    “I promise to call you with answers as soon as I have them, Nora,” Lex said. “If you don’t hear from me by tomorrow evening, the warden can put Preston back with the rest of the inmates.”


    “Not good enough my friend,” she said. “Give me something.”


    “My source is his younger brother. Troy Preston.”


    “Okay. You have your twenty-four hours. Like I told you, I’m still determined to significantly lower the population in my prisons during my first term. I’m not keeping anyone in the system if they deserve to be out in the real world. On a different note, sorry I missed your wedding. Just flew in today from the convention and saw the invitation, completely blindsided me.”


    “That’s okay. We pushed the date forward, but I promise you’ll meet my wife as soon as I can arrange it.” Lex hung up and traded a glance with his friends. They were all on a first-name basis with the governor and had contributed heavily to her campaign, practically handing her the victory.


    During the drive from the airport, the governor had given Lex a crash course on the prison system without asking why. CDCR was the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. They were in charge of the state prisons and parole system. Like any law enforcement agency, they had officers—sergeants, lieutenants, and captains among others—and special agents who investigated crimes committed by prisoners and parolees. Warwick committing crimes while behind bars fell under their jurisdiction. Placing Troy’s brother in the SHU—secure housing unit—meant that Warwick had no access to him for twenty-four hours.


    “How did you know about my brother?” Troy asked, speaking slowly.


    “It didn’t take much to figure that out. He was about to be released when he killed another inmate, and Warwick was a witness. Why would you work for the man responsible for putting your brother on death row? He is either threatening to hurt him if you don’t cooperate or to help him if you do. Which one is it?”


    “Both,” Troy said. “He told me he would recant his testimony and ask the other two witnesses to recant theirs, too. All I had to do was follow his instructions. If I didn’t, he’d make sure my brother got shanked.”


    Lex’s gaze met Cade’s then Rake’s.


    “I’m on it,” Cade said.


    “Me too,” Rake said. “Court records should have the list of witnesses.”


    Troy looked confused. “What’s going on?”


    “They’re checking more bank accounts. If the two witnesses who testified against your brother were paid off by Warwick, we will know shortly. Their money and yours should come from the same account. We get the person funding Warwick and hand everything to the special agents.”


    “He’s on death row already. Where could they possibly send him?” Troy asked.


    “The SHU,” Lex said. “He will be isolated in a four-by-four,” Lex continued. “He won’t have contact with anyone except the guard bringing him meals.”


    “Which means he won’t be contacting anyone outside,” Aiden added.


    “Or recruiting relatives of inmates to work with him,” Rake added.


    Troy’s face grew red.


    “Let’s talk about Jillian and what you meant to do with her,” Lex said. Troy looked down. “Look at me!”


    Troy looked up and swallowed.


    “You don’t get to look down when I talk to you about her. Jillian liked you. She cared about you. When Douglas was angry with you for keeping secrets, she defended you. When Chris was giving you a hard time, she chewed his ass. Told him how hard it is to make it in Hollywood and that those who have should always try to help the others. That’s the person you betrayed, you piece of shit!” He was losing it. Lex blew out a breath. “You hurt her, Troy. You hurt a lot of people.”


    Troy’s face was ashen. “I didn’t hurt her. She slipped, knocked over the champagne glass, and cut herself.”


    “What is your end game?” Lex snarled. “What does Warwick want?”


    “I don’t know. I was supposed to call the people in Santa Barbara to pick her up. Instead I brought her here.”


    “Why?” Lex shot back.


    Troy glanced at the others, then sighed. “I saw the wedding guests,” Troy said, speaking so fast his tongue tripped. “When I put the drug in the drink, I thought the people would be knocked out. Like Jillian. Instead, they were hurt. I didn’t sign up for that. I want to help my brother, but not when it means hurting people like that. So I brought her here.”


    Lex shook his head. “I don’t buy it. You put venom in her tea at the restaurant.”


    Troy looked down. “I’m sorry. Warwick asked me to do it. I was following orders. I was thinking only about my brother at the time.”


    Silence followed.


    “Did you call your contact?” Dom asked.


    Troy shook his head. “No. I’m supposed to call them tonight. They are the same people who gave me the venom and the drugs. After what happened at the wedding, I knew Jillian wouldn’t be safe.”


    Lex got a paper and pen and slapped it in front of Troy. “We need names and numbers of everyone you’ve worked with. We have twenty-four hours to destroy Warwick’s network.”


    


    


    CHAPTER 20


    


    


    Jillian woke up groggy, and for one brief moment, she couldn’t get her bearings. Her mouth tasted funny, and her stomach growled. She looked around, recognizing the curtains and the paneling. She was on board the jet on her way to her honeymoon. Jillian stretched and grinned. Pain shot up her arm, and she stared at the bandage on it. How the heck had she gotten hurt?


    The pain brought back memories of her beautiful wedding. Lex carrying her upstairs and into the bedroom. Troy interrupting them when things had just gotten interesting. Troy…


    The fraud. The no-good, lying, cheating bastard had drugged her.


    Jillian sat up suddenly, and dizziness washed over her. What happened after Troy revealed his real identity? She remembered what he’d said about working with Warwick because of his brother, who was in jail and not dead. He’d faked being gay. And something about Douglas choosing him. The rest was blank. She hoped Lex found out the truth about him and threw his fake-gay ass in jail before they left.


    She scooted to the edge of the bed. The door opened, and she looked up, expecting to see Lex. Instead, a familiar tall man with red hair and freckles entered. “Dr. Bates?”


    “Ah, you are finally awake,” he said, turning on the lights.


    “What are you doing here?”


    “I’m here to make sure you are okay. I’ll check your vitals, see if you need anything to get the drugs out of your body. How are you feeling? Any dizziness?” the doctor asked, lifting her eyelid and flashing a light into her eye.


    “When I sat up, but I’m okay now.” She was going to kill Lex for putting her through this. The doctor didn’t check his vitals after he was drugged. Where was he anyway? Sleeping elsewhere? She’d slept with him when he’d been drugged.


    While the doctor checked her blood pressure, everything Troy had done kept playing in her head. It took serious skills to fool everyone, including Douglas. Lex must be pissed. He was probably just outside the door waiting for the doctor to be done. Or maybe he was sleeping out there. No sounds came from the main cabin. He was so overprotective she wouldn’t be surprised if he had the poor doctor checking her vitals every few hours.


    “How long was I out, Dr. Bates?”


    “About fifteen hours. We stopped in Moscow for a few hours.”


    “Moscow?” Their honeymoon destination was supposed to be a surprise, but Moscow? Seriously? “Where are we headed?”


    “Armenia.”


    “Oh.” As soon as the doctor removed the blood pressure cuff, Jillian crawled across the bed, lifted the curtains, and peered out of the window. It was dark outside. She scooted to the edge of the bed and stormed into the main cabin. “Lex? Is this the surprise you prom…?”


    Her grandmother was dozing off on the couch. Across from her were Zorah and Narek. In the seats behind them, also asleep, were Dareh, his wife Margarit, and his father. Lex wasn’t with them.


    “Jillian,” her grandmother said and sat up.


    “What’s going on? Where’s Lex?”


    Narek helped her grandmother to her feet. Then she moved to Jillian’s side and took her arm. “Lex is back in L.A.”


    “Why?”


    “I’ll explain. Come with me.” Her grip tightened when Jillian dug her feet in and opened her mouth. “Not a word,” she warned and pulled her toward the bedroom. The doctor was putting away his medical things. They waited until he left the room, then closed the door. “Okay, Grandma…”


    “Lex decided to put your safety above everything and sent you home with me until he can stop the madman who drugged you.”


    Jillian’s jaw dropped. “What? That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. I’m fine. No, this is his way of micromanaging my life. I swear, I’m going to make him regret… Where’s my purse?”


    “Jillian Finnegan-Fitzgerald!”


    Jillian stopped and blinked. “Grandma, there’s no need—”


    “Sit.” She pointed at the bed, her turquoise eyes flashing.


    Jillian glared back.


    “Now,” her grandmother snapped.


    Jillian sat at the edge of the bed, not completely sure why her grandmother was turning on her. “I didn’t do any—”


    “Not a word until I’m done, young lady,” her grandmother said through gritted teeth. “Before you get on the phone and talk to Lex, you need to understand what he has been through for you. What he has endured since your kidnapping. Once you do, you will call and tell him that you love him, support him, and will wait patiently like a dutiful wife until he comes for you. No matter how long it takes.”


    Jillian opened her mouth to retort and clammed up when her grandmother’s eyes narrowed. The woman was super scary when pissed.


    Her grandmother turned and swiveled the only chair in the room, so it faced the bed, sat, crossed her ankles at an angle from her knees, and placed her hands on her lap. It was her classic pose. Very regal and intimidating. Jillian sat up straighter and fought the urge to imitate her.


    “Now, where was I?” she asked.


    “I’m supposed to shut up and not complain about my husband dumping me on our honeymoon,” Jillian said.


    Her grandmother sighed. “You are so melodramatic. Lex did not dump you. He agonized over leaving you. He cradled you in his arms and begged me to take good care of you all the way to the airport, his face wreathed with worry. And when he brought you on board, I had to reason with him to get him to leave. His man kept knocking on the door when it was time to leave, but he wouldn’t leave your side. He must have decided he couldn’t because when I walked in here, he was lifting you up. I had to convince him that he was doing the right thing.” She sighed.


    Tears filled Jillian’s eyes. She lifted her chin and fought them, but she lost the battle. Her grandmother moved closer and gripped her hands.


    “In all my years, I’d never seen a man hurt the way he did,” her grandmother continued. “He believed he’d failed to protect you and that as long as that madman was out there, he would find a way to hurt you. Lex loves you. He worships the ground you walk on, but seeing you like that almost broke him. Your dress ripped, stockings torn, arm cut, which he made the doctor clean and redress before he left the plane. If he could have, he would have kept you chained to his side.”


    The tears escaped and rolled down Jillian’s cheek. She hadn’t even noticed she was still wearing her getaway dress. Her Noelle bridal stockings were ruined, and the slit on her dress was now to her hips. Lex must have felt like he’d failed her.


    “He once swore he would never let you leave with me because your place is by his side, yet he begged me to take you away and keep you safe.” Her grandmother got up, sat beside her, and put her arm around Jillian. “That kind of sacrifice comes from the deepest and truest kind of love.”


    “But I still don’t understand why. He knew the drugs would wear off. I should be filing a report on that lying snake Troy.”


    “This is more than Troy. Lex is going after the madman for what he did to you and for poisoning your wedding guests.”


    Jillian’s stomach dropped. “What poison?”


    Her grandmother pressed her hands together and closed her eyes. “Oh, sweetheart.”


    “Grandma, what happened? Who got poisoned? When?”


    Her grandmother started to talk, and every word was like a dagger through Jillian’s heart. How could Troy betray her like that? Poisoning her guests? Ruining her wedding? The little lying, fake-gay bastard had known how much she’d wanted her wedding to be perfect.


    Jillian swiped at her cheeks. She was going to kill Troy. No, rip his heart out of his chest with her bare hand. She looked around the room. “Where are my things?”


    “Why?”


    “I want to call home and yell at that conniving… Troy, not Lex,” she corrected. Lex is perfect. Lex is…” More tears rushed to her eyes. “He needs me, Grandma. He shouldn’t have dealt with our guests without me. I should have been by his side.”


    “You will be. Just not now,” her grandmother whispered.


    Jillian didn’t think so. She needed Lex. Needed to hear his voice. She was becoming the kind of woman she loathed. Clingy, emotional, and annoying, and she didn’t care. Any psycho who would stoop to hurting people to get his revenge was capable of so much worse. She had to confirm that Lex was okay.


    “What time is it here, Grandma?”


    “Nine o’clock. We stopped to refuel in Moscow.”


    Jillian glanced at her watch, which was still set to L.A. time. It was eight in the morning. Lex should be up. Jillian dived inside her bag and fished out her phone. Her heart pounded as she dialed. Her grandmother left the room and closed the door softly behind her.


    “Hey, sweetheart,” Lex said and more damn tears rushed to Jillian’s eyes. “I know you’re angry, but I hope this once you’ll see things from my point of view. I’m sorry I failed you. I should have protected you, and you—”


    “Stop,” she begged him. “Please. Just… just stop being so hard on yourself. You’ve done nothing to be sorry about and everything to protect me.”


    “You’re crying,” Lex said, and he sounded so helpless she only cried harder.


    “No, I’m not. I have something in my throat. That’s why I sound funny.” That was the most pathetic lie she’d ever told. “Is everyone okay? The guests who were poisoned? Your family? Are you okay?”


    “Yes, I’m okay. We made sure they all got the right treatment and were sent home. Don’t cry, sweetheart. I can’t bear to hear you cry. Not when I can’t hold you and make your pain go away.”


    “You can’t make my pain go away, you silly man,” Jillian said and bit her lower lip so hard she tasted blood.


    “I could make you forget. Share your pain.”


    He would too. When he made love to her, nothing else mattered but him. “Fine, I admit it. I’m crying. But you can’t blame me. I love you and miss you. I know you’re doing the right thing, but I wish I was there and not here.” She wiped the tears from her cheeks. “At least tell me you caught Troy and wringed his scrawny neck.”


    Lex chuckled. “We didn’t.”


    “Damn it.”


    “He brought you home to the penthouse and was waiting for us by the time we located the Wraith.”


    Jillian frowned. “He did? Why?” She realized how that sounded. “I mean evil bastards in cahoots with death row inmates don’t do things like that.”


    “No, they don’t. Troy had a change of heart once he saw what happened to our guests.” Lex explained what Troy had done and why, and what they were doing to deny Warwick contact with the outside world until his execution.


    Listening to Lex calmed Jillian down. Her man had this. Because of him, the governor and the head of the prison system were digging into cases that could prove Warwick had used more prisoners as leverage to get their families to work for him.


    “Cade found the person funding Warwick. It’s his step-sister.”


    “How does she sleep at night?”


    Lex chuckled. “She might not know what he does with the money.”


    “Or maybe she just doesn’t care,” she said. He saw the good in people all the time, while she knew just how evil people could be.


    “That’s a possibility, too. We think he has planted people in our companies. Not just Troy. We are doing background checks on all our employees. If there’s a connection between any of them and the step-sister’s accounts, we’ll find it.”


    Jillian sighed. That sounded like something that could take weeks. Maybe even months. “When can I come home?”


    “In a couple of days. In the meantime, don’t worry about a thing. Enjoy your family. Do not agree to do interviews or make television appearances.”


    “Ha-ha. Very funny.” She still hated reporters and their nosiness even though she now knew her stalker worked for her great-uncle.


    “I’m serious, babe. Right now, Warwick thinks his plan worked. Troy is helping us with that. If you appear on Armenian news, he’ll know Troy is lying to him. I explained the situation to your grandmother, and she understands. So lie low and stay away from Armenian nobility.”


    “I’ll have no problem doing that.” Mathews announced that they were about to land. “I love you and miss you, but I have to go. I’ll call you when we land.”


    Lex cursed. “You’re still on the plane? You should have landed hours ago.”


    “We stopped in Moscow for a few hours. Not that I was aware of it.”


    “Where’s your grandmother?”


    “In the main cabin. What’s going on?”


    “Stay with your grandmother and Narek, and get off the plane as soon as it lands.”


    A bad feeling washed over Jillian. Mathews worked for Lex, and Dr. Bates was Sloan’s private doctor. Warwick had recruited people who could get close to Lex and his friends. “You don’t trust Mathews and Bates?”


    “We don’t know who to trust. Just be safe. I love you.”


    “Love you more. Come get me soon. I need the honeymoon you promised me.” He chuckled, and the memory stayed with her as she joined her grandmother for the landing. When it was time to get her things from the plane, she opened his suitcase and took a couple of T-shirts and dress shirts.


    If she wasn’t going to sleep in her husband’s arms, she could at least have his things next to her skin.


    


    ~*~


    


    A driver picked them up in a limo from Zvartnot International Airport. Zorah and Narek accompanied them to her grandmother’s home. Another driver picked the others up even though they lived near each other in one of the twelve districts of Yerevan. Too wired to sleep, Jillian explored the four-bedroom house.


    It was spacious, the décor a blend of contemporary and old—marble counters, Persian rugs, and Victorian chairs. She fell in love with the flower garden in the back by the pool. There was an orchard too, which she couldn’t wait to explore.


    “How’s Lex?”


    “He’s getting results. He said he’ll be here in a couple of days.”


    She stayed put the next day and met more relatives, including Derah and Margarit’s son and daughter. The house always seemed full, relatives coming to meet her and bringing spicy, exotic dishes. Dishes spicier than what she was used to, but she ate and smiled even when her mouth burned.


    The older relatives had anecdotes about her father. The younger ones wanted to know about Hollywood. It was the meeting at the Montage all over again. Her grandmother was in her element, and Jillian had a feeling she was thrilled to be showing her off, her only relative. She also loved that for once Jillian dressed up. Of course, she didn’t know that Lex had surprised her with a trousseau. She was now the proud owner of gorgeous designer dresses, pants, jackets, scarves, and shoes… The shoes were to die for.


    God, she loved that man.


    “I told you I’m not your Barbie doll to dress up,” she told him when he called in the evening, reminding him of a conversation they’d had weeks ago.


    “How else do I get to unwrap you if you don’t get dressed? If you don’t like them, return them or give them away,” he added.


    He’d told her something along those lines about firing Troy. She should have.


    “Are you kidding?” Jillian lifted her feet and admired her sandals. She wore his polo shirt, starting a new trend. “I’ve always wanted to own a few Manolos.” Her eyes went to the line of shoes. “And Valentinos.”


    Margarit noticed the shoes right away and complimented her. She was a lot nicer than before. Or maybe the fact that Jillian had shown no interest in visiting the factory or vineyard had something to do with it. Everyone wanted to show her the city though, but her grandmother nixed that in the bud.


    “She’s waiting for her husband,” she said. “Once Lex gets here, they’ll explore the city together.”


    Except Lex wasn’t there after two days like he’d promised. “Things are moving a little slower than I’m used to. I need a few more days,” he said when he called that evening.


    “Something is wrong, isn’t it?”


    “No. Dealing with bureaucrats is frustrating.”


    Jillian understood him too well. The government did things at a snail’s pace, while he tended to get results with a phone call. After talking to Lex, she called Douglas. After a brief conversation, she said, “Take good care of him for me, Douglas.”


    “I will, Ms. Jillian.”


    By the end of the second day, she was being introduced to family members through photo albums and portraits. Some of the portraits were so old they could be in a museum. Then there were those with no pictures, just names chronicled in the back of an old leather-bound book.


    TV didn’t interest Jillian, and Internet at her grandmother’s was terrible. She managed to get online once and wished she hadn’t. Someone had talked, so the world knew her guests had been poisoned. As usual, the pundits played the guessing game—who did it and why? More annoying hashtags.


    When two more days passed, Jillian stopped smiling and moped around the house like she’d lost her best friend. It felt like it. Lex was not just her husband. He was her best friend. Her confident. Her everything, and she missed him. Missed him so much it hurt. Sleeping in his shirts just so she could be close to him didn’t help.


    Just when she thought things couldn’t get worse, she got online and followed a thread to pictures of Lex with his British ex-girlfriend. One showed her helping Lex out of his shirt. In another, he was shirtless. And in the last one, he wore a robe. The comments didn’t help.


    Not sure when they were taken, Jillian went through a full range of emotions—jealousy, doubt, rage, and pain. The insecure part of her wanted to call Lex at two in the morning L.A. time and accuse him of cheating on her. Was this why he hadn’t come for her? Was he regretting their marriage? But the other part—the new, secure part—knew she trusted him and he would never cheat on her. Her love and steadfast belief in him pushed away the doubts and the pain, and the jealousy. Lex loved her. He would never do anything to hurt her.


    Luckily for her, the line of relatives slowed down to a trickle and she didn’t need to pretend she was happy all the time. Her grandmother noticed and tried to get her mind off things by taking her sightseeing.


    “Someone might recognize me.”


    Her grandmother harrumphed. “You work in the movie industry, dear. Surely, you can come up with a disguise.”


    So Jillian used a scarf to cover her hair and large sunglasses to cover her face, and the two of them played tourists. Yerevan was old with a rich history. They visited the cathedrals—old and new. Museum after museum. She cried as she read the panels on the genocide the Turks carried against Armenians, making her grandmother cry, too.


    “Look at us,” her grandmother whispered, taking Jillian’s arm. “Carrying on like babies. There’s evil in some people that cannot be contained. What you should never do is let them stop you from living. Life is supposed to be celebrated. And love, my dear,” she added, wiping the tears from Jillian’s cheeks, “will always defeat hate. Come on. I’ll show you something fun.”


    They ended up at the Cascade, an unfinished monument with endless steps and a gorgeous view of the city. The base had unique works of art and a garden, but Jillian kept thinking about what her grandmother had said. Lex had sounded frustrated during their last call, and she was miserable. All because of Warwick. He hadn’t just tainted their wedding. He was intruding on their marriage. His goal was to separate them and make them miserable, and he’d succeeded. They’d allowed him to succeed.


    They were at the top of the Cascade when Jillian turned from watching the view of the city and faced her grandmother. “I’m going home, Grandma. I’m going home to Lex.”


    “Thank God.” Her grandmother laughed and hugged her. “I was beginning to think I destroyed your spirit with that lecture on the plane about being a dutiful wife. Yes, go home. And when you can, come visit me.”


    “And you can visit us, too, any time and stay as long as you want,” Jillian said and hugged her. “You could finish molding me into a presentable young lady.”


    Her grandmother chuckled. “No, I think your father was right. You are perfect the way you are.”


    “Even when I swear like a sailor?”


    “Yes.” Then she sighed. “No. That we can work on.”


    


    


    CHAPTER 21


    


    


    Lex rocked on his heels and exchanged a glance with Eddie. “What do you think they’re discussing now?”


    “Trying to lure them to a resort they own,” Eddie said. “You might want to tell them they’ve already signed a contract to work at your resort in St. Martin.”


    Lex wasn’t worried about his father-in-law reneging on their deal. He’d sweetened it by offering them permanent accommodations, a sprawling six-bedroom beachfront home that easily could accommodate all of them and Jillian when she visited them. It came with a private beach and a boathouse since his father-in-law had mentioned owning a boat. The look on Finnegan’s face when they’d read the contract had been worth it. Made the old man shut up for once. The shows would not start for another six months, but they needed to be at the resort at least a month to settle in and make sure everything was ready. If their shows were as spectacular as this morning’s, Lex had nothing to worry about.


    Going by the animated expressions, the Hujimuras were impressed. Hujimura Senior was listening to Finnegan explain the Globe of Steel, while Junior was testing one of the Leeds bike the Finnegans had just used. Amy, Eddie’s wife, was hanging out with the women, probably planning where to go shopping. Their lawyers and assistants hovered nearby.


    The deal was signed and locked away. After the tour of Leeds Production, the pitch Eddie had given, and the numbers Lex had crunched, the Hujimuras would have been fools not to sign it. The old man hadn’t asked about Jillian or mentioned Lex’s marriage. But since their wedding was all over the Internet—the good, the bad, and the ugly—Lex was sure the old man was very much aware of what was going on.


    “Amy said Mrs. Hujimura was asking about Jillian. Is she joining us later?” Eddie asked.


    “No. She’s… busy.” How he missed her.


    Lex rubbed his chest, trying to ease the ache. Hearing her name only heightened it. He wanted to be with her, to get lost in her arms, until nothing else mattered but them.


    The shit with Warwick was taking forever. Lex had given them Troy and Warwick, handed them evidence, and pointed them in the right direction, and what did they say? Investigations take time. Idiots. At least Warwick was in isolation. If they found him guilty of killing the prisoner he’d claimed Luke killed, he would be moved to the Adjustment Center indefinitely, the block that housed the worst inmates. Violent inmates. Prisoners there had nothing. No privileges. No visitors. They got shackles, and human interaction was limited to the openings on their doors. To date, Warwick had lived in North Seg—the death row block known as the Penthouse. Penthouse death row inmates got to go outside, exercise, and had phone privileges. Lex would have wanted the bastard executed, but there wasn’t much the governor could do to speed up the process.


    “Trouble in paradise?” Eddie teased.


    Lex shot his cousin a glance. “What makes you say that?”


    “You look like shit,” Eddie said.


    “And you are an ass for pointing it out.” No one in his family knew about what had happened to Jillian, and Lex hoped they never would. They just assumed they were honeymooning at the penthouse. Luckily, no one in his family had seen the pictures of him and Jocelyn that had surfaced, or the assumptions about his marriage. Rod had given him a heads-up. Hopefully, Jillian hadn’t seen them. She said the Internet was slow at her grandmother’s house. He really hoped she wouldn’t see them until after he explained what had happened at the Montage.


    “I appreciate having you here, bro,” Eddie continued, “but like I told you, we can handle things from here. Amy is taking the ladies shopping, starting with Faith’s showroom. Her business has exploded since the world learned she did Jillian’s wedding dress. While the women shop, I’ll keep their men busy. Dinner will be at Eros, and Deanne has already assured me she has a private room reserved for us. Go home to your bride, Lex. You should be on your honeymoon, not holding my hand.” Eddie slapped his back. “It’s time to let go, big guy. Time to focus on you and yours.” He went to join their guests.


    Lex stared after his cousin, everything falling into place.


    The bureaucrats and their investigators weren’t the idiots. He was. He’d been so busy making sure Warwick would never go after him or his friends, Eddie’s contract was signed, and none of his remaining employees were traitors that he’d lost sight of what was important—Jillian. His bride. He should have been focusing on her, not Warwick. Let the CDCR worry about the bastard. Eddie was okay. And his friends were grown men and heads of billion-dollar companies. They should be able to take care of themselves without him taking charge. They already shut down the source of Warwick’s funds—his sister’s bank account. She might have disappeared, but her accounts were frozen.


    Warwick had said Lex didn’t deserve to be happy while he was behind bars, and Lex had played right into his hand, making himself sick with worry instead of celebrating his new life. Jillian once accused him of micromanaging her, and she was right. He was so used to being in charge he didn’t know how and when to let go. She had taught him to do that in the bedroom. It was time he applied it to everything else in his life. Warwick was going to lose this battle. He was leaving to claim his wife. His happiness.


    Lex turned to Douglas, who was standing behind him. “Call Mathews. We’re leaving for Yerevan as soon as he has the plane ready.” He pulled out his own phone and called Dom. “I’m off the grid for the next two weeks. If anything crops up on Warwick’s case, you guys have my back.”


    “Always,” Dom said. “Have you talked to Sloan?”


    “Briefly. He was headed out of town.”


    Dom cursed.


    “Whatever it is, I don’t want to know,” Lex said. “I’m officially on my honeymoon.”


    “Rod needs a place to lie low, man,” Dom said. “Same ol’ shit.”


    Women problems. The man was never going to learn.


    “Unfortunately, they know my place, and I don’t need to deal with his mess on top of everything else. Can he use your penthouse while you are gone?”


    “Hell no. Jillian is not coming home to Rod’s harem. Let him try Sloan’s. I’m sure he won’t mind. I gotta go.” He hung up and went to join Eddie and the others.


    “Ah, my son-in-law,” Finnegan said, waving Lex over. “I was telling Mr. Hujimura we are performing for the Veterans this afternoon. It is going to be spectacular. You all should come as our guests.”


    Hujimura Senior and Junior nodded. Their wives didn’t look too happy. Lex didn’t care. He was getting out of here.


    “Do we need to reserve their seats?” Lex said before he could stop himself and smiled. He was a work in progress, but he was determined to delegate. “Eddie?”


    “No, son, I got this,” Finnegan said, slapping Lex on the back. “We’ll reserve the best seats in the house for your colleagues. Are we going to see my daughter this afternoon?”


    “I was looking forward to meeting your lovely bride, Mr. Fitzgerald,” Mr. Hujimura Senior said. “Mr. Finnegan said she rides in the Globe with her brothers.”


    “She did, but she won’t be here this afternoon. We’re leaving for our honeymoon in”—he looked at his watch—“a few hours. I hope you understand.” Lex shook hands, bowed, and excused himself.


    Douglas met him before he reached the exit. “The jet will be ready by four this afternoon.”


    Lex frowned. “Why is it taking so long? I want to leave sooner.”


    “Mathews is having the engines tuned and the cabin detailed. This way, sir.” He led him down a hallway to the back of the stadium. Trailers with the name Bay Area Circus were everywhere. Cages with animals. Domestic and tamed animals. A few circus people smiled and nodded. They were probably at his wedding.


    Lex stopped walking. “What are we doing here?”


    “Ms. Jillian wants you to meet someone, sir.”


    He checked his phone. He had no missed calls. “When did you talk to her?”


    “On Monday, sir. She wanted to make sure I wasn’t blaming myself for what Troy Preston did.”


    Sounded like something she’d do. Lex studied Douglas. The man was still beating himself up over what happened. “Are you?”


    “I take responsibility for my lapse in judgment, but I didn’t tell Ms. Jillian. She already had a few colorful names for Preston, and I didn’t want to be at the receiving end of her ire.”


    She’d stopped asking about Troy. The boy had cut a deal, but Dom’s sources in the LAPD said he’d still do time. “Okay, who am I supposed to meet here?”


    “Mr. Ignacio. I spoke with him earlier.” Douglas led the way to the back of the building, down a hallway to a line of rooms. The man inside looked vaguely familiar. He jumped to his feet and pumped Lex’s arm.


    “Marco Raul Antonio Ignacio at your service, Señor Fitzgerald. I’ve known Jilly since she was a little girl. Always curious, that one. Always getting in trouble,” he added, grinning. “It was an honor to be invited to your wedding.”


    Considering how it had ended, Lex wondered how the man really felt. Did Jillian expect him to compensate the man and his friends for the poisoning? “I hope your family and friends are okay after the incident.”


    The man dismissed Lex with a wave of his hand. “Finnegan said the man is in jail. That’s good. Please sit, señor.”


    Lex looked around and saw things he’d overlooked when they first entered the room. Clown clothes on a rack, wigs, and other gimmicks.


    “What is this?” Lex asked, hating that his stomach dipped.


    “Ms. Jilly’s wedding present. She told me she wants a picture of you in full clown regalia.” He waved his arm dramatically to indicate from head to shoe.


    Lex shook his head. He knew what his naughty wife was doing. He adored her, but he wasn’t dressing like a clown to fight his phobia. No way. “No.”


    “But Ms. Jilly will be very disappointed,” Mr. Ignacio said. “It is her wedding request.”


    Then she would just have to deal with the disappointment. “I’ll wait until she’s around to do it.”


    The man chuckled and reached down for a long gift box, which he pressed in Lex’s hands. “She said not to pressure you if you say no and to give you this.”


    Lex looked at the box. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what was inside the box—clown paraphernalia. His worst nightmare.


    “She said it was important to give you something you needed, not wanted.”


    Clever girl. He took the box like it was a poisonous snake and passed it to Douglas. “Thank you, Mr. Ignacio.” Lex shook the man’s hand and hightailed it out of there. Douglas followed him without saying a word and went to bring his car around.


    “May I ask what is in the box, sir?” Douglas asked as they pulled away.


    “No, you may not.” It was kind of funny and brilliant if it weren’t so humiliating. “Women are an enigma, Douglas. They are very insightful and see things in ways that we men can never imagine.”


    “I don’t think I understand,” Douglas said, speaking slowly.


    “One day you will, my friend. One day you will.”


    Lex waited until he was alone in his office before he called Jillian. The phone went unanswered. She was probably out sightseeing. He’d see her in about sixteen hours. It seemed like a lifetime, but he was a patient man.


    


    ~*~


    


    Lex didn’t try Jillian’s number again until he was on his way to the airport. Since Armenia was eleven hours ahead, he texted her instead.


    “Miss you. Call me when you are awake.”


    His phone buzzed, then a text appeared on his screen. “Right now? I’m awake.”


    His phone rang, and he swiped the surface to answer it. “Hey. Why are you awake at two in the morning?”


    “I couldn’t sleep,” she said, sounding sleepy and sexy and everything he needed to feel whole again. “I’m tired, yet I want…” She sighed.


    “What? Name it and I’ll send it to you.”


    “You, Lex. I want you. So much. I’m surrounded by your scent, but it’s not enough.”


    The car stopped, but Lex didn’t get out. The sound of her voice was setting him ablaze, and he had sixteen hours before he could see her. Touch her. “My scent?”


    “I borrowed a few of your shirts from your suitcase. Several. I figured you wouldn’t miss them.”


    Lex imagined her in his shirt and groaned. She’d look sexy. “You can wear my shirts any time. What else are you wearing?”


    “The white bridal stockings, my new heels, and… nothing else.”


    Fuck. He was getting hard. Six days had passed since he last saw her, and he was deprived as hell. “Talk to me. What are you doing now?”


    “You mean talk dirty to you?”


    “Yes.” He opened the door and dragged his coat to cover his erection. Douglas was hauling a suitcase from the back of the SUV. But Lex’s things were already on board, where they’d left them last weekend.


    “I don’t know if I should,” she whispered. “The walls are thin, and it’s been so long since you kissed me. Touched me. I want your hands on me, Lex. I’m tired of touching myself while thinking of you. I want to see you. All of you. Naked. I want to stroke you. Slowly, then brush my thumb across the sensitive tip of your hard, throbbing cock.”


    Lex almost tripped climbing the damn air-stairs. The flight attended smiled at him and said something, but he doubted he responded. His focus was on the sexy voice in his ear.


    “I want to lick you from the base and wrap my lips around the tip and just suck you dry.”


    Lex grabbed the handle of the bedroom door and yanked it. He stepped into the room and froze. His body trembled and eyes burned as he stared at Jillian reclining on the bed, one arm behind her head and the other holding a phone to her ear. The lacy edge of her stockings teased him from the edge of his white button-down shirt.


    Sure he was imagining her, Lex closed his eyes and quickly opened them in case he was dreaming again. For the last week, he’d had dreams of her. Some sensual. Some hot and naughty. And some disturbing because she’d been hurt and needing him, and he couldn’t help her. Those had haunted his waking moments.


    She was here now. Her scent was real, not from his memories. Her eyes spoke to him. Said that she wanted him. Needed him. Loved him. He realized he’d stopped breathing and dragged air into his starved lungs. The breath didn’t relieve the ache. His muscles were taut, his entire body primed for action. He needed to touch her. Taste her. Breathe her.


    He closed the door as she sat up, the phone slipping from her hand. He threw his, closed the gap between them, and cupped her face. He pressed his thumb over her lips, and she opened her mouth and sucked it in. Every muscle in his body trembled.


    He pulled his thumb from her mouth and claimed her lips in an all-consuming kiss, wanting to make up for the last week, desperate to sate his hunger, but it wasn’t enough.


    He broke off the kiss, stared hard into her eyes. “I need you.”


    She didn’t say anything, just turned and scooted to the middle of the bed. She went on her knees and elbows, her ass peeking out from behind his shirttail, and her glorious mane spread over the pillow. God, she was glorious.


    Lex was shaking like a boy about to get his first sexual experience. He couldn’t remember yanking his shirt from his pants or unbuttoning it. He didn’t even question how she got here or why she hadn’t told him she was flying back. You didn’t fucking question miracles. You counted yourself lucky and treasured them. Jillian was his miracle.


    He positioned himself behind her, blood roaring in his veins so fast he couldn’t think. He reached down and slid a finger across her swollen lips.


    She whimpered.


    He wanted to taste her. Just for a second. He shifted, cupped her cheeks, and spread them. Her gorgeous, glistening pussy was damn inviting, a second wasn’t going to be enough. He closed his mouth on her.


    She moaned his name, and a shudder rocked her body. He flickered his tongue against her clit and sucked on it.


    “Lex,” she cried and pushed back against his mouth.


    She tasted so good. He grazed her clit with his teeth while she chanted his name. She started to buckle. Reluctantly, he released her and thrust a finger inside her. Her muscles clenched around it. He added a second one and flicked her clit with his thumb. She moaned and wiggled her ass against his fingers.


    “Have you missed me?” he asked.


    “Yes. Take me, please. Now,” she said, desperation in her voice.


    “Do you want to fuck my fingers?”


    “No.” Even as she denied it, her muscles clenched around him, and she cried out as an orgasm tore through her. She went still, then reached for him. Gripped him hard. “I need this. You. Inside me. Now.”


    He needed to see her body. Feel her skin against his. He peeled the shirt off her back, rolled it toward her shoulders to bare the arch of her back. He dropped kisses along her spine while she tried to push him inside her. He took over, dragged the head of his cock and rubbed it across her wet pussy.


    “Yes,” she sighed.


    “The feel of you,” he whispered.


    “All of you, Lex. Give me all of you.”


    He positioned himself and pushed forward to the hilt. Her moan and his groan blended, and they both paused to savor the moment. She felt so good. So fucking good it was almost unfair to move. Her muscles tightened around his cock, and he knew he couldn’t hold back. This was going to be rough.


    “It’s been a week, Jillian. A long, agonizing week.” Now he could hear the desperation in his own voice.


    “Then take me, Lex,” she said. “Hard and fast. We need it.”


    He withdrew from her and thrust forward. Each time, he pulled out, leaving her warmth to reclaim the bliss of sinking into her heat. Cool air. Molten heat. He buried himself inside her, pumping hard, fast, rough. With each stroke, she sucked him deeper, her pussy growing slicker. A week of frustration and stress had built up until he was a bomb waiting to explode.


    “Harder,” Jillian urged him as though she’d read his mind.


    “Anything for you, babe,” he whispered hoarsely against her ear, slamming into her, feeling each stroke in every corner of his body. He reached under to play with her nipples.


    “Squeeze them.”


    He kneaded her breasts, played with her nipples. She trembled and raised her ass higher. He reached between her legs to find her clit. “And this?”


    “Be gentle.”


    He chuckled. She hissed in pleasure when he stroked her sensitive nub. The hiss became a moan of “yes… yes… yes.” Then his name. He pushed her, taking her hard, pounding into her, claiming her as completely as she claimed him. Nothing else mattered but the two of them, and the looming orgasm. She went into still mode. She froze just before she hit the crest, but he didn’t stop. Gripping her hips, he picked up tempo. Loving her. The tingling started at the base of his spine and exploded through his body as he joined her, his cries mingling with hers.


    Her knees gave way, and he followed her as they collapsed on top of the bed. Careful not to squash her, he rolled onto his elbow and pulled her close.


    He kissed her gently, savoring the taste of her, memorizing the shape of her lips with his tongue. A sheen of sweat dotted her sun-kissed skin, and her eyes stared at him with a gentleness that warmed his chest. “I love you, Jillian.”


    Her smile grew luminous. “I love you more, Lex.”


    “Not remotely possible.” He pressed a kiss on her forehead and scooted off the bed. From the drone of the plane, they’d already taken off. He wondered where they were headed. He didn’t care. Jillian was home.


    


    ~*~


    


    Jillian watched Lex, marveling at the sheer perfection of him. His broad chest, the hard planes and ridges of his stomach. He was magnificent. Her eyes moved lower, and heat pooled between her legs. He had a partial erection, which grew under her gaze. It didn’t matter that he’d just made furious love to her and made her scream like a demented fool. She still wanted him.


    How she loved this man. Completely. Insanely. “I missed you.”


    “I missed you more,” Lex said.


    “Not remotely possible,” she threw his words back at him and extended her hand toward him. “Come here.”


    He sat on the edge of the bed and stroked her cheek, traced a line down her chest to the button. “I need to feel your skin against mine.” She started unbuttoning her shirt, but he pushed her hands away. “No, I’m doing the unwrapping from now on.”


    “Says the man who just made love to me in this.” She indicated his shirt, the tights, and shoes.


    He turned his head and kissed her palm. “No, sweetheart. That was not making love. That was mindless fucking.”


    “Don’t knock it. I happen to love the way you do it.”


    “I noticed.” He threw the shirt, removed her shoes, and pulled her into his arms, trapping one of her legs between his and wrapping his over her hips. He hadn’t been kidding when he’d said he wanted more skin contact. They were like a pretzel. Even his erection was nestled between them, mocking her. He couldn’t be comfortable like that, but he seemed content holding her and stroking her back. He kissed her softly and studied her with such solemn eyes she wondered what was going on in his brilliant mind.


    “Aren’t you going to ask where we’re going?” Jillian asked.


    “No. As long as you are there, I don’t care.”


    Wow. “What if Paula wants to reach you?”


    “She’s under strict orders not to bother me for two weeks.”


    “Two weeks?”


    “Do you want more? I promised you a honeymoon to remember. If you want more…” He pushed the hair away from her face. “Anything you want.”


    “Two is a good start.” She kissed him. “I’m happy you were coming for me. I don’t think I would have lasted another day.”


    He rolled onto his back and pulled her on top of him. His touch was as light as a feather as he stroked his way to her waist then along her bare arm. He moved to her face. Parts of her that weren’t pressed intimately against him, he stroked.


    “I should not have sent you away with your grandmother,” he said, his voice serious. “I panicked at the thought of losing you. Not being able to protect you. No matter how bad things are, we should always face them together.”


    She didn’t know what had happened to bring his change in attitude, but she loved it. She threaded her hand with his and kissed his knuckles. “Okay.” She kissed his cheeks, his forehead, and his lips. She wiggled lower and rained kisses on his chest. “I’m going to make love to you.”


    “No.”


    “I wasn’t asking.” She reached down and gripped him. Slowly, she stroked him up and down, then rubbed her thumb across the tip of his erection. “I told you what I planned to do to you before you boarded the plane, and I meant it. I don’t just talk dirty. I play dirty, too.”


    A growl rumbled his way. He sat up, reached for her, and kissed her hard. Possessively. Like he wanted to devour her. His reaction thrilled her. Before she realized his intention, his hand was between her legs, a finger teasing her swollen lips apart to stroke her clit. Heat burst through her.


    She ripped her lips from his. “Nah-uh. I’m big on promises, and I’m keeping this one.” She shimmied lower, nudging his legs apart and sliding between them. Her breasts rubbed against his skin, sparks shooting through her. He watched her with heated eyes like he couldn’t wait for her to feast on him.


    “Do you want to know how I pulled this off?”


    “Is that a trick question?” he growled.


    She gripped his cock and stroked it from the base to the tip. “No.” She licked him and wiggled her eyebrows. “Yummy.”


    Tremors rolled through him. “Okay. How?”


    “Just a second.” She swirled her tongue around the head, taking him in her mouth. He groaned, and the sound sent a thrill through her. It never failed to amaze her that she could make him tremble.


    Rubbing the tip across her lips, she threw him a naughty look. “I planned it with Douglas and Mathews. They knew my plane was landing at three. All they had to do was make sure you didn’t go anywhere.” She kissed the head and watched his eyes darken. “My original plan was to surprise you at home. When I landed, Mathews picked me up on the helicopter and brought me here. I told him to change the flight plan to the one he had last Saturday.”


    “Come here.”


    She cocked her eyebrows. “Oh, you think I’m that easy? I plan to enjoy this. Take my time. Make it last.”


    He groaned. “You’re going to drive me insane.”


    “That’s the idea.” She gripped his shaft and took him all the way in her mouth. A moan escaped him. She showed him how much she loved him, sucking him hard, then slow. Blowing on him.


    His hands sunk into her hair, tugging close, caressing her scalp and ears. He rocked into her mouth, his eyes closing then opening. She hummed, feasting on him, her nails raking his thighs.


    “Enough,” he ordered, taking charge. He pulled her up and rolled her onto her back, his kisses languid and deep. “I need to see you this time, love. I need to look into your eyes,” he whispered roughly against her ear. Then he positioned himself and joined with her.


    She inhaled sharply as he stretched her so deliciously. He moved slowly. It was sensual and beautiful. He didn’t stop kissing her, and when they came, their eyes and hands were locked. They stayed wrapped in each other’s arms, as they understood they were finally were they needed to be. Together. Happy. Safe.


    


    


    EPILOGUE


    


    Jillian rested her head against Lex’s shoulder and watched her brothers and honorary Finnegans wow the crowd at Jivan Palace, their resort in St. Martin. Six months had passed since her wedding, and it was the grand opening of the resort. They’d flown with most of her family from Lex’s side, including Aunt Viv who seemed to have thawed toward Jillian. Jillian was convinced the entire scene before her wedding had been a test of some kind. Or maybe she just wanted a reason to forgive the bitter old hag. The woman still gave her occasional disapproving glares during family brunches. Faith insisted that only a child would thaw Aunt Viv.


    Too bad. She and Lex weren’t ready to start popping out babies yet.


    They’d also flown her grandmother and Zorah from Yerevan for the occasion. Her grandmother had cried when she’d seen the name of the resort, which had made Jillian cry, too. Changing the resort’s name was Lex’s way of honoring her father. Her husband didn’t do things in small measures.


    Jillian went back to watching the show. Cian, the Director of Entertainment, had outdone himself. The high quality artistic performance by the resident performers was a blend of acrobats in zany costumes, nimble dancers, and daring stuntmen. The Finnegans might be the core of the group, but Cian had assembled stellar performers that rivaled the best in the field.


    The applause was deafening when the final act ended. Jillian and her family left the auditorium and faced reporters and TV crews.


    “How do you think the new troop performed, Mrs. Fitzgerald?” a reporter asked, pushing the microphone toward Jillian.


    She only stiffened a little. Being in the limelight was getting easier. The knowledge that the reporters or the paparazzi were not out to get her and her husband’s reassuring presence helped her relax.


    “Splendidly,” Jillian said. “I was amazed. So much talent. They came prepared and delivered. I’m proud of my family for bringing together such talented artists under one roof. ”


    “Do you think you’d ever perform with your family again?”


    “No, my Globe of Steel days are over. I had a blast doing it, though.” Laughter came from her audience.


    “What about Hollywood? Are you still doing stunts?”


    “Of course. A girl has to make a living.” More laughter. “I just signed up for the next Terra movie. I’m looking forward to working with Barbs again.” Another reporter asked a question, but she shook her head. “Enough, guys. My husband and I have to go. The stars of the show are waiting for you back there.”


    As the reporters took off, her eyes met with those of a certain white-haired gentleman in a white suit. He tipped his hat in acknowledgment then melted into the crowd with his faithful scarred-face companion. Jillian grinned and glanced at her husband.


    “Did you see him?”


    Lex nodded. “I guess I better resign myself to having him keeping an eye on me.”


    “Don’t worry, honey. As long as I’m happy, you won’t sleep with the fishes.”


    The lines to take pictures with the performers were too long, and since her grandmother was staying with Estelle and her new beau, Lex and Jillian hopped on a golf cart driven by Douglas and headed to their private villa. Since they planned to visit the island often, Lex had gone ahead and bought one. It was the same one they’d used for their honeymoon. It was full of happy memories, untainted by the mayhem of their wedding day. Warwick. She refused to think of him. Not today.


    “What did you think of the show, Douglas?” Jillian asked.


    “Very impressive. Your father seemed happy.”


    “He is. He said they plan to give private stunt lessons during the day to guests and local kids. I’ve never seen him so happy.”


    As soon as Douglas left, Jillian disappeared in the bedroom for some alone time with her husband. She removed her dress and left the stockings and heels. When Lex appeared, he was carrying a present box. It was big, not the usual smaller, leather ones with jewelry. He really loved spoiling her, and she’d stopped complaining.


    “Is that for me?”


    “No, baby. It’s mine.”


    “What is…?” Her voice trailed off when she noticed his tense expression. Her first thought was Warwick. That bastard. The havoc he’d caused the last six months still left a bitter taste in her mouth. Thank goodness Lex’s friends were resilient and resourceful. If only there was a way to speed up his execution. Troy got off too easy. Six months in jail for helping CDCR was a slap on the wrist. Having his brother released was the cherry on top. Jillian forced herself to focus on her husband.


    “Who is it from?” she asked, forcing herself to speak in a normal voice and not give in to the hatred she had for her husband’s enemy.


    He placed the box on the bed and pulled off the bow. Jillian walked tentatively to his side to look inside the box, her heart pounding. She saw what was inside and laughed, relief coursing through her. Then she saw the somber look on Lex’s face and stopped.


    “Are you ready?” she asked.


    “No.” He lifted the clown outfit from the box and made a face at the accessories inside the box. The red nose, oversized gloves and shoes, the makeup kit. “But anything for you, love.”


    Jillian hugged him. She was going to make it up to him afterward. “I love you, you big goof. Now, sit and let me turn you into an even bigger goof. Can we send the pictures to all your Infinitus friends?”


    “I’m not doing it,” he mumbled


    “I was kidding, baby.” She nudged him into a chair and straddled him. He tried to distract her by stroking her cheek, kissing her neck, but she refused to let him. She opened the box of paints, scooped a dollop, and smeared it on his nose. “There. Look in the mirror.”


    Lex studied his reflection, glanced at her, and sighed. “Okay. Do it.”


    For the next hour, they had a blast. She made love to a clown and she loved it. He did too. Life with Lex was full of surprises and laughter, quick getaways to exotic locales for extreme adventures, and sensual delights. It was perfect.


    


    


    THE END


    


    NOTES FROM THE AUTHOR


    If you enjoyed reading Jillian and Lex’s (or Jex as fans call them) story, please consider leaving a review. Reviews can make a difference in the ranking of a book on Amazon, iTunes, and other retail sites. To be updated on which billionaire’s story is coming your way, giveaways, teasers, and deleted scenes, join my newsletter. http://bit.ly/EBWaltersNewsletter


    


    For the discussion about the series, join my private page on FB: http://bit.ly/LetsTalkBillionares


    


    I like to hear from readers, so drop me a line.


    


    E.B. Walters’ Website: http://www.author-ebwalters.com


    Follow E.B. Walters in Facebook: http://bit.ly/EBWaltersFans


    Follow E.B. Walters on Twitter: http://bit.ly/EBWTwitter


    


    To learn more about the Infinitus Billionaires, see the summaries below and stop by my website to read more. I wrote the Fitzgerald family for a publisher and some of you may find the series a bit formulaic. The joy of indie publishing is it allows us to push boundaries with our characters, in and out of the bedroom. So if you love contemporary romance and want to read more about the Fitzgeralds, try that series. The link to the first boxed set is below. For now…


    


    Meet the Rest of the Infinitus Billionaires


    


    Roderick “Rod” Thorne (Rod’s story is next):


    


    Owns: Media company with newspapers, TV, and radio stations


    Height: 6ft 3in.


    Physical appearance: Long shaggy hair, amber eyes, body of a weight-lifter


    Socially: Charming, self-absorbed, the jokester in the group


    Quirks: Gets bored easily, loves extreme sports of any kind, comfortable in jeans and T-shirts


    Meet Rod here: http://bit.ly/RoderickThorne


    


    


    Sloan Noelle:


    


    Owns: Lingerie line


    Height: 6ft 4in.


    Physical appearance: brown wavy hair, aquamarine eyes with brown specs, a beard, wears glasses, lean, surfer body, a few tats over scars


    Socially: Quiet and introverted, very private


    Quirks: Hates champagne, loves tea, and doesn’t swear, surfs a lot, wears sailor shirts and shorts/pants


    Meet Sloan here: http://bit.ly/SloanNoelle


    


    


    Dominic “Dom” Manos:


    


    Owns: Oil company


    Height: 6ft 4in.


    Physical app: Long black hair, darker/swarthy complexion, broad shoulders, most often has a beard, honey-brown eyes.


    Socially: Rough around the edges, goes out of his way to make people squirm


    Quirks: Loves cigars and using his hands to create and fix things, comfortable in boots, jeans, and T-shirts, drives a truck


    Meet Dom here: http://bit.ly/DominicManos


    


    Rake Ashworth:


    


    Owns: Telecommunication empire with several satellites


    Height: 6ft 2 in.


    Physical appearance: nicely trimmed beard, wavy hair, light-green eyes, tribal tattoos (full sleeve)


    Socially: A brooder, a perfectionist, swears a lot, doesn’t care if people like him or not. Hates parties.


    Quirks: Private, doesn’t drink or smoke, likes to be in control, dresses in custom-made suits


    Meet Rake here: http://bit.ly/RakeAshworth


    


    


    Cade Padwick:


    


    Work: Social media guru and a computer genius.


    Height: 6ft 2in.


    Physical appearance: short-cropped black hair, silver eyes, tattoos galore


    Socially: Women can’t resist his gorgeous eyes


    Quirks: hacks into websites to relieve boredom, gets bored easily


    Meet Cade here: http://bit.ly/CadePadwick


    


    


    AidenBradford:


    


    Owns: Imports-exports custom-made luxury cars


    Height: 6ft 2in.


    Physical appearance: Light brown/blond hair, icy-blue eyes, built like a model, dimples


    Socially: Charming British accent women find irresistible


    Quirks: refined tastes in clothes, cars, and women


    Meet Aiden here: http://bit.ly/AidenBradford


    


    

  


  
    Lucien Mortenson:


    


    Owns: Gaming and software company


    Height: 6ft 1in.


    Physical appearance: Golden-blond hair, sky-blue eyes, body of a runner


    Socially: Loves to party, falls in and out of love often


    Quirks: Hacks into websites when bored too, loves fast cars and designer clothes.


    Meet Lucien here: http://bit.ly/LucienMortenson


    


    


    FITZGERALD BOXED SET


    


     http://bit.ly/FitzgeraldBoxSetKindle


    [image: ]


    


    


    FREE READ


    If you love Norse mythology and enjoy YA reads like Bella Forrest’s series,


    try my bestselling YA series.


    Runes (book 1) is FREE


    


    [image: ]


    


    


    Amazon http://bit.ly/RunesKindle


    


    They look like us, go to our schools, fall in and out of love, and have relationship issues, but they are nothing like us. They are the children of the fallen angels. Sixteen year old Lilith Falcon believes she's different because of her Gypsy heritage. She soon finds out just how wrong she is when a demon pays her a visit.


    


    


    A MUST READ BY AMAZING INDIE AUTHORS
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    Amazon: http://bit.ly/DepravityAmazon
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    Amazon Author Page:http://smarturl.it/AllieJulietteAmazon


    Amazon US: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00G2DUO0U
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