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There’s something about this woman that could bring a man to his knees . . .

When journalist Asher Gaites visits a downtown jazz club in Chicago, he’s transfixed by the lyrical voice and sensuous body of a woman who performs behind a thin, shimmering veil . . . Inexplicably drawn to her, Asher is shocked to recognize the woman who walked away from him nine years ago . . .

The veil gives Moroccan American Laila Barek the anonymity she needs since she cannot reconcile her family’s values with her passion for music. But she has never been able to forget the touch, the feel, the taste of Asher. And despite the doubt and fear that wind their way into their lives, they must trust the heat of their desire to burn down the walls the world has placed between them . . .

Discover the other captivating titles by Beth Kery: Looking Inside, Make Me, The Affair, the One Night of Passion series, and her bestselling erotically charged series which began with Because You Are Mine.
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Chapter One

Asher’s longtime friend Jimmy Rothschild wore an amused expression as he watched the waitress walk away.

“That look might rock it in Aleppo or Cairo, my friend, but you’re scaring the locals in the good old U.S. of A.,” Jimmy joked quietly, nodding at the back of the retreating waitress, and then Asher’s face. Asher knew Jimmy referred to his full beard and rough appearance. Or possibly he’d been frowning as he ordered from the blonde, thinking more about the meeting with his parents tomorrow morning than being civil and pleasant in front of a pretty woman.

Or maybe everyone really did notice how out of place he felt in the city he’d once called home.

Rudy Fattore, his other friend, snorted. “The waitress wasn’t afraid of him,” Rudy told Jimmy with a wise air. “She was thinking about where to start in on him. With that beard and tan, Ash reeks of the desert and intrigue. Trust me, women love the smell of danger. He’s giving off that most-interesting-man-alive cachet. It’s concentrated testosterone, I’m telling you.” He ran his fingers across his own clean-shaven jaw. “I may not be up for a Pulitzer Prize or a job as the Gazette’s new European bureau chief, but I’m still an award-winning photojournalist, aren’t I? Maybe I’ll give a beard a spin.”

“You’d only be overcompensating for the lack of hair on your head,” Jimmy said. He smiled calmly at Rudy’s glare.

“You tried to grow a beard in college and it sprouted in patches,” Asher reminded Rudy.

“Things are different now,” Rudy insisted. “I’ve got eleven years on that patchy kid.”

Asher grinned despite his bad mood. Rudy was always good for a laugh. Well, most of the time, anyway.

He slumped in the uncomfortable, sleek chair, searching the upscale Lincoln Park French bistro. It took him a moment to realize he was scanning for a potential threat among the loud, carefree crowd of diners. He halted the instinctive reaction with effort. He, along with a lot of other Western reporters, had been banned from entering Syria several years ago. It was his time spent in Syria that had given him an edginess he couldn’t seem to shake. It was weird being back in the States after spending most of the last eight years in various parts of the Middle East.

Not a lot had changed in the old Lincoln Park neighborhood. Even Petit Poulet, the French bistro, looked unchanged. Yet everything looked strangely gray and muted to him, like he was a sleepwalker in a dreamworld of the past that had remained strangely congealed in time while he—Asher—had transformed into something alien that didn’t fit into the scene anymore. Of course he’d been back in the States several times since becoming a foreign correspondent years ago. Maybe it was being in the familiar restaurant with his childhood friends that made things especially surreal. He hadn’t been out with both of them in years. Jimmy still lived and worked here in Chicago, but Rudy had moved to L.A.

In fact, the three of them hadn’t been together in eight years. Not since those bittersweet days in Crescent Bay that had been, in many ways, the last, elusive hours of his youth.

“Are you actually going to meet Madeline in the morning wearing that beard?” Asher forced his mind out of his nostalgic musings at his friend’s question.

Jimmy was right to question his grooming choice. Jimmy Rothschild had known Asher’s mother, Madeline Gaites-Granville, almost as long as Asher had. Their mothers had been friends forever, hobnobbing in their exclusive social circles and either bragging or complaining about their sons. His mom would probably have a stroke, seeing her only son’s swarthy skin and thick beard.

Maybe he’d shave before showing up for the dreaded brunch in Winnetka tomorrow. His full beard and one of his mom’s silver-and-crystal-gilded brunches definitely wouldn’t mix. Asher resented that it mattered, but what else was new?

“If what you told me is true,” Asher said to Jimmy as he lifted his glass of Chivas, “Mom’s going to have more to worry about than my beard.”

“What’s that mean?” Rudy demanded. When Asher remained brooding and silent, Rudy turned to Jimmy. “What’s going on?”

Jimmy exhaled slowly. “I told Asher earlier that according to my mother, Asher’s parents are under the impression that the prodigal son has returned home to Chicago to do his filial duty and finally take over the helm of the Gaites-Granville media empire,” Jimmy replied with attempted levity. Still, his dark eyes looked worried as he examined Asher. Asher frowned, trying unsuccessfully to tamp down his ever-present mixture of annoyance and guilt when it came to the topic of his parents.

“I didn’t have a clue that’s why they thought I was coming to Chicago. I have some rare time off between jobs, and I owe them a visit after being away for over two years. That’s all. It was purely coincidental, me being here close to my birthday,” Asher said.

“It’s not surprising that Clark and Madeline jumped to that conclusion, though. You know it’s the moment they’ve waited for now for thirty years,” Jimmy pointed out fairly.

Asher slouched his large body further down in the uncomfortable chair. Of course his mom and dad thought that was why he’d come to Chicago this autumn: to lay claim to the principal of his trust fund. How could he have been so stupid as to blunder into a hornet’s nest?

If he accepted their money, he’d have to follow their plan for his life, wouldn’t he? Maybe that was never explicitly said, but it had certainly been the depressing implication Asher had gotten since he was nine years old.

His parents couldn’t fathom that Asher had rarely thought about his inheritance for the past ten years. He willfully repressed the idea of that money, along with all the invisible strings attached to it. Strings? Try titanium chains. Those hundreds of millions of dollars had come to symbolize his parents’ hold on him. No, it better represented Asher’s refusal . . . no, his inability to give them what they wanted. What they needed: a suitable, polished, biddable Gaites-Granville heir.

That inheritance, along with all the other privileges his parents offered, was the crown Asher cringed at the thought of accepting. But according to his parents, that symbolic crown was his privilege. His birthright.

His duty.

Bullshit.

He grimaced at the snarling voice in his head. Asher had done whatever he wanted with his life, despite his parents’ rampant disapproval. Publicly, his mother and father had broadcast their disapproval of him with every glance and gesture. In private, they’d threatened dire consequences in regard to his choices. When he’d remained steadfast in his plans, they’d stiffened their backbones and pursed their lips against their anger with such silent forcefulness that sometimes Asher feared they’d shatter into a million pieces just from disappointment. And all the while, Grant and Madeline just waited for the day when Asher would return to toe the line.

They believed that day had finally come.

“Right, the big day is finally around the corner,” Rudy drawled presently, snapping his fingers in remembrance. “I’ve been waiting for you to turn thirty since we were at Stanford. I mean, you haven’t exactly been a pauper up until now, seeing as how your grandfather left you a nice little nest egg, and that’s more money than most of us will ever see in a lifetime. But that’s all petty cash compared to the big enchilada. It’s finally here: your thirtieth birthday and total control over your trust fund. Freedom, man. What are you going to buy first? Please say a racecar. You’ll have to get me one too, to have someone to practice against. Wait, no . . . a yacht. Hey, the three of us should plan a trip to climb Mt. Everest! Or what about a beach house like that one your parents have in Crescent Bay? The chicks love that. Damn, you’re going to get laid morning, noon and night—”

“He’s not accepting it.” Jimmy interrupted Rudy’s fantasizing bluntly.

Rudy blinked. “Not accepting what?” He studied first Jimmy’s, then Asher’s stony faces. His blank expression turned incredulous. “You’re not accepting control of your trust fund? Are you crazy?”

“How can he accept Madeline and Clark’s money when he’s planning on leaving the country again? He’s going to London to become the New York Gazette’s European bureau chief. You know that,” Jimmy reminded Rudy.

Rudy set down his highball glass with a loud clunk. He looked floored. Asher was thankful to Jimmy for backing him up. Jimmy knew what it was like better than Rudy to have that gilded cage hovering over you for most of your life, ready to crash down at any moment. Jimmy had finessed his parents a lot more gracefully than Asher ever had, though. He’d remained in Chicago after getting his law degree, and he’d quickly earned a reputation for being a brilliant criminal prosecutor. Rudy and Asher were two of the few people on the planet allowed to call him Jimmy. Most people in his professional and social circles knew him as James Rothschild, Esq. Elite local power brokers had already tagged him as a promising candidate for the state house of representatives. But despite all his career success, Jimmy had quietly but steadfastly defied his parents’ designs for his life and determinedly carved out his own path. He routinely ignored or denied his parents’ little fantasy scenarios among their social circle about him being the most desirable stud in Chicago.

“Last I heard, money travels just fine overseas,” Rudy insisted heatedly. “There’s no stipulation on that trust fund that says Asher has to live in Chicago or Winnetka if he accepts his inheritance.”

“There’re stipulations, all right,” Asher replied grimly.

“But not legal ones,” Rudy protested, glancing over at Jimmy for assistance. “Clark can’t stop him from taking what’s his legally, can he, Jimmy? He can’t force Asher to become an executive at GGM and become a WASP clone of himself, for Christ’s sake. Take the money and run, Ash.”

“I don’t want the money, Rudy,” Asher snarled.

“But they’ll probably just give it to that traitor, pretty boy cousin of yours, Eric.” Rudy hissed the name as if he’d just said a dirty word. He referred to Eric Gaites-Granville, who hailed from the New York faction of the family. Rudy had disliked Eric ever since they’d met eight years ago, in Crescent Bay. Because of Eric’s actions that summer, his dislike had quickly morphed to hate. Asher wasn’t in disagreement with Rudy’s assessment. Not in the slightest. He’d hated his cousin from the cradle.

“They gave Eric the position you were supposed to have at GGM a couple years ago when you went to Cairo, after the Syrian government kicked all the Western reporters out. Your parents thought for sure you’d be returning home to Chicago after that, but you stayed in the Middle East. Why wouldn’t they give Eric your trust fund too, if you won’t take it now?” Rudy demanded.

Asher shut his eyes and grasped for patience. Jimmy groaned and shifted in his seat.

“Give it a rest, Rudy. It’s not up to you. If Ash doesn’t want to take his parents’ money, it’s his choice. Don’t you get it? That money may mean freedom to you, but it means the opposite to him.”

“But—”

“Can we please change the subject? I asked you guys out tonight for a little R and R before this meeting with my parents tomorrow. You didn’t come all the way from L.A. just to lecture me, did you?” he asked Rudy.

Rudy opened his mouth to protest but then noticed Asher’s expression. Air puffed out of his mouth. He shook his head resignedly.

“If only I could have your problems, Ash.”

“I’d give them to you in a second if I could.”

“Meaning you’d give me your parents?” Rudy asked wryly. “I doubt Clark and Madeline would ever claim me as a surrogate son. They’ve barely put up with me being your wild Italian friend from the East Bronx. They thought I was going to jump ’em the first time we met. The nerve of me, to get a scholarship to Stanford and be picked as their precious son’s roommate. But no worries, I’ve charmed my way into their shriveled little blue-blood hearts since then.”

Asher laughed. Yeah, Rudy could be annoying at times, but there was no one truer. He hadn’t hesitated to say he’d fly into Chicago immediately when Asher told him he’d be in town, even though they hadn’t done anything but converse through e-mail for the last two years.

The waitress returned, serving them their appetizer of moules à la biere. This time, Asher did take notice of her warm smile and cautious but engrossed glances at him from beneath heavily mascaraed eyelashes. He tried to work up some returned interest but failed. Maybe he’d lost the talent for casual flirting. He’d been seeing Claire Moines, a German television correspondent based out of Istanbul, for over three years before their long-distance romance had finally fizzled out. Between a grueling work schedule and Claire as a placeholder girlfriend, he’d grown pitifully backward in the skills of wooing a woman. Rudy took over, smooth-talking the pretty waitress. His charming grin and rapid-fire one-liners were stale as old beer to Jimmy and Asher but apparently fresh and appealing to the waitress.

“Hey, you know what might get your mind off your doomsday meeting with Clark and Madeline tomorrow?” Rudy asked. He pulled his gaze off the retreating waitress’s swaying ass with apparent effort. “Yesenia.”

“What’s a Yesenia?” Asher wondered, digging into the mussels they’d just been served.

“Oh, yeah. Yesenia,” Jimmy said, his usually somber expression growing animated. “The singer. She performs over at the State Room. They converted the old State Theatre into a nightclub, and Yesenia headlines there.”

“What’s so great about her?” Asher asked.

“She’s supposed to be incredibly talented, for one. I read about her in Inside Chicago recently. She writes her own music: jazz, blues, pop, R&B. She just got a recording contract too, from an indie studio.”

“Forget all that. All you need to know is she’s supposed to be hotter than Hades,” Rudy interrupted. “I read a small article about her in the entertainment section of the Times. She’s starting to bust out of the local scene and is getting some national interest. I’m dying to see her show. You’ll get what I’m saying when you see her, Asher. Or more accurately, when you don’t see her.”

Asher paused with his fork in midair and gave his friend a half-amused, half-exhausted glance. Rudy grinned slyly.

“See, that’s the whole thing that Jimmy failed to mention—”

“I thought her music was the most crucial thing,” Jimmy interrupted.

“Yesenia performs behind a curtain,” Rudy continued as if Jimmy hadn’t spoken. “It’s a sheer curtain, so you can make out her smoking body and the way she moves and everything. But you can’t really see the details of her face. Her performances and lyrics are supposed to be off-the-charts sexy, but in an understated, unique way. The press has taken to calling her the Veiled Siren.”

“Why does she sing behind a curtain?” Asher asked, thinking the whole idea sounded ridiculous.

Rudy waggled his eyebrows. “No one really knows that, do they? That’s part of her mystique. Her allure. She makes people wild to tear down the curtain and get a good, hard look at her, if you know what I mean.” Asher rolled his eyes. Rudy’s grin widened. “There are rumors about why she does it. Supposedly, she has some pretty bad scarring. She doesn’t want anyone to see her face. But—” Rudy nodded down to the chair where he’d set his camera case. As a talented freelance photographer specializing in celebrity photos, Rudy was rarely without the primary tool of his trade. “The Veiled Siren can’t stay under wraps for long, as popular as she’s becoming. What do you say we try to get a glimpse behind the curtain tonight? She’s right on the cusp of becoming famous, it sounds like. I’ll probably get a good buck for an unmasked photo of her.”

“What’s your plan? Have Asher and me jump on the stage and jerk down the curtain while you snap photos?” Jimmy asked sarcastically. “We’re thirty, Fattore, not eighteen. You’re not putting me at risk of getting arrested. Again.”

“What are you complaining about? Tiger Woods never prosecuted, did he? Don’t worry about it. Let’s just go to Yesenia’s performance and we’ll see if any opportunities arise for a photo,” Rudy suggested with fake innocent casualness. He noticed Asher’s doubtful look. “I’m not gonna do anything illegal,” he said. “Come on. Are you guys in?”

Asher shrugged. The woman’s performance sounded distracting. It might keep his mind off the dreaded morning meeting. For a few minutes, anyway.

“I’ll go for the show, but I’m with Jimmy. You’re not roping me into any of your stupid schemes. I still haven’t forgiven you for that extremely personal case of poison oak you gave me when you insisted I hide with you in the woods to get that picture of Jennifer Lopez leaving that vacation house in Big Sur. I swear I feel a rash coming on every time I hear her name.”

“At least you weren’t arrested,” Jimmy muttered in a beleaguered fashion under his breath.

“Yeah, and it’s not my fault you exposed the general because you had to pee,” Rudy told Asher.

“What was the logical outcome of that scenario? There was nothing else to do but drink that Jim Beam you brought while we were sitting there like idiots in the woods. I’m just saying: No. Stupid. Stunts,” Asher repeated succinctly.

“You better believe it,” Jimmy said sternly.

Asher smirked at Rudy’s wounded-puppy-dog expression.


Chapter Two

Asher was fondly familiar with the State Theatre. His grandfather—Grandpop—had taken him there for several plays when Asher was a kid, and once for a behind-the-stage tour of the historic building. Grandpop was the only person who had ever really made him feel connected to—and even a little proud of—the Gaites-Granville family history. Christian Ambrose Gaites-Granville may have been one of the shrewdest CEOs of the GGM empire, but he was also an amateur historian. Asher always suspected that he enjoyed and identified much more with his weekend hobby of research and explorations into Chicago history and his family tree than he ever had his role as ruthless executor of GGM. His hobbies had certainly been the means by which he’d bonded with his only grandson. Asher had adored Grandpop. Walking through the ornate front doors of the old theatre caused a sharp pain of loss to go through him.

The old theatre had stood empty for years until, according to Jimmy, a slick European entrepreneur nightclub owner and musician manager had reopened a portion of it as a club. As he and his friends entered the showroom of the posh venue, Asher recognized the remaining Art Deco panels and crown moldings intermingling with the modern finishes. A gorgeous, sophisticated-looking hostess showed them to a four-top at the back of the showroom. The show hadn’t begun yet, but the place was going to be packed. He gave his drink order to a waitress and examined the well-heeled crowd. Apparently, Rudy and Jimmy hadn’t been exaggerating about the woman’s popularity. As they waited for their drinks, a man with a microphone introduced Yesenia.

The opening notes of an evocative bluesy number resounded throughout the club. Everyone grew hushed with anticipation. Despite his preoccupation, Asher found himself catching the mood of the crowd. The heavy indigo curtain parted.

Another curtain was revealed, a sheer crimson one that was hung to the center and to the right of the dimly lit stage. A four-piece band was situated to the left of the curtain, the musicians’ faces fully revealed to the crowd. Manufactured wind gently blew across the red veil, making it ripple in a liquid, sinuous movement. He squinted to see behind it. Was there an outline of a woman emerging from the matrix of light and shadow, or was his imagination playing tricks on him?

Suddenly, her voice filled the club in a low, velvet seduction. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. He sat forward in his chair, straining to see behind the undulating veil. The prickling on the surface of his skin amplified, as if his nerves had jumped to life at the sound of her smooth, resonant voice. The vague shadow of her grew clearer, the outline of a woman’s body as she subtly moved to the beat of the music.

The outline of a beautiful woman’s body.

“I told you,” Rudy muttered smugly to the left of him, but Asher was too focused to respond. He searched for details obsessively while her clear, soulful voice echoed in his head and throbbed in his veins. The lyrics were poetic, fraught with longing and very sexy. The music was bluesy and unique, involving a combination of notes he’d never quite heard before. She wore some kind of pale, clinging dress. The material flowed over her body almost lovingly, caressing every lithe curve. She glided closer to the veil, her hips swaying and pulsing gracefully in time to the music. He realized that like the curtain, the dress she wore was partially translucent. Beneath the two sheer boundaries, he could make out long, shapely legs and the outline of her shifting pelvis and hips as she moved to the beat. The uncommon prickling of his nerves transferred to his sex. He hardened with amazing speed.

“Jesus,” he muttered under his breath, a little floored.

“She’s incredible, isn’t she?” Jimmy breathed out.

“There’s an Arab influence,” Asher whispered to himself at the same moment he made the realization. Of course. Yesenia was an Arab name, wasn’t it? That was what made her music so unique. Among the jazz, blues and R&B influence in her song, he recognized the rhythmic intervals he’d often heard in Arabic music during his years in the Middle East and North Africa. For some reason, the realization added an element of uneasiness to his enthrallment.

“What did you say?” Jimmy whispered as the band played the final lingering notes of the ballad, and Yesenia stilled. Asher didn’t respond. Every nerve in his body tingled. His cock throbbed sharply, as though her voice itself had been caressing that sensitive flesh, and it now protested at her silence. He craned forward in his seat, increasingly irritated by the veil and space that separated him from the singer.

What the hell is wrong with you?

Then the music began again—this song having a more pop feel to it—and her liquid, velvety voice flowed over him, both agitating and soothing his nerves. Admittedly, it was sexual, what he experienced in that moment. But something else had awakened inside him at the sound of her strong, fluid voice and the vision of her beautiful body and pulsing hips . . .

. . . Something Asher had thought had died in him that summer eight years ago.

They stood huddled in the dark alley outside the State Room.

Idiots, all three of us, Asher thought darkly.

No, just two fools were present: Jimmy and him, for letting Rudy talk them into this. Rudy was just being himself.

Rudy had herded them out of the club following Yesenia’s third encore. She’d held the audience completely under her spell for the entire performance. Perhaps Asher most of all, a fact over which he was increasingly confused and irritated. He’d finally allowed Rudy to push him out of the theatre when it became clear Yesenia wasn’t returning to the stage.

Outside in the alley, the setting was worthy of a horror film: a chilly, damp, foggy autumn night. The nightclub served food, Asher realized. His nose crinkled in distaste when he inhaled the smell of rotting garbage from a distant Dumpster.

Sure, he’d told Rudy he wouldn’t be roped into anything stupid. But when Yesenia’s electric performance had ended, he’d chosen to forget his protest. He’d agreed to join Rudy at the backstage exit. Maybe Rudy had known all along that the Veiled Siren would make him curious. If so, he’d been right.

Rudy reasoned that since no one could get a photo of Yesenia leaving the theatre by traditional means, then she must exit night after night secretly through the back entrance. And even though part of Asher thought the plan was imbecilic, he’d gone along with it.

Why?

Because by the end of her performance, his desire to see that singer was ridiculously sharp and strong.

Yet another part of him was increasingly uncomfortable, though. Not just because of how stupid he felt hovering in a deserted alley, ready to pounce on an unsuspecting woman. Yesenia clearly didn’t want to be seen. And with every second that passed, Asher found himself growing pricklier.

He didn’t want Rudy to photograph her. He didn’t want Jimmy—or anyone—seeing her, for that matter.

Himself? Well, that was a different matter altogether.

Suddenly, all he wanted was to get his friends out of that alley. The sluggish rain that started to fall was the final straw.

“She’s not coming out this way. Let’s go,” Asher said, his tone not inviting argument.

Rudy shifted his readied camera and peered at his watch. “Just a few more minutes—”

“I’m going,” Jimmy interrupted bluntly. “So is Asher. Come on, Fattore, it’s late and I’ve got a court date early in the morning. I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.” He turned and stalked toward the distant lit street. Rudy lingered, casting an undecided look at the back doors of the theatre.

“She’s not coming out this way,” Asher said. “Trust me. This is a waste of time.”

Rudy wavered but then relented. He walked up next to Asher, putting his camera away in its case. He looked a little downcast but then rallied with his typical Rudy optimism.

“At least the show was worth it, right?” he asked Asher as they exited the alley.

“Yeah,” Asher said, looking straight ahead at Jimmy’s tall, retreating figure. “I’ll give you that.”

The next morning, Asher noticed the sun breaking through gray clouds and streaming onto the Chicago skyline as he headed back into the city. The image penetrated his furious, agitated state. He glanced dazedly at the dashboard clock. It was just now eleven a.m.

He hadn’t even made it a full hour in Winnetka with his parents before all hell had broken loose.

A sharp pain sliced through his volatile state, making him grip the steering wheel hard and clench his teeth. Asher had tried to be gentle with them. He loved his parents. Didn’t he? They were the only family he had.

If you care so much about them, how come you couldn’t bring yourself to even shave your beard before you showed up at their house? In the end, you couldn’t even make the smallest concession for their comfort, could you?

He’d been kidding himself in thinking that the meeting would be difficult and unpleasant, but bearable. Only seconds after they sat down at the table and he stated his plans, everything had exploded. Or more concisely given the stiff, WASP restraint of his parents, it had imploded.

For seemingly the hundredth time, he recalled his father’s pale face and hurt, bitter blue eyes.

“How is it possible that every time I imagine you couldn’t disappoint me more, you find a way to do it, Asher?” his father asked him, each word a quiet, piercing bullet. “This childish scheme you’re imagining will not occur.”

“How does being offered the New York Gazette’s European bureau chief position in London before my thirtieth birthday equate to childish?” Asher wondered, floored by his father’s immediate, total rejection, and mad at himself for being caught off guard. Why did he continually believe there was a chance that one day things would get better between himself and his parents? “It’s a highly respected job, one that plenty of men and women twice my age want. You know that, Dad.”

“I could have given you the equivalent of that job at any one of our papers years ago.”

“I didn’t want to be given it. I wanted to earn it.”

“You’re a Gaites-Granville. You were born with newspapers and news in your blood. You don’t need to earn anything.”

“That’s bullshit,” Asher stated as calmly as possible. His mother hissed his name repressively for cursing.

His father was ignoring both of them, already thinking up obstacles to Asher’s plan. “The Mandor Media Group may be our biggest rival, but—

“I’ll never understand how you could have taken a job with them when you knew perfectly well how much it would hurt your father. It was like you willfully stabbed him in the back and left him here to bleed while you gallivanted across the globe, only thinking about yourself . . . even changing your name merely to Gaites. What would your grandfather think of you lopping off half of your family history, all for the ease of a byline?” his mother asked in a quivering voice.

“Mom—” Asher began, wincing at her choice of words.

“Dick Brannigan still owes me a favor or two,” his father continued ruthlessly as though Asher and his mom weren’t even there. His dad referred to the CEO of Mandor Media, the New York Gazette’s parent company. “I’ll be contacting him later today. That position in London isn’t going to be available any longer. Not to you, it’s not.” His father rose from the elaborately set dining table and stalked away several feet, mumbling under his breath the whole time. “Of all the nerve, trying to undermine me by bribing my own flesh and blood to continue working with them. And you—” He’d spun suddenly and glared at Asher. “To go along with it all. Don’t you know Mandor Media and the Gazette just want you as a war trophy, stealing away the heir of their rival? They’re doing this to spite me, and as usual, you’re giving them exactly what they want.”

Asher flew out of his chair at that, rattling the silver on the table and startling his mother.

“That’s right, Dad. It’s all about you, isn’t it? Isn’t it?”

“Asher, please don’t shout,” his mother murmured, glancing in the direction of the kitchen, where the cook and the maid were. Asher had been spoon-fed the idea that only the most common, coarse people ever showed emotion in public. But he continued, undaunted.

“The Gazette only wants me because I’m your son, not because I’ve worked my ass off reporting about complicated truths and convoluted class, religious and socioeconomic realities in war-torn regions, or that I found a way to tell those truths, despite heavy censorship; not because I’ve won a Medill Medal for my writing, or because I’ve built up one of the finest networks of informants and contacts in the Middle East for a Westerner. Not because one of my pieces has been nominated for a Pulitzer Prize. No. They only want me because I’m your fucking son!” he bellowed.

His father looked like he’d just been stabbed, but stood proud and tall. Of course.

“If you think that you’re gaining control of your trust fund and then moving off to London to work for my rival, you’re sadly mistaken. That trust represents generations of hard work by Gaites-Granvilles. It’s meant for a man who appreciates all the blood, sweat and tears that went before him. It’s meant for a man who will add to it for future generations. A man, Asher. Not a spoiled brat who only thinks about himself.”

“Someone like Eric?” Asher asked bitterly, referring to his cousin.

His father merely stared at him, his mouth clamped tight.

“I’m glad you brought up the trust,” Asher said, matching his father’s mood and donning the well-used cloak of cool indifference he often wore in his parents’ presence. It was the only manner of communicating that they acknowledged. And to think, his parents always claimed he’d never internalized anything they’d taught him. “Because I meant to tell you: I don’t want it. I never wanted it. Keep your money, and all the strings attached to it. Eric is the perfect person to get the trust. Personally, I’m surprised you haven’t transferred it to him before now. It’s your prerogative. But me?” He tossed the napkin he’d been fisting onto the table. “I’m done with that damn trust and everything it represents. I’ll be in the city for another week or so, if you ever decide you’d like to see me for reasons besides arguing over money.”

He walked out of the dining room, feeling like his brain was boiling inside his skull.

Unfortunately, his fury hadn’t been enough to cancel out the heart-piercing sound of his mother’s single choked sob behind him as he cleared the doorway.

God, he was a heel.

No, his father had been the royal jerk, threatening Asher’s job. Would he really call in some marker with Brannigan over at Mandor, and have Asher fired from his position at the Gazette even before he reported for his first day? It was a possibility, Asher acknowledged grimly as he took the ramp into the city. He knew and respected Dick Brannigan a lot, and thought the feeling was mutual. Brannigan was a fierce individualist who came from a long line of tough, in-the-trenches reporters. A dying breed.

Brannigan wouldn’t be intimidated by his father easily. But who knew what bit of knowledge his father might hold over the Mandor CEO’s head?

Why was it such a complete impossibility to be civil to them? He didn’t want to disrespect his parents, but it was as if the die had been cast. They would never see eye to eye and he would forever disappoint them.

He would always play the role of the ungrateful, insensitive son.

By the time he entered his condo, he was exhausted all the way to his bones. He still hadn’t acclimated to the time zone. But his intense fatigue was far more than jet lag, he acknowledged as he stripped off all his clothes and fell into bed. He felt pummeled by that meeting. He was asleep within a minute, craving the blank numbness of unconsciousness.

His brain seemed to have other plans for him, though. Because his dreams were far from detached . . .

He walked along a familiar wooded path, his steps fast and eager. He listened with strained expectation . . . but for what?

For her.

She was nearby. So close. Every time he approached the secret lake and the minutes slowly ticked away to their meeting, his body grew tight with anticipation. It was as if being away from her, even for a night, made him doubt the miracle of her existence, question the very reality of something so amazing. He resented anything that kept her from him.

His hands itched to touch her. She was just ahead in the clearing, near their silent, secret inland lake. He escalated to a jog on the wooded trail, muscles straining, his teeth clenched in mounting arousal and need.

Then he heard it, the sound of her voice . . . her sweet, addictive siren song.

Yesenia? That singer from the club who held him fast in her spell? What was she doing here? In Crescent Bay?

Just as he had the confusing thoughts, the setting of his dream faded and altered. But his target somehow remained the same: that beautiful, soulful woman, that elusive creature he needed to touch. To possess.

He now rushed down a shadowed tunnel with closed doors to the right and left, his target somewhere ahead of him. Where was she? The same target—the same pull—he’d experienced in the woods, he felt again. But this time, he couldn’t hear her voice. Only a thick silence—the unbearable absence of her—pulsed in his ears.

But she was here. Somehow, he knew it, despite the fact that he couldn’t see or hear the proof of her.

His nerves prickled with anxious arousal. Something was about to happen. Something explosive.

Amazing.

There. Through that door.

He pushed the partially opened door wider and entered the room behind it. It was like an electric lash stung him, momentarily freezing his heart and stinging the blood in his veins.

She stood with her back to him in the corner of the dimly lit, featureless room, her graceful spine slightly bowed, her head lowered in a poignant pose. He couldn’t see her face. Her body was draped in a thin, transparent veil. He could see her naked, feminine curves beneath the thin boundary. Her name burned his lips, but for some reason, he couldn’t voice it.

He came up behind her, grasping her hips, the sensation of her curves and softness, of her lush body rushing him. She remained nameless in his mind, but he’d never known a woman more completely. He dipped his knees and pushed her bottom against his cock, and God it felt good: round and firm. Sweet. Her head fell back, her long, dark, fragrant hair a decadent, sensual blessing spilling across his cheek and lips. She sighed his name, her smooth, resonant voice amplifying his lust. His hands moved across her taut belly, ribs and full, thrusting breasts. Her magnificence overwhelmed him.

He found her throat with his mouth and pulled her against him rhythmically, absorbing her soft moans. He felt his senses opening like a thousand floodgates. His lips traced a graceful shoulder. The thin veil chafed his sensitive skin and hungry mouth, but it didn’t matter. Beneath it, he felt the heat of the woman, the lissome arch of her back and the firm, soft globes of her ass. He raged for her, the sensation of her naked body covered by the veil striking him as painfully erotic. He had to fuse with this woman, to know what it was to burn at the core of her.

The wave that joined them as they pulsed together rhythmically swelled, and his need became reality. His clothing and the veil disappeared, evaporated by pure lust. He sank into her snug, warm flesh—the sensation almost excruciating, it was so sweet. She quaked around him. He grasped a high, firm breast. His world pulsed in a red haze for a desperate moment. He thrust deeper into her, grinding his teeth together in agonized bliss.

“I know your name,” he seethed next to her ear before he bit at the delicate shell and felt her exquisite shudder. “And it isn’t Yesenia.”

He awoke with a start. Sweat slicked his naked body. His cock felt like a huge, heavy ache. For panicked seconds, he didn’t know where he was. The luxurious, mussed bedclothes and the dim room were completely unfamiliar to him, so different from the seven-story walk-up apartment where he’d been living for his last assignment in Cairo. His sex throbbed in agony. He fisted himself, wincing. The tugging sensation of his pumping hand brought back the dream. Even before he understood where he was fully, she took over his brain.

He groaned, thick and harsh, and began to jack himself rigorously. The memory of her had attacked his brain, a forbiddingly sweet, unbearable remembrance. Because with memory of her had come the cruel knowledge that his arms were empty.

He climaxed in a desperate frenzy.

He lay on his side on the bed panting, his large, rigid body releasing the tension packed into his muscles only gradually.

What was this? Why the dream? Why the desperation? Was it some kind of bizarre reaction to returning to Chicago? Not only soldiers had trouble assimilating when they returned home to the States. Reporters were known to struggle too.

Or perhaps his odd emotional state related solely to that ugly meeting across the splendidly laid dining room table?

To the fact that he’d disappointed and hurt his parents yet again?

No. It was all about her, plain and simple.

How could that be?

I know your name.

His sweat-slicked skin roughened at the evocative memory from his dream.

He realized he was staring at the bedside clock but hadn’t been really taking in the time. He blinked, propping himself up on his elbow. The clock read five minutes past eight. No light filtered in around the drawn curtains. It was dark out. Amazingly, he’d slept solid for over eight hours.

A feeling of urgency tore through him. He rolled over and picked up his phone off the bedside table. He was supposed to meet Rudy tonight for dinner. He texted a quick excuse, saying he was jet-lagged and not feeling that well. Could they get together for lunch tomorrow, instead?

He lunged off the bed. Until that very moment, he hadn’t been conscious that he’d planned to do it all along.

If he showered quickly and hurried, he could still make her performance at the State Room.

No, he didn’t really believe in his vague, increasingly uneasy suspicion that he knew that singer. But he was irrevocably drawn to her as if he really did recognize her.

Laila.

The forbidden name rolled through him, making his lungs freeze.

Just hearing the word echo in his head made him ache all over again.

It was Friday, and the club was even more packed than it had been last night. The pretty, model-thin hostess had just walked away with four patrons. A dark, sleek-looking guy approached him, smiling. Asher shook his hand and asked for a prime table. He included two one-hundred-dollar bills inside his palm with the handshake. The tall man’s smile widened, even though he never once glanced at the denomination of the bills he’d just nonchalantly slid into his pocket. Asher found himself seated at a reserved table, just feet away from the stage. How well would she be disguised, from this vantage point? Would he be able to recognize her?

There’s nothing to recognize.

You’re losing it. Do you honestly believe that that beautiful, shy girl would put on such a sexy, compelling show for a roomful of strangers?

Then the curtain parted. Soulful, plaintive piano and saxophone notes filled the small theatre. The drums joined in, and he saw her shadow appear as if out of a mist, her hips pulsing to the beat. All his ruminations and doubts faded in the face of fascination. She glided toward the veil. She began to sing.

Her pure, yet powerful voice poured into all the empty voids inside him.

And Asher knew it didn’t matter if she was a stranger or a girl who had haunted his dreams for years.

He had to look upon the naked face of the woman behind the curtain.

After Yesenia’s performance that night, Asher didn’t wait in the dark alley. Instead, he stood behind a two-foot-thick, peeling, white-painted cement column in Chicago’s vast underground subway network, counting the seconds by the throb of his pulse at his throat.

Even though he hadn’t allowed himself to dwell on it, he’d first had the suspicion last night while standing in that alley. The idea originated from Grandpop’s stories and their tour of the State Theatre when he was eight years old. The State was hooked into Chicago’s subterranean world, a network of tunnels, many of which were still in use today, that incorporated dozens of newer and older buildings, multilevel underground streets and of course, the subway and train stations. Many of them had been established during Prohibition to lead to speakeasies or for illegal alcohol transport. It had occurred to him as he watched Yesenia hypnotize the audience so completely that this was how she was making her escape night after night from rabid fans, hungry reporters and determined entertainment photographers, like Rudy.

She was accessing the old tunnels.

He recalled from his times with Grandpop that a stretch of tunnel led from the old State Theatre to an underground delivery road for some of the older Chicago skyscrapers. Rumor had it that Al Capone had even used it. Nowadays, the stretch of tunnel led to the Red Line of the subway.

He felt even more stupid than he had last night, slinking around in the alley. Clearly, Yesenia didn’t want to be seen. If it was true she was scarred, wasn’t this beyond intrusive of him? Wasn’t it cruel? Plus, he’d probably frighten her, a man stalking a woman in this dim, mostly unused portion of the tunnel . . .

. . . A woman who nightly made a bold statement that she didn’t want to be seen up close.

He knew his behavior was odd and obsessive, but he also knew one thing: he wasn’t going to rest until he gazed directly on her face, until he could silence this weird suspicion that it was her.

It couldn’t be her. She’d walked away from him so long ago because her family found him appallingly ill-suited. Everything he stood for was a threat, and in direct contrast to what they’d hoped for their beautiful young daughter. They believed he’d sullied her, that he’d come this close to shaming the entire family.

He’d come more than close, though. Her parents would have gone apoplectic on the spot if they’d ever known what had transpired between him and their precious girl in the private world they’d made together.

But her parents had never fully learned that secret, thank God. She and Asher had successfully created their own world—or so they’d thought—a place of mystery and wonder, intense desire and vibrant beauty. A place they’d both belonged.

Until she’d made her choice, forsaken it all and walked away, that is. Until she’d smashed their private little paradise to smithereens one day. Yes, it had been his asshole cousin Eric who had first betrayed them; her furious father, uncles and cousin who had separated them; and her hurt and shamed mother who had solidified that rift.

But in the end, it had been her choice, hadn’t it? A choice that she’d continued to make for eight years.

Laila.

This time the forbidden name brought a wave of distilled fury and hurt along with the longing. He wouldn’t have guessed that so much anger still existed inside him.

He shifted his booted feet restlessly. Only the sound of water trickling sluggishly from a metal pipe and the muted voices on the distant train platform entered his hearing. No one seemed aware of this portion of the tunnel.

Just when he was about to give up on his irrational—no, ludicrous—mission of pouncing upon an unsuspecting, extremely private stranger, he heard it: a light, rapid tread approaching his location. He eased around the column and started back abruptly, holding his breath.

A hooded figure walked rapidly in his direction, the closeness of it surprising him. He stayed concealed, watching as the figure passed. Only the lights from the platform ahead and an old, dust-encrusted exit light permeated the gloom. It was enough for him to make out that the person wore loose-fitting cargo pants, running shoes, a backpack and sweatshirt with the hood up. Her form was slight and graceful. Despite the baggy clothing, he made out the curve of feminine hips and the hint of a round bottom.

It’s her.

He never told himself to do it, but suddenly, he was following her. She clearly didn’t want to be noticed. Everything about her slightly hunched posture, her haste and her hands in her pockets shouted unapproachability. But there was something else about her, the gliding gait and the delicate, graceful arch of her spine. She called out to some nameless thing rushing in his blood.

What the hell are you going to say? She was going to be scared, being accosted here by a stranger.

Why didn’t you shave your damn beard?

At six foot three and a hundred eighty-five pounds, he was intimidating enough to a solitary female without the dark, thick facial hair adding to the scenario.

Her pace suddenly increased. He kept up. Had she heard him behind her? The sound of an approaching train in the distance reached his ears. No, she’d heard her train and was hurrying to catch it.

The name burned on his tongue, but he couldn’t bring himself to shout it. Anger and shame and disbelief at his unexpected need prevented it. What if it was her? What if she was scarred, and the last thing she wanted was to be seen?

What if she didn’t even remember him?

The anxious questions hammered in his head, blending with the inevitable roar of the approaching train. Suddenly she started to jog. So did he. They entered the station at the same moment as the thundering train.

“Wait. Stop.”

The train screeched to a halt, the racket obliterating his call. The doors jerked open, and she was getting on. For a split second, he paused in his pursuit, uncertain. Was he wrong? Was he crazy, chasing after a stranger because of a vague suspicion, an intensely erotic dream . . . an unexpected, bittersweet memory of an infatuation that he would have sworn he’d abandoned years ago?

A slender hand grasped at the metal rail just inside the doors. His heart slammed against his breastbone in recognition.

“Laila.”

Her head snapped around at his call.

He stared into a pair of startled-looking, almond-shaped green eyes. He lunged toward the entrance, shock vibrating in his flesh. The train doors slammed shut between them.

“No,” he bit out, furious. Desperate. She stepped closer, her eyes wide. For a charged moment, they stared at one another through the glass. Asher soaked in every detail like a parched sponge would water. He saw shocked recognition on her face, and that made desperation redouble inside him. He slammed his palm against the glass.

“Laila,” he repeated, his fingers clawing at the rubber-lined seal between the doors. The train began to move. He saw her mouth form his name, and she was sliding away from him.

Again.

He jogged down the platform, keeping pace with her, not knowing what the hell he was doing for a frenzied moment. He only knew he couldn’t take his eyes off her rigid, disbelieving face.

The face of his dreams. The face at the center of a stupid young man’s anguish. Her face. Unscarred. Unchanged.

Perfect.

“Laila.”

His shout mingled with the metallic rumble of the train exiting the station. He stood there panting as the sound faded; his brain tried to catch up with his heart, shaken by the impact of his past slamming so jarringly into his present.

Did he understand why Laila Barek had decided never to see him again, never correspond with him, to deny everything that had happened that summer in Crescent Bay eight years ago? Rationally, he did. With the benefit of maturity, and after spending time in various Arab countries, that logic had become clearer. She’d been nineteen years old. She’d been in college, yes, but she was still dependent on her parents’ wishes, expectations and demands. A Moroccan-American female might seem a lot like any typical American girl much of the time, but the ties to tradition and family were strong.

Those ties of love and loyalty had been enough for her to walk away when she’d been nineteen and he’d been nearly twenty-two, despite what they’d shared . . . despite the fact that she’d told him she loved him and always would.

He shook his head like a wet dog, trying to diminish the immensity of the moment. He hadn’t been prepared. Yes, the thought had been there, but it had been vague, the tiniest suspicion . . . too incredible to be real. Of course, she had the talent. There had never been any doubt of that. Still, he couldn’t believe it was really her: her staring at him through the glass, her putting on that evocative, sexy performance in that club . . .

All behind a veil.

He blinked and started, the veil suddenly taking on a whole new meaning for him. The barrier hadn’t been there to hide any scars. The veil had been set to protect something else. And Laila had been the one to erect it.

Maybe she hadn’t changed that much, after all.

He turned and walked alone down the empty platform.

You’re not a naïve, idealistic kid anymore. Some people just aren’t made to be together. Your worlds are way too different.

He didn’t think he could survive watching Laila move away from him another time. That first time had hurt more than he’d allow himself to admit.

And everything that had come before Laila walking away? Well, that had been something so rare and beautiful, the loss of it had changed him forever.
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