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SAMARA

THE BASS OF THE BEAT THUMPED THROUGH MY CHAIR AS | MADE AN
adjustment to the blueprint I was working on. After being in class all day, I’d
planned on having a quiet night in while I worked on the new project my
professor had assigned, but sometimes the silence was too loud.

Music always helped me concentrate better. Maybe working in a
crowded, noisy club wasn’t ideal for some people, but there were times I
thrived in multitasking. It kept me from overthinking. Not only about the
project, but other things.

Stuff that I had no control over.

Yet.

I needed to stay focused on what I had to accomplish so I could control it.

Which meant getting this blueprint perfect.

Tuning out the random flirty giggles, the baritone chuckles, and the
snippets of conversations of the VIPs around me, I focused on the finer
details of the building I was supposed to be creating as a final project.

Once it was done and got my professor’s stamp of approval, I could
finally start my internship.

“You’re going to strain your eyes working in this dim lighting.”

I kept my eyes on what I was drawing, making sure my lines were
perfect. “The rest of Iron Hand is dim. But the lighting right here is perfect.”

Mom sat across from me, barely sparing the papers spread across the
table a glance. “Couldn’t focus at home?”

“Too quiet.”

“When is this one due?”

Sighing, I finished the extra details and dropped my pencil on the table.
My mother didn’t make small talk. Not about my projects. My decision to
become an architect had thrown her off from the first time I’d brought it up
when I was fifteen.

She thought it was a phase. It wasn’t that she didn’t support my career
goals; I knew she would accept whatever made me happy. But she wasn’t
exactly ecstatic about them either.

Probably because she suspected why I’d chosen architecture.



“What do you need?” I asked, picking up my beer bottle and taking a
drink.

Beer reminded me of him.

Her red-painted lips tilted up in a brief smile. “I can’t have a conversation
with my daughter about her college coursework?”

In answer, I lifted a brow, waiting.

Anya Vitucci shifted in her chair, her eyes briefly flickering around us
before returning to me. It was a quick, reflexive action. One I made myself.
Something she had taught me from an early age. Now it was second nature to
both of us. You didn’t live long in our world by not staying vigilant.

“I have a friend who has a situation. They called in a favor.”

“And you’re unable to handle it personally?” I asked skeptically. She
might have been close to sixty, but the woman before me had skills that
would never fail her.

“It requires a trip abroad,” she said with a shrug.

A ping of pain filled me. I knew all too well why she didn’t want to
travel.

Papa.

“I’m busy at the moment. Ask Nova.”

“Nova is good, but you are better,” she argued. “And this requires the
best.”

Wow, a compliment.

Not that it sounded like one. When it came to me, everything was a
critique.

I wanted to say no. Pass. To hell with whatever favor she owed. It was
her responsibility, not mine. Even though I knew her reasons for not wanting
to travel, I still had my own life to live. Selfish, but I couldn’t keep putting it
on hold because of everyone else.

I would have held strong if my phone hadn’t buzzed with a notification.
My fingers itched to pick it up, see what was going on inside the apartment
now that he was home.

His workday was over. He would go straight for the shower. I ached to
see him. But I couldn’t with my mom sitting across from me.

My fingers clenched around the beer bottle when Mom’s lips twitched.
“Go ahead, myshka. Look.”

“When?” I groused to distract her and myself from whatever was taking
place on the live security feed.



Another notification buzzed, causing her to smirk. She knew she had me.
“No later than Sunday. It needs to be seamless. Not a single trace left
behind.”

“This is the last time,” I warned. “I have plans, and they don’t include
that life.”

For a long moment, we had a stare-off. Her intense blue eyes were trying
to break me, but I refused to be the first to look away. I was so close to
having what I’d been working for. There was no way in hell I was going to
let anything get in my way now.

Not even my parents.

Mom finally dipped her chin. “Okay. Do this for me, and I won’t
interfere.”



ELIAS

Spreading out the plans on the dining room table, I inspected them slowly.
The design was beautifully crafted, each line a work of art. For the next ten
minutes, I just stood there, drinking in the beauty.

I didn’t even want to look at the other internship candidates’ submissions.

When my mom had handed me the satchel full of mock-ups from
architecture students for our one and only internship spot, she hadn’t listed
names or any other details. She knew all of their personal information, but I
didn’t choose who would be working with me based on names or school or
even gender.

Whoever had the best work was the one who got my unbiased stamp of
approval.

Mom had warned me—Ilook at the others before I opened the one on top.
But one glance at the exquisite details, and I knew I would have been pissed
if I’d wasted time on any of the others when this one was, hands down, the
best work I’d ever seen in my life.

At the bottom of the plans was a sticky note with a phone number, along
with a brief message written in my mom'’s pretty handwriting.

Figured you would want to call and offer the internship after seeing
this.

Dropping onto the dining room chair, I pulled my phone from my pocket
and typed in the number. It rang four times before a breathy voice answered.
“H-hello?”

I slapped my hand down on the tabletop, my cock going rock hard with
just that husky greeting. Gritting my teeth, I fought back a groan. That was a
first. I was a visual guy. I needed to feast with my eyes to get hard the
majority of the time. Watching was more of a turn-on to me than foreplay
itself.

That wasn’t to say I didn’t like playing too, but I fucking loved being a
voyeur. Watching a woman strip for me, touch herself, get off right in front
of me was a delicious kind of tease.

Most times, I didn’t allow myself to get off for days at a time. Sometimes
weeks. I let it build until I couldn’t take it any longer.



The anticipation was just as powerful as the actual release.

Whenever I went on a run down to Oakland, I always tried to stop by a
club that was invitation-only. None of my MC brothers knew about it, and I
worked hard to keep it that way. One visit kept me revved up for weeks. I'd
created some of my best work after visiting that secret sexual haven.

But this voice was unexpectedly potent.

I wanted to hear it breathe my name. Hear her whimper as she finger-
fucked herself while spread open for me to see all of her secrets.

And then I wanted to make that pussy mine.

Over and over and over again.

“Hello?” that seductive-as-fuck voice called a second time, and it took a
moment for my brain to function again.

“Sammy,” I choked out.

There was a brief pause on her end. “Elias?” She laughed, that sweet
sound doing nothing but making my cock harder.

Fuck.

My gaze dropped back to the blueprint mock-up.

Fucking beautiful.

“What’s up?” Samara said with another soft laugh. “I didn’t even realize
you had my number.”

I scrubbed a hand over my jaw, the stubble reminding me I hadn’t shaved
that morning before work. Focus. “Sammy, did you apply for an internship
with Barker & Reid?”

“Yes. I’ve applied to a few places, actually. My professor wouldn’t
accept me interning at my family’s firm. But with Barker & Reid only having
one spot open, I didn’t have much hope I would get a call from you regarding
it.” T heard some rustling on her end. “Ugh. I’m sorry. Can you hold on a
moment, Elias? I was in the shower. I’m dripping all over the place.”

I choked back a groan, trying and failing to avoid picturing her naked in
her bathroom with water dripping from her hair, down her back, chest. Tits.
Ass.

Ah fuck, I was in trouble.

“Yeah, sure,” I grumbled. “Take your time.”

“Thanks,” she murmured.

The sound of her moving around had my free hand fisting as the imagery
kept popping through my head of her wet body moving around a steamy
bathroom, droplets of water trailing down over each curve.



Shit.

The tip of my cock leaked at the idea of pleasuring Samara. I grabbed it,
squeezing until it hurt. But then I heard her gasp and nearly came in my own
hand through the sweats I’d tossed on after my shower when I’d gotten home.

Christ.

My gaze fell back on the paper spread across the table. Exquisite.

“I’m back,” she said after a few minutes had passed. “Sorry it took so
long.”

“No problem,” I rasped and cleared my throat. “How many other
companies did you say you applied to?”

“Ten?”

My jaw clenched. Unsure why that pissed me off, I pushed back from the
table and crossed to the fridge to grab a bottle of beer. “Have you heard back
from any of them?”

“A few,” she admitted after a pause. “I told them I would take a little time
to consider their offers.”

“I want you,” I gritted out.

Her breath rushed out, sounding loud in my ear, and I realized how that
must have come out to her. “You want me?”

“I mean, Barker & Reid wants you,” I amended, mentally cursing myself.
“To be our intern. Twelve weeks. Paid.”

“Oh, cool. Well, thanks for extending the offer. Can I take a few days to
consider?”

Despite understanding that taking time to consider was a smart move, I
didn’t like that she didn’t immediately accept. Not one damn bit. “What did
the others offer you, Sammy?”

She laughed. “Why? Do you want me so bad, you’re willing to
negotiate?”

“Yes,” I snapped, but I shook my head at my own stupidity. “I can match
anyone’s salary and even offer you housing. There’s an apartment that just
became vacant in my complex. We don’t have a tenant lined up yet, but you
can stay there rent-free for the duration of your internship.”

Reid and Chance were both going to bitch about that. We’d bought the
property, built the apartments, and took one each for ourselves. The other
twelve, we rented. The one next door to mine had only been vacant a few
days. We had a wait list, but none of us had had the time to go through it yet.

“Well, that does sound like a great offer,” she hedged. “But I still need a



few days to consider all of my options.”

“I can give you twenty-four hours. I need to know by tomorrow night.
Otherwise, I’ll have to extend the internship to someone else.”

“That’s fair,” she agreed. “I’ll call you back tomorrow to let you know
what I decide.”

Squeezing the back of my neck in frustration, I gritted out, “I look
forward to your call, Samara.”

Hanging up, I dropped my phone facedown on the table, my chest
practically heaving. She had to pick Barker & Reid.

I needed her to pick me.



CHAPTER ONE



VOLUME CRANKED UP, [ BLASTED MY PLAYLIST AS I STARTED ON MY RUN. MY
leg was throbbing like a sonofabitch, but I wasn’t about to let that stop me
from getting in my daily five. One of the first things anyone should learn was
that running could and would save your life.

It was the first rule I had been taught—and one that still stayed with me,
no matter where in the world I was.

Running was what had saved my life when I was in Budapest two weeks
ago, taking care of a little favor my mom had asked me to fulfill for her. She
was still on my shit list because of it. Luckily for her, my instincts were keen,
or I would have been nothing but a splatter on the side of the Hungarian
Parliament Building. Which would have been a shame. I loved that beautiful,
Gothic, Renaissance-style architecture. It was too gorgeous to ruin with brain
matter.

I didn’t need the thump of the bass to make my heart pump as I discreetly
surveyed my surroundings before taking the curve in the road. Under the
tutelage of my mother, I’d been put through training while blind, deaf, and
even half frozen. I didn’t need all of my senses to identify danger, but speed
and endurance were everything when it was life-or-death. Sweat soaked
through my sports bra, a mixture of exertion and a little remembered fear.

Dying wasn’t what scared me. That was the one thing not a single person
on the planet could outrun. My biggest fear was not getting to experience the
things I craved with a hunger that had been gnawing at me for years. I just
wanted a little taste, and then the angel of death could drag me to hell.

Until then, I would fight to stay in this world until the last drop of
strength and blood drained from my body.



Lungs burning, pain slicing through the wound in my thigh, I reached the
halfway point and turned, flying back toward the apartment.

With the sun coming up, my entire body was begging for mercy, and I
breathed through the burn squeezing every muscle. It wasn’t my first bullet,
but it was the one that had done the most damage. The scar was going to be
gnarled and ugly. Whoever had put a hole in me better hope I never found
them, because if I did, I would make them taste their own liver.

Needing to cool down, I slowed to a walk. As I did, a redhead in yoga
pants and a Trinity University hoodie passed me. Her long ponytail swung as
she gave a chin lift but otherwise kept running.

I watched her for a minute, trying to place her. She was familiar to me,
but not a local. I was sure I had seen her before, though. Red looked younger
than me by a few years, and the university hoodie suggested she was a
student. It niggled at my mind, yet I couldn’t readily place her.

An urge to follow her, make sure she was safe, nearly overwhelmed me.
It stole my breath, made my muscles ache in a way that had nothing to do
with the five miles I’d just run, my crazy itching to be set free so I could
protect Red. I almost gave in, but at the last second, I was able to rein in the
urge.

Elias.

He was so close. What I wanted—needed—was within reach. But if I
followed Red, all my plans could be ruined.

Hands on my hips, I let my head drop back onto my shoulders, closing
my eyes as the music continued to pump in my ears, and I mentally shrugged
off the redhead. My song of choice matched my mood. Corpse always spoke
to me. My sister-in-law called me a freak, and she wasn’t wrong. She just
didn’t know to what extent.

Baring my teeth at the sky, I sucked in gulps of oxygen and climbed the
stairs to the third floor. I hadn’t bothered locking the front door of my new
apartment that was supposed to be home for the next twelve weeks. Creswell
Springs wasn’t like NYC. No one was stupid enough to break in to a building
owned by a member of the Angel’s Halo MC. Mine just happened to be the
property of three of them.

As soon as I walked in, my phone synced with the speaker I’d placed in
the kitchen. It blasted through the entire apartment, and I groaned. “Shit. The
neighbors aren’t going to be happy.”

I doubted any of them would appreciate being startled awake to “E-Girls



Are Ruining My Life!” at any hour, let alone first thing on a Monday
morning.

Turning it down, I started a pot of coffee and was about to pull my sports
bra over my head when someone pounded on my door. Adjusting the top
back into place, I called out a “Hold on a sec!” as I jogged over to answer.

Pulling the door open, I stared up into a pair of blue eyes that never failed
to make me feel like I was drowning. Brow cocked, he tilted his head to the
side, amusement teasing his lips upward. “I’m a little afraid to ask, but do
you start every morning like this? ’Cause, baby girl, if so, I need to warn my
tenants.”

Leaning against the door, I laughed. “Sorry. My phone clicked over from
my earbuds to my Bluetooth speaker when I walked through the door. The
beat has killer motivation for a good, hard workout.”

Pupils dilating, he dropped his gaze, trailing over the tops of my tits and
down my bare middle before shooting back to the sports bra flashing a good
bit of cleavage. Elias was a breast man. I knew that and planned on
thoroughly exploiting it.

“I promise not to startle anyone in the future.” I pulled my hair from the
sweaty ponytail and finger-combed the strands over my shoulder, pretending
to be unaffected by the caress of his eyes. “Please don’t kick me out, Mr.
Landlord, sir.”

I would have had to be deaf not to have heard his change in breathing.
Knowing he was affected pushed at the limits of my control. Anything else,
and I was unbreakable.

But where this man was concerned?

There was a very short leash, and I was already fighting with myself not
to take what I wanted.

“I guess I can let it slide this time, young lady. But if it happens again,
we’re going to have problems.”

Noting his damp hair and his half-buttoned shirt, I stepped back, putting
distance between me and what I would kill for a taste of. Without hesitation.
“I would invite you in for coffee, but I was just about to jump in the shower.
I’m starting my new job today. I hear my boss is kind of a hard-ass, so it’s
best if I’m not late.”

Smirking, he lowered his head—as if he knew how close to breaking I
was. But there was no way. I might have been clawing at the walls of my
own sanity, but I’d be damned if he suspected. If he ever guessed, Elias



would run before I had the chance to make him love me.

I was above average in height, but he was a freaking giant. It made me
feel small, delicate, which was laughable. Thankfully, it was a joke only I
knew the punch line to. Mostly. His scent hit me like a flash-bang, and I
struggled to control my breathing, but somehow, I didn’t give away how
affected I was by his nearness. He was so close, I could have licked him—
and fuck knew I wanted to. “I don’t want to get you in trouble with your
boss, pretty girl.”

My urge to lick him only intensified.

Young lady.

Pretty girl.

Baby girl.

Every time he called me those names, the leash became shorter. What
would happen when it choked me? Would I finally break and take everything
I wanted before it was time?

Or would I beg for him to twist it a little tighter?

“Try to keep the noise down between ten at night and eight in the
morning.” I could feel the heat from his breath on my cheek. If I pressed my
legs together, he would know exactly how turned on I was.

Denying the throb of my clit, I dared to return his grin. “I’ll try to restrain
myself.”

Winking, he stepped back. “Good luck on your first day, Sammy.”



CHAPTER TWO



AS SOON AS I WALKED BACK INTO MY APARTMENT, I WAS STRIPPING AGAIN.
Groaning, I stepped into the shower, the icy spray doing nothing to ease the
hard-on I was sporting after seeing Samara in so few pieces of fabric. My
cock was ready to blow, and I needed to rein it back in, my control already
slipping.

With her tangled dark hair, her sports bra soaked with sweat and pushing
those perfect tits up invitingly, her toned belly with the little jewel drawing
my attention to her navel, Samara was the hottest thing I’d ever set eyes on. I
didn’t think girls got their belly buttons pierced anymore, and I couldn’t
remember being turned on by the few I’d seen over the years. But I'd be
damned if the glitter of that tiny gem hadn’t caused my balls to draw up. That
was as far as I’d allowed my eyes to roam before I was pulled back to the
sweat rolling down her chest, disappearing into her cleavage.

She was dangerous—the kind of woman that made a man thirst for a shot
of tequila to go with a lick of her skin.

Fuck, she already had me itching to touch her.

Every inch of that delectable body.

Two seconds after seeing her, I was ready to break.

Shit. Leep it together, motherfucker.

Combing my fingers through my half-frozen hair, I turned off the water
and towel-dried for the second time that morning. Once I was dressed again, I
grabbed a travel mug of coffee and my keys before stomping down to my
truck. As I opened the door, I saw my brother exit his own apartment on the
third floor just as the door to Samara’s opened.

The two of them nearly collided. “Whoa there, beautiful,” Reid said,



catching her around the waist to keep her from falling on her ass. Every nerve
in my body suddenly felt engulfed in flames as I looked at my brother with
his hands on Samara. “Sorry, Sammy. I didn’t see you.”

“It’s my fault.” Her breathless voice set my teeth on edge. “I was totally
spacing. But I can’t say I’m sorry. I enjoy bumping into sexy men.”

He whispered something that made her giggle. It didn’t escape my notice
that he was still holding on to her. For the first time in my life, I considered
burying my brother beneath the foundation of one of his projects. “Reid!” 1
barked, trying to bank my growing...

Rage.

Jealousy.

It was a dangerous cocktail. “Shouldn’t you already be at work?”

His head snapped around. Even with his sunglasses on, I could tell he’d
narrowed his eyes on me. “You already busting my balls, little brother?”

“If they need busting, sure.” I stepped around the front of my truck,
glaring up at the third floor. “Stop manhandling my new intern.”

Mine.

Pull it together, you dumb fuck.

He dropped his hands like he’d been electrocuted. “Shit. Sorry, Sammy.
Did I hurt you?”

“I’m good,” she said with another laugh. Was she flirting with him? Deep
breaths. Don’t kill your brother. “I guess I should go. My boss seems to be in
a mood. Maybe we can run into each other like this again tomorrow. I kind of
like being manhandled.”

Noted.

“You’re dangerous,” he said with a half-amused, half-pained groan.

I could picture the hole I wanted to throw him into before turning on the
cement mixer and watching it cover him. I’d keep him alive and conscious so
he could feel the terror while it slowly hardened, making it impossible for his
lungs to expand, cutting off his ability to breathe completely.

“Get your asses to work,” I called up to them, opening the driver’s side
door with such force, it was a wonder I didn’t rip it off.

They were still standing there when I pulled into traffic. My brother had
his head thrown back, laughing his ass off, while Samara had her hand on his
arm.

Yeah, she was fucking flirting.

Did she like him?



Reid was too old for her.

So are you, dumbass.

Telling myself I didn’t care, I stopped at Aggie’s for a breakfast sandwich
and a few pastries for the office staff. My mom would appreciate a treat, and
the receptionist—whatever her name was, I couldn’t remember it for shit—
always seemed to work better with a little sugar incentive on Mondays.

As I ordered from the waitress at the counter, looking at the options
beneath the miniature glass displays, I wondered what Samara would like the
most. They didn’t have a lot to choose from, unlike at the little bakery across
town that had a selection of every pastry, muffin, donut, and dessert. Aunt
Quinn bought the diner’s pastries from a single mom who needed extra cash.
She baked them every night and then dropped them off on her way to her job
every morning.

I thought these were more delicious than the ones the coffee shop/bakery
sold, but maybe Samara would want a chocolate-filled croissant. Or one of
those coffees that required a foreign language degree to order...

Irritated, I picked a few extra assorted muffins and paid for the food. Ten
minutes later, I pulled into the parking lot at work just as Samara was getting
out of her car.

“Do you prefer apple-cinnamon or blueberry muffins?” I called, reaching
back in for the box and coffee.

Curious, she met me at the rear of my truck. “Are those my only
options?”

“There was one double-chocolate—"

“Dibs!” she cried before I could finish, making me laugh. “Gimme,
gimme, gimme.”

“Glad I got it, then.” Opening the box, I let her snatch the muffin. Falling
into step together, we walked toward the front door. “You have a good chat
with Reid?”

She shrugged. “I didn’t realize how easy he is to talk to. He always
seemed so standoffish in the past. But really, he’s just...intense.”

I paused to open the door, jaw flexing, fingers clenched so hard on the
door handle they ached. “And you like intense?”

“It can be fun,” she said with a smirk.

Ah, baby girl.

We stood there in the open doorway, the annoying peal of the phones not
even enough to distract me as I suddenly felt like I’d just been dropped



headfirst into the deep end. With a head injury.

Had her eyes always been that blue? How had I never noticed those little
freckles in her irises? And that mouth... Goddamn, those lips were plump
enough to get a man off in no time once they wrapped around his cock.

My slacks became too tight to stand straight. I had to shift my legs to
make more room before I burst through the zipper. But I still couldn’t look
away from all that beauty.

“That’s your type?” I asked, trying to tease, but my tone was anything but
amused. I needed to know. Now. “Intense older guys?”

“Kind of.” She glanced inside and then stepped closer to me. I’d never
taken much notice of how a girl’s hair smelled before, but damn, hers was
floral and sensual as fuck. “I want a man who... Well, I guess what I want is
someone who will take care of me,” she whispered, nervously licking her
bottom lip. “In every way.”

As if she was worried someone would overhear. Or that I might judge.

Which would have been funny as hell if she didn’t look so vulnerable.
She should never feel that way, not with me. Not fucking ever.

I gripped the box of muffins so hard I nearly destroyed the thin
cardboard. Sammy wanted a...

Daddy.

Jesus Christ.

She was going to break me.

For as long as I could remember, Samara hadn’t been one to wait for
things to drop into her lap. Even as a kid, she went after everything she
wanted. Some would have called her an entitled, spoiled brat if they knew
who her parents were. But it was because of her parentage that she had to
fight harder than anyone else to get what she needed.

She didn’t require someone to take care of her or her needs.

And if she wanted a daddy, I’d fucking give her one.

But first, I needed to know why she seemed so hesitant to voice her
desires.

“Why does that embarrass you, baby girl?”

Her lashes flickered. She liked my calling her that. Storing it away for
later, I had to strain to hear when she spoke again. Why wasn’t the
receptionist answering that damned phone? It was starting to piss me off
because I could barely hear Samara.

“I’m not embarrassed. It’s just... You are my boss now, Elias. I don’t



want you to think... I want to make you proud, okay?”



CHAPTER THREE



NOTHING I’D TOLD ELIAS WAS UNTRUE.

I wanted a man who would take care of me. Who would allow me to just
let go and not have to worry about everything, everywhere, every minute of
the day.

His opinion mattered. More than anyone else in the world. It was the only
one I’d ever cared about. Not even my parents’ opinions mattered to me.
Especially not my mom’s.

I loved her, so much at times that it physically hurt. But my head didn’t
always understand that she loved me too. What she thought of me had
stopped mattering a long time ago. Nothing I did felt like it was good enough.
I knew it wasn’t true. Deep down, I knew that. Which was why I’d had to
train myself to stop caring what other people thought of me and my choices.

But I never could figure out how to turn off wanting Elias’s approval.

Which was okay because I had plans, and they all revolved around him.
Caring what he thought was kind of important. If I didn’t care, then there
would definitely be problems.

My confession to him was only supposed to test the waters. See if there
was even an ounce of interest close to the surface. Hearing his ragged inhale
and witnessing the way his eyes dilated told me he was a lot further along
than I could have ever hoped for.

Elias Reid wanted me.

My fingers contracted around the muffin in my hand, almost squishing it,
wanting to devour him more than the delicious-smelling breakfast pastry. Not
yet, | tried to caution myself. I had to be smart. No matter how close he was,
he might freak out if I moved too fast, too soon.



“I am proud of you, Sammy,” he murmured, his blue eyes softening.

I sank my teeth into the underside of my bottom lip to hold back my
moan of pleasure at hearing him say that. Words could so easily be foreplay.
An erotic caress to the mind and soul.

Words were dangerous as fuck. They were weapons that could cause
mass destruction within someone. Or untold pleasure.

“You don’t ever have to worry about what I think, baby girl. In my eyes,
you are amazing. There is nothing you could do that would change my mind
about that.” He shifted his legs, another ragged exhale leaving his mouth,
brushing over my cheek. I could almost taste the coffee he’d been drinking.
“But Reid won’t take care of you, Samara. Not the way you need and
deserve.”

I lowered my lashes before I could give myself away. “He won’t?”

“He’s too selfish. He doesn’t have the time or patience for that. You need

»

“Good morning, Elias!”

He muttered a curse and took a huge step back at the intrusive sound of a
voice I didn’t recognize. Struggling to keep my breathing even, banking the
rage that was already starting to simmer, I slowly turned to find a woman
several years older than me walking toward us.

“Did you stop and get me a muffin again?” she gushed. The sound of her
voice hit my ears wrong. I wanted to stuff the muffin I held into her mouth to
shut her up. “You spoil me.”

If I made her choke on the muffin, it would be a waste of good food.
Taking a bite out of the top to remind myself of that, I watched her approach,
the flavors of the muffin a beautiful blend of chocolate perfection. She wore a
pair of black pants that molded over her hips and a top that gave a good show
of her breasts. Her business casual outfit pushed the boundaries and could
have tipped over into club wear.

Begrudgingly, I had to admit I liked the shade of brown of her shoulder-
length hair that was in soft, beachy waves around her face. She didn’t look
like she’d spent an hour on her makeup. But that didn’t mean she hadn’t. I
knew firsthand how long it could take to make it appear as if a person wasn’t
wearing makeup but was actually hiding the natural shape of their face.

Before she could reach us, Elias shifted, putting me half in front of him.
Discreetly, I glanced at him while taking another bite of muffin and saw he
was trying to hide his erection. Knowing I was the one who’d caused that



reaction, I shoved my hand out in front of me. “Hi, I’'m Samara, the new
intern. You must be...”

Her eyes narrowed on me for only a split second before she pasted on a
fake smile and shook my hand. “Crystal, the receptionist. Nice to meet you.”

“Oh right, Crystal. The receptionist. Jos told me about you.” She beamed
at that and glanced up at Elias.

My territorial instinct told me to slit her throat, while a voice whisper-
shouted a chorus of mine, mine, mine in my mind.

I tilted my head so I could glance around her. I hadn’t sensed another
vehicle pull into the parking lot, but I noticed someone driving away from the
curb. “I guess I was confused since she said you would be here before
everyone else. But you’re only now arriving, and the phones are ringing
nonstop. Sorry. Crystal. The receptionist.”

Her smile faltered. “I’m running a little behind. Mondays are insane.” She
glanced up at Elias through her lashes, making me wonder if she spent most
of her paycheck on those amazing extensions. They looked good on her.
Made her brown eyes look all doe-like. I wanted to sink my thumbs into them
and gouge them out of her skull. “I’m so sorry that I’m late, Elias. It won’t
happen again.”

“My mom is already inside. You should explain to her why you are late.
Again.” I liked how his voice remained neutral when he spoke to her. Bored.
Cool. No interest present in the deep, delicious timbre. Goose bumps popped
up along my arms and legs when he stepped forward, so close I could feel the
heat from his body. “I need to get Samara settled in her office.”

I almost smirked, and my hand twitched to give her a little finger wave as
she shot me a glare before pouting at the man behind me. “Elias—"

“Why is the damn phone still ringing?” I heard Jos yell before she walked
out into the lobby.

With his free hand on my back, Elias nudged me forward. Every nerve in
my body contracted at the contact, but I didn’t have time to savor it. Walking
inside ahead of Crystal, I went straight to Jos for a hug.

Her eyes lit up when she saw me. “Sammy! Did you get settled into the
apartment?” She wrapped her arms around me, and I almost cuddled closer.
Mom used to give the best hugs. And then she had to harden herself to train
me. Hugs from her were rare and precious to me now. “Did my boys make
you comfortable?”

Stepping back, I didn’t have to force a smile. “Everything has been



perfect. Reid is even taking me to dinner tonight.”

“You didn’t mention that,” Elias grumbled as he practically shoved the
box of muffins at his mom.

Jos took it and lifted the lid. “Is that the banana chocolate chip?”

“Yes. They only had one left. You’re welcome.” Grasping my elbow, he
tugged me back a step. “Samara and I will be busy all morning. I want her
opinion on the Kepler project.”

It was only when the phone stopped ringing that I noticed Crystal had
finally started working. She’d stood back, watching us before taking her
place behind the desk. I felt her eyes on me the entire time, even when she
finally bothered to pick up the phone.

Her customer-service voice made me twitchy. She probably thought it
sounded sultry, but to me, she sounded like a chipmunk.

“That’s a great idea. Maybe the two of you working together can finally
make that asshole happy and we can move forward with breaking ground.”
Jos glanced down at her phone when it vibrated. Rolling her eyes, she
focused on me once again. “Elias will get you set up in your office. I need to
speak to Crystal and then return a few calls. I'm so glad you’re here,
Sammy.”

After giving me another hug that I welcomed and returned, she walked
over to the reception desk, still holding the box of muffins. “Unanswered
calls cost this company money. If you aren’t going to be on time, I can find
someone who will appreciate having a job.”

“I’m sorry, Jos,” Crystal murmured. “It won’t happen again.”

“That’s what you said last week. Twice.”

Elias placed his hand on my hip. “Your office is just past the conference
room on the right,” he said as we walked down the corridor. “Accounting
department is at the end on the left. Legal is the one before them. And I am
right beside you. We’re not as big as your family’s firm, but we’re growing
more every year. Barker & Reid Construction has come a long way since
Mom took over after my great-grandfather died.”

“You guys are doing amazing work. That’s why I took this internship.”

“Was it a hard decision to make?” he asked as he paused to unlock my
office door before handing me over an extra key. “You mentioned you had
several offers on the table.”

I took my time answering as I glanced around the room. A simple desk
with a computer and a rolling chair. A few pictures of some of the company’s



most memorable designs and builds decorated the walls. But my gaze went
straight to the drafting table behind. That was where the magic would be
created. My love of architecture might have started as a way to connect with
Elias, but it had bloomed into an obsession that nearly rivaled what I felt for
him.

Turning to face him, I shrugged. “There was one firm in Chicago I was
considering. But I hate Chicago. And another in Fort Worth had my attention,
but when I got your call, I knew it was an opportunity I couldn’t pass up.
Nova told me you go off talent alone. No names. No school information. That
you considered me at all is a huge compliment.”

“As soon as I saw your mock-up, I knew I wanted to work with you.”

I nibbled the inside of my lip, soaking up his words to overanalyze later.
“Confession?”

Blue eyes sparked down at me. “Tell me.”

“I’ve kind of dreamed of this. Ever since you interned with our firm back
in New York.” I laughed a little self-consciously. “You have so much talent.
Seeing how passionate you were back then, it got me interested in
architecture. I’ve been hooked ever since.”



CHAPTER FOUR



ONCE I HAD SAMARA SETTLED, AND MY BODY CALM ENOUGH THAT I couLD
sit down without splitting my zipper open, we got some much-needed work
done.

She took one look at the Kepler project and immediately started making
suggestions. By lunchtime, I had the man on a video call, asking his opinion.
He was bored at first, barely paying attention. He’d been a pain in my ass
from our first meeting. I didn’t think he knew or even understood what he
wanted from this build.

After about twenty minutes of listening to the man argue with me from
the other side of my desk, Samara rolled her chair around so she was sitting
beside me. I’d been fighting my frustration, so aggravated with the asshole
that I was seconds away from telling him to fuck off and stop wasting my
time. When her hand touched my arm, my muscles unlocked.

Inhaling slowly, I covered her hand and linked our fingers together.

“Who is this?” Kepler asked, having seen a glimpse of Samara on the
screen.

My first instinct was to push her chair away, just enough so he couldn’t
have the pleasure of looking at her, but close enough I could still touch.
Before I could nudge her chair a few inches away, Samara rolled closer and
introduced herself.

“Good morning, Mr. Kepler. My name is Samara. How are you doing
today, sir?”

His beady eyes lit up with interest, causing my blood to heat with an
emotion that was all too new to me, yet I’d been struggling with since seeing
my brother make Samara laugh that morning.



“I’'m new to the firm, but Elias and I have been brainstorming your
project all morning. It’s already beautiful, and I’ve seen the aerial view of the
land it will be built on. Gorgeous. I can’t wait to see it in person.” She gave
him a smile that had him leaning closer to the camera.

I had a sudden urge to pull her out of her chair and into my lap—stake my
claim. Fuck professionalism.

Mine.

Samara glanced at me, her beautiful eyes flashing with something that
was gone before I could read it, and she returned her gaze to the screen. My
fingers flexed around hers, and she made a soft humming noise in pleasure.

“Come out anytime. I’ll show you around personally.”

She moved her chair closer to me, her free hand going to my thigh, her
nails biting into me with just enough of a sting to tell me to keep my growl in
check. Shit, I hadn’t even realized I’d made a sound at first.

“We have a few ideas that we need to run by you,” she said, keeping her
tone professional while her nails continued to dig into my leg. “I promise not
to take up more of your valuable time than absolutely necessary, but we do
need to discuss these changes and have your approval so we can break
ground for you, sir.”

If she called him “sir” one more fucking time...

“I apologize for being distracted earlier,” Kepler told her. “Could you
explain everything again, honey?”

“My name is Samara,” she corrected without malice, even though I’d felt
her tense ever so slightly when he called her “honey.” “And I am more than
happy to review everything to date if you need me to, Mr. Kepler.”

She had more patience than I did with the bastard. For the next hour, I
listened to her go over everything, from our initial meeting and my original
design, to the weeks of adjustments and add-ons, up to that morning and the
ideas we’d come up with together.

A few hours working on one project that was more than half complete,
and I could already tell we were going to make a great team. I’d never clicked
so effortlessly with another intern—hell, another person—so quickly. I
couldn’t wait to see how we handled a client together from start to finish.

Which made me realize I only had twelve weeks with her as an intern.
Then she would return to NYC to graduate. Move on with her life.

Time had never mattered before, but now it felt like it was rushing past.
Like trying to hold back a broken dam with nothing but my fingers.



Shaking that image out of my head, I focused on the present.

If all T got were three short months with her, then I’d make do. We could
have a little fun, I’d burn off whatever chaotic need seemed to be gnawing at
me, and then she could get back to her life as the Vitucci princess.

Right. I’ll just let her go. Definitely won’t chain her to my bed until she
agrees to stay.

A firm knock on my office door had us lifting our heads from the latest
prints I was working on for Kepler. Mom opened the door with a frown. “I
thought you two would have left by now. When I was on my way out, I
noticed both your vehicles still in the lot.”

Popping my neck to relieve some of the strain, I glanced at the clock.
Samara groaned. “I had no idea it was that late. I’'m supposed to meet Reid
for dinner in fifteen minutes.”

I snapped the pencil I was holding in half with my thumb, past the point
of irritation, crossing into unfamiliar and unwelcome territory. “Reid
probably isn’t done at the site yet. If he even remembered.”

She picked up her phone that she’d switched to silent earlier in the day, a
smile teasing at her full lips. “He texted me. Said he’s on his way to Aggie’s
now.” She laughed at whatever she was reading and spared me a quick
glance. “Do you need me to stay? I can.”

“No, no,” Mom rushed to assure her when I opened my mouth to tell her
yes, I needed her to stay.

Stay the fuck away from my damn brother.

“You go on, sweetheart. Have a good time. I can’t remember the last time
Reid took a girl out to dinner.”

“That’s because the only place Reid takes a girl is to bed,” I groused. “He
doesn’t date. He fucks around.”

“And you’re any better?” Mom shot back with a huff. “Between the two
of you, I’m never going to get a daughter-in-law. Rory and I are going to be
the only ones without grandbabies to spoil if you boys don’t find someone to
settle down with. I swear, I thought you would settle down before Max, but
he’s been married for well over a decade now. He gave his mother a sweet
daughter-in-law and a grandchild. Who will take over this place when you
boys are gone?”

Samara lifted her hands, her eyes wide. “Whoa. This is just dinner,” she
laughed but couldn’t completely hide the panic in her eyes.

“Fucking better be,” I muttered under my breath, tossing the broken



pencil aside. Pushing my chair back from the table, I stood. “This can wait
until tomorrow. I’m starving. Aggie’s sounds like a perfect idea to me. I need
some country-fried steak and mashed potatoes.”

“You had red meat yesterday when we grilled at the clubhouse,” Mom
called after us. “Chill with the cow. Maybe eat some chicken. And would it
kill you to eat a vegetable that isn’t mashed or fried every now and then?”

Samara giggled at my side, the sound heating something in my chest, the
sensation rapidly spreading outward. “I’ve missed her so much.”

“We’ve all missed you too, baby girl.”

So fucking much.



CHAPTER FIVE



I STEPPED INTO AGGIE’S JUST AS I sAw ELIAS PULL INTO THE PARKING LOT.
Fighting a giggle, I glanced around in search of Reid. If I had more of a
conscience, I might have felt bad about using him to make his brother
jealous, but when it came to getting the man I wanted, I’d learned quickly
that I didn’t give many fucks about anyone else.

It wasn’t hard to spot Reid, even during the dinner rush. As I did, a flash
of red caught my attention. My fellow runner from that morning. She was
sitting with a group and was, hands down, the most beautiful of the other
girls. Relief that she’d made it through the day hit me like a fist to the
sternum.

She laughed when someone said something, but then blue eyes caught
mine when she noticed my gaze and gave me another chin lift that I returned.
It was easier to ignore the urge to make sure she was safe this time, and I was
able to focus on my prey.

Reid’s hair was slightly shaggier than Elias’s, but the same shade of
raven’s-wing black. He kept his facial hair short, whereas his younger brother
tended to keep his neatly trimmed. Reid was bulkier, proof that he spent most
of his time doing hard labor. He was an architect, electrician, and a certified
contractor. With the MC cut on over his simple white T-shirt, he gave off an
alpha aura that had people glancing his way.

But in my eyes, there was no comparison. Elias was the better catch, the
better brother. The better everything.

Seeing he’d picked a booth by the window, I tried not to freeze up. Since
Budapest, it was hard for me to relax out in public, and sitting by a window?
I could already feel the panic trying to choke me, but I forced my muscles to



relax as I approached him.

Seeing me, he stood, unfolding his giant body from the booth where he’d
taken up most of the space on one side. “I was starting to think you were
going to stand me up,” he teased, bending to hug me.

“We lost track of time,” Elias excused behind me, causing his brother’s
head to snap up.

I heard Reid’s gruff laugh, his arms contracting around me for a moment
before stepping back. “Didn’t know you were joining us, little brother.”

“We’re starving,” Elias said, grasping the back of my shirt to tug me
away from Reid. “There aren’t any free tables, so I guess we’ll join you.”

“Sure, you can join Sammy and me,” Reid said with a smirk. “We don’t
mind, do we, beautiful?”

My eyes ping-ponged back and forth between the two of them, more
thrilled than annoyed that they were having a pissing match over me. I tried
not to, but my body melted into Elias’s touch. “All I care about is eating,” I
said with a shrug, noticing a waitress walking our way.

“Have a seat, baby girl,” Elias urged.

I glanced around for any other empty tables, but there was nothing, not
even an open place at the counter. Biting back a sigh, I sat, only to have Elias
slide in beside me. Feeling the heat of his thigh press up against mine, I was
able to relax a little.

Reid laughed as he retook his seat across from me. “How was your first
day, honey?”

My skin felt like it was crawling, but I wasn’t sure if it was because I was
just uneasy from being exposed by the window or if someone was watching
me. | was being ridiculous. Even if someone did want to take a shot at me,
the window wa